



[image: The Couples by Lauren Mackenzie]






About the Author


Lauren Mackenzie grew up in Sydney, Australia but now lives in Dublin with her family. After a long career as a screenwriter and editor in film and television, she returned to fiction in 2017, completing an MA in Creative Writing in UCD. She was shortlisted for Cuirt New Writing Prize, Hennessy New Irish Writing, and Fish Short Story Prize. She has been published in The Stinging Fly, The Moth, Banshee, the Irish Times, and The Lonely Crowd among others. Recently she was awarded Literature Bursaries by the Arts Council of Ireland and in 2021, her novel, The Couples, was a joint winner of the Irish Writers Centre Novel Fair 2021.







The Couples


Lauren Mackenzie


[image: Image]


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2023 by John Murray (Publishers)


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Lauren Mackenzie 2023


The right of Lauren Mackenzie to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 9781399809436


Trade Paperback ISBN 9781399809443


eBook ISBN 9781399809467


John Murray (Publishers)


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




For Brendan, Alex and Sam, with all my love




Love does not begin and end the way we seem to think it does. Love is a battle. Love is a war. Love is a growing up.


James Baldwin, Nobody Knows My Name: More Notes of a Native Son
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We Are Like Children


Eva folded herself into the attic window seat, closed the curtains and pulled her knees tight to her chest. Outside, a thick, early-morning mist hovered. She was an astronaut in a space capsule, hovering, weightless. Vibrating.


She felt sick. She pulled the top sash down and leaned out into the soft, damp air. Yesterday she’d been able to see for miles in every direction – woods and mountains, stubbled fields and a wind farm. This morning there were no landmarks to navigate by. A dog barked. On the lawn below her window there was man in a black suit, feet bare, lying in a foetal curl.


Frank.


She was thinking she should go downstairs and check on him, was wondering if he could be dead, but then he rolled over on his back and threw his arms out wide, like some kind of crucifixion. It made her laugh. Even at his worst, he amused her. And last night, he’d been very amusing.


They’d spent weeks persuading Frank that his forty-eighth birthday needed celebrating and that a weekend away would be the best way to do it. There’d been nothing but bad news since the financial crash. Recovery seemed impossible, a complete collapse of society was imminent, and no one, not even the government, seemed to know what to do, only that the fault lay with them, the people. Eva wasn’t sure how she managed such chaos, given that she’d spent most of the last seven years, since the twins were born, loading and unloading the washing machine.


Once Frank gave in, on the proviso that no children were invited – something no one objected to – finding overnight sitters for three sets of children almost scuppered them. Then came the search for somewhere far enough from Dublin to feel like they were away away but close enough to not waste precious time driving. They settled on Harwood House, a Georgian country estate in County Laois. The house’s mild dereliction – whistling draughts and noisy plumbing, according to the reviews – ensured it was affordable.


It was just after three on a Saturday in September when they arrived, three couples in two cars. Harwood House was glorious; three storeys high, rising out of a thick, velvet lawn, chartreuse in the golden afternoon light, with granite steps spilling out from the panelled front door like the train of an evening dress. Eva climbed out of her tiny Fiat, stretched her legs, threw her shoulders back and filled her lungs. The scent of rotten oranges surprised her.


‘What’s that smell?’


Her husband was at the boot of the car, unloading the luggage. Bottles clinked. Shay stopped, sniffed, and shrugged. ‘Countryside?’


Eva had lost sight of Conor and Beatrice on the motorway soon after they left, but now their silver BMW was parked off to the side of the gravel drive, the front seats empty, doors wide open. They were standing by the side of the house, pointing out details to each other, as if they were considering buying the place. In their thick woollens and green Hunter wellies, they looked like they already had.


The rear passenger doors of the BMW swung open. Frank and Lizzie emerged slowly from either side, clothes askew, shading their eyes against the low light. They came to a stop, side by side, and blinked.


‘Jesus, wow,’ said Lizzie.


‘It’s just us, yeah?’ said Frank.


‘No one else,’ said Eva. ‘Happy birthday.’


‘Whoopee,’ said Frank.


The front door, thick with layers of black paint juddered open. Davina Fitzsimons, their host, was around seventy, but wore her white hair loose and long. She had one arm opened wide in welcome, the other cocked with a lit cigarette. A black Labrador stood by her side and gave them the once-over. They all stood a little straighter.


‘Welcome! Mi casa es su casa!’ said Davina.


And so it was, through pre-dinner drinks in the panelled library where they were all on their best behaviour, through dinner – beef stroganoff and chocolate mousse – served by Davina herself, who smoked throughout and told them charming vignettes of the house’s glory days. She’d been born in Harwood; she would die in Harwood. The latter was accompanied by a wink and a hacking cough.


In candlelight, the house’s cracked plaster and torn curtains disappeared in the shadows and its former grandeur emerged. In response, the men’s voices slowed and deepened, and the women’s laughter sang. By the time the six set off walking to the village pub for some local colour and a post-dinner pint, they were all darling this and darling that.


It was Frank who purchased the ecstasy; half a dozen pills from a lad hanging out by the cigarette machine. Frank had been drinking non-stop since they arrived and had only become more himself than ever – effusive, genial and loud. Eva braced herself whenever he came too close; he was as likely to poke her as hug her. They were sat in a snug with red velour banquettes and amber bottle-glass screening them from the rest of the punters.


