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      For Ben: small but perfectly formed
      

   
      
      Three unconnected events took place on the morning of 21 September, which fell that year on a Friday. The people involved
         in each incident were not known to one another at the time, although the triangle their houses formed was less than half a
         square mile in area – most of which was taken up by Carrickbawn’s modest but beautifully designed public park – and all three
         were fated to meet that very evening.
      

      The first event occurred just after twenty past eight, when Anne Curran came out from her kitchen and saw a long white envelope
         lying on the hall carpet. She bent to retrieve it, noting the handwriting on the front before turning it over to slide a finger
         under the flap and draw out the single slip of paper. She regarded it for some time, her face expressionless. She checked
         the envelope, but it held nothing more. Eventually she pressed a button on the answering machine that sat next to the phone
         on the hall table, and listened to a message that was more than two months old, eyes still fixed on the slip she held.
      

      When the machine clicked off she remained standing in the hall until the increasingly frantic whistle of the kettle caused
         her to slide the cheque slowly back into its envelope. Before returning to the kitchen she set the envelope on a stack of
         phone directories, taking some time to ensure that it was positioned exactly in the centre.
      

      Some minutes later, in the driveway outside Irene and Martin Dillon’s red-brick detached home, Irene clipped the passenger
         wing of her Peugeot against the gatepost as she swung out too quickly, causing a small but definite dent in the metal, and
         leaving flakes of dark green paint embedded in the nubby concrete of the post. Feeling the thud of the contact, Irene swore
         loudly but didn’t get out to inspect the damage, deciding instead to make straight for the dental appointment she’d almost
         forgotten, and deal with the car later.
      

      The third incident took place as Audrey Matthews made her way on foot to Carrickbawn Secondary School, her normal mode of
         transport being out of commission in the motorcycle repair shop. The morning was fine, and Audrey strolled along humming a
         tune she’d heard on the radio, halfway through her second bowl of Crunchy Nut Corn Flakes. With each step she took, the green
         canvas bag slung across her body bumped gently against her well-padded hip, and she glanced now and again into the windows
         of the various shops that lined her route.
      

      And entirely without warning, halfway along a short pedestrianised lane connecting Carrickbawn’s two main thoroughfares, thirty-seven-year-old
         Audrey saw something that made her fall abruptly and profoundly in love. Her heart stopped – everything stopped – for a delicious
         scattering of seconds. And when it could move again her pink, lip-glossed mouth formed a soft O of complete adoration.
      

      She approached the shop window and pressed her palms and nose to the cold glass. Her wide, wide smile caused the tiny ragged
         tail of the tousle-haired brown and black pup in a pet carrier inside to wag vigorously as it stood on quivering hind legs
         and braced itself against the grille, and yapped soundlessly at her.
      

      Three separate events, three different settings, three strangers. But for all that, the consequences of these incidents would
         be far-reaching, and more lives than theirs would be affected within a handful of weeks.
      

      Listen.

   
      
      The First Week: 21-27 September

      A new evening class, a welcome discovery, an important purchase and a disturbing encounter
      

   
      
      Friday

      
      ‘May God protect the king,’ the beautiful man declared, smiling warmly.
      

      
      On the point of making its first mark, Audrey’s biro stilled. ‘Pardon?’ Returning his smile with a politely enquiring one.

      
      ‘Is my name,’ he told her. ‘English meaning of Belshazzar.’

      
      ‘Belshazzar? But I thought you said your name was …’ She suddenly couldn’t remember the impossibly foreign-sounding word she’d
         been about to write.
      

      
      ‘Zarek.’ He nodded. ‘Is short name of Belshazzar.’

      
      ‘Ah.’ Audrey positioned her biro a second time. ‘And that’s Z-A … ?’

      
      She wondered if anyone else was going to turn up. It hadn’t occurred to her that she mightn’t fill the class: she’d just assumed
         enough adult inhabitants of Carrickbawn would be interested in life drawing. But she’d been sitting alone for nearly forty
         minutes in Room Six, becoming steadily less confident, before anyone had appeared.
      

      
      Forty minutes out of sixty, which left just twenty. What if this impossibly handsome young man was it? One person’s payment
         wouldn’t cover the model’s fee, let alone Audrey’s time. And could you even hold a class with just one student?
      

      
      Still, as long as he was here, she’d better register him. ‘And your surname?’
      

      
      He looked blankly at her with those wonderful eyes. She pulled herself out of them with an effort. ‘Your last name?’

      
      ‘Olszewski.’ He eyed her unmoving biro. ‘Is better if I write?’

      
      She slid the form across. ‘Much better.’

      
      Polish, he’d told her. In Ireland since May. Eyes as blue as Paul Newman’s – and the length of those lashes. A real heartbreaker
         of a face. She guessed mid-twenties – too young, sadly. Not that he’d be interested in Audrey in a million years, not when
         he could pick and choose from the young ones of Carrickbawn.
      

      
      Not that her reason for giving the class was to find a boyfriend; of course it wasn’t. Still, you wouldn’t rule it out. You’d
         never rule it out. He could be anywhere.
      

      
      ‘Is this the still-life drawing class?’

      
      A couple stood in the doorway. Sixties, possibly older. The man wore a grey baseball cap and held a supermarket shopping bag
         from which a long cardboard container protruded – tinfoil? Greaseproof paper? The woman stared openly at Zarek, a look of
         profound distrust on her face.
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ Audrey said, ‘it’s not still-life, it’s life drawing.’

      
      The woman’s forehead puckered. ‘Is that not the same thing?’

      
      ‘No.’ Audrey hesitated, wondering how gently she could break it. ‘Life drawing is … drawing a human body.’

      
      They considered this in silence.

      
      ‘Would that be a real person?’ the man asked eventually.

      
      ‘Exactly,’ Audrey said. She had to tell them: she couldn’t let them arrive on the first night not knowing. She crossed the
         fingers of the hand they couldn’t see. ‘A nude person, in fact.’
      

      
      Another dead silence, during which the colour rose slowly and deeply in the woman’s face. Audrey wondered if Zarek, who didn’t
         seem to be paying too much attention, understood the significance of the conversation.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ the man spluttered, ‘I think you ought to be heartily ashamed of yourself, young lady.’

      
      ‘Disgusting,’ his companion added vehemently, her face still aflame. ‘Bringing that sort of thing to Carrickbawn. Have you no shame?’
      

      
      Audrey considered pointing out that the nude body had been drawn and painted by great artists for centuries, but decided that
         such an approach would probably not help right now. She opted instead for a contrite and downcast expression.
      

      
      Another few seconds of silent outrage followed. Audrey kept her gaze lowered. Were they going to stand there all evening?
         What if more potential students turned up?
      

      
      ‘You haven’t heard the last of this,’ the man said then, and to Audrey’s great relief they gathered themselves up and left
         with a series of outraged tuts. As the sound of their footsteps faded she turned back to Zarek, but his head was still bent
         over his form. Just as well.
      

      
      She should have made it clearer: she shouldn’t have assumed that people understood what life drawing was. Come to think of
         it, confusing it with still-life was perfectly understandable. And of course some people would balk at the idea of a nude
         model; she should have anticipated that.
      

