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To the men in my life.


To Ryan Farrell for loving me then,
Gavin Day for loving me now
and my Dad, for loving me always.









It was never my plan to write about any of this.


I know journalists say that all the time, but for me, it’s true. Almost all of us are sitting on some big life experience that we’re hoping to turn into a book one day. I swear to God, that was never my intention. The process of book-making was demystified for me at the age of twenty-one, and I’ve had no instinct to be in any way involved with them since.









1


I only ever really talk about Dr Byrne with James Devlin, and so I always assumed that, were he to ever come back into my life, it would be through him.


I was wrong. He came via the Toy Show.


The Late Late Toy Show is an annual Irish TV event whereby small children review the year’s best toys and advise other children what to put on their Santa lists. It’s a big deal if you’re a child in Ireland, and a bigger deal if you’re an Irish adult who lives abroad. It’s a hard thing to explain to outsiders. This, in itself, is part of the appeal. Either you get it or you don’t. You’re one of us or you’re not. Perhaps it’s because so many people claim Irishness that we keep putting our private jokes on higher and higher shelves, so you have to ask a member of staff to get them down for you.


All over the world there are group screenings where Irish adults cheer for five-year-olds testing out Polly Pockets on live TV. I am an editor at The Hibernian Post, a newspaper for the Irish in Britain. It is my job to write about ex-pat movements, and therefore it is my job to write about the Toy Show.


‘Are you sure?’ Angela says. ‘I don’t want to send you out in the cold, all the way into Soho, three weeks before Christmas.’


‘It’s fine,’ I say, wrapping a long scarf up to my chin, smothering myself briefly in the process.


‘I don’t want to sound like that colleague,’ she says. ‘But in your current condition … ’


‘I’m grand, honestly.’ I rub at the dome of my stomach, having just recently settled into a period of relative calm in my pregnancy. The rough nausea and perilous uncertainty of the early months had made me feel like I was in the first stages of a long whaling voyage. I had, after all, miscarried before. But by month seven, I have reached a kind of plaintive ocean madness. I cannot imagine land. As far as I am concerned, I am going to be pregnant for ever.


I make my way to the Soho bar that has, for one night only, become a haven for the homesick. I used to come to a lot of these ex-pat nights out, arranged around referendums and demands for change. I cared a lot. I was invested. I was also making great money. English papers were running a lot of features on the Irish fight for abortion, and I was one of the people they commissioned to write them. I interviewed campaigners, people from Marie Stopes, people who had lost daughters or wives to complicated childbirth and a doctor that refused to act on behalf of the mother. It was a blip of a moment, where being an Irish journalist in England meant something. I went to protests and ended up at parties afterwards. My contact list heaved with people who I would drunkenly promise something to, some form of coverage that was utterly not in my jurisdiction to provide.


My phone still clings to them now, four years and an iPhone upgrade later. CLARA REPEAL, SIOBHAN REPEAL, ASHLING REPEAL, DONNACHA REPEAL. Strangers to each other, but briefly connected to a family tree of people who all wanted the same thing, and, now that we have it, have almost nothing to connect them at all.


We are glad to have abortion and gay marriage but we are lonely for nights like this.


There are no seats, and in my current bout of ocean madness, I forget that I now have a right to a chair. A man around my own age, happily settled with a gang of friends, offers me his.


‘I don’t want to break up your circle.’ The group, so vivid in their enjoyment of the evening, strike me as mostly gay. Out of courtesy to the gay social gods, I must at least pretend to resist being the intruding straight female. I am, obviously, sweating to get involved.


He shakes his head, and guides me, gently, into his seat. ‘No worries, missis, no worries,’ he says, the Dublin accent pranging through. ‘What would we be like, leaving a pregnant lady to stand at Christmas?’


‘What would the baby Jesus think?’ says another, and because we’re all now sitting so closely, I have no choice but to become an honorary member of the gang. I’m grateful for it. They make me feel large and special, like Mary hovering before the Children of Fatima.


The first ad break begins, and I feel a tap on my leg. ‘Sorry,’ he says. He’s one of the men from the other side of the circle, who I haven’t talked to yet. ‘Can I just ask—’


I miss what he says next. The host of the evening hits mute on the TV screen and turns up the speaker. ‘C’est La Vie’ by B*Witched plays, the volume way too loud, shocking everyone briefly out of their seats. The host quickly turns it down, putting his hands up, in a sorry, guys gesture.


I turn my attention back to the boy.


‘ … do you by any chance know what’s going on with him?’ he says, finishing a sentence that I did not hear.


Maybe it’s because I’m among gay men, or because I’m asked about my best friend so often. Maybe it’s pregnancy brain. But I really thought he was asking about James Devlin. This is the precise setting where I would normally be asked about James. He occupies a funny intersection on the fame Venn diagram: Irish famous, gay famous, social media famous, but not actually famous. Famous enough that, if he were here tonight, he would be stopped for pictures, but not autographs. Famous enough that, when he’s one of five writers on a film, one of the papers back home will run a headline that says, Hollywood movie penned by Cork local.


‘New York,’ I say proudly. ‘He’s doing really well, you know, and not just on the Instagram videos. He writes for one of the talk shows.’


