
[image: Cover: Frida Slattery As Herself, by Ana Kinsella. ‘Consuming, addictive’ Francesca Reece. ‘Gorgeous, immersive’ Roisin O’donnell.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Frida Slattery As Herself, by Ana Kinsella. Scribner. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]






One of two things happened each time Frida Slattery was waiting in the wings, about to step on stage. Sometimes she was consumed by it all: the role, the costume, the lights. The audience there in the dark, expectant. Her lines. Her make-up. Her character. Eaten up by it and disgorged, a new person, not Frida but Hedda or Juliet or, at the forefront of her memory, Maria in The Sound of Music, as she had been when she was still in school. This was the thing that usually happened. It was the thing that she loved most.

But sometimes it didn’t go her way. Instead Frida remained obstinately herself – just Frida Slattery, refusing to undergo any meaningful dramatic change. As if some valve hadn’t managed to open. Just an actress, on this occasion nineteen years old, wearing a long silver gown, standing on a staircase at the back of the stage, waiting in silence. Visible to the audience, though only barely. Frida was supposed to be a ghostly presence, one who hovered on the stairs while the play’s two main characters, a man and a woman, moved around a rudimentary set made to look like a living room: a faded green sofa and matching armchair, a tasselled yellow lampshade, a painting of a whitewashed farmhouse on the wall.

An hour earlier Frida had been at home in the flat she shared with her friend Catherine in Rathmines, having finished a quick dinner of beans on toast with grated cheese and showered at breakneck speed, shaving her underarms and legs in record time, then looking for her leather jacket, her bike helmet, her keys, imagining that very soon she would stop being herself and start being the ghostly presence she had been cast as.

She cycled back into the city centre in the dark, a little rain dampening her curly hair en route. It took hours for Frida to get her hair right for this role. It seemed to take Frida hours to do anything – a personality defect that Catherine and the other student actresses she’d become friends with didn’t have. That was just the kind of person she was, Frida thought. She and the other girls went for the same roles in these student productions and it was stupid, wasn’t it, for Frida Slattery to think that this was going somewhere, that this was anything other than passing time. She was studying history of art and geography because she hadn’t been accepted onto the acting degree. She was the ghostly presence and not the female lead because Catherine had gotten the female lead. Tonight Frida’s role was to stand very still at the back of the scene, while the couple in front of her argued and laughed and cried.

She was trying to follow the play’s dialogue passively. It was easy to zone out and end up surprised by the arrival of your own cue. But when her only job was to remain still, her thoughts inevitably started to wander. Her mind went to failure, to the myriad problems she knew existed within her, rattling around like ball bearings that had scattered into every nook and cranny of her. If she was a better actor, she would have been given the lead. If she looked like Catherine – tall and imposing, not short and mousy, pale and unfit – she would be speaking now, downstage instead of half-visible in the shadows here. If she had gotten into the acting course and not merely the cop-out arts degree she’d settled for after failing the auditions in her final year of school. If she was different somehow, took all of this more seriously. Acted like an actress. If she wasn’t so worried about everything, about time running out, about what people thought of her, about all the other girls.

She was living with Catherine mostly because the two were inseparable but also because Catherine was rich and her uncle rented the flat to them cheaply. Before this Frida had lived at home, in the small terraced house she’d grown up in with her mother and older sister, Edel. Growing up, the atmosphere there had been thick with the miasma of Edel’s anger and arguments with her mother. God, Frida needed to focus. She was not back in that terraced house. She was standing half in shadow at the back of a pub theatre, waiting for her cue. She was wearing the silver dress that was supposed to represent ghostliness, in a glamorous sort of way. She had dressed in the tiny storage room half an hour earlier and now she was sweating, heart racing. And for what? A monologue in another student play. Why had she chosen this life for herself?

All of these were quotidian problems, she thought, starting to feel the warmth of the stage lights. Rivalries with friends, the longing she had for better roles, for some kind of stardom or success: Frida wanted a better class of anxiety for herself, but this was what she was stuck with.

Downstage, Catherine turned to look at Frida. The black silk robe hanging on her graceful shoulders, like a life model. Expectation all over her friend’s face. The room was silent, and Frida could feel it, the way the audience was waiting for something. Their attention stretched tight as a drum. Something had gone wrong, Frida thought. Maybe backstage, or a technical fault. Someone had made a mistake somewhere.

One hand still resting on the banister, Frida stood still as ever. She stared straight back at Catherine. Then the male lead turned to look at where Frida stood on the stairs and made a concerned face at her.

It’s me, Frida realised at once. I have made a mistake. Oh, God. The room’s attention was straining. She heard a man at the back release a little nervous chuckle, and then, as Catherine and her counterpart stared with alarm, Frida stepped down the staircase and began, belatedly, the ghost’s monologue.



On an upholstered stool near the Liffey side of the small room above the pub sat a man named John Reddan, his back leaning against the wall. The play was far too long, he thought, swilling the warm ends of his cider around the pint glass before setting it onto the ground beside him. And the actors, he thought. Even for students, they were amateurs.

His was a professional interest. Having recently had his first play at a real theatre, and not long graduated from university himself, John was a director now. He was looking for new actors to work with. For him, there was nothing remarkable about this particular production. Years later, it did not stand out in his memory; in fact it took comparing diaries and old ticket stubs for Frida and John to realise they’d been in the same room at the same time. Even then, it was as if John’s memory had been wiped of this evening. This bothered Frida. She wanted confirmation that what they shared had been predetermined, that John had been able to recognise something in her even before they’d ever met each other. Of course, the ghostly presence who missed her cue! she wanted John to say, slapping his forehead. How could I forget?

But it wasn’t like that. Instead John just shrugged. I saw a lot of plays back then, he said. I spent all my evenings in little theatres like that one. In fairness, Frida – the adult Frida, the real Frida – couldn’t really remember it either, other than as part of the long, blurred procession of acting jobs she’d had from aged twelve, when she first attended an after-school drama class, until she was introduced to John Reddan in Kehoe’s eleven years later.






1. Overture, 2005




You’re down on your luck. This was what Frida Slattery’s mother said every time they met in the year Frida graduated from college. This was Una’s way of saying, This acting thing, this dream of yours, it might not be working for you. In the twelve months since entering the workforce, Frida had had two acting jobs: the lounge girl in the background of a soap opera (two days’ shooting, standard Equity rates, no lines) and the Wicked Witch in a community-theatre production loosely based on The Wizard of Oz (many lines but no pay). To stay afloat, she picked up temp shifts editing entertainment listings for a local newspaper. Any free time Frida had on top of that was spent despairing. Could she not go full-time at the paper, her mother wanted to know. Or get a good job teaching secondary school, like her sister. Would Frida not consider something like that? Wasn’t that what an arts degree was for?

