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			Tuesday, 30th June 2009

			He looked up. She was lying on her back, her elbows set to rigid angles with her hands laced together at her chest as if she were dead. Her expression was inscrutable, seemingly content to read the patch of sky and drowsy cloud overhead, but maybe slightly dead-looking, too. Her grey hoodie was bunched above her waist, where dappled sunlight fell like freckles against her stomach, where he could make out teeny white wires rimming her belly button. They were in a secluded tract of woods. His jumper was fanned out beneath her, and he had managed to tug down her jeans with only a small plea for assistance. His finger was burrowing inside her. They were kissing and then they were doing this. He was the horniest, he was seventeen.

			In and out and now he sought to extend his middle finger as well.

			‘No,’ she said with a distinct tsk, a flinch of shoulder, and he said, ‘Cool, cool,’ without understanding.

			He continued with the one, in and out.

			It was undoubtedly nice for him, this probing, and he reasoned it must be for her too because she rocked her hips a little, because she was allowing him to do it in the first place, but could he be a hundred per cent certain about her enjoyment? It was easy to do something wrong and he had just blundered with the middle finger hadn’t he and was this actually tedious and unpleasant for her? The thought of fucking this up. The misery of her telling other people about him ruining this intimate moment and those people knowing he was a gigantic weirdo loser creep. But, also, the wonderful thought of being inside her: control, puppetry. It was nice for him, for sure.

			She was nineteen.

			You could describe her as prettyish, or at least you couldn’t automatically say she was a dirt: she was sufficiently good-looking for everyone else, he reckoned. He liked her enough, he liked talking to her, and she didn’t pretend she wasn’t wise to the photo of his mother’s breasts that had floated around the Island, which was, bizarrely, a relief, but he mostly liked what was before him now. He liked it to the point that it hurt. The sheer appreciation was painful. It burned inside his cock. And what was suddenly burning now too was his wrist. This motion was starting to inflame whatever rubbery material it was that controlled this action, and he thought it best to change tactics, alter the movement and ease this scorching tension and yet continue her – hopeful – buzz, but as he began to jig his finger up and down, she told him, ‘Hold on.’ She clasped his wrist and slowly brought it in and out of her once more.

			She did like it.

			Exhilaration.

			A victory.

			It felt as if his entire body was trembling, as nerves before a match, but his arm was steady as they moved his finger in and out of her and when she eventually removed her grip, he kept this tempo, not hurrying, no, disciplined, in and out. He wanted to memorise everything. Her thighs. Her messy pubes: the colour of peat. The whitened pressure points denoting her hips and other strange bones. How her mouth momentarily scrunched to a small o before grimacing as her hands screwed up the strings of her hoodie, like you would a straw when bored. The intensity of this feeling: untoppable, unbeatable, enormous, and it was as if he were plunging from a height as he did this to her. ‘God,’ she said, and a stifling hand to her mouth. ‘Oh god.’ It was glorious, gold, until his wrist began to prickle anew, tingling discomfort, then a stiffening, then a hard and fast locking and he had to withdraw his finger with a gasped, ‘Aahh.’

			She peered down at him, alarmed. Her hand dropped to cover herself.

			‘My arm’s gone dead,’ he explained, and clenched his fist as a demonstration. He added, ‘Shit.’ He pushed himself up with his elbow – cautious not to spoil the right hand – and then, kneeling, felt ice on his neck and glanced over his shoulder.

			But no one was there.

			Only the same beige and browns as earlier, the pools of shiny green above and below with faint spotlights breaking through. He could hear birds talking amongst themselves, somewhere. His own breathing and her more precise breathing behind him. And then a clean, high shout, followed by another, which must have arrived from the GAA pitch on the other side of the woods.

			He rotated the wrist, flopped the hand forward and back.

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m really sorry about that.’

			Fully on his feet, he tucked his cock into the band of his trackies and walked a step or two from her. He gripped the aching wrist, pressed a thumb into the firm white string below the palm, muttered grievances loud enough for her to hear and comprehend his anguish and frustration, and then lifted the finger to his nose.

			The smell of gone-off milk, a musky odour. Oh.

			‘My wrist is so gammy,’ he complained, and then repeated, ‘I’m sorry.’

			And once more she didn’t reply, and turning to check that she was alive and merely upset and pissy, he saw she was still panned out with her hand shielding her private self like she was in a wall for a free kick. Utterly motionless apart from the tip of her tongue carefully rolling over her top lip. ‘It’s alright,’ she said then and sighed emphatically. She sat forward, pulled up her knickers and started to shrug on her jeans and he turned around again.

			As a kid he used to prowl the entirety of these woods in search of suitable branches to become his swords. Older, he had choked down a goon of cider while braced against a toppled trunk, a shoddy fire dwindling before him and his buds. Older still, he had shifted his first and, so far, only girlfriend, Seóna Fahy, here last October: a relationship that had lasted for three and a half months and which was presently a filthy purple bruise in his mind because she was fixed to the mouth of somebody else and wouldn’t you know: he had discovered he loved her to death.

			It was his idea to use the woods, he had suggested it this morning. He thought of it as secret, and doubly so on a Tuesday. She had smirked at him while they rearranged the restaurant for dinner in the hotel – flapping out white sheets to drape over the tables – but she had also shown up.

			From behind him, she now spoke, ‘That was nice, thank you.’

			He swung round. ‘Yeah, no. Class.’

			She half smiled and passed him his jumper and he hung it over his shoulder.

			Should he compliment her and her performance? Or broach the issue of his own bit and the evidence of his pants staying on and not to be pushy but how he hasn’t, you know, oozed himself yet? Or should he just stare at her?