      
      As she was wondering if it was too late to display a clarification notice somewhere – maybe on the wall outside the classroom
         – another woman appeared in the doorway and stood there uncertainly.
      

      
      Audrey smiled encouragingly at her. ‘Hello – are you here for the life drawing?’

      
      Still a good quarter of an hour to go, and here was her second potential student. If just four more turned up Audrey would
         have a respectable class. Six was fine, wasn’t it? Five even, at a pinch. So what if she took home a little less than she’d
         hoped? It was only money, and she’d never been a big spender.
      

      
      The woman approached the desk. Audrey’s own age, or a bit younger, early thirties maybe. Faint shadows under her brown eyes,
         skin that lovely creamy olive shade that you seldom saw on Irish faces. Not a freckle to be found, no sign of a broken vein. No makeup that Audrey could see, not even lipstick. Tailored
         navy jacket that had probably cost a bit, the classic piece you were supposed to invest in and have for years. The sort of
         fitted cut that Audrey ran a mile from.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never done it before,’ the woman said. ‘Not any kind of art, not since school.’ No answering smile on her face, an arm
         clamping the strap of her dark grey shoulder bag firmly to her side. A quick-as-lightning glance flicked from Audrey to Zarek
         and back again.
      

      
      ‘That’s no problem,’ Audrey replied. ‘It’s a beginner class, so the pace will be very relaxed.’ Should she mention the nudity?
         Would it sound condescending though? Maybe she’d take a chance that it was understood. Hopefully the previous couple had been
         the exception.
      

      
      ‘Have you had others in already?’ The woman reached up quickly to tuck her shoulder-length bob behind her ear. ‘It’s just
         that I was … expecting to meet someone here.’ She looked ready to bolt. ‘Meg Curran? Has she been in?’
      

      
      Another potential student, who may or may not turn up. Audrey thought quickly. ‘Not as yet, no, but there’s plenty of time.’
         She slid a registration form across the desk. ‘Why don’t you fill one of these out while you’re waiting?’
      

      
      The woman made no attempt to take the form, didn’t even look at it. ‘Actually, I’m not really—’

      
      At that moment, Zarek thrust his hand towards her, beaming. ‘I am Zarek Olszewski. I am from Poland. Please to meet you. You
         do this class too, yes?’
      

      
      Had he sensed her reluctance? Was he trying to encourage her to stay? Or was he simply being friendly? Audrey had no idea
         – but she was intensely grateful, because the other woman really had no choice but to respond.
      

      
      Her smile was fleeting as she made brief contact with his hand. ‘Anne,’ she said, ‘but I’m not quite sure—’

      
      ‘And I’m Audrey. I’ll be teaching the class,’ Audrey broke in. ‘Why don’t you give your friend a few minutes? You’ve taken
         the trouble to come here – you might as well hang on.’ She hoped she didn’t sound too desperate.
      

      
      Anne cast a doubtful look about the empty classroom. ‘I suppose I could wait a bit …’

      
      ‘And you may as well fill in a form – it won’t commit you to anything if you change your mind,’ Audrey went on brightly. ‘Biro?’

      
      ‘No, thank you – I have my own.’ Anne rummaged in the grey bag and drew out a long narrow box, from which she took what looked
         to Audrey like a very expensive gold pen. She unscrewed the cap and bent to study the typed form.
      

      
      Her parting was meticulous, not a hair out of place. No ring on her wedding finger – no ring anywhere. She held the pen in
         her left hand, its gold nib seeming to follow rather than lead the words across the page. Bitten nails, which Audrey hadn’t
         expected, polished a pale cream.
      

      
      ‘Please.’ Zarek laid down his biro and offered his form to Audrey. ‘I finish.’

      
      ‘Anne?’

      
      All three turned and watched two more women walking in, one dark, the other a redhead, both somewhere around thirty. Similarly
         dressed in jeans and cotton shirts, pastel-coloured canvas pumps on one pair of feet, navy runners on the other.
      

      
      ‘You came.’ The taller of the two women beamed at Anne. ‘You changed your mind – I’m delighted.’

      
      Anne nodded. ‘I was beginning to wonder if you were coming.’

      
      ‘Oh yes, just a bit late, as usual.’ She indicated her companion. ‘You know Fiona, who I taught with?’

      
      ‘I think we’ve met,’ the redhead said. ‘You’re Henry’s sister, right?’

      
      Audrey waited for the exchange to finish. Two more. She was up to four, and still almost ten minutes to go. She might just make the six.
      

      
      The women turned towards her eventually. ‘Sorry,’ the tall one said. ‘We’re here for the class, obviously.’
      

      
      ‘We’re total beginners,’ the other added, her gaze skidding briefly towards Zarek. ‘Not a clue, either of us. Can’t draw a
         straight line.’
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ Audrey said, ‘most people can’t – draw a straight line, I mean. It’s one of the hardest things to achieve.’ She
         passed two registration forms across the desk. ‘Fortunately, the human body has no straight lines at all, so we should be
         fine.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that’s good to know.’ The tall woman took the forms and passed one to her companion.

      
      ‘And it’s a beginner class,’ Audrey went on, ‘so you needn’t worry – everyone’s in the same boat. I’m Audrey Matthews,’ she
         added. ‘The teacher.’
      

      
      ‘Meg Butler,’ the tall woman said, ‘and Fiona Gray. And … ?’ She looked enquiringly at Zarek. Both of them looked very enquiring
         indeed.
      

      
      ‘I am Zarek Olszewski,’ he said, thrusting a hand towards them. ‘I am from Poland. Please to meet you.’

      
      ‘Oh – I went to Auschwitz last summer,’ Fiona exclaimed, and immediately went pink. ‘Very sad,’ she added quickly, ducking
         her head towards her form.
      

      
      Audrey provided biros and did some rapid mental calculations. With only four students she wouldn’t even take the minimum wage
         home. In fact, the model would probably earn more than the teacher. Audrey wasn’t that bothered about what she earned, but
         all the same, there had to be some kind of lower limit, didn’t there?
      

      
      ‘Please.’

      
      With dismay she saw that Zarek had produced a wallet and was looking questioningly at her.

      
      ‘Class is ninety euro, yes?’

      
      ‘Er—’

      
      ‘I’m not late, am I?’

      
      Everyone turned. The woman unravelled a long narrow silver-grey scarf as she walked past the rows of tables towards the front of the room. ‘This is life drawing, yes?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, it is, yes.’ Audrey beamed. ‘And no, you’re not late at all.’

      
      ‘Good.’ As she approached the desk the woman slung her scarf over the back of a chair. ‘I’ve been running to catch up since
         this morning.’ Her musky scent was cloying, her blonde hair beautifully, perfectly cut. Her voice was throaty, the voice of
         a theatre actor. She took the form Audrey held out. ‘I’ve never done it before – life drawing, I mean. That’s with a live
         model, yes?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Audrey told her, relieved that the clarification had been made in front of everyone. ‘We’ll be working with a live
         nude model.’ She waited for a reaction.
      

      
      ‘Good,’ the blonde repeated. ‘Should be fun. Does it matter that I’m a total beginner?’

      
      ‘Not at all,’ Audrey assured her. ‘Everyone’s a beginner.’

