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      “Are you listening to me?”

      “Mmm?”

      Andy sighs and rests his pen on his notebook.

      “Are we awake this morning?”

      “Sorry, I’m listening.”

      “You really don’t want any responsibility, do you?”

      “Honestly?”

      Andy glares at me.

      “No.”

      “Why do I waste my time on you?”

      “Oh, come on! You know I don’t care about the pub.”

      “Well, it’s thanks to this pub that you have a roof over your head, that you went to school, and that you can go off doing God-knows-what every night.”

      I roll my eyes, at which point Andy loses his patience.

      “You’re such a child, Brian.”

      “I think that’s probably due to the fact that you raised me.”

      “Hey, Veldons!” Shane’s voice arrives from the other side of the room, putting an end to yet another argument.

      “Someone’s here,” I say, turning back to Andy. “Your problem, now.”

      “Jesus, Brian. Will you ever grow up?!”

      “Er… No.”

      Andy throws his hands up in exasperation and leaves me standing at the back of the pub as he greets Shane. It’s pretty close to lunchtime now, and Shane’s always the first to arrive. He used to show up with Brennan and the Johnston brothers, but since he and my brother have been together, the others always leave them a little time alone. I don’t know why, seeing as they live together, but it means that I’m always forced to wait a little while, too. So I hang back, waiting for them to stop hugging and kissing, until I hear the others step into the pub.

      My life is starting to get a bit too complicated.

      I go back to my assigned task – i.e. organising the crates which arrived this morning and putting them in the storage room. Andy has been trying to convince me to take on more responsibility lately, like ordering from our suppliers and doing the weekly stocktake. But, you know, I’m not exactly well-acquainted with the bills, or the suppliers, or anything in the pub, really. The only thing I know how to do is serve customers, pull pints, and open boxes.

      Once, when I was a kid, I had a vague kind of ambition. I knew I’d always end up working in this place, but I wanted to do something else: to be taken seriously, but to do something that was still within my grasp. So, as I got older, I knew I wanted to take a professional bartending course. You know, where they teach you to shake cocktails and make those colourful, expensive drinks everyone loves. Nothing too fancy: just something that I knew I’d be able to do.

      I even went as far as looking into it. I went all the way to Galway – and I never leave town, so even that in itself was a huge effort – and picked up a few information leaflets. The course was kind of expensive, obviously, which I knew I couldn’t afford. I’d have had to ask Andy for money, which I hate doing. I’d rather just sort myself out than ask anyone for a favour. Even though I don’t like to have any kind of responsibility, I never want to be the guy who always needs help from someone. And that’s not even considering the fact that asking Andy for help would involve telling him my idea, and giving him some kind of false hope that I might, someday, grow up. But I’m not like whiskey: I don’t improve with age. If anything, I seem to do the opposite.

      Besides, why should I? I have no plans, no big hopes or dreams. And I have no intention of changing my life.

      I live in Cliathán: a small town at the heart of Connemara. Well, everyone else seems to say it’s the ‘heart’: I’d use another word, but it’s probably not appropriate, here. There are only 192 people who live here – actually, soon there’ll be 193, when Ellie Johnston and Alex Brennan have their baby. But I don’t think one extra person will make that big a difference, or improve anything around here.

      I still live in my family home. Until last year, my brother, Andy, lived there, too – he’s the only family I have left, and is the one who brought me up (badly, but at least he tried). I work in my family’s pub, for the same brother I’ve just mentioned.

      Let’s just say that, on paper, I’m nothing to get too excited about. And I can assure you that I’m no better in the flesh, either. But I make do with my life the way it was handed to me. And you know what? It’s not so bad, all things considered.

      I have a little problem with the interns who come to Cliathán every six months or so for one of the Johnston Distillery courses. Once – and I really do mean once, contrary to what you might hear around town – this problem ended up involving the police, although it was totally unfounded. But otherwise, I seem to be able to keep it under control. Usually, after a few months in the bleak loneliness of Connemara, the interns give in – they have nothing better to do, anyway. I reckon the average age of the population here is at least seventy; I’m the only decent male of an acceptable age, and I’m not too bad to look at, either. I don’t ever have to put too much effort in – they tend to come looking for me. And, well, what am I supposed to do? Aside from my job at the pub, Friday nights when everyone is here for the live music (which I take no part in, because I could never be bothered to learn an instrument) and the odd dinner at Brennan’s house, I’m never really doing much. I’m around and I’m available, and I’m not someone who’ll start pining after you once you’ve left Connemara.

      I’m not the kind of guy you remember. I’m not the man of your dreams. I’m someone you can have fun with, pass some time with, maybe have a laugh with. I’m someone you already know you can’t rely on. And that’s fine; I’m happy with who I am. Now. Because there was a time when I wasn’t so happy with it – a time when I did have dreams, other than the bartending course which I never went on. But dreams aren’t for everyone, unlike the fairytales tell you – and that’s coming from someone who’s never read a fairytale.

      Once, my brother pushed me into trying, into doing more. He tried to make me leave this town, move away from him, from this worthless pub, from this unpromising life, which could never give me any more than it already had. But I wasn’t interested. I had no desire to change anything, to leave this place and its people. I had nothing to convince me to go.