			‘Well,’ she said finally. ‘We head?’

			They began hiking back towards the trail. She was walking ahead of him with her arms crossed. ‘So,’ he said, ‘you’re on tomorrow morning?’

			She nodded. ‘Split shift.’

			‘Killer,’ he said with a drawl, and silence then until they neared the designated oak tree, and he stopped decisively.

			But she didn’t, so he had to call her name. He had to say, ‘Watch this tree?’

			She turned and said, ‘What about it?’ and why did that startle him? She had eyes that reminded him of wet roof slates, blue-grey-green that unnameable combination, and a beauty spot on her cheek and these sad, bushy eyebrows that were dark brown.

			From his pocket he retrieved his set of keys – home house, the backdoor for Gaga’s aka Dad’s current house, his school locker, a key speckled with Man United crests which unlocked nothing. ‘I actually thought of something funny with the tree.’ He gestured the keys at the trunk, then shook them for further effect. ‘We could mark it as our spot,’ he said and produced a noise that could be construed as breezy laughter. ‘I don’t know, we could mark it. Our spot, like.’ Her face was blank, unmoved, and he made that throaty noise like laughter again. This was premeditated, this, he believed, would seal something metaphysical and airy for her and allow him to bask in the understanding of future dividends. That there would be another next time. And still this is how he pitched it despite rehearsals in the bathroom mirror. He didn’t wait for an answer, but strode towards the tree, reddening. He no longer required the locker key, so that was the one he fitted between his index finger and thumb.

			He began to carve into the bark.

			The sun on his neck, the heat softened somewhat by the foliage. His tongue soon protruding through his lips, and he could feel her watching.

			She said, ‘What’re you doing, show us?’

			A caustic tone in her voice, like she was the one better, superior, and not a full-time hotel worker, and this needled him.

			Instead of laughing along with her, joining in the fun, he said, irritated all of a sudden, ‘Hold on, will you.’

			‘You’re so precious,’ she said. ‘Jesus.’

			It was a far more arduous process than he had expected, and it took much longer – one single letter necessitated three or five cuts before the groove was readable – and it looked far, far uglier than he had envisioned: worse even than the ratty initials scrawled with compasses on the desks in school. The increasingly indisputable knowledge that this was a huge mistake, a bad and stupid idea, and with that echoed the horror of her telling others. Their judgement. Their voices whispering to one another about him at that evil volume which you could hear but not quite understand.

			He was no longer sure what this act was meant to demonstrate. What had he been thinking?

			He decided to be finished. He heard himself say, ‘All done.’

			He let the key fall to his side. Flecks of bark were sprinkled on his runners. She stepped nearer him, and he noted three scrutinising indentations in the middle of her brow: three subtraction signs. He noted especially how she grasped his upper arm as he tilted aside to provide her with a better view to see the tree trunk.

			JOHN

			4

			AM

			His name, and a decent fraction of hers as it was truly strenuous work, and a four which he meant as an obvious gag, further verification for her to think upon him as a funny yet intelligent individual. But she didn’t laugh robustly at this ironic four, nor did she giggle at the entire enterprise itself, which had a fair whack of irony stirred into it, because how was she to know that it was a joke as she didn’t really know him?

			She stared at it.

			Then Amber said, ‘Does Am really mean what I think it means, John?’

			Some hours later and with his boots on his lap, John Masterson sat in the front of his father’s car and said, ‘Let’s go.’ John was wearing starchy green socks with three white bands, a zip-up imprinted with the Island crest – a ball and a Viking ship with the red bridge in the background – and dainty white shorts that he was obliged to constantly tug down lower. The boots were Adidas World Cups. They were new. He reckoned their black leather finish would be less conspicuous than his silver and blue Total 90s.

			The car beeped a goodbye – John cringed, pictured his mother’s expression in the living room – and then eased itself through the estate, out onto the main road.

			His dad’s name was Peter. He possessed a beaky nose, the fatherly paunch and behind his steel-framed glasses, fluorescent blue eyes which John had inherited. Lately, John had noticed how deeply etched were the rings below these blue eyes and noticed, too, the growing number of waxy liver spots dotting the back of his father’s hand, like a leak had sprung somewhere under the flesh. These were observations John didn’t wish to have, as to reflect upon his dad caused John to feel lonely, adrift or actually worse: it made John feel bereft, regretful, half orphaned, even though his dad was unequivocally alive and arguably well.

			It was no good to spot the frailty of a parent and it was additionally no good to think of your father as a massive waning loser.

			Three weeks ago, his dad had packed up and out of the home house because John’s mam, Yvonne, had been texting someone else and had sent this someone a snap of her breasts. It had unfolded like this: on a night out, John’s only sibling, Kay, was ordering a drink at the bar when a phone was waved in her face. The phone displayed a photo. The photo was wretched, heavily pixilated as if constructed via individual grains of coloured sand, and the glare from the flash in the mirror morphed everything in the top portion to a single sparkling star. It only became a body when Kay identified the nipples. Then Kay realised it was a pair of breasts shelved atop a forearm. Puzzlement, and the phone was slanted closer and Kay recognised the composition of the room and the panelled armchair jammed in the corner and the bed practically up against the mirror and.

			War the same night: John was woken by voices from the kitchen below, slammed doors and a drunken Kay sobbing on the stairs. For a while, John had lain in bed listening to all this until he realised his hands were trembling, and then he got up, shambled downstairs.

			Throughout the neverending next day, a Sunday, John’s mobile phone flared an eerie green and vibrated madly. Word of the photo had spread across the Island. Friends texted unhappy-looking smilies. A stream of prank calls. Unknown numbers wrote to him, inelegantly.

