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‘Ah, don’t be like that, Mary. It got good reviews.’

‘Peter—’

‘And not just from the Sun. Lookit: “All the thrills and excitement you’ve come to expect from the Bond movies, and then some.” That’s Premiere magazine, that’s reliable, that is.’

‘You said to me—’

‘Just give it a whirl, like.’

‘– let’s get a video. We—’

‘You might enjoy it, you don’t know.’

‘We’ll get whatever you want, you said. That’s what you said. You looked me in the eye and you said, “We’ll get whatever you want.”’

‘Yeah, but—’

‘And now this. Now … this.’

He went into one of his routines. First, he allowed his bottom lip to hang and his eyes to drop. Then he slowly lowered his head, nodding ever so slightly. He even had the nerve to breathe a gentle sigh. Mary felt herself developing a thousand-yard stare. She was gripping her own film so hard that the case was bending. He seemed to notice.

‘OK. Fine. OK. We’ll get yours. We’ll get’ – he turned the cover towards him – ‘Fargo. All right? Bye-bye Pierce Brosnan, hello … Steve Buscomi.’

‘Buscemi.’

‘Yeah. Him. He was always the best of the Buscemi boys, anyway,’ he said. ‘I knew them well, the whole family. From Carrickmacross they were, originally. Now Seamie Buscemi would give you a pain in your ear listening to him, and Jamesie’s only a liar and gobshite. But I’ve nothing against the Steve fella. Not a bad lad. C’mon. We’ll get this and go.’

He did that smile he did, with the raised eyebrow. She once heard him refer to it as his ‘winning smile’. Well, he wouldn’t win with it this time. He wouldn’t even scrape a draw. She walked past him to the counter without a word.

‘Is there something wrong?’ Peter asked as they drove away from the video shop.

‘No. Nothing,’ Mary said.

He nodded. ‘You sure?’

‘Yup.’

‘You seem a wee bit … tense.’

‘No.’

‘You’re not?’

‘No.’

‘Because if—’

‘I’m fine.’

‘All right then,’ he said, slapping the steering wheel with both hands. ‘Right, I’ve got a good one. David had it at work. Are you ready? Ready? Right. Paddy Englishman, Paddy Irishman and Paddy Scotsman are on a desert island. And on the whole island, there’s only one—’

‘Leave it, Peter.’

‘Eh?’

‘Just … leave it.’

‘Trust me, you haven’t heard it.’

‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Because,’ she said slowly and quietly, ‘it’s the twenty-first fucking century. Paddy Englishman, Paddy Irishman and Paddy Scotsman have no business here.’

He clearly didn’t know how to respond. There was silence for a moment. Then he made a noise at the back of his throat, switched on the radio and skipped through several stations before he was able to find something that he wanted to sing along with.

Back at home, they went through the pre-video ritual in silence. Mary made the drinks, while Peter faffed around, adjusting cushions and lighting.

‘Hang on a minute,’ he called out to the kitchen after a while. ‘Where’s the poofy gone?’

She took a few deep breaths before replying. ‘It’s in the bin,’ she said. ‘And that’s where it’s staying.’

He skipped into the kitchen, where she was calmly stirring her coffee. ‘But the poofy! You know I love that poofy.’

She stopped stirring. And then started again, in the opposite direction. ‘First of all, it’s a pouffe and you know that. Calling it a poofy is not even remotely funny and I’ve asked you not to do it and you still do it and I can’t understand why. Second of all, it’s the cheapest-looking piece of shit, piece of crap, shitty, crappy, awful, horrible, shitty item of furniture I have ever seen. It makes me feel like I’m in a seventies sitcom and I’ve asked you a million times, from the very day you bought it, to please throw it out but you didn’t so I did and now it’s gone and I’m glad.’

She avoided his eye as she spoke, staring hard at the revolving spoon. When she looked up again, he was gone. She picked up the drinks – decaf, no milk for her, milky tea for him – and followed him into the living room. He was installed on the couch, legs stretched, feet planted flat on the carpet. He was peering at the latter with a forlorn expression. As she set the mugs down on the coffee table, she braced herself for a row.

Instead, Peter pulled his legs in and said, ‘I’ve done something wrong, haven’t I? If I have, I want to know. What is it?’

Mary lowered herself into an armchair, feeling suddenly ashamed and confused. She wanted to tell him that he hadn’t done anything. And he really hadn’t, as far as she could tell. But she stalled. She found she couldn’t absolve him, somehow. It felt like … lying.

‘Don’t mind me,’ she said, as a compromise. ‘I had a bad day in the shop. Just put the video on.’

‘If you’re sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘OK then.’

He got up and stuck the video in the slot. When he returned to his seat, he took to staring at his unelevated feet again.

‘There’s no chance then that I could—’

‘It’s staying in the bin, Peter.’

‘Right. Right you are.’

Almost as soon as Fargo started, Mary realised she had made a mistake in choosing it. Not because it was disappointing in itself (it wasn’t), but because its characters had funny accents.

‘Where’s this set again?’ Peter asked.

‘Minnesota,’ she told him, making a conscious effort to sound pleasant.

‘Mad accent, isn’t it?’ he said, and she knew immediately that there’d be trouble. Sure enough, the film was only twenty minutes old before he started up.

‘Reaaalll good, yah?’ he chirped, apropos of nothing. ‘Reaaalll good there.’

It wasn’t a bad attempt at Minnesotan, she had to admit, considering there were broad Monaghan vowels to be overcome.

‘Peter?’

‘Yah?’

‘Are you going to do that voice the whole way through the movie, because if you are, I’m going to bed right now.’

She hoped that her threat would sound playful, casual. It came out mean. He made a small submissive noise and went quiet. But she knew he was still practising it in his head, honing it, filing it away for another occasion. She even caught his lips moving once or twice and had literally to bite her tongue, afraid that no matter how carefully she chose her words, her tone would choose itself.

Mary knew that when inexplicably stressed, some people tried to jimmy the back door to good humour by doing something they called ‘thinking pleasant thoughts’. As far as she could tell, this usually involved protracted meditation on sunshine and puppies and the like. When she felt her own mental temperature rise and didn’t know why, however, Mary would always think deliberately unpleasant thoughts. She’d hike back through the recent past and poke the uglier memories with a stick, hoping one would squeal. Once the offending incident was discovered, she figured, she’d be free. And it usually worked. She would sit at the kitchen table or behind the counter in the shop, close her eyes, and after a while she would have her answer. She’d realise that her day-long annoyance had stemmed from dealing with a particularly rude customer or from forgetting to pick up her dry-cleaning. Thus, the mystery solved, she could congratulate herself on her positive approach to life and refusal to be a hostage to little things. The fog would lift and she’d be back to her usual self.

This time, however, the strategy was failing her. In truth, she hadn’t had an unusually bad day at work. It had been quite good, in fact. Some kids had been in, asking about Radiohead tickets. Mary had not only been able to give them details about the concert and the support acts, she’d also told them the name of the new album, which wasn’t even coming out until September. She’d read all about it on the Internet. They were impressed. She could tell. After work, she’d walked home in good spirits and heartily enjoyed the leftover chilli she heated up for herself on arrival. The TV news had been no more depressing than usual, reporting perfectly normal levels of murder, robbery, child-abuse, road death and corruption. She had a bowl of mint-choc ice cream in front of it, and then did the newspaper crossword in good, perhaps even record time. Sitting there, waiting for Peter to come back from his bi-annual run, she distinctly remembered feeling quite contented. What the hell had gone wrong? Whatever it was, she shouldn’t be taking it out on him.

‘Peter?’ she said quietly.

He made a small grunt of response, never shifting his gaze from the screen. Typical, she thought. He tries to talk me out of a film and then gets lost in it himself.

‘I’m really sorry,’ she said in the most serious voice she could muster.

He turned to face her. ‘What for?’

‘You know. I’ve been a bitch all night.’

He nodded. ‘So long as you’re OK.’

‘I’ll be fine, really. I don’t know what’s been bugging me.’

‘You know, if I find anything bugging my Mary, I’ll take it outside and kick its hole in.’

This was supposed to be chivalry. She tried to feel grateful. He was doing his best. And she was glad to have said something. Always apologise when you’re wrong, her mother taught her early on. It was the best advice she’d ever heard.

‘I can usually work it out,’ she said. ‘You know? If some wee thing has been playing on my mind, I can usually work out what it is and … cure myself. But not today. Not several times lately, in fact. I feel funny about it. It’s like I’ve got a stone in my shoe, or something. An uncomfortable feeling … it’s not like me.’

She let her voice trail away, wary of lapsing into Californian psycho-speak, and looked to her husband for a response.

He seemed to mull it over for a moment. She waited. And waited. Then he shrugged dismissively, groped around for the remote and rewound the tape back to where it had been when she started to apologise.
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‘I’m a big Star Wars fan,’ said the orange-coloured man with the spiky hair, ‘and my favourite character is Han Solo, because he’s a cool hero … like myself. Which Star Wars character do you identify with and why? This is for number two.’

The blonde in the yellow mini-dress peered out from beneath her stringy fringe and smiled. ‘Well, Darren,’ she said, ‘I think that would have to be Darth Vader.’