      Everything I have is here, right in front of my eyes.

      Everything I could ever love has always been here, in this forgotten town in the middle of nowhere.

      Today, yesterday, and now more than ever.
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        * * *

      

      When I step back into the pub, Reid and Alex have joined Shane, and are animatedly discussing something about colours.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Oh, Veldons. What brings you here?” Reid greets me. “Have you come to take my order?”

      “Sure. And I’ll check up on it myself, step by step.”

      “Don’t wind him up, please,” Andy says, stepping in. “Or he’ll never get back to work.”

      “As if he has anyone else to hang out with,” Reid points out. “This pub isn’t exactly bursting at the seams.”

      “Not at lunch,” I say, jumping in. “Just you three idiots and a few other poor souls with nowhere better to go.”

      “Hey!” A voice from the bar interjects.

      “Of course you’re here, too,” I say, turning to Sullivan, who’s sitting on the stool at the end of the bar, pint glass in hand.

      “Who the fuck served you?” Andy asks.

      Sullivan laughs. “If the mountain won’t come to Muhammad…”

      “Don’t you dare step behind that bar again!”

      Sullivan doesn’t seem too bothered by Andy’s threat.

      “The service in this place leaves a little to be desired,” he comments, earning himself a tea towel to the face from my brother.

      “Don’t get me started on the customers,” I add.

      “Customers who allow you both to keep all this going,” Reid says, gesturing around the pub.

      “Both? Just me,” Andy corrects him. As if I cared whether the pub was his or mine.

      “What do you reckon – can we eat, now?” Alex asks timidly. He hasn’t been prancing around quite so much, lately. His imminent fatherhood is putting him to the test. I think he’s pretty terrified by what’s to come, and no one here is trying to make him feel any better. Firstly because no one has any experience in that field – apart from Reid, but Sam was already fully-grown when she showed up. And I guess Alex himself has some experience with Justin, too – but even then, Justin was pretty big when Alex started looking after him. He had no experience with pregnancy, nausea, cravings, cramps, foot massages – all things that I now know about just because he keeps us up-to-date with every intricate detail. Especially when we haven’t asked for them. And he’s also never experienced birth.

      Rather him than me.

      “What were you talking about before, by the way?” I ask, suddenly curious. I only caught the tail-end of their conversation.

      “Colours my sister has banned,” Shane explains, before taking a sip of his beer. Obviously, being my brother’s boyfriend – although if Andy heard me calling him that he’d kick me out – he gets the privilege of being served first. “Pink, magenta, and purple; light blue, dark blue, and grey.”

      I look at Brennan for help.

      “Nothing that could give away the sex of the baby.”

      “Ah… Grey?”

      “She says it’s too sad and dull. Like Reid.”

      “What do I have to do with anything?”

      I glance over at Reid, who’s wearing a grey jumper.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” he grumbles, but I laugh anyway. After all, I have nothing to do with this whole mess.

      “So you have to avoid those colours,” Shane concludes.

      “Me?”

      “For the party. And for any presents.”

      “Hang on. What party? And what presents?”

      Andy gestures over at the wall, where a calendar is hanging. On it are our appointments, expiry dates of certain products, and, apparently, social events.

      “Do you never look at the calendar?”

      To be honest, no. But I can’t tell him that, so I opt for a white lie.

      “I’d forgotten.”

      To be fair, I’d have forgotten about it even if I had seen it.

      “Does that mean you haven’t bought a present yet?”

      I look at Andy. “Do I have to?”

      Andy crosses his arms and raises an eyebrow.

      “I have no idea what the hell I’m doing half the time, let alone choosing a present for a baby. What do I know about kids?!”

      “I’ll give you a hand,” Sullivan offers.

      He’s no longer sitting in the corner, and has approached us without anyone noticing, sitting next to Reid.

      “You?” I study him suspiciously, concerned that he’s taking the piss again.

      “I finish at three today. I have nothing else to do. If you can take a few hours off, that is?”

      “I’ll have to ask my boss. You know, he can be a bit of a fucking dictat—” My boss-slash-brother’s hand slaps the back of my head firmly.

      I deserved that.

      “Two hours tops. You have to be back here for closing.”

      “We can manage,” Sullivan says, satisfied.

      “Can’t wait,” I mumble, rolling my eyes.

      “I, on the other hand, can’t wait to eat. I do have to get back to work sometime today, you know,” Reid reminds us.

      I scoff and grab my notepad from the back pocket of my jeans, pulling the pen from behind my ear. I rest my elbows on the bar.

      Then I do the only thing I’ve ever been good at.

      “What the fuck do you want to eat today, Johnston?”
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      Sullivan arrives at three o’clock on the dot to drive me over to Clifden and help me choose something for Alex and Ellie’s baby. Apparently there’s some sort of party for it tomorrow evening – I think it’s, like, a tradition or something. Clodagh, Alex’s mother, has organised the whole thing, with Sloane’s help – she’s the poor woman who’s decided to put up with Reid Johnston.

