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Four unconnected events took place on the morning of September 21, which fell that year on a Friday. The people involved in each incident were not known to one another at the time, despite the fact that they all lived within an easy walk of Carrickbawn’s modest but beautifully designed public park. All four, however, were destined to meet very soon afterwards.

The first incident took place as Audrey Matthews made her way on foot to Carrickbawn Secondary School, having left her house at approximately twenty to nine. Audrey didn’t normally walk to work, but her usual mode of transport being in the motorcycle repair shop, and her route not coinciding with a bus one, she found herself left with little choice.

No matter: The morning was fine and Audrey strolled along quite contentedly, 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 that was slung across her body bumped gently against her well-padded hip, and as she walked she glanced now and again into the windows of the various shops that lined her route.

And entirely without warning, halfway along a short pedestrianized lane connecting Carrickbawn’s two main thoroughfares—​a lane she rarely had occasion to visit—thirty-seven-year-old Audrey Matthews saw something that caused her to fall abruptly and profoundly in love. Her heart stopped; everything stopped for a delicious handful 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, and her wide, wide smile caused the tiny ragged tail of the tousle-haired brown-and-black pup in the pet carrier inside to wag vigorously as it scrabbled against the grille at the front of the carrier and yapped soundlessly at her.

The second event occurred an hour or so afterwards, in the driveway of Irene and Martin Dillon’s redbrick detached home. In her haste to get to an almost-forgotten dental appointment, forty-two-year-old Irene swung her Peugeot out too quickly and clipped the passenger wing against the gatepost, 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 scrape of the contact, Irene swore loudly but didn’t stop to inspect the damage, deciding instead to make straight for the dental clinic and deal with the car later. She sped angrily down the peaceful residential street, causing her second next-door elderly neighbor to lower his pruning shears and tut in disapproval before resuming his attack on the overgrown rosebushes that flanked his sitting room bay window.

The third happening took place around eleven o’clock, as Polish immigrant Zarek Olszewski, twenty-five, walked slowly from a newsagent’s, blond head bent as he scratched carefully with the edge of a five-cent coin at a silver panel on the little card that nestled in his palm. As each sum of money was revealed—for of course the card was a lottery one—Zarek blew the silver scrapings away.

When there was nothing more to scratch he examined the card for several seconds, running a hand through his hair twice as he did so. Finally he stopped, a delighted grin spreading across his face, and turned and retraced his steps to the newsagent’s.

The last incident took place just before morning became afternoon, as Jackie Moore, twenty-four-year-old single mother, stood in a queue in an art supply store, holding two paintbrushes and willing the customer ahead of her to hurry up and decide if he wanted an A4 or an A5 watercolor pad.

As she waited, conscious of the precious minutes of her lunch hour ticking by, her attention was caught by a small notice pinned to the shelf on her right. She read the short message twice, her face expressionless, as the other customer finally made his choice and moved off.

After paying for the paintbrushes, she returned to the notice and skimmed it again before rummaging in her bag and pulling out a pen. She scribbled a number onto the palm of her hand before hurrying from the shop.

Four separate events, four different settings, four strangers. But for all that, the consequences of these happenings would be significant, and more lives than theirs would be affected within a handful of weeks.






The First Week

September 21–27

—————

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








Friday



May God protect the king,” the beautiful man declared, smiling widely.

On the point of making its first mark, Audrey’s pen stilled. She looked up. Such incredibly white teeth.

“Pardon?”

“Is my name,” he told her. “English meaning of Belshazzar: May God protect the king.”

“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. Something beginning with Z—​or was it X?

“Zarek, yes, is short name of Belshazzar.”

“Oh, I see.” Audrey positioned her pen for the second time. “Maybe you could spell that for me?”

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 signing up for life drawing. But she’d been sitting alone for nearly forty minutes in Room 6, becoming steadily less confident, before the handsome Polish man had appeared.

Forty minutes gone out of sixty, which left just twenty. What if this 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? Was there a minimum requirement?

Still, as long as he was here, she’d better register him.

“And your surname?”

He looked blankly at her.

“Your last name?”

“Olszewski.” He eyed her unmoving pen. “Is better if I write?”

She slid the form across. “Much better, thank you.”

In Ireland since May, he’d told her. In Carrickbawn since the middle of June, having decided after three weeks that Dublin wasn’t for him. Eyes as blue as Paul Newman’s—and would you look at the length of those lashes. A real heartbreaker of a face.

She guessed midtwenties—too young, sadly. Not that he’d be interested in Audrey in a million years, not when he could pick and choose from the pretty young ladies of Carrickbawn. How could a generously built thirty-seven-year-old, not blessed with a particularly beautiful face, hope to compete with a slimmer, younger, more attractive specimen?

Not that she was offering the class in order to find a boyfriend; of course not. Still, you wouldn’t rule it out. You’d never rule it out. The man she was waiting for could be anywhere, so why not here? What was to stop him from opening the door of Room 6 in the next few minutes and walking in?

“Is this the still life drawing class?”

Audrey looked up. A couple stood in the doorway. Sixties, possibly older. The man wore a grey tweed cap and held a supermarket shopping bag from which a long cardboard container protruded—aluminum foil? Waxed paper? The woman stared openly at Zarek, a look of profound distrust on her face.

“Hello there,” Audrey said, smiling brightly at two more possible students. “It’s not actually still life, it’s life drawing.”

The skin on the woman’s forehead puckered. “Is that not the same thing?”