He looks blankly back at me, and so I name the talk show. Another empty look.


He furrows his brow. ‘You were in his third-year seminar group, weren’t you?’ he says. ‘Dr Byrne? Victorian Lit?’


‘Dr Byrne,’ I repeat, and for a second, my brain disconnects. Like a power cut. A thousand lights in an apartment building switching off at once.


‘You were in UCC with me, I’m pretty sure?’ he says slowly. ‘You were in my group with him. Fred Byrne’s class.’


‘Yes,’ I reply, and despite my shock at hearing the name, I’m already conscious of the PR message my face is sending. I smooth my expression, but it’s too late. I need to explain something to this stranger, but where would I start? How could you understand the year in Shandon Street unless you were there, with us, living it?


‘Listen, I didn’t mean to … ’ he says, realising that he has somehow put a foot wrong, but with no clue where or how to retrieve it. ‘I just thought, you know, you were one of his favourites, or it seemed like you were, and maybe you knew.’


‘Knew what?’ I say. How can I subtly inform this stranger that I was not, despite popular myth around Cork at the time, having sex with Dr Byrne?


‘He’s in a coma,’ he says, dropping the information so he can run quickly away from it. ‘He got some crazy brain illness, and now he’s in a coma.’


Being this pregnant makes me feel my body in layers – crust, mantle, core – and all of it rumbles at once when I think about Dr Byrne. Big, strange Dr Byrne, lover of French wine and fancy little cakes. The Portuguese tarts he brought us, still warm from the English Market. That deep yellow taste, the freckles of blackened sugar on the top.


The music pours out of the speaker to inform us that the ad break has ended, and the Toy Show comes back on, and a little boy from Wicklow rides his bike around in a circle.


I need to call James.
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It’s funny that James and I turned out to be such great friends, considering that for the first two weeks of our friendship he thought I was someone else entirely.


I remember our first meeting like it’s a scene from a movie about someone else. It was a Thursday in November, and I was standing behind the counter at O’Connor Books. This was 2009. It was my final year at University, and there were twenty-nine days until Christmas. Our manager Ben was already worried that it would be a disappointing season, and was always walking around saying things about ‘the industry’. He talked about the book industry as if it were a dragon that was chained in the basement, and would tear us limb from limb at any moment. He spoke about that year’s spate of stocking-filler books – Dawn French and Julie Walters had competing memoirs out, I believe – as if they were charred corpses that we were flinging into the dragon’s throat to keep it sated.


‘This will keep the industry going,’ Ben said, with almost touching sincerity. He had more faith in the memories of character actresses than I imagine either Julie Walters or Dawn French had when writing them down. I lifted another stack out of the stockroom, the book tower starting at my waist and sitting under my chin.


James Devlin had started as a Christmas temp the Thursday


before, which I had taken as time off so I could finish my end-of-year essays for college. James had spent his first shift with Sabrina. Later, he would say that he was so inundated with new faces and names on his first shift that they were a blur, and when I said that was bullshit, he threw his hands up and said straight women all looked the same to him.


The first shift with Sabrina must have been fun – puzzling, considering how little craic Sabrina was generally understood to be – because when James opened the wooden flap to the counter area, he was full of conspiracy.


‘Someone here has scabies,’ he said, ‘and they left the lotion in the jacks.’


It feels strange now, setting that first conversation down like this, because it does nothing to communicate how James was. How utterly charming this opener was to me. ‘Someone here has scabies.’ He said it like he was Poirot investigating a country house blighted by murder. Like someone who saw the inherent prejudices of our polite society and was prepared to unveil it. The second part of the sentence was a whole different thing: ‘and they left the lotion in the jacks.’ He was Cork county, Fermoy to be exact, which was strictly country to me. But he had grown up in the UK – all over it, I would later learn – and so his voice had a peculiar quality that was hard to place. I was born in Douglas, a suburban little village that was two miles south of the city centre, and I was still living there.


‘What?’ I said, the shock of the sentence shattering the glassy reserve that I had cultivated as part of my persona. The persona broadly known as Girl Who Works in Bookshop. ‘And what are scabies?’


‘They’re like a parasite.’


‘Like worms?’


‘Worms are inside. Scabies are outside. Have you ever had worms before?’


‘No.’


‘Even when you were a kid?’


I thought about it. ‘Ringworm. Is that the same?’


‘How did you get that?’


He was genuinely interested. It made me go digging in memories that I had not remembered before, and I felt as if I had discovered a new part of the ocean floor. ‘We had a cat, a stray. I think I got it from him?’


‘Funny how all pets were strays in the nineties,’ he said. He was signing into the till, punching in a six-digit number. ‘You just got your dog from the middle of the road, back then.’


I had a certain expectation, when I started at the bookshop, about how conversations should go inside one of them. Conversations would be about books, I thought. But we rarely talked about reading. The reading taste among staff was extremely diverse, but rather than stimulating lively debate about literature, this meant we just sat quietly with our books in the staffroom. Ben liked his Joyce. Sabrina loved Terry Pratchett and Douglas Adams and all those other sorts of writers where you were never sure whether they were joking or not. There were other members of staff who were variously fascinated by pop psychology, Freakonomics, local history, and the Simon’s Cat franchise, but I could never find common ground with them either.