      I know nothing about events. As a kid, I never even went to any of my classmates’ birthday parties. And I know even less about babies, seeing as – as my brother likes to remind me – I’m the baby of the family. But these are my friends, and it is what it is. I can’t fight against it.

      “Why did you offer to come with me?” I ask Sullivan, who’s sitting in the driver’s seat next to me.

      “I had nothing better to do, and you seem to need all the help you can get.”

      “I didn’t ask for any help.”

      “Sometimes there’s no need to ask, you know.”

      I stare at the road ahead of us.

      “What do you know about babies?”

      “Oh, I’ve seen a few being born. I saw your birth, too.”

      “Mine?” I ask, curious.

      “I’m of a certain age, you know? Your useless generation all came along under my watchful, vigilant eye.”

      “Useless?”

      Sullivan laughs. “Do you want me to give you some examples?”

      “Who are you talking about?”

      “Brennan took thirty years – as he puts it, although he’s always been dramatic – to finally tell Ellie Johnston he loved her.”

      “Well…”

      “And your brother and Shane? Seventeen years.”

      “I’d rather not talk about them, thanks.”

      “And Reid Johnston: where do I start with him? Eleven or twelve years it took him – and then there was the whole mess with Sloane’s ex-husband…” He glances over at me. “Need I go on?”

      I guess he could be right.

      Like all of us, Alex and Ellie have known each other since they were kids. Alex was relegated to the friend zone for years, forced to watch Ellie fall in love with one of their best friends, Chase Nolan. He kept quiet about his feelings right up until the day of their wedding, for which Alex was the best man. Luckily, the actual marriage part never happened, as Alex interrupted it. The whole story of the almost-wedding is old news, now, even though it landed Alex in a fair amount of trouble. I have to admit that I still use the story sometimes with new interns, just so that I have something funny to tell them about.

      As for my brother and Shane Johnston, I’d rather not go into too much detail – the whole thing scarred me deeply, despite everyone thinking I’m okay with the fact my brother lied to me, that they’ve been seeing each other behind my back for seventeen years. And that’s not to mention the fact that Shane Johnston, my best friend – or so I thought – would only come over to our house to sleep with my brother. He tries to say that’s not true, but I’m not an idiot – although everyone may think otherwise.

      And then there’s Reid Johnston and Sloane Kylemore, a fairly new couple, and yet another narrowly-avoided disaster. Reid has had a weakness for the youngest Kylemore sister since she was a teenager, but he (as you may know) is a bad-tempered, lonely bastard, who finds it difficult to say anything that isn’t condescending or unnervingly pedantic. He waited, never putting himself forward, and she married someone else after falling pregnant with his baby. But then she was left alone for years, as her husband left her and their daughter behind. She found out later that the reason for his disappearance was Reid, who had paid him to leave town. It wasn’t a particularly commendable thing to do, and no one approves of it, but Sloane’s ex-husband was an arsehole who was using her to get closer to their family business. He never loved Sloane, and he never loved Sam, their daughter, who is now the star player of my GAA team. But don’t tell Brennan that – he’s a little sensitive, and thinks that role belongs to his son, Justin. He still hasn’t worked out that he doesn’t get to decide – that I, the team president, and Reid, the coach, get to decide. He doesn’t count for shit.

      “And then there’s you.” Sullivan’s voice brings my attention back onto him.

      Was he reading my mind?

      “Me?”

      “You and your empty head.”

      “My head is not empty. It might be a little light, but I can assure you there’s something inside.” I point to it.

      “Oh, I know that.” He smiles to himself. “And I also know that there’s a particular something that takes up any space you’ve got in there.”

      He glances at me again, convinced that he knows everything about everyone.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Sullivan.” I turn my gaze back to my window. “Mind your own business.”

      “I always mind my own business. But you see, Brian, my own business is pretty simple, and only takes up a short part of my day. I have a lot of free time.”

      “Time you like to spend bustling in on other people’s lives?”

      “Time I like to spend watching and observing.”

      I sigh, watching the countryside flash past us. Spring is nearly here, the colours beginning to change, and the first trees – those which managed to resist another of our wild, frozen winters – are starting to flower.

      “She’s still here,” Sullivan adds, his voice dropping.

      “Yeah.”

      “She usually doesn’t stay more than a few days.”

      That’s the only thing I’ve been thinking about. But I can’t say so, or he’ll never leave me alone.

      “That must mean something, right?”

      “Her sister is getting married.”

      “Not yet, though.”

      I sigh again. “No, I don’t think so.”

      “So she’s just waiting around,” he says, his tone gentle, paternal. “Do you think you might know why she’s waiting?”

      “Whatever she’s waiting for is not sitting in this car with you, Sullivan.”

      I turn to face him, but his gaze is fixed onto the road.

      “Have you spoken about it, at least?”

      “Not directly, and not on our own. She wants nothing to do with me.”

      “What about you? Do you want anything to do with her?”

      Another sigh, this time more resigned.

      “It’s hard to be involved with someone who hates you, though. Isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t say there’s anyone who hates me.”

      I laugh, in spite of myself.

      “Leave it, Sullivan. This doesn’t concern you.”

      “I can leave it. As you said, it’s not my concern. But I’m not so sure that it doesn’t concern you, either.”

