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      “So you’re telling me you’re not nervous?” Shane asks Alex.

      “Not at all. Why would I be?”

      “Maybe because you’re about to see your son or daughter for the first time?”

      “It’s just an ultrasound.”

      “‘Just an ultrasound’, he says,” Shane responds, winding him up.

      “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal out of a routine check-up.”

      I decide to intervene. These guys have no idea how to press the right buttons: something I’m very good at. And modest about. It’s kind of like my job, to make them nervous, target their weaknesses, interfere.

      Does that make me a dick? Obviously, yes – don’t even bother asking yourself that question.

      “I mean, you are about to find out the sex of your baby,” I say, nonchalantly.

      “Most likely, yes,” Alex responds.

      “You’ll find out if it’s a boy, and if you can finally relive all the things you missed out on with Justin. You know, seeing as he was already fully-grown and potty trained when he turned up at your door.”

      Alex shrugs, unconvinced.

      “Yours will be the first face he sees. You’ll be the first person he has to look up to,” I continue, feigning indifference, as silence falls around me.

      “I guess I will,” he says, his voice already betraying him.

      Ah, Brennan. You’re so gullible that I’m almost sorry to do this to you: but making fun of you has become a constant in my life – one of those habits I’ve grown fond of.

      “He’ll look up at you delightedly while you shave, begging you to cover his face in shaving foam and teach him how to shave, too – and you will.”

      Someone sniffs loudly.

      “You’ll teach him how to pee standing up and how to kick his first football.”

      Even the people around us have stopped talking. Mine is the only voice echoing around the pub, bouncing from one wall to another.

      “And if it’s a girl, you won’t be able to do all those things, of course. But I can assure you that you’ll end up wearing a lot of pink, sitting at miniature tables, drinking pretend cups of tea and eating cakes made of mud.”

      Brian leans his elbow on the bar, enthralled by my description of Brennan’s future life.

      “And you’ll be her hero: the man she’ll love more than anyone else in the world.”

      “Go to hell, Reid!” Brian straightens himself up and disappears into the back of the pub.

      The others don’t speak; they all sit there, gawping. I must say that my speech came out pretty well. I should’ve tried my hand at acting – my teachers always said I was good at drama.

      I go for the final blow, because I don’t think Brennan’s cried for about a week, now, and it’s time to restore some normality.

      “That is, until she meets a man who will sweep her off her feet and take her away,” I conclude, finishing the rest of my pint.

      “Fuck you, Reid!” Shane gets to his feet in frustration, drying his eyes with his sleeve and grabbing his jacket. “You’re a real bastard, you know.” He moves over to Alex, who’s still shaken up at my prediction for the next eighteen years of his life, or so. “Don’t listen to him. You know how much joy he gets from other people’s disasters.”

      Alex looks at my brother. “You think this is going to be a disaster?”

      I laugh and Andy shakes his head disapprovingly.

      “No, I didn’t mean… Oh, damn it, Reid! You’re really enjoying yourself, aren’t you?”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Come on, Alex. Let’s get back to work.”

      Alex gets to his feet and follows my brother. As they’re walking out of the bar, I hear him say: “I’m fucked either way, aren’t I?”

      I laugh, getting to my feet, too.

      “Satisfied?” Andy crosses his arms.

      “I reckon I could’ve done better.”

      “Why do you do it?”

      “Because he seemed too relaxed, and when he’s too relaxed, he never gets anything done.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Alex always gives it his all when he’s under pressure. I know, it seems stupid, but I’ve watched him over the years. The thing that catches him out is being too relaxed: trust me.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “You wouldn’t get it even if you tried.” I wander in the direction of the door.

      “One day this could happen to you, too, you know.”

      I study him condescendingly. “I doubt it.”

      “I doubt it, too,” Andy says. “Who the fuck would put up with you? But you know how these things go. I mean, look at me.”

      “You just got lucky. And try not to take it for granted.” It comes out of my mouth overly serious – too serious for my liking. But it’s done, now. I can’t take it back or try to cover it up.

      “Was that some kind of warning?”

      “Something like that.” I open the door and a gust of wind makes me shiver. I zip up my jacket and nod goodbye at Andy before leaving Veldons and heading over to the car park, where Shane’s car is already gone.

      Just for a change, they’ve left me to walk. In the rain. When it’s fucking freezing. It’s not even the middle of winter, yet – but that’s just one of the joys of living in a town like this one.

      I look around in search of a lift, and when I’ve reached the conclusion that I’m going to have to walk, a horn sounds from behind me, making me jump. I turn to see Sullivan’s face peering out from behind the windscreen.

      “Walking today, too?”

      “What can I say? They can’t take a joke.”

      “Come on, I’ll give you a lift.”

      I wander to the other side of the car, open the door, and settle in beside him.

      “That’s the third time this week.”

      I shrug and strap in my seatbelt.

      “And it’s only Wednesday.”

      “Let’s just say they’re not the greatest fans of my comments.”

      Sullivan laughs, pulling out of the car park. “I can imagine.”

      “Maybe I should start driving to work myself.”

      “Or maybe you could, I don’t know, be a little more understanding.”

      “I’m always understanding.”

      He glances sideways at me.

      “I’m only trying to push them.”

      “Some people take their time, Johnston.”

      “Well, they take too long.”

      “They do?”

      I shake my head and gaze out of the window.

      “So, tell me: have you already made your special delivery today?”