‘Are you mad?’ said Conor.


They all turned to look at the lad. He was young and wearing a Manchester City football jersey.


‘I’d have questions about his choice of football team, but he seems sound,’ said Frank. He washed a pill down with his pint, then offered the rest around, cupped in his palm. ‘It’s my birthday.’ It was both statement of fact and a plea.


‘Sure, if it’s a bad trip we’ve a doctor on call,’ said Shay, taking one.


‘Get away out of that.’ Conor took a full throaty swallow of his pint. ‘Don’t be relying on me.’


Even though herself and Shay had come of age in the nineties, five years after everyone else, Eva couldn’t remember the last time they’d taken anything, and even then they’d never bought anything from someone they didn’t know.


‘Go on, Eva. I know you want to.’ Frank had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she should apologise to Lizzie.


‘I will if you will,’ said Lizzie.


Shay whispered in Eva’s ear. ‘It won’t be nearly as much fun without you.’


Eva didn’t want to see the party divided so early. It had to be all or nothing and already nothing wasn’t an option. She took one, split it in half with her nail and slipped the remainder to Lizzie.


‘Clever woman,’ said Lizzie.


Eva washed hers down with a sup of Merlot and felt her stomach recoil. Lizzie exhaled. ‘I want you all to know I love you, should anything go . . . arseways.’ Her eyes appeared to glisten. An actress, Lizzie could cry on demand. One had to be alert around her. Frank cocked his head, examining her with such cool scepticism they all laughed. Eva watched Beatrice and Conor exchange one of those side-eye/eyebrow/head-tilt conversations only couples can do. Beatrice tapped Frank’s hand and he passed her a pill. The banquette sighed as Conor slumped in his seat.


‘It was so much fun,’ said Beatrice. ‘Before children. We weren’t afraid of anything then.’


‘That’s because we didn’t have anything to lose,’ said Conor. His laugh was thin; he was trying too hard.


‘We still don’t,’ said Shay, laughing.


Frank turned to Conor and offered him a pill. ‘You don’t want to be the odd man out.’


‘Don’t I?’ Conor dropped the pill into his shirt pocket. ‘The coroner will need it for evidence.’


‘Conor!’ Lizzie squealed and soft-slapped him. They hate-flirted like teenagers.


Frank tipped his glass. ‘Touché.’


When they left the pub, the wind was up and the road home shone in the moonlight. Beatrice strode ahead, her hair turned silver, the full skirt of her blue dress fluttering every which way. Lizzie hung off Shay’s arm, claiming she was scared. She was also drunk, and her long velvet dress and platform sandals were a difficult combination. Eva, Conor and Frank brought up the rear, walking single file, turned in on themselves.


Eva heard a rustle and turned to see Frank disappear down a path into the estate’s woods. With a finger to his lips, Conor grabbed her hand and pulled her in after. They found Frank in the foliage, his shining eyes giving him away. He dragged Eva and Conor into his hiding spot.


Out on the road, Beatrice was singing.


Eva’s nostrils filled with the sharp rot of the damp ground and the malty heat of the men front and back of her. Her cheek brushed against Frank’s whiskered chin. Conor’s hand, hot and damp, remained tight around hers. She was twenty again, dancing in a crowd of bodies, touching and being touched. It was almost too much, and she was relieved when the others found them.


From her attic perch, Eva watched the rising sun creep across the lawn and felt dread. She wasn’t going to survive the day without some sleep, but she couldn’t lie down without spinning. The house shook beneath her as the heavy front door slammed closed. Beatrice jogged across the lawn, then circled back towards Frank, pausing briefly, presumably to check he was breathing, before running off again, her sleek blonde ponytail bouncing with each step. Her resilience was miraculous.


Beatrice was almost the same age as Frank but looked twenty years younger. Eva had seen people walk into electricity poles turning to take a second look at her. No one ever disputed her beauty; no one ever suggested her eyes were too close together, or her hips a little wide. She had once, around a dinner table, insisted that it was difficult looking how she did; the attention wasn’t always welcome or kind. Eva had flushed with embarrassment. She’d often caught herself staring at Beatrice instead of listening to her. When she was introduced to Conor and Beatrice at a party at Lizzie and Frank’s, Eva couldn’t believe they were a couple. Conor was unremarkable – average height, mild green eyes, mid-brown hair – neither ugly nor handsome. At first she’d assumed Beatrice married him for his medical degree. She wasn’t judging her; sometimes she wished she’d married with as much practical foresight.


After seven years, Eva thought she knew Conor well enough, but last night alone with him she discovered he was like a pass-the-parcel game where the outline of the parcel gives no hint of the gift inside. She tried to recall what it was they talked about, but within the tangle of her thoughts only the most random notions came back to her; they loved lasagne with chips but were embarrassed to eat the combination in public; they cut labels off their clothing, finding the irritation of their skin unbearable. Conor pursued medicine because there was a lot to be said for making a difference one person at a time, the same reason Eva became a primary schoolteacher. He also had a way of breathing in and widening his eyes when she said something he liked, which seemed to be almost everything she said last night. She couldn’t have been that scintillating – they were both too compromised – but even so, it was only when light spilled through the cracks in the shutters that they called it a night.


After climbing the stairs to her attic room, Eva found the door ajar and a man in her bed. At first she thought he was an intruder, but it was only Shay, deeply asleep, exactly where he was supposed to be.


