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      Three years earlier

      The music is too loud, the voices too rowdy. The alcohol, my drunk friends, the overly-excited guests. The women are the same groupies as always, hoping to lure in a sports champion.

      I hate these parties. I hate these people.

      I hate my whole life.

      I just want to play. Rugby is the only thing I know how to do, and the only thing that makes me feel good. It’s what shapes my identity: without rugby, I wouldn’t be anything.

      “Hey, champ.” A woman approaches the bar and takes the stool next to me. She touches my arm, and my nerves go rigid.

      “We haven’t met yet.”

      Maybe because I had no intention of meeting you.

      “I’m Marilyn.”

      Oh, that’s original.

      “I’m here with some friends. Big supporters of the team.”

      Well, you don’t say.

      “This might seem silly to you, but I actually came here hoping to meet you.” She squeezes my arm as I grip my glass tighter.

      She raises her hand slowly, sensually, up to my shoulder.

      “May I ask if this player is here with anybody tonight?” She whispers.

      I take a deep breath and turn away, ready to put a stop to this before it can begin, when someone wraps their arms around my neck, practically choking me.

      “Here I am! Sorry I’m late!”

      She hugs me and pushes her lips against mine. “I couldn’t find a taxi,” she says, slowly pulling away from me.

      I’m surprised and completely taken aback, but she smiles at me, winking. “Did you order me anything to drink?”

      “Er, I…” I mutter like an absolute idiot.

      Then she turns to the intruder and says dryly, “I think this is my seat.”

      I’m lucky I don’t choke on my own saliva.

      Embarrassed, the woman gets up and leaves the bar without a word, and this stranger, who appeared out of nowhere, sits down next to me.

      “Vodka and lemonade, please,” she tells the barman. “Heavy on the vodka, easy on the lemonade.”

      Then she turns to me and smiles.

      Again.

      The barman sets her drink down, and she immediately takes a few sips.

      I stay there, frozen. Dumbstruck. Mute.

      “So…” she begins, turning to face me, “it looks like you owe me a favour – an enormous one.”

      “Me? What?” I snap out of my daze.

      “I saved your life.”

      “Are you joking?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “I’m being completely serious.” Her face is too.

      “And how’s that, exactly? Let’s hear it.”

      “I’ve saved you from a boring night, first of all. From that leech trying to slide herself into your bed – maybe even your life! From a failed marriage spent buying shoes and clothes for your trophy wife.”

      I burst out laughing.

      “You’re not exaggerating there, are you?”

      She laughs too.

      “Perhaps, a bit, but you know, you never know how the night is going to turn out, what one meeting might lead to. Sometimes, a person can change your whole life, whether you want them to or not, and the results aren’t always good.”

      “Seems to me like your imagination is running a bit wild. And I could’ve got rid of her without your help.”

      “Huh. Sure seemed to me like you were in trouble.”

      “Trust me, I know how to defend myself.”

      She looks me over for a few seconds.

      “Yes, I imagine you do,” she says rolling her eyes. “Anyway, it’s too late now.”

      “For what?”

      “You’re tied to me forever.”

      “Really?”

      “You better believe it. You’re in big debt with me, my friend.”

      I look at her, amused.

      “You could also pay up right away and consider yourself free.”

      “And what would that involve?”

      “A dance. With me.” She nods towards the dance floor at the end of the room.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t dance.”

      Her lip curls in disappointment.

      “Oh, that’s too bad for you,” she says, putting down her drink and standing up. “I’ll find someone else to dance with, and you’ll still be in debt to me. And all debts must be repaid,” she whispers in my ear before heading towards the dance floor in her red backless dress.

      I watch her disappear into the crowd, still thrown off by the unlikely encounter, when my brother, Ryan, sits himself down next to me.

      “Where’d she come from?”

      I shrug.

      “Same old gold digger looking for something exciting?”

      “Probably,” I say, unconvinced.

      “You don’t want to let her get away.” Ryan elbows me and gestures across the room with his head. I see Jake, one of my teammates, approach her and another girl.

      “You should do something.”

      “I have no intention of doing anything.”

      “She doesn’t seem too bad.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Well then, what is it?”

      I sigh. “That’s not the kind of woman you can forget about after a night or two.”

      “And you picked up all of this insight by having a two-minute conversation with her?”

      “I just know, that’s all.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      “A fucking disaster.”

      Ryan shakes his head in disapproval as I force myself to watch the scene playing out a few metres in front of me.

      Jake approaches the girl and smiles at her.

      I sit up straight on my stool.

      Jake talks to her, unloading all of his charm, and she blushes.

      I feel my stomach burst into flames.

      Jake offers her his hand. She looks at her friend, who nods, then accepts it and follows him to the dance floor.

      I jump to my feet instinctively.

      Jake puts his hand on her bare back and lets it slide down slowly to her waist and she tilts her head to the side in surprise, perhaps a bit uncomfortable with the gesture.

      I rest my elbow on the counter behind me.

      Jake whispers in her ear, and she smiles again: mouth, eyes and face.

      Everything.

      Every part of her is smiling.

      And my legs are shaking.
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      I open the front door with my key and am immediately surrounded by the delicious aroma of my mother’s baked ham. I smile to myself, knowing that she probably made it just for me; she always does when I come home. It’s one of my favorite meals, and she spoils me like a little kid.