Darren pulled a face. ‘Why?’

‘Because I look great in black leather and I’ll take any excuse to breathe heavily.’

The studio audience responded with applause and whistles. Alone in his murky sitting room, Finbarr Grealey shook his head sadly and felt around the sofa for his bag of Murray Mints.

‘Hoor,’ he mumbled, popping a sweet into his wrinkled maw. The problem with this sort of bird, Finbarr reckoned, was that they were always trying to get discovered. Probably sings or acts or something. A vigilant producer, a phone call, next thing you know it’s on Top of the Pops, miming its little heart out.

‘A tough choice,’ Darren said, feigning concern, ‘but I think it’ll have to be number one.’

Finbarr grimaced and squirmed. ‘Gobshite! Number one?’

He sucked his sweet in disbelief as numbers two and three bade their farewell.

‘Yeah, go on, fuck off. Back to the sunbeds and pulling off sales reps at the weekend. Better luck next time.’

Number one was the bit of posh they sometimes snuck in among the beauticians and aerobics instructors. Legal secretary, or so she said. Miranda. Not bad, he supposed. Might look good in jodhpurs, something appropriate like that. He made a mental note to watch next week, to see how they got along on their date. Not that he couldn’t have guessed. Your man was getting nothing off that one. Not a prayer. Tight as a snake’s arse. You only had to look at her. Still, he seemed fairly pleased with himself when the dividing screen went back. He stared openly at Miranda’s chest for a full second and then put his hand on her ass. Finbarr was surprised to note that she didn’t remove it. Hmmm. Perhaps there was some hope for spiky after all. Then again, he mused, maybe that was how young people said hello these days – by putting their hands on each other’s asses. Maybe that was how they’d always done it. Finbarr had long since given up on the assumption that things didn’t happen just because they didn’t happen to him.

Date-choosing time then. Miranda plucked at an envelope and swished it open.

Finbarr crossed his fingers. ‘Horse-riding! Horse-riding!’ he pleaded.

‘Hey, cool!’ Miranda gushed. ‘A fly-fishing weekend!’

Finbarr groaned and hit the power button on the remote. He glanced up at the clock.

Pub time.

Finbarr tried decorating once. Some time in the late seventies, it was. He’d been solemnly making a corned beef sandwich in the kitchen, at one with the universe, when he had a sudden, overpowering urge to get rid of the wallpaper. He wasn’t sure what he wanted as a replacement, he just knew that the incumbent must go. Immediately. It was a curious sensation, and not an entirely pleasant one. He put it down to constipation at first – Finbarr was cursed with sullen, moody bowels – and drank several glasses of Andrew’s before he realised that it was the real thing. The urge to purge lasted long enough for him to strip approximately two-thirds of the poky kitchen’s grey and brown diamond-patterned wallpaper. He stopped very suddenly, in mid-scrape in fact, and stared dumbly at the bread knife he was using on the wall. What for? he asked himself. Why? Who’s going to see it? He downed tool right there, leaving a ribbon of half-stripped wallpaper hanging loose. Then he spent an uncomfortable half-hour on the toilet, vowing to be more cautious about sudden brainwaves in future.

And so, décor-wise, the house stayed almost exactly as it had been in 1972, the year when his parents bookended the summer with their respective deaths, leaving him home alone for the first time. The bathroom, in particular, suffered greatly from neglect and with its various drips and slime patches now provided a reasonable facsimile of a cave. Although Finbarr had long since ceased to notice much less care about the house-wide gloom, he couldn’t fail to notice the lack of space. He was cruelly reminded every time he tried to enter his armpit of a bedroom, for example, when the door struck the end of the bed before it was even halfway open. It did so now, forcing him to gain access, as usual, by swinging his left leg round first, then following through with the rest of his quivering frame.

‘Jesus,’ he gasped as his groin squeezed past the bulbous doorknob. ‘Me bollocks.’

He could have moved into his parents’ room, of course, which was marginally bigger. But he didn’t like to go in there. It gave him the screaming willies.

Finbarr’s bed was narrow and quite short but it took up most of his room. At the headboard end, it was flanked on one side by a chair and on the other by a bedside locker. A wardrobe, dark and solid, stood at the foot of the bed looking not unlike the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey (a movie that Finbarr counted among his very favourites, along with Chitty Chitty Bang Bang, The Poseidon Adventure and Bullitt). Its doors, like the main door, met opposition from the bed before they were fully open. This meant that he had to perch on his knees at the end of the mattress when he wanted to get at his clothes. There wasn’t enough room to stand between bed and wardrobe.