Conor also found his wife in bed, exactly where she was supposed to be, her face washed clean of make-up and last night’s dress hanging in the wardrobe. He climbed in beside her and fell asleep, soaking up her warmth. When he woke again, he was cold and alone. He thought he’d only dreamed her presence hours before. But her pyjamas were folded. Her runners missing. She would be back.


He brushed his teeth, showered, shaved, dressed, laced his shoes and combed his hair in complete denial of how ill he felt. A sign of the damage he’d done to himself. He laid their two suitcases side by side on the bed, folded everything and paired the dirty socks before packing them. When he came to fold Beatrice’s blue dress he spotted a stain on the back – like an old bruise, perhaps grass and dirt. Had she fallen? If she had he didn’t remember.


He was still holding the dress when Beatrice returned from her run. Her skin was blotchy from the cold morning air and a light sweat dotted her forehead. She seemed as surprised as him when she saw the stain.


‘Oh. The dry-cleaner will get that out.’ She took the dress off him, rolled it in a ball and tucked it in the corner of the bag. ‘There is a smell in the hall. Like vomit.’ She sat on the bed and unlaced her trainers.


‘Really? Where?’


‘I didn’t look because then I would have to clean it up.’


‘We should clean it up.’


‘I won’t stop you.’ She made a sound, a slow rumble from deep in her belly. Conor grinned but as laughter engulfed her, he became nervous he hadn’t got the joke after all.


‘What? What is it?’


She stuttered, breathless. ‘We. Are. Like children.’ She rolled her leggings down and peeled off each leg. ‘But we are not,’ she said.


‘No.’ He was used to the little gap between Beatrice’s German English and his own, like the air pocket in a window that could keep the heat in or out, but today it unnerved him.


‘It’s not funny?’


‘I guess it depends how you look at it,’ said Conor.


She laughed again and pecked his cheek before darting into the en suite. He collected her trail of damp Lycra and packed everything. Over the patter of the shower, he called out – ‘Did you fall?’ – but she didn’t seem to hear him.


Frank would’ve remained unconscious for a while longer but for the dog’s wet nose in his ear. He shoved him away and dragged himself to standing. Fallen leaves and large and small branches littered the lawn. A big wind must have passed over last night, but he had no idea when. He hitched his pants up and discovered a flaccid penis hanging out of his flies. He tucked himself back in and looked for his shoes. The only thing a cursory search unearthed was an empty vodka bottle.


He walked around the side of the house, his bare feet wincing on the sharp gravel, and came up against a bay window. Inside, the high walls of the room were lined with bookshelves, but the occasional tables were swamped with a wide array of empty glasses and liquor bottles. A Persian rug was rolled up and shoved to one side. The sofas and armchairs had been dragged into a tight circle around the black marble fireplace. Shoes and socks and a green velvet jacket lay scattered on the parquet floor.


It looked like a crime scene. Frank recognised nothing and was completely incapable of recalling his part in it. For all he knew a dead body was rolled up in the rug. His heart beat a little faster.


His friends’ insistence on celebrating a birthday that was neither here nor there felt like a cruel comment on the fact that at forty-eight, he was neither here nor there. His film-making career, once so full of promise that Hollywood actually called, had been reduced to a story about attending the Oscars with his short film. The second he’d ever made. Almost twenty years later, the story had flipped inside out and become the saddest thing that ever happened to him. A low hum of anger had been running through him ever since. He had a wardrobe of rumpled Oxfam suits and four kids he couldn’t afford. His ex was chasing him for fifteen thousand euro in child support that he didn’t have. The only reason he agreed to the weekend away was because his friends offered to pay. His birthday gift. The absence of a cake at dinner confirmed that he was an excuse for a blowout and that was fine by him because he felt the exact same way. He started hard as soon as they arrived. Tequila. Lick. Sip. Suck. He made sure everyone partook. What he consumed after that was anybody’s guess. He hoped they all felt as destroyed as he did.


When he tried the back door, the wood, swollen from centuries of rain, resisted. He slammed his shoulder into it until it swung open with a bang and hauled himself upstairs to the landing. Another few steps to what he was almost certain was his room. Peeking in, he saw Lizzie sat up in the giant four-poster bed in her pyjamas, blonde curls awry, her features blurred with last night’s make-up.


‘Where were you? I texted you! Why didn’t you answer me?’


Frank had no idea what she was talking about. All he could think about was the getting of himself to the bed.


‘Frank!’


A pillow came out of nowhere and slapped him in the face. It may have been full of feathers, but it felled him like a brick. He collapsed face down beside her.


‘Where were you?’ She thumped him in his side under the ribs. But apart from a small whoosh of air, there was only silence.


Eva floated on the threshold of consciousness as a hand moved slowly up her thigh. She sighed, aware she was neither awake nor asleep and the hand may not be real. The hand slid between her legs. She was wet, and there was no resistance at all. A warm naked body pressed up against her. She continued to feign sleep, feeling like a thief, as she imagined someone else along the length of her finding their way in.


Shay came quickly, planting a postscript of kisses up her spine.


Eva groaned. ‘I can’t tell whether I need to eat or throw up.’


‘Stay right there.’ Shay jumped out of bed and walked over to his bag, naked and graceful. Thanks to his landscape gardening work, he had more energy and exuberance than the five-year-olds she taught. He tipped his goodies onto the bed, Rennies, Solpadeine and Berocca, and divvied out two of each. ‘You think Conor could do any better for you? I don’t think so.’