      
      ‘We are all in the same ship,’ Zarek told her cheerfully.

      
      The woman looked at him with amused interest.

      
      ‘I am Zarek Olszewski.’ He stuck out his hand again. ‘I am from Poland.’

      
      She laughed. ‘You don’t say.’ She let her hand linger in his, which of course they all noticed. ‘Irene Dillon,’ she added.

      
      As the other names were exchanged Audrey studied the newcomer. She wore a sage green leather skirt that stopped long before
         her knees began, and patent black shoes, whose heels would have given Audrey vertigo. Older than the others, close to forty
         maybe, but looking after herself.
      

      
      Audrey handed her a registration form and began distributing the materials list to the others. ‘As you know,’ she said, ‘it’s
         a drawing class, so your requirements are relatively few, and while you could stick to pencils, I thought charcoal would be
         a nice—’
      

      
      ‘Excuse me.’

      
      She stopped. A man had appeared at the door, his head covered in a black woolly hat. ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ he said, in a soft
         Northern accent. ‘I don’t know if you’re full, or …’
      

      
      ***
      

      
      He took in the handful of people – the foreign-looking man with the pretty-boy face and the four women, the largest of whom
         seemed to be in charge. He thought this was probably a mistake: what did he know about life drawing – what interest had he
         ever had in drawing anything?
      

      
      He’d wanted to enrol in Intermediate French, to back up the CDs he’d taken out from the library the previous week, and which
         were already helping to resurrect the words and phrases of his schooldays. He wanted to bring Charlie to France next summer,
         so she could start learning it too – at her age, she’d soak it up. He hadn’t ruled out moving to France at some stage, if
         Ireland proved too small for them to remain here.
      

      
      But according to the handwritten message pinned to the notice-board in the college’s reception area, Intermediate French had
         been cancelled because the tutor was ill. ‘Can’t you get someone else?’ he’d asked the man behind the glassed-in cubicle,
         but the man had apologised and said he was just the janitor; he had no information about tutors. So James had returned to
         the notice-board and studied the other Tuesday-evening options. They hadn’t been inspiring.
      

      
      Computer programming, Pilates or life drawing. Not one of these remotely appealed to him. He used a computer at work, hated
         it – who would have thought an estate agent would have to spend so long on a damn computer? – and he had no intention of having
         anything to do with them in his spare time.
      

      
      He had a vague idea that Pilates involved stretching out on a mat and doing exercises of some sort, which approximated pretty
         much to his idea of hell. Rowing was the only exercise he’d ever taken any pleasure from, and that was firmly in his past
         now.
      

      
      Of the three choices that were being offered, life drawing seemed the least offensive. He had endured more than enjoyed trying
         to reproduce the collections of objects his art teachers had assembled at school – but he supposed this might be different. Life drawing was people, wasn’t it? And, anyway, who cared if he failed miserably? He certainly didn’t.
      

      
      He had to choose one of the Tuesday classes, because Tuesday was the only evening he could make his escape, and he needed
         an escape, so life drawing it was. He’d noted the room where the enrolment was taking place, and made his way there.
      

      
      And now, having drawn attention to himself, having walked into the room and interrupted the proceedings, he was becoming more
         and more convinced that he’d made a colossal mistake.
      

      
      What had he been thinking? Who said he had to sign up for any evening class at all? Couldn’t he sit in a pub for a few hours,
         or go to the cinema, if he wanted a break from home once a week?
      

      
      As he opened his mouth to say thanks, but he’d changed his mind, the large woman beamed at him. ‘No, we’re not full,’ she
         said. ‘You’re very welcome. Do come in.’ She took a step towards him, putting out her hand. ‘I’m Audrey Matthews, and I’ll
         be teaching the class.’
      

      
      She looked so genuinely happy to see him that he found himself ridiculously unable to disappoint her. He stepped forward,
         his heart sinking. ‘James Sullivan,’ he said. The name felt odd, but he’d get used to it.
      

      
      ***

      
      What possessed me? Anne Curran wondered. What was I thinking?

      
      But of course she hadn’t been thinking: she’d been looking for something, anything, to stop her thinking – and suddenly the
         life-drawing classes that Meg had been going on about had seemed like the ideal distraction. So instead of going home after
         work she’d completed The Irish Times crossword in the little room where hotel employees took their breaks, and then she’d taken the long way round to Carrickbawn
         Senior College.
      

      
      The trouble was, she realised now, that all she’d done was postpone the inevitable. She was down ninety euro and she still had to face up to the ugly truth that had been sitting on
         her phone table all day long. The cheque that told her, more forcefully than any legal document, that she was no longer half
         of a married couple. The money that was going to arrive every month from now on, whether she wanted it or not.
      

      
      She didn’t want it. She didn’t want his money. What was he doing only salving his guilty conscience, telling himself he was
         making up for walking out on her by keeping her solvent. He was paying her off so she’d leave him and his new woman alone.
         The truth, the horrible truth, was that she didn’t want his money: she wanted him. It was shameful how much she still wanted
         him.
      

      
      And the other horrible truth was that, however much she might want to tear up his cheques, she couldn’t manage the mortgage
         repayments on her own. Even if she did all the overtime she could get, she still couldn’t afford the house by herself.
      

      
      She’d waited with dread for the first cheque to arrive, and this morning there it was. No covering note, no word at all. And
         though she’d been expecting it, its arrival – his handwriting, his signature, the whole heartbreakingly businesslike feel of it – had knocked her sideways, had caused her to act completely out of character, to skitter away from her normal
         routine and sign up for a class she couldn’t have cared less about.
      

      
      She hadn’t even known what life drawing was until a week ago, when Meg had told her. She’d thought it was arrangements of
         apples and dead pheasants.
      

      
      This was going to be penance.

      
      ***

      
      This was going to be a laugh. Irene signed the registration form with a flourish. Talk about eye candy, when all she’d come
         for was a bit of fun, something different to do on a Tuesday night. Pity the Pole wasn’t stripping off for them – now that
         would have been interesting. Bet he had some body under that black T-shirt and those faded chinos.
      

      
      All in all, today had shaped up pretty well. Not that she’d fancy driving into the gatepost every morning, but that little
         mishap had turned out to have its up-side.
      

      
      ‘Not too bad,’ the mechanic had said, running his hand along the dent. Oil under his nails. Short, broad fingers. ‘Not too
         deep. Could be worse.’
      

      
      The sleeves of his overalls pushed up past his elbows, showing arms covered with dark hair and taut muscles. Probably didn’t
         need to work out – plenty of stretching and weightlifting with his job.
      

      
      ‘You’ll have to leave it with us,’ he’d said.

      
      Irene had stood close enough to let him get her perfume. Men went mad for musk. ‘How long?’

      
      He’d leant against the car, arms folded. Brown eyes. A head of dark hair, cut short the way she liked it. The kind of skin
         that went black in the sun. ‘Thursday at least – we’re busy right now. Give us a call Thursday morning.’
      

      
      ‘You couldn’t do it any quicker?’ she’d asked, a hand reaching up to touch his arm oh-so-briefly. ‘It’s just that I use it
         a lot for work.’ Hard muscle, not an ounce of fat there. ‘I wouldn’t ask,’ she’d said, flashing her newly cleaned teeth at
         him, ‘only it’s really awkward being without it.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he’d said. ‘Give us a call Tuesday.’