“No.” Audrey hesitated, wondering how gently she could break it. “Still life is drawing inanimate objects, like fruit and, er, bottles and things, and life drawing is, well, drawing the human body.”

They considered this in silence.

“And would that be a real person?” the man asked eventually. “I mean, are you talking about someone sitting there in front of the class?”

“Exactly,” Audrey said. She had to tell them, she couldn’t let them sign up and arrive on the first night not knowing. She crossed the fingers of the hand they couldn’t see. “And in life drawing, the person is normally…unclothed.”

Another dead silence, during which the color 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 managed eventually, “I think you ought to be heartily ashamed of yourself.”

“Disgusting,” his companion added vehemently, her face still aflame. “Bringing that sort of thing to Carrickbawn. Have you no morals?”

Audrey considered pointing out that the nude human body had been drawn and painted by great artists for centuries, but decided that such a defense would probably fall on deaf ears, and might make things worse. She opted instead for silence, and did her best to look abashed.

Another few seconds of wordless outrage followed. Audrey wondered if they were planning to stand there till eight o’clock. What if more potential students turned up—would the couple bar the door? She smoothed a seam in her skirt and cleared her throat discreetly. Zarek continued to make his way slowly through the enrollment form, hopefully oblivious.

“You haven’t heard the last of this,” the man said eventually, and to Audrey’s great relief they gathered themselves up with a series of outraged tuts. She listened to the sound of their footsteps fading along the corridor.

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 too.

As she was wondering if she should scribble out a clarification notice and stick it beside the list of classes in the lobby, a woman appeared in the doorway. Late twenties, possibly early thirties. Hopefully not offended by a display of naked flesh.

“Life drawing? Am I in the right place?”

“Yes, this is life drawing,” Audrey replied. Still a good quarter of an hour to go, and the student count was up to two. If just three more came, she’d have a respectable class. Five was fine, wasn’t it? Four even, at a pinch. So what if she took home a little less cash than she’d anticipated? She’d never been a big spender.

The woman walked to the top of the room. “I’ve never done it before,” she said. “Not any kind of art, not since school.”

Her dark red hair was twined into a fat side braid that hung over her left shoulder. The frames of her small, oval-shaped spectacles were deep purple. Even in her flat tan slip-on shoes Audrey calculated that she must be six feet tall, or as close to it as made no difference. At five foot one Audrey was used to looking up at people—​including, sadly, many of her secondary school students—​but making eye contact here involved a little more head tilting than usual.

“Inexperience is no problem,” Audrey told her. “It’s a beginner class, so everyone’s in the same boat, and the pace will be very relaxed.”

As the newcomer reached the desk Zarek thrust his hand towards her. “I am Zarek Olszewski. I am from Poland. Please to meet you. I also take this class.”

Wonderful—a welcoming committee of one extremely attractive man. Audrey couldn’t have planned it better.

The woman looked impressed. “Meg Curran,” she replied, shaking his hand. “Very nice to meet you. I was in Poland two years ago, on holidays. I went to Auschwitz—very sad.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

“But I loved The Pianist.”

“Please?”

“Well, when I say loved, I mean it was terribly harrowing, but very well made, don’t you think?”

Seeing Zarek’s look of incomprehension, Audrey decided that the time might be right to hop in. “And I’m Audrey Matthews,” she said. “I’ll be teaching the class.” She passed the woman an enrollment form. “If you wouldn’t mind filling this in for me—”

Soft footsteps sounded behind her. Audrey turned to see another woman approaching the desk.

Around the same age as the others, maybe a little younger. Petite, boyish figure; pale hair cut so short it was hard to define the exact color. Three tiny silver rings pushed through her right earlobe, one above the other. She wore a white top and blue jeans.

Her brownish red lipstick was startlingly dark—and not, Audrey thought, the most flattering color for her. Overall there was a delicate quality to her features, the tidy nose slightly upturned, the small, almost child-like mouth, the pale unblemished skin. Elfin, if you had to put a label on her—and apart from the lipstick, rather colorless. Next to Meg, she looked positively miniature.

“Hello,” Audrey said, smiling warmly. “Have you come for the life drawing?”

The woman nodded. “Fiona Gray,” she murmured. “I’m not late, am I?”

“Not at all.” Audrey took another enrollment form from the stack. Three students, just another one or—

“Hello?”

Everyone turned. Yet another woman, who unwound a long, narrow, lavender-colored scarf as she walked past the rows of tables. “This is life drawing, yes?”

“Yes, it is, yes,” Audrey told her—four, she was up to four; wonderful. “You’re very welcome.”

The woman slung her scarf over the back of a chair as she reached the desk. “I’ve been running to catch up since this morning, thought I’d be late for this too.” She wore a black leather shift dress that stopped above her knees, and red patent shoes whose heels were high enough to make Audrey think of stilts. How on earth did she walk in them?

Her musky scent was cloying, her white-blonde hair beautifully, perfectly cut in a bob that slanted from high on the back of her neck to just below her chin. Her voice was throaty, the voice of a theater actor. Older than the others, around Audrey’s age—​or maybe even the other side of forty—​but looking after herself.

“I’ve never done it before,” she said, “life drawing, I mean. That’s with a live model, yes?”

“That’s right,” Audrey told her, relieved that the point had been made in front of everyone, but anxious to make it completely clear. “We’ll be working with a live, nude model.”

She waited. Nobody looked shocked.

“Good,” the blonde repeated. “Should be fun. Does it matter that I’m a total novice?”