Eva felt the air tighten between them. She made herself breathe. ‘I think you’ve got us covered.’


Shay filled two glasses from the bathroom sink. ‘I love the man, but jaysus he can be a bit . . .’ He handed her the glass. ‘Serious.’


‘Serious?’


‘Boring.’


She wasn’t telling Shay that she’d come to think the opposite. ‘Where d’you go? One minute everyone was in the library and then?’


‘When I went to the jacks, I found Lizzie looking for Frank, crying. I took her back to her room, told her I’d look for him. She was pretty out of it.’


‘Where was he?’


‘No idea.’


‘You didn’t try finding him?’


‘Don’t think he wanted to be found.’ Shay seemed to be more amused than was warranted. He was studying her, waiting for something from her. ‘Did you have a good night with Conor?’


‘Sure.’


‘Sure?’


‘We talked.’


‘Talked? Or talked?’


He was too animated; like he knew something she didn’t.


‘Why didn’t you come back to the library?’


‘Didn’t think I’d be welcome. I went to bed.’ Shay lay down over her, pinning her down. ‘So. What did you talk about?’


Eva felt again Conor’s hands on her skin, his index finger rolling over her nipple. ‘You know. Drunk talk. Shite talk. Lasagne.’


Shay laughed again. ‘I should’ve come back and rescued you.’


Eva stopped herself from lying a second time. Everything would’ve been different had Shay returned. She rolled out from under him. ‘It’s almost eleven. We need to get going.’ She wanted to be in her own home again, wanted her things around her, wanted to hold her daughters in her arms.


He slapped her naked rump as she passed by. Her arse stung. She couldn’t tell if he meant to hurt her or not. He grinned at her. She loved him but today she couldn’t stand him.


Eva found her way to the kitchen to settle the bill. Conor was already at the long pine table with Davina, sitting in a cloud of cigarette smoke. He gave Eva a smile. She felt her face contort and discovered she no longer knew how to smile. He pulled out a chair for her and she sat down, deciding it was better not to look at him at all. Davina painstakingly laid out the cost of the night in front of them. Three double rooms, six dinners and an embarrassing sum for the honour bar in the library. It was all possible, probable, but any thoughts of negotiation wilted before Davina and the cold, hard evidence of the empty liquor bottles lined up on the counter. Tequila. Vodka. Baileys Liqueur. And more wine bottles than she could count.


‘I’m sorry if we got a bit too carried away last night. Lucky there’s no neighbours.’ Conor meant the last as a joke, but Davina, so charming last night, refused to engage.


Eva tried, ‘Except for you? Hope we didn’t disturb you?’


Davina glanced over the top of her reading glasses. ‘When I have guests, I sleep in the groundsman’s cottage. I hear nothing, see nothing. It’s better for everyone that way. Cash or card?’


Shamed, they both handed over their credit cards.


‘Split it down the middle, thank you,’ said Conor. Eva prayed her card wouldn’t be declined. Agreeing to split the bill was a mistake. Herself and Shay were as broke as Frank and Lizzie, but some bizarre need to keep up appearances prevented them from admitting it. She felt Conor looking at her and made the mistake of meeting his gaze. He quietly sucked in his breath and widened his green eyes, and Eva nearly choked.


Washed, dressed and almost sober, the six of them sidled out to the stable yard behind the house where Davina had made them move their cars. They walked in pairs – Frank and Lizzie, Conor and Beatrice, Shay and Eva – proper order restored and not a minute too soon.


Lizzie dropped back, pulling Eva with her, feigning an interest in a chestnut mare grazing in a field some distance away. Eva squeezed Lizzie’s hand. ‘Okay?’


‘D’you know where Frank went last night?’ Lizzie watched as Eva attempted to construct an answer and that was answer enough for her.


‘But I did see him passed out on the front lawn this morning.’ They glanced over at Frank, who happened to be watching Beatrice load her suitcase into the boot of the BMW. ‘He could’ve been there all night,’ offered Eva.


Beatrice turned around and smiled at the women as they approached. She looked like she’d had a full eight hours sleep and fruit for breakfast. Lizzie turned back to Eva. ‘Can we get a ride back with you?’ Eva would’ve let her ride on the roof if she wanted. Beatrice closed the boot without making a sound.


‘What?’ said Frank, as bewildered as if Lizzie had asked for a horse and carriage.


‘Don’t be slagging the car all the way back,’ said Shay. He was bouncing on his toes. He always looked like he was ready to take off.


‘I won’t say a word.’ Lizzie tried to squeeze her bag in beside Shay and Eva’s in the boot of the Fiat. ‘We should’ve brought our own car,’ said Lizzie.


‘We’d have had to push it from Naas,’ said Frank.


Lizzie gave up on trying to squeeze her bag in and tried lying it flat on top, but the contents kept falling out.


‘Okay, we don’t bring you, but we can bring your luggage?’ Beatrice reached for the tote. Lizzie slapped her hand away. Beatrice jumped back, emitting a tiny sound of surprise, somewhere between a laugh and a cry of pain.


‘Here. Don’t be stupid, just put it in the boot and let’s go.’ Frank grabbed the bag. Lizzie eyeballed him and held on. Frank swore, let go. Half the contents tumbled to the ground, dirty knickers, a razor, a dog-eared autobiography of Grace Kelly, and Frank’s vomit-spattered suit jacket. Lizzie had imagined the oversized tote would look sweetly retro on their country retreat; now she saw it meant everything about them was on show.


