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      For The Granary Players,
 who were my inspiration
      

   
      
      Actors Wanted

      Male and female adult actors required for upcoming production of new three-act murder mystery play by local playwright. Previous
         acting experience desirable but not essential. Rehearsals on Thursday evenings for approximately six weeks, leading to a week-long
         run in the Arts Centre in early June. Auditions upstairs in McMillan’s Pub, Quinn Street, this Thursday, 24 April at 8:30
         p.m sharp.
      

      The Portmaine Herald, Monday, 21 April 2008
      

   
      
      
Audition Night:
 Thursday, 24 April


      McMillan’s Pub

       

      Her hair, Edward saw immediately, was exactly what he’d had in mind for Dorothy. Long, a good foot past her shoulders, iron-straight,
         a satiny sheen on it even in this gloomy light, and the precise colour – as far as he could make out –of the soft flesh of
         a perfectly ripe nectarine, that beautiful rosy-orange shade you seldom saw on a woman’s head now.
      

      
      Her figure was somewhat disappointing. He would have liked her a couple of inches taller, a little more willowy –and younger
         too, at least five years younger; Dorothy was supposed to be in her late twenties.
      

      
      But the hair was perfect.

      
      He leaned forward and watched intently as she picked her way through the haphazardly arranged mismatched chairs and low tables.

      
      ‘Are you limping?’ he asked.

      
      She started violently, her wonderful hair arcing across her face as she swung towards the sound of his voice, hand flying
         to her chest. ‘Jesus! You scared the shit out of me!’
      

      
      Charming; such polite vocabulary. Edward reached across and tilted the dusty green shade of the table lamp nearest to him,
         throwing a fraction more light into the room.
      

      
      ‘Sorry. I don’t usually make much noise when I’m on my own.’

      
      She squinted at him suspiciously, palm still pressed against the bare skin above her top. ‘Why is it so dark in here?’ She looked at the bunched lace curtains on the row of narrow windows. ‘If they took those horrible things down,
         we could see what we were doing. She turned back to Edward. ‘You here for the auditions? Is this where they’re on?’
      

      
      Edward nodded. ‘I am. It is.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘You’re three minutes late.’

      
      Her mouth opened a fraction wider. ‘What?’ She looked at her own watch, holding it close to her face. ‘You’re joking, right?’

      
      ‘I am, yes.’
      

      
      He wasn’t. He indicated a nearby chair. ‘Why don’t you sit down?’ He wondered if anyone else was going to turn up, and if
         so, why they couldn’t be bothered to be on time. Hadn’t they read ‘8:30 sharp’?
      

      
      She dropped her bag onto the floor and sat. She wore a navy skirt to her knees, that held for Edward a vaguely uncomfortable
         suggestion of a school uniform, and a cream top. She pushed out her bottom lip and blew her fringe out of her eyes.
      

      
      ‘My sister’s coming. She’s gone to the loo.’

      
      Great: a brace of cursing females. Probably put a hex on him if he didn’t cast them. For the life of him, Edward couldn’t
         remember what exactly had possessed him to take on this ridiculous project.
      

      
      ‘So, are you an actor or what?’ She tucked her hair behind her ear and it immediately slithered forward again. A brief, painful
         echo of his wife whistled past him. Women and their hair, always fiddling with it. He smelled oranges.
      

      
      ‘No – I’m going to be directing.’

      
      ‘Oh – right.’ And before either of them had a chance to say any more they heard footsteps on the stairs. Both of them turned
         towards the open doorway. ‘Here’s Maria.’
      

      
      But a man appeared instead of Maria. A burly, shambling, tousle-headed male of around, Edward guessed, twenty-five. Blinking
         into the gloom, pushing something into the pocket of his jeans.
      

      
      Moving cautiously until he spotted them at the far side, his solid thigh bumping against a small table as he approached, his
         hand reaching out to stop its sideways tilt. A tight, polite smile on his big, broad face.
      

      
      ‘Hello. I’m here for the auditions.’

      
      A softer voice than you’d expect from that frame. Looking from one to the other uncertainly, large hands hanging awkwardly
         at his sides.
      

      
      Edward regarded him solemnly, sweeping his gaze past the knobbled, rusty orange sweatshirt – surely too heavy on this unseasonably
         warm evening? – the frayed, baggy jeans, the ridiculous shoes that were supposed to suggest that you’d just moored your boat
         around the corner.
      

      
      Much too young for the writer. Pity, that mop would probably have suited Jack McCarthy. They could try ageing him a bit, see
         what he looked like in tweeds.
      

      
      Or possibly the gardener – yes, of course, the gardener would be a much better fit. Wellingtons and a rake, and one of those
         woolly hats. Yes. Maybe.
      

      
      ‘Have a seat,’ Edward said. ‘We’re waiting for a few more to turn up.’

      
      He’d deliberately put 8:30 sharp – he hated to be kept waiting – and now it was nearly twenty to nine. He’d give it five more
         minutes, and then he’d abort the whole ridiculous business. The redhead would probably swear at him again, but it couldn’t
         be helped.
      

      
      More footsteps outside as the big man sank into a too-low, creaking armchair, and Edward turned and watched Penelope McCarthy
         walk in.
      