      “I’ve left it, too, as you know. A long time ago.”

      “I didn’t know, actually.”

      “Then what are we talking about?”

      “Nothing.”

      I laugh again, shaking my head, and he sits in silence for a few minutes.

      “But she’s still here,” he says then, picking his speech back up where he left off. “Don’t you want to know why?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “You tell me.”

      “She’s not here for me, Sullivan.”

      He nods, looking out at the road.

      “She’s never here for me,” I say to myself, although judging by the twitch at the corner of Sullivan’s mouth, I think he heard it, too.

      It’s not the first time she’s come home, and it’s not the first time she’s stuck around for a while. True, she’s never stayed quite this long before, but with Alex and Ellie’s baby on the way, Reid’s proposal to Sloane, and her family needing her around… She has her reasons. There’s no point me questioning it, or getting any ideas into my head. There are loads of reasons they could have convinced her to stay, and I’m certainly not one of them.

      I’ve never given her a reason to come back.

      And I’ll never give her a reason to stay.
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        * * *

      

      We get to Brennan’s house at around nine o’clock. The party was supposed to start at six, but we were short-staffed and had to wait for a few customers to leave before we could close up. Even though we’re usually half-empty during the day, save for anyone popping in for lunch or for a quick pint, we’re almost always full every evening.

      It never used to be like that. We had a few tough years, where the only way out seemed to be to set fire to the pub – but things have got much better over the past few months. Our customers aren’t just locals anymore: thanks to my brother, and his relationship with my best friend, we have a pretty big crowd of customers who are interested in men, now, too.

      The benefits of having a gay pub owner.

      Colin Brennan, Alex’s grandfather, welcomes us in his usually jolly way.

      “So we really have invited everybody.”

      “Looks like it, Grandpa Brennan. We’ll be blessing you with our company for another evening.”

      “I didn’t think my daughter had birthed you, too,” he jokes, his face serious.

      “Er… No, I don’t think so, either.”

      “And I’m certain that I don’t have any more children I never knew about. So… Why the hell are you calling me Grandpa?”

      “Oh… I just thought…”

      “Don’t think, Veldons. This is tough enough as it is.”

      Andy laughs and I punch him on the arm; he doesn’t even flinch.

      “Everyone’s through here.” He nods towards the living room. “I thought this was supposed to be a women’s thing.”

      “I thought so, too,” Andy says, as if he actually knew anything about it.

      “What can you do? With this group of people, you have to adapt.” Colin says, then he leads us into the living room, where everyone is watching Ellie open her presents.

      “Hey!” she says, spotting us in the doorway. “Come in! What are you doing, just standing there?”

      Andy follows suit, moving over to where she’s sitting, in the middle of the sofa, bookended by Sloane and Clodagh. He bends down to plant a kiss on her hair and hands her his gift.

      His. He could’ve told me, right? We could’ve got her something together, or he could’ve put my name on it, too.

      Colin elbows me, forcing me to go over and say hello to Ellie. I scoff and walk towards her, handing her my present. She takes it, smiling, then clasps my hand, pulling me down until her mouth is level with my ear.

      “Don’t waste this opportunity,” she whispers, before letting me go.

      I stand up, confused, and study her. Her smile is glittering, the light in her eyes projecting a kind of hope for what could happen. But she doesn’t know that there are some things which can’t be put back together once you’ve already broken all the pieces. And I haven’t just shattered them: I’ve burnt them, rendered them piles of toxic dust.

      “I’ll open yours right now,” she says, plunging me into total embarrassment.

      “You don’t have to, you could always… Later, maybe, once everyone’s gone…”

      Without everyone staring.

      Ellie rips excitedly at the wrapping paper – luckily, she didn’t pay too much attention to my poor wrapping skills. The lady in the shop told me that they couldn’t wrap it, so I had to make do. I didn’t want to ask for help, or I’d never have heard the end of it.

      Ellie lifts the first present and stares at it in silence for a moment.

      “It’s a… I mean, it’s…”

      Ellie’s lips fold into a smile, her eyes meeting mine.

      “Thank you, Brian. I love it.”

      “Oh, well…” I scratch my head in embarrassment.

      Ellie shows everyone the present. It’s nothing much – a onesie, or whatever they’re called. It’s white, because she banned pretty much every other colour, with My Mum Rocks! written in red across the chest. I didn’t know what to choose, but then I saw this and I thought it was perfect. Ellie really does rock. Unlike Brennan.

      “There’s something else, too.” I nod towards the half-unwrapped present.

      Ellie lifts the other half of my present from the paper. It’s a stuffed giraffe, yellow with light blue spots.

      “I know there’s a little bit of blue, but it’s mainly yellow,” I explain. “It has long legs and magnets in the feet, so you can attach it to the pram or the cot or anywhere you like.”

      “Thank you, Brian. It’s amazing.”

      “It’s just a silly little thing,” I say, uncomfortable.

      Ellie’s smile passes first through her eyes, before meeting her lips.

      “No, it’s not.”
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        * * *

      

      The sliding door behind me opens, and a few seconds later, my brother joins me on the porch. He sticks a cigarette into his mouth and lights it, slowly exhaling the smoke.