“Not at all, it’s a beginner class,” Audrey said, handing her an enrollment form.

“We are all in the same ship,” Zarek told her cheerfully.

The woman looked at him with interest.

“I am Zarek Olszewski.” He stuck out his hand again. “I am from Poland.”

She laughed. “You don’t say.” Letting her hand linger in his, which of course they all noticed. “Irene Dillon,” she told him. “Charmed to meet you, I’m sure. And…?” Turning to the two other women with, Audrey thought, a noticeable lessening of interest.

As they introduced themselves Audrey began distributing the materials list. “As you know, it’s a drawing class, so your requirements are relatively few—unless, of course, anyone would care to add color, in which case that’s absolutely fine; and while you could stick to pencils for the drawing, 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. One man who didn’t look Irish and four women, the largest of whom seemed to be in charge. He decided this was probably a mistake—what did he know about life drawing, what interest had he ever had in any drawing that wasn’t technical?

He’d wanted to enroll in intermediate French, to back up the CDs he’d taken out from the library the previous week, which were already helping him 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 should soak it up. He hadn’t ruled out moving to France at some stage. These days he wasn’t ruling anything out.

But according to the handwritten message pinned to the notice board in the college’s reception area, intermediate French had been canceled due to the tutor becoming ill.

“Can’t you get someone else?” he’d asked the man behind the glassed-in cubicle, but the man had apologized and said he was just the janitor, and he had no information about tutors. So James had returned to the notice board and studied the other Tuesday-evening options, and had not been inspired.

Computer programming, Pilates, or life drawing. Not one of those remotely appealed to him. He used a computer at work and hated it—who would have thought an estate agent would have to spend so much time 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 his idea of hell. Rowing was the only exercise that he’d ever taken any sort of pleasure from, and that was firmly in his past now, like just about everything else he used to enjoy.

Of the three choices, 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, not things, wasn’t it? Might be marginally more interesting—​and who cared if he was utterly useless at it? 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 made his way to the room where the enrollment was taking place—and as he walked in and drew attention to himself, he realized 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, couldn’t he go to the cinema if he wanted a break from home once a week?

As he opened his mouth to say thanks but no thanks, 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, the teacher. Come and let me introduce the others.”

And 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.



—————



This was going to be a laugh. Irene signed the enrollment 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 for them—now that would be interesting. Bet he had some body under that tight black T-shirt and faded chinos.

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

“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, arms covered in dark hairs, muscles taut. Probably didn’t need to work out, plenty of stretching and weight lifting 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 leaned against the car, arms folded. A head full of dark hair, cut short the way she liked it. Brown eyes. Bet he tanned as soon as he looked at 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 then. “Give us a call Wednesday morning.”

“There you go.” Irene handed her form to the teacher, whose bright blue blouse with its tiny pink polka dots and horrendous turquoise flowery skirt were probably meant to be terribly artistic—​and that must be her yellow jacket slung over the back of that chair. How could anyone seriously wear that collection of colors and patterns all at once?

Must be very liberating all the same, not to give a damn what you looked like.



—————



On the whole, Zarek Olszewski was quite happy living in Ireland. He accepted that the erratic weather system was what you got when you chose to live on a tiny island perched beside a huge ocean quite far up in the Northern Hemisphere. He’d grown accustomed to cars traveling on the wrong side of the road, and after four months he’d learned—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 a very edible 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 of Carrickbawn, he managed to send a small monthly bank draft to his parents in Poland, and he squirreled away what little was left towards his eventual return home.

His single weekly extravagance was a €2 lottery card every Friday on his way to work. By the end of August he’d claimed two free cards and had won €4 enough times to keep investing in them. And just this morning, he’d scratched away the silver covering as usual and revealed €250 three times. Two hundred and fifty euro!

His first thought was to send the entire amount to his parents—​what did he need it for?—but later that day, as he struggled during his fifteen-minute break through Carrickbawn’s free local paper, the Senior College’s autumn schedule of evening classes had caught his eye. Life drawing, he’d read, and his pocket dictionary had confirmed that it was what he thought it was, and enrollment was that very evening. The lure had proved irresistible.

A hundred and fifty euro would be a perfectly respectable windfall. His mother could fill the freezer, his father could get a new pair of trousers. They’d be perfectly happy with €150.

And now he was signed up, and the teacher was friendly and jolly, and he looked forward to the classes. He read the materials list for the second time and wondered again if he could ask the teacher what a putty rubber was.



—————



Audrey bundled the five enrollment forms together and slipped them into her canvas bag. She tucked checks and cash carefully into the bag’s side pocket and zipped it closed. She took her yellow jacket from the back of the chair and slid her arms into it and fastened the red toggle buttons.

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.”

In the car park Audrey unlocked the chain she’d wrapped around the front wheel of her newly repaired moped. She placed her bag in the basket and puttered down the short driveway of Carrickbawn Senior College. Five people signed up, five checks paid over—no, four. Zarek, bless him, 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; and of course the language employed during the classes could well be a little specialized, “putty rubber” being a case in point. Maybe Audrey could suggest he bring a dictionary to the classes, to make sure he understood the instructions.

She wondered what he did to earn a living. What did any of them do, these five strangers who’d opted to spend two hours a week in one another’s company from now till Halloween? No doubt she’d find out in due course.