      
      ***

      
      Meg wrote ‘ninety euro’ on her cheque and signed it. She was looking forward to the classes. She was no artist, but she’d always enjoyed drawing
         and painting at school. She’d also loved the relaxed atmosphere of the art room – and, God knew, she could do with a bit of
         relaxation at the moment. Life had never been as hectic as it had been in the last three weeks, and so far it showed no sign
         of abating. Surely these classes would be laid back, and not too challenging.
      

      
      She’d been delighted to see Anne here too – her sister-in-law could certainly do with a distraction right now. Bring her out
         of herself a bit, help her to forget her troubles. Because the sooner Anne put her marriage break-up behind her, the sooner
         she’d be back to her old dependable self, the one Meg and Henry turned to any time they needed help. So capable, so strong,
         you’d forget sometimes she was Henry’s younger sister.
      

      
      Meg tore off her cheque and handed it to the teacher, whose bright blue blouse with its tiny pink polka dots clashed alarmingly
         with her turquoise flowery skirt – and was that her yellow jacket slung over the back of that chair?
      

      
      Must be very liberating though, not to give a damn what you looked like.

      
      ***

      
      On the whole, Zarek Olszewski was quite happy in Ireland. He accepted that the erratic weather system was the price to pay
         for living on a tiny island on the edge of a huge ocean. He’d grown accustomed to cars travelling on the wrong side of the
         road, and after four and a half months he’d learnt – just about – to live without his mother’s spicy dumplings and sauerkraut
         soup.
      

      
      He shared a small flat with two other immigrants, one of whom produced dinner each evening in return for ignoring every other
         household chore, an arrangement that suited all three perfectly.
      

      
      Zarek worked behind the counter in one of Carrickbawn’s fast-food outlets. His salary was modest, but his expenses were few.
         By shopping almost exclusively at Lidl, and avoiding the pubs and restaurants, he managed to send a small monthly bank draft
         to his parents in Poland, and squirrelled away what little was left towards his eventual return home.
      

      
      One of his minor extravagances was a two-euro scratchcard every Saturday on his way home from work. By the end of August he’d
         claimed two free cards and had won four euro enough times to keep up the practice, but when he revealed two hundred and fifty euro three times on the first scratchcard of September, it had taken him several seconds to believe his
         luck.
      

      
      He decided to send the entire amount to his parents – what did he need it for? – but before he had a chance to get to the
         bank, Carrickbawn Senior College’s schedule of evening classes had caught his eye on the back page of the free local paper
         – he struggled through it each week in an effort to improve his English. Life drawing, he’d read, and his dictionary had confirmed that it was what he thought it was, and the lure had proved irresistible.
      

      
      A hundred and sixty euro would be a perfectly respectable windfall. His mother would fill the freezer, his father could get
         a new suit, or winter coat. They’d be perfectly happy with a hundred and sixty.
      

      
      Zarek read the materials list and wondered what a putty rubber was.

      
      ***

      
      Six classes, Fiona read on the registration form. Six weeks of classes, which would bring them up to the end of October. She wondered
         if she’d look any different in six weeks.
      

      
      She reminded herself again not to count her chickens. She could be wrong – it might be no more than wishful thinking. But
         what if she was right? The possibility was delightful.
      

      
      ‘Where’s your cheque? You’re miles away,’ Meg said beside her.

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      Monday she’d find out for sure. She’d buy the test tomorrow and wait till Monday morning to do it, when Des had left for work.
         She’d make herself wait till then, even though she could easily do it on Sunday morning without him knowing. But she wanted
         to prolong the not-knowing for a bit, in case the result was a disappointment.
      

      
      She pulled her cheque book out of her bag and opened it. ‘How much is it again?’ she asked, and Meg sighed.

      
      ***

      
      Audrey bundled the six registration forms together and slipped them into her canvas bag. She tucked cheques and cash carefully
         into the side pocket and zipped it closed. She took her yellow jacket from the back of the chair, slid her arms into it and
         fastened the red toggles.
      

      
      She locked the classroom door and returned the key to Vincent at the reception desk, who told her that two people had asked
         him to lodge a formal complaint about the naked drawing classes to the college authorities.
      

      
      ‘Lord,’ said Audrey, alarmed. ‘What should I do?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘Some old people just love to have a moan.’ Vincent was seventy-five if he was a day. ‘If they come back
         I’ll say someone is looking into it. See you Tuesday.’
      

      
      Outside, Audrey unlocked her moped, placed her bag in the front basket and puttered down the short driveway of Carrickbawn
         Senior College. Six people signed up, six cheques paid over – no, five. Zarek had paid in cash. Nice to have a non-Irish student
         in the class, made it feel quite cosmopolitan. After several months in Ireland, Zarek’s command of English was still a little
         precarious. She wondered how much contact he had with Irish people in the course of his day.
      

      
      What did he do to earn a living? What did any of them do, these six strangers who’d opted to spend two hours a week in each
         other’s company from now till Hallowe’en? No doubt she’d find out in due course.
      

      
      Interesting to see how the dynamics would go, to see who’d get along, who’d have nothing in common. Would the women stick
         together? Would there be personality clashes? Would any attractions surface?
      

      
      She stopped. Listen to her, creating drama where there was none. Why wouldn’t they all get along, a group of adults sharing
         a common interest, spending a couple of relaxing hours together each week, no pressure to be anything else but amiable companions?
      

      
      They might even get quite chummy. There might be a call for an advanced life-drawing class after Hallowe’en – if they hadn’t
         been run out of town by the scandalised couple.
      

      
      And purely as an observation, with no hidden agenda whatsoever, James Sullivan had a beautiful soft Northern accent, and wasn’t
         wearing a wedding ring. And looked to be about Audrey’s age.
      

      
      Of course, there was still the problem of a model – or, rather, of no model. Audrey knew she should be more concerned about
         the fact that, three days before the first life-drawing class, there had still been no response to the ad she’d posted two
         weeks before on the notice-board in Carrickbawn’s art-supplies shop. Happily, it wasn’t in her nature to worry unduly. Something
         would turn up, she was sure of it. Someone would see the ad very soon – maybe even tomorrow – and they would be just right.
      

      
      And if that didn’t happen, she could always call on Terence, who taught science at Carrickbawn Secondary School, and who’d
         been a little too eager to offer his services as soon as he’d heard about the classes. Terence wouldn’t have been Audrey’s
         first choice, but he’d do at a pinch as long as she kept an eye on him.
      

      
      She motored unhurriedly along the early-evening streets, still quite bright at eight o’clock. The thought of the winter months
         ahead didn’t bother her. Winter brought big coal fires and bowls of steaming soup to dip soft floury rolls into – not to mention
         the occasional hot whiskey when she came home wet through and frozen to the bone. She preferred winter food, had never been
         a big fan of salads. Leaves were so, well, leafy. Nothing to get your teeth into. Nothing to make you feel nice and full.
      

      
      And this winter, she remembered with sudden delight, if all went according to plan, there would be two of them sitting in
         front of the fire. She considered making a detour just to have another look at him, but decided against it. At least twenty
         minutes there and back – and, anyway, he was probably taken from the shop window and brought somewhere else at night.
      