I was usually reading … well, novels. Mainly older ones. Books that were rancidly popular in the mid twentieth century and therefore approved by the cultural establishment, but were forgotten enough by my contemporaries to make me feel special. I liked dead women talking glibly about society. I liked long paragraphs about rationing and sexual awakenings in France. Until I started working at the bookshop I had considered myself quite well read.


I was eager to not ask James about reading, because I had lost too many prospective friendships to this line of questioning already. I wanted to ask him something real, or what my twenty-year-old brain considered to be real. I wanted something as good as his scabies thing.


There was no time however, because at that moment a dozen customers arrived, and we rang up their purchases side by side. I had done this hundreds of times by now: standing next to a colleague for hours, working the till, making occasional small talk between customers. I had always felt entirely on my own planet. It sounds silly to say this, or like I’m assigning huge emotions to this one late shift long after the fact, but this felt different. It felt warm, like the occasional silences on road trips with dear friends.


When our shift was over, he asked me what I was doing next.


‘I’m meeting my boyfriend,’ I said, instantly worried that by going to meet Jonathan I was missing out on my one opportunity to be James’s best friend.


James was already lighting up a cigarette. ‘Which way you walking?’


‘Sober Lane.’


‘Ah!’ he said, and I wasn’t sure if he had burned himself or had come to some kind of epiphany. ‘I’m Travers Street. I’ll walk you there.’


We walked that way together, and despite my longing to crack open James and live in him, it seemed like there was no time for me to ask questions. James didn’t really want to ask questions either. He wanted to make assumptions.


‘All right, now let’s see. Your father works in the bank.’


I smiled. ‘Wrong.’


‘Grandfather in the bank, then. There’s a bank-ish hue.’


‘My grandfather was in the bank, yes. But my dad’s a dentist.’


‘See, that’s it. I knew it.’


‘You didn’t know anything!’


He waved his hand over me, as if casting a spell. ‘Ah, you know, I got the sort of genteel middle-class thing down. Old money, old Cork. Now your mother is one of two things, haven’t decided which: fabulous thin drunk or a total wagon. Tight little mouth, like a canary’s minge. Am I warm?’


I laughed, wondering how he could possibly know this. ‘Warm-ish. The second one,’ I said, and then felt mean. My mum worked in the practice too, and because my father’s procedures were mostly cosmetic, they had both suffered from the shifting priorities of a country with less to smile about.


‘And the boyfriend … the boyfriend, the boyfriend, the boyfriend. I’m split between two again.’


He had moved his hands so much while talking that the cherry had fallen off his cigarette, and he paused to relight it.


‘Together since secondary school, sweethearts of your year, everyone thinks you’re going to get married, you’re not so sure, though. Plans to go to Thailand together.’ He exhaled. ‘Or older man, doing a Ph.D. or something, slightly inappropriate age gap, a bit of a dry balls, your friends hate him but they haven’t told you.’


I don’t know why he thought it was okay for him to insult everyone I knew, both real and imagined. But he was comfortable that he would get away with it, and so I let him get away with it.


‘Neither,’ I said, defensive of Jonathan. ‘He’s neither of those things. He’s not categorisable.’


‘But which one is he closer to?’


I thought about it. ‘I mean, the first one, I suppose.’ Which I only said because it was the less bad one.


I was in love, or so I thought. My trouble was getting people to take it seriously. I was twenty and I needed two things: to be in love and to be taken seriously.


Jonathan and I were both Cork kids who had grown up in the suburbs surrounding the city and felt resentful that we went to University there. There were six good pubs and three good clubs, as far as we were concerned, and we put on a good show of being jaded about Cork city while simultaneously making no effort to visit anything or do anything that we hadn’t done when we were seventeen.


As a couple, we were serious to the point of dullness, and curiously conservative in our outlook. Not long ago, I had to venture into an old email account to change my password for something or other. While I was there I found one of my sociology essays from this time, the Jonathan period, emailed to my tutor. The essay was called ‘The Patriarchy in Modern Ireland’. I clicked into it, eager to see what my young self had to say about the subjugation of women in Ireland.


Whether the patriarchy is or isn’t a factor in modern Ireland is beyond the point, the opening sentence read. The question is: why has the patriarchy been so unfairly derided as an organisational principle?


The essay shocked me. I was being completely sincere. There I was, nineteen years old, the same girl who had used all her birthday money just two years prior to procure the morning-after pill in a country that made it purposefully awkward and uncomfortable to obtain, fighting on the patriarchy’s behalf. I read the whole thing and deleted it. I then walked around London for two days, paranoid. I was paranoid the way only people of my generation are paranoid, that I was about to be publicly derided by an unseen, online mass for ideological crimes committed as a teenager. I had thought I was always a feminist. Surely I was born knowing that things were unfair. But no, that all came later, in my mid twenties, when I lived in London.