      I don’t respond, but he insists.

      “It’s been a while.”

      “It’s been a while for you, too.”

      “But I’m getting old.”

      “I’m starting to get old, too,” I sigh, resigned.

      “Besides, there’s only ever been one for me. One woman, I mean.”

      I watch as he grows sad. Sullivan is always like this; especially when he talks about his wife.

      “A little like your brother-in-law.”

      “Brennan is a special case.”

      Sullivan laughs. “True, but it looks like your brother’s in more or less the same situation.”

      “Please can we not talk about this?”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Are you on that sinking ship with them?”

      “Wow, so we’re even using metaphors, now!”

      “How long has it been?”

      “This has nothing to do with you. Mind your own business.”

      “I was just making conversation.”

      “Besides, it’s this town’s fault. How can I ever move on when everything that’s on offer has been exactly the same since the day I was born?”

      Sullivan parks outside the distillery gates.

      “If you really did want to move on, you’d have done it by now,” he says, convinced that he knows more than anyone. But I can’t give him any more ammo to torture me with, so I gently tell him to fuck off, thank him for the lift, and head back into work; that way, this day can be over as soon as possible and I can focus on my special delivery, like I do every evening.
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      At five o’clock on the dot, I leave work to finally head home. I could’ve clocked out sooner – not that I actually have a timesheet to clock out with. Most of the employees I oversee leave at about two o’clock in the afternoon, but I’m the department manager, and the company bears our family name. I can’t just do whatever I want.

      I start at five in the morning – I know, it’s shit – and usually cover a twelve-hour shift.

      Why? Because I’d rather just do things myself than delegate them to others. If I’m the one doing something, I know it’ll get done.

      Am I picky? A perfectionist? A pain in the arse? Yes, on all three counts. But I’m happy like that.

      I didn’t choose this job and, to be honest, when I was a kid, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to work for any kind of company. I liked sport and I was good at it, too. I even tried going to the University of Galway so that I could keep training.

      I wanted to be a GAA player, be accepted into a low-medium level team – the second division would’ve been just fine – have fun for a few years, then maybe settle down and find something more permanent. But I wasn’t the smartest, and after a year I realised that I wasn’t that good a player, either. By that point, my family was in turmoil: my sister did nothing but freak out and run away; my brother was hanging around town with Brian Veldons, of whom my father was decidedly not a fan. My mother taught in a dance school in Clifden, my father was always working… Well, someone needed to keep the family together.

      Guess who got dumped with that huge responsibility?

      I came home because my family needed me.

      I know, right: it’s hard to believe.

      As soon as I set foot back in Cliathán, a position became available in the raw materials department; they were looking for someone to take care of the spelt loads first thing in the morning. My father never gave us anything for free – in fact, it was quite the opposite. He expected us to work twice as hard just to prove that we deserved to work in the family business. But he also did it because he wanted us to feel linked to the family brand, to its traditions.

      If I told you that I cared back then, I’d be lying. I didn’t give a shit; I was only doing it to keep everyone happy. Now, things are different. Now the Johnston blood courses through my veins, reminding me every day just who I am.

      It’s not an obligation; it’s a simple fact.

      It’s my life.

      I became the manager after three years, and now I oversee the whole department, as well as keeping an eye on the others. As I said: it’s better to do things yourself if you want things done to perfection.

      My sister Ellie says that I’m like our dad, and maybe she’s right – but only in certain ways. She’s actually the one who’s most similar to him, aside from her obsession with going against the norm. I never go against the norm – I never waste my time following lost causes in the first place. Apart from where Alex Brennan is concerned: my brother-in-law and childhood friend. But that’s only because my sister decided to save him from himself by marrying him.

      Alex is a distiller. He started working in the family business at around the same time as me. While I was busy with the one year I managed of university, he was taking one of our distillery courses. Ellie, on the other hand, never wanted to work for the company in the first place – not in the way our father wanted her to. She worked for Mark Nolan for years: my father’s ex-business partner and father to Chase, Ellie’s ex-fiancé.

      You already know the whole story of the almost-wedding, right? I’m sure there’s no need for me to refresh your memory, or remind you what Chase did – that little bastard – or what my sister did. And don’t even get me started on what Brennan did.

      Now Ellie has started her own company, exporting the family brand overseas. She’s determined, Ellie: nothing like me and Shane, her idiot brothers.

      Shane works in the bottling department, and started working there as soon as he finished school – although he did a few years as an apprentice, too. Now he’s in a steady relationship with his favourite barman – not mine, just to be clear. I always preferred Brian. Apparently, it took him about seventeen years to realise that now was the time to tell him how he felt – and let’s not talk about the fact that it took Alex about thirteen years to tell Ellie.

      You can see how we’re in the shit, here. Right?

      My life is studded with unlikely (and largely unwanted) characters, but I have to keep them around because they’re family. Also because there are only 192 people who live in this town, and because I’m old, and can’t be bothered to go around looking for new friends.

      So my sister married Alex Brennan, childhood friend and distiller in the family business. My brother Shane is with Andy Veldons, who is also a childhood friend, and landlord of the local pub, which bears his surname. We go there for lunch every day, and play music there every Friday night.

      Let’s see. Who’s left?

      Oh, of course. There’s just me and Brian Veldons – but don’t get any weird ideas. We’ll never be a couple.

