
  
    [image: NICK]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also By A. S. Kelly

      

    

    
      
        1. Nick

      

      
        2. Nick

      

      
        3. Nick

      

      
        4. Nick

      

      
        5. Nick

      

      
        6. Nick

      

      
        7. Nick

      

      
        8. Nick

      

      
        9. Casey

      

      
        10. Nick

      

      
        11. Casey

      

      
        12. Nick

      

      
        13. Casey

      

      
        14. Nick

      

      
        15. Nick

      

      
        16. Casey

      

      
        17. Nick

      

      
        18. Casey

      

      
        19. Nick

      

      
        20. Nick

      

      
        21. Casey

      

      
        22. Nick

      

      
        23. Nick

      

      
        24. Casey

      

      
        25. Nick

      

      
        26. Nick

      

      
        27. Nick

      

      
        28. Casey

      

      
        29. Nick

      

      
        30. Casey

      

      
        31. Nick

      

      
        32. Casey

      

      
        33. Nick

      

      
        34. Casey

      

      
        35. Nick

      

      
        36. Casey

      

      
        37. Nick

      

      
        38. Casey

      

      
        39. Nick

      

      
        40. Casey

      

      
        41. Nick

      

      
        42. Casey

      

      
        43. Nick

      

      
        44. Casey

      

      
        45. Nick

      

      
        46. Casey

      

      
        47. Nick

      

      
        48. Casey

      

      
        49. Nick

      

      
        50. Nick

      

      
        51. Casey

      

      
        52. Nick

      

      
        53. Nick

      

      
        54. Casey

      

      
        55. Nick

      

      
        56. Casey

      

      
        57. Nick

      

      
        58. Casey

      

      
        59. Nick

      

      
        60. Nick

      

      
        61. Nick

      

      
        62. Casey

      

      
        63. Nick

      

      
        64. Casey

      

      
        65. Nick

      

      
        66. Nick

      

      
        67. Casey

      

      
        68. Nick

      

      
        69. Nick

      

      
        70. Casey

      

      
        71. Nick

      

      
        72. Casey

      

      
        73. Nick

      

      
        74. Casey

      

      
        75. Nick

      

      
        76. Nick

      

      
        Nick

      

      
        Casey

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 A. S. Kelly

      

        

      
        NICK

        O’Connor Brothers

        Book 3

      

        

      
        A Novel

        by

        A. S. Kelly

      

      

      

      
        
        Literary and artistic property reserved.

        All rights reserved. Unauthorised reproduction prohibited. This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and storyline are the fruit of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictional sense. Any similarity to facts, places or people living or deceased is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        For more information, visit A. S. Kelly website:

        www.AUTHORASKELLY.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By A. S. Kelly

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Too Good to Be True

        The 21-Day Boyfriend

      

      

      

      
        
        LOVE AT LAST

      

        

      
        Last Call

        About Last Night

        One Last Kiss

        The Last One

        Made To Last

      

        

      
        FROM CONNEMARA WITH LOVE

      

        

      
        The Best Man

        The First Man

        The Good Man

        The Only Man

        The Wrong Man

        The Lost Man

      

        

      
        O’CONNOR BROTHERS

      

        

      
        Ian

        Ryan

        Nick

      

        

      
        FOUR DAYS

      

        

      
        Rainy Days

        Sweet Days

        Bad Days

        Lost Days

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Nick

          

        

      

    

    
      Two years earlier

      I roll over onto my right side, burying my head under the pillow to try and escape the morning light bursting through the window. Nothing seems to be muffling the drill that someone seems to have installed into my brain. I peel one eye open, trying to decide whether to keep sleeping or listen to the alarm bells in my stomach and run to the bathroom. Nausea creeps up my throat, suffocating me. It was a terrible decision to get drunk last night like some stupid student on their first night out.

      I grumble as I roll onto my back, pulling the pillow away from my face and opening both eyes. I stare for a few seconds at the ceiling, before turning my head to the side; first right, then left. Dozens of cardboard boxes fill the almost-empty room. The only things left are the bed I’m pinned down to, the bedside table next to it, and a wardrobe in the corner, where her white dress is hanging.

      Images of the night before start to take shape in my mind, making me jump out of bed and head straight for the bathroom to throw up last night’s alcohol, hopefully along with my stupidity.

      I splash some cold water onto my face and dab it dry with a white towel dotted with pink flowers. I close my eyes, hoping to send myself back to sleep right there on my feet in her bathroom. Maybe, if I’m lucky enough, the flames of hell will devour me and pull me into the ground.

      I let the towel fall from my face and take a look in the mirror above the sink.

      Yep, still me.

      The world’s biggest arsehole.
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        * * *

      

      I poke my head into the kitchen, where she’s staring fixedly out the window. I clear my throat, making her turn to face me: what I see in her eyes only confirms what I already knew.

      I’m fucked.

      I approach the table and sit down, dropping my forehead onto its cool surface and closing my eyes again. I try to work out how this happened, how I took that wrong step; how I managed to screw up not only my own life, but someone else’s too. I can’t quite work out how I got from giving her a hand to sending everything up in flames.

      “Nick.” Her voice is a whisper, but it pierces my heart.

      “How the hell did this happen?” I ask weakly, without lifting my head from the table.

      Lauren comes over and sits across from me, pushing a cup of coffee towards my hands.

      I accept it and lift my head, taking a few sips as I try to ignore the mounting nausea. She lifts her knee up onto the chair and hugs it to her chest.

      “I can’t remember, Nick. I don’t remember anything. The last thing I can remember is the taste of Tequila on my tongue.”

      I nod. My memory is more or less the same.

      “Then, this morning…”

      “Were you dressed?” I ask her, stupidly. “When you woke up this morning, were you…?”

      She shakes her head, embarrassed.

      “Fuck!” I swear, letting my head fall back onto the table.

      “Maybe nothing actually happened,” she tries, but I don’t believe her.

      Tequila is a terrible influence.

      “Jesus, how could I?”

      “It was a strange situation, we were both drunk.”

      “Lauren.” I lift my gaze to meet hers. “He’s my brother.”

      The pain in her eyes almost makes me tear up – but now’s not the time to be a little baby, to panic and start crying. It’s time to act, to take responsibility for my actions and meet my fate.

      Hell gets closer and closer every day.