      “Hey, I’m home,” I say as I walk into the living room and find my father sitting on the sofa in front of the TV.

      “Ian?” He turns towards me. “What are you doing here?”

      I furrow my brow. “Mum invited me over for dinner.”

      “Yes, of course,” he says distractedly, turning back to the screen.

      I go to the kitchen where my mother has set the table for three. We haven’t used the dining room for a long time. We’re never all together in a big group like we used to be.

      “Sweetheart,” Mum says, hugging me a bit too tightly, and letting go slowly, rubbing my face where a beard has been growing undisturbed for a few weeks now.

      “It’s nice to have you home,” she smiles tenderly, and a wave of sadness washes over me.

      I know she’s happy that I’m here just as I know she misses my brothers, but neither of them ever make an effort to come over.

      “Everything’s all ready. Can you tell your father it’s time to eat, please?”

      “Of course.” I give her a kiss on the cheek and go back to the living room where the TV’s still on, but my father isn’t there anymore.

      I knock on the bathroom door under the stairs, but he’s not there either. I call to him from downstairs to see if he’d maybe gone upstairs to his room, but there’s no answer.

      I go to make my way back to the kitchen when I see the front door is slightly ajar, knowing I closed it when I came in.

      I go over and look out the window: my father is standing on the pavement, looking out to the street. I go over to him, but he isn’t aware of my presence. I touch his shoulder, and he jerks his head towards me, confused.

      “What are you doing out here?”

      He looks at me, but not really. His eyes are looking into mine, but his attention is elsewhere.

      “Dad?”

      “Ian? What are you doing here?” he asks, finally recognizing me.

      “I’m…” the words die in my throat. And maybe something else too.

      “Let’s go inside, dinner’s ready.”

      “It’s already dinner time?” he asks innocently, and I force a smile.

      “Mum’s made ham.”

      “Ham? That means Ian must be on his way. It’s one of his favorite meals, you know, and Karen loves spoiling the kids.” he laughs, shaking his head as he makes his way into the house. He stops at the doorway and turns to me.

      “Will you stay for dinner with us?” he asks kindly.

      “Why not – thank you,” I manage, before the lump in my throat becomes too big to swallow.

      “That’s good, good.”

      My father heads into the house, leaving the door open and me standing outside alone, wondering what the future holds for the man who worked endlessly to give our family everything we needed.

      Lost in my thoughts, I don’t see Mum until she appears at my side. I open my arms, and she hides herself in them, resting her head on my chest. I wrap her up and kiss her head.

      “Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

      “I didn’t want to worry you. He didn’t want me to.”

      I nod, pulling her closer to me.

      “It’s all happening so quickly, Ian. I’m not ready to lose him.”

      “I’m not ready either,” I say into her hair.

      “We still have so much to do together.”

      “I know,” I agree, defeatedly.

      Mum sighs before pulling away from me, attempting to compose herself. I dry her tears with my thumbs and give her my best forced smile.

      “Let’s go inside. Your father is waiting,” she says as she slowly walks back to the front door.

      “Mum?” I ask before she reaches the house. “Do you think we should call…”

      “I don’t know how long we’ll have his full attention for,” she says calmly. She’s always calm. “But what I don’t want is for them to come here and then start doing what they always do. So, let’s wait a little while longer. If things get worse, we’ll talk about it then.”

      She heads in, while I stay outside a few more minutes, breathing slowly, attempting to calm the storm of emotion battering against me. And it’s something that I need to address right away, because I won’t be able to do this on my own. I’m not strong enough.

      Without overthinking it, I grab my phone from my pocket. Three rings later, a sleepy voice answers.

      “Ian?”

      “Were you asleep?” I ask, looking at my watch.

      “No, I was watching a film on the sofa. I’m just chilling.”

      “You have to come back.”

      “What?”

      “It’s time for you to come home.”

      “What the hell…?”

      “It’s getting worse, Ryan.”

      “How much worse?” he asks in a whisper.

      “Find a flight.”
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      We’re at the beginning of the second half, and we’re up by ten, which is still not enough to consider this game a victory yet. We’ve got fourty-two minutes of play left, and Connacht isn’t showing any signs of giving up; we’re first place in the league right now, which means we can’t afford to lose this one.

      “Let’s kick their arses,” our team captain, Jamie, says, slapping me on the back before taking his position.

      I take a deep breath and follow him with my eyes, ready to run down the side as soon as these two dickheads stop trying to rip my pants off, as we wait for Jamie to work some of his magic. Alongside being our captain, he’s also the smartest player I know, despite the fact that he’s not particularly big.

      As soon as I see Jamie run off with the ball, I break away from the opposition, who are breathing down my neck; but before I can receive his pass, he’s tackled by three players who bring him down hard.

      I throw myself into the scrum with the others, trying to wrangle the ball free, but the screaming from the bottom and the referee’s whistle forces us all to stop.

      The players get up, one by one, and I wait to see my captain emerge from the heap, but when the last giant is on his feet, Jamie is still laid out in the grass, with his face contracting in painful spasms, holding his right leg.

      As I get closer to him, I gesture to the bench to send someone onto the field as I try to grasp what’s happened.

      “My knee, Ian.”

      “Take it easy, the paramedics are on their way.”