      
      She increased her pressure slightly on the accelerator, causing her flowered skirt to billow out. She was starving, having
         eaten nothing since a tomato sandwich at four, and a Denny steak and kidney pie was waiting at home. She loved steak and kidney
         pie, and the tins were so handy, ready in no time.
      

      
      She’d go there first thing in the morning and get him, straight after her rashers and sausages. And maybe a bit of white pudding.

   
      
      Saturday

      
      ‘How much is the doggie in the window?’ Audrey tried to keep a straight face, and failed completely.
      

      
      The man behind the counter didn’t appear to see the joke. He studied Audrey over his steel-rimmed glasses. ‘You want to buy
         the pup?’
      

      
      Audrey’s smile dimmed a little. No doubt he’d heard the line before, but it cost nothing to be pleasant. Thank goodness she’d
         decided against singing it – she’d feel even more foolish now. But she had no intention of letting one cranky man disturb
         her Saturday-morning good humour.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’d like to buy the pup,’ she said, keeping her tone determinedly friendly. ‘He’s adorable – I’ve fallen totally in
         love with him.’
      

      
      As soon as the words were out, it occurred to her that expressing such a sentiment might well hike up the dog’s price. Like
         raving over a house you went to view so the estate agent knew you’d pay as much as you could possibly part with. Ah, well,
         nothing to be done now.
      

      
      The man continued to regard her as if she were a slightly irritating disturbance to his day. ‘He’s a she,’ he said flatly,
         ‘and she’s fifty euro.’
      

      
      Audrey’s mouth dropped open. She’d been prepared for twenty, thirty at a push. ‘But isn’t he – she – a mongrel?’ she asked.
         ‘I mean, she’s gorgeous, but she’s not a … thoroughbred, is she? I mean, she doesn’t look—’
      

      
      ‘Fifty,’ he repeated, lowering his head again to the newspaper that was spread open on the counter. ‘Take it or leave it.’
         He turned a page.
      

      
      Audrey stood before him, her earlier cheeriness fading rapidly. Was he simply going to ignore her, just read his paper and
         pretend she wasn’t there? How rude. She prickled with annoyance. She should turn and walk out.
      

      
      Only, of course, she couldn’t.

      
      She crossed to the window and crouched by the carrier. The little pup began a frantic yapping at her approach, tiny tail wagging
         furiously, her whole rear end getting involved. A small pink tongue darted at the fingers Audrey poked through the grille.
         ‘Hello, sweetie,’ she said softly. The little animal’s excited yaps changed abruptly to high-pitched whines. Audrey yearned
         to open the carrier and gather the dog into her arms, but decided against it. Who knew how the disagreeable shop assistant
         might react?
      

      
      She returned to the counter. The man continued to read his paper. Audrey determined to stand there until he did something.
         He couldn’t ignore her forever. Finally he raised his head and regarded her silently.
      

      
      ‘I’ll take her,’ Audrey said curtly, opening her bag. ‘Have you got a box?’

      
      ‘Box?’

      
      She was tempted to say, You know, a container with four sides and a top, usually made of cardboard. Really, his manner was appalling – but she wasn’t going to stoop to his level. She was going to remain polite if it killed
         her. ‘To bring her home in,’ she replied evenly. ‘I’ll need some kind of box.’ Probably charge her for that too.
      

      
      He closed his newspaper without another word and disappeared through the rear door. Audrey was quite sure she was being overcharged
         – surely they gave mongrels away for nothing at any cats’ and dogs’ home – but what could she do? She’d fallen for this dog,
         and no other one would do.
      

      
      A minute went by. She scanned the nearby shelves and saw tins of pet food and bird-feeders and bags of peanuts and cat and
         dog toys. Maybe he liked animals more than humans; maybe that was why he worked in a pet shop. She selected two small cans
         of puppy food – just enough to keep her going until she got to the supermarket – and brought them to the counter.
      

      
      She returned to the little dog, which set up a fresh burst of yapping at her approach. She lifted the carrier, which was surprisingly
         light, and held it up so she and the dog were eye to eye. ‘You’re coming home with me,’ Audrey told her. ‘I’m taking you away
         from that horrible grumpy man.’
      

      
      ‘I haven’t got a box.’

      
      She whirled, almost dropping her load. Had he heard? He must have. Impossible to tell from his expression, which had been
         dour since she’d arrived.
      

      
      ‘You can borrow the carrier,’ he said shortly. ‘I’ll need it back on Monday.’

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Audrey said coolly. ‘May I ask how old she is?’

      
      He shrugged. ‘Twelve weeks, give or take.’

      
      Give or take what? Another month? Audrey gritted her teeth and waited while he scanned the tins of puppy food.

      
      He took her money without comment. He’d probably never heard of please or thank you, but she made a point of thanking him
         as he handed over her change. At least one of them had manners.
      

      
      To her surprise, he walked ahead of her and held the door open. She nodded stiffly at him as she left, already dreading the
         thought of her return visit with his carrier. She’d drop it and leave before he had time to annoy her.
      

      
      The problem was, he had the only pet shop in Carrickbawn, so she wouldn’t have much choice if the supermarkets didn’t stock whatever she had to buy for her new pet.
      

      
      Not that she was at all sure what she had to buy. There’d never been a dog or a cat in the house when Audrey was growing up.
         Neither of her parents had relished the idea of an animal around the place. She’d bought the pup on impulse, and hadn’t the
         first notion of how to look after it. She’d have to get a book – or, better still, visit the vet as soon as she could. Surely
         he’d answer any questions she might have. Yes, she’d make an appointment first thing on Monday.
      

      
      In the meantime she had to come up with a name. She’d been considering Bingo, but that was when she’d assumed the pup was
         male, so she’d need to think again. Something nice and feminine.
      

      
      And it would sleep in the kitchen – that alcove beside the stove would be perfect if she transferred the log basket to behind
         the back door. She’d have to get a little bed, one of those nice furry ones. And a leash for walks, and her own pet carrier.
         The vet might sell things like that: she mightn’t have to depend on the supermarkets.
      

      
      And a dish for food. She could use her empty steak and kidney tin from last night until she got a proper one. Lots of things
         to think of, but where was the hurry? She raised the carrier until she and her new pet were eye to eye.
      

      
      ‘I’m Audrey,’ she said, and the little dog yapped back.

      
      She lowered the carrier and turned onto her road, her good humour fully restored, humming ‘How Much Is That Doggie In The Window?’

      
      ***

      
      ‘I got a cheque yesterday,’ Anne said, as soon as the waitress had left. ‘From Tom.’

      
      ‘Did you?’ Meg looked at her with concern. ‘Are you OK?’

      
      ‘I’m fine.’ She wasn’t, but how else could you answer that?

      
      ‘Henry’s glad you signed up for the life drawing,’ Meg said.

      
      Anne could imagine the conversation, their joint relief that she was coming out of herself. She’d have to stick with the classes,
         if only to keep her brother and Meg happy. She cast about for a change of subject. ‘How’s the playschool?’
      

      
      Meg grimaced. ‘Still exhausting – but I’m coping, just about.’