      “We could just pretend nothing ever happened.”

      “We can’t lie.”

      “It wouldn’t be lying. It would just be leaving out a few details.”

      “It’s not a detail, Lauren: it’s a fucking nightmare. For me, that’s lying. I can’t do it. He deserves to know the truth.”

      “He won’t be able to bear the truth.”

      I sigh. “I know.”

      “So why do you want to do it? Don’t you think he’s already suffering enough?”

      “That’s not my fault.”

      Lauren drops her knee and stands up.

      “I couldn’t do it, Nick.”

      I nod, closing my eyes.

      “I couldn’t marry him.”

      “You could’ve told him that instead of ditching him at the altar, disappearing, forcing me to come and look for you.”

      Lauren steps away from me and turns to look out the window.

      “I didn’t want to hurt him.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Well, you really chose a good way to do it. Couldn’t you have told him a few days before? Or maybe not said ‘yes’ when he fucking proposed to you? You know what Ryan’s like. You know how much he loves you, how much he believed in you. Christ, Lauren!” I jump to my feet, losing my patience.

      I pace around the kitchen, trying to find an escape route from this disaster – but it doesn’t exist. There’s no way out.

      There’ll only be pain, again.

      Only for him.
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        * * *

      

      I gather up my stuff, phone in hand. I have at least twenty missed calls, seven of them from Ian alone.

      Ian. Right.

      My fingers trembling, I press the ‘call’ button and bring the phone up to my ear. He picks up immediately.

      “Nick, Jesus Christ!”

      “Ian…”

      “Did you really think that was a good time to disappear? With everything that was going on?”

      “Ian…” My voice gets weaker and weaker.

      “Where the hell are you? Mum’s panicking, no one can find Ryan and–”

      “I’m at Lauren’s.”

      His silence is proof that my brother knows me better than anyone.

      “Don’t go anywhere,” he says. “I’m on my way.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry, Nick. For everything.”

      I turn and hug Lauren, holding her tight. “Will you be okay?” I ask, worried.

      Lauren has been part of our family for ten years. She and Ryan were high school sweethearts, and her family lived around the corner, just a few yards from my parents’ house. Despite her horrendous decision and her shit timing, I love her like a sister and always will – even if she never marries my brother.

      She nods, slowly pulling away from me.

      “How about you?”

      “I’ll be alright, as always.” I cast her a fake smile and leave her to go back inside.

      I’m not worried about me. My one thought is him, my little brother, and how he’ll ever be able to bear this.

      Lauren didn’t turn up to their wedding. Lauren doesn’t love him anymore. Lauren lied. Lauren hurt him – and I’ve just added salt to the wound.

      I turn and head down the steps; but as I lift my gaze and meet the hate in his eyes, I realise that the pain will never go away.

      Ryan storms towards me, his arms tense at his sides and his hands balled into fists. He glares at me, his eyes full of resentment and anger.

      Lauren has taken his huge heart and smashed it into pieces. Turned it to dust.

      “How the fuck could you?!”

      His fist makes direct contact with my nose. I don’t fall to the ground, but I get pretty close. Ryan grabs the collar of my tuxedo. He’s still wearing his groomsman’s suit, identical to mine.

      “Ryan, I didn’t⁠—”

      Another punch, this time much harder, lands straight on my jaw. I lose my balance and fall back onto the pavement. Ryan throws himself on top of me, sitting on my torso and pinning my arms to my sides with his legs. He hits me, over and over – and I let him. I let him get it all out, hoping that his anger never ends. I deserve this, and I don’t know where we can go from here.

      Just as I’m pretty sure he’s going to kill me, I suddenly feel his weight lift from my body, letting me breathe again. Ian is holding Ryan’s arms back, trying to keep him still and save my life. Trying to save the remains of this family. But Ryan is strong, furious and distraught, and not even Ian’s muscles can hold him back.

      He wriggles out of Ian’s grip and launches himself at me again, trying to throw his fist into my face, but Ian’s not giving in. He punches him right in the face, making him fall sideways, before sitting on him, pinning his arms down and squeezing his thighs against his waist.

      All around there’s yelling: my brothers, Lauren, the neighbours who are all rushing to help, and my heart, which screams without pausing for breath. Just like my brother.

      The brother I betrayed.

      I close my eyes and let myself go, hoping that I’ll wake up somewhere else, and never come back.
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      Present Day

      I park the car and swing the driver’s door open, throwing myself out into the car park. I slam it shut behind me and sprint towards the entrance, anxiety choking me and excitement exploding through my veins. I stop for a second in front of the automatic doors and take a deep breath, trying to calm myself down before I throw up the entire contents of my stomach all over the entrance. I place one foot inside, ready to face this new challenge, when a huge, muscly mass smacks against my left shoulder.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he warns, pulling me aside.

      “I got here first.”

      “It’s not a race.”

      “Looks like it is.”

      “No, it’s not, because you’ve already lost.”

      I turn to face him, so that we’re chest to chest. “Get out my way.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, come on!” An irritated voice floats in between ours. “Why do you two always have to be like this? All these muscles are blocking off your brains.”

      Chris wriggles between us and steps inside first, then turns to look at us from the other side of the sliding door with a satisfied grin.

      “I’ll be her favourite aunt anyway,” she says, teasing us both, before jogging down the hospital corridor, her flame-red hair falling in waves down her back.

      “You’re both losers.” Evan takes another whack at our pride before he strides past us to follow his mother, his hands shoved into the pockets of his jeans and his hood pulled up over his head.

      “No way,” Ryan takes advantage of my confusion to step inside the hospital before me. “She can be the favourite aunt, but I’ll be her favourite uncle,” he states triumphantly, before running off behind them. He frustratedly slips in between Chris and Evan, making Chris laugh, as he wraps his enormous arms around their shoulders and protectively pulls them in towards him.

      Is his unlikely, messed-up family not enough for him? Does he really have to take the only joy left in my life?

      Like fuck he will.

      I’ll be her favourite uncle.
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        * * *

      

      When the four of us get to the waiting room, we’re met by Ian, so anxious he’s almost ready to pass out.

      “So?” Chris goes over to him right away. “How’s it going?”

      “Good,” he says, rubbing a hand over his face. “At least, for them. I…I feel…”

      “Oh shit!” Ryan catches him before he can hit the floor.