      “It’s over.”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic,” I say, trying to joke around. “It’s probably just bruised.”

      Jamie spreads himself out on the grass as the other team members circle around us.

      “I’m screwed.”

      “You’re crying like a little kid.”

      He covers his face with his hands while the paramedics lift him onto a stretcher and load him into the electric ambulance. I follow them, making sure Jamie gives the spectators a sign that he’s okay.

      “For the crowd, Jamie.”

      He shakes his head no.

      “Come on, mate, you know the deal. Just a little thumbs-up, okay?”

      “Fuck you and your thumbs-up.”

      I sigh and let my guard down.

      “For her. Just do it for her.”

      Jamie moves his arm away from his face, and it’s only then that I see his torment is the mirror image of my own.

      He lifts his thumb into the air and fakes a smile that is broadcast onto the big screens, sending the fans into delirium.

      I smile and accompany them to the changing room, but when they stop me from going in any further, Jamie grabs my arm. With his other hand, he takes off his captain’s badge and hands it to me.

      I squeeze it in my hand, and he lets go of it, laying back again, leaving me with an oppressive weight, too heavy for me to bear.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours after the end of the game, I’m on my motorbike, racing towards the hospital where Jamie has been taken as a precaution. No one was able to say anything specific about his condition, although it’s clear it has something to do with his knee. No one knows if it’s a tear, a pull, or something worse. They wouldn’t speculate without running some basic tests first.

      After I park the motorbike, taking off my helmet, I go inside and ask the receptionist where I can find my teammate. After a few smiles and an autograph, the woman tells me where Jamie is, so I take the lift to the third floor. I find his room and walk right in.

      “Well, have you found your balls or did you leave them on the field?” I ask, attempting to bring the drama down a few levels, but when she turns around on hearing my voice, my heart slides down my ribcage and slams onto the ground, right next to hers.

      “Right now, all I want is some morphine,” Jamie says, plunging the two of us into total embarrassment. “Anything not to be here with you.”

      If he hadn’t just broken his knee on the field, I swear, I’d break it for him now.

      “I wouldn’t want there to be too much of a crowd here,” I say, suffocating.

      She and I in the same room.

      There’s not enough air for the both of us.

      Riley gets off the bed without lifting her eyes to meet mine and explains, “I was just about to ask the doctor when they’re finally going to take him for the CAT scan.”

      She passes right by me and walks out of the room.

      “Wow, man,” Jamie says, making fun of me.

      “I see that you’re doing better,” I say, raising an eyebrow and ignoring his comment.

      “And I see that you’re the same old arsehole as always.”

      “How’s it going?” I ask, changing the subject.

      “I wanted to ask you the same thing.”

      “I’m not the one with the screwed-up knee.”

      “No, you’re screwed-up in something else, Ian.”

      “Don’t start.”

      “I’m not the one who started this thing. I just wish someone would say the word ‘over’ because I can’t stand this anymore.”

      “There’s nothing to end because we haven’t started anything, Jamie, as you well know.”

      “What I know is that you’re a fucking⁠—”

      “Here’s my favorite patient,” a cheerful nurse says, interrupting us. “Are we ready for a little trip?”

      “With you, sweetheart, I’d go to the end of the world.”

      I shake my head in resignation as she helps him sit up straight in his wheelchair.

      “Will you keep Riley company while I’m away?”

      I look at him sideways.

      “Don’t screw anything else up before I get back,” he adds before being wheeled out.

      Well, at least he’s in a better mood.

      I pop my head out to see where Riley might be and after looking left and right, I find her at the end of the hallway. I gather up my courage and walk towards her, trying to swallow the beat of my heart pulsing in my throat and echoing all through my body.

      When I get close to her, I clear my throat to get her attention, but she doesn’t turn around. She’s standing with her arms wrapped around her waist, small, vulnerable, and defeated.

      “Everything’s going to be alright,” I tell her, trying to be kind.

      She nods.

      “Your brother never gives up.”

      “I know,” she sighs. “Thanks for coming along.”

      “Maybe I could come by later to see how…”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Jamie’s my teammate, and we don’t abandon one another.”

      She turns slowly, raising her eyes to mine, and I let myself be sucked into the emptiness I see there, and everything I’ve tried to keep together these past few months comes crashing down in an instant.

      “Riley…” I try to speak, but when her name caresses my lips, painfully and with too much intimacy, something inside me snaps.

      Her green eyes are hollow, veiled, and melancholy, her face is pale, drawn, and beaten, like she can’t find peace and hasn’t slept in days. It’s that lost look that haunts me, that makes my legs shake, so much so that I have to steady my hand on the wall to hold myself up.

      I watch her, small and defenseless. I notice her silence and feel her torment. I can see it distinctly, even if she tries to keep it hidden.

      It’s crushing me.

      A few minutes of that silence is enough to leave me feeling surrounded, backed up against the wall. Screwed. And those feelings force me to speak.

      “I’d just like to help you out.”

      “There’s really no need.”

      “Please, Riley. You’re exhausted, let me take care of everything.”

      “I’m perfectly fine.”

      “You don’t have to pretend with me, it’s not necessary.”

      “I’m not pretending,” she says, crossing her arms over her chest, closing me out.

      “You can let yourself to fall apart, you know. I’m not going to tell anyone.”