Despite the It’s-A-Knockout nature of the task, Finbarr managed to pluck a clean pair of trousers – cleaner, anyway – from the wardrobe and wriggle into them with relative ease. Speed was of the essence here, he knew all too well. More than once, he’d hesitated over a clothes decision and found his knees locked when he tried to move.
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Umberto did the trip from his house to Peter and Mary’s in under twenty minutes that night, which was good going. But then his walking speed had always been directly proportional to his level of annoyance. It rarely took more than half an hour. Curiously, he had recently noticed that he didn’t actually need to reach his destination for his mood to improve dramatically. It wasn’t that it was a particularly pleasant walk – far from it. He always avoided going through town by cutting across some fields, but they weren’t of the rolling, pretty variety. They were just big flat green squares with some cows and some cowshit in them. No, it seemed that the journey itself was therapy enough. The simple knowledge that he was leaving his parents behind and could look forward to mindless but entertaining chatter, some of it about sitcoms and computer games, was sufficient.

So it proved again. As he climbed over the final fence into the back of the estate where Peter and Mary lived, Umberto had already cheered up considerably. He was not the same Umberto who had slammed the back door of The Cottage in such violent disgust that a small Paul Klee print had fallen off a nearby wall (causing his mother to shriek so passionately that he heard her from halfway down the lane). Nevertheless, he felt the usual shiver of relief that he was only visiting and didn’t actually live in the estate himself. Brookemore Lawns, as it was called, went up in the early nineties and was typical of its kind. The houses were airy and bright, if a little on the compact side. Each had a small garden at the back and a garage, which nobody seemed to use. This was the sort of home people were practically killing each other for, all over the country. It looked like Legoland to Umberto. Or like something you’d find in a rich communist state, if such a thing could be imagined. Every house the same, with the same year-old motors and the same plastic kids’ toys littered around outside. As he climbed over the fence into Peter and Mary’s back garden, he couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone inside was watching state television, where The Leader was calmly assuring them that all was well.

When Mary answered the knock on the back door, both she and Umberto jumped a little in shock.

‘You’ve been crying,’ Umberto said after a pause. ‘Your make-up is all over the place.’

‘So have you,’ she replied. ‘And I shouldn’t be able to tell.’

Umberto declined Mary’s offer of tea or coffee – he claimed to have read disturbing reports about the effects of caffeine on male fertility. She pointed out that fertility shouldn’t really be a major concern for a fourteen-year-old.

‘I’m thinking long-term, Aunt Mary.’

‘Well good for you, Nephew Umberto.’

They smiled as they took their seats at the kitchen table. He was given to calling her Aunt Mary as a gentle chastisement, usually reserved for those rare occasions when she spoke to him as a ‘grown-up’. He knew it made her feel frumpy and old-fashioned. She preferred plain Mary.

‘I’ve got decaf, you know.’

‘Mary, please. Decaf! You either drink coffee or you don’t.’

‘Well, I like it. Although I suddenly can’t remember why. Anyway. Go on. Shoot. What’s the problem this time?’

‘Ah, never mind me. I’m fine now. What’s up with you?’

‘Umberto, let me at least pretend to be the responsible adult here. You first. Start with the easy bit. Why, for the love of Christ, are you wearing make-up?’

He shrugged, but said nothing. Mary chewed her lip in thought for a moment.

‘If you’re going to get glammed up,’ she said, ‘at least come over here and let me do it properly for you. You haven’t even accentuated your bee-stung lips, dear.’

He stared at the table.

‘No point in asking your mother to help, is there? Sure what does that one know about applying make-up?’

He tutted.

‘Nothing, that’s what,’ she went on. ‘But I’m sure she could tell you all about its use as a tool to keep women in their place.’

Umberto cracked, a faint smile appearing very slowly on his pale face.

‘Parent problems, so. You might as well tell me, Umberto. I can always ring Valerie and get it out of her.’

‘Huh. You could try.’

‘But …?’

‘But she wouldn’t be able to shed any light. As far as she’s concerned, I was acting like a mopey teenager all through dinner and then stormed out for no good reason. Oh, and I slammed the door, also for no good reason.’

‘This doesn’t explain the make-up.’

‘The reason I was acting like a mopey teenager in the first place is that they failed to notice the fact that I was wearing make-up.’

‘And you were wearing make-up …?’

‘To see if they’d notice.’

‘Ah.’

‘Yeah. Ah. And before you say anything, I am fully aware that this is a classic cry for attention, so don’t even start that shit with me.’

‘Language, Umberto.’

‘Words are mere symbols and cannot harm us in themselves,’ he told her in flat response. ‘What? What are you looking at me like that for?’