      “That stuff will kill you.”

      “You’re worried about my health, now?”

      “Not at all.”

      Andy laughs and takes another drag.

      “Your present was cute.”

      “You could’ve told me you’d already got one. Maybe you could’ve put my name on the card.”

      “Why should I have? You’re old enough to think of these things for yourself.”

      I scoff, taking another sip of whiskey.

      “Did you speak to her?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Did you at least say hi?”

      “Why are you all so interested in this?”

      “Because she’s still here.”

      “So?”

      “She’s been here for two months, Brian.”

      “Her family are here, her sister’s marrying Reid…”

      “And she’s still here.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Okay.”

      “And you should mind your own business.”

      “I wish I could, believe me. Just like I wish you’d grow up and face your problems head-on.”

      “Like you did?”

      “I’m not the main character in this disaster, Brian.”

      “Well, neither am I.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.”

      Andy slowly blows out the smoke from his cigarette.

      “I was there.”

      “So?”

      “I saw what she did to you.”

      “She didn’t do anything.”

      “I know.”

      “I was young. I was still just a kid.”

      “Sometimes I’m worried that you still are just a kid. And I’m even more worried that it’s my fault.”

      “My empty head isn’t anyone’s fault.”

      Andy puts out his cigarette in the ashtray, then stands in front of me.

      “Your head may be empty, but this,” he says, pointing to my chest, “is not. And I know that. But I’m afraid that no one else ever will.”

      

      After spending twenty minutes outside in the cold, hoping I’ll be able to think up something witty to say to her to break the ice, I decide to step back inside and just try talking to her. I don’t even need to say anything interesting – just something that doesn’t piss her off. But even that feels like an impossible task for me. She only needs to sense my presence for her mood to change; all it takes is my voice in a room to make that furious line on her forehead appear. I only need to breathe and she’s unhappy.

      “Are you shitting yourself?” Reid says, appearing behind me.

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

      “Hmm… Let’s see. You’re either staring at my future wife, in which case I need to break both your legs…”

      I scoff.

      “Or you’re staring at someone you shouldn’t be staring at, because, before long, she’ll be my sister-in-law, and then I’d be contractually obliged to break your legs, anyway.”

      “Are you done?”

      “No. You?”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “That’s true.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “You really want to know?”

      “No, but I don’t think that’ll make a difference, because you’re about to tell me, anyway.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Just say it. Let’s get this over with.”

      “I want you to stop.”

      “But you’ve just said I’m not doing anything!”

      “Exactly. I want you to stop doing nothing.”

      “You’ve lost me.”

      “Already?”

      I glare at him.

      “Okay. Let me try to make this clear.”

      “I’d appreciate that, thanks.”

      “There’s only one thing you can do: apologise for whatever it is you could’ve done.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I thought you’d at least got that far.”

      I scoff again, losing patience.

      “I’m talking about the reason Darcy can’t stand your presence.”

      “That’s not entirely true. When we’re all together, she just ignores me.”

      “And you think that’s better than not being able to stand you?”

      “At least she’s not insulting me.”

      “Not to your face.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I don’t think I can repeat it.”

      “But you just said!”

      “And I shouldn’t have. It goes against that contract I mentioned at the start of this hopeless conversation.”

      “If it’s hopeless, why are we having it?”

      “Because I lost at darts yesterday.”

      “What do darts have to do with anything?”

      “So I’ve got you.”

      “You’ve lost me again.”

      “The problem is up here, Empty Head.”

      He steps behind me and rests his hands on my shoulders, directing me towards Darcy and her sister, who are sitting across from Ellie.

      “The problem is that you keep getting lost – almost as if you didn’t want to find the right path in the first place.”

      “Maybe there is no path.”

      “Maybe your head really is empty.”

      I sigh. “And who did you lose against? At darts?”

      “Sloane and Ellie.”

      I laugh. “Shameful.”

      “Have you seen Ellie’s throw? Thank God she hates violence, otherwise…”

      “And Sloane?”

      “She distracted me. She fluttered her eyelashes while I was aiming, and…”

      “You’re an arsehole. You know that, right?”

      Reid laughs and lets go of my shoulders. He stands next to me, his eyes following my own gaze.

      “I am, and I can’t deny it. But at least I’m a lucky arsehole.” His laughter grows into a smile, flashing in Sloane’s direction.

      “That depends on your point of view.”

      “There’s only one point of view here, Veldons. That you’re an idiot.”

      I roll my eyes as he walks over to the Kylemore sisters, sitting down between them and saying something that makes them both laugh. And I laugh, too, instinctively – because I love the way she laughs. She closes her eyes and throws her head back, and it makes me happy that someone is still able to make her laugh like that; that someone can make her feel something other than rage and fury, like me.

      I sigh and turn around, bringing my glass to my lips to take a sip of whiskey; but I realise that Silas, who is standing in the other corner of the room, has his eyes fixed onto me. I lift my glass towards him and turn again, hoping it was just an accident. But it looks as if this is going to be one of those evenings where no one has anything to do but get involved in everyone else’s fucking business.

      “I liked you, Veldons,” he says from behind me.

      I turn back to him again, confused.