      “Never, Ian O’Connor. Not in front of you.”

      And her words devour my heart, down to the last bite.
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      “Good thing I’ve only got one big bag, or how else would I have managed?” Ryan asks, appearing behind me as I get off my motorbike.

      “Thanks for coming to get my scrawny arse, Ian,” I mimic, making fun of him.

      Ryan throws his bag to the ground and looks at me a few seconds before extending his hand.

      “A hug would be appropriate here,” I tell him, squeezing tightly.

      “If we have to…” he says with fake distain, playing up his tough guy persona that no one, not even himself, believes.

      I give him a pat on the back and let him go.

      “So…” he says, delving his hands into the pockets of his leather coat.

      “You’re home.”

      He sighs heavily. “I’m home.”

      “Come on, I’ll take you in to them.”

      “No,” he stops me before I can get back on the bike. “Not yet. I’m not ready.”

      “Ryan, what’s going on? Please try not to be an idiot.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Of course I can. I’m your older brother, and I’m not a dickhead like you.”

      “First of all, you’re not even—” he stops himself before going on. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” I lie, locking my jaw.

      “I just need a minute, okay? This isn’t easy.”

      “I understand,” I say, before handing him a helmet. He slings his bag over his shoulder and then puts the helmet on. “I’ll take you over to mine.”

      “Thanks. Yours’d be great.”

      We both get on the bike and leave terminal car park, heading out onto Swords Road, then merging onto the M1, which brings us straight back into town. I ride in silence for about half an hour, weaving between cars. The night starts to fall, leaving us with a sense of oppression that threatens to crush us, prevents us from breathing.

      I know he’s noticed it too.

      I can only imagine how Ryan feels right now; he left when his life got completely turned upside down about two years ago. He’s kept his distance from this city, and I think he wanted to keep it that way for the rest of his life.

      He moved to England to play on the London Irish team, but I know that he really moved to get away from Nick and everything that reminded him of his life here.

      In the past two years, he’s set foot in Dublin only once, when we found out about our father; he stayed as long as he could before leaving again, with no intention of coming back.

      But now he’s here. I knew he’d come home. Ryan would never abandon his family in a situation like this; he just needed a push to make him see reason.

      I park my motorbike in front of the gate, and we both get off. Ryan takes off his helmet and looks around.

      “You still live here? With all that money they’re paying you?”

      I shrug.

      I live in an area called Docklands, south of the Grand Canal. It’s not too bad; granted, it’s not the trendiest place in Dublin and at one point, nobody really looked in this area, thanks to the never-ending construction projects and the squatters. But in recent years, it’s had a bit of a makeover, and has become a neighbourhood just like any other.

      A place to live. That’s all I need.

      Ryan enters my apartment a bit confused, running his hand through his hair. Then he turns to look at me.

      “Why, Ian?”

      “Make yourself at home,” I say, ignoring the question.

      “You could have everything you want.”

      “I already have everything I need.”

      “Really?” he asks, looking at me with an eyebrow raised. “Everything?”

      “I could choke you in your sleep, you know.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he challenges.

      He’s still got the same arrogant look that he had as a young man although really, he’s grown up now.

      Kind of.

      “Try me.”

      He shakes his head, smiling half-heartedly.

      “Am I going to have to share a bed with you?”

      “I have a sofa.”

      “Okay, that’s fine for a few days…” He heads over to it and drops down onto it, a dead weight.

      I go to the kitchen to turn on the kettle.

      “A beer would be better,” he calls, picking up on my intention to make coffee.

      I open the fridge and take out two bottles, sitting down next to him.

      “I don’t have a lot of time. There’s somewhere I need to be, and I don’t know how long it’s going to take me.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      “You sure?”

      He looks at me sideways.

      “So… we’re in the shitter.”

      “Yep.”

      “Does anyone know I’m here yet?”

      “I thought it would be a nice surprise for Mum. Let her think you just decided to drop by.”

      “You don’t feel like telling her that you forced me to come back?”

      “Did I?” I look at him quizzically.

      “I asked to be taken off the team.”

      “Jesus, Ryan!”

      “What the fuck was I supposed to do?”

      “I didn’t ask you to give up your career.”

      “What career, Ian? The only one of us who has a career is you.”

      Here we go. I knew it. He’s always ready to backhand me with his resentment.

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “That’s the way it is. I’m certainly not the champion in the family and neither is that arsehole Nick.”

      “Please don’t start with the same old drama.” I get up from the sofa and take a few steps away.

      “Have you called him?”

      “I wanted to do it together.”

      “I hope you’re kidding.”

      I turn to him. “I couldn’t be more serious.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you think that’s a good idea?”

      “I just want this family to be united.”

      “You realise that’s not going to happen, right?”

      “Yes, it will. You’re not two little fucking kids, Ryan. It’s time to act like adults and to do the right thing. Stay here, together.”

      “Easy for you,” he says standing, approaching me. “You’re not the one who had to give up everything.”

      Myself. And my life. That’s what I’ve had to give up.

      “No one forced you.”

      “Oh, really?” he says, raising his voice. “And what should I have done then? Go on, let’s hear it…”

      “You could have stayed, found a solution.”

      He bursts out laughing, bitterly. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I don’t know what I’m talking about?

      I swear to God, I’ll strangle him.