			‘your mothers tits’

			‘(.) (.)’

			‘Tit boy’

			‘Hahahah shit one 4 you’

			‘darting 1 out over ur mam riht now’

			In the evening, his magnanimous friend Tony Dineen had rung the landline, and in lieu of a greeting, went, mournfully, ‘Did you see, yeah?’ By this stage, John had of course. He had studied his mother’s tits. Much like any milfy duo obtained from the internet – fingertip nipples, blue veins etched like lightning bolts – but devastatingly his mother’s. John hated her, and the whole Masterson family, and for a time everyone alive. John had concluded that life was stuff that happened without your consent, your control – or if you did have control, it was tenuous at best because he hadn’t sent that photo and yet his life had been upended by it. Life careened into you and there was nothing you could do about it and so what was the point? Life, he wrote in a notebook, was pointless! He wrote: I hate my family and I hate my life!

			This was in the middle of May, about two and a half weeks before the pivotal Leaving Cert exams and the culmination of the previous two years of study. John stopped attending school for the remainder of term. How could he trudge down those linoleum corridors as if nothing untoward? How could he meet the gurning, pimply faces of the boys he so admired when they had come as close as could be realistically expected to the purest schoolyard aspiration of all: riding a dear friend’s mother?

			Now Mam wasn’t talking to Dad or supposedly the person she had been texting, and Dad wanted to talk to Mam and bandage whatever had fractured in their relationship, and Kay wasn’t talking to Mam because she had ruined Kay’s wedding that wasn’t on till August, and John didn’t want to talk to the lot of them.

			Ascending the hill after Lavelle’s Restaurant, Peter said with grave emphasis, ‘First training with the seniors.’

			John nodded.

			‘Well able for them,’ Peter said. ‘They will be strong, physically. You expect that, but.’ Peter raised a finger. ‘You’ve the skill. And the speed. They won’t be able to live with your speed. You’ll show them.’

			‘You’re my son, after all,’ Peter continued, smiling at the road. Along the embankment either side, the blemished cotton of sheep and their black faces rearing up at this passing vehicle. To the distant right, the sea was just about visible, a twinkling grey line. The training pitch was inland, newly opened with an Astro at the rear: the old pitch by the Sound now reserved exclusively for match days. ‘Aren’t you, John?’ his father added, and he sounded genuinely curious.

			Instead of replying, John rotated his entire torso to stare out the window.

			He had been asked to tog out for the seniors right before the Leaving Cert – the Monday ahead of the Wednesday’s commencing English paper – but his mother had informed the management he’d be waiting till the exams were over. ‘I don’t think you need any more distractions,’ Yvonne had said.

			John was a half-back, a defender. He was a persistent runner, clever at standing a forward up and not gifting cheap frees, and his kicking was mostly accurate. Okay, problems with catching a ball above his head, specifically with regard to the mechanics of jumping, but John was a good to decent player. Not gifted, but good. So he wasn’t altogether shocked by the call-up – three others from his age bracket had also been solicited and John knew that the Island senior team were middling at best and consistently losing heads to Dublin, Galway and shores beyond – however, he was surprised that he wasn’t exactly excited by the thought of being on the senior panel. When John was fourteen, when his harboured dreams of playing professionally for Man United were revealed to be crushingly unrealistic – the first big life disappointment as he compared his date of birth with the date of birth of those currently signing for professional soccer clubs in England – he had started to imagine playing senior football for Mayo. That had been his ambition, if asked. But only ever in the sense of the glory associated with such an accomplishment.

			The triumph.

			He’d imagine himself staggering off the pitch in that green and red jersey, fist raised in recognition for a stand that wobbled in celebration. The roar of ‘Up Mayo’ ubiquitous. Surrounding. Sustained.

			It was never for the actual sixty-minute game itself.

			John was shitting it for training tonight: as soon as he had cycled home from the woods and effortlessly ejected the viscous build-up in his dick, an ejection that was steaming almost, he had begun to feel nauseous. A sloshing within his stomach. Hands twitchy as if home too early from a night out. Face down on his bed, he listened to his **PUMPED** playlist on his Creative Zen MP3 player – a playlist consisting of the sprightlier tunes of the guitar bands he could publicly like – and tried to still himself.

			He knew Tony would be there, and Rooney and Studzy. They were his age, his best buds. He had texted all three: ‘Training tonight yeah ?’

			He knew the manager – the tall, wiry Anthony Barrett – was sound, or seemed sound in the scant interactions they’d had.

			The car swung right.

			A chalky cloud rose as it pulled into a space behind the goals. Five or six figures were out kicking a ball. Cones were laid in patterns on the pitch alongside a pile of bibs. John slipped on the boots but didn’t tie them – he’d wait in case he needed to pass a conceivable minute in solitude – and he clicked open the door, announcing over his shoulder, ‘Thanks for the lift.’

			With a grunt, Peter reached and touched a hand to John’s back. ‘You’re well able, son.’

			‘Thanks, Dad.’ John produced an impression of a smile. He had one foot free from the car, floating in arcs before the gravel.

			‘Your mother is collecting, correct?’ The hand was still tentatively parked on the middle of John’s back, but his father’s seatbelt was cutting across his chest as he leaned over the handbrake to establish this contact: it had to be uncomfortable. Even in the sweetest gestures, his father was a hopeless embarrassment. John nodded and Peter said, ‘I’ll see you Thursday. Same time.’ His father winked. ‘Same place.’