      “No, not in that way. Don’t get your hopes up.”

      I shake my head and finish my drink.

      “I don’t know what happened. My sister, as you well know, can be a pain in the arse – and that’s not even counting the fact we’ve never really seen eye to eye.”

      “Nothing happened.

      “Well, I’ll just say that she wanted to run you over with my car and place the blame on me. That way, she could get rid of us both in one go.”

      I believe him, without a shadow of a doubt. That sounds like one of Darcy’s ideas.

      “I know it doesn’t take much to piss my sister off, but I also know that it must have been something really serious if she’s still annoyed after all these years.”

      “Are you talking about me? Or yourself?”

      “I know what she’s like – she’s been furious with me for a while, and I’m trying to make amends. So I guess I’m talking about you. And you don’t seem to be trying to make amends at all.”

      “Aside from the fact that this has nothing to do with you,” I say, irritated by his meddling, “there’s nothing I can do to make it up to her.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      Even though I have no intention of talking about it with Silas, I find the words slipping from my tongue.

      “She hates me. And she has every reason to do so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Darcy

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Once I’ve said goodbye to Ellie, I step outside in search of my brother, Silas. I asked him to wait for me before heading home. On the way here, I came straight from the hotel with Sloane, but she’s gone home with Reid now, so I asked Silas for a lift – we do live under the same roof, after all. But the only car I find outside, parked next to Alex and Ellie’s, is the car belonging to that bastard.

      I turn around, ready to head back into the house and maybe ask Alex for a lift, but as I open the porch door, he opens the front door, and we find ourselves standing in front of each other in the Brennans’ entryway.

      “Do you need…?” He gestures behind him.

      “Do you…?” I gesture behind me.

      Neither of us moves.

      This is the first time we’ve been alone, in such a small space. It’s the first time we’ve said more than two words to each other.

      “I thought you’d gone home.”

      “That was the idea, but my brother thought he’d let me walk back, apparently.”

      The door behind Brian swings shut at the same time as the door behind me does.

      Now, there’s only air between us.

      “If you need a lift…”

      His breath tickles my lips. It tastes of whiskey and confusion; of the past, of mistakes. It tastes of tears: so many tears. All mine.

      “I’ll work something out.”

      I try to take a step back, but my shoulders press against the cold glass.

      “Your house is on my way home. It makes no sense to ask Alex.”

      My hand fumbles in search of my sleeve, tugging it down. I push open the door, launching myself outside and finally taking a deep breath that doesn’t taste of him. I can only hope that this unhealthy sense of sadness evaporates into the night with my breath.

      “Darcy.”

      I close my eyes, trying to hold back this unwanted emotion pricking at the back of my throat.

      “Let me drop you home.”

      I take a deep breath and attempt to respond with indifference.

      “Okay.”

      I don’t want him to know what happens every time. I don’t want him to think that I could still be thinking about it.

      He walks past me and leads me over to his car, unlocking it and slipping into the driver’s seat. I gather my strength, place one foot behind the other, and join him. I open the passenger door and sit in the cold seat, closing it over and strapping myself in.

      Brian switches on the ignition, then turns to reverse out of the Brennans’ driveway. I can’t help but take in the hard outline of his face: that line on his forehead which only appears when he’s worried about something, that thick beard which covers his skin, starting to grey.

      I tear my gaze away before he can turn back and notice me staring at him. I look out the window, instead. Around us, there’s only the darkness of the countryside, swallowing everything around it. In the car, there’s only our characteristic silence: a silence loaded with hatred – my hatred. And with regret – that’s mine, too.

      We pull out into the main road without exchanging a word, Brian’s eyes glued to the tarmac in front of us. I try with all my might to breathe as quietly as possible; I can’t share this space, this air, with him.

      I can’t share anything with him.

      He clears his throat and speaks, never taking his eyes off the road.

      “You’re staying with Silas, right?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      He takes the road that leads out of town and drives in silence until we reach my house. As he passes the gate and starts to follow the gravel path, I hear his breathing change, growing heavy, suffocated, as if it could fill the car. I quickly undo my seatbelt and throw open the door, before the car is even fully parked – but before I can leap out, his hand grabs my wrist. I’ve already swung my legs out into the night, but I’m still sitting down.

      “You stayed.”

      I count his breaths – about three and a half. I think he sacrificed that other half for me.

      I wriggle out of his grip and get out of the car, slamming the door behind me and storming towards the front door.

      “Why, Darcy?”

      I stop just a few metres from safety – because my own freedom isn’t worth as much as taking him down.

      I turn slowly and meet his gaze. His eyes haven’t changed: he still looks like a terrified little kid, whose life has given him nothing to believe in. Someone who never had the courage to even try to believe in us.

      I open my mouth to respond, but the words catch in my throat.

      Brian steps towards me, and I wish I could back away, I really do – but I’m frozen in place, terrified by my own reaction to this moment between us. It’s something I’ve been trying at every cost to avoid.

      I can lie to anyone, but I can’t lie to him. Not when we’re alone like this. Not when we’re us.

      The door behind me opens, shattering the moment and saving me from disaster.

      “Thanks for the lift,” I manage, miraculously, before turning and hurrying into the house, passing Silas in the doorway.