The truth was that Frida was addicted. Every time she came off stage she felt like a prizefighter. The curtain fell in the community theatre and there she was rolling her neck, bobbing on her feet, flexing her prosthetic, wicked-witch fingers. Like she had been through eight rounds in the ring. Jab, bam, punch. Pow. She didn’t know anything about boxing but she knew this feeling. Whatever role she had just played, whether she’d missed a line or soared through the performance, it was always the same thing. A bodily rush that she knew she couldn’t control and wouldn’t want to, anyway.

It had been this way since Frida was twelve, in the Thursday-afternoon drama class that took place in the airless community hall near her primary school. Had she ever expressed a desire to join this class? Her mother had signed Frida up to get her out of the house, because Edel, who was in secondary school, was at hockey then and it made sense to schedule both girls’ activities to allow for one pick-up.

At first Frida thought the post-performance feeling would go away with practice. Even as a child she understood that things were scarier the first time you did them, that after a while they became easier. But acting wasn’t scary. She loved when it was her turn to get up in front of the class, paired up with another child, running through a scene printed off and distributed by the teacher. Over time she came to think of the adrenaline that followed as a sign she was doing something right. It didn’t go away, but it did become routine.

Frida had graduated from university and her days of being remarkable were long behind her. She knew she was one of so many young women like her; she could see this for herself at every audition she went to. Her CV was lacking in comparison to the other actors around her. Years of this had earned her barely more than a list of credits in student productions. At university she had done as many plays as she possibly could and now, in the sprawling open space of adulthood, she chased whatever work she could get her hands on. Dressing up as Jane Eyre for a group of secondary-school students. A music video for a friend’s band, something nobody would ever see. The idea that she might still come off stage and have all that magic coursing through her – well, it was beginning to seem a little silly.

Frida wanted something else to happen.

The wanting was almost frightening to her in its magnitude, its depth. It coloured everything from the moment she woke up in her dingy bedsit until she fell asleep after a late shift on the paper. The wanting was about the capacity for transformation, and it made anything Frida already had seem wan and frail.

She talked about the wanting to everyone. She was engaging with what Edel called the law of attraction. Invite this something else into your life. Make space for it and it will arrive.

So Frida was in the pub telling Catherine, her old flatmate, about it. Catherine had stopped acting after they graduated, and Frida was grateful they no longer needed to compete. They’d both moved out of the flat on Grosvenor Road and Frida saw her friend was growing up. Catherine now worked as a writer for a TV soap and was buying a flat of her own with a generous mortgage. She owned an espresso machine and Frida lived in a bedsit. College felt like a long time ago. When Frida opened her mouth to explain, the words that came out sounded almost too pathetic to mean anything.

‘I just want something to happen.’

Catherine nodded, brow furrowed, looking at Frida with a familiar concern. It was the same look she’d given Frida so many times throughout college, whenever Frida needed a dig-out, a lend of cash or a lift somewhere. It was painful for Frida to be on the end of this look. It felt like Catherine was scanning Frida’s face in search of cracks in the edifice that might see the whole thing crumble and give way.

‘I know what you should do,’ Catherine said at last, taking out her diary. ‘You should meet this guy I know called John Reddan.’



John Reddan was five years older than Frida and to Frida, at twenty-three, these years were crucial. John Reddan had had five more years to prove himself, to get established, to find out who he was and what kind of work he wanted to create. John Reddan had used those five years, Frida learned, to make plays. She realised that she had even seen one of them, at the Fringe festival. Reddan had reimagined Julius Caesar on a stage covered in dirt in which the cast walked back and forth, never looking at each other while speaking, stopping only between lines, not touching but simply miming their required actions. Brutus stabbing the air in the back. Frida had liked watching this production, thought it almost funny in its irony, shot through with anxiety though it was. But it was evident that not all of the audience agreed with her. The couple beside her booed at the curtain call. They did it with gusto, smiling at each other with contentment.

Reading reviews in old magazines before they met, Frida learned that opinion seemed to be divided on Reddan’s work. Half the critics considered him pretentious, messy, his work banal in its attempts to shock. The other half considered it to be emotionally raw and honest in its examination of the anxieties of the era. John Reddan was quoted in one review she found, saying it was the actors that interested him most in any production. The muck, the choreography, the staging, was all set dressing. It was the actors and whether or not they could be truthful about who they were and why that was most important.



Frida was to meet John in Kehoe’s on Anne Street South. Catherine had said he was always there, aim for 3 p.m. and you’ll find him in the back room reading, nursing a pint. He knows you’re coming. When Frida arrived just after 3 p.m. there was only one person in the back room; he was tall, rangy, putting on his black woollen coat with his back to her.

‘John?’ she called, and the man turned around.

‘Aha,’ he said. ‘I was thinking you weren’t going to show up.’ He sat down again.

‘Sorry. I didn’t know I was late. Can I buy you a pint?’

‘You’re grand.’

His eyes flickered over her as she took a seat on the stool opposite. John Reddan had a prominent brow, aquiline nose, and a shock of brown hair that stuck up like a cartoon character’s. He sat with one hand splayed on his knee; his limbs were unusually spindly, and overall he had the look of a marionette at rest. There was a strangeness about him that made Frida want to keep looking.

‘Thanks for meeting me,’ she said.

‘Catherine tells me you’re an actor.’

‘Yeah. Or, I don’t know. I haven’t got much work lately and the stuff I have got, it’s all crap work.’

‘Crap work.’

‘You know what I mean. Tiny roles, no lines, something where they just need a young woman on stage for a few minutes. It’s difficult, you know.’

‘Yeah. It’s supposed to be difficult.’

Frida blinked. ‘What?’

‘If it wasn’t difficult,’ he said, his tone verging on hostile, ‘what would be the point?’

Startled, Frida wondered if there was a correct answer to his question.

‘Well, maybe it could be easier,’ she said lamely.

John’s face broke into an uneasy grin. ‘I need to run an errand. Will you come with me?’



Outside it had started to rain and Frida took a small, cheap umbrella from her handbag. John strode ahead towards Trinity, nonplussed by the shower.

‘I saw your Julius Caesar a couple of years ago,’ she said, trying to keep up. ‘It was excellent.’

‘Thank you.’

‘The people beside me booed at the end. Did you get a lot of that?’

‘Did I, or do I?’

‘Either, I suppose.’

John glanced back at her over his shoulder and she noticed that his eyes were a very light green, almost golden.

‘Yeah, there’s booing sometimes,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t bother me.’

‘What are you working on now?’

‘Something they might hate even more.’

‘Are there any roles for women in their early twenties?’

They came to the traffic lights at College Green and she watched John press the button over and over.

‘Is that how you think of yourself, Frida? As nothing more than “a woman in her early twenties?” ’ With his free hand he made air quotes around the tail end of his sentence.

There was a stab of panic in Frida’s chest, like she’d lost her footing on a rocky path.

‘I just—’

‘I’m joking with you,’ he said in monotone. ‘I think you should think more of yourself.’

Frida’s cheeks flushed. The pedestrian light turned green and John was off again, tearing down the wet road towards the river.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked breathlessly, one step behind him.

‘I’ve to collect something.’

Across the river they passed the Abbey Theatre, then took a turn down a lane Frida didn’t know.