			John thanked him again and climbed out of the car. The clack of stud on gravel. The warm odour of cut grass in the air. His father slumped back to the driver’s side, wrestled with the belt so that it wasn’t lodged against his arm. ‘My man,’ Peter said then, and John gave his father a thumbs up and firmly shut the door.

			The men on the pitch were unknown to John – well, he was familiar with them but only by surname and reputation – so by the sandy path laid between car park and grass, he knelt and tied his boots. One of the kickers was Daithí Joyce. DJ. He was the centre-forward. In the past, DJ had been asked to train with Mayo, but, reportedly, he was a dire boozehound. Finished, John untied his laces and began this task anew until someone toed him up the arse.

			It was Tony Dineen. ‘Ho ho. Well, Tits.’

			The other two lads behind him chuckled. Punchy greetings were exchanged, and John labelled Rooney a shaper for his white boots – ‘We’re playing with men, bud’ – and the brayed response from the others settled John somewhat.

			Rooney’s name was Patrick, but he so hated the idea of it being condensed to the derisive Paddy that in the first year of secondary school he christened himself Rooney after the famous Wayne. He answered only to that, stubbornly X-ed out Patrick and scrawled his name as Rooney O’Riordan on registers, subject choice forms, tests. Ridiculous until he kept it up and it was accepted, almost thought of as courageous. Rooney was slender, puffy lips as if allergic to life, terrible skin, with longer hair that he was growing out: Rooney was set up to be a joke except he excelled at every sport he tried his foot and hand at. Him and his girlfriend Karen had been going out since second year. Karen’s parents allowed Rooney to stay over at the weekend and Rooney informed the boys about this without pride, or graphic detail, and more like it was a chore. This struck the boys as strange. Rooney now said, good-naturedly, for John to go fuck himself.

			‘You’re a training virgin, Tits,’ Studzy said to John, and then Studzy groaned like sex. More laughter. A feeling of security within John – his father nude and protecting him from the wicked shadows as he peed late at night, that same feeling – and an unconscious grin breaking across his face, and then the peep of a whistle.

			A lap around the pitch. The pace set by the bulky midfielder Seamus Fallon and the team’s captain: a man named Mac. Mac had a crew cut and a small, hardened face like a conker. He was in his late thirties. Old. Ancient. And as the team stretched in a circle by the sideline, Antony Barrett went through what they would be at tonight. Handling. Pace. Aggression was mentioned four times. ‘It’s about consistency. What we will be doing here this evening, we will be doing again throughout the summer. It will become second nature to you.’ Barrett spoke with his hands behind his back and a foot trapping a ball with ISLAND written on it in red marker. ‘You hear me, lads? You won’t even get to think, you’ll do it.’

			Scratching his chin alongside Barrett was Ultan – John didn’t know if the man had a surname, didn’t know if he owned a pair of jeans or any other garment apart from this two-piece club tracksuit. Ultan was a husky man in his fifties or sixties who John had seen on the sideline at every game growing up. He devoted so much of his existence to the club that you couldn’t think of him as a real living person but only as an institution: a statue that was often vandalised. Ultan had texted on the worst Sunday of John’s life: ‘Dear John . Ultan here . The club can provide support if required . ULTAN .’

			Inappropriate, weird, not a text John would in a million days reply to, but generous all the same.

			‘The league is nothing now,’ Barrett went on. ‘We forget it. We’ve moved on.’ Heads nodded and John was nodding, too. ‘We are building for Championship. So utter focus on that, right?’ Murmured agreement and Barrett tapped his earlobe and there was the agreement repeated, more pronounced. John was currently latched onto the shoulder of a man whose Spain jersey from the 2002 World Cup was smeared with VapoRub. This man’s biceps were hills, and he had a lined face that was cubist: The Weeping Woman, image of that, honestly. They both held their ankles, avoided eye contact.

			‘Good,’ Barrett said. ‘And it’s fantastic to see all the young fellas with us tonight. They’re part of the panel now. And I’m telling you, I won’t be afraid of playing them either.’ Barrett clapped then and John and Spain Jersey unclasped from one another. ‘Let’s get going.’

			A handpassing drill to start. A four-cone parameter and you criss-cross with ball in hand and if you meet someone, so be it, contact, physicality, before passing it to the next person. The first couple of times, John went through clean – striding nicely with a demonstration of his speed because they could not handle his speed – but the third time he encountered a body – this bruiser named Tom Cafferkey, a stocky defender with lashes as if mascaraed – and in the freshly crosshatched zone, Cafferkey tensed, awaited John, and the two collided, shoulder against shoulder.

			Like clattering into a wall.

			The air squished from John’s lungs.

			The jolt sideways of his upper body and the world swayed, swayed in the other direction.

			But John managed to stay on his feet – teetering momentarily, yes, but steadying, righting his stance. Stumbling on, he then completely skewed his handpass, the ball skimming off his wrist rather than his fist. A frustrated bark from the next in the line as John waddled to the back of the queue. There, he gripped the end of his zip-up and leaned forward, huffing.

			‘Are you alright, young man?’ a voice asked.

			The fella in front of John turned and slapped him on the shoulder with a smirk. It was Spain Jersey.

			‘Sound,’ John answered eventually. ‘I’m sound. Yeah.’

			The remainder of the training was relatively tame, what John was accustomed to, and it ended with backs versus forwards and midfielders.

			Idling on the periphery with the other boys – the loose change of the drill – John watched the first four runs. Two of them petered out in the corner, another ended due to a brilliant flick of hand by the defender – the captain, Mac – and the last attempt was a sharp sequence of handpasses between DJ and the corner-forward Oisín Hanley before Hanley pinged it over.