      “Come on, what’s the big deal?” I say, stupidly. What a dick.

      Chris glares at me. “If you don’t have a vagina, you’re not allowed to comment.”

      She sits down next to Ian and helps him take a few deep breaths, making him rest his head on his knees.

      “Breathe, Ian. It’s just all the excitement,” she says kindly.

      “It’s just that you’re a loser,” Evan tells him, winding him up.

      This kid is starting to remind me more and more of Ryan. I feel really sorry for Chris having to put up with them both.

      “Do you want me to go in with her for a bit while you’re recovering?” Chris asks.

      Ian slowly lifts his head. “I can do it.”

      That’s good. At least he’s found his balls again.

      He gets back up and heads towards Riley’s room, wearing his green hospital gown, as we make ourselves comfortable in the waiting room. Chris sits on Ryan’s knee and he wraps his arms around her waist, leaning his chin on her shoulder; she smiles and rubs her face against his as Evan watches them, shaking his head. He turns to me and mimes vomiting all over the waiting room, and I laugh in response.

      Yeah, I know. We could be twins.

      He comes over and sits in the empty chair next to me, stretching his legs out in front of him. It won’t be long before they’re longer than mine.

      Jesus, this kid – who’s not really a kid anymore – will be able to tear me to pieces pretty soon.

      “What d’you reckon, Uncle Loser? Shall we grab a coffee? It’s four in the morning and I’m shattered – I only got home two hours ago. This baby couldn’t have chosen a better time.”

      “I’m not Uncle Loser.”

      “Sure you are.”

      “If anyone’s a loser here, it’s Ryan.”

      He lifts his head and looks at me, pretending to be annoyed.

      “What’s that about losers? Because I can see three of them right here.” Jamie’s shrill voice makes us all jump. He stands there, hands on hips, with a smile that lights up his entire face. His expression tells us that he has no intention of being second-place.

      “So, O’Connor, let’s just clear something up. I’m the only perfect uncle around here.”

      Ian suddenly appears among us, his face even whiter than before. I jump to my feet and approach him; he looks at me, but not really. It’s like he’s looking past me, lost, distant, overcome by his own emotions.

      “What…? Ian, what?” I ask, anxious.

      He shakes his head and rubs his eyes.

      “Talk, for fuck’s sake!” I raise my voice, attracting everyone’s attention.

      “Nick…it’s…my daughter,” he says, overwhelmed.

      I smile and let out a sigh of relief.

      “I have a baby, Nick.”

      I place a hand on his shoulder and squeeze it affectionately.

      “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.”

      The others come over to us, waiting to hear the rest – but Ian can’t do anything but laugh and cry, almost hysterical. I almost slap him to bring him back to his senses, but he’s already been battered enough tonight by his own emotion. So I decide to leave him be – at least, until next time.

      Slowly, he calms down, looking around at everyone with bright eyes, pride oozing out of every pore: he gathers up his courage and announces:

      “I’m the happiest man in the world.”

      And I’m pretty close to tears now, too.
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      One by one, we quietly file into Riley’s room. We weren’t all supposed to come in together at this time of night, but luckily we have friends in high places in this hospital – something Ryan is not at all happy about.

      Martin, Evan’s dad and Chris’ ex, is warning us not to make any noise, to behave like mature adults.

      Seriously? He’s saying that to us?

      He clearly hasn’t spent enough time with our family yet.

      “Just for five minutes, okay? Don’t make me regret this,” he threatens, with a stare that says I’m a fucking doctor and this is my hospital, so don’t make me look like a dick.

      Poor Dr. Dick.

      When Riley sees us, she smiles, tired but happy. “You’re all here.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” Ryan says, raising his voice. Chris shoots him a glare.

      At least he’ll be kicked out first. One less to deal with.

      Ian sits down next to Riley and kisses her forehead. Then she turns to us, showing us the tiny little bean wrapped in a pink blanket – I’d be scared to even brush against her with my enormous, clumsy hands. Hopefully Ian’s are more delicate than mine.

      “Look, Jamie: this is your family.”

      “J-Jamie?” Riley’s brother asks, appearing in the doorway.

      “Where the hell were you?”

      “I went for a walk and got lost.”

      “Lost underneath someone, I imagine…” Ryan taunts.

      “Did this really seem like an appropriate time, Jamie?” I chime in, teasing him.

      “Mind your own business, O’Connor. We’re talking about something important here,” He turns back to his sister. “So…Jamie?”

      She smiles at him. It’s clear to everyone now who her favourite uncle will be.

      Fuck him.

      “But isn’t Jamie a boy’s name?” Evan asks, making me love him even more. I really need to revaluate his role in this family.

      “No, it’s unisex,” Riley explains. “And we couldn’t have chosen a better name for our little girl. The name of the person who made all of this happen.”

      “Fuck, are you trying to make me cry?” Jamie whinges.

      “Please,” Ryan interjects. “It was bad enough when it was Ian,” he says, gesturing towards his brother.

      Ian, sitting next to Riley, is inconsolable. He can’t stop crying, stroking her, looking at his baby daughter as if she were the most precious gift life could give him.

      Here he is: my brother, once a hard-arse, and now a snivelling shell of a man. Ryan seems to have joined him now, too, after meeting Chris. I think I’m the only Alpha-male left in this ridiculous story. I just hope it doesn’t turn into a series – keeping up this role for much longer will be draining.

      I’m not like them. I don’t pretend to be a bastard, and then melt like an ice lolly as soon as the sun hits. Jesus, no. I’m an adult. I’m mature, tough, good-looking – at least that will never go away – emotionless, a bit of a dickhead. Not even the best of therapists would be able to analyse me.

      I’m Nick O’Connor. I’m the eldest, the strongest. I’m the one nothing can break down.

      Yeah, right.

      I look at Ian, then look at his girlfriend and his daughter; their fingers are intertwined, their smiles filled with love and hope. Life is teeming around them, giving back everything it took from them. And I feel something break inside me: a quickly-growing crack spreading across my chest. It makes no noise, no one can hear it – but, inside me, the rumble is deafening.

      I rub my eyes. I can feel something niggling at me, maybe a fly or some dust – fuck, they should really keep a closer eye on the hygiene in this hospital – but nothing can stop the burning. I rub at them roughly with the sleeve of my hoodie, but it only makes it worse. The tears come gushing out anyway and I can’t do anything about it; I can’t even remember the last time this happened to me. And they’re tears of joy, because my brother has just had a baby, because I’ve become an uncle, because our family is growing. I’m so happy that a sob escapes my lips, and I can’t do anything to stifle it.