      Basically, our social circle is pretty tight, and pretty suffocating. It’s impossible to untangle yourself from, and it’s impossible to let anyone else in; it’s been this way for over thirty years, now, and we’re the youngest people in town. Aside from the newbies, who are still at school.

      Have I already mentioned my life is quite shit?

      I slip into my jacket and leave the now-empty department, switching off the lights and closing the wooden door, sliding the chain across the lock. And yes, I’m on the lowest floor, super low – lower than us there’s only the warehouse, but that’s filled with my father’s most precious casks. He’s basically stationed his office down there, so it can’t really be considered inferior.

      I walk towards the car park and open the door of my truck, sitting inside and switching on the ignition, heading home.

      Bullshit.

      But you fell for it, didn’t you?

      I can’t finish my day without a special delivery – because it’s the only time when I’m able to forget my life, and imagine I’m living that of someone else.
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      Although we have delivery drivers who even go all the way over to Dublin, there’s something I take care of personally each day – and not because of what I mentioned earlier, about wanting to do everything myself to make sure it was done properly.

      I just need an excuse, you know? Otherwise I wouldn’t know how to justify my presence there all those evenings at that time, five days a week.

      “Hey!” Her face lights up and my chest catches fire. “I didn’t think you’d be coming.”

      No way would I ever skip even a single day.

      “What have you brought me today?”

      “The usual,” I say, showing her the crate.

      She steps out from behind the counter, gesturing to the girl beside her that she’ll be popping out for a moment, and then points me towards the back.

      “Come with me.”

      I follow her, stepping through the doorway which leads into the staff room. She swipes her magnetic key-card and pushes open the door to the store room with her shoulder. I follow her inside, resting the crate with the others in a corner at the back, as the door behind us closes over.

      We’re in the dark, and we’re alone.

      And I feel as if I’m about to have a panic attack.

      “Thanks, Reid.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “I don’t exactly think it’s your job to personally deliver crates of whiskey.”

      “I was passing by.”

      I hear her sigh gently as my own breath starts to escape me.

      “You’re always passing by.” Although it’s completely dark and I can’t see her face, I can hear from her tone that she’s smiling.

      It’s the best part of my day.

      This.

      And I wouldn’t miss it for anything in the world.

      “What can I say? I’m a nomad.” I have to say something stupid or my feet will stay glued to the floor of this store room.

      She heads back over to the door and opens it, the light from the corridor revealing that she’s still smiling. Good: at least I’ve done something right. I catch up with her and we both step back into the main room.

      “Doing anything fun tonight?”

      “I’m going to visit my sister. Brennan called and he said there’s an emergency. But, knowing him, it’s anything but an emergency.”

      She laughs. She knows my brother-in-law, too, knows what he’s like.

      “Ellie went to do that thing today… What’s it called? Where you find out the sex of the baby?”

      “An ultrasound,” she says, excitedly. “Did she already have one last month?”

      “Yes, but my niece or nephew – who has already worked out how to be naughty – was showing their butt cheeks in the last scan. I guess they didn’t want anyone to know, down there, whether they had a⁠—”

      “Got it,” she laughs, her hair falling into her face. She brushes it aside with her hand and looks at me again. And every time her eyes meet mine, a piece of me falls away.

      “Where’s Sam?” I ask, not seeing her.

      “At Brennan’s.”

      “Again?”

      “I think there’s something going on.”

      “I need to have a little chat with Justin.”

      “Please, don’t.”

      “I just want to work out what his intentions are.”

      “They’re ten years old, Reid. What could his intentions be?”

      “I just don’t like the way he hangs around her.”

      “Isn’t he basically your nephew?”

      “Basically. Not literally.”

      She laughs again. “You’re impossible. You know that, right?”

      “So they tell me.”

      “I’m sure they do. Besides, she gets bored, and she’s right: we’re all so busy and no one ever pays her any attention.”

      “You could’ve called me,” I say, suddenly. “I’d have come earlier, watched her for a while.”

      “You were working,” she says, without glancing at me. “Besides, we’re not your problem.”

      Problem.

      She called it a problem.

      She has no idea that the only problem here is that I can’t be the one to help her with everything.

      “I’m happy to help.”

      She looks at me and smiles.

      She smiles the way you’d smile at a friend: a friend who stops by every day to say hello, who asks you how your day is going, who worries when you’re not well.

      She looks at me the way you’d look at a friend, not knowing that, every time her eyes land on me, we become friends a little less.

      The doors behind me open and a couple in their sixties approach the reception desk. She excuses herself and turns to her customers, asking whether they had fun, were happy with the tour she’d booked for them, if they’d like to have dinner in the hotel or would prefer to head out to a local restaurant.

      I wish I could find an excuse to stay, or think of something funny to say – I like it when she laughs at my stupid jokes. But nothing comes to mind like that, on the spot, and before I can start digging around in my mind, she turns to me.

      “Thanks for the delivery.”

      “No problem.”

      “And for the company.”

      I smile sadly at her and turn away to leave, before causing any more damage that she could never clean up.

      “Tell Ellie I said congratulations!”

      “Sure,” I say, almost suffering, without turning around. The doors slide open in front of me and I step outside, walking over to my car.

      I can’t pass on your congratulations to Ellie, because my sister has no idea you exist – like my whole family, and all my friends. Or, rather, they know that you exist. We live in Cliathán – 192 residents, remember? – but no one can know that you exist in my thoughts.

      You are my thoughts.