‘Nothing. It’s just that I sometimes forget that talking to you is not like talking to kids in the shop. It’s like, I dunno … finding a scalpel in your spoon drawer.’

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘You should. And as for the make-up, well, at least you’re not telling me you’re gay or something.’

Umberto recoiled. ‘Since when does wearing make-up make you gay? And what’s wrong with being gay, anyway? Don’t go all small-town on me, Mary.’

Mary slapped the table, causing him to leap in his chair. ‘Don’t you ever dare to call me “small-town”,’ she said.

Umberto brushed some fringe away from his eyes, shocked, and took a second to respond. It was the first time, ever, that Mary had even slightly raised her voice to him. Jesus … she even looked different, suddenly. Older, somehow.

‘Well … I’m very sorry.’

She waved him away and then rubbed her temples. ‘Forget it … I’m sorry I snapped at you. These days, I don’t know what’s … never mind, just ignore me. And there’s nothing wrong with being gay. I was only thinking of the problems it might cause for you. Look at the slagging Camp David gets. And everyone knows he’s not even actually gay. He’s married, for Christ’s sake.’

‘OK, OK.’

‘OK. So what, you sat there like Barbara Cartland through the whole dinner and they didn’t bat an eyelid?’

‘Dad looked at me weird a couple of times. I think he could tell that something was different but the penny didn’t drop. They were too busy arguing anyway.’

He saw that Mary was surprised and knew why. His parents never fell out. Ever. It was common knowledge.

‘They’re fighting?’

‘Cat and dog.’

‘Oh? About what?’

‘You don’t want to know.’

She stared at the table. ‘Not money, surely? I can’t imag—’

‘No, not money.’

‘What then? Are they fighting over the remote control? Who washes the car? What?’

‘Wave/particle duality,’ Umberto said miserably.

Mary blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You know. The nature of light. Sometimes it acts like a particle and sometimes it acts like a wave.’

Mary blinked again.

‘Double slit experiment? Interference patterns?’ Umberto ventured.

She shook her head.

‘Not a popular science buff then,’ he concluded. ‘Well, good. Our house is full of those damn books and it doesn’t promote peace and harmony, let me tell you.’

‘No. I suppose not.’

‘Mom said that light is made of particles that sometimes act like a wave, and Dad said it’s a wave that sometimes acts like it’s particles.’

‘Oh that wave/particle duality …’

‘He said she didn’t know the first thing about physics and started laughing about some conversation they’d had about dark matter. She said something really stupid that day, apparently. Then she got mad at him for bringing the dark matter thing up, and then he said … well, you get the idea.’

Mary nodded that she did.

‘I just wish they’d … be a bit less … you know … not so …’

She smiled sympathetically and patted the back of his hand. ‘Yeah. I know.’

‘Anyway. I’m all right now,’ he said. ‘So. What’s up with you? And where’s Peter?’

Mary glanced away very briefly. ‘He’s gone out somewhere, the pub probably. And never you mind what’s wrong with me.’

Umberto nodded. He’d spotted the glance, and was well versed in the black art of glance interpretation. ‘Would I be very wide of the mark,’ he said, ‘to assume that your recent tears and the suspicious absence of himself are in some way connected?’

Mary tapped the side of her nose. ‘Grown-ups’ business,’ she told him.

Umberto noted a second sideways glance and let the subject drop.
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Peter hadn’t gone to the pub. He had gone to the pubs. McLaverty’s first, because – and here he displayed something of the practical engineer in him – it was the first one he came across as he stomped furiously into town.

McLaverty’s was one of the oldest pubs in Drumshanagh, dating from the turn of the nineteenth century. It was not a regular destination for Peter, who firmly believed that some of the original customers still drank there. Tiny old men in ancient black suits who took three days to drink a pint of Guinness and still argued in the present tense about Home Rule. This visit was only his second ever, the first having been on Camp David’s twenty-sixth birthday. They did the whole town that night, but only lasted ten minutes in McLaverty’s. Nearly everyone in town knew David Sheridan, and the crowd of well-wishers (and piss-takers) grew at every pub they visited. Until McLaverty’s, that is, where the regulars regarded the whooping and cheering party with lupine stares. Even the barman looked scornful, and he was in his early twenties. They had one drink and filed out in silence, only to start whooping and cheering again as soon as they hit fresh air.

This second visit lasted about ninety seconds. All Peter wanted was peace and quiet to have a drink and think it through. McLaverty’s was perfect, he assumed. He was sure that no one would bother him there. But as soon as he parked himself at the bar, he got talking – listening, rather – to an old man who was smoking foul-smelling roll-ups. The brief conversation centred on Peter’s considerable height and the practical applications of same.