Interesting, too, to see how the dynamics would go, who’d get along and who’d have nothing in common. Would the women stick together, or would there be personality clashes? Would any attractions surface? Imagine if one of the three women made a play for Zarek; they’d all looked gratified to have him in the class. There might be a torrid affair—

She stopped. Listen to her, creating drama where there was none. They were simply a group of adults sharing a common interest, planning to spend a couple of relaxing hours together each week, no pressure to be anything else but amiable companions. Torrid affair, indeed.

But it would be nice if they bonded as a group; they might get quite chummy over the six weeks. There might even be a call for an advanced life drawing class after Halloween—if they weren’t run out of town before then by Mr. and Mrs. Scandalized.

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

Oh, he was probably attached, most people were by the time they reached his age, and lots of men didn’t bother with rings. She wished he’d taken off the hat—not that it mattered at all what kind of hair he had, but Audrey would have liked to see it. Presumably all would be revealed on Tuesday—he hardly wore the hat around the clock.

And speaking of all being revealed, there was still the problem of a model—or rather, of no model. So far Audrey had had three inquiries over the phone, one male and two female. The male had lost interest when he’d heard what money was being offered, and neither female had shown up for the subsequent face-to-face interview.

On the plus side there’d been another phone call just this afternoon, and a meeting had been arranged for the following day. With the first class looming, Audrey was keeping her fingers crossed that Jackie Moore turned up at least.

She’d sounded pleasant on the phone, and hadn’t seemed to mind the pay. Maybe a little unsure about the actual stripping, but that was to be expected. Happily, it wasn’t in Audrey’s nature to worry unduly—she’d hope for the best, like she always did, and see what happened.

And if Jackie didn’t work out and nobody else responded to the ad, there was always Terence, who taught science at Carrickbawn Secondary School and who’d been a little too eager to offer his services as soon as Audrey had mentioned the classes in the staff room. Terence would certainly not have been Audrey’s first choice, but he’d do in a pinch—as long as she kept a good eye on him.

She motored unhurriedly along the early-evening streets, still quite bright just after eight o’clock. The thought of the winter months ahead didn’t alarm her. Winter brought big coal fires and deliciously spicy curries and rich meaty stews, or bowls of steaming soup to dip soft floury rolls into—not to mention the occasional hot port when she came home wet through and frozen to the bone.

Summer’s food and drink, in her opinion, wasn’t a patch on winter’s. She’d never been a big fan of salads. Lettuce was just too leafy, no matter how you dressed it up. And she’d never really seen the point of cooking out of doors, with everything either burned or half cooked, and always the danger of food poisoning from carelessly barbecued chicken. And chilled white wine hurt her teeth; give her a glass of warm red any day.

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 the pet shop was at least twenty minutes out of her way, and of course he wouldn’t be there at night.

And she was starving, having eaten nothing since a tomato sandwich at four, and a steak and kidney pie was waiting at home. She loved steak and kidney pie, admittedly not the most nutritious of dinners—precooked in a tin like that, God only knew what kind of meat you were getting—but terribly tasty. And so handy, just whip off the lid and pop the pie into the oven, ready in no time.

She increased her pressure slightly on the accelerator, causing her flowered skirt to billow out. She’d go there first thing in the morning and get him, she couldn’t wait. She’d go straight after her rashers and sausages breakfast.

And maybe a bit of white pudding.



—————



James put the pint glass to his lips and took a deep swallow. As long as he had an hour off he may as well use it. Once he got home he’d be back to being Dad, who got precious few hours off.

So he was all signed up, he’d written his check for €90 and handed it over. He could always stop it in the morning, before the teacher had a chance to get to the bank. He could cancel the check and forget about fooling around with pencil and pad in the company of strangers for the next six weeks.

He drank again, feeling the stout coursing through him, relishing its pleasant malty taste. When had he been able to do this, could he even remember the last time he’d gotten away on his own, even for an hour?

Work didn’t count. He was never alone there; always someone around the office asking him questions he couldn’t answer, or telling him things he didn’t want to know. But he had to pretend, he had to make out it was where he wanted to be, otherwise they’d get rid of him, and he’d have nothing. He hated to acknowledge it, but the truth was he’d been lucky to get any job in the recession, even if it was one he despised. Better surely to be going out to work than sitting at home all day, trying to pass the time till Charlie finished school.

He glanced around the small pub. Two old men in the far corner, sitting side by side and saying not a word to each other. Another man on a stool at the counter, licking a thumb to flick through the pages of the Carrickbawn Weekly News. Not exactly the most exciting place on earth.

Which was fine by him: He hadn’t been looking for excitement when he’d applied for the estate agent’s job, when he’d uprooted Charlie and brought her here. As far as he was concerned, the less excitement Carrickbawn had to offer, the better. But after coping on his own with a six-year-old for over a month, James realized that he did need some sort of a break—and the drawing classes would probably be as good a way to achieve that as any.

He wouldn’t get involved, he’d keep his distance from the others. He’d speak if he was spoken to, but not otherwise. They’d get the message eventually, they’d leave him alone. And if they thought he was an unsociable so-and-so they’d be dead right, for that was exactly what he had become.

He checked his watch and saw that his hour of freedom was almost up. Better not push it, or Eunice might find a reason not to babysit in future. He drained his pint and left the pub.



—————



“So,” said Pilar, spreading peanut butter on dark rye bread, “you join the artist class?”

“Yes.” Zarek slung his jacket on the radiator and took a carton of apple juice from the fridge. “I join.”

“That is good.” Pilar arranged banana slices carefully on top. “How many peoples?”

Zarek thought. “Three…no, four, and me.”