      And you’re everything else, too.
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      “Reid, can you please try to reason with him?”

      “Are you sure you want my help?”

      “What you’re trying to do makes no sense!” She turns back to Alex.

      “Why? What difference does it make?”

      “It makes all the difference!”

      “I don’t care what sex our baby is.”

      “Because he’s fucked either way,” I explain, referring back to this morning’s conversation.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be helping me?” Ellie asks.

      “Is that not what I’m doing?”

      Alex takes my sister’s hands, bringing her attention back to him.

      “I don’t want to find out, Ellie. It makes no difference to me.”

      “But I already know it!” Ellie scoffs.

      Ah, yes. Let me catch you up.

      I arrived at the Johnston-Brennan household in the middle of an argument I’d have preferred not to be part of. From what I could understand, my sister already knows the sex of their baby, whilst Alex wants to remain in the dark. The result of the ultrasound was slotted into an envelope and then placed in my sister’s hands; an envelope which is now in the custody of Clodagh, Alex’s mother, who’s keeping it in a safe place.

      “She’ll let it slip sooner or later. It’d be better to just find out now. Actually, tell me, too. So I can prepare myself.”

      “What do you have to prepare yourself for?” Ellie crosses her arms, turning to me.

      “I don’t know. I was just filling the silence.”

      “Remind me again why you’re here?”

      So ungrateful.

      “Because your husband called me.”

      “They’re a hoot, aren’t they?” Justin, Alex’s son and the star member of my junior GAA team, approaches me, followed by Sam.

      “Can’t you see how much fun I’m having?”

      “Why are they fighting?” Sam asks.

      “Because Ellie knows the sex of the baby and Alex doesn’t.”

      “I want to know, too!” Justin says.

      “Great, so everyone’s ganging up on me,” Alex mumbles.

      “I’ll tell you later, honey, when your dad can’t hear.”

      “How do you think I’ll be able to live with you two knowing that you’re keeping this secret from me?”

      “You’re in for a few long, hilarious months,” I comment, gently elbowing Justin.

      “Can I move in with you?”

      “No way. You know I can’t deal with kids.”

      “You’ll die alone and no one will come to your rescue. Cats will eat your face,” my sister snaps.

      I laugh and get to my feet. “I reckon that’s my cue to leave. I have to feed the cats.”

      “Do you really have a cat?” Justin asks.

      “You’re kidding. I hate animals.”

      “You’re already leaving?” Ellie leaves Alex to himself and walks up to me. “I’ve barely seen you, lately.”

      It’s true: I haven’t been coming over to Brennan’s as much as I used to. That’s because I always came with Shane, but now he’s with Andy, and spends most of his evenings at Veldons with him. He says that Alex is a big boy now, and can take care of himself – that it’s not our job to look after him anymore. He’s Ellie’s problem, now.

      “I’m here now,” I point out, bending down to plant a kiss on her cheek.

      “I should actually go, too,” Sam says as I’m heading to the door.

      “Sure,” Alex says. “Let me just grab my car keys and I’ll drop you home.”

      “I’ll take her,” I say, suddenly.

      Alex studies me dubiously.

      “What? It’s on my way home.”

      That’s a lie – her house is in the other direction, outside of town.

      Now Ellie looks at me, too.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow at school, Justin,” she says.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he responds, and they both walk past me and step outside.

      “You’re teaching him well,” I say to Alex, watching Justin accompany Sam out to my truck.

      “He’s his father’s son,” Ellie says with pride. “But, going back to us: you’re giving her a lift home?”

      “So what? I’m heading out, she has to get home, and she’s one of my best players…”

      “Hey!” Alex scolds.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I feel myself getting wound up as I step outside, too.

      “Are we done here?” I ask, reaching my car and opening the passenger door for Sam. She waves at Justin and climbs into my truck, as I close the door behind her and lean against it, facing Justin.

      “Didn’t you have a girlfriend?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Weren’t you going out with someone from school?”

      “I’m not going out with anyone. She’s just a friend.”

      I scrutinise him. “A friend.”

      Justin shrugs.

      “And what about her?” I ask, nodding towards my car.

      “She’s my friend, too.”

      “How many friends do you have, Brennan?”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’ve never been more serious.”

      I push my body away from the car and approach him. “Not all friends are the same, Justin. Your dad should’ve already explained that.”

      “I don’t know if she’s that kind of friend.”

      I nod slowly. “Well, try not to mess anything up, or you’ll have me to answer to.”

      “Why do you care so much? You’re not her dad.”

      A sharp pang climbs from my stomach to my throat, passing through my entire torso.

      “I’m a friend of her mother.”

      Justin lifts his gaze to meet mine and studies me carefully.

      I don’t even bat an eyelid. I’m pretty good when it comes to self-control.

      “Are you friends like Dad and Ellie were friends?”

      This boy is growing up a little too well – and, more importantly, a little too quickly.

      That’ll be Ellie’s influence. I doubt his perceptiveness comes from Brennan’s genes.

      No, Justin. We’re not friends like your dad and Ellie, and we never will be.

      “See you, kid,” I say, opening the driver door and climbing into my car.

      “Are you wearing your seatbelt?” I ask Sam.

      “Yes, coach.”

      Coach.

      I flash her a small smile and switch on the ignition, heading towards her house and ignoring the bitterness that overwhelms me every time she calls me that.

      “It’s not on the way.”

      “What?”