‘Jazez, you’re an awful length,’ the old man gasped as Peter’s drink arrived. ‘You must be seven foot if you’re a day.’

Peter might have found his companion perfectly agreeable on another night – a night when his wife hadn’t more or less kicked him out.

‘Six four,’ he mumbled before taking a swig.

‘It must be a powerful thing,’ the old man went on. ‘For seeing at the football and the like of that there.’

More or less? Who was he kidding? She’d pointed at the door and told him to get out of her sight.

‘It’s all right,’ Peter said.

‘I’m only wee meself, and it’s no good. No good at all.’

Peter swallowed his drink and slipped off his stool. ‘Give me a shout if you ever need anything off a shelf,’ he said, and left.

Funnily enough, he was marginally more clear-headed with a drink under his belt. He marched up the street from McLaverty’s, still fuming, and thought more seriously about which pub he should favour. Not one of his regulars, certainly not McShane’s. So where? O’Brien’s was too noisy. McNally’s was too cramped. Daly’s stank. The Still was full of provos. Hmmm. What about the Dead Leg? It wasn’t a bad spot, really, but unpopular among Peter’s crowd. Better yet, some middle-aged passer-through from Armagh had choked to death on what was assumed to be his own vomit in a toilet cubicle the previous summer and wasn’t found for twenty-four hours. So it was clearly the sort of place where punters kept to themselves.

‘Jameson, please,’ Peter told the barman, glancing around nervously. Good. No overly familiar faces.

‘And how are things in the high-tech world?’ the barman said when he came back from the optic.

‘Fine,’ Peter said slowly.

‘You don’t remember me.’

Peter pocketed his change. ‘I … eh …’

‘You did the computers for me da – I was helping him out that day. In the garage. You and that other … funny fella.’

‘Oh, yeah, right. The Renault place.’

‘Aye.’

‘Everything all right with the machines?’

‘Wouldn’t have a clue. They must be, or you’d have heard from the oul’ man.’

Peter knew that this wasn’t necessarily true. He once bumped into a customer on the street, a woman who ran a lighting shop. She nervously revealed that the PC he’d installed the previous week had packed it in half an hour after he left. She’d been afraid to call him, because she was sure she’d done something to make it break. Actually, she had done something: she’d kicked the plug slightly out of its socket. Still, the point, as Peter saw it, was that people were funny about computers. The woman was so pleased that Peter a) ‘fixed’ it and b) didn’t laugh that she gave him a nice lamp to take home. Mary said she loved it and him. Huh.

‘Any problems, tell your da to gimme a shout.’

‘Right, so.’

‘Right.’

Peter turned and surveyed the room. The Dead Leg was a strange pub. It seemed to have been deliberately designed to appeal to no one in particular. There was no jukebox for the youth market. No TV for the sports fans. No mock antiques for whichever strange and unnamed section of society was supposed to find such things appealing. It wasn’t moodily dark. It wasn’t fashionably bright. It sported no romantic nooks. There were no weekly quizzes. No karaoke night. No pool table. Its seating was comfortable but anonymous: burgundy sofas, mainly, of the type usually found in hotel lobbies. The ‘atmosphere’, in Peter’s opinion, was elevator-like. And yet it always drew a reasonable crowd. People who just wanted to have a drink and a chat, with no frills.

That was him, tonight. Except for the chat part. He took a seat in the corner and tried to arrange his thoughts.

Peter’s father told him the fact of life not long after he turned fifteen. That was how the old man referred to it – in the singular. This was no red-faced, hand-rubbing explanation of the bio-mechanics involved in baby-making. (Peter had long since been thoroughly familiar with the technical details, on paper at least.) This was a father’s genuine attempt to address his son as an emerging adult who needed certain information if he was to survive in the field.

The discussion was occasioned by Peter’s arrival home from the Rugby Club junior disco a mere forty-five minutes after he’d left the house. He came through the back door like a bull, noisily gulping down tears in a manner that the worldly Mr Ford recognised instantly.

One week previously at the same event, Annette Boylan had surprised and initially terrified Peter by suddenly kissing him (with some violence) as they swayed uncertainly to ‘Holding Back the Years’. He had been quietly stunned when she assented to a slow dance in the first place and was so flabbergasted by this new development that his hands abandoned their hard-won purchase on her hips and shot straight out to his sides. For a brief moment, he looked like someone about to take off in flight. Which was how he felt, as it happened.

They didn’t exchange phone numbers or make plans of any sort, but she was, of course, going to be his wife. He smiled himself to sleep every night during the week, looking forward to technicolour dreams in which they walked hand in hand along the Seine, stopping periodically to clamp their mouths together with none of the awkwardness that had attended the event in real life.