But this was the me that Jonathan knew, and that Jonathan and I had created together. We would sit in pubs and invent opinions, mostly by taking a common consensus and then reversing it. Radical thought to us was hating the film Anchorman.


James left me outside Sober Lane. I asked if he wanted to come in and meet my boyfriend. He said no.


‘I wouldn’t want to make trouble for you,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t want him to think I was stealing his girlfriend.’


I laughed, because James was so obviously gay, and the idea of him stealing me from anyone was ridiculous. But the laugh was too long, and loud, and the way James looked at me made my face burn. He was hurt and he was closeted, and he thought that his closet was a good one. I stopped laughing.


‘He’s not the jealous type,’ I said quickly, and a little sunshine came back into James’s face.


I said goodbye to my new friend and disappeared inside the dark bar where Jonathan was waiting, kicking myself for being rude.


But James did steal me from Jonathan. Over the course of just a month, I would be colonised by James on a molecular level, and my personality would mould around his wherever there was space to do so. The official line is that Jonathan dumped me. The truth is that I left him for another man.


Here’s a story that James loves telling people: Rachel and I have had one fight, and it happened before we even really knew each other.


And I usually say: We had our one fight, and James still thought I was a girl called Sabrina.


And then he says: So really, my first fight was with Sabrina.


We’ve had more fights than that, of course. Two. We do not discuss them.


It had been a couple of weeks since James had walked me to Sober Lane, and he hadn’t shown the same interest in me again. I started to resent him. It wasn’t fair to shine his light so harshly and then to skip away, leaving me dark and chilly with my own dull crowd. Most of my closest friends had gone away to college. The high achievers to Trinity, the aspiring teachers to Mary I. The people I was left with were either girls who I had been tangentially friendly with in secondary school or Jonathan’s friends.


James was the first person I had met in years that I badly wanted to be friends with, but it seemed he did not want to be friends with me. On top of that, he had charmed everyone in management so much that he always got first pick of the best shifts.


I didn’t know how to be mad at people yet so I just aped the behaviour I had seen at home: speaking to someone in tight, terse little sentences until they went insane. It was how my mother fought with me, how I fought with my younger brothers, and how they fought with their friends. It’s not that we weren’t capable of warmth, as a family. But we were regularly seduced by the concept of being wronged. People were always wronging us. That the most recent economic crisis had devastated my parents’ business and depleted their investments was yet more proof that the world was out to get the Murrays. We were responding, at that time, by giving the world the cold shoulder.


After a while, James sensed my new iciness and floated towards it. He kept on trying to engage me, making jokes about my ancestral bank-ishness. I was mostly ignoring him. The shifts thing really bothered me. I had come to the conclusion that James was a selfish, shallow person – a sociopath, maybe – and that I was going to keep clear of him until he realised his mistake and stopped hogging the good time slots.


After I had ignored a few of his attempts to engage me, he came behind the counter to sort out some orders. And he poked me with a pen at the back of the knee. He hit, as he would continue to do, a nerve. My knee buckled and I went down a little. I didn’t fall but the disturbance in gravity made me queasy and annoyed. I told him to stop. He laughed and slipped into serving a customer as if nothing had happened.


An hour later, he did it again. The same thing happened. The buckling, the nausea, the fury. I yelled at him to stop, and he made a big show of cowering: the tiny, big-eyed Jerry to my huge, hulking Tom. He had already sniffed out that I was insecure about my size – 5′11, which was close enough to six foot that I often skipped the formality and told people that I was six foot to cut any argument about it off at the pass.


There was no one around except our manager Ben, and the minute I turned around James did it again, and the motion was so unexpected that I went down fully. Ben laughed so hard he forgot about the dragon. I was so angry that I temporarily mislaid my suburban manners and pushed James, using the full force of my body, into the wall behind the counter. The shelf above, loaded with pre-orders put aside for loyal customers, shook and the pile toppled. The hardback thoughts of Dawn French hit James and opened the skin above his eye. He started to bleed, his flat-ironed fringe clotting around the wound like gauze.


‘Rachel!’ Ben yelled. ‘What are you at?’


This was when James learned my name was not Sabrina. He smiled at me while Ben ran to get the first-aid kit.


‘At last,’ he said, laughing with an odd, fresh sort of fondness. ‘There she is.’


I felt so bad about it that I took James out for a drink after work.


‘Okay, killer,’ he said, grinning and wrapping his extremely skinny scarf around his thin neck. ‘You got a table booked at the golf club?’


James’s fascination with my middle-class-ness has not changed since the day we met, and sometimes I wonder if his entire friendship with me is based on some urge to catalogue the precise livelihoods of dentists and their children. A sample question, that might come at any time of the day or night: Does Bridget serve the carrots cut into circles or strips?


Strips, I will write back.


Knew it, comes the response.


At this point I would not be surprised if I found out that he’s been writing a book.


It was Christmas party season and after a few false tries at ordinary pubs we found a tapas restaurant on Washington Street that was attempting to seduce Cork into the concept of small plates by having a bring-your-own-wine option. The whole thing became accidentally romantic, and it made me nervous that James thought that I was trying to undo my earlier faux pas by forcing him on a date with me. I started loudly narrating the menu, accusing the restaurant of trying to make ham sound fancy.