      “My house. It’s not on your way home,” she remarks, without looking at me.

      I inhale deeply. “No.”

      I don’t look at her, either – and not just because I’m driving.

      “Mam will be happy to see you,” she says, with that innocence possessed only by kids. I start to feel something hammering insistently in my chest, intent on breaking down everything that’s left surrounding it.

      

      I have no idea how many years have passed – I’m not keeping count, unlike my brother and Brennan. But that’s maybe because I don’t know when it started. Maybe it was at the school dance, when I signed up to be on the committee just to check that no one else touched her, or tried to take her away. Maybe it was when she made her dress tumble to the ground, leaving her standing naked in front of me in the barn behind her family house. Or maybe it was at the first company Christmas party she came to, when she dragged me into a dark corner of the warehouse, produced a sprig of mistletoe and kissed me on the mouth.

      I know what you’re thinking. Everyone in Cliathán seems to have the same problem. But there’s a reasonable explanation: there are only 192 people here, remember?

      I don’t think there’s any need for me to repeat myself.

      I’ve thought of nothing but her for my entire life. I’ve been with other women, dated – I’ve even had a few relationships. They didn’t last long, but they happened.

      I’m not like Alex, who tried to forget about Ellie for years; I’m not like Brian, who has no intention of setting himself straight, and instead keeps trying it on with the new interns who come to the company every six months for one of our courses.

      I just simply stopped thinking about it.

      Then the years passed quickly, slipping through my grasp, and I never realised that things were changing. Work, family, my mother’s death, Ellie’s escape attempts, my father’s absence, Shane’s sensitivity, and Brennan, who always needs to be helped out of a crisis. I’ve found myself suddenly alone at the age of thirty-eight, in an empty house with nothing to share.

      I didn’t do it all the time – think about her, I mean. But it was definitely recurring, I have to admit. It came and went, like something buried in the sand which comes back to the surface as the tide goes out; you look at it, and you wish you could keep looking at it, grab hold of it. But then the ocean continues its task, submerging it once again, hiding it from you – and you realise that that something doesn’t belong in your world; that you could never keep it forever. And for a few years, the sea doesn’t reveal it, and I forget – or maybe convince myself that I’ve finally forgotten. Then, one day, on a day like any other, the sea pulls itself back suddenly and there’s no way to bury that thing over.

      It’s there, in the light of day.

      It’s there, and it will never be buried again.

      And now I find myself standing in front of her  almost every day, and she has that way of smiling at me in a way that no one has smiled at me before. It’s as if she believes that I’m a good person, or a nice guy: someone she could spend time with. And she has that hair, so long and tousled and messy, which reflects her personality, her way of living – which is absolutely nothing like my own. And those hands – let’s talk about her hands. They’re so small and soft, and they move around so sensually that I can’t help but imagine them all over me.

      “Coach?” Sam tears me suddenly from my thoughts.

      “Mm?”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “You can ask, but I can’t promise you’ll get an answer.”

      “Why don’t you have any kids?”

      “Sorry?”

      “Well, you’re old, right?”

      “Thanks a lot.”

      “I mean, you’re old enough to have them.”

      “I don’t know. Is there a specific age when you’re supposed to have kids?”

      “How old are you?”

      “I’ll never answer that question,” I say, almost outraged. You can’t just ask someone their age – especially not when they’re past thirty. Man or woman.

      “Mam told me you’re a little bit older than her.”

      “Not that much older,” I mumble, turning into her driveway.

      “Isn’t there anyone you like?”

      “What’s with all these questions?”

      “I was just wondering.”

      “And no, I don’t really like anyone in general, whether they’re a man, woman, old person, or child. Least of all nosey little girls.”

      “But you like my mam.”

      Oh, Jesus. She’s not going to give up, is she?

      “We’ve been friends for a long time.”

      “You didn’t answer.”

      I park by her front door and the outside light flashes on.

      “What do you want from me?”

      I’m not a fan of interrogations – especially not when the person interrogating me is a ten-year-old girl. And especially not when the questions are always about the same thing; even less when she’s got me feeding from the palm of her hand.

      Sloane appears at the front door as Sam turns back to me. Suddenly, her face, her expression, her voice, are no longer that of a ten-year-old girl whose only concerns should be playing, laughing, and enjoying life.

      “I know you like her, even if you won’t say it,” she concludes seriously, before opening the door and jumping down from the truck, leaving me alone like the idiot I am, the same thought ricocheting around my head.

      Why am I not the one in his place?

      Why did I let someone else take that place, instead?
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      “You could’ve called, I’d have come to get you,” she says to Sam as her daughter steps into the house.

      “It’s fine. I was already there and I was leaving, so…” I respond for her.

      Sam disappears up to her room and Sloane turns to me.

      “She never calls me. She hates it whenever I pick her up from anywhere.”

      “She only does it so that she doesn’t bother you.”

      “She shouldn’t be thinking about that. She’s ten years old.”

      “She’s a bright kid.”

      “Do you think I give her too much responsibility?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I ask her for so much help, and treat her as if she’s an adult and not a little girl.” She sighs. “She’s so mature for her age, and I’m always working, I’m on my own…”

      No. You have me.

      “It’s not fair of me to make her pay the price for my own bad decisions.”

      The only thing that’s not fair is the fact that I let you go that night instead of keeping you close to me.

      “I’m ranting, sorry.” She rubs her temples. “I need a glass of wine. Do you want to keep me company?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “Oh, God.” She stops me in the doorway. “Maybe you’re busy tonight and I’m making you late.”