      Everyone turns to me.

      “Well, what do we have here?”

      Riley smiles at me and passes me the baby. “Go on, Jamie. This is Uncle Nick.”

      “Why does he get to go first?” Ryan whines.

      “Because I’m the oldest,” I retort, gently taking this new life in my arms and suddenly feeling myself fill up with love, with gratitude. With hope.

      “Hey, little Jamie,” I say, even though I know full well that she can’t understand me. But you never know – better to make things clear. “I’m the best-looking uncle, the one who will take you shopping to buy anything you want. I’ll teach you how to kick guys in the balls, and buy you beer when your mum and dad aren’t around⁠—”

      “Hey…” Ian scolds.

      “But I’ll also be the one you can always count on, because look: your dad and all these other uncles here are useless.”

      “Oh my God, Nick!” Ryan’s angry now.

      I lightly kiss her forehead and stand there, looking at her, overjoyed. “Jamie, you’ll be the only girl in my life, I swear.”

      “We all knew that.” Ryan ruins this magical moment with my niece, just as he’s ruined pretty much every moment of my life.

      “Come on, come to Uncle Ryan,” he says, delicately taking her from my arms.

      “You alright with her, mate?” Evan asks him.

      “Fuck off! What’s your problem?” Ryan retorts.

      “Guys, you really need to start watching your language. Seriously,” Riley warns.

      “But she’s only just been born, she doesn’t understand yet,” Ryan responds.

      “Sure, but it’ll be a long road to recovery for you guys,” Riley adds, making me laugh. She’s right. It’ll be almost impossible.

      “So, little Jamie,” Ryan says to the baby. “Apart from your questionable name…”

      “You’re just jealous,” Jamie cuts in.

      “…you’re…you’re…” He takes a deep breath, then look at Ian. “Holy shit, Ian,” he says, relaxing.

      Everyone laughs, resigned to the fact that this little girl is going to grow up surrounded by an ocean of ‘holy shits’.

      “Yeah, Ryan,” Ian nods. “Holy shit.”
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      “Okay, I’m going to go to Mum and Dad’s to see if they need anything and calm them down a bit. Mum was almost hysterical on the phone. I’ll be back late morning, okay?”

      “Thanks, Nick.”

      “Jesus, Ian,” I say, looking at him. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Stop.”

      “Seriously. I’ve always been proud of you for so many reasons, but now… Now I actually think I could burst with pride, you know?”

      “You’re such an idiot!”

      I hug him warmly, before turning and rushing down the corridors, so that I can leave the hospital and be back with my niece as soon as possible. She’s only been born for three hours, and I already know she’s going to dictate my whole life.

      I get to the main door, and just as I’m taking my phone out of my pocket to message Mum and tell her I’ll be there soon, I smack into something, hard. My phone falls out of my hand from the impact, and once I regain my bearings, I realise that the thing I smacked into was a person, and that they’ve fallen onto the floor.

      I kneel down to give her a hand and help her stand up. But when she looks up, I realise that my niece won’t be the only thing that turns my life upside-down.

      “Nick O’Connor,” she says, smoothing down her uniform.

      I stand there, frozen, my jaw on the floor and my airways blocked.

      “C-C…”

      She looks at me, her head tilted. “Stuttering problem?”

      “W-what? N-no!”

      She laughs, and I nearly have a heart attack.

      “C-Casey.”

      “Wow, we got there in the end. What’s up? Memory loss?”

      I shake my head vacantly. “What…How…?”

      “What am I doing here? How am I?” she helps me out.

      I nod, but I still can’t close my mouth.

      “I work in the hospital,” she says, gesturing to her uniform. “And as for the second question…Was that supposed to be ‘how are you’?”

      I move my head up and down.

      “You used to have so much to say,” she says, raising an eyebrow.

      Used to.

      Has someone just plunged a knife through my stomach?

      “You look good,” she says, letting her eyes slide over my figure.

      You look incredible.

      “Well, thanks,” she says, grinning.

      What? Did I say that out loud? Has my tongue become independent from my brain?

      “My brother’s just had a baby,” I manage, trying to fill the silence with something logical in case she thinks I’m an idiot – which, I guess, is what I actually am. But better not to shove that in her face at eight ‘o’clock in the morning.

      “Oh,” she says, incredulous.

      Surprise effect. Always works.

      “Ryan?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “Ian.”

      “That’s amazing! Congratulations!”

      I smile, full of pride. I knew that baby would save my life.

      “Maybe I’ll pop in later and say hi to the new arrival.”

      “You should. She’s stunning.”

      She tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ear slowly, tracing it with her finger. Her lips gently curl into a smile that reaches her ears, lighting up her face with tenderness.

      What about you? Do you have children? Are you married? Do you have a boyfriend? Are you…?

      “I should get going.” She glances at her watch.

      Did I not say anything?

      Luckily, this time, my brain decided to use its anti-arsehole filter, and prevent any more slip-ups.

      “My shift starts in ten minutes and I haven’t had a coffee yet this morning.”

      “Can I get it for you?” I ask, suddenly.

      The question leaps over my anti-arsehole filter with both feet and lands right in my stomach.

      She looks at me for a few seconds, her brow furrowed.

      “You’re eight years too late, Nick O’Connor.”

      Ah. Busted.

      My ego, my pride, and…better stop there.

      “Take care,” she says, before striding past me and disappearing down the hospital corridors, leaving me standing in the entrance like a dick, incapable of saying anything that could make her stay.

      “Hmm.”

      Shit.

      I turn to see Ryan leaning smugly against the wall a few metres away from me.

      “Was that who I think it was?”

      “Shut up.”

      He bursts out into such shrieking laughter that it must have come straight from the mouth of hell.

      “No way, Nick. This time I definitely won’t shut up.”

      “I could put an end to all this right now and kill you out in the car park. There’s already too many of us, and now that Jamie’s here, everyone will be so busy suffocating her with love that no one will even realise you’re gone.”

      He steps towards me, with a smile plastered across his face that tells me he’s about to get his revenge. He bends down to pick up my phone and hands it back to me.