James rested his little face on two closed fists, enjoying the ham chat.


‘Small plates,’ he said. ‘So, if I needed stitches, would it have been large plates?’


‘Oysters,’ I replied.


‘What if I broke a limb?’


‘I’m not a charity,’ I retorted, and he laughed.


‘This is how it happens. I read the papers. The rich try to buy you off with a big gesture to keep you from suing.’


‘Why do you think I’m rich? I’m not rich.’


He gestured to our surroundings, the chalkboard menu that said ‘Specials’, the candlesticks in the empty wine bottles that presumably had been brought by customers from the various homes of Cork city.


‘I live at home, that’s all.’


‘Ah. You’re working for pocket money, then?’


I told James to order whatever he wanted and despite his assumptions about my wealth, he ordered the cheapest bottle of wine and a bowl of cashews. Seconds later, we were given a bottle of water and two tiny glasses.


‘No,’ he said, pouring the water. ‘No one works as much as you do if they don’t need it.’


‘Well.’ I shrugged.


‘You work Thursdays, Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays,’ he counted off on his fingers. ‘And I think I came in once and saw you on a Monday afternoon. But you go to college as well?’


‘I come in whenever Ben rings me.’ I was shrugging again, and was becoming very aware of how boring shrugging is, as a conversational tool.


‘Look,’ I said. The waiter came with the wine and the cashews and asked are we thinking about food yet, guys? and James said that the cashews were fine for now.


‘Go on,’ James said, once the waiter had left.


‘I’ve had to pay my college fees,’ I said, trying to keep my tone frank instead of pitiful. I told him what I had not told anyone: that my parents, who had easily sent me and my siblings to private schools, were unable to pay for college.


Back during the good days, when both my family’s finances and my reputation as a responsible child were intact, my father had given me a credit card. I had a regular babysitting job, but the credit card was to pay for incidentals like books, notepads and taxis home on nights out. The card was handed over, very ceremoniously, after a long talk about how it was better to have a credit card, because it meant you could build a credit rating.


It was something Jonathan found very funny. His parents were in the civil service, and having a girlfriend who had ‘Daddy’s credit card’ made him feel very earthy. But the truth is, I barely used the card. Until a few weeks into my first term of UCC, when it stopped working.


‘Dad,’ I said, standing in the campus bookshop, having stepped out of the customer queue to call him, ‘did you forget to pay off the card?’


‘No,’ he said. ‘I didn’t forget.’ There was a plunge in my guts that felt like fear but in fact was the first dose of reality I had ever tasted. Since the crash, my parents had stopped travelling, stopped going to restaurants, and stopped buying new things. I thought they were being prudent. I had not realised how broke we were. It was on this call that I was told that, in addition to the credit card being cancelled, I would also have to find a way to pay my college fees.


College fees were quite nominal in Ireland back then, a few grand a year at the most, and everyone I knew had their fees paid for them. This goes some way to telling you how stratified my world was. My father was ashamed and I was embarrassed for him.


‘We’ll have to figure out something between us, Rachel,’ he said, as if he were sating an angry bookie. He did not want me to get a student loan. His trust in banks was too damaged for that.


‘Of course,’ I said quickly. ‘I can work.’


‘Right,’ he said. ‘And it would be … between us. The boys don’t need to know.’


I had kept it between us. But now it was between me and James, too. I felt bad about breaking my father’s trust, but I wanted to lasso my new friend in with confidences. Luckily, it was working. James felt the drama of the situation very keenly.


‘This is very … I don’t know. It’s like a play.’


I burst out laughing. ‘It is not a play.’


‘It’s very a play,’ he said sternly.


‘It’s not so bad,’ I said, wary of attracting pity. ‘I’ve paid my fees for this year and I’m not doing a master’s so now I’m just … flush.’ I gestured at the table. ‘We should order some actual food,’ I said.


‘We should live together,’ he said.


‘What?’ I choked on my wine. ‘You don’t even know me.’


‘I know that your name is Rachel,’ he said, and at the time it felt like a joke, because I did not know about the Sabrina thing yet. ‘And that I like you.


‘Anyway, I don’t love my gaff, as it is.’ He examined a cashew. ‘And I think we’d have a laugh, don’t you? There’s some nice places up by Shandon Street. Which I know is technically north side, but you’ll get over it, won’t you? South-side princess falling on hard times, on the wrong side of the tracks? Very theatre. Very a play.’


I looked at him cockeyed. ‘You’ve found the gaff already, haven’t you?’


‘Yes.’


‘And whoever you were going to move in with has dropped out.’


‘Yes,’ he said, without contrition.


‘And I’m your last resort.’


‘No, no, Rachel! No!’ He looked at me aghast. ‘It just occurred to me now, in this minute. You’re the random flight of fancy before I consult my list of last resorts.’


‘Oh.’


‘Well, think about it.’


We moved on, chatted all sorts of bollocks, and when I came home on the 11 p.m. bus my parents were both at the kitchen table. The man who owned my father’s office building had drowned himself in the Lee. It was in the Evening Echo. Dad had never met the landlord, had always worked through a lawyer. My parents were worried about whether the man’s widow would raise the rent or sell the building.