Last night she’d been full of love for Frank, for their friends. She’d been besotted by everyone’s beauty in the firelight, the grace of their lounging limbs, the timbre of their voices in the enormous rooms. She felt joy. She was joy. And then it was half three in the morning and she was stumbling in the yard, a ferocious wind whipping the ancient trees into a frenzy above her, calling and calling for Frank. He couldn’t hear her or didn’t want to. Once more he’d done as he pleased, sweet-talked her, asserted his birthday rights, expressed his insecurities, all before she’d had a chance to work out how she felt about his party games.


Tears ran down her face. She felt Frank’s hand on her back, a pat or a stroke, she wasn’t sure. There was no conviction in the gesture and that made it worse. Shay gathered their things off the ground and returned them to the bag. Frank dropped his head back and stared at the sky, looking for divine intervention.


Eva offered Lizzie tissues. ‘We could all do with a nap.’


‘And fluids,’ said Conor.


It was Beatrice who darted forward and gave Lizzie the hug she clearly needed. ‘It’s okay. Everything is okay,’ she said.


The hug felt so genuine, Lizzie remembered all the other times they’d hugged one another, telling whoever needed it at the time that everything would be okay. She pushed her away. For a moment, Beatrice grimaced like a hurt child. Lizzie couldn’t afford to care.


The six of them stood in the gravel and dirt of the yard, among the rusted metal contraptions and detritus of a defunct farm and waited for someone else to do something.


‘I want to go home. Now,’ Frank wailed. ‘Will someone please take me home? I don’t give a flying fuck who.’ Frank did look unwell. There was a green tint to his pallor and a sway in his standing.


‘Lizzie, what do you want to do?’ Conor’s apparently benign question threatened to overwhelm her again. They’d been friends for almost as long she’d known Frank. He was always there for her when Frank let her down and always asked the same question, with the exact same emphasis on you, what do you want to do. And no matter how she’d answer, he’d help her.


‘I want to go home.’


Conor placed his hand gently on Lizzie’s back and nudged her forward, opened the passenger door of his car with the other, and eased her in. Frank fell into the seat beside her.


‘We’ll be home in super-fast time,’ said Beatrice.


Trees formed lush green tunnels overhead as they drove home. Frank slept beside Lizzie, his head lolling back, his mouth slack. An acrid chemical smell surrounded him. She shifted over to the window side, pulled the armrest down between them and settled back into the coffee-coloured leather. Between the seats she could see the smooth line of Beatrice’s slender, tanned arm, the cotton of her dress riding up her legs, her elegant, pointed knees. Lizzie pulled her own dress down. She wished she’d had time to iron it. Her black tights and sneakers looked childish and ill-considered. In that moment, she felt all of her was ill-considered, her whole life ill-considered. Outside, the fields had disappeared and they were driving along a highway lined with industrial buildings and chain-link fences.


‘Music okay?’ asked Beatrice. She didn’t wait for an answer; discordant jazz erupted from the speakers.


Frank rose from the dead. ‘Please. No.’


Beatrice laughed and turned the music up. For an instant Lizzie loathed her; almost as much as she loathed jazz.


Frank pulled a beer coaster out of his back trouser pocket. The square edges had been nibbled to a circle by restless fingers, but you could still make out McElhenny’s Bar. ‘I know you’re all going to give me hell, but I’m having trouble remembering anything from last night.’


‘You’re a fucking chancer, Frank Durkan,’ said Lizzie.


He held up the coaster. ‘I’ll hazard a guess we had a few pints in McElhenny’s fine establishment?’


‘Unbelievable,’ said Lizzie.


The car jolted as Conor guffawed, Beatrice only a breath behind him. Then Lizzie cracked. Tears fell again. No one was sure if she was laughing crying or crying laughing. Soon everything went quiet and stayed quiet.
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My Sweet Boy


After dropping Lizzie and Frank off at their house, Conor let down all the car windows and revelled in the rush of fresh air. He felt like he’d shucked off a backpack full of stones after a day-long hike.


‘Poor Lizzie,’ said Conor.


‘She is always crying. Hormones.’ Beatrice wasn’t necessarily wrong, but she was blunt. ‘She told me she was in perimenopause. It is completely normal.’


‘Well sure, but Frank can be a selfish prick,’ said Conor.


‘Frank is Frank. He has always been frank.’ She giggled at her own joke.


Conor didn’t know what reply he’d expected, but laughter wasn’t it.


Conor had grown up in Crumlin, on a cul-de-sac of two-storey pebble-dash Corporation houses. He was an only child, but it didn’t matter; he spent most of his time next door with the six Farrelly kids. When he pulled up outside his parents’ house and saw Mrs Farrelly waving frantically from her living room window he knew it couldn’t be good news. He told Beatrice to go on without him.


Mrs Farrelly hovered inside her porch. ‘Conor. How are you?’


Conor’s head pounded and he felt so dehydrated his eyes stung. ‘Grand, thanks. All good?’


‘Molly’s been wandering. Did ya know?’ She kept her voice low.


Conor’s father had made a few jokes about his seventy-four-year-old mother being faster than you’d think. Conor hadn’t been paying attention.