      “Now it’s your turn to swim through the shit. That,” he says, pointing in the direction that Casey had disappeared, “is your sea. I’m just going to sit back and watch while you splash around, looking for the life raft. And don’t expect me to offer you a hand, unless it’s to hold your head under.”

      That’s when I realise that I’m completely fucked. Not because of what Ryan said: his words have no effect on me. He’s nothing against me, I’d squash him like an ant.

      The problem is something else.

      Something much bigger.

      And its name is Casey Madigan.
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      “I’m home!” I close the door and head straight for the kitchen, which is filled with the scent of Mum’s stuffed vegetables.

      “Oh, you’re here too,” I say through my teeth, finding Ryan making himself comfortable at the table.

      “I could say the same thing,” he shoots back indifferently.

      “Hey, Nick,” Evan says, coming through the back door from the garden.

      This house gets more crowded every day. Instead of fucking off and getting on with their own lives, everyone has decided to bring themselves here, crammed into one big, happy family.

      “I’ve set the table outside, Karen,” he then says to my mother.

      “Thanks, Evan. Where’s my husband?”

      “He’s outside getting some air.”

      My mother smiles, despite the tiredness I can see leaking through the cracks of her gaze. Her movements are getting slower and slower.

      “How is he?” I ask her.

      “He’s fine, Nick. Don’t worry.” But from the uncertainty in her voice, I know that she’s lying to me. She’s been doing that a lot recently, and we all just pretend to believe her.

      “Evan,” I say, turning to him. “I think I’ve left my phone in the car. Could you go and grab it for me?” I chuck him the keys. He considers for a moment, watching my face – but he doesn’t buy it. He’s not an idiot.

      “I know about everything, you know. You don’t have to send me outside for the difficult conversations. Even my mum hasn’t done that for about ten years.”

      Ryan shakes his head and stands up to place a hand on the boy’s shoulder, both friendly and paternal. Dear God, I can’t believe Ryan is actually this kid’s stepdad.

      Mum turns to us, leaning against the kitchen counter.

      “What do you need to tell me, Nick?”

      I take a deep breath and drop the bomb before it can explode in my stomach, hoping that Ryan will help me soften the blow of the explosion.

      “You can’t do it, Mum. Not on your own.”

      Mum closes her eyes.

      “We do what we can, but it’s not enough. You need help.”

      “He’s right.” Wow, little Ryan’s decided he’s on my side for once. That’s a first.

      “Dad needs to start his physio, and we can’t keep putting it off,” I continue cautiously.

      About six weeks ago, my father had an accident at home: he lost his balance coming down the stairs and his knee gave in. They operated on his meniscus, but it wasn’t a good period for any of us. He was pretty much immobile and they were worried that his condition would get worse.

      “Here I am! Sorry I’m late,” Chris bursts breathlessly into the kitchen. She plants a kiss on Mum’s cheek, then Ryan’s, then ruffles Evan’s hair. “The place was so busy today, I was almost turning customers away.” She glances at the oven, obviously attracted by the smell of dinner cooking, then she looks up at us and immediately notices the tenseness in the air.

      “Have I interrupted something?” she asks, concerned.

      “No, honey,” Ryan says, wrapping his arms around her waist and pulling her towards him, giving her a kiss on the shoulder; but she stands there, tense.

      “How do you like being treated like a little kid?” Evan asks, shamelessly.

      “What?”

      Ryan sighs, and prepares himself for a painful conversation. It’s all been more difficult for him: he still hasn’t totally accepted Dad’s condition.

      “We were deciding what to do for…Dad,” he says, almost gasping for air.

      “Oh,” Chris steps away from him and starts to pace the kitchen nervously. “If you want, Evan and I can⁠—”

      “No, dear,” Mum stops her, placing her hand on her arm. “This concerns everyone, you two are part of the family.”

      She’s right. Chris comes round as much as she can. Despite the café she owns, and Ryan and her son running around her ankles, she’s always there for Mum and Dad – and for us, too. And even though Evan’s a grouchy teenager, with hormones flying all over the place, he’s never left behind, and pops round a lot after school to see if my parents need anything.

      Mum turns to me and Ryan. “We can’t have this conversation without Ian, and he’s got other things on his mind at the moment. Riley and the baby will be home tomorrow and I don’t want to upset him. Only God knows how much that boy has to be happy about.”

      “Are you looking for excuses to delay this even more?” I ask as gently as I can.

      Mum looks at me, exhausted. She can’t do it, and she knows this too, even if she doesn’t want to admit it – to us, or to herself.

      “If you want, I could ask Martin,” Chris says, taking the situation into her own hands.

      Ryan rolls his eyes just at the mention of Martin’s name.

      “We all know that Dad has absolutely no intention of going to a physiotherapist. Not in hospital or in a rehab centre.” She’s right: Dad’s been leaving the house less and less. “Maybe Martin will know someone at the hospital who we can trust.”

      “That’s a good idea, love. Thank you,” Mum says to her.

      Chris smiles warmly. “I’m sure that physio will help him move more easily and get rid of the pain – but it’ll also help his mood. I’ll call Martin later. Actually, no – I’ll pop round and see him⁠—”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Ryan interrupts her. “I’m sure a phone call is more than enough.”

      “Ryan…” Chris warns him.

      He scoffs.

      “Hey, everyone’s here!” Dad moves slowly into the kitchen on his crutches, shutting us all up immediately. “What’s wrong?” he asks, looking around at us. “Ah, I get it. This is one of those conversations I’m not allowed to be part of.”

      “Dad, no, that’s not true,” Ryan tries to interject.

      “These moments have been happening more and more recently.” He sinks into a chair, helped by Evan who takes his crutches and leans them against the wall. He folds his hands on the table. “I imagine everything’s not going as smoothly as you’d like me to think.”

      Chris sits down next to him right away and takes his hand. Ryan sighs, full of love.

      “Things are going less smoothly, yes,” she tells him calmly.

      He nods.

      “It’s just that we’re worried about your knee, and we can’t keep delaying things.”

      Dad places his other hand on top of Chris’.

      Ryan watches them, his chest rising and falling rapidly. I watch him, my dickhead little brother who, against all odds, has managed to find this wonderful woman.

      “So, what are you all thinking?” Dad asks, his voice trembling.