“Five people, small class.” Pilar cut the bread carefully into neat triangles. “You like some sandwich?”

“No, thank you.” Zarek poured juice into a glass, listening to the guitar music that wafted softly from the next room. A savory scent still hung in the air, echoes of the rabbit casserole the three of them had eaten earlier.

“I go to have bath,” Pilar announced, taking her supper with her. “I come out in half hour.”

“Okay,” Zarek replied. Left alone in the kitchen he leaned against the fridge and sipped his juice and let the music wash over him.






Saturday



How much is that doggy in the window?” Audrey tried to keep a straight face, and failed utterly.

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 slightly. No doubt he’d heard the line before, but it cost nothing to be pleasant. Thank God she’d decided against singing it—she’d feel even more foolish now. But she had no intention of letting one dour man disturb her Saturday-morning good humor.

“Yes, I’d like to buy the pup,” she said, keeping her voice 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. It was probably a bit 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, or a pedigree or whatever it’s called, 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, feeling the last of her good humor dribbling away. Was he simply going to ignore her, just read his paper and pretend she wasn’t there?

She stood for another several seconds, looking down crossly at his thinning, greying hair. How rude. She should leave, forget the whole thing.

Only, of course, she couldn’t.

She turned and walked over to the window and crouched by the carrier. Its occupant began a frantic yapping at Audrey’s approach, tiny tail wagging furiously, her whole rear end wriggling, her small pink tongue darting at the fingers Audrey poked through the grille.

“Hello, sweetie,” Audrey said softly. The pup scrabbled at the grille, demanding to be released. Audrey yearned to open the carrier and gather the little creature into her arms, but decided against it. Who knew how that 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.

The seconds ticked by. Audrey prickled with annoyance. Had he never heard of customer relations? How on earth did he manage to stay in business if he treated everyone this way?

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, generally 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.

“Yes, a box,” she replied evenly. “I’ll need some kind of container to bring her home in.” 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. And by the looks of it, she’d be doing the poor animal a charity by rescuing her from this obnoxious man.

A minute went by. Audrey 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’s why he worked in a pet shop. She selected a single can of puppy food—just enough to do her until she got to the supermarket—and brought it to the counter.

She returned to the little dog, who 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.”

Audrey whirled, almost dropping her load. Had he heard? He must have. Impossible to tell from his distant expression, which hadn’t changed since she’d arrived. Oh, what did she care whether he’d heard or not?

“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. “Three months, give or take.”

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

He took her money without comment. He’d probably never heard of “please” or “thank you,” but she made a point of thanking him clearly as he handed over her change. At least she could show him that 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, vowing not to return unless it was absolutely necessary. Of course she had to bring back his carrier, that couldn’t be avoided, but she’d simply deposit it on the counter and leave before he had time to annoy her.

The problem was, his was the only pet shop in Carrickbawn—​probably the sole reason for him still being in business​—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 her. 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. 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; “Belle,” maybe, or “Daisy.”

And Audrey would let her sleep in the kitchen; that alcove beside the stove would be perfect if the log basket was moved behind the back door. She’d have to get a little pet bed, one of those nice furry ones. And a leash for walks, and her own pet carrier. The vet might sell things like that, if the supermarkets didn’t.

And a dish for food. Audrey 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 humor fully restored, humming “How Much Is That Doggy in the Window?”

Fifty euro. It had been well worth it.



—————



Jackie had almost missed the ad. She would have missed it if she hadn’t gotten trapped behind the long-haired man, forced to wait while he dithered about watercolor pads until she was ready to scream. Twelve minutes already wasted out of her precious lunchtime hour, five of those spent rummaging through the paintbrush display, because the single assistant—one assistant, 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 them 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 supply shop in her lunch hour to buy the forgotten brushes? To be fair, she’d 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 was left with no time to eat it?

And as she’d stood silently fuming, the small card stuck to the shelf beside her had caught her eye. Wanted, she’d read, Model for adult life drawing class. No prior experience necessary. Build immaterial, but must be over eighteen. Tuesdays 7:30–9:30. Relaxed atmosphere.

The handwriting was ridiculously round. All the i’s had a flower above them instead of a dot. A border of smiley faces marched around the card in various colors.

Artist’s model. Paid work, presumably. Money for sitting still. Nice work if you could get it. Life drawing, though—wasn’t that taking your clothes off? And this was an evening class, which meant not just one artist but lots of them, all looking at her. And not proper artists either—anyone at all could enroll in an evening class.

“Just these,” she’d said to the assistant when her turn had finally come. The brushes had been checked out and paid for, and then Jackie had stood aside while the woman behind her handed her purchases to the assistant.

On the other hand, it was only two hours a week—and she could use the money, with Eoin’s heart set on a Wii for Christmas. How hard could it be, taking your clothes off and striking a pose? All you needed was a bit of nerve, take a deep breath and just do it.

She’d walked back to the notice and read it again. Build immaterial—so you didn’t need the perfect figure, which in Jackie’s case was just as well. 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’d found a pen in her bag and scribbled the mobile phone number onto her hand. She could find out how much it paid anyway. She wasn’t committing herself to anything just by asking.

She’d bought her sandwich and gone back to the boutique, and plugged in the kettle in the little room behind the shop floor. While she waited for it to boil she’d called the number. The woman who answered had sounded nice.

“I’m the teacher,” she’d said. “Let’s meet up, and you can ask me all about it. I’ll wear an orange scarf so you’ll recognize me. What about tomorrow? I’m free anytime after eleven.”