‘Last week she was down the park, looking for you to come in for your tea, and she was so upset ’cause she couldn’t find you—’


‘Yep. Okay. Don’t you worry, Mrs F.’ He made his excuses and jumped over the little brick wall between the houses. Molly was standing on the doorstep, holding six-year-old Fiach behind her, preventing Beatrice from coming in.


‘Fiach has to come home with us now,’ said Beatrice. ‘Thank you for minding him, Molly.’


Molly called over her shoulder. ‘Dermot! There’s someone at the door.’ She was not letting go of Fiach.


‘It’s only us,’ called Beatrice.


‘Hi Mam,’ said Conor.


Molly gave him a cursory glance; her eyes were glued on Beatrice.


Conor’s father hurried down the hall. ‘Our boy’s all grown, Moll.’ Dermot squeezed Conor’s upper arm, as if demonstrating that he was real, and made of muscle and bone. Conor tried not to wince. Dermot’s grip had always been firm; he believed a man’s grip reflected his moral character. ‘Look again, love.’


Molly scanned the length of Conor before settling on his face. He tried to smile in the most normal way he knew. She gathered herself up and stroked Conor’s cheek. ‘Are ye coming in or what? I’ll put the kettle on.’ She shuffled down the hall. Fiach dashed out and stood on the step behind Conor. Dermot handed over Fiach’s backpack and gave them the nod to go.


Once the three of them were back in the car, all belted up, Beatrice turned to Conor. ‘No more sleepovers, it’s too much for Dermot.’ She glanced back at Fiach, propped up like a little prince in his booster seat. ‘Anything could’ve happened.’


‘I don’t want to stay at Nanny’s any more,’ said Fiach.


Conor could feel Beatrice looking at him, but he didn’t take his eyes off the road. The storm had blown the last of the leaves off the trees on Clogher Road. The whole area was stripped of colour and would remain so until spring. He felt dread rising, tailgating him. They mounted the bridge over the canal and descended into redbrick land. Nearly home.
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I Choose You


After Harwood House, 44 Oscar Square was a Monopoly piece. A roof, four windows, with a door in the middle. Lizzie called their home the Tardis, but it was more like an economy seat on a long-haul flight; no matter how small you made yourself you were always going to be too big. When they first moved to the area, it was full of students and old people whose children had grown up and moved away, leaving them hanging about at their front gates desperate for a chat. And then they began to die one by one and for a while there were more skips than cars on the street. Doors were painted in muted colours, blue-black, green-grey, and the tiny concrete front yards were replaced with purple slate and screens of bamboo. Soon after, the streets filled with people pushing high-tech baby buggies in the same muted colours.


The leaves from last night’s storm blocked the drains. A small lake lapped at their front gate. It happened every year and every year Frank swore he’d contact the council to clear the drains before it was too late. They had no choice but to trudge through the water, the wet seeping into their shoes. Frank was thinking of a nice hot cup of tea, the sofa and the football when he was assaulted three steps beyond his front door by two small bodies – Georgia and Jimmy, nine and six – clamouring for sweets that had been promised and promptly forgotten about.


A third child, fifteen-year-old Maya, stood at the end of the hall, scowling. ‘If you ever leave me alone with them again I will take them up into the mountains and lose them for ever.’


Jimmy froze.


‘She doesn’t mean it, sweetheart,’ Lizzie told him.


‘I do,’ said Maya. Frank knew she was serious. There were no half measures with Maya. She was his stepdaughter, his judge and his jury. He adored her.


Maya looked Frank over. ‘The state of you.’


Frank wished he knew how to be the kind of man that didn’t disappoint Maya.


‘Paula called; she said you were ignoring her,’ said Maya.


‘Yep,’ said Frank. Lizzie gave him a look. ‘I’ll go see her tomorrow.’


Jimmy climbed onto his feet. They shuffled and squelched down the hall and into the kitchen. Frank ransacked the cupboards for Solpadeine and poured a glass of water. Together they watched the fizzing water clear. Frank’s phone beeped. The text was from Beatrice – How is your heart? Bx.


Frank stared at the text as if an explanation was going to emerge from the spaces between the words. Lizzie came in and put the kettle on. A quick swipe and the text was deleted.


‘I’m hungry,’ said Jimmy.


‘Let’s go to the chipper?’ Frank needed salt.


Jimmy squealed with pleasure. Frank waited for a hint of approval from Lizzie, but she didn’t turn around. He could tell from the rigidity of her back that she was set against him. He needed more information before he could undo whatever it was he had done.


While Frank waited in the chipper for their order, he phoned Shay. Through the plate glass window, he could see their crappy Nissan parked on the double yellows. Jimmy was strapped into his booster seat in the back, looking straight ahead, his arms tightly crossed, furious at not being allowed to come inside.


Shay finally answered. ‘Hey, Frank?’


‘What the hell happened last night?’


‘You tell me?’ said Shay.


‘I don’t know, that’s why I’m asking.’


Shay chuckled as if this might be a joke and he was hedging his bets.


‘I’m okay up to the pub?’ Frank’s headache wasn’t helped by his efforts to remember. ‘Were we in the library or was that before dinner?’


‘Before and after.’


‘Did something happen with Bea?’ asked Frank.


‘Oh, man,’ said Shay. He sounded like he was choking.