      Ryan wipes his eyes, and Evan places a supportive hand on his shoulder. Mum bites her lip nervously.

      “We could ask someone to come to the house and help you.”

      He nods slowly.

      “I thought I’d ask Martin.”

      “Martin?”

      “He’s trustworthy.”

      He looks at her, but isn’t listening to her anymore. His attention has already drifted elsewhere.

      I sigh anxiously, looking around at my family circling the kitchen. A family who’s suffering, each trying to get through this moment – because, soon, we may lose the most important person in our lives, leaving a hole so big in our hearts that it can never be filled.
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      “So? How is it?”

      “How’s what?”

      “How is it being here, all three of you?”

      “Well, actually, you’re here too,” Ian says, handing me a beer.

      “Details, details…”

      “I wish your constant presence was just a detail.”

      I lean against the kitchen counter as he loads up the dishwasher.

      “By this point you may as well have come for dinner.”

      “I didn’t want to intrude.”

      He looks at me over his shoulder, raising an eyebrow.

      “Too much,” I add, taking a few sips of my beer. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Because you didn’t answer mine.”

      I came to Ian’s to talk about our dad, but as soon as I got here, I chickened out – especially once he started asking me how he is, what he said about the baby, whether he really understood what was going on. So I tried to buy some time and change the subject. But Ian’s clever – it’s not like talking to Ryan. He analyses every single syllable and every breath. I don’t even want to imagine what it would be like to live with him. Poor Riley.

      “We were talking, the other day, at home.”

      He closes the dishwasher door and straightens up, facing me.

      “He has to start physio, Ian. We can’t keep delaying it.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “We thought we’d find someone to come round to the house.”

      “And Dad agreed to this?”

      I sigh but I don’t answer.

      “God, it’s all so strange.”

      “We have to be prepared,” I say, less certain than I’d like.

      “Are you?”

      “Fuck, no. I could never be prepared.”

      Ian lifts his gaze to meet mine. “We’re losing him, aren’t we?”

      I nod, incapable of speaking.

      “But things seemed to be getting better. The past few months he’s been more present, more⁠—”

      “We know how it works,” I interrupt him. “We know what’s going to happen.”

      “I can’t accept it.”

      Ian lowers his gaze to the floor. I know what all of this means for him, I know how much he’s suffering. Not that Ryan and I are suffering any less, but Ian has always seen our dad as his saviour, the man who picked him up from the street and adopted him. He not only gave him a surname, but a life worth living. And it’s something that not everyone would do. Something that only a truly great man is capable of doing: and our dad was that man.

      “Let’s worry about one thing at a time, okay? For now, our priority is convincing him to do the physio. He honestly can’t walk anymore. Chris says she’s going to ask Martin for a recommendation.”

      “I imagine Ryan was thrilled by that.”

      I laugh, despite everything.

      We lose ourselves for a few minutes in the silence, absorbing the shock. I decide to change the subject.

      “So, bro. How does it feel to have your own family?”

      Ian looks at me and smiles. “Fucking amazing, Nick. Better than I ever imagined.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      Ian grabs the bottle from my hands and takes a few sips.

      “When are you next off?” he asks me, as if my bullshit job could ever compare with his new life.

      “They’ve called me out for a job next week. Tenerife.”

      “Wow,” he says, unenthusiastically.

      “Yeah…”

      “What’s up?”

      “I was thinking of quitting.”

      He looks at me, his brow furrowed.

      “What if I told you I was starting to get fed up of that lifestyle?” I ask him, hesitant.

      He smiles. “I’d say that’s possible.”

      “I mean, don’t get me wrong, it’s fun. But now…”

      “Now you’re starting to get bored, just like with everything else you’ve started then abandoned?”

      “That’s not what’s happening here.”

      Ian looks at me intently. “Is it for the family?”

      “Maybe…”

      “Are you about to tell me you want a more stable lifestyle?”

      “Let’s not bullshit. It’s just that Mum and Dad need our help. Ryan’s always a nightmare, and you have the baby…”

      “We’re not talking about us, Nick. We’re talking about you. What do you want?”

      “I don’t know,” I sigh. “But maybe just…not this.”

      “Okay.”

      “I don’t want to miss out on anything, you know?”

      Ian places a hand on my shoulder.

      “I’ve already missed so much. We don’t know how much time we still have, and Mum needs us here. Besides, things with Ryan seem to be going much better. I don’t want to leave again and go back to where we started.”

      “I get it.”

      “And now, there’s Jamie…”

      “You talking about me?”

      I turn suddenly to see Jamie standing in the kitchen doorway, his arms crossed.

      “Nice speech, Nick. Congrats.”

      “What the hell are you doing here? And where did you appear from?”

      Jamie doesn’t flinch. “I was upstairs with Riley and my niece.”

      “How long have you been standing there for?”

      “Too long,” he says, moving closer to us, opening the fridge and grabbing himself a beer.

      I see that Ian’s house has the same problem as my parents’: there’s always someone turning up.

      “So, old Nick is starting to wobble…”

      “I’ll break your leg and show you wobbling.”

      He laughs, throwing his head back. “Tired of working in your underwear? Are you starting to get a bit chilly…?”

      “I’m starting to want to break someone’s ankle.”

      Jamie stands there in front of us and tilts his head. “What’s up? Are you homesick? Want to get the nursery ready?”

      I shake my head, frustrated.

      “I’m serious.”

      I look at him, weighing up his expression.

      “Come on, let’s hear it. What’s worrying you?”

      “Why should I speak to you about it?”

      “You were talking to Ian.”

      “Ian’s my brother.”

      “And I’m Riley’s brother. We’re basically in-laws.”

      Ian laughs next to me, enjoying the show.

      “Come on, tell your Uncle Jamie everything…”

      “Jesus, not this again!” I throw my hands in the air, exasperated.

      “You thinking of playing for another team?”

      “Not in the way that you’re thinking.”

      Jamie bursts out laughing again. “You’re not my type, Nick O’Connor. And seriously, you couldn’t handle me.”

      I laugh, despite wanting to kill him.

      “So…?”

      “So what?”

      “What are you planning on doing?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t have a back-up plan.”

      “Well, you need one now.”

      “What can I do? I only know how to play rugby and pose half-naked on a beach.”

      “You’re rubbish at both of those things…”

      “Jamie…” Ian warns him.