“I work on Saturday, but I could meet you during my lunch hour,” Jackie had replied, so they’d arranged to meet at ten to twelve in the little café beside the post office, and here Jackie was, pushing open the door at nine minutes to twelve—and there was the teacher, orange scarf wrapped like a turban around her head, waving and smiling from her table by the wall.

“I guessed it was you,” she said, standing up and reaching out her hand as Jackie walked over. “You looked as if you were meeting someone, but weren’t sure who. I’m Audrey, and thank you so much for coming.”

She wasn’t someone you’d overlook, with bits of her hair tumbling out of the turban-scarf and her bright pink blouse and full green skirt. She was certainly colorful. But her hand was soft and plump, and her smile was genuine, and her voice was friendly and warm.

“Now,” she was saying, picking up the menu, “I fancy some cannelloni—what about you? My treat, of course.”

Jackie smiled. She could take her clothes off, she was suddenly sure she could. She’d look on it as an adventure, something slightly risqué to laugh about later. I used to be an artist’s model, she’d say, watching people’s reactions.

“Cannelloni sounds good,” she said.



—————



As the shop door opened, Michael Browne glanced up and saw a teenage girl holding a small child by the hand.

“I’m closed,” he said, dumping the coin bags back into the drawer of the cash register and sliding it shut.

“The door was open,” she replied, taking a few steps towards him. “I’m not here to buy nothin’, I jus’ want to talk to you.”

Her accent was flat. Her grammar made him wince. He regarded her over his glasses. Maybe a bit older than a teenager, maybe twenty or twenty-one. Wearing the jeans they all wore, shapeless black top over it. Pale pinched face, looked like a square meal wouldn’t go amiss. Or a bath.

“If it’s money you’re after,” he said, “you can forget it.” She didn’t look as if she was hiding any kind of weapon, but you couldn’t be too careful. She could have a syringe up her sleeve, or there could be an accomplice waiting outside.

“I jus’ want to talk,” she repeated.

“In that case, talk to me on Monday. I told you I’m closed.” In future he’d turn the key at five to six.

She didn’t move. The child stood beside her, regarding Michael with enormous blank eyes. His red sweater was too small, and frayed at the waist.

“I’m closed,” Michael repeated loudly. “Didn’t you hear me?”

“Look,” she said, “I jus’ want to tell you somethin’.”

Michael strode out from behind the counter. She barely came up to his shoulder. The child scuttled behind her.

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

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

Michael stopped dead, his arms stiffening across his chest. He stared back at her, feeling the blood rushing from his face.

“I had to come here,” she went on, the words falling over themselves now, as if his question had unleashed them. “I didn’t know where you lived, I jus’ knew this was your shop, Ethan told me. I waited till you were closin’ up.”

“How dare you mention my son,” Michael said quietly, dropping his arms and moving towards her, conscious of the child making some kind of a whimpering sound behind her. “How dare you say his name to me.”

She stepped backwards but continued to talk rapidly. “We were together,” she said, her eyes never leaving his face. “Me and Ethan. I saw you at the funeral.”

Michael stopped, his heart hammering in his chest. Knowing, abruptly, what was coming next. “Don’t—”

“He’s Ethan’s,” she said—and as the words left her mouth Michael strode past her and pulled the door open.

“Get out,” he said, as calmly as he could manage, “before I call the police. Leave this shop now.”

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

“Get out,” Michael repeated, everything tightly clenched inside him. “Stop talking. Leave my shop now.”

She advanced towards him, the child still clinging to her top. “Look,” she said, “I’m desperate, we got no place to go, we’re bein’ 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 dealin’, but I stopped, for him.”

“Congratulations,” Michael said. “One, two, three—”

She looked at him in despair. “I’ve got nothin’, no money, no job, nothin’. If you won’t help us we’ll be out on the—”

“Four, five, six—”

“He’s your grandchild—don’t that mean nothin’ to you? Your grandchild livin’ rough.”

“Seven, eight, nine—”

She gave up 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.

There was no sign of them as he rounded the corner into the street, no sign of anyone behaving furtively as he deposited his takings in the bank chute. And not once on Michael’s way home, which took just over 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.



—————



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 moved towards her husband, who wore boxer shorts, and who was turned away from her.

She laid a hand on his side, just above the waistband of his boxers, feeling the rise and fall of his rib cage. She began stroking the warm skin gently, pulling 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 her instep connected with the heel of his foot 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 and waited for sleep. Before it arrived a wail sounded from outside the room. Irene stiffened. The sound came again, a long, high cry. Irene lay motionless.

Her husband stirred. “Did I hear Emily?”

“Think so.”

He slid out of bed and left the room. Irene turned onto her side and pulled the duvet around her shoulders.






Sunday



As Audrey drifted awake she became aware of hot, quick breath on her face. She screamed and leapt out of bed—and her flailing left arm caught the little dog and sent her flying in the opposite direction with a startled yelp.

“Oh—” Audrey scrambled back across the mattress and peered over the side of her generous double bed “—oh, I’m so sorry. Are you all right?”

Her new pet looked none the worse for her abrupt departure from the pillow. She trotted back to the edge of the bed and Audrey scooped her up and settled back against the headboard, pulling the sheet around both of them.

“You gave me the fright of my life,” she told the little animal. “I thought I was being attacked. Of course, 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 that drifted up from the kitchen. To give in would be a disaster: Audrey’s years of experience in the classroom had taught her that. You had to establish who was boss from the start. She would be resolute, and the whining would eventually stop, and a lesson would have been learned.

