
Brothers 

I was going to ask if the new hospital was far but held back. It would annoy him. He 

didn’t need the hassle, not today. I glanced across at him as he steered west and noticed the 

streaky grey tufts sprouting under his chin. He’d aged – a lot. Once, we’d laugh and tease at our 

mutual physical deficiencies, his lack of fluffy stubble to cover cheeks which blushed at the 

slightest glance or my stubby legs so short that I’d need a ladder for a taller girl. I wanted to 

smoke and patted my breast pocket just to check but felt the rippled ridges of a pack of gum.   

 

 ‘You can smoke if you want,’ he said. 

 

 I sucked in a breath. The day was drawing in and with the unruly battalion of clouds on a 

march towards us, I was tempted to predict when the sky would burst.  

  

 ‘Nah, you’re alright. I’ve taken to the gum. Bit by bit. Diaidh ar ndiaidh.’ 

 

From time to time, I threw in a bout of Irish out of an old habit but tonight it seemed to 

fit. I was home again, a prodigal returned. We were making our way to our father’s bedside for 

probably the last time.   

 

‘You still shitetalk so, I see,’ he said.   

‘I do. The youngsters have it too. Sure, hasn’t Nuala got it from the manger,’ I said. 

 

 If we were choosing weapons before a duel, his would definitely be the pistol. Fire and 

wound fatally. I’d be more of a substance man. I always sought to wound like women do, in a 

measured way, drop by drop. 

 

We reached a tunnel just in the nick of time to dissect the Tralee train as it trundled back 

to Killarney. Soon, it would reverse into the station, sure of its destination. We emerged from the 

tunnel but the clouds had regrouped, braced, tighter now, ready.  

 

‘How is she?’ 

‘Grand. Same ol’, same ol’. 

‘And the youngsters?’ 

‘Sure they’re grand too. Dónal Óg sits in the front of the car now, he’s massive 

altogether!’ 

 

I knew it was coming. She’s chosen him first and then I’d returned only for her to set her 

cap at me. That night she’d been driving. The three of us squeezed into her Mini like peaches in 

a punnet, sweet but easily bruised. Seán was sitting shotgun like I was today, Nuala, two hands 

on the steering wheel, served flirts like tennis balls. Seán returned the first. Fifteen love. And the 

next, thirty love. I got back into the game and never let up. He exited, muttering something about 

the cows that wouldn’t milk themselves the next morning. Nuala and I shared the last cigarette in 

the box and other things. He’d hardly spoken to me since. Imagine your best man grunting in 

response to your urgings.  

 



‘I’m happy for ye. It’s good to have you back,’ he said.  

 

The hospital loomed up in front of us, its scrubbed white walls illuminated in the 

darkness. Seán parked up and we left the shadows to visit our old man. 
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