Jimmy glared at Frank through the chipper’s window, an angry furrow between his brows. Frank made a funny face. Jimmy didn’t blink. They didn’t have long. He could hear Shay over the phone, working hard to calm himself down. He liked Shay a lot. They’d played on the same five-a-side team for a few years until Frank’s knee gave out. Shay was the better player by far, yet he always took Frank’s advice. Frank was tired and hungry. He needed Shay to stop laughing and help him out.


Despite Shay running through the events of the night step by step, Frank still couldn’t remember anything after they left the pub. And as much as he wished it was all an elaborate prank of Shay’s, he knew it was possible. He knew he was perfectly capable, and the most likely, to challenge everyone to party games. Somehow, according to Shay, a game of Truth or Dare led to a proposal to swap partners for the rest of the night, no obligation, no expectations.


All the women needed to do was text the man of their choice.


Shay confessed he thought at first they were messing; everyone was laughing as they made up rules – one night only, no hickeys, no secrets, and no falling in love – but when he came back from taking a piss, Frank, Beatrice and Lizzie had disappeared.


Frank scrolled back through his phone and saw a text from Beatrice at 2.36 a.m. – I am going to the stables for a ride.


And Lizzie’s, one minute later – I choose you. x




4


An Unusual Turn for a Sunday


Eva startled. She’d been eavesdropping on Shay’s call with Frank while watching but not watching her twin daughters in the bath. The water was up to their necks and lapping over the sides and the tap was still running. ‘Goodness me. That’s . . . why didn’t you say?’


Ella and Kate whispered to each other and then looked up, smiling like angels. It was completely possible she’d turned the tap off and they’d turned it back on again when she wasn’t looking. She rolled up her sleeve and reached in for the plug. Water rolled over the sides, swamping the floor.


‘Hope you’ve left some hot water for me.’ Shay was at the door.


‘All right, all right. Time’s up.’ Eva coaxed Kate and Ella out and into towels. Shay stripped and climbed into the bath.


‘Daddy!’ The girls made a big show of covering their eyes.


‘Mam’s gone. She said to say goodbye,’ Eva told Shay. ‘She wanted to beat the traffic.’ Her mother stayed the weekend to mind the twins. Shay seemed genuinely disappointed. He loved Eunice. Eunice once took food off Eva’s plate and gave it to Shay when he asked for seconds. He submerged his face in the water. When he came up again, he shook his head like a dog. ‘I hope nobody peed,’ he said.


There was silence.


‘It’s good for the skin,’ said Eva.


Eva sat between Kate and Ella, reading them a story as she had every night since they were two. The girls’ room was tidy, their drawers full of washed and folded clothes, their toys lined up on the windowsill, their books back on the shelves. All Eunice’s work. The heady combination of the golden light of the night lamp and the soapy, warm scent of the girls made Eva hyper-aware of the chemicals leaching from her. She needed to get out before she poisoned her babies.


The house was in complete darkness when she pulled the girls’ door closed. She called for Shay, turning the lights on as she went, her hands out in front to keep herself from careering into their endless clutter. They threw nothing away. Shay was in the kitchen, in tracksuit bottoms, eating the girls’ left-over pasta. She stood behind him, leaning against the kitchen counter, and watched their reflections in the glass doors that opened onto the courtyard.


‘So, what did Frank have to say for himself? Did he tell you what happened with Bea?’


‘She got off with him.’


Eva thought of teenage bonfires where a tap on the shoulder led directly to people wearing the faces off each other. After a litre of cider, it didn’t matter who. There was a time, in the library of Harwood House, when they had all been sitting close to each other, legs over legs, heads on laps, while feet were massaged and hair stroked. She had felt young again: that sense of endless possibility, of many selves left to explore.


‘I thought you said he couldn’t remember anything?’ she asked Shay.


‘Yeah, I believe him, but she did text him.’


‘She did?’ A text was evidence. ‘That’s mad. Honestly, I thought we were having a laugh,’ said Eva. ‘I didn’t know anyone was going to play.’


‘What? But you chose Conor?’ Shay turned around to see her. He was smiling but she could see the tension spiralled in his back.


‘I didn’t choose anyone.’


Shay laughed. Stopped, laughed again.


‘Check my phone.’ She offered it to him, but he didn’t take it. He took his time finishing the pasta, wiped his finger around the plate, sucked his finger clean.


‘I was wondering why no one texted me.’


Eva exhaled. But then, the question came to her: why wouldn’t her friends want to spend time with her husband? Either way, she didn’t want to know. She had stepped through the looking glass, and everything had shifted.


‘Oh God,’ said Eva. ‘There’s six kids between us. It was so reckless.’


‘Good craic all the same.’ He opened the fridge and disappeared behind the door. ‘Is there anything nice to eat?’


Eva was beginning to feel like Shay understood something she hadn’t. It was usually the other way around. ‘What would you have done? If Bea or Lizzie texted you?’


‘Hmm?’ Shay shut the fridge door and shrugged at her, slowly and deliberately. ‘Which one?’


She shoved him, but he was braced and ready for her. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her so hard she tasted blood. They shuffled towards the bedroom as one, clothes peeling open, trying, and failing, to be quiet. The coat stand in the hall fell over and they froze but there was no sound from the girls and they were able to consume each other without interruption. It was an unusual turn for them, for a Sunday night, but the weekend had left a space between them that needed to be filled.


Eva lay on her back, awake. Shay slept on his side, his bent knees digging into her thighs. A crack of blue beside the window blind announced morning wasn’t far away. In the quiet, before he went to sleep, Shay had told her it would’ve been okay if she’d texted Conor. He trusted her not to do anything. She’d laughed.