			After that, Studzy was subbed in and during the next run, made three diagonal bursts across the square without a sniff of a pass being whacked into him. Studzy was nippy if lithe. He was good. The next time, the ball did arrive into Studzy and he swivelled, shot, but it dropped short, yet Barrett cheered as if Studzy had scored a point.

			Tony was called to be one of the midfielders, and he hit a neat one-two with DJ before tapping it between the posts. Tony was lanky with a cowlick and was the most natural footballer out of the boys in terms of size and shape. The only thing he lacked was aggression: too nice, too cautious.

			Then John’s name was yelled, and Cafferkey was jogging in his direction and John was a corner-back. The man he was marking was named Eoghan Moloney. He was broad with flurries of highlighter blond in his mullet. He worked in the offie in Sweeney’s Supermarket – had refused the boys on occasion. From what John had witnessed so far, he was an accurate kicker but immobile. So John pressed up on Moloney straight away.

			The ball was walloped onto the opposite side of the pitch.

			Moloney feinted to sprint forward, and John didn’t buy it.

			John’s right hand was clenching and unclenching, and his eyes alternated between Moloney’s grizzled neck and where the ball was presently hanging.

			Eventually possession was recycled to DJ, who blazed it wide and then glared at the ground as if it had kicked the ball.

			The management praised the defence. John had barely shifted a couple of feet and yet he felt exhausted, breathing through his mouth, and then suddenly the next ball was arrowed into his side of the pitch and Moloney collected, and John was behind him. Moloney went to immediately swing with his left foot, but John provided no viable gap for the shot, and Moloney faltered, was forced to bounce in fear of too many steps and John was on top of him. Touching, grubbing, feeling. They were on the edge of the thirteen-metre line. The turf sliced up by dragged stud. Shouts, shouting and once more, Moloney attempted to kick, but John was closer, both arms out, no opportunity to shoot, and Moloney bounced the ball, and John shrieked, ‘Two hops. Two hops. Two—’

			The whistle.

			Barrett declared a free-out. ‘Well done, defender.’

			‘Are you serious, Anthony? He was grabbing hold of me,’ Moloney shouted while pulling out his shirt to demonstrate the grabbing. ‘Anthony. Seriously?’

			John felt good, he felt alive.

			Hanley replaced Studzy and right away Hanley demanded the ball and skipped far too easily by Spain Jersey and smashed it into the net. It was the first goal of the session. Lumbering to his feet in the sandy rut encompassing the goal, the keeper berated Spain Jersey, who roared right back. Then the ball was clipped in towards John’s corner again.

			Moloney burst forward and John slipped.

			Moloney thumped the ball over the bar.

			John punched the turf.

			‘Where were you that time, young buck?’ Moloney muttered to John as they backed once more into their corner. John was surprised at this remark, maybe frightened. John stayed silent, seemingly in concentration for the next play, but, truthfully, John did not reply because he hadn’t learned how to reply up here yet.

			At home, John showered, investigated the crusted spots around his lips and nose by inclining his chin at the steamed bathroom mirror, and then investigated, more generally, his large bumpy head, his unsatisfactory hair, his body that was so mockable.

			John was not fat, but he was not skinny.

			Now he pivoted and held his breath till his tummy frowned.

			He considered, then hatefully reviewed himself.

			Back in his room, he snagged his phone from the charger. The chrome lamp burned white on his desk, where his study stuff was still piled high: exam papers, A4 notepads, a sketch book. John nibbled at his thumbnail and perhaps it was because he was so wrecked after training that he didn’t have to dare himself tonight before texting her.

			‘Hey : ) xxx that was good today’

			He waited on the edge of his bed for a minute. Two. He texted Studzy: ‘What u make of training?’

			Another minute and he spat a sliver of nail onto the carpet.

			Then he went downstairs.

			His mother was leaning over the kitchen counter and directing smoke out the unlatched top window. She was in a shabby pink dressing gown that revealed normal clothes – a maroon jumper, cream cropped trousers – and the non-cigarette hand was tucked inside the dressing gown. The blatant smoking was new. In the past, it had been undertaken with mediocre secrecy. John would find the butts wedged in the grikes of the patio or in the potted plants. He would see his father sulk and flex the newspaper over and over. ‘Bedtime soon,’ Yvonne announced as John stuck his head into the press.

			It could have been a question or a statement, and he didn’t reply regardless. Yvonne talked to herself: narrated her day, her actions and to-do. Of course, John also talked to himself, but in confirmed solitude, whereas his mother’s speaking was flamboyant. He used to find it comforting. An affirming noise that hummed downstairs when he paused his video game, or when he opened the door after school and heard her airy reporting from the kitchen.

			John took out a bowl, decided on cornflakes.

			He placed the phone on the table, screen down.

			‘Are you tired, superstar?’ she asked, and he nodded.

			‘My poor tired superstar,’ she said, and the swoosh of drawn cigarette. In a less theatrical voice, she said briskly, ‘What’re you doing Thursday?’

			‘Working in the morning. I don’t know.’ A message rumbled through. It was, disappointingly, Studzy. A spoonful of cornflakes and then John amended, ‘I have training in the evening, actually.’

			‘You’ll come me with to the exhibition in the afternoon, so,’ his mother said. ‘That’s fantastic. All sorted.’

			He swung round, elbow on the back of the chair. ‘What exhibition?’

			‘Don’t be so cross, John,’ Yvonne said. ‘It’s Maud’s exhibition.’ Her cigarette was practically buckling under the spent ash and now she tapped it against the edge of the sink. ‘You like Maud, don’t you?’

			‘No I fuckin don’t,’ he muttered, and she said she heard that.