      I run to my room, hoping to lock myself inside and avoid confronting this with him – but Silas isn’t one to back down easily.

      “Did I interrupt something back there?”

      “Piss off, Silas!”

      “You’re not angry at me, and you know it.”

      I stare furiously at him. “Why did you go home?”

      “Now this is my fault?”

      “You did it on purpose, didn’t you?”

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

      “You left me there because you knew I’d end up alone with him!”

      “I forgot I was supposed to bring you home.”

      “We live in the same house!” I yell.

      “My house,” he points out.

      I throw my hands up in exasperation and fall back onto the bed. Silas comes and sits next to me.

      “Can I just ask you one question?”

      “No!”

      “Okay. Then what can I do?”

      “For starters, you can leave me alone.”

      “If you like.” He gets up and heads over to the door, but before granting me my wish, he opens his mouth again.

      “Why are you still here, Darcy?”

      I don’t answer. Instead, I cover my eyes with my hands and let the rage flow out of me in tears.

      Silas drops it, and sits back down on the bed next to me.

      I dry my eyes with my forearm and sit up.

      The moment has passed: the weakness, the memories, the nostalgia, the regret.

      It’s all in the past, now.

      He’s in the past.

      “Brian Veldons took something of mine, and I won’t leave until it’s mine again.”
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      I answer the front door with my eyes still closed, when something hits me quickly in the face, making me lose my balance.

      “What the fuck…?” I bring my hand to my nose, as the cries of my attacker echo around us.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      I peel open my eyelids, still holding my nose with one hand. Despite the pain which is making my eyes pool with tears, I can still make out who the hell it was.

      “Has your brain finally caught up?”

      “It fucking hurts, for fuck’s sake!” he yells, cradling his hand and bending over his knees.

      “Let me see, you idiot.”

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “Now you’re being difficult? You’re the one who showed up at my house at the crack of dawn to beat me up!”

      “Firstly, it’s nine o’clock.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Secondly, I should keep punching you until you’re lying senseless on the ground.”

      “Will you just show me your fucking hand?”

      “Don’t you even want to know why I came here to hit you?”

      “There’s only one reason you’ve showed up here with that stupid idea.”

      He gives in and holds out his hand. I take it in my own, and he cries out at my touch, pulling away.

      “If it hurts that much, you have to let me look at it.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Come on, let me take you to hospital.” I nod at him to go inside and he follows me into the house. “I’m going to get dressed, okay? You just try not to break anything else.”

      I head into my bedroom, but Silas stops me.

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “What else am I supposed to do? Just let you walk around with a fractured hand?”

      “I came here to knock some sense into you.”

      “And I’m sure you’d have done a great job if you hadn’t fucked your hand up on the first punch. I mean, was that your very first punch?”

      “Do I look like someone who goes around looking for fights? This was a once-in-a-lifetime thing that will never happen again.”

      “I’m sure it was for a good cause. And I’m also pretty sure I deserved it.”
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      We’re sitting in the hospital waiting room. They took a look at us as soon as we turned up; my nose isn’t broken, but Silas’ hand looks as if it might be. They’ve done an X-ray and now we’re waiting for the results.

      “How’s your nose?”

      “Fine.”

      “It’s starting to bruise.”

      “It took a pretty hard hit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      “I shouldn’t have just come running over to… To what? Defend my sister’s honour?”

      “So she told you everything?”

      “No, Darcy’s not much of a talker.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      “She just said you took something that belonged to her. And that she wants it back.” He looks at me, his expression serious. “And you probably don’t know what I’m talking about.” He shakes his head. “Typical Darcy.”

      “If you didn’t know what she was talking about, then why did you come running over to defend her honour?”

      “Sometimes words don’t say everything.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I just had to look at her.”

      I study him, confused.

      “There was something really painful in her eyes, and I didn’t like it.”

      I nod, slowly.

      “And I thought that coming over to teach you a lesson would be a good idea. But it was a fucking stupid idea, and it’ll never happen again. I can’t even throw a punch.”

      “It’s not your fault. I just know how to take them. Years of practice, you know.”

      Silas smiles tightly.

      “Can I ask you why you left her to find her own way home last night? You knew she’d be on her own.”

      “I wanted to try and move things along a bit. I’m tired of watching you both dance around this thing. It was time for you both to talk, to clear things up, or even have a screaming match. Anything would be better than whatever you’re doing right now.”

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

      “Don’t forget that she’s currently living in my house.”

      “I think this is the best way to go about things: avoiding each other, not talking, each pretending the other doesn’t exist.”

      “Is that what you’re doing?”

      “I’m trying to interfere with her life as little as possible.”

      “Are you afraid of her?”

      “No… Oh, God, maybe I was at first…”

      Silas rolls his eyes.

      “I’m just doing what she wants.”

      “How can you know what she wants?”

      “I know her,” I say, smiling bitterly. “She likes to cut things off, not bring them back to life.”

      “You’re right about that.”

      “And when you mess something up with her…” I sigh heavily. “There’s no way of making her forgive you.”

      “But have you at least tried to make her forgive you?”

      I rest my elbows on my knees and hang my head.