      “You had a bad experience, and you reacted the best way you knew how to under the circumstances, but it’s all water under the bridge now and your family needs you.”

      “Well, here I am.”

      I sigh and pat him on the back again.

      “Alright, let’s call that arsehole.”

      “If it’s really necessary…”

      “It is.”

      He lifts up his hands in a sign of acceptance. I hand him the telephone while he stares at me incredulously.

      “No, no! Not a chance in hell!”

      “You’re the only one who can make him come home.”
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        * * *

      

      I slowly and quietly approach the room, and push open the door gently without knocking – I don’t know if Jamie’s asleep yet.

      The night shift nurses were very helpful, as if they had known I would be coming. I imagine Jamie has won them all over with his charm.

      I pop my head inside, and Jamie notices me right away. He gestures me to come in quietly, nodding towards the chair in the corner of the room where his sister is sleeping.

      I enter with a painful sigh, closing the door behind me.

      “Hey,” I whisper, moving towards the bed. “What’s the latest?”

      “Seems it’s just a sprain. No surgery.”

      “Oh, that’s great news.”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’ll be back on your feet in a few weeks.”

      “Hope so.”

      I sit down next to him.

      “She ran right over. It was on the news,” he says, reading my thoughts. “She was scared.” He smiles sadly. “Same old Riley.”

      “She worries about you.”

      “I’m the one who’s worried about her.”

      I shoot her a glance full of remorse and then return my eyes to Jamie.

      “I wish there was something I could do, but I don’t know how to help her. She won’t let anyone get close to her; she doesn’t want me around. Seems like sometimes she doesn’t even want me in her life. She’s so stubborn…”

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

      “What’s that?”

      “This accident wasn’t an accident.”

      “Are you shitting me?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      “Even I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “I don’t know about that.”

      “Let’s just say the right time has come. Maybe it was fate.”

      “I don’t believe in crap like that.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      “Destiny would have you risk your career so that she and I would run into each other?”

      “Well, I wasn’t really hoping for that outcome, but now that we’re all here…”

      “You’re a damn manipulator.”

      “Maybe, just a bit.”

      “You can’t control our lives.”

      “I’m only protecting what I love, and my sister is what I love most in my life.”

      “And sport?”

      “It’s only because of her that I have all this. Life gave me just one sister, and Riley gave me the rest.”

      “You’re a great player, Jamie. You deserve what you’ve earned.”

      “Not without her giving me every possibility in the world,” he sighs pensively, then continues, “you have to do something.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve watched the little games you’ve both played for too long, and I’ve wanted to stay out of it. I thought at least one of you was a bit brighter than that.”

      “Stay out of it, Jamie. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I don’t know what I’m talking about? Oh Jesus, I know it off by heart. You’re both the problem. You drive me mad.”

      “We aren’t doing anything. We haven’t seen each other in…”

      “A year. I know.”

      One year, two months, twenty days and three hours.

      “I can’t even bring up the subject with her. You know you’ve become the unnamable bastard?”

      “Okay. Well, she’s hit it on the head.”

      “So, I decided to work on you.”

      “On me?” I look at him.

      “I can’t let her to go into hiding again.”

      “Isn’t she sitting right here?”

      “I don’t want her to run away from herself. And you, my friend, you’re going to help me.”

      “Me? What the fuck do you want me to do?”

      “This time, you’re going to do the right thing.”

      “I didn’t force her to go into hiding.”

      “You hurt her.”

      Huh. Sounds like he knows a lot more detail than I thought she’d be willing to share. It’s useless for me to tiptoe around it. I should cut him off now before he gets carried away.

      “I’d do it again.”

      “Well, you’re not going to.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I’ve seen how you look at her, mate.”

      Shit.

      “How could you want that for your sister? Someone like me?”

      “I wasn’t the one who chose you.”

      Jamie pulls himself up to a sitting position. He looks at her for a few seconds and then starts speaking again.

      “I just want to see her happy. She gave up on her own life for me, and I’d do the same for her.”

      I clench my jaw at what Jamie is implying.

      “And what about you?”

      I jerk up to look at him.

      “What about me?”

      “What would you be willing to do?”

      My gaze goes back to her, curled up on a chair in her brother’s hospital room.

      “I’ve already let her go once.”

      “Would you do it again?”

      “What do you want from me, Jamie?” I ask in frustration.

      “I want you to be honest, with me and with yourself.”

      I look at her again, and I feel my heart tighten in my chest.

      “I don’t think I can to do it again,” I say honestly.

      “Well then, at least just try not to send her off running again.”

      “And how the hell am I supposed to do that?”

      Jamie looks at me, serious.

      “Sometimes, if you want someone to stay, all you have to do is ask them not to leave.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Ian

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning, all I wanted to do was take my time, wake up without an alarm, have a shower, drink a coffee, and take a long ride to keep out of Ryan’s hair – who has apparently decided to vegetate at my house – but as soon as I tried to push off, it became clear that something was wrong with my motorbike, and I had to tinker around with it until early afternoon. I could have waited until Monday to take it into the garage, but I hoped that it might be something insignificant, so I could deal with it myself. I like getting my hands greasy, lying on the ground and touching all of its most intimate parts as if it were a woman, because that’s how I treat it.