In the years since, I’ve asked other Irish people if they remember the suicides, the businessman suicides that happened around this time. They all say no, not really. Maybe I’m asking the wrong people, or everyone’s just forgotten. Maybe Cork was hit worse, or the recession was just an idea, not a real thing that everyone talked about every day.


‘I’m moving out,’ I announced, and my mother looked at me like I had smashed a jar of pasta sauce on the floor and was now hopping over it, with the excuse that I had a taxi waiting outside.


‘With who?’


‘A guy from work.’


The tactlessness. It makes me want to climb into a car and set myself on fire. It makes me want to scream at my own unborn child, Don’t you fucking dare abandon me like that.


‘You guys have been talking about downsizing anyway,’ I said. Which was true. We had five bedrooms: theirs, mine, Christopher’s, Kevin’s, and a little spare room that we used for a study. There was a hot tub, outside, that was a present from my father to my mother on her fortieth birthday. They talked about selling the house constantly.


‘In a few years you’ll all be gone,’ my dad had said. ‘And this house will be worth even less.’


My mother would interject here. ‘Or more,’ she would say. ‘We don’t know what’s going to happen.’


My mother was glaring at me. Hating me for collaborating in the downsizing scheme. But it was too late, and I had made up my mind.


I came home, with laundry, for Christmas. I remember thinking that they looked older, but no one could have aged that much in ten days. The truth was that I had been extremely sheltered. I thought of my parents as heads on Easter Island, and it took moving two miles away to realise they had been people all along.


‘Twenty is late to realise that,’ James says. He’s probably right.
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A text from James.




How are the poos babydoll??





Month seven has made me constipated, and the only people in the world who know are my husband and James Devlin. I am not, generally, a poo-talking sort of woman. But there was never a version of this pregnancy where I didn’t tell James every movement, every phase, every symptom.


Shandon Street is historically a poor part of Cork city, but is strangely picturesque. It’s full of old houses, but also modern riffs on ancient architecture. A pantheon-shaped theatre; an old market hall known simply as the Butter Exchange; a church with real bells and a big fish on the steeple.


The house itself was a cottage, built to house the tubercular families of the 1930s, and the only bathroom was downstairs, through the kitchen. There were two boxy bedrooms upstairs, each big enough for a queen-sized bed, a pine wardrobe and a chest of drawers. In my head, there was no ‘better room’. James, however, had lived in more places – fifteen homes by that time, and he was only twenty-two – and knew how to take an instant inventory. He saw things I didn’t, like where was bound to get the best of the morning sunlight and which had a window too close to the head of the bed.


‘Do you want the room nearest the stairs?’ he asked, in a way that made it seem like the stairs room was the best room and he was being chivalrous in offering it to me.


‘Sure,’ I said, and tossed a black bin bag full of clothes on the bed, where it exploded like an overcooked dumpling.


The radiators in our bedrooms worked but downstairs just had a bricked-up fireplace and a collection of space heaters under the stairs. The living room was a grand big space, two couches and a dining table that could seat six, with a sweet kitchen and a little yard. There was even a herb garden left over from the previous tenant.


I couldn’t believe that we were only paying six hundred euro a month between us. I understand now that the house was incredibly run down, that only two working gas hobs out of four is unacceptable, and that moving into a mostly unheated house in the dead of an Irish winter was unwise. These things would matter to me now, but they didn’t then, and even though I spent most of the following year drunk and malnourished, I sometimes wonder if I was maybe better off not caring.


James had an iPod, one of those big clunky ones that was old even then, and he let me choose what our move-in day song would be. I ran my finger around the tricky circular dial, terrified of getting it wrong, not realising that this was all James’s music, and therefore it was kind of impossible to get it wrong. It strikes me now that, if James was really invested in me thinking he was heterosexual, he would never have let me go through his iPod. The selection was an odd mish-mash: somewhere between a middle-aged straight man and a middle-aged gay one. Cher snuggled next to the Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Eagles next to Elton John. The only thing even slightly of our generation was Britney Spears.


I settled on ‘Cecilia’ by Simon & Garfunkel. I had no reason except for the word ‘jubilation!’, which was repeated throughout, and was exactly how I felt, although I was far too shy to admit it.


We propped the iPhone speaker in the corridor and went to our rooms. I suddenly felt extremely self-conscious, awkward in my movements, like I was unpacking in the Big Brother house and aware of how the public would interpret my knicker folding.


The feeling lasted two minutes and fifty-five seconds, wherein ‘Cecilia’ ended, and immediately started again.


‘Cunts,’ James shouted, and marched out to the speaker. The screen had frozen, leaving ‘Cecilia’ on repeat. ‘It does this sometimes,’ he said, and a thin blush crawled up his neck. ‘Fucking useless shite.’ He hated having a bad thing. It’s a good job James is rich now because being poor never suited him at all.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I told him.


So we listened to ‘Cecilia’ again. And again. We started singing along, our voices bouncing off the cheap plaster. By the eighth time, we were running into each other’s rooms to elaborately lip sync, our limbs in all directions, grabbing on to the song fiercely. If it were a phone book we could have torn it in half.