      “Okay, I’ll be serious,” he says, scrutinising me. “You’re a bit too old to play now, mate.”

      “Wow, thanks!”

      “And you’re out of shape.”

      “I’ll show you out of shape!”

      “But maybe, something…”

      Jamie smiles, satisfied, as his mind tries to work out a way to get involved in my life, just like he has with my brothers. I don’t know if his interest in me is a good thing, but judging by what happened for Ian and Ryan, maybe I should give him a shot.

      “So?” Ian presses.

      “O’Connor brothers, you’d all be lost without me.”

      And the funny thing is that he really believes it.
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      I pull in to the UCD centre at eight forty-five, and walk around to the field at the back of the building, where the hopeful members of the young Leinster team are training. Jamie asked to meet me here. It’s a bright, clear day and the sun is already warming the air, promising a nice morning. The centre is basically closed, apart from the staff, and the team using the field for unofficial training sessions during the summer break.

      I sit down on the stands, sipping at my takeaway coffee as I wait for Jamie. I see him then, with an armful of the coloured bibs we use for friendlies. He lays them down on the first step then lifts his gaze, noticing me. He takes off his cool-guy sunglasses and flashes me a guilty smile. I start to fear the worst.

      “O’Connor, good morning!”

      “What are we doing here?” I ask, glancing around.

      Jamie gives me a satisfied smirk as he nods towards a banner behind him that I hadn’t noticed before: Leinster Summer Camp.

      And my last sip of coffee shoots straight out of my nose.
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        * * *

      

      “Please, tell me you’re kidding.”

      Jamie just keeps laughing as he arranges the water bottles on a table next to the stands.

      “Well, you could at least give me a hand.”

      “Why should I?”

      “Because we’re in this thing together.”

      “No way, this is all yours. I’m not getting involved.”

      “Come on, Nick. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “A kids’ summer camp? This was your great idea?”

      “I never said it was great.”

      “No way.”

      “Why not? What’s so bad about it? They’re just kids.”

      “Exactly – they’re kids! What am I supposed to do with kids? I wouldn’t even know what to say to them!”

      “Haven’t you had enough practice with Ryan?”

      “Sure, but that’s different. I had to do it. He’s my brother.”

      “It’s only for two weeks.”

      “What? Nope.”

      “It’ll be fun.”

      “No, it won’t. How did you end up dragged into this anyway? Don’t you have anything better to do?”

      “The centre organised the camp and wanted a player to motivate kids to participate. So obviously, they asked me, because I’m the best.”

      “Oh, please…”

      “I needed an assistant – and that’s where you come in.”

      “So I’m not just babysitting kids, but I’m also your assistant? Nope. Not going to happen.”

      “You don’t have to babysit them, you have to teach them how to play.”

      “You can do that on your own.”

      “I’ll be like the fun parent. You can be the boring one.”

      “Me? Boring?”

      He shrugs indifferently. “The one who teaches them all the rules.”

      “Couldn’t you have asked Ian or Ryan?”

      “It would’ve been too distracting, having all those famous rugby stars wandering around.”

      “Wow, thanks.”

      “They need you to inspire them, make them trust you. Someone to teach them the basics, someone…mature. That’s it.”

      “You mean old.”

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Jamie, I’m not the right guy for this.”

      “Too late,” he says, pointing behind me.

      I turn suddenly to see a few of the kids approaching us, accompanied by their mothers.

      “I’ll do the honours while you go and get changed. There’s a tracksuit for you inside.”

      “I’m not doing this, Jamie.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “I don’t think this is going to solve any of my problems.”

      “No, it won’t, but it’s a start. And that’s what you need,” he says, before jogging off to greet the new arrivals.

      I watch him approach them, telling stupid jokes that make the kids and their mothers laugh, of course. I look around at the field, the stands, the banners painted onto the grass, and an uninvited sadness starts to gnaw at my stomach.

      It’s been a long time since I set foot on a field, sweated, cheered, felt adrenaline coursing through my veins. It’s been too long since I felt that kind of emotion – to be honest, it’s been too long since I felt a lot of different emotions. But now isn’t the time to sit here reflecting on my shitty life and my crap choices.

      It’s time to work out how to get through today, and draft up a list of twenty ways to break someone’s leg and end their career. And I’m sure I’ll easily think of all twenty of them.
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        * * *

      

      I’m at Jamie’s side, sporting a blue tracksuit with COACH plastered across the chest, ready to start an ‘introduction to rugby’ lesson. Some of these kids have never played, and have been dragged here by their mothers so that they have a place to go when they’re at work. Other kids are almost veterans: kids that are part of the youth team, who want to keep training through the summer holidays. And others are…well, others are nerds: uncoordinated losers who have probably been sent here by their parents to ‘build their character’, or maybe to get themselves killed. I imagine I’ll find out later.

      Jamie is buzzing, almost electric. To be honest, he’s always like this. I think he has Red Bull running through his veins, not blood. And with an audience hanging from his every word, his ego is growing dangerously big.

      I’m the loser. The one who everyone glances at suspiciously, who no one will listen to. Let’s be honest: I wouldn’t have listened if I were them.

      “Ready, mate?” Jamie asks, almost skipping over to me.

      “Can’t wait.”
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        * * *

      

      After making them do laps of the field, some warm-up exercises, and stretching, so that no one gets injured, Jamie splits them into two little teams, to try and show them the real spirit of the game. The others take their place on the stands, next to me.

      Exactly: the losers.

      I sit down, pulling the cap from my head and scoff unintentionally.

      “You don’t want to be here either, do you?” A kid about ten years old turns to me. “Did your mum force you to come?”

      I smile, despite myself. “Is that what happened to you?”

      “More or less.”

      “Don’t you like rugby?”

      “I like it, it’s just that…”

      “What?” I encourage.

      “I’m no good.”

      “Nobody is born good.”

      “They don’t let me play at school.”

      “Rugby?”

      “Anything. They say I’m too slow, I have no coordination, that I’ll make them lose if I’m on their team.”

      “Have you ever thought about proving them wrong?”

      He looks at me, curious.

      “You know, training, getting better…”

      “How?”

      “Well, you’re here for fuck’s sake!”

      “Did you just say ‘fuck’?”

      “No! Hell, no!”

      “You did. You said⁠—”

      “Okay, I said it, but that’s beside the point.”

      “What is the point?”