      I pull myself off the ground and grab a rag to clean my hands as I look at my bike in satisfaction, pleased with myself for having fixed it on my own.

      “Wow, you’ve got your future nailed down,” Ryan says, trying to wind me up.

      “Sure do, how about you?”

      “Fuck off.”

      Always in a good mood.

      I open the gate to my apartment, which used to be in the garage, but when the area was remodelled the place was changed into a loft and, all things considered, it makes sense. I could have put a door in, but I don’t mind keeping part of the original design, and it’s pretty ideal for my bike.

      I go outside to get some air and have a smoke, after being closed inside almost all day, but as soon as the gate is halfway up, I see someone standing on the other side of the road.

      I crouch down to go out, and as I am on my way up, the cigarette that I had just put in my mouth falls to the tarmac.

      Crap.

      She looks around with the air of someone who mistakenly ended up in a bad neighbourhood, afraid and nervous. She’s wearing a pair of jeans, gym shoes, and a huge sweatshirt, her hair completely windswept.

      A strange sensation grapples my stomach as if someone had bitten me from the inside.

      I step out on the pavement at the same moment she notices me; she crosses the street slowly, looking in both directions while my heart beats arrogantly in my chest.

      She stops and keeps her eyes on her shoes, biting her lip nervously and trying to fix her hair.

      I stand still with my arms hanging at my sides, attempting to control my breathing, resigned to her invasion and the disaster that is about to storm through my life again; I’d like to push away from myself with all of my might, but I know that I don’t have the strength.

      I decide to put an end to my agony, and to hers, and get right to the point.

      “Why are you here?” I ask her, taking out another cigarette and nervously lighting it, trying to mask the need to send her away immediately.

      “I need to speak to you.”

      Send her away. Send her away. Send her away.

      I throw the cigarette onto the ground and invite her to follow me inside, holding the gate open for her to pass. As soon as we enter my living room, Ryan jumps to his feet from the sofa.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Get out of my house right now!” I point to the door.

      “Where the hell am I supposed to go?”

      “Not my problem.”

      Ryan stands there, frozen with his hands on his hips. He looks at me questioningly and then shakes his head in disapproval.

      He grabs his jacket and walks over to me, whispering in my ear.

      “I see a shitstorm on the horizon.”

      “Out!”

      He raises his hands in a defensive gesture and waves to Riley before finally leaving my apartment.

      I go to the kitchenette to put on the kettle and make some coffee. I pour two cups and walk back to her, still stuck in the doorway. I hand one to her, and after looking at it for a few seconds, she decides to accept it, thanking me with a nod of her head.

      I point to the sofa, and she takes a minute to determine if it’s safe. She sits on the edge as if she’s preparing to make a run for it at the first opportunity.

      “I’ll get right to the point,” she begins, her voice highly controlled and overly confident, but her shaky hands holding the cup betray her.

      I rest my hips against the counter behind me because I don’t think my legs are able to hold me up.

      She’s been here for two minutes, and I already feel like I’m suffocating.

      “Try to stay away from me.”

      “What the hell…?”

      “I don’t want to see you. I don’t want to deal with you, and I don’t want to have you around.”

      “And what should I do?”

      “I certainly can’t stop you from seeing Jamie, but when you’re both out of the centre…”

      “You’re telling me not to come round?”

      She nods.

      “You’re… you’re… you’re pathetic, Riley.”

      My pride and my stupidity speak for me.

      “Of course.” She stands up and comes closer, resting her cup on the counter next to me. “I should have expected it.”

      “What?”

      “That you’d react like a bastard,” she says, showering me with her resentment, which triggers mine as well.

      She goes over to the door, but I can’t let her just show up here like nothing happened, insult me, and then walk away.

      She can’t do whatever the hell she pleases with me.

      I follow her and grab her arm to stop her from leaving.

      I squeeze it.

      My fingers make an impression on her skin. I make her turn to me and hold my face right up to hers.

      I’m angry, furious.

      Hurt.

      “I am a fucking bastard,” I enunciate each word with rage, looking her in the eyes, but when I recognise the terror in hers, I release my grip on her arm, realising what I was doing.

      She takes advantage of my confusion to back away in fear towards the door, massaging the spot where I grabbed her with her fingers. Before she’s able to lift it, my hand slams down on the metal.

      “You shouldn’t have come here. It was a mistake. It’s always a mistake when I’m involved. You should know that.”

      I slowly let my hand slide down and take a few steps backwards to allow her breathe.

      And to let myself breathe.

      “If you don’t want to see me, you can start by not showing up at my house,” I tell her through my teeth, trying to erase the last memory I have of her. “You should leave now.”

      She turns and lifts her chin.

      “I’ll go right away, don’t worry.”

      “I’ll take you home.”

      The words come directly from my stomach.

      “There’s no need.”

      “I wasn’t offering.”

      She glares at me as anger colours her face.

      “You’re a real piece of work, you know that? First, you say I’m pathetic, that I have to get out of here, and now, you want to take me home? You’ve got a real problem, Ian.”

      “It’s you, Riley. You’re the only problem I have, and you know I don’t like having problems,” I tell her, looking her right in the eyes, where the reflection of everything we weren’t hits me forcefully, smashing into my heart in an instant.

      God help me. I’m still there.

      “Well then, I’ll just go myself.”