By the sixteenth ‘Cecilia’, James and I had given birth to our relationship and it wandered around the house like a sticky, curious foal. We picked up each other’s belongings – bad T-shirts, pretentious books, preserved concert tickets – and accompanied each with the same question: What the fuck is this?


‘What the fuck is this?’ I asked, discovering a collection of bandanas.


‘What the fuck is this?’ he asked, picking up my copy of The Pumpkin Eater by Penelope Mortimer.


‘What the fuck is this?’ I retorted, finding the top half of a Subway uniform.


‘What the fuck is this?’ he announced, finding a packet of Femfresh wet wipes that had come in a Student Health kit and I was too suspicious to use and too frightened of my own vagina to throw away.


What we were actually asking, of course, was: Who are you? Who were you? Are you okay if we have the kind of house where I slag you off for reading? How did you get fired from Subway? Are you really the sort of girl who washes her vulva with a deodorised wipe?


We were so busy falling in love that I had forgotten completely about Jonathan, who I had asked to call over around five. One of my main motives for moving out was sex. We had both lived at home for most of college and were still relying on house parties, parked cars and our parents’ schedules to have it. It was also getting exhausting, having sex at college. Doing it in a campus bathroom is exciting the first time but there’s something depressing about asking your boyfriend to meet you at ‘our bathroom’.


He rang the doorbell and wandered into a maternity ward for private jokes. I wrapped my arms around him, giddy and sweating, excited to drag him into my new world, purely so the new world would have a witness.


‘This is James!’ I announced. They greeted each other warmly enough, but as I looked between them I felt an instant flash of revulsion for my boyfriend of two years. He had no features. He had eyes and lips and a nose but I felt like they had all been made by the Bauhaus, obsessively streamlined to perform a function and no more. Whoever had put James together had at least tried. He was sort of runty, with big eyes and big black brows on a face that was either elfin or bloated depending on the week he was having. He had a nose like an old man’s, with deep indentations at his nostrils. James had a look that most of us described as ‘emo’ but really just meant his clothes fit him and they were from Topman.


I hugged Jonathan again, doing a show of devoted girlfriend-dom to drown out my new feelings. He seemed grey, like a mushroom. He kissed me on the forehead. ‘Give me the tour, then!’ he said, and the tour lasted thirty seconds before we went upstairs and I showed him my room, the sheets not yet on the bed, and then I took my shirt off. It was mostly because I had been sweating and I didn’t want him to smell me.


There’s something about sex with a long-term partner at the age of twenty that makes it the most depressing sex of your life. At least in your teens, everyone is prepared to eat humble pie together. Everyone’s embarrassed, no one knows what they’re doing, there’s slightly more is this all right? and does that feel good? In a way, the sex I had as a teenager was more mature than anything between the ages of eighteen and twenty, where the boys were so certain that they had found a winning formula. Jonathan had one girlfriend before me and had told me she fainted when he went down on her. This meant I was supposed to faint also, or at least come close. I was so annoyed at myself for not enjoying it more. The whole thing felt very ticklish and lonely.


It’s tempting, when you’re talking about your sex life as a young woman, to slip into little melancholy asides about how you gazed heavy-lidded at the ceiling while a dull brute pummelled away at you. Sadly, I don’t think I can say any of that and get away with it. The sex was unsatisfying but I couldn’t have been more obsessed with having it. I was always on top, moaning away like a stuck pig. If someone told Jonathan tomorrow that Rachel Murray said he was a bad lay, he would laugh and tell them to get fucked. I don’t think he’d entertain it for a second.


‘How are you getting on with your man?’ Jonathan asked afterwards, as we lay on the bed.


‘James? Great.’ And then, carefully: ‘I think we’re going to be friends, you know.’


‘Are you going to become one of those fag hags?’ he said. ‘Like Will and Grace?’


(Have patience: this was considered to be an extremely witty thing to say in 2009.)


‘Do you think he’s gay?’ I asked earnestly.


He looked at me, not even bothering to argue. Just a raised eyebrow that said, Oh, come on.


‘What makes you think that?’ I pressed. Ever since my faux pas at Sober Lane, I was fascinated with what made a person seem gay. Neither of us had any gay friends at that point. There were certainly gay people, acquaintances and people you would just know to see around, but for some reason we hadn’t ended up being friends with them.


We were completely cut off from gay culture, and yet we both had perfect confidence in this assumption about James.


‘I have eyes,’ Jonathan said simply, and he left soon after that.


We ordered a pizza for dinner and James plugged in his TV and DVD player. The only DVDs he had were three seasons of Frasier.


‘Your boyfriend thinks I’m gay,’ he said, without emotion.


I waited a second before answering. ‘No.’


He paused the DVD on Kelsey Grammer’s contorted face, ranting about Seattle spa memberships. ‘Listen,’ he said, as if he were about to lay down an important house rule, like no shoes on the carpet. ‘I’m camp as a row of tents, I know that, but I’m not gay.’


I laughed awkwardly.


‘Don’t you think if I was actually gay, I’d go ahead and just be gay?’