He returned to the disco that Saturday night feeling none of his usual apprehension. He’d gone over the line and was untouchable. He’d been kissed, at last, and had kissed back. Life had nothing left to throw at him. He found Annette almost immediately. She was dancing with another boy. Their faces were mashed together. It wasn’t even a slow song. The boy had one hand planted in the small of her back while the other swept and patted the back of her head. His head rolled slightly on his shoulders and periodically withdrew, as though teasing. Technique, Peter said aloud as his stomach turned slowly over. When the kiss broke, Annette looked around, for approval perhaps. She caught Peter’s eye. And she waved, smiling.

Back at the house, his father made him a cup of tea while he sat shivering at the kitchen table. His mother was away visiting her sister in Donegal. It was just the men. That was something.

‘I’m going to tell you the fact of life,’ Peter’s father said when the tea had been drunk and relative calm restored. It was the first time Peter ever heard his dad deliberately swear.

‘Women,’ Mr Ford told his son, ‘are mad in the fucking head. Every last one of them. Try not to mind. Because when all’s said and done, they make this poxy life worth living.’

Peter was contemplating his dad’s advice over whiskey number five in the Dead Leg when he felt someone sit next to him. He was perched head in hands, with eyes shut tight, and didn’t turn around. He’d utterly failed to make any sense of the evening’s events, but at least he was getting drunk.

‘Women trouble,’ said a voice to his left. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

Peter made a sound that was neither confirmation nor denial.

‘God knows, you have to watch out for the women,’ the voice said wistfully.

Peter sighed. There was nothing for it. Conversation was inevitable. He reluctantly turned to face his companion. Your man, what was he called. Went into Mary’s shop a lot. ‘Oh, hello, eh …’

‘Finbarr. Paul, isn’t it?’

‘Peter,’ Peter said. ‘What makes you so sure it’s women trouble? Maybe my horse is still running. Maybe the car’s on the fritz and I’ve no money. Maybe—’

Finbarr cackled. ‘In my experience, most problems have a woman behind them somewhere. And sure look at the face you’re pulling.’

‘What face is that?’

Finbarr constricted his sharp features into a parody of misery, all twisted lips and heavy eyes.

Peter smiled a drunken smile, despite himself. ‘Fast Eddie,’ he mumbled.

‘You’re a what?’

‘You are. A Fast Eddie. A student of human moves.’

This seemed to delight Finbarr. He threw his shiny head back and howled, slapping his thigh. ‘Student of human moves!’ he said. ‘That’s me, all right. Top of the class!’

For want of a better reply, Peter opened his throat and poured the remains of his drink down it.

‘That wife of yours causing trouble, is she?’ Finbarr asked seriously when his laughter had evaporated.

Peter shrugged, but said nothing. He didn’t want to say anything that might be repeated back to Mary.

‘Something irrational, I’m sure,’ Finbarr went on. ‘No offence to the missus. You probably don’t even know what you did.’

Peter nodded, startled by this display of insight. ‘That’s about the size of it.’

‘Was there shouting?’

‘There was.’

‘Dirty looks?’

Peter see-sawed his hand in mid-air, warming up. ‘Little bit.’

Finbarr shook his head gravely. ‘Nothing for it so but to get plastered and laugh it all out,’ he said. Then he pointed a bony finger at Peter’s whiskey. ‘You’ll have another one of them fellas,’ he said and disappeared in the direction of the bar.

Peter had been all sorts of drunk in his time. He’d been tipsy. He’d been well-oiled. He’d been plastered. He’d made a few stabs at pickled and had dipped his toe in tanked. But he knew his limit. He was usually able to stop well short of the rubbery condition he thought of as simply fucked. That night in the Dead Leg, however, he watched in foggy wonder as his limit approached, passed, and fell away behind him.

After their first few drinks together, he discounted the possibility that Finbarr might squeal to Mary. It wasn’t as if they were good friends, after all. He was just another customer, albeit a regular one. What’s more, he seemed genuinely interested in Peter’s difficulties and, surprisingly, had some interesting things to say on the subject of women.

‘Birds,’ Finbarr opined sadly at one point, ‘are birds of a different feather. Not the same as you or me.’

Peter could only mutter his agreement. The point was beyond dispute, even if the word ‘birds’ sounded strange coming from a man who would never see sixty again. Now that he thought about it, no one said ‘birds’, not in Drumshanagh. He must have picked it up from TV.

‘They don’t know what they want,’ Finbarr said a while later. ‘They only know it’s not what they’ve got now.’