      
      ‘Not sorry you gave up teaching?’

      
      ‘Not really. I didn’t realise this would be so intense, but I keep reminding myself that I’m my own boss now, which is what
         I wanted.’
      

      
      ‘Good.’

      
      A beat passed. Meg pulled the cellophane off the little biscuit that perched on her saucer. ‘So … was there a note in with
         it?’
      

      
      ‘No.’ Anne stared out of the window. ‘Just the cheque.’

      
      ***

      
      So glum she looked. Meg searched for something consoling to say, but before she could come up with anything, Anne turned back
         to her. ‘Have you seen him?’
      

      
      ‘Annie—’

      
      ‘I know, I know, I’m my own worst enemy. Just humour me, OK?’

      
      Meg stirred coffee that didn’t need stirring. ‘He came round for dinner. It was Henry’s suggestion, I couldn’t—’

      
      ‘When?’

      
      ‘Last weekend. Look—’

      
      ‘I assume she was there too.’

      
      What could Meg possibly say that she wanted to hear? ‘Annie, I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘It’s OK.’ But clearly, to judge by her sister-in-law’s closed expression, it wasn’t OK. Anne pushed away her half-full cup
         and rummaged in her bag. She drew out a little spray bottle and applied it to her palms.
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Meg was relieved to have something else to focus on.

      
      ‘Just a cleanser – my hands feel grubby sometimes.’

      
      ‘Oh, could I have a bit? I’m still smelling of chlorine.’ Meg took her little daughter swimming at Carrickbawn’s public pool
         on Saturday mornings. ‘Anne, I’d drop him in a minute,’ she went on, working the cleanser into her hands. ‘You know I would.’
      

      
      ‘But you can’t, can you?’ Anne smiled tightly, replacing the bottle in her bag. ‘That’s what I get for marrying my brother’s
         best friend.’
      

      
      ‘I hate having to be nice to him after what he did,’ Meg insisted.

      
      ‘But you’re Henry’s wife, so you have to be,’ Anne said, getting to her feet. ‘Sorry, I have to go – I’m on at twelve.’ She
         worked behind the reception desk in the largest of Carrickbawn’s three hotels.
      

      
      Meg watched her sister-in-law pulling on her jacket. ‘Can you make brunch tomorrow?’

      
      ‘Afraid not. I’m working. See you at the art class on Tuesday.’ And she was gone, pushing the café door open with her elbow.

      
      Left alone at the table, Meg sipped her coffee, feeling mildly irritated. It was well over two months since Anne’s husband
         had walked out – how long were they going to be tip-toeing around her? Of course it was unfortunate that Anne’s ex happened
         to be Henry’s best friend, but what could anyone do about that? Meg had enough on her plate trying to get the playschool up
         and running – it wasn’t fair that she should feel caught in the middle between her husband and his sister, trying to keep
         them both happy.
      

      
      It was all Tom McFadden’s fault. He was the villain here. He’d been friends with Henry forever, but he’d hardly noticed Henry’s
         sister until she was almost twenty-two. He was twenty-five and about to qualify as a doctor when he’d asked Anne out for the
         first time.
      

      
      Meg and Henry had recently got married, and Henry was charmed at the idea of his friend and his sister finally getting together. ‘She’s fancied him for years,’ he told Meg. ‘About time he did something about it.’
      

      
      Eight months into the relationship Anne had moved out of home and into Tom’s apartment, to the silent disapproval of her parents,
         and six months after that, much to their relief, Tom had walked her down the aisle of Carrickbawn’s oldest church. The house
         was bought the following year and as far as Meg could see, they were as happy as any other married couple.
      

      
      Until two months ago. After seven years of marriage, Tom McFadden had fallen for a younger woman and moved out to be with
         her, and not even his best friend Henry had seen it coming. Characteristically, Anne had mourned his departure in private,
         keeping her grief to herself, rebuffing all offers of help, even from her beloved Henry. Cancelling her regular Saturday morning
         coffee date with Meg, which they’d been keeping for years. Making excuses not to come to them for Sunday brunch, which had
         been another long-held tradition.
      

      
      But last evening she’d signed up for the life-drawing classes, and she’d agreed to meet this morning for coffee, and Meg was
         trying to be hopeful that the worst was over. They could all move on – except that Tom McFadden was still Henry’s best friend.
      

      
      Meg was torn, but she could see no way out. She and Henry had argued about it plenty of times, and she’d got nowhere.

      
      ‘He did the dirty on your sister – how can you still be friends with him?’ she’d demanded more than once.

      
      But Henry remained adamant. ‘Tom and I grew up together, you know he’s been my best mate forever. Of course I’m not happy
         with his behaviour—’
      

      
      ‘Not happy? You make it sound like he took your last Rolo. He didn’t even tell you what he was planning.’

      
      ‘Well, he could hardly tell me, could he? Look, I don’t like what he did, and of course he regrets hurting Annie—’

      
      ‘Big of him.’

      
      ‘—but what’s done is done, and me getting stroppy with him won’t help Annie, you know that.’

      
      ‘It would show her whose side you’re on.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m not involved with what happened between them.’

      
      ‘You’re her brother – of course you’re involved.’
      

      
      ‘And I’m Tom’s friend, which is why I can’t take sides.’

      
      And round they went, and nothing changed. Tom and Henry were still as close as they’d always been, and Meg had finally given
         in to Henry’s cajoling and agreed to have the loving couple over to dinner the week before. What else could she do?
      

      
      And really, all things considered, Meg had to admit that the evening had gone fairly well, and they’d all survived. Tom’s
         new woman was perfectly pleasant, and had been suitably impressed with Henry’s salmon and crab roulade.
      

      
      Anne would just have to move on. She would move on – she’d already made a start. By Christmas, maybe even by Hallowe’en, she’d be back to her old reliable self.
      

      
      Meg sniffed her fingers. They smelt nice and flowery, all traces of chlorine gone. She must ask Anne where she’d bought that
         spray. Trust her sister-in-law, always so organised. She got up and began gathering her things together.
      

      
      ***

      
      Horrible, horrible, the thought of him taking another woman to Meg and Henry’s. The four of them chatting together in the
         sitting room. Henry producing his usual plate of little nibbles to go with their pre-dinner drinks, Meg putting on a CD.
      

      
      Betrayal, it felt like, pushing her away in favour of Tom – but she couldn’t think like that. She mustn’t think like that.
         She loved her brother; she wouldn’t blame him for wanting to hold on to his friend.
      

      
      She hurried towards her car, brushing impatiently at the tears that insisted on coming. Stop it, get over it, she told herself
         fiercely. Move on.
      

      
      But it still felt terribly like betrayal.

      
      ***

      
      As the shop door opened, Michael Browne glanced up from the till. ‘Sorry, I’m closed.’ He shut the drawer of the cash register
         and slid the coin bags onto the shelf underneath.
      

      
      ‘I’m not here to buy nothing,’ she said, taking a few steps towards him, holding a small child by the hand. ‘I just want to
         talk to you.’
      

      
      Her accent was flat. Her grammar made him wince. He regarded her over his glasses. She was young, around twenty. Pale, pinched
         face. She looked like a square meal wouldn’t go amiss.
      