      “Are you kidding? What the fuck would I have planned?”

      “Maybe you had a date.” She says this without looking at me.

      “A date, Sloane?” I struggle to breathe through my gritted teeth.

      She lifts her face to mine and parts her lips, stripping me of any ability to control my breathing.

      “What date…?” I manage, my breath catching.

      “Can we eat? I’m starving!” Sam’s voice floats towards from the hallway, making us both jump. Sloane takes a step back.

      “I got home late, but it won’t take long to make.”

      Sam disappears back into her room as Sloane scuttles into the kitchen. I close the front door behind me and follow her. She opens the fridge door and pulls out a bottle.

      “Is white okay?”

      I could do with something stronger, but I’m afraid it might have the opposite effect.

      “Perfect.”

      She stretches up to grab two glasses from the cupboard above her but can’t quite reach – so I walk over and plant myself behind her, reaching my arm up to grab them for her. My chest brushes against her back and I almost make a total idiot of myself by giving away the bulge in my jeans.

      I step reluctantly away before she notices the private party taking place in my underwear.

      “Thanks.”

      “You shouldn’t keep them so high up.”

      “I don’t use them very often. I don’t get a lot of visitors.”

      “Apart from you, coach.” Sam’s voice reaches us from the doorway.

      “Have you finished your homework?”

      “I did it at Justin’s house.”

      “I’ll have a look over it later.”

      “Whatever.” Sam steps closer to us. “Are you staying for dinner, coach?”

      “Me? Oh, I… I don’t want to intrude.”

      Sloane turns to look at me. “You wouldn’t be intruding.”

      “Mam always makes too much, anyway. I’m sure she’ll have made dinner for ten people.”

      “That’s not true,” Sloane protests, defending herself.

      “And it’s weird, seeing as you’re the only person who ever comes over,” Sam says. “Except our family.”

      “Go and wash your hands. And wash your mouth out with soap, while you’re at it,” Sloane hisses.

      Sam disappears into the other side of the house as we stand awkwardly in the kitchen, alone.

      “Is that true?”

      “What?”

      “That I’m the only person who comes over.”

      “Don’t feel like you have to,” she responds quickly.

      “I don’t feel like I have to,” I say, just to make things clear.

      She smiles. “I’ve made chicken wings.”

      “You have?”

      She nods.

      “With barbecue sauce?”

      She nods again.

      “That’s my favourite.”

      She lifts her gaze, before killing me with all her grace and her kindness.

      “I know.”

      

      “I told you she always makes too much.”

      “Eat your vegetables or no dessert, tonight.”

      Sam scoffs and sticks her fork into her carrots.

      “There’s dessert?”

      “I’ve brought a blueberry cheesecake home from the hotel.”

      “So you’re stealing from work, now?”

      Sloane laughs and takes a sip of her wine. “But I made the rest.”

      “And it was delicious.”

      “There’s more left, if you like.”

      “That’s what I like to hear.”

      That’s one of the one thousand one hundred and fifty reasons why I love you.

      Come on. You’d already worked that out by now, right?

      I’m not sitting at the dinner table in this house with these women because I’m a family friend. I don’t make special deliveries from Monday to Friday just because I prefer to get things done myself. I’m not a nice person and I don’t love kids. I’m not looking at her as if I’d seen nothing but her for ten years just because there’s nothing else to look at in Cliathán.

      I’m looking at her because I never need to look at anything else.

      If I’m here, it’s because this is the place I want to be.
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      “Let me get this straight.” She lifts away from the back of the sofa and turns to face me. “Everyone but him?”

      “And me, obviously, but only for now. She couldn’t exactly tell me in front of him.”

      She bursts into laughter again and lets herself fall back onto the cushions.

      “I’m happy that my brother-in-law’s misadventures are good for something other than driving me and my sister crazy.”

      She turns her face towards me, the shadow of a laugh still etched into her features.

      “I know you love him anyway.”

      “Me? Love Brennan? Let’s not kid ourselves. I tolerate him, just as I tolerate all living beings.”

      “So you tolerate me?”

      Ah, Sloane. It’s best if we don’t play on that side of the pitch; or I’ll have to crush you, mercilessly.

      “Everyone. I told you.” I swallow the last dregs of my wine.

      “I’m flattered.”

      “Of course you are – it’s greatly improved your life.”

      “You,” she says, serious now. “You’ve improved my life.”

      I sit up suddenly and tear my gaze from hers, placing my glass on the coffee table in front of me and leaping to my feet.

      “I think it’s time I got going.”

      She composes herself, getting to her feet, too.

      “I know you don’t like compliments, but it’s true. You make people’s lives better.”

      “You’re drunk. It’s probably best if you go to bed.” At that last word, my voice cracks, jumping up an octave.

      “Why do you always have to be so difficult?”

      “I am difficult. That’s why I’m so happy on my own.”

      “Really?”

      “What? That I’m difficult, or that I’m happy on my own?”

      “Let’s go through them in order. Are you really a difficult person, Reid? Or is it just your way of keeping away anyone who’s not truly interested in staying in your life?”

      “Hey, I said I was difficult, not complicated.”

      She smiles and lowers her gaze for a moment. When her eyes reach mine again, I’m on the verge of collapse, like a half-empty bag of spelt.

      “And how about being happy on your own?” Her voice softens.