In a few hours, she needed to get the girls ready for school, she needed to think about Halloween decorations for the classroom, decide what to do about five-year-old Eliza Bourke’s refusal to sit down in class, work out whether she could make time to do a supermarket shop. She didn’t have the space to think about Conor. She would not think about Conor.
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I’m Not Cross


Early Monday morning, the streetlights gold against a lilac sky, Conor took Jaro for his walk along the canal. Jaro was a rescue dog, probably a Jack Russell, no one was sure. For once, Jaro ignored the sleeping swans as he bolted down the road, barking at a woman who appeared to be walking a small horse on a lead. She looked familiar. Conor felt his heart quicken but, when he reached her, he saw she was a stranger, the horse was a Great Dane, and both were politely ignoring Jaro’s yapping.


Conor snatched Jaro up into his arms. The woman smiled and walked on. He set the dog down and glanced back at the woman. She looked like Eva: long, straight dark hair, parted in the middle, very fair skin, and a dancer’s straight, slender neck. Her pale-blue coat glowed. Eva had told him a story when they were in the library, about being bullied in school. Her uniform and PE kit were stolen from the changing rooms after basketball practice, and she’d had to walk home in her school coat with nothing but her underwear beneath. How quickly she’d forgotten the cruelty and relished her secret. When Eva told stories, you could never be sure where she’d turn. He smiled again, imagining her walking home in her coat. Spending the early hours with Eva had been like meeting someone in the pub and choosing to walk them home, no matter how far, just so you could keep talking. They’d done nothing he’d call unfaithful, yet he knew he didn’t want to tell Beatrice the details. Beatrice had asked no questions about his weekend, and he was relieved. Last night she’d been focused on Fiach, trying to explain what Alzheimer’s was doing to his nanny. Another conversation Conor didn’t want to be part of.


Conor and Beatrice’s home was a two-storey over-basement Georgian terrace on Grantham Street; the renovation cost nearly as much as the house and the repayments continued to be a strain every month. And now the house was only worth half what they’d spent on it. Beatrice phrased it as an investment in their long-term future; ironic, considering the three storeys would torture arthritic knees and aging pelvic floors. From the street he could choose to ascend granite steps and enter by the grand front door or descend steps to enter via the basement. They conducted most of their living in the basement kitchen. If they forgot something from the top-floor bedrooms, he took it upon himself to take the stairs two at a time. It was a tip passed on by a cardiologist when he was on rotation; these runs up and down the stairs were the only cardio exercise he managed.


He put Jaro down in the kitchen. The dog scuttled across the wooden floor and jumped up on Fiach. ‘No Jaro! Bad dog!’ Fiach pushed Jaro away and climbed up on a stool at the kitchen island out of reach. Conor had hoped getting a dog would help Fiach’s confidence, allow him to forget himself in some rough-and-tumble play, but Fiach only liked Jaro when he slept on his bed and he could snuggle against him. Conor had been a nervous child too and he wanted Fiach to find his way out of it.


‘He’s not a bad dog, Fi, he’s saying hello. Like dogs do.’


‘I don’t like what dogs do then.’


Conor poured kibble into Jaro’s bowl. Jaro instantly sat up straight, waiting for the signal. ‘Okay,’ said Conor and Jaro got stuck in. ‘Good boy.’ Conor loved Jaro.


Beatrice passed over freshly squeezed orange juice. ‘He’ll grow out of it,’ she said as she glanced at Conor. He knew she meant both boy and dog. She was in her Lycra, ponytail up, waiting for him so she could go for her run.


‘Good morning.’ She kissed him on the cheek as she passed. He followed her around the kitchen.


‘I think it might be time to look for a nursing home for Molly.’


Beatrice didn’t pause. ‘I have a list of homes.’ She made it sound as if it was a truth known for some time and she’d been patiently waiting for him to catch up. He imagined that was exactly what she’d been doing.


The house sighed as the door closed after her. Conor felt irritated. Sometimes Beatrice would seem to forget there were people involved in these things. And feelings. But, as she often said, they were a complementary couple: she was the doer and he was the thinker. It had always been that way.


They met at the afters of a wedding. Or at the after afters, as they’d put it when people asked. Conor was of the age when there were five or six weddings a year, and he hadn’t the energy or inclination left to mingle with strangers. He’d left just before midnight. When he reached the taxi queue on Dame Street, it was depressingly long. He was weighing up waiting or walking when Beatrice joined the queue behind him. He recognised her. On the dance floor she’d stood out; unlike the other single women, who were dancing in a circle, she seemed happy dancing by herself. When they reached the top of the queue half an hour later, he’d learned that she worked in hotel management, the wedding had been so well organised that she took notes, she laughed as she admitted this. She lived on the southside and would usually walk home but tonight her shoes were new and they were killing her. She preferred to be called Bea, couldn’t get used to how the Irish mispronounced her name. A taxi pulled up and he opened the door for her. ‘Maybe we could, if you would like, get a coffee, this week, or whenever? Or a drink?’ She mumbled something he couldn’t catch and climbed into the back seat, not a word of thanks for his letting her jump the queue ahead of him. She was out of his league, and he felt a fool for hoping otherwise. Deflated, he was about to close the door when she popped her head out. ‘Aren’t you coming?’ she asked.
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