      
      Made for the part. The right age for Penelope, mid-thirties or thereabouts, tall enough and thin enough, if she could just
         carry off the air of superiority, the cool hauteur that he needed for the writer’s sister.
      

      
      He tried to picture her in pearls and one of those skirts that women shouldn’t be able to walk in. High heels, of course,
         and a cigarette, maybe, in a holder. He wondered if she smoked. She’d have to be a smoker in reality – you could always tell
         the ones who weren’t.
      

      
      ‘Over here.’

      
      The redhead was gesturing her into a chair. How could they possibly be sisters? Edward couldn’t see a resemblance. Maybe one
         was adopted.
      

      
      He studied the newcomer again. Pink blouse buttoned almost to her chin, loose grey trousers, flat black shoes. No hips and not much of a chest – the sister had all the curves.
         Red in her hair too, but a much darker, almost mahogany shade. Pulled away from her face, emphasising the high cheekbones,
         the pointed chin. Not plain exactly, but nothing to stop you in your tracks.
      

      
      He’d seen her somewhere before, he was sure. Worked in a shop, maybe – or he’d buried someone belonging to her, back when
         he had a job.
      

      
      He cleared his throat. With three of them there, he probably should introduce himself. ‘Edward Bull is my name, I’ll be directing’
         – another pointed look at his watch ‘– that is, if enough people turn up to cast the play.’
      

      
      The second sister offered her hand. ‘Maria. Talty.’

      
      She made them sound like two separate sentences. Her voice was lower in pitch than Edward had been expecting from that fragile
         frame. Her hand was cool. She glanced towards the other man, who immediately lunged forward in his armchair, arm outstretched,
         causing it to creak violently.
      

      
      ‘Harry Buckley. Pleased to meet you.’ He nodded at Edward and the redhead, both too far away for a handshake.

      
      ‘Ellen Greene,’ the redhead said, flapping her fingers at them. Unlike her sister, she wore no wedding ring. If asked to guess,
         Edward would have taken her for the married one. She crossed her legs. Edward’s glance swept over them –good knees – before
         he could stop himself.
      

      
      ‘So, how many do you need?’ she asked him.

      
      ‘Sorry?’

      
      ‘People, for this play of yours. How many are in it?’

      
      ‘Six,’ he told her. ‘And,’ he added, ‘it’s not my play – I’m simply the director.’ God forbid that anyone would hold him responsible
         for it.
      

      
      As he spoke there were voices on the stairs, and a second later a man and a woman came through the doorway.

      
      ‘Hello. Is this where the auditions are on?’ The man strode in. ‘We asked downstairs and they sent us up here.’
      

      
      The woman followed him into the room. ‘It’s a bit dark, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘I said the same thing,’ Ellen told her.

      
      She looked fiftyish, around the right age for the housekeeper, but nothing else about her did anything to inspire Edward.
         Not the bobbed, pale brown hair or the eager-to-please expression on the soft, round face. Certainly not the shapeless, dark
         cardigan over the horrendous flowery skirt, although of course clothes didn’t matter a damn. But where was the presence he
         wanted for Betty? Where was the character, the steel he needed to make her a credible murderer?
      

      
      The man was slightly more promising. Good-looking, which never hurt, early forties by the look of him, right age for Jack
         McCarthy. Well able to carry off the country squire look. And well able too, Edward guessed, to flirt with young, innocent
         Dorothy Williams.
      

      
      ‘Edward Bull,’ he told them. ‘Director.’

      
      ‘Robert McInerney.’ His handshake was solid. ‘And I have no idea who this charming lady is – we met on the way in.’

      
      ‘Judith O’Sullivan.’

      
      She had a nice smile, her whole face crinkling with it. Edward made the rest of the introductions – twenty-three years of
         dealing with bereaved people had left him good with names – and then bent towards his briefcase. ‘We may as well get started.
         Hopefully a few others will—’
      

      
      Someone thumped suddenly up the stairs, drowning out the end of his sentence. They all turned to look as a woman burst through
         the doorway and clumped heavily across the room. What on earth was she wearing on her feet?
      

      
      Thick, unusually curved heels, soles at least three inches high, shiny uppers that covered her ankles and laced across the
         front. They looked like they had come straight off the feet of some demented fairytale witch, except that they were purple instead of black.
      

      
      Above the shoes she wore a loosely cut green dress that fell to just below her knees, in the kind of material that made Edward’s
         teeth sore, and she’d dyed her hair the horrible false, sharp pink of the candyfloss he’d tasted once as a child, fascinated
         by the feathery look of it but immediately revolted by its cloying grittiness in his mouth.
      

      
      Her features weren’t regular enough to be pretty – wide, slightly hooked nose, pale eyes a fraction too far apart, overlarge
         teeth between alarmingly purple lips – but she was striking in a slightly off-kilter way.
      

      
      If Edward was stuck, she might just do for the postmistress, but the pink hair would have to go. She was far too old for it,
         for one thing – had to be at least thirty.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, have you started?’ She looked at the bundle of scripts in Edward’s hand. ‘My baby is teething and it took