      “Do you really think I’m alone? With my sister and Brennan, Shane and Andy Veldons, who now live about two paces away from my front door. And let’s not forget about empty-headed Brian, and my dad, with his casks.”

      “What about you, Reid? Who is there for you?”

      “Are all the people I’ve just listed not enough for you?”

      “Are they enough for you?”

      “They’re too much, trust me.”

      She nods slowly.

      “Now I have to…” I gesture behind me and walk quickly out of her living room before she stops me with another interrogation.

      “Have you thought about it?”

      I freeze before I can reach freedom. I already knew from Brennan’s phone call that today wouldn’t be my lucky day.

      “Over the years. About that night.”

      I close my eyes, and the image flies back into my mind.

      “Have you ever thought about it?”

      Every day. Every time I see you, and even when I don’t see you. I’m thinking about it right now, and not because you’ve asked me. And I shouldn’t think about it – I was the one to pull away. But I think about it anyway.

      It’ll always be my biggest regret.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Of course.” I can hear disappointment in her tone – not unlike the disappointment I heard at the time, the disappointment I still feel all over me. “I’m so stupid.” I can hear her smiling tightly. I can’t see her, but I know. I can recognise her expressions in the way she breathes. “Why would you remember?”

      Because I remember every single moment we’ve spent together, and because I know everything about you – even things that you don’t know yourself. But I can’t tell you that, because you’d think I’m a lunatic, and you’d never let me near your daughter again. And I can’t give that up: her, you, us.

      “I really should be going.” I reach the door and let my hand rest on the handle. I look back over my shoulder. “Goodnight, Sloane.”

      I step outside without waiting for her response and run over to my truck; I barricade myself inside, switch on the ignition, and speed back home, where I’ll be safe, alone. Where I won’t have to pretend not to be the dickhead that I am.
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      When I turn onto the main driveway which leads to our houses, I realise that someone else has just got home, too. I switch off the engine and open the door as that someone approaches my car.

      Will this shitty day never end?

      “Where have you been?” Andy asks, lighting a cigarette.

      “What do you mean?” I close the door behind me and head towards my house.

      “It’s a little late for you to be finishing work.”

      “Work isn’t the only thing I do, you know.” I slot my key into the lock and open the front door, hurrying to turn off the alarm. I flick on the hallway light to reveal that Andy has already stepped inside.

      “Don’t smoke that in here.”

      Andy scoffs and chucks his cigarette butt to the ground outside. I glare at him and he rolls his eyes.

      “I’ll pick it up later, don’t worry.”

      He goes to take another step inside, but I stop him with my body.

      “I don’t remember inviting you in.”

      “You never do.”

      “Maybe that’s because I don’t like to have company.” I stay standing in the doorway, one hand leaning against the wood.

      “Are you trying to stop me from coming in?”

      “Hey, you said it.”

      Andy studies me carefully. “So, where were you?”

      “Mm?”

      “You just said you don’t like company, so I’m guessing that you were alone.”

      “Maybe it’s just your company I’m not a fan of. Ever think of that?”

      Andy smiles.

      “I came home with the intention of going straight to bed, seeing as I have to be at work in five hours. I didn’t bank on running into my brother’s lover on the way.”

      A coarse laugh escapes him.

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny.”

      “But you are anyway. That’s the problem.”

      “I’ll try to be less funny in future.”

      “Ah… Reid, Reid, Reid.”

      “Oh… Andy, Andy, Andy.”

      “How long have we known each other?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m too tired to do the calculations now.”

      “Twenty years? Maybe more.”

      “I’m sure Shane’s waiting up for you.” I move to close the door over, but he stops it with his hand.

      “What the hell do you want from me?”

      “I want you to promise me something.”

      “If that’s what it’ll take to make you go away…”

      “Promise me that you’ll come and see me before you do anything. Not once you’ve already fucked it up – before.”

      I exhale deeply and move my hand from the door.

      “What do you know?”

      “I heard someone at the pub saying they’d seen him around.”

      I rub my eyes with my hand.

      “I’ll try to find out more, but you have to promise me for now that you’ll be good, and that you won’t make any rash decisions.”

      “Me?”

      His stare is condescending.

      “I knew I should’ve kept quiet. Remind me next time to get hammered at the Cloverfox instead.”

      “Don’t you dare set foot in that pub!” he threatens me, waggling his finger.

      “I’ll go wherever I like. I’ll eat wherever I like, and drink where there are no nosey bartenders who think they know everything about my life, who sleep with my brother behind my back.”

      Andy’s jaw tightens. Maybe I’ve taken it too far – but he’s the one trying to get a reaction out of me.

      “Are we done here? Can I go to bed?” I ask, frustrated, hoping he’ll get out from under my feet.

      “I’ve got my eye on you.” He flips his fingers between my eyes and his.

      “I’ll be good, Dad, I promise.”

      “And don’t you dare even think about eating or drinking anywhere else.”

      “Maybe at the Cloverfox they don’t spit in their regulars’ food.”

      “If you go there, I’ll find out, and then I’ll lose count of the people spitting in your food and in your beverages.”

      “Beverages? Seriously? Is this an 1800s tavern?”

      “Fuck you, Johnston,” he hisses through gritted teeth, before walking away. I watch from the door as he crosses the driveway to Shane’s house, which they now share, before closing the door.