      “I thought not.”

      “What good would it do now?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe try talking to each other again? Even just when you’re around other people, maybe. Sloane and Reid are getting married, and you’re one of his best friends.”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s not the best of situations. For them, for you two, for everyone. You’re making things uncomfortable.”

      “I know.”

      “Why, Brian? Why haven’t you apologised? Why haven’t you tried to make her forgive you?”

      “Because I couldn’t bear it.”

      “What?”

      My head still hanging, my eyes are fixed to the floor.

      “Ohh,” Silas exclaims, making me smile, in spite of everything. “You’re in the shit, Veldons.”

      “I really am, Silas. Up to my ears.”
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        * * *

      

      They kept us at the hospital almost all morning. That idiot Silas managed to fracture his hand when he attempted to break my nose. I had to go with him to all the scans and watch while the doctor put on his cast, before then having to drop him off at the hotel – he said he was in too much pain to drive. I felt a little guilty, seeing as it was my fault that he now has a fractured hand, so I told him that I’d come and pick him up after his shift later, too.

      I get to the pub about as late as I usually do, although this time it’s actually justified. But I haven’t even managed to take off my coat before Andy leaps onto me.

      “Not today,” I say right away, trying to avoid our usual argument.

      “What happened?”

      “A stupid accident.”

      “What accident?” Andy lifts my chin and examines my face. “Did you run into a jealous boyfriend’s fist?” He’s winding me up, although it wouldn’t be the first time that happened.

      “Just a loving brother’s.”

      Andy looks at me, confused.

      “Silas showed up at my house this morning and punched me.

      “Silas Kylemore?”

      “Do you know another Silas?”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “How the hell would I know? He’s never been right in the head, that boy.”

      “So this is nothing to do with the fact that he’s Darcy’s brother?”

      “As you know – actually, as everyone knows in this fucking town – Darcy and I haven’t spoken for years.”

      “But she’s here.” Shane’s voice reaches us from the store room doorway. “No one heard me,” he says, justifying his presence in our pub. Even though he and Andy are together, he always wants to stick to his role as loyal customer. “But everyone can hear you two. I just came over to see if everything was okay.”

      “Everything’s fine, don’t worry,” Andy says, walking over to Shane, grabbing his jacket, and pulling him close. He kisses him, then lets go slowly. “Same old shit.”

      “That shit is starting to get serious.” Shane gestures towards my nose, which I touch instinctively, unable to hide a grimace of pain.

      “Did he at least come off worse?”

      “I didn’t touch him.”

      “You didn’t defend yourself?”

      “There wasn’t much to defend. He only punched me once, and badly. He fractured his hand.”

      Shane laughs, and Andy elbows him sharply.

      “Let’s go through here,” he says, pushing him back into the pub. “Brian can come in and join us when he’s done out here.”

      “Done with what?” Shane asks.

      “His bullshit.”

      “Then we’ll be waiting a while.”

      I flip him the finger as he and my brother walk off, but not without another laugh directed at yours truly. I sink down onto one of the crates leaning against the wall of the pub: a crate which I’ll obviously have to unpack and organise.

      I touch my nose again and sigh, already exhausted by today, with no idea of where this evening could lead. Or this week. Or this month. Or the moment she decides to leave again; the moment she decides she has no reason to ever come back.

      This whole thing between me and Darcy is deep-rooted, like a tradition or a family name. Its roots are so deep that you’d never be able to dig them up, even if you tried in every way possible. And believe me, I’ve tried – and so has she. There’s no price I wouldn’t have paid to be able to erase her from my mind, and there’s no price she wouldn’t still pay to free herself from me. I’ve given up trying, now. I think this is my punishment: this, living without her. I think I deserve it, and I’ll have to bear the weight of it for the rest of my life. I have no excuses, no justifications. I deserve no understanding. I hurt her. I hurt her, and I lost her. And I deserve everything she feels towards me: all her hate.

      No, I didn’t try to make things up to her – and not because of my empty head. I simply didn’t do it because I didn’t want to feel everything all over again: the loss, the suffering, the acceptance. The emptiness she left behind. I’ve already dealt with it once before, and I somehow came out alive – bruised and scarred, with lots of missing pieces. I couldn’t deal with it again. I can’t lose her again.

      Am I a coward? No, I’m just realistic. I know myself, and I know my limits. I know what I’m able to stand, and I know that she isn’t something I can face.

      We all have the same problem in this town. We’re too tied to our roots, even though we often say we hate it here. We’re attached to this place, to the people who were born here, the people we grew up with. And we fall in love with people we shouldn’t fall in love with. For some people, everything works out – like with Brennan and Ellie, or my brother and Shane, or Reid and Sloane. But all of those people believed, hoped, tried. I stopped doing all of those things the moment Darcy Kylemore looked me in the eyes for the last time to tell me that I’d taken away everything she loved.

      It’s been years, now, and nothing has changed. I’m still just that bastard who took everything from her, and she’s still the woman I would have given everything I had.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/as-kelly_the-only-man-english_cover-ebook-alt.jpg
A.S. KELLY





OEBPS/images/as-kelly-connemara-barrels.jpg