      She turns again, lifts the door, and disappears onto the street.

      I stand there, incapable of moving, of speaking, of thinking.

      I can’t even breathe.

      God. She’s still here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 5
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      I knock on the door while opening it, and stick my head around to see Jamie putting on his jacket.

      “Ready to go home?”

      “Hell, yes. I can’t stand being here anymore, even if the staff are great.”

      “Oh, I imagine they are,” I say shaking my head. “Where’s your stuff?”

      “It’s all in that bag there,” he says, pointing over to it. “We’re just waiting on Riley. She went downstairs to get my folder.”

      “Riley?”

      He looks at me, pleased with himself.

      “What the fuck are you trying to do here?”

      “Me? Nothing.”

      “Okay then. I have everything we need. I asked them to call us a cab so…” Riley lifts her eyes from a bunch of papers she’s holding in her hand and stops in the middle of the room.

      “Do all of your meetings have to be like this?” Jamie asks looking first at me and then at his sister.

      “Sometimes, it’s even worse,” she says bitterly, crossing her arms over her chest. “What are you doing here?”

      “I came to bring Jamie home.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      “I called him.” Jamie intervenes. “I asked him to stop by and pick up my car.”

      “I wish you would have thought of that before, I could’ve avoided taking a day off work.”

      “I forgot to tell you.”

      “Of course,” she says, looking at him in annoyance.

      “Well, we’re all here now, shall we go?” He starts out of the room.

      Riley sighs in frustration and bends over to pick up Jamie’s bag.

      “Leave it. I’ll take it.”

      “I can do it,” she says proudly, before hoisting Jamie’s big bag and following him into the hall.

      Fair enough. This is what I get.

      

      In the car park, Riley puts the bag in the boot while Jamie gets into the back seat.

      “What are you doing?” she asks him.

      “I can’t sit in the front. I need to extend my leg. You can sit next to Ian,” he says with fake innocence.

      Nothing about what he just did is innocent. He’s a dirty, no-good manipulator, that’s what he is, and he’s definitely not helping this awkward situation at all.

      Riley huffs and takes her place in front as I take mine behind the wheel and drive us out of the car park.

      I try to avoid breathing in the car, and I’m pretty sure Riley’s doing the same. Jamie talks and talks without a break, trying to engage us in conversation but neither of us have any intention of joining in.

      Detachment. Indifference. That’s what the situation calls for.

      In almost total silence, I leave the city and head towards Ballsbridge, hoping that this nearness doesn’t kill either of us.
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        * * *

      

      “Thanks a million, Ian,” Jamie says, sitting on the sofa. “God, how can I already be this worn out? I haven’t done anything.”

      “It’s been tough on you,” Riley says, setting the bag down. “And you need to take it easy, okay? Try not to do too much for a few days. Do you need anything? Do you want me to stay?”

      “Nah, I’m fine. I might be getting a visitor later.”

      Riley shakes her head and looks at her watch.

      “Alright then, I’ll leave you in the hands of your visitor. I’m going home. If you need something, call me, alright?” she tells him, lowering down to give him a kiss on the cheek.

      “Ian can give you a ride,” Jamie announces.

      “That’s not necessary.”

      “But Ian insists on it,” he continues, raising an eyebrow, daring me to contradict him.

      Bastard.

      “Of course. It’s no problem.”

      Say no, say no, say no.

      “Really?” Riley asks, finally looking me in the eyes, “There’s no problem? I thought I was the problem you needed to free yourself from, Ian.”

      I deserved that, too.

      “What are you talking about?” Jamie asks, curious.

      “Oh, a nice conversation we had⁠—”

      “It’s not a problem for me to drive you home,” I interrupt her.

      “It’s a problem for me. I’d rather call a cab,” she concludes before taking her bag and walking out.

      “Move it, you arsehole.” Jamie motions for me to follow her.

      I sigh in frustration and go outside.

      “Riley,” I call to her. “I’ll take you, come on.”

      She turns to me, tilting her head. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      I get on the motorbike and hand her the helmet.

      “Get on,” I order her.

      “You can’t tell me what to do, and you won’t convince me to get on that damn bike.”

      “I’m not going to repeat myself.”

      “Don’t try to intimidate me. Your ‘tough guy’ act doesn’t work on me.”

      Completely frustrated by her presence, I lean the bike on its stand and approach her threateningly. She takes two steps backwards, but I don’t let her move away more than that as I grab her arm and squeeze it tightly.

      Her fragile body is completely dominated by mine and the sensation of having this much control over her sends my senses into overdrive.

      Riley pushes her hands against my chest to keep me away from her, and it provokes a strange response in me; it’s a mix of resentment, because she feels the need to put this useless distance between us, and something that burns my stomach.

      “I said I’m going to take you home.”

      She holds my gaze with the same hardness that I showed her, before shaking off my arm and grabbing the helmet.

      “Don’t ever try to touch me again,” she threatens, putting the helmet on her head.

      Her words don’t hurt me.

      No.

      Her words explode inside me, empty me out. Destroy me.

      “I live in town, just outside the centre. 537 North Circular Road.”

      I get back on the bike and extend my hand to her, but she refuses it and gets on without my help. I hit the pedal and we’re off, forcing her to hold on to me, right over my belt. I can feel her nails scratching through the fabric, at my skin, and a shiver runs through my entire body. I’m sure it’s just the cold morning air and the speed of the motorbike.