      Apparently, having a brother, sister, and one brother-in-law wasn’t annoying enough; I needed to add an alleged brother-in-law into the mix, too.

      I chuck my keys – which are still in my hand – onto the kitchen table and sling my jacket over the back of a chair. I head straight into my bedroom, ready to go to bed and try to sleep at least a couple of hours. But I stop at the door across the hall.

      I shouldn’t do it, not tonight. It makes no sense. I was just there; I saw her laugh at my jokes, and heard her talk about her life as if it were my life, too.

      But that wasn’t enough for me.

      I place my hand on the door handle and push it open, switching on the floor lamp next to the entrance. I lean my shoulder against the doorframe, crossing my arms and allowing myself a few minutes – maybe more – to dream that I never said no, with no good reason, before delving back into my own suffering. Because no one will ever give me back the things I gave up.
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      I turn back onto my right side again, in search of a comfortable sleeping position. But maybe it has nothing to do with the cramps – the ones I feel in my leg. I prop myself up and roughly kick aside the duvet, yanking my arms free and sighing in frustration. I turn my head slightly towards the bedside table and realise that it’s one a.m. Judging by the pressure pushing down on my chest, I won’t be sleeping tonight, either.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have drunk all that wine. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked him to stay. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked him about that night.

      I don’t think about it every day, but when he’s here, when he looks at me with those dark, barricaded eyes, when I can hear his breathing… I can’t help but go back in time, back to when Reid Johnston made it perfectly clear to me that I wasn’t part of his plan the way he was part of mine.

      I turn onto my side again, sliding a hand beneath the pillow. It’s only then that I notice Sam standing in front of me, in my bedroom doorway. I sit up and switch on the bedside light.

      “I can’t sleep,” she says, squeezing her favourite unicorn in her arms, which usually sits on her shelf next to Agnes and her dungaree-clad Minions.

      “Are you feeling okay?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “Do you want to try lying here with me for a while?”

      “Maybe just for a few minutes.”

      “Sure.” I push back the duvet and she slips beneath the covers.

      She doesn’t like to show weaknesses, or be treated like a little girl. She wants to be strong, independent. She wants to help me, and sometimes comfort me. But all I want is for her to be ten years old; for her to sleep with that silly unicorn every night.

      I stretch out next to her and stroke her hair, which is splayed out against the pillow. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Only if you talk about it, too.”

      “What am I supposed to talk about?”

      “Why you can’t sleep either.”

      “Oh, you know. Work, things I need to do tomorrow, difficult customers.” I smile at her, trying to test the waters. “Is this about what they said at school?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It’s understandable that you’re upset. You don’t have to hide it from me.”

      “But if I tell you, then you might be upset, too.”

      “You shouldn’t be worrying about that.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Everything that you do is a big deal to me.”

      “To you, yeah. My test results are pinned to the fridge and I didn’t even do that well.”

      “That’s just because I’m proud of you.”

      She lies there in silence for a few seconds, then begins, cautiously.

      “Is he not proud of me?”

      Sam took part in a debate competition against the other schools in the county. She was her group leader and they came in first place. All the kids were accompanied by their parents to the prizegiving ceremony, while she had only me. Someone made fun of her for not having a dad, calling her something that wasn’t particularly nice, and she tried not to let it show that she was upset. I know that she was only doing it for me, without knowing that it really upset me, too, watching her try to mask her emotions so that I wasn’t hurt.

      “It’s not easy to explain. Some people just aren’t made to be with others, and some can’t always be there. But that doesn’t mean that they don’t love you.”

      “Did you? Love him, I mean.”

      That question is a little too serious for a ten-year-old girl, and it has too many possible answers. I don’t want to lie, but I don’t want him to find himself standing in front of an insurmountable wall, if he ever finally realises what he’s missing.

      “He’s not a bad person. He just didn’t know what to do. And we didn’t have enough time to help him figure it out.”

      “But did you love him?”

      “He gave me you. How could I not have?”

      She snuggles into me and I hold her tightly, the way I used to when she was sick and my cuddles were the only thing that seemed to make her feel better.

      After a few minutes of silence, I think she’s fallen asleep, and start to disentangle myself slowly so that she has more space. I plant a gentle kiss on her forehead that makes her smile. I make myself comfortable, too, and try to get some rest, already knowing after this brief exchange that it’ll be even harder for me to sleep. I close my eyes and take a few deep breaths, when her voice suddenly splits the air in my throat in two.

      “What about coach?”

      I don’t answer. And it’s not because I don’t want to, or because I’d have to lie to her. I don’t respond simply because I don’t have an answer to her question.

      I don’t know if he has anything to do with the way I’m feeling; our strange evening, the way he looked at me, or the way he seemed to hold his breath a little too long when I was looking at him.

      I don’t know if Reid Johnston is still occupying my every thought or whether it’s all just a distorted memory of something I never truly had.

      My daughter’s arm snakes around my waist.

      “Maybe I’ll stay here and keep you company, so you don’t feel so alone.”

      I should tell her that I don’t feel alone; that I have her, I have my family, although they’re dispersed at the moment around Lord-knows-where. I have my customers, and people in town, and I have a full life. I should tell her all this. It would be the right thing to do. That’s what any mother who cared deeply about her daughter’s happiness would do; someone who didn’t want her to worry for anything. But I don’t do it. I simply hold her close to me and close my eyes, imagining something that has never been mine, something we’ve never had. Something I’m afraid will never be ours.
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