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

‘Peter—’

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

‘You said to me—’

‘Just give it a whirl, like.’

‘– let’s get a video. We—’

‘You might enjoy it, you don’t know.’

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

‘Yeah, but—’

‘And now this. Now … this.’

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

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

‘Buscemi.’

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

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

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

‘No. Nothing,’ Mary said.

He nodded. ‘You sure?’

‘Yup.’

‘You seem a wee bit … tense.’

‘No.’

‘You’re not?’

‘No.’

‘Because if—’

‘I’m fine.’

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

‘Leave it, Peter.’

‘Eh?’

‘Just … leave it.’

‘Trust me, you haven’t heard it.’

‘I don’t want to hear it.’

‘How do you know?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘If you’re sure you’re all right?’

‘I’m sure.’

‘OK then.’

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

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

‘It’s staying in the bin, Peter.’

‘Right. Right you are.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Peter?’

‘Yah?’

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

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

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

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

‘Peter?’ she said quietly.

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

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

He turned to face her. ‘What for?’

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

He nodded. ‘So long as you’re OK.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Darren pulled a face. ‘Why?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pub time.

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

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

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

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

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

Despite the It’s-A-Knockout nature of the task, Finbarr managed to pluck a clean pair of trousers – cleaner, anyway – from the wardrobe and wriggle into them with relative ease. Speed was of the essence here, he knew all too well. More than once, he’d hesitated over a clothes decision and found his knees locked when he tried to move.
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