But the whining hadn’t stopped, the whining had shown no sign of stopping. Audrey had 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.

As the minutes ticked by, the noise from the kitchen seemed if anything to increase in pitch. In the face of such obvious distress, Audrey’s resolve had begun to weaken. She’s only a few weeks old, her inner softie had pointed out. She’s still a baby, probably not long separated from her mother. Maybe she had lots of brothers and sisters who all snuggled up together at night. No wonder she’s lonely now, all by herself in a strange dark room. How can you be so hard-hearted?

Stop it, Audrey the teacher had commanded—but both Audreys had known that the battle was lost, that it was only a matter of time before victory was declared by the smaller of the two warring factions. When her clock radio showed midnight, Audrey had finally admitted defeat. She’d gotten out of bed and padded wearily downstairs, hearing the whines turning to excited yaps as she’d approached the kitchen door.

Scolding as she went—“You’re perfectly safe in this kitchen, there’s nothing to be afraid of. I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss, I’m only up the stairs”—she’d hefted the laundry basket back to her room, the pup scampering delightedly around her feet.

“This is only for tonight,” she’d warned, placing the basket in the corner of the room. “In you go.” She’d patted the cushion encouragingly, but the new arrival was trotting happily around, 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 had ordered, “into your basket. Good dog. Good girl.” She’d crossed the room, scooped up the little dog, and placed her in the basket. “Stay,” she’d said firmly—​but the minute she’d turned towards the bed the pup had leapt onto the floor and padded after her, and Audrey had been too tired to argue.

She scooped up the animal and placed her at the bottom of the bed. “No more whining,” she’d ordered, getting in herself and switching off the lamp, “and certainly no barking. And please try to keep to your end.”

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

Audrey had listened to the tiny, rapid breaths coming out of the darkness, had felt the corresponding rise and fall within the little body at her feet. She’d 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 top of her list of bedroom companions.

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

She’d begun to consider possible names as she’d drifted to sleep, and somewhere during the night, the perfect one had 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. “I hereby name you Dolly Matthews.”

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—because the babies would come along in due course, 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 start having children until they were that age, or well past it even.

Didn’t things always fall into place eventually? Hadn’t her life drawing model come along, just like Audrey had trusted 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 sheet 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 left the room and went downstairs.

And happily, the discovery of pennies spent during the night wasn’t made until well 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 was opened before she reached it, and Charlie was enfolded in her grandmother’s arms.

“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.

“Keeping well,” James said. “And you should know that I’m not using ‘Peter’ anymore, I’ve switched to ‘James,’ my second name. Thought it was best.”

“Right.” Timothy nodded, unsurprised. “I’ll mention it to Maud.”

“If you would,” James said. “It’s just for Charlie, so she doesn’t get confused. I need everyone to use the same name.”

“Of course. I can understand that.” Timothy indicated the sitting room. “Come on in. You’ll have a drop of something.”

They’d been there for Charlie, all through the nightmare. When James was useless with grief and rage, when everyone had been convinced that he’d done it—he must have done it, he was the husband—Maud and Timothy had taken care of Charlie, somehow managing to see past their own devastation to the bewildered little girl who kept asking when her mother would be coming home.

And they’d never once said a word against James to her, never tried to turn her against him—even though they must have suspected him too, they must have had questions they’d hardly dared to voice, even to each other. They must have wondered, lying awake in the night, if James had ended their daughter’s life. Maybe they still did.

“How are things?” Timothy filled a glass with room-temperature 7UP and handed it to James. “How’s the new job?”

“Fine,” James answered.

The new job wasn’t fine, the new job was far from fine. Being an architect was all he’d ever wanted, and if the fates hadn’t decided to destroy his life, he’d still be an architect, with his own company. But there was little to be gained by saying that now. Timothy didn’t want to hear any of that.

“And the house is all right?”

“The house is okay,” James answered. The house actually was okay, insofar as it was fairly clean and tolerably well furnished. It was the neighborhood that was the problem—but saying that would sound horribly snobbish, and again, it wasn’t what Timothy needed or wanted to hear.

“And Charlie? She’s settling into the new school?”

“She is, aye. She seems to like it.” James sipped his drink, wishing for ice, and a lemon slice to cut the sweetness. “I think she has a boyfriend,” he added.

Timothy raised his eyebrows. “At six?”

“Ach no, I’m joking—but she’s got friendly with some boy in her class. I’m just glad she’s happy.”

Timothy poured himself a small dark sherry. “Of course.” The mantel clock ticked. From the kitchen they could hear Charlie’s piping voice.

“I’ve enrolled in an evening class,” James said when the silence started to stretch. “Art.” He wouldn’t say life drawing, Timothy might get the wrong idea.

“Evening class? Have you someone to mind Charlie?”

James smothered the stab of irritation. Timothy was concerned, that was all. Just looking out for his granddaughter. “The next-door neighbor,” James told him. “Nice woman. Her husband goes out on Tuesday nights, which happens to be when the class is held, so it suits her to babysit.”

“That’s good…I didn’t knew you had any great interest in art, though—I mean, that kind of art.”

“I thought I’d give it a go,” James said. “You never know.”

They passed the time with this idle conversation, this polite chitchat, until Charlie appeared at the door.

“Granny says lunch is ready.”

And James saw, with a stab of sorrow, that his daughter looked happier than he’d seen her all month.