I nodded. It made sense. If you walked around with Cher on your iPod then you had probably thought more seriously about whether you were attracted to men than the average rugby-playing alpha male. I saw James as extremely advanced, a person who had interrogated all sides of his soul. He was too emotionally intelligent to get stuck in the doldrums of what music or behaviour seemed gay or straight.


In that moment, he wasn’t just a person to me. He was the future of people.


The truth was that he was terrified.


‘What was your endgame?’ I asked him once, years later.


‘To wait until I could move away,’ he said. ‘And then go somewhere where no one would know me.’


Which he did. Which we both did.


But I’m getting ahead of myself, because before any of that happened, Dr Byrne happened first.
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Dr Byrne was the only other man in my life whose opinions I cared about. When I wasn’t hanging off James’s word, I was clutching on to Dr Byrne’s. I must have cared about Jonathan’s thoughts at some point. But student relationship dog years being what they are, any deep respect I had for him had long since worn off. We were already behaving as though we were in a years-old marriage, functional but surly.


Dr Byrne dressed like he was impersonating a university professor. In my memory he has patches on the sleeves of his coat. It’s possible that I’m inventing that detail, but everything else about him suggested coat patches. The first time I saw him he was ten minutes late and sweating. He seemed angry at us, the first years, for having the gall to attend a 9 a.m. class.


He was horrible at mornings, which I related to him being a very big person, 6’5 and extremely wide, a farmer’s build. I’ve had this idea in my head since I was young that a person’s body is a factory, a big Edwardian job, and that you need every worker comfortably sitting at their station before the day’s work can begin. The bigger the person, the further the workers have to travel: trudging up stairs, turning down corridors. This was my own explanation for being bad at mornings and I was happy to extend the kindness to Fred Byrne.


‘Right,’ he began. ‘The Victorians.’


He nudged his brow with the heel of his hand, trying to stop a bead of sweat before it fell on the lectern.


‘Who knows Sherlock Holmes?’


He knew that most of us would drop out by the end of our first year. That’s how it is with Arts. People love it for the variety but can’t handle the droopy uselessness of it, and when the hangovers and the depressions kick in around February, it’s hard to justify dragging yourself out of bed for Cronus eating his babies. Dr Byrne was passionate about his subject but he also did not like to waste energy, so he spent those first few classes giving us just enough information about the Victorians so that it might one day be handy in a pub quiz.


He repeated his question, after it was met with silence. This was pre-Benedict Cumberbatch’s reign over the BBC, so it was a dry time culturally for Mr Holmes, and we didn’t know a lot.


‘Detective,’ someone said.


‘London,’ another.


A long silence.


‘Drugs,’ one boy said, finally, and there was a titter because we were eighteen and imagined ourselves to be the inventors of drugs. ‘Wasn’t he on drugs?’


A few people in Dr Byrne’s factory sat down at their machines just then, and he suddenly erupted in talk, talk so fevered that it was at first hard to tell whether he was mad at the boy for saying ‘drugs’ or very happy. He talked about opium, laudanum, morphine and cocaine, which were legal in Victorian England at the time. He noted that non-white writers don’t tend to put out exploratory Drug Books with quite the same tenacity, and was that because they had bigger things to say about drugs, such as how they destroyed their communities. He talked about spending five years in America as a younger man, about how the war on drugs there was merely a feeding tube for the private prison system. He argued with himself, representing both the pro and the anti drugs side, his face reddening as he did so. He was thirty-eight in 2009, which I suppose makes him fifty now.


‘Right,’ he said, at the end of his spiel. He always ended his classes the way he started them: with the word ‘right’.


We loved it, of course. We thought of him as the Drugs Guy. We would later learn that Dr Byrne didn’t really care about drugs so much as he liked having a subject that was old and could be argued from a lot of directions. Incest, sodomy, abortion, prostitution: anything that had been around for two thousand years and had always been controversial. I suppose he liked the Victorians because they tried to put rules on things, and he loved debating whether or not those rules should exist. He was everyone’s favourite lecturer, which I sometimes think was not down to his brilliance but to the fact that the English faculty was mostly women. We already know that I was something of a misogynist. So was everyone else, I suspect. I also think there’s something in the fact that most English teachers at most secondary schools are women. Having a large man teach you about a book felt exciting, like Dead Poets Society.


I had been in several of Dr Byrne’s classes by the time I met James, at the end of 2009. At this stage in Dr Byrne’s career he was so popular that he was allowed to have any stipulations he wanted for his seminar group, and everyone who signed up was asked to write an essay about any aspect of the Victorian sensibility that was still present in culture today. The group would run from January to April, my final term of university. There were only fifteen places, and something like 150 of us had tried to sign up. I would be surprised if even twenty people wrote the essay.


I received an email to meet him at his office, which was situated in a department-owned house on the college road. This sounds seedy. Are all colleges like this? Faculty members being outsourced to tiny little houses that smelled of old radiators? Anyway, he wanted to discuss the essay I had written. It was very exciting for me. Sitting in his pokey little office, I thought what I always do when I’m in a small room with a man I’m not related to, which is: Are we gonna fuck?
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