      
      ‘Come back on Monday,’ he said. ‘You can talk all you want then. I’m closed.’ In future he’d turn the key at five to six.

      
      She stayed where she was. She didn’t look as if she was hiding any kind of weapon, but he pushed the cash bags further in
         all the same. You couldn’t be too careful. She could have a syringe up her sleeve – or there might be an accomplice waiting
         outside.
      

      
      ‘I’m closed,’ he repeated firmly.

      
      ‘This won’t take long,’ she said. ‘I just have to tell you something.’

      
      Michael strode out from behind the counter and stood squarely in front of her, arms folded. She barely came up to his shoulder.
         She took a half-step backwards, but remained facing him. The child scuttled behind her.
      

      
      ‘What bit of “I’m closed” do you not understand?’ Michael asked angrily. ‘It’s six o’clock and I’ve been here all day, and
         whatever you want can wait till Monday. Now hop it before I call the guards.’
      

      
      ‘You’re Ethan’s father,’ she said rapidly, her eyes on his face.

      
      The words, so totally unexpected, brought him up short. His arms tightened across his chest. He could feel his gut clenching.
         ‘What do you want?’ he demanded.
      

      
      ‘I had to come here,’ she said, the words falling over themselves now, as if his question had unleashed them. ‘I didn’t know
         where you lived – I just knew this was your shop. I waited till you were closing up.’
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ he repeated angrily, louder than he’d intended. His heart, his whole chest, thumping now against his folded arms.
      

      
      ‘We were together,’ she said, her eyes never leaving his face. ‘Me and Ethan. I saw you at the funeral.’

      
      And abruptly, Michael knew what was coming. He dropped his arms and took a step towards her.

      
      ‘He’s Ethan’s,’ she said, stepping back again, almost tripping over the little boy.

      
      Michael strode past her and opened the door. ‘Get out,’ he said tightly, feeling the blood race inside him, ‘before I call
         the guards.’
      

      
      She stood her ground, an arm around the child, who was burrowing into her side. ‘We need your help,’ she said urgently. ‘Please—’

      
      ‘Get out,’ Michael repeated, gritting his teeth. ‘Stop talking. Leave my shop now.’

      
      She took a step towards him. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I’m desperate. We got no place to stay – we’re getting thrown out on—’

      
      ‘For the last time,’ he said, ‘I’m asking you to leave.’

      
      ‘Please, I wouldn’t ask only—’
      

      
      ‘I’m counting to ten,’ Michael said.

      
      ‘He’s your family,’ she insisted, her voice beginning to tremble. ‘I was dealing, but I stopped, for him.’
      

      
      ‘Congratulations,’ Michael said. ‘One, two, three.’

      
      She looked at him in despair. ‘I got nothing, no money, nothing. If you won’t help us we’ll be out on the—’

      
      ‘Four, five, six.’

      
      ‘He’s your grandchild – don’t that mean nothing to you? Your grandchild living rough.’

      
      ‘Seven, eight, nine.’

      
      ‘I don’t believe you,’ she said then, pulling the boy past Michael and turning onto the street.

      
      Michael closed the door and locked it, and changed the sign from open to closed. He finished bagging the money and packed it into his rucksack and left through the back way, as he always
         did. And not once on the way home, which took twenty minutes on foot, did he allow his dead son to cross his mind.
      

      
      But as soon as he opened the door of his house, Ethan came anyway.

      
      ***

      
      She almost missed the ad. She would have missed it if she hadn’t got trapped in the narrow aisle behind the long-haired man’s
         buggy, forcing her to slow her pace to his as he trundled his baby unhurriedly past the tubes of watercolours and oils and
         acrylics, past the easels and sketchpads and bottles of turpentine, until Jackie was ready to scream. Twelve minutes already
         wasted out of her precious lunch hour, five of those spent rummaging through the paintbrush display, because the single assistant
         – one assistant, in a shop this size, at the busiest time of the day – was too preoccupied behind the counter to help her.
      

      
      ‘Would you mind awfully?’Jackie’s boss had asked. ‘I need it for my class this evening, and I’ve got nobody else to ask.’
         And what could Jackie do but agree to call by the art-supplies shop in her lunch hour to buy the forgotten watercolour brush?
         To be fair, Jackie had been given a fiver for her trouble – ‘The least I can do is buy your sandwich,’ her boss had said,
         and Jackie had silently agreed – but what good was that if she had no time to eat it?
      

      
      The long-haired man stopped suddenly to study something that had caught his attention, and Jackie began to edge past him.

      
      ‘Someone looking for a model,’ he said, jerking a thumb towards a notice pinned to a shelf. Jackie made some non-committal
         reply before skirting the buggy and taking her place in the queue. Not a word of apology for holding her up – he must have
         realised she was behind him. Some people didn’t give a damn.
      

      
      She watched the assistant totting up purchases on the cash register. Two people ahead of her in the queue, and almost twenty minutes gone now out of her lunch hour.
      

      
      Someone looking for a model. Why would anyone advertise for a model in an art-supplies shop? What kind of model needed sketchpads
         and brushes? The queue shifted up as a customer left, and Jackie shuffled along, taking her wallet from her bag.
      

      
      And then it hit her. An artist must be looking for a model, someone to sit for a painting. The queue moved again, and Jackie
         stood at the counter, waiting for the remaining customer to be served.
      

      
      An artist’s model. Paid work, presumably. Paid for sitting still.

      
      ‘Just this,’ she said to the assistant, when her turn came. The brush was bagged and she paid for it, and then she stood aside
         while the man with the buggy handed his purchases to the assistant.
      

      
      Couldn’t hurt to look – it would only take a minute. She walked back to the notice. The handwriting was ridiculously round.
         All the letter i’s had a flower on top of them instead of a dot. A border of smiley faces marched around the words in various
         colours.
      

      
      Wanted – model for adult life-drawing class. No prior experience necessary. Build immaterial, but must be over 18. Tuesdays
               7.30-9.30. Relaxed atmosphere.

      
      An evening class. So, not just one artist, lots of them. And life drawing – wasn’t that where you got naked? Stripped off
         in front of strangers? God, she wouldn’t be into that at all, much too sleazy. She began to turn away – and then stopped.
      

      
      Artists weren’t sleazy, though. Art wasn’t sleazy. Look at all the famous paintings of naked women that people paid millions
         for. It wasn’t as if she’d be posing for a porn magazine, not in an evening class. It would be tasteful and – well, arty.
         She turned back and read the ad again.
      

      
      ‘Build immaterial’, so you didn’t have to have the perfect figure. Tuesday evenings – she could manage that. Didn’t say where,
         but evening classes were usually held in the senior college, weren’t they? She could tell her parents she’d enrolled in some
         other class, whatever else was on the same night. Might even be a bit of a laugh, sprawled out on a blanket or whatever, like
         some kind of Greek goddess. She searched in her bag, found an old receipt and scribbled down the mobile phone number that
         was at the bottom of the ad. No harm in finding out more, like how much it paid. She wasn’t committing herself to anything
         by just asking.
      