‘Why is work so difficult for you right now?’ he asked, without looking at her.

‘A lack of good roles,’ she replied automatically.

‘Yes. Sure. That’s always the problem. But other than that, what has changed for you, Frida? You personally, I mean.’

Frida thought for a second. ‘I used to know why I did this. I used to like the adrenaline it gave me, being on stage, being someone else. I think I was addicted to it. Acting felt so strange, so unlike anything else. But I’m not sure anymore. Now I feel like there’s no magic to it. And if there’s no magic, there’s no point.’

John laughed at this, giving his large head a small shake. ‘Magic. Is there supposed to be magic?’

She was confused, almost embarrassed. Kicking a discarded can of Coke with her toe, she asked, ‘What else would there be?’

‘I don’t think it’s about magic,’ he replied. ‘Not for me, anyway.’

‘What do you think it’s about, then?’

‘I think it’s about trouble.’

John turned down another narrow lane and Frida took a look around her. She had never been here before. It was like there was a shadow-half of this city she hadn’t noticed, a mirror network of lanes and mews and yards. Parked cars with tickets on the windscreen, seagulls tearing open plastic bags of rubbish.

‘Where are we going?’ Frida asked again.

‘Just a little further.’

A sudden gust came down the lane and Frida winced, one of her eyes starting to water. They stopped at a mechanic’s garage in the lane behind a row of dilapidated houses.

‘Wait here for me, please,’ John said.

He disappeared behind a corrugated iron gate, and Frida stood gazing blankly up at the back of the Georgian houses beyond. Each building was in a different state of disrepair, one with a bin bag covering a broken windowpane, one with a tree growing from the chimney stack, another with a roof that was slumped and had shed its slates. She was thinking about how it felt to be in the company of John Reddan. His way of talking was weighty and imposing. His sidelong attention, how he spoke directly while barely looking at her; it all made Frida feel more real. And more urgent, too, how she almost had to run to keep up with him. She imagined being in a rehearsal room with John, or on a stage in an empty theatre, him sitting there in the middle of the second row. She pictured blood on the floor. Well, maybe metaphorical blood, she thought. Something about it felt exciting. Dangerous, and new.

He emerged from the mechanic’s yard, the gate slamming behind him. As he crossed the lane towards her, Frida looked again at the shape of him. His was an odd figure, long and gangly, his joints moving loosely underneath his big black coat as he walked. It was easy to see why he wasn’t an actor, anyway. There was something about his physical form, something almost repulsive, like he’d revealed some vulnerability of his too soon for comfort.

‘Did you get what you needed?’

‘I did,’ he said, though his hands remained empty. ‘I’ll walk you back to the Spire.’

They turned down another corner and found themselves out on Parnell Square.

‘I’m working on something at the moment, but I don’t know if it’ll end up being right for you,’ he said. ‘I certainly can’t promise anything. But if it does work out, I’ll be in touch.’

O’Connell Street was slick with rain and the road snarled in traffic. At the Spire, they stopped walking. John raised a hand to say goodbye and Frida watched him turn away towards the river, without looking back.





2. Bird (John Reddan), 2006






1.

John Reddan was fifteen when his mother died and nineteen when his father stopped speaking to him. At the time of his mother’s death, his parents had been separated for five years. Following the separation, John and his brother, Barry, the older by three years, remained in the family home. Their father, Dermot, moved to an apartment in town. John’s mother, Eileen, died of a kind of osteosarcoma, a cancer the consultant oncologist said was so uncommon they might see it only once in a career. She explained this to John and Barry while Eileen was receiving chemotherapy in a room down the corridor, and she said it in such a way that implied its rarity might soothe them somehow. It didn’t soothe John in the slightest. When they left the consultant’s office in the hospital in Waterford that afternoon, he walked down the corridor with the hood of his sweatshirt pulled up around his ears, certain that the world was so full of rare and devastating things that even the most unusual tragedies could be rendered commonplace. In the backseat of their neighbour Emer’s car, the two boys sat in silence as they were driven home again.



Was it this early experience of grief that set John on his path? It would be easy to think so. It was true that, after his mother died, John Reddan began wearing black more often, began obsessing over Samuel Beckett and watching the films of Andrei Tarkovsky bought in video shops on trips to Dublin. It was true that the creation of his new self put distance between him and his brother and father. Dermot moved back into the house, a thatched cottage on the side of a busy road on the border of Wexford and Waterford, to look after the boys and almost instantly it stopped being a home so much as a space for three unhappy men to sleep and store their possessions. That was it, really. There was no real parenting to speak of, and once both Barry and John had been dispatched to college, Dermot sold up and sent them a cheque for their share of the sale price. It was not a huge amount of money, but it was more than John knew what to do with, so he put it in a savings account and pretended it didn’t exist.

‘You know we’ve no home now,’ Barry said to John. Barry had gone to university in Dublin not long after the death of their mother. John had followed him to UCD when he finished school three years later. Away from home for the first time, he liked having someone he knew in the same city as him. ‘You don’t want to take that money and buy your own place?’

John shook his head. He was a student. He was content to bounce from one crappy flat to the next. It was what everyone did, wasn’t it? And money in the bank meant options. In the end, Barry bought a little worker’s cottage in Harold’s Cross and said John could take the spare room if he wanted. It was good to have options, John thought.



The grief that teenage John experienced evolved over the years. It never dimmed, exactly, but sometimes it was charged by other things. After Dermot sold the thatch, the grief was rippled with anger. On grey autumn mornings waking up for lectures, it condensed into an existential loneliness. It was separation, wasn’t it, from those around him, something that marked him deeply like a red-wine stain on a tablecloth. It was never going to leave him, and that meant that the grief was also confinement, mortality, an eye to the terminal above all else. Maybe this was why he loved Beckett.

John had spent his teenage years watching movies, tracking down obscure videotapes, reading film magazines, tentatively writing things that might, he hoped, someday become films. At UCD, he reckoned he would try to make films. It turned out that it was difficult to make films. It was competitive, and there was a paucity of money, of equipment and of people with the skills to use the equipment. John thought about the money from the thatch, but spending it all on making a film when he didn’t know what he was doing felt reckless in the extreme. It was suggested to John by Sinéad, the drama student from Mayo to whom he’d lost his virginity during their first term, that he might make plays instead. And John, with Barry’s words still ringing in his ears, that he had no home now, thought that plays might actually help with that, too. With a theatre there was always somewhere to go, a building with people in it. John went along with Sinéad to a student drama and for the rest of the year he went every week, helping out with other people’s plays. Sinéad fell off the radar after a few weeks, changing her course from drama to politics, but John kept coming back to the student drama centre. Through observing the other students he started to learn about dramaturgy and lighting and Chekhov. In his second year, following a summer alone in the city, John went back to the student drama centre with a script of his own. It was not much, really. He wanted to write a story about death, but was too nervous to write about cancer. So alone in his room at Barry’s, with nothing to do and no money to spend, John wrote a script about a man who has a heart attack and who, in his final moments, lives and relives a series of decisive moments from his youth. He meets his wife outside a chipper, he quits a job where the boss is a bastard, he tells his dad he’d been a horrible father. The drama society took a vote and agreed to put it on, and when it opened in October, Barry sat in the audience and applauded. John found he couldn’t look Barry in the eye, and afterwards dashed off to the student bar before he had a chance to get backslapped by his brother.