More nodding from Peter who by now could feel his hard-luck story starting to crawl up his throat.

‘It’s like the old saying goes,’ Finbarr eventually sighed. ‘“Why can’t a woman be more like a man?”’

Peter drained his tenth whiskey at that point. Here’s a man who knows what’s what, he thought. An old hand. The voice of wisdom. A sagely spirit, sent to steer me right. Why be coy when help could be at hand? So he took the plunge and told his sorry tale.

Finbarr listened with pie-eyed attentiveness, nodding and grimacing as the details demanded. He shook his head dolefully when the story had ended.

‘So she just started roaring?’

‘Yes.’

‘No warning?’

‘No.’

Finbarr tapped his chin, considering. ‘One minute she’s apologising for the bad humour, as well she might, and the next …’

‘“Get out of my sight.” Her exact words were “Get out of my sight.” She wouldn’t talk, wouldn’t explain, nothing. Just “Get out.”’

‘Christ. Oh, there’s more to this one than meets the eye. I’ll tell you that for nothing.’

Peter grew alarmed. ‘You think so?’

Finbarr nodded firmly. ‘No doubt about it. It’s irrational behaviour, even by the standards of women. Mark my words, there’s a bee in the bonnet.’

‘Bee,’ Peter echoed dumbly. His head was beginning to pound.

Finbarr folded his legs. ‘Now what could it be, the bee? I don’t want to pry into your personal—’

‘Pry away,’ Peter said. He was well past being circumspect.

‘Well, let’s see now. What do you do for a crust?’

‘Computers.’

‘Good man. Sure it’s all computers now. And she has the record shop.’

‘Correct.’

‘So the problem’s hardly … well, I’m being very nosy now, but it’s hardly money, is it?’

Peter answered immediately. ‘Definitely not. We’re OK on that score.’

‘Nice car? House?’

‘Fiesta. Brookemore Lawns.’

Finbarr raised his glass. ‘Good for you.’

Peter did likewise. They clinked.

‘And there’s no question of … ah, what am I on about, it’s none of my business.’

Peter groaned. ‘Go on, say it, man.’

‘Well. You haven’t been … straying, have you? Sideways glances, even?’

‘No! Absolutely not. Are you joking me? I’m lucky to have her, and I know it.’

Finbarr smiled, displaying uneven dentistry. ‘I’m glad to hear it. Nothing worse than a man who doesn’t know when he’s well off.’

‘That’s not me. No way. I count my blessings. I certainly do.’

Finbarr raised his glass in salute a second time. They clinked again.

‘She’s a fine girl. Even in the shop there, you’d know to look at her. Lovely manners. She’d always have a hello for you, and a smile, not like some of them in the town. Most of them, actually. If not all …’

Peter sighed that this was certainly so. ‘The thing is, we never fall out, not properly. I mean, we have our rows … But she’s been odd, lately. Not herself.’

‘I’m stuck, so,’ Finbarr concluded. ‘It’s a mystery. Chalk another mystery up for the birds.’

They fell silent and Peter became suddenly aware of the appalling condition he was in. He put weight on his legs experimentally and found them watery. Looking around the room, he was alarmed to find that his vision wasn’t what it could be either.

‘I think I better head for the hills,’ he said, uncertainly.

Finbarr swirled the remainder of his drink around and downed it. ‘Closing time anyway,’ he noted.

They rose slowly to their feet and started to shuffle towards the door. Being vertical again was something of a shock to the system and Peter found simple locomotion quite challenging. It seemed to take an age for them to reach the street, where the sudden blast of fresh air was like one more unwelcome whiskey. At least one.

‘I’m not well,’ Peter managed to say, putting his right arm into the left sleeve of his jacket.

‘You’ll be all right,’ Finbarr replied, rocking back slightly on his heels. ‘Get a coffee or two in you when you get home.’

Peter frowned hard. ‘If she hasn’t changed the locks.’

Finbarr tilted his head in sympathy and gave Peter a friendly slap on the shoulder. But he timed it badly; Peter was still grappling with his jacket and his weight was off-centre. He wound up, very quickly, on his ass.

‘Sorry! Sorry!’ Finbarr said, helping him up and dusting him off.

‘It’s fine, I’m all right,’ Peter assured him. ‘I think I should just go. It’s not my night.’

Finbarr took a step back and saluted. ‘Right you are. Take it easy on the way, now.’

They nodded at each other and went their separate ways. Peter had only gone a few steps before he heard Finbarr calling his name. He turned and lurched back down the street.

‘Now I really am going over the line,’ Finbarr slurred.

Peter shook his head. ‘Go on.’
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