      
      She bought her sandwich, went back to the boutique and plugged in the kettle in the little room behind the shop floor. While
         she was waiting for it to boil she called the number from the ad. The woman who answered sounded friendly. ‘I’m the teacher,’
         she said. ‘Let’s meet up, and you can ask me all about it. I’ll wear an orange scarf so you’ll recognise me. What about later
         today? I’m free anytime after three.’
      

      
      Jackie hesitated, reluctant to commit herself to anything other than a phone call. On the other hand, it might be good to
         come face to face with the teacher and see what she was like. ‘I finish work at five thirty,’ she replied.
      

      
      She wasn’t signing up to anything. They were just meeting, she could still say no. But it might be a laugh. Nothing to lose
         by finding out about it anyway.
      

      
      ***

      
      Irene knew by his breathing that he was awake. She took off her robe and slung it on the chair. She slid naked between the
         sheets and turned towards her husband, who wore boxer shorts, and whose back was to her. She laid a hand on his side, just
         above the waistband of the boxers, feeling the rise and fall of his ribcage. She began stroking the warm skin gently, sliding
         her body closer until she could feel the heat from his. The scent she’d just dabbed onto her pulse points wafted around her – she knew he could smell it too.
      

      
      As she slid her hand slowly around his waist he turned onto his stomach, leaving her palm sitting in the middle of his back.

      
      After a few seconds she moved away from him and closed her eyes.

   
      
      Sunday

      
      Audrey woke with a start, feeling hot breath on her face. She screamed and leaped out of bed. Her flailing left arm caught
         the little dog and sent her flying off in the other direction with a muffled yelp.
      

      
      ‘Oh!’ Audrey scrambled back across the bed and peered over the far side. ‘I’m so sorry. Are you alright?’

      
      Her new pet looked none the worse for her abrupt departure from the pillow. Audrey scooped her up and settled back against
         the headboard, pulling the duvet around both of them. ‘I thought you were a burglar,’ she told the little animal. ‘Mind you,’
         she added sternly, ‘if you’d slept in your own bed this would never have happened.’
      

      
      She’d lasted forty minutes the night before, determined to ignore the surprisingly loud whines from the kitchen. To give in
         would be a disaster: her years of experience in the classroom had taught her that. You had to establish who was boss from
         the start. Audrey would be resolute, and the whining would eventually stop, and a lesson would have been learnt.
      

      
      But the whining didn’t stop. The whining showed no sign of stopping. Audrey buried her head under a pillow, vowing to stick to her guns. The laundry basket was a perfectly adequate bed, and very comfortable with the old cushion in it. Really,
         you couldn’t get better.
      

      
      A fresh outburst of piteous whines drifted upstairs. Audrey groaned and turned over. This was to be expected: a new place
         would be disorienting. The little dog just needed to settle. She’d be fine after the first night. If Audrey gave in now, the
         routine would never be established.
      

      
      More whining. Audrey pulled the duvet over her head. Twelve weeks old, still just a baby really. Probably not long separated
         from its mother. Maybe there had been lots of brothers and sisters who’d all snuggled up together at night. If that was the
         case, no wonder the pup was lonely now, all by herself in a strange dark room.
      

      
      The whining continued unabated. When her clock radio showed midnight, Audrey finally admitted defeat. She got out of bed and
         padded downstairs, hearing the whines turn to excited yaps as she approached the kitchen door. Scolding as she went – ‘You’re
         being very silly, there’s nothing to be afraid of, you shouldn’t be making such a fuss, I’m only up the stairs’ – she hefted
         the laundry basket back to her bedroom, the pup scampering delightedly around her feet.
      

      
      ‘This is only for tonight,’ she warned, placing the basket in the corner of the room. ‘In you go.’ She patted the cushion
         encouragingly, but the new arrival was trotting happily around the room, scrabbling at the duvet in an attempt to scale the
         bed, pushing her nose into Audrey’s bundle of folded clothes on the chair and sending them tumbling to the floor.
      

      
      ‘Come on now,’ Audrey ordered, ‘into your basket. Good dog. Good girl.’ She crossed the room, scooped up the little dog and
         placed her in the basket. ‘Stay,’ she said firmly – but the minute she turned towards the bed the pup leaped onto the floor
         and padded after her.
      

      
      Audrey sighed. She looked down at the small pup’s hopeful face. ‘I’m not going to win, am I?’ She picked her up and placed her at the bottom of the bed. ‘No more whining,’ she ordered,
         getting in herself, ‘and certainly no barking. And please try to keep to your end.’
      

      
      The little dog padded around the duvet, turning in circles until she settled herself squarely on Audrey’s feet, dropping her
         head onto her paws with a satisfied grunt.
      

      
      Audrey lay and listened to the tiny, rapid breaths, and felt the warm weight of the dog’s little body. She had to admit that
         it was pleasant to have another presence in the room, even if a small, hairy four-legged creature wouldn’t have been her first
         choice of bedroom companion.
      

      
      Still, for the first time in her life she wasn’t alone as she fell asleep, which could only be a good thing. The laundry basket
         would move back to the kitchen first thing in the morning, and Audrey would be unrelenting tomorrow night.
      

      
      She considered possible names as she drifted to sleep, and somewhere during the night, the perfect one floated into her head.
         She lifted the pup now and looked into her face. ‘Dolly,’ she said.
      

      
      The pup yapped, one of her ears pricking up, her pink tongue darting towards Audrey’s face.

      
      ‘Dolly,’ Audrey repeated.

      
      Her first pet, with a name chosen by her, totally dependent on Audrey for food and shelter. She’d look on it as a rehearsal
         for the real thing – for wasn’t the man she was waiting for on his way? Wouldn’t he appear at any time? And after that the
         babies would come along, like they came for everyone else. So what if Audrey had to wait a bit longer? She was still only
         thirty-seven – lots of people didn’t have babies until they were that age, or even past it.
      

      
      Didn’t things always work out eventually? Hadn’t her life-drawing model come along yesterday, just like Audrey had known she
         would? Within minutes of meeting her, Audrey could tell that Jackie was just what she’d been looking for, and now everything was sorted for Tuesday. Things always worked
         out if you waited long enough.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ she said, pushing away the duvet and sliding to the edge of the bed. ‘Time for breakfast – and I suppose you need
         to spend a penny.’
      

      
      She slipped her feet into the fluffy purple mules she hadn’t been able to resist a week ago and pulled on her blue and white
         dressing-gown, and she and Dolly went downstairs.
      

      
      And happily, the discovery of little pennies spent during the night on various sections of the duvet wasn’t made until after
         the full Irish breakfast.
      

      
      ***

      
      As soon as James cut the engine, Charlie unclipped her seat-belt and shot from the car.

      
      ‘Easy,’ he said – but she was already halfway up the garden path. The front door opened before she reached it, and Maud opened
         her arms to her granddaughter.
      

      
      ‘There you are at last,’ James heard. He locked the car and walked up the path as the other two disappeared inside. He met
         his father-in-law in the hall. ‘Peter.’ Timothy shook his hand. ‘How’re you keeping?’
      

      
      His tone was perfectly civil. If you didn’t know either of them, if you were ignorant of their history, you’d swear the two
         men were as close as any in-laws could be.
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ James said, ‘I’m not using Peter any more, it’s James now. I’ve switched to my second name.’
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