      There’s no other reason.

      Absolutely not.

      I ride along the street that faces the sea. The hazy winter sun unexpectedly rises slowly over a slice of water and the saltwater scent mixes in the wind with the smell of coffee and pastries from the cafés with their already gathering crowds.

      I watch the city wake up before my eyes, the sky in soft shades. I’m aware of her arms around my waist, her body so close to mine, and I find myself enjoying this ride after spending so much time alone, and this silent company. Her hands slowly soften their grip, resting looser around my waist.

      For the first time in my life, I find myself wanting something that I never believed in, and that desire for more reminds me just how truly alone I am.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to Riley’s place, she points out her door, and I park on the pavement. She gets off the motorbike and takes off her helmet, letting her dark, damp hair wave down her back.

      And my heart skips about five, maybe ten beats.

      Holy crap.

      “Thanks for the ride,” she says briskly, before digging into her jeans. “Shit!” she yells, kicking the gate. “I must have forgotten my keys.”

      Perfect.

      Getting off my bike, I take a look at the street and the houses on it. There’s an aged cottage, with a wooden door and shutters, the kind of place you rarely see anymore – the kind that would probably fall down if you gave it a good push.

      It’s a subtle, still memory – one that shadows over the present.

      I shake my head vigorously, hoping to drive it off, but the memory remains, suspended between the need to push it away and the need to remember what I am.

      “Don’t you have a spare key hidden under a plant somewhere?” I ask her, forcing myself back into the present. “Do you see any plants around here? I have to find a locksmith or someone that can…”

      “Nah. Leave it to me.”

      She looks at me skeptically, crossing her arms.

      “I’m sure it’s an old lock.”

      “I have no idea.”

      I give the handle a shake before going to my motorbike to grab some tools from under the seat.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Make sure no one’s watching us.”

      “What?”

      “Relax.” I wink at her before getting to work. I clear my throat and make an attempt at conversation. “Do you live by yourself?” I ask, not knowing why.

      “What are you implying?” She goes right to the defensive.

      “It’s just a question,” I justify, even though I shouldn’t have to.

      “We don’t have to make conversation.”

      “I was just trying to be polite.”

      “No one is asking you to,” she responds bitterly.

      And the same bitterness that I hear in her voice invades my stomach, as if someone had set fire to it.

      I close my eyes and inhale deeply, trying to rid the sensation of being a complete idiot.

      It doesn’t make any sense to keep getting angry with Riley. It doesn’t help me feel any better, it won’t bring back all that I’ve lost.

      It won’t bring her back to me.

      “Well, you know… what do you do?”

      “I work at Gate Theatre on Parnell Street,” she says, helping me out of my embarrassment.

      “That’s a nice place,” I comment, even if I have no idea what I’m talking about.

      “Have you ever been there? To see a show, I mean?” Her voice takes back a shade of colour.

      I smile instinctively before looking at her over my shoulder. “Do I look like the theatre-going type?”

      She smiles too, lowering her head, and I can luckily still hide the effect it has on me.

      “Done. That was easier than I thought,” I say, opening the lock.

      “I don’t want to know where you learned how to do that,” she says, raising her hands, and walking into the apartment.

      “You’re welcome,” I reply through gritted teeth.

      “I would invite you in…”

      I don’t let her finish as I hurry inside.

      “Make yourself at home,” she says sarcastically.

      I take a quick look around and am left speechless. I don’t know how long she’s been living alone here, but this place is barren; it’s completely bare, cold and impersonal. It’s a small, oppressive apartment with an odour of mould that fuses together with loneliness, and I’m not sure which one is harder to take.

      It’s a scent that’s been imprinted in my memory – one that continues to torment me at night, forcefully taking control of my soul.

      A table, a chair, a sink, a counter full of glasses, with empty wine bottles covering every inch of available space. A second-hand sofa takes up almost the entire space dedicated to the living room area. There’s a bed, a night stand. Nothing personal, no photos.

      There’s no light. There’s no life.

      She isn’t here.

      I turn to look at her and something inside me breaks. My toughness crumbles in her eyes, so wide and lost, plummeting me into an endless vortex I’d like to remain in forever, to avoid being spit out into the sunlight again.

      She tries to escape, heading towards her bedroom, but I grab her arm before she can make her getaway. I don’t squeeze hard this time.

      My touch is delicate. It’s a strange sensation, touching her again. It makes my head spin, and for a second, my sense of balance feels off, like I’ve been hurled into another dimension where feeling something for myself and for someone else is not a sign of weakness or something to be avoided at all costs.

      “It’s just a house,” she says, reading between the lines of my silence. “A place to live, that’s all.”

      “But why…”

      “I needed a place for myself that wasn’t in Jamie’s shadow.”

      A place of her own is understandable, but this: the neighbourhood, the apartment, the emptiness. All things that, I’m afraid to admit, I have an intimate knowledge of myself. I try to shoo away the thought, that indelible mark on my soul that I’ve tried to shake off for years with no result, because what you are and where you come from cannot be changed, no matter how hard you try. One moment is all it takes, a brief encounter with the past, and everything comes rushing back, catapulting you into a memory of something you never wanted to be – and yet, here you are, unchanged.
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