From that point on, it was clear: John was a writer of plays. He shuffled through his classes, but his mind was focused on the student drama centre. He was always writing. The notebook and biro became an extension of himself the way the black T-shirts, the cigarettes, the battered Dr Martens had been since he was fifteen. The other students commented on it. You’re always writing, Reddan.

It was true. He couldn’t stop himself.

Because if he was writing, he had something to do with his hands.

If he was writing, people would assume that he had purpose.

Because a man without a home needed to have something else, didn’t he? He needed to have purpose.

The other thing, too, the thing that the films had been about in the first place. Maybe the writing could be a way to get away from his family.

If that was the case, then why did he keep coming back to this new draft: a script about a family not unlike his own. Two parents and a little boy, the long lead-up to a painful separation. Every month he bought new notebooks, intending to start afresh and get away from the draft, and yet he kept circling back to it.

In his final year, he won a prize for best student director in the country. The prize came with a commission from a real theatre to show at the Dublin Theatre Festival. It was a tiny budget to make an even smaller play – no parents, no boy. But that was enough for John. He leafed through the notebooks and made a short one-man thing that lasted about twenty-eight minutes. It did okay. The reviews were positive, and critics were excited about the new playwright John Reddan. John felt good about this. Now he had finished college, he wanted to do something bigger. A producer called Katie MacGowan got in touch, she’d seen his work and wanted to meet for coffee. John agreed out of courtesy; wasn’t this what you were meant to do? When they met in Bewley’s he found her to be intelligent and a bit frightening, and full of praise for him. She seemed much older than him, though she was only twenty-six. Katie wanted to know what he was going to do next. She wanted to be involved in it; she was part of a new theatre company called Madhouse who were looking for directors to work with. Leaning forward over the table, in the dark wood-panelled room, she tapped the table beside his hand. The sudden sharp movement unnerved him.

‘John,’ she said with urgency. ‘You should be dreaming big right now.’

John thought, what does big look like? From where he sat, big looked like Shakespeare.






2.

A few weeks after Frida met John Reddan for the first time, she was in the pub on a Friday evening with the copy editors from work. She went to the bar to order the first round. Beside her, two men she didn’t know were talking about theatre.

‘It was the oddest thing I’ve ever seen,’ one man told the other. ‘And I’m not really the type to be going to these things, but you know how it is. You say you’re not the type, and then you find yourself in the audience one day, watching a woman stab a man in the back.’

Were they talking about Julius Caesar? Frida thought, and took her phone from her pocket to check it. Nothing. It had been like this since she met John Reddan. She would be going about her business when something reminded her of him, and then he was stuck in her brain for hours. She had his number, sure, but the idea of calling him wasn’t right. Instead she’d wander the city, she figured. Dublin was small, after all, and their social circles within it even smaller. Sooner or later, Frida would run into him again.

Was the feeling romantic? Frida worried it might be. She had that familiar looping feeling in her mind. The same questions rang through her head any time she went somewhere John Reddan might be. Did that make it a crush? But it couldn’t be. She didn’t want to kiss him. Frida knew what it was to have a crush. She had them all the time, recurrent and tenacious as acne. This time there was none of the giddiness or warmth. Just all the obsessive thoughts, the confusion. So what did that make it? She wanted to ask everyone she met up with, the girls in the newspaper office where she freelanced, putting together classifieds and cinema listings for the entertainment supplement. Was it possible to have a crush on someone you didn’t want to kiss? What was that called?

Time passed and Frida kept floating onwards. In between her shifts she took new headshots, taught children’s drama classes, worked as an extra on a soap opera. As a favour for a director friend, she shot a music video for a songwriter named Matt Culligan. Matt was tall and ambitious, in his late twenties, capable of composing pop songs that had an almost timeless melancholy. The piano in his flat took up much of the living room and when he played it for her after the shoot, Frida’s face went red and she didn’t know where to look. As she was leaving his place he took hold of her on the threshold and kissed her, one hand on her jaw. The whole way home Frida thought about the soft cedary smell of Matt Culligan, the way the collar of his linen shirt had felt under her fingertips.

After the first time they slept together, it became clear that Matt was a casual sort of guy. The type of guy who’d call her on a Tuesday evening and say, What are you doing right now? Do you want to come over here for a takeaway? Their relationship, if you could call it that, consisted of late nights in his flat, hungover brunches, rambling voicemails that Matt occasionally left while in the airport. That was fine with Frida. She liked casual. Or she could pretend that she did. It was casual when he told her he liked her outfit in the coffee shop, and when he gave her a spare key to his flat as they sat in St Stephen’s Green with their cappuccinos. It was purely so she could keep an eye on the place when he was away for work, he explained. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Frida could hear in his words.

Matt was often away for work, travelling to Los Angeles or London to sell songs to one starlet or another. The flat on Baggot Street was a nice place to stay in his absence. It was a hollowed-out floor of a Georgian terraced building, polished into something much more modern with much less character. It was clean, bright and a little soulless. Before he left, Matt showed Frida how to water the bonsai on his kitchen windowsill. It was pleasant, being left alone there. She liked the boring black-and-white abstract art on his walls, liked reading books on the tiny couch beside the piano, going to the café downstairs in her flip-flops in the rain. All of it gave her an illusion of stability, like she had propped herself up somehow. Still, though, she had the feeling that something was missing. Matt wasn’t the type to call much when he was away, and Frida could accept that. But all that free time. She could feel her mind wandering, sitting by the window looking out at the street below. She was at a loose end, and wanted occupation. What was John Reddan doing, she wondered, what part of the city was he in right now?

Home from California for Christmas with a light winter tan, Matt took Frida to a dinner at a friend’s house in Portobello. It was the day before Christmas Eve, and Frida was supposed to be at her mother’s, wrapping presents for the extended family. But Matt insisted and anyway, she was keen to see him. See if anything had changed in his absence this time. In the taxi there, his arm slung possessively around her shoulders, Frida realised Matt had an image of the two of them that she didn’t really share. In the image they were a shiny, interesting pair. Frida was an actress, after all, even if she was never in anything. It helped that she was pretty and young and wore nice clothes that she couldn’t quite afford. But she didn’t feel particularly interesting, and increasingly she didn’t feel like an actress. She certainly wasn’t really Matt’s girlfriend. At the party that evening someone was sure to ask Frida what she did for a living. What was she supposed to say? I’m an actress but not the type you’d actually see in anything. I’m an actress but I’m still waiting for someone to give me something meaningful to do. What was the point in all of this? The last time she’d gone to Edel’s for lunch, her sister had gently raised the idea of emigration. London, New York, they all have theatres too, you know, she had said. In the backseat of the cab, Frida leaned against Matt, thinking for a second that physical closeness might be enough to fill the gap inside her chest.



The house in Portobello was beautiful, with an elegant hallway hung with oil paintings of purple mountains and female nudes. Their hosts were Michael and Hannah, a married couple Matt’s age. Michael was a political consultant and Hannah assisted a painter whose name Frida thought she was supposed to know. Michael took Frida’s coat and hung it under the stairs. The rooms smelled of cinnamon and there was a tree glittering in the window, a log fire in the long dining room. Frida was awkward in her dark-green velvet dress, wanting to adjust her tights, wanting to go outside for a cigarette in the fresh air, though she noticed someone smoking inside. A man at the other end of the room, leaning on the windowsill, tapping into a small glass ashtray. John Reddan. Their eyes met and he raised a hand to greet her while sipping from a can of Heineken. How funny he looked, Frida thought, so much stranger than in her memory. In the time since they’d first met, Frida had imagined him to be more handsome than this. Now she looked at his face from across the room like it was a riddle, something she could figure out given the time. Was that fair? Before she could walk over to him, Matt pulled her aside to meet Hannah, who was beatifically pregnant and smiled at Frida condescendingly.

Seated for dinner, Frida found herself stuck between Matt and their host, who talked across her about the merits of various American airports as though she wasn’t there. From the other end of the table where John Reddan was sat, she could hear snippets of a gossipy conversation about an older actress she vaguely knew and admired. This woman’s husband had recently walked out on her and their two children. In the note he left he said that he couldn’t go on living with an actress – ‘someone whose job’, John Reddan recounted to the table, ‘was telling lies.’

His audience issued a chorus of theatrical gasps. Frida’s end of the table fell silent in response.

‘Sorry,’ John said, his eyes on Frida. ‘I hope you’re not offended.’

She could feel everyone looking at her. ‘Not in the slightest,’ she responded.

‘For what it’s worth,’ he said. ‘I don’t agree. I think he just said that as an excuse. Really he wanted to trade her in for a younger model.’

‘Do you know that guy?’ Matt whispered beside her, and Frida nodded.

‘So you don’t think that acting is lying,’ Frida said to John. ‘You’re saying that this particular woman happened to have a shelf life.’

‘You’re asking me if I think acting is lying?’

Frida nodded. The other guests were silent now, and she was aware that this conversation was taking all the oxygen from the room. People she didn’t know were looking at her, forming opinions about her. But it was worth it, she thought, to see how John Reddan would react.

John leaned back in his chair, one arm on the windowsill behind him. Frida held her breath as she waited for his response.

‘I think that depends,’ he said, ‘on who’s doing it.’






3.

After Frida left home, her mother sold the small house in Deansgrange and bought a one-bedroom flat in Dun Laoghaire, not far from the harbour. It was a tight squeeze for Christmas dinner, with Frida, Edel and Edel’s partner, Ian, who was a few years older than her. Edel was heavily pregnant and Una delighted in it, sitting her eldest daughter down and not letting her near the kitchen for the day. Frida was grateful for the break in normality that Christmas provided, a reprieve from worrying about her future. At the dinner table Edel told long stories about ultrasounds and parking at the Coombe, and Ian nodded along blankly, a lightly dazed look on his face. Una added in stories of her pregnancies, reminiscing about mood swings and hankerings for pickle juice.

Una had Edel and Frida by herself, slightly later in life. When the girls were growing up, Una had always been very open and honest about how things had happened. She had never really been ‘with’ their father, Simon, who was ten years younger and an architect who worked with her in the county council offices. They’d had a quiet relationship that, by mutual agreement, they attempted to keep hidden from their colleagues. It led to two pregnancies in quick succession, and it ended decisively when Frida was in nappies. After that, Una had raised the girls almost entirely on her own. The way Una told it when the girls asked, there was no question whether or not she should have this man’s babies. This was for two reasons. The first was that pregnancy itself had come as a surprise – she had been told by a consultant that her teenage struggle with anorexia had most likely left her infertile – and the second was that she had a lingering suspicion that abortion was sinful, despite going on the marches and voting in the referendums with her peers. Her age, also, was a factor – thirty-six when Edel was conceived. Una told the girls that she’d felt like it was either now or never.

Simon was ‘Simon’, never ‘Dad’. He sent cards at Christmas and plenty of money to Una, apparently. Once a year, on a date halfway between Edel’s birthday (August) and Frida’s (September), he took the girls to Eddie Rocket’s for ‘birthday burgers’. He treated them with curiosity, like they were exchange students from another country, his first exposure to the culture of girlhood. This was good, Edel reckoned once they were teenagers. It meant he never told them what to do, or what he thought they should do.

Their mother told them what she thought they should do constantly; it was the soundtrack to life in Deansgrange. Edel was the difficult one, the catalyst for shouting matches, the slammer of doors. What a way to spend your teenage years, Frida used to think, watching the two of them go at it. Frida couldn’t see why Edel didn’t just stay away from their mother when she felt this angry. It was easy to avoid confrontation. Why didn’t everyone do it?

Simon remarried when Frida and Edel were thirteen and sixteen. They were not invited to the wedding, but they looked at the pictures the next time he brought them for birthday burgers. Frida took a photo in her hand and stared at it for a long, long time. The woman who was now Simon’s wife was called Christina, and she had dark hair in a pixie cut. She looked very pretty in her meringue-white dress.

‘Does this make her our stepmother?’ Frida asked.

‘No,’ Simon said, shaking his head.

Neither Frida nor Edel ever met Christina. At some point in Frida’s late teens, Simon and Christina and their two young boys moved to Dubai. By this point, birthday burgers had been replaced by the occasional card, sometimes with a cheque for a couple of hundred quid folded into it. After the move, it was like they didn’t have a dad at all, absent or otherwise.

Una came to expect Frida to fill the void left by Edel’s anger. Frida was the good daughter, the uncomplicated one. When Edel left to study arts in Maynooth, it was as though the house itself breathed a sigh of relief. In her last year of school, Frida found that attending to her mother’s moods was absorbing more and more of her energy. Was it because Edel was no longer there? Or was it that Una was feeling herself getting older, watching her daughters become adults? Una seemed to age faster than Frida’s friends’ mothers. Maybe it was something to do with her unhealthy lifestyle – she was so gaunt since she never really ate, she chain-smoked and never exercised. Frida herself moved out halfway through her first term at university, into Catherine’s flat in Rathmines, and although she tried to visit her mother weekly, some weeks were busier than others. Some weeks seemed to go by in an instant at that age.

Now, though, Frida could see Edel’s relationship with their mother was evolving into something else, something adult. Gone were the rages and arguments and in their place was something informal, intimate, almost cosy, even if not exactly typical. It was like an agreement Una and Edel had made without Frida’s involvement. There was an understanding between mother and daughter that was borne out of all those bloody rows. As adults, it was as though they were on equal footing with each other at last. Frida did not have this with Una. Frida was Una’s youngest, special daughter. Their relationship could only ever flow one way. Una came to all her first nights and often wore lipstick and her one pair of earrings. She waited for Frida to emerge after the performance ended and congratulated her warmly, kissing her on both cheeks, telling her she was wonderful and beautiful. And then she left, lighting a cigarette as she headed for the Dart. And Frida would feel guilty for reasons she could not understand.

But Frida tried not to think about any of this at Christmas dinner. The distraction of Edel’s pregnancy meant that nobody asked her about work, or her love life. They ate and when it was time to leave, she gave her mother a big hug at the door and then clambered into the back of Ian’s car. In the front, Edel and Ian settled themselves. Frida watched as Ian reversed out of the parking spot, her sister gazing hard-faced out the window. It was easy for Frida to sit in the backseat quietly, like a child, and be driven home through the city’s near-empty streets.






4.

For the past year, John had been living in fear. The fear, lodged deeply within him and as immovable as grief, was that his last play had been a fluke. Unrepeatable. Also, that it was just a new staging of an old story: Shakespeare, and not his own writing. Writing was the thing that John loved most, obviously. And it was the first thing he’d done, when he had started obsessing over movies in the months after his mother’s death. What fifteen-year-old boy saw himself as a theatre director? He hadn’t even seen a play until he got to university, not a real one, anyway. As a teenager his knowledge of the world of theatre was mostly derived from watching reruns of The Muppet Show. No, John was a writer at heart. Everything else was set dressing. But for twelve months he had conceived of nothing new: no ideas, no words on the page.

How would John Reddan follow Julius Caesar? He had no idea. But it was what the people at the Central Theatre wanted to know, too. He knew he was lucky that anyone was even asking him this question. They had liked his Julius Caesar. Mark McCarthy, the theatre’s literary manager, told John that his work was ‘vital’. They were looking to commission him now, kept asking if he had any ‘big ideas’ in mind. Other directors, directors who were probably more intelligent and charismatic than John, didn’t necessarily get opportunities like this.

The truth was that he didn’t have any big ideas at that moment. Only the thing that had been in a notebook in his drawer for years. The thing that every few months he returned to again. He crossed some parts out, rewrote them to be a little weirder. He told Mark McCarthy that he had this thing and that it was small, but it could be big, maybe. That it might be difficult. John explained that it was called Bird. He almost wanted McCarthy to say, Look, it sounds interesting, but come back to us when you have something that isn’t difficult. Honestly, John didn’t really want to do Bird at all. Because Bird was about his childhood observation of the breakdown of his parents’ marriage. He was supposed to be making things up, new things, not picking at the same old wounds over and over. Why would he want to stage this play? No fucking idea. But it would be nice to be working on something again. Feeling important. McCarthy said he trusted John, that there wasn’t a lot of budget but that they’d love to have Bird on their stage in 2006. Brilliant, John said. For fuck’s sake, he thought as he left the theatre, stepping out into another rainy afternoon.

John had passed the thing called Bird through many gauzy layers of allegory and expression. His mother had been dead years now and he barely even thought of his aul fella these days. Still, it needed to get further from them. It wasn’t right, to make it about his family. After the meeting, John reversed the dialogue, turned the father into the mother. No. Didn’t work. He put all three characters, mother, father, son, in a small box in the middle of the stage. He conceived of a rain machine that ran constantly throughout the first act. He thought it might be too expensive. He moved the characters around, shuffled identities. Daughter. Mother. Sister. He ventriloquised them. He thought: puppets? In the autumn he was ready to chuck the whole script and make it a mythic allegory, a retelling of the story of the Children of Lir that was in fact obviously about his childhood observation of the breakdown of his parents’ marriage. Christ. No. Start it over. Rain. The box. A nest in a tree, a roadside shack. He made the parents into birds. He was getting closer. Early in November he called Katie MacGowan, who had produced his Julius Caesar, and who he suspected knew his work better than he did.

For some reason it felt like admitting defeat, waiting for her to pick up the phone. Explaining the mess he was in once she answered. It was oddly revealing, like inviting her into his home and revealing it to be a pigsty. But Katie listened and kept prompting him to say more.

‘It sounds exciting, John,’ she said once he’d gotten to the end. ‘It sounds like you just need to figure out what it really is. Not what you think it should be.’

The next day she came over and they talked Bird to death. They mapped it out on Barry’s kitchen table in string and drinking glasses, the salt and pepper shakers as the two actors.

‘Make it smaller,’ Katie said. ‘Make it tighter. Get rid of the child. They can be parents if you like, but the child is not on stage.’

She moved the salt and peppers forward on the table.

‘Make it two actors, adults, in the small box on the stage. Man and a woman. The audience is the child. Make it about claustrophobia. I like your rain idea. Rain all through the second act. We can use hosepipes in the rafters. Make the audience feel unwell.’

Christ. Okay, then. He rewrote it all through that month, the dark of early winter encroaching on his afternoons. Katie was right, he thought. Now it was working.



There was a woman in the play. For a long time, John had assumed that she was older, the goodness in her worn away by years of this man who was not unlike his own father. Now he began to think that the woman could be younger. Not one of his parents, no, not part of the world of ‘parents’ at all. A little more naive instead, a little less hurt by the world. More like the girls he knew his own age. John thought the woman could look like Frida Slattery. He hadn’t seen her act, but he knew from the moment she entered the back room of the pub that she was something he could work with. Cutting through the place in her little navy peacoat and ballet shoes. Like a girl from a Godard film. He had pretended to be leaving when she sat down. Knew he wasn’t able to sit in the pub with her. Ended up taking her on a wild goose chase across the city because he’d had a few pints already, didn’t think he could just sit across from her for an hour without trying to impress her. He had realised that as soon as she walked in. The way she moved through the bar towards him, the way her eyes searched his face looking for something, God knows what it was she was looking for. He would end up demeaning himself if he had to look this beautiful woman straight in the eye.

So off they went, him pretending he needed to pick something up. Thinking frantically as they walked down Grafton Street between the shoppers. Where would he take her? Over they went to the northside, to the garage where he’d brought Barry’s car a day before. It was the only thing that came to mind. Went inside and asked for Alan, asked him when the car might be ready for collection though he already knew the answer. John tried to drag out the conversation, brought up football scores, traffic, the weather. He was thinking of Frida waiting for him outside, under her bockety little umbrella. Rain misting her fine blonde hair.

And after they parted at the Spire, John went back to Kehoe’s and ordered himself another pint. He sat down with his Bird notebook and his pen and started crossing things outs. Begin the story earlier, he thought. The woman needed to be much younger. Prettier. Not unhappy, just backed into a corner. The audience was the child, Katie had said, and John liked that. The audience was the child. And the woman was Frida Slattery. He would write something that had to be for her and her alone. It was the only way to make sure he could get a hold of her again.



A couple of months later, after a few more rounds of revisions, he saw her in the Portobello dining room of his old college friends Michael and Hannah. Her hair a puff of gold in the winter gloom. The room all candlelit and soft, glowing faces. And Frida Slattery at the other end, in a dark velvet dress with fine straps that hung on her shoulders, trying not to meet his eye. He saw that she had a tiny gap between her front teeth that he hadn’t noticed when they’d met. It made her look alluring in an off-kilter way, like a girlfriend of a member of the Rolling Stones. Star power. John thought: put that face on a poster and people will come to your show.

Over dinner she had a go at him and he watched it, how happy she was to make the rest of the room uncomfortable in order to connect with him. Ah, yes, it worked. It made him uncomfortable, being put on the spot, being challenged about women and their work and their looks. There was no way for a man like him to come out of that smelling of roses, was there? It worked, and he liked that too, how unafraid Frida Slattery was of pissing him off and being impolite to their hosts and ignoring the tall, good-looking guy she’d come with, sitting beside her in his stupid leather jacket.

The next day was Christmas Eve and he wanted to call her, to talk to her about Bird. But ordinary people spent this day with their families, didn’t they? He had Barry, but Barry was in the office until 3 p.m. John opened his laptop and found the Bird document. He started to visualise it on a stage now, Frida as the woman, a little meaner than he’d thought.

Christmas Day with Barry passed as it always did in the years since their father faded from their lives after handing them the proceeds of the thatch. They were used to it now: a roast chicken in the oven and a slab of cans from Tesco. They watched the films they’d seen a hundred times – Apocalypse Now, Goodfellas – and crunched the empty beer cans between their fists when they were done.

After that, John waited. The turgid days between Christmas and New Year dragged on and, on the second of January, he called Katie and asked her if she knew this girl Frida Slattery.

‘This woman,’ he added, correcting himself.

And Katie did. Katie knew everyone, it was a character trait of hers. Katie said Frida was alright. She’d seen Frida in some short films and also in the pub; Frida, Katie reported, was a talented mimic. Good craic, nice to look at.

‘But you can find better actresses in Dublin, you know. I get the feeling that she’s not, you know, serious.’

‘Serious?’ John repeated.

‘It’s your play,’ Katie said finally. ‘You call the shots.’

Over the break, John had begun worrying that the certainty he felt about Frida was actually just sexual chemistry, the feeling he got sometimes around charismatic women, like it was inevitable that they’d fall into bed together. Was it simply that Frida was attractive and that he’d liked the way she put him down at the dining table? Embarrassing. But talking to Katie something shifted. For the first time he saw Frida from an angle outside his own. It was confirmation that she was a real thing, not some wispy figment of his overworked imagination. He decided to believe that there was something there. Regardless of what happened in reality, which was usually nothing, John thought you could probably run cities on the energy generated between directors like him and actresses like her.

‘I’m going to call her about Bird,’ he told Katie.



In Bird there was a man, too, but that was already taken care of. For some time John had been thinking about Chris Hammond. Chris was always around, a decent actor with a face for the pictures. John had talked to him about Bird already, bending the ear off him in Grogan’s late one night after too many pints. Chris had nodded along, asked him questions about autobiography and memory. Now John could see Chris on the play’s poster, too, if there was to be a poster. Thinking about a poster made it feel more real than staring at his Word document. When Chris wasn’t acting he played the fiddle for the tourists in various Dublin pubs. He looked good in an Aran jumper. It was a nice juxtaposition, John thought: this handsome man in this weird little play. And it needed Frida to complete it.

On the 8th of January Frida Slattery came to the small room that the Central Theatre had given John for auditions. She was more petite than he’d remembered, taking off her navy wool peacoat and standing on tiptoe to hang it on the hook on the back of the door. She was pint-sized, a little curvy. That was good, John thought, for the role.

She took a seat on a high stool and read from the script, a page-long monologue from the Woman character. John let it drift over him while Katie took notes in the seat beside him.

The first time I met her she was down on her luck, John thought during Frida’s audition. He was always doing this, narrativising things, pretending it was ten, fifteen years in the future and he was being interviewed about whatever was happening in the present moment. Someone in the future cared about the first time he met Frida Slattery. And the first time I met her, he imagined, she was being her usual cruel self. Ah, it wrote itself, he thought, breaking out of this daydreamed dialogue. Of course he had no idea about Frida’s usual self, whether that self was cruel or otherwise. But it sounded right. It felt right, her sitting up on that stool, putting acid into the Woman figure’s words, but then glancing back at him, a little teasing in her eyes that he thought was just for him and nobody else. It was magic. Beside him, Katie murmured that the other girl they’d wanted to see had texted and couldn’t make it today.

‘Can you come back on Friday?’ John called to Frida. ‘That way you can meet Chris and we can get started on this thing.’



The following evening, John and his brother headed into town. Barry had just broken up with his girlfriend, Elaine, and he wanted to drink a rake of pints and not talk about it. He was thinking about moving to Cork with AIB now that he was a single man. It would be easy for him to transfer, apparently.

John pretended to care about Barry’s plans. He waited for several rounds while they talked about Arsenal, work, the news, Cork, the few friends they still had from home. John was waiting to talk to Barry about Bird. Bird hadn’t been truly autobiographical since about seventeen drafts ago, but that wasn’t to say that there weren’t some core remnants of similarity. John and Barry’s father was indeed a quiet man, prone to long silences punctuated by monthly bursts of rage. John and Barry’s mother had also been five years younger than her husband, marrying him while not long out of school. Frida’s and Chris’s characters, however, were not their parents. They might not even be parents at all. There was ambiguity there. Bird, as John tried blearily to explain to Barry, was an alternate story, a path where the decay that led in reality to their parents’ separation set in much earlier, not long after marriage, and combusted wildly before the two boys had a chance to be present. It wasn’t easy to talk about any of this. He was shouting over the music in the pub. He could see Barry’s eyes trail off over his shoulder to the football on the screen behind him; his brother wanted to get up, go to the bar for another round and come back to the table with something new to talk about. The brothers never talked about their family. They hadn’t spoken about their mother beyond a stray sentence or two since her funeral thirteen years earlier. Shite luck in this family, Barry had said after the funeral, and that was the end of it. John didn’t usually bring her up because he thought it might upset Barry, though he suspected that Barry might have been thinking the same about him. Now in the pub on Wexford Street, John was diving in, albeit cushioned by a number of pints of stout. He didn’t just want to tell Barry about his play. He wanted Barry’s approval.

‘The aul lad isn’t dead,’ Barry said to John.

‘Yeah,’ John replied. ‘But when did you last see him? Six, seven years ago?’

‘Same as you, whenever that was. When he gave us the cheques.’

‘Yeah, exactly. We’re as good as orphans.’

Barry didn’t say anything for a minute. ‘Still,’ he said. ‘I don’t know if that means you should put our family on stage.’

‘That’s not what the play is. It’s different. It’s—’ John hesitated, hating himself. ‘Art, you know.’

‘Art,’ Barry repeated flatly.

‘And it will only be you and me who see it as our family history. Nobody else will be offended.’

‘It’s not about being offended. I’m not worried about you getting into trouble.’

‘Then what are you worried about?’

Barry screwed up his mouth. ‘You’re the one who knows about this stuff.’

‘Just say it.’

‘I mean it, I don’t know anything about what art is and that stuff. That’s your bag. But I don’t know. Is this worth it? Will whatever you get from this be worth what you’re doing with our story?’

John hadn’t an answer for him. He was thinking of the last twelve months of nothing. He shrugged and told Barry he’d email him a copy of the script to read for himself, then he stood up and went to the barman for two more.

They persevered together until just after 2 a.m., when Barry got sick on the way to the chipper and John decided they should head home and make a sandwich instead. He was getting Barry into a taxi on Wexford Street when he saw the guys coming towards him. They were saying something to him and John couldn’t hear what it was but it wasn’t good. He ignored them, which they didn’t like, so one of them boxed him on the nose. That was how he remembered it but in fairness, John had had the same number of pints as Barry. Maybe if he had had fewer he would have found the whole thing a bit distressing, but the reality of it was he woke the next morning with a hangover and a black eye and it was almost funny, the idea of it happening to him. But his face was bloody awful to look at. Swollen and horrible, like stage make-up for a man playing a monster. He thought about ringing Katie, seeing if she had any way for him to hide it, folk remedies or special creams. John sat on the couch with a bag of peas on his head and called for a takeaway instead. He relied on Katie too much during the week to be calling her about his black eye as well. The swelling had eased by the time he got to the rehearsal space on Capel Street two days later, but the purple ring around his eye was still there.

‘Well,’ Frida said when he entered the room. ‘Don’t you look sexy? Like a Victorian pugilist.’

Frida was sat on an ottoman in the middle of the room, untying one of her Dr Martens. Compared to his groggy state, she looked clean and fresh, rosy-cheeked and smiling in a striped men’s shirt and black leggings; John noted as she pulled her boot off to massage her big toe that the end of each legging went around the sole of her foot like a stirrup.

‘Thanks,’ John said. ‘You should, eh, see the other guy.’

‘Really?’ Frida said, blinking as she stood up.

John couldn’t think of what else to say. Chris arrived through the door in a rush, out of breath and with his bike helmet still on his head.

‘Hey,’ Chris said, unfastening the strap underneath his chin. ‘Sorry I’m late.’

‘You’re grand,’ John said, turning to face him. ‘I only just got here.’

Chris winced at the sight of John’s face. ‘Ouch. How’s the other guy?’

‘Was there actually another guy?’ Frida interjected. ‘Or was this a trip-and-fall sort of thing?’

‘Ah,’ John said. He felt the creep of self-consciousness as the two of them peered at his face. ‘Yeah, I got walloped on the way home from town the other night.’

‘Jesus!’ Chris said. ‘Did they take anything?’

John shook his head. ‘Just one of those random acts of violence, I guess.’

‘This fucking city,’ Frida muttered.

‘Should we just start?’ John said, clearing his throat.

And the thing was that he had still never really seen Frida act. He was still relying on Katie’s testimony, that Frida was decent in something once, and on a sense of sureness he couldn’t remember ever having before. It was killing him, though, and he had to see it for himself. John had long admired Chris’s acting, the way he could focus himself and allow the intensity of his performance to build over the course of a scene, rather than announce itself the moment he walked on stage. He was a slow burn. Chris had read earlier drafts of the script, the back-and-forth versions John had been working over recently. He had given John notes, quite useful ones, along the way. Now, in the rehearsal room on Capel Street, Chris sat down on the couch and said that he had a few more notes before they got started. John watched Chris actually take out a little notebook. He may as well have been donning reading glasses. Chris explained that he thought his character was too rough around the edges. He thought that it needed to be clear to the audience why this man was appealing to his wife in the first place, before things started to go wrong. (John had been hoping that Chris’s broad, handsome features might help to make this obvious.) Chris said, with an air of certainty, that the man and woman needed to have chemistry if they were to be credible for the audience.

Frida was watching with amusement, one leg crossed over the other on the ottoman. Chris suggested, gently, that if indeed there were autobiographical elements in Bird, that there might too have been a hint of loathing, deep-seated or otherwise, in John’s depiction of his play’s father figure.

‘Just saying,’ Chris said with a shrug. ‘Don’t want to get psychoanalytical on you or anything and in fairness I myself grew up in a house with no shouting at all. But I’d say it’s pretty tough going to see your dad shouting at your aul one all the time. I’d say you might come out of that with a bit of a chip on your shoulder.’

John, leaning against the wall by the window, didn’t say anything, just took a long sip from his cup of instant coffee.

‘I mean it’s up to you, man,’ Chris added. ‘You can tell me that the script is the script if you want. But if you do think there’s something there, maybe we can make some changes as we go along.’

‘Maybe let’s just see how we go today to start with,’ John mustered. ‘Let’s get set up, anyway.’

Don’t want to get psychoanalytical on you, John repeated in his mind as he bustled around the small rehearsal room, straightening the few chairs and the table by the ottoman. The two actors were settling themselves, and John wished he had another room to disappear into for a minute with his thoughts while they did so. He did value Chris’s opinion, he thought, raking the flimsy yellow curtain to one side of the window and looking out at the street below. But maybe he hadn’t been prepared for how exposing it would be to do something like this; how much of himself was being dragged to the surface from the murky waters of his brain, his memory, and would soon be tossed to the waiting crowd for inspection.

He couldn’t keep thinking about Chris staring into his soul. John thought about Frida instead. Frida hadn’t had as much time with the script, and if he was honest, John wasn’t interested in her feedback in the same way. The two actors were bringing different things to this play. That was how John thought it worked. Frida Slattery was even less of a draw than Chris Hammond and while John had wanted her badly for this role, he knew he didn’t need her in the way he needed Chris. If Frida didn’t like the script, well, he thought, he could always find another actress.

But would he want to? Of course not. He remembered the surprise of her, sitting down at the table in Portobello, the plus-one of that musician guy, challenging John in front of his old friends.

Here she was now, retying the lace on one of her black leather boots, shaking her lovely fair hair out of the back of her shirt collar. Perched again on the ottoman in the centre of the room. Script in her lap. Her boot was still bothering her, there was a stone in it or something. Impossible to imagine this woman as his mother, but that was the purpose of the play. Parents were just humans, weren’t they? John had gathered up his own memories and funnelled them into different vessels. It was what he’d said to Barry the other night. Before he got punched in the face. He hoped Bird was a way of showing that these experiences, these old wounds, were malleable and not particular; they could be known universally, they could be acted out by anyone, even this short blonde woman with the sleepy blue eyes and fizzy limbs, and this Hollywood-handsome man who people would pay good money to see take his top off.

‘Frida,’ John called. ‘If you’re happier without your shoes, that’s fine. We’ll start with a read-through, so however you’re comfortable.’

He went to the far corner of the room and fiddled with the storage heater, switched it up to the highest setting. When he turned around, Frida had taken both boots off and was sitting on the chair with her legs folded under her. Her eyes followed him around the room like they were playing chess, and she was waiting for him to make a move.
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