—————



Michael Browne warmed milk and added a dessert spoon of whiskey to it like he always did. He brought the glass upstairs and sipped from it as he undressed and got into his blue pajama bottoms. He washed his face and cleaned his teeth in the bathroom before putting on the pajama top. He got into bed and set his alarm for half past seven and switched off his bedside lamp and lay down.

So far, so normal. He closed his eyes and waited for sleep, suspecting it wouldn’t come.

Why had she turned up? Why had this…vexation been visited on him? Hadn’t he had enough, hadn’t the fates dealt him more than his share of rotten hands? Leave me alone, he shouted in his head to whatever malevolent beings might be listening. Get the hell away from me, go and bother someone else with your nasty little tricks.

We were together, she’d said. Me and Ethan. Which could, he supposed, be the truth—what had he known about his son’s friends in the last eight years of Ethan’s life? Not a thing.

Not since you threw him out of the house at sixteen. The voice was back, the voice he thought he’d silenced forever.

Michael turned over, punching his pillow angrily. “He left me no choice,” he said loudly into the darkness. “It was his own doing.” How many times had he used those very words to Valerie, in tears at the thought of her brother roaming the streets in the rain?

“You can’t just desert him, Dad,” she’d wept. “It’s cruel, he’s only a child.”

“He’s an addict,” Michael had insisted, over and over. “We can’t help him unless he admits he needs help. You saw what he was like before he left—”

“Before you kicked him out, you mean.”

“Valerie, he was out of control. He was stealing from me, he was lying—”

But nothing Michael said had made any difference. Whatever his problems, Ethan was her big brother, and Michael was the monster who’d banished him from the house. So of course Valerie had left too, as soon as she could afford it, and now what little contact they had was forced and polite, more like distant acquaintances than father and daughter.

She visited him out of a sense of duty, he knew that; affection didn’t come into it. And he’d never once been invited to her apartment—his only glimpse of it had been on the day she’d moved in, when he’d insisted on helping.

He looked at the clock and read 2:53. A car passed in the street outside, tires sloshing through water. He was sick of this country, sick of the interminable rain, the awful unrelenting greyness. He and Ruth had dreamed of living in the south of Spain, or somewhere equally balmy. Italy maybe, or Greece. You could open a pet shop anywhere. And the kids would love it, growing up with blue skies and sunshine.

But before they had a chance to put their plan into action, Ruth had pulled up at a roundabout on the way to visit her mother, and a truck in the next lane had braked too sharply and jackknifed into her car, and Michael hadn’t been allowed to view her body. Ethan had been four, Valerie just two—

Enough, enough of that. Michael shoved the memory away, the pain of it still sharp after more than twenty years, and turned his thoughts instead to yesterday’s dilemma.

Who was to say that the boy was Ethan’s? There was only the mother’s word for it. Presumably she had known Ethan, it sounded like that part was true—but couldn’t they simply have been casual acquaintances? It was hard to see what might have attracted Ethan to such a downtrodden, pathetic creature.

Much more likely that they’d somehow become known to each other, that she’d discovered by chance that Ethan’s father owned a shop, and decided to try passing her boy off as his grandchild. Ethan wasn’t around to confirm or deny it, so how could Michael challenge her?

I was dealing, she’d said—and Michael knew all about that, how drugs turned you into a liar and a thief, how they stripped you of your self-respect, tore away every shred of decency you possessed. He’d hardly recognized Ethan in the last few terrible weeks before the final row. The surly teenager who went through his father’s pockets and stayed out all night bore no resemblance to the little boy Michael had pushed on the swing, or taken to the park to feed the ducks.

The child in the shop was younger than Ethan had been when Ruth was killed, no more than two or three, by the look of him. What kind of a life must he have, with an absent father, whoever he might be, and a mother involved in drugs? Michael dreaded to think what kind of a dump she and the boy shared with other down-and-outs.

She claimed to have given up dealing, which Michael doubted. Why would she give it up if she was making money from it? So easy to prey on the weakest, so tempting to wrest every last cent from them when they were begging for a fix, when they’d do anything for it.

She’d said something about being thrown out of wherever they were living—so the boy would be homeless, not even a filthy bed to lie in.

Stop. Michael punched his pillow again, willing his mind to shut down, longing for sleep—but the thoughts refused to leave him alone, Ethan refused to leave him alone. Michael’s only son, his only beloved son, dead two years ago from an overdose, aged just twenty-four. Lying under six feet of earth in the graveyard, next to his mother.

And what if her story was true, what if Ethan had become a father before his death? Because distasteful as it was to Michael, there was an infinitesimal possibility, wasn’t there, that she was telling the truth? Maybe Ethan had held that boy as a baby, maybe he’d had feelings for that girl—

Michael shook his head angrily. Nonsense, all nonsense and lies. Someone trying to pull a fast one, someone trying to con money out of him. He wasn’t responsible for a couple of down-and-outs, they were nothing to him.

He heard the wind whipping up, and a fresh rattle of drops on the window. More bloody rain. He remembered lying in bed after Ethan had gone, listening to the rain pelting on the roof and wondering if his son had any shelter from it. He remembered wondering what Ruth would have thought of him kicking Ethan out of the house. He imagined her arguing with him, like Valerie had. Maybe if she hadn’t been killed, Ethan wouldn’t have gone near drugs.

He turned over again, pulling the covers up to block out the sound of the rain—and at two minutes to seven he finally tumbled into a deep sleep.
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