      I stand up and gesture for him to do the same. “Come with me,” I tell him, jumping down from the stands. Then I turn to the other bored-looking kids sitting there. “Okay, guys. So you’re all losers. And that’s fine, it’s not a problem. You see?” I point to myself. “I’m a loser too. The one who has to sit on the stands and help. But you know what I say? I’m tired of watching. It’s time to get up and do something.”

      They all look at me, shocked. Maybe I was a bit too harsh.

      “Come with me. Uncle Nick is going to give you a few tips to make you less nerdy – or, at least, to make you seem less nerdy.”

      “Seriously?” asks the boy next to me.

      “You can count on it, mate.”

      “Cool.”

      I look at this boy, so scared and insecure. But, in his eyes, I see he’s looking for payback, and an old image starts to flare up inside me. It’s faded over time, but it’s still there, right in my chest.

      “Yeah. Really cool.”
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      As soon as I sit at the dinner table at my parents’ house, I can already sense the piss-taking that is about to descend over me. Ian and Ryan are sitting across from each other, exchanging glances and stifling laughs. I know that their irritating little titters are directed at me.

      I ignore them, concentrating instead on the meal in front of me, vaguely listening to everyone’s chatting – mainly centred around the family’s new arrival. The only woman I can love wholeheartedly, who I’ll keep loving for the rest of my life. Every so often, I glance at her, just as everyone else keeps doing; but she’s already worked out that, to survive the O’Connors, you have to pretend to be asleep to avoid everyone else’s bullshit.

      “So, Nick…This new…job?” Ian says, barely holding in his laughter.

      Speaking of bullshit: now it’s my turn. I keep eating, slowly chewing my meat. “I was giving Jamie a hand.”

      “So what do you have to do?” he presses, curious, as Ryan stops eating and leans back in his chair, contemplating his next move.

      “I’m helping the kids.”

      “Oh,” Mum exclaims, confused.

      “It’s the UCD centre’s summer camp.”

      My father’s fork hangs in mid-air. “You? Working with kids?” he pipes up too. I guess, deep down, those two dickheads do have his DNA. Well, kind of.

      “What do you have to do?” he asks, but I can sense the laughter in his tone, which only spurs on my idiot brothers.

      “Jamie’s running the summer camp this year and he asked me to be his vice. We’re teaching the kids how to play.”

      My father clears his voice. “Teaching kids.”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What?” I ask, annoyed.

      “Nothing.”

      “Go on, say it.”

      “Your dad isn’t saying anything, Nick, don’t get wound up. He’s just surprised, like I am.”

      “Why are you all so surprised?”

      “It’s just…strange.”

      I cross my arms and wait, but Mum has no intention of expanding.

      “Well, I think it’s a step in the right direction,” Ryan says, clearly trying to shove this even further down my throat. “You’re making a career for yourself.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “Here we go,” Chris says, rolling her eyes.

      “Rugby player, model, coach…What are they going to make you do next? Water boy?”

      “Coaching isn’t that bad – and it’s still rugby, right?” Riley tries to jump in to my rescue, but she hasn’t realised yet that when you step out onto the field with the O’Connors, it’s a fight to the death. A massacre, with no prisoners.

      “It’s just for two weeks,” I try to clear up. “And it’s actually not so bad.”

      “Of course, Nick. I think it’s nice,” Mum comments.

      “You could always learn something,” Dad adds.

      “I’m actually there to teach.”

      Ryan and Ian both try to chew down their laughter.

      “Boys,” Mum scolds them.

      “Spending time with them will definitely help you,” Dad goes on. “They could teach you something really important.”

      “Like what? How to win the last level of MarioKart?” Ryan says.

      “The fact that you even know what you’re talking about says a lot,” Chris says, helping me out.

      “It’s Evan’s fault,” Ryan says, immediately shifting the blame to her son.

      “Hey, even I don’t play that stuff. It’s for little kids,” Evan responds, disgruntled.

      “And you’re not a little kid?”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Chris says, resting her elbows on the table and dropping her head into her hands.

      The poor woman is already exasperated. I wonder how long it’ll be before she kicks Ryan out. I hope she warns me first – I wouldn’t want to miss the show.

      My dad leans over to me and speaks softly, so the others won’t hear. “You can always learn something, Nick. From anyone – and especially from kids.”

      “I don’t get what you mean.”

      “You will,” he says, before turning back to his dinner.
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        * * *

      

      “How come the physiotherapist is coming over so late?” I ask Mum as I help her load up the dishwasher.

      “This is just so that they can meet each other. You know, for your dad…”

      “Sure. I hope he likes her.”

      Mum sighs. “Me too.”

      “Martin says that she can work with any type of patient, even the most difficult ones, and ones with specific…conditions,” Chris comments delicately.

      The problem with this family is that everyone speaks without thinking – no one has any issues spouting all kinds of bullshit – but no one has the courage to talk about Dad, to give it a name.

      Dad has Alzheimer’s. It has a name, for fuck’s sake. Let’s use it.

      He’s getting worse, even if, thankfully, he’s not a complete invalid yet. He can still sit and talk with us most of the time, but the doctors have told us quite clearly not to wait around for any miracles. And they’re right. We all know it, but it’s impossible not to hope that it’ll be a while before things really start to deteriorate.

      But Dad has started to close himself off, and everyone’s noticed it. He goes out less and less. To be honest, he never goes out at all anymore. After the last few instances, which sent Mum into a total panic, we decided to stop putting her nerves to the test. He’s starting to hate hospitals, too – they make him uncomfortable, and he doesn’t like the doctors. Taking him for a check-up has become really difficult, and after his accident at home, things have got much worse.

      The days he spent recovering after the surgery were terrible. He was agitated and nervous, and would lash out for no reason. As soon as he was home, things were a bit better, but he refused to go to any kind of centre for his physiotherapy. We tried to reason with him, we waited a while, but by that point, we had to make a decision: and Chris’ idea, to have someone come to the house, was the best solution we could think of.

      We’re all just hoping it pays off.

      The doorbell goes. Our physio’s here.

      “Can you go, Nick?” Mum asks nervously.

      “Sure, no problem.”

      I close the door of the dishwasher and head to the front door, ready to let her in. But when I flash one of my best smiles, fate, destiny or maybe bad luck, hits me square in the chest.
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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.
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