			Maud was Dutch and gay and an artist – importance in that order. She was part of a collective that had shacked up on the Island decades back. Yvonne had started painting three, four years ago, and that’s how she befriended the collective: their art lessons held in the community hall down the Sound, every Saturday from ten to six. His mother was a decent painter, but her preferred themes were properly demented. Elves peeping mischievously through wildflowers. Elves fishing. Elves gardening before a mushroom with a billowing chimney. Indeed, stacked somewhere in the attic were four portraits Yvonne had completed of the Masterson family: pointed ears, the button ends of each of their elongated noses daubed with red, but apart from these embellishments, they were pretty alright, John thought. Lifelike. For a time, they hung on the stairs – the portraits rising in line with seniority, so John was beaming toothily at the bottom – and then his father had invited someone over from work and suddenly they weren’t.

			‘You’re booked in.’ A last savoured exhale and the cigarette was twisted and crushed down in the sink. Yvonne swiped at the remaining smoke, saying, ‘It will be fun. The Dutch ladies are fun. And your sister said she’ll pop along.’ She stood beside him, scratched the back of his neck, and John looked up at her, trying not to seem surprised. ‘Accompanied by her wonderful husband-to-be.’ She smiled at him, then rolled her eyes. ‘Mr Kilbane.’

			John ground his molars and then said, ‘Right, fine. I’ll go with you.’ In a meaner voice, he added, ‘But I’ve training at seven, so I want to be home early.’

			‘My darling boy, the superstar,’ she declared.

			He ignored her, dug with his spoon.

			‘My darling, darling boy,’ she said, and he told her to stop, but couldn’t not smile. ‘Bed soon, okay?’ Yvonne said then, and he rose his cheek to meet her lips.

			While slurping down the end of the cereal, John bravely texted a row of xs to Amber, and she replied almost instantaneously: ‘Ahhh didn’t see this’

			Then: ‘Yeah it was x I have work tomorrow fml’

			Then Amber wrote, ‘Sorry ! how was training?’

			John was gladdened by this, she should ask such a question, she should be curious, and he replied, ‘Good yeah xxx Intense’

			The age difference between him and Amber Goold had seemed freakish at first but freakish on Amber’s side only. For John, the whole thing was a mysterious adventure, a useful opportunity. He had informed the boys vaguely about her – that she worked with him in the hotel and her name and her age and yeah, tap – to respectful nods, to praise of him being a sneaky cunt. Older hence easier, softer: John knew these factors were darkly presumed by the other boys because he himself presumed them, but John made sure to leave them unsaid that day.

			When Amber replied saying, ‘Well done’, John wrote that he’d made a nice tackle, and she texted, ‘Well done’ once again. And when John composed a text saying, ‘Landline ?’, his phone had just received, ‘OK !!! BED x’ so there came another text a moment later, which read: ‘Too late! Nightnight’

			John waited a suave eight minutes before pausing Final Fantasy X – he was replaying it for the sixth time because it was summer and life was periodically, if not primarily dull – and replying, ‘Goodnight’

			Then he remembered Studzy’s text. The boys started to message each other about who was good at training and, importantly, who was shite – Studzy said Ewan Gormon was rubbish and John discovered this was the man in the Spain jersey – and then John sent: ‘You think u can make the team?’

			Studzy replied: ‘Maybe .. Yea. U have a good chance 2 bud’

			Was this the exact response John was hoping for? Had he been angling for this assurance from the start? It cheered him immensely anyway. Buoyed him so that he was compelled to pace his room. John should start for the seniors and what an accomplishment that would be and what might everyone think.

			At ten to eleven, inspired by his new-found greatness, John thought to write to Amber once more and his text read: ‘We should meet up again xxx’

			Imperfect, but the best he could do.

		

		
			Thursday, 2nd July

			The Island Head was located at the very tip of Keel: a two-storey three-star hotel with fifty rooms, a function hall furnished with a stage and a dancefloor, and a restaurant that accommodated both a leisurely breakfast buffet and an evening-time fine-dining experience. The foyer was floored in chequered tile and through the double doors on the right was the bar, and to the left was the restaurant. Past reception was a carpeted hallway – a chevron pattern of grey and another sort of grey – leading to bedrooms, and a staircase leading up to more bedrooms, and three bounding steps down this hallway, before the stainless-steel handle for the gents’ toilet – indicated by an emblem of a man doffing his top hat to a urinal – there was an unmarked door with a small glass hole, which John now pushed and entered.

			He was in slacks, Vans that he’d soon swap for slip-on dress shoes, a black buttoned waistcoat over his father’s baggy white shirt, a red tie, and a clipped name tag which said DAVE, as that was who John had replaced and why bother substituting, the goateed general manager Ethan had argued, as you’ll only be here for the summer, yes? John was a waiter, which meant seven a.m. starts and evening shifts that dragged till after ten. It wasn’t a job John had undertaken for the money: it was a job for something to do for the next two months.

			Eight names were rostered for the restaurant, and of those, three were seasonal workers like John. The other five were saddos whose career was this hotel.

			Amber was one of these saddos and for his first day, John had shadowed her. That was how they’d started. John had the hunch she might fancy him – in how Amber looked at him with her face tilted as if water stuck in her ear and how she laughed erratically around him and that was all really but enough for a tingle at the rear of his brain which seemed proof of something – and so John manufactured a private gag about how pricey mobile phone credit was against the freeness of the landline, about how everybody should just talk on the landline rather than this costly texting business. A private gag which had ballooned into John locking the door of the living room and keying her number into the house phone and actually talking to her for fifteen minutes. They had kissed soon after: bodies soured by five hours of work, they had nonetheless pressed together against the whitewashed wall of the house she shared with her father. It was her idea and her mouth tasted of nicotine and gum. His hands slid down her waist and hips and her arse was a pillow to grab, to grapple with, a plump pillow genuinely, and it begged to be squeezed, which caused Amber to retrieve her tongue abruptly, so she could shake her head, laugh without looking directly at him.

			That had been about a week ago.

			This morning Amber was supervisor as it was Martina’s day off. She had greeted John casually and said for him to look after the carvery and this was where he presently stood, the harsh golden light taped inside the vented roof causing his right eye to squint. He was flanked by Samantha Moyles and Hughie Denton. The upward waft of fat and grease and pulsating heat, and he could feel this odour cling to his clothing and squash itself down inside his pores. Samantha handed John a plate with brown sausages and a hash brown, and it was his task now to interpret a series of stabbed index fingers and add a slop of beans or a scoop of mushrooms. Eight a.m. and it was manic as they had a thirty-strong tour group in. These tours were the hotel’s bread and money during the summer season.

			By half eight the group had cleared off. The five on duty wiped and reset and began the wait for the regular hotel guests to descend.

			At ten to nine, Amber allowed John and a Polish fella named Zibby out for a smoke.

			Hunched on a crate, Zibby rolled his little fag, and it reminded John of paper planes in primary school, the dainty crimping and grave concentration, and they sat in silence until Zibby asked John if he thought the hotel was a shithole yet?

			John looked up at a grinning Zibby, and said he did, yeah.

			They both laughed and then silence fell between them again, but nicer.

			Zibby had two kids: an impossibility to John similar to flapping his arms and flying, the notion that absurd. Zibby seemed at most six years older, but he had two kids: John had seen them in a small blue car, seen the taciturn if not altogether grouchy Zibby stretching out his arms like a zombie as he tromped towards this vehicle to their ringing amusement.

			Warm jizz and what it could potentially beget. It was one of the two big terrors around the act of sex – the other biggie involving being plain useless at it. The first time he and Seóna had completed it fully, John was certain that he had got Seóna pregnant. And not subsequently, but during: with each thrust and wiggle, Seóna grew more and more pregnant in John’s mind, her belly bloating and filling, and so by the end of the six minutes, it felt as if their baby was born and sucking on its thumb and, freakishly, watching its own conception. His life was decided, it was irreversible, and John didn’t even know what kind of music Seóna liked, or whether she was lying most of the time when they spoke like he was.

			The next day John had confided in Studzy, who understood women and sex as he had kissed the most girls since he was thirteen. Studzy congratulated John on the news, added, ‘Finally got there, bud,’ before reverting to John’s original concern and enquiring: ‘So, you didn’t wear a johnny? That’s a shocking move.’

			No, John had. It was an EXTRA SAFE number. Seóna had stolen it from her sister’s top drawer.

			‘And did you?’ Studzy asked. ‘You know. In her?’ He gestured with a loosely closed fist – up and down, quickly.

			The indelicate sign language of boys, and John understood.

			He solemnly shook his head. ‘No. I finished into the sink in her ensuite.’ With gravitas, John then said, ‘Seóna watched me, though.’

			‘Right, right.’ Studzy clucked his tongue. ‘What you worried about again?’

			Seóna was only sore afterwards. Her voice rose when John pressed about the pill and her hopping on a bus to Newport – he had prudently looked up return times – and her voice went especially high when he compromised and requested that she merely text a secret code – he suggested the poetic ‘…’ – the second the blood kind of dribbles down there or whatever, you know. Gushes. ‘Do you ever listen to yourself, John?’ was one of the irate questions Seóna had thrown at him that afternoon, but surely the problem was more that John listened to himself too much?

			When John and Zibby came back in, Amber instructed Zibby, Hughie and Samantha to look after the remaining guests while they – she and John and a thrill as John clocked this subtle coupling – would sort the laundry for tonight.

			Amber held the door for the laundry room, and John squeezed by with the trundling wheelie bin but was conscious to brush into her slightly. There were six washing machines atop each other, and a length of wooden shelves containing stacks of white. It was intoxicatingly warm, this unpleasant trapped heat. Amber stretched and yawned, revealing a peek of skin above her pants. She wore dark eyeshadow and black nail varnish. She was a head shorter than him. Hairbands were wound around her left wrist – the little metal squares catching the light now and again – and she had a tattoo of a cluster of stars below this wrist: four stars. John blurted: ‘What you at after work?’

			‘I’m on again this evening.’ She smiled at him. ‘But I suppose I’m doing nothing until then.’

			‘Ah right,’ he said. ‘I have training later. And I’m heading to an art thing with my mam before that.’

			She let out this nasal laugh that didn’t sound sincere. ‘Why did you ask me, so?’

			John said he wasn’t sure, and that was the truth. He hadn’t forgotten his own plans or anything, but he had wondered about what Amber was at today. They began to chuck the stained sheets and cloths from the wheelie bin into a bigger basket. Then John said: ‘We could go cinema next time? Beforehand.’

			She slanted her face at him, the three lines on her brow. ‘Oh, could we?’

			‘Yeah,’ he said, and his voice was small. Something had been miscued and he wasn’t sure what.

			Amber said, ‘I’m so glad to know that, John.’

			Then she laughed hard. The real thing this time. ‘Look. Let’s just keep that stuff outside work, alright?’ He agreed, began to apologise and she stopped him with a raised hand: ‘We’ll see what happens. Okay?’

			‘Yeah. Cool. Sound.’ He thought about it and still for some reason said, ‘Sorry.’

			Amber told John to gather twenty-five fresh sheets. She moved down the back of the laundry room, where there was a queue of luggage carts and no visible security camera. She brought her phone to her ear. As slowly as possible, John collected and piled this load atop the wheelie bin and tried to make out what Amber was saying, who she was talking to. He caught pieces of words and conversational white noise but not enough to draw any conclusions. He was jealous but the jealousy only stemmed from curiosity: if he knew who it was on the phone he wouldn’t care. Even if it was another lad. Another lad she was kissing or fucking or whatever. He didn’t like Amber beyond the recognition that he could do stuff with her. The same was true for her, he figured.

			Yet he did feel wounded.

			Like he had fingered her two days ago, basically seen her naked, and she acted now as if he was a pest.

			What he knew about Amber’s broader life was nothing much: she worked here, she smoked weed and could get him some – frightening – and from what he’d gleaned from overheard conversations in the hotel, hyperbolic in tone and content, she seemed to only hang out with others from the hotel. Realistically, John probably didn’t want work to know about them either, if there even was a them to consider. She wasn’t that great. And this was her life, he supposed, the scope of it, and let her enshroud it if she wanted. He didn’t remotely care, now that he thought about it. Why should he? His opinion: she was probably a mosher at school – the tattoos a hint, the black-ringed eyes another – and had not many friends and this was the breadth of her life: a hotel job, mooching around with co-workers, the Island. She may be wiser than him at certain arts due to age, experience, but that was it. He was no doubt smarter overall and bonus points: he wasn’t going to be chained here forever. John started to feel much better once he placed himself above Amber. It was a handy way to dispel gloom, but John could only do it when he believed it to be a hundred per cent true. Otherwise, it was as effective as telling yourself grass was red and that Seóna actually loved you despite the texts stating the opposite.

			Amber caught his eye then and said to the phone, ‘Hold on.’

			Amber spoke to John, ‘Can you go make a start on setting the top?’ She waved a hand. ‘I’ll be up in a couple of minutes.’

			They didn’t interact for the rest of the shift but when he was slipping back into his Vans, Amber told him in a singsong voice to try and enjoy work without her tomorrow. She was behind him, so John had to glance over his shoulder as he retorted, ‘I’ll do my best, like.’

			She was in a rain jacket and he didn’t think she’d wait for him, but she did: a handbag with a strap like chainmail held in her hand, she waited while disdainfully eyeing the rota pinned to the kitchen door. They walked out together, and John tried to slyly scan for his mother’s parked car. The sky was low and the clouds were bruised with an ominous underbelly, but there was warmth somewhere behind them. ‘I can’t wait to get out of here,’ Amber announced with a sigh.

			‘Really?’ John said. ‘I didn’t think it was that busy this morning?’

			‘No.’ She rolled her eyes but smiled. ‘I mean the whole place. The Island. Didn’t I tell you I’m heading to South America?’ He shook his head. ‘Well. Surprise. I’m heading to South America.’ She retrieved a box of cigarettes from her outer jacket pocket, her car keys jingled in the other hand. ‘Going in September. We’ll backpack for a while, you know, do the sights, and there’s these surfing parties in Brazil that are meant to be class. Then I’ll probably teach somewhere. In a small school, or something.’

			‘Sham,’ he said.

			‘I can’t wait. Honestly.’ She wasn’t looking at John, but straight ahead to the distant curve of Keel beach and the consecutive lines of gleaming silver beyond it. A car beeped annoyingly then, and John knew it was his mother. Amber said, ‘Is that her? She’s pretty.’ Amber looked at him. ‘I can understand why someone wanted to see her tits.’

			‘Get away,’ he hissed, marching across the car park.

			She was laughing behind him.

			In the car, his mother asked who was that young lady he was talking to, and John answered accurately: ‘Just a person I work with.’

			The exhibition was held in the Beeswax Café down the Sound. Not in a backroom with lush white walls, or in a luminous conservatory, but in a café that was teeming with lunchtime customers. John and his mam had completed a stop-start lap, gawking studiously over heads at canvases covered in what Yvonne described as very, very abstract art. The painting they were staring at presently showed intersecting blobs of greens and blues with a humped collage of cars salvaged from old advertisements at its bottom. The title was Exploitation of Self.

			‘This is crap,’ John muttered, and Yvonne countered that it wasn’t crap, but challenging. ‘It’s art that provokes you. And that’s Maud’s thing.’ Hands linked behind her back, Yvonne leaned closer towards the canvas. Black-framed glasses rested at the top of her head and she had tied a silk scarf around her neck before leaving the house, and John figured this was her arty outfit. ‘I think this one is about the environment. Pollution? Anyway’ – she straightened up – ‘you can’t simply dismiss something because you personally don’t get it, John. That’s not how the world works.’

			‘Well. What do you get from this one?’

			After a moment, she said, ‘A slight headache.’ She smiled at him. ‘But don’t you say that to Maud.’

			Maud and the other Dutch ladies were out the front, perched around two tables shoved together, smoking merrily. His mother had cheered when she’d clocked them from the car park, and they’d stood up one by one to hug her. Maud had called John’s name, and he’d waved from afar. The outdoor patio was also where his sister, Kay, and her fiancé, Denis Kilbane, had decamped upon arrival. Kay had said that they might skip the exhibition after all.

			‘Your paintings are better than these,’ John said. It wasn’t totally true, but it also didn’t feel like a massive stretch either. ‘At least they make sense. Your elves. They’re clearly doing stuff. Or it’s their garden?’

			Yvonne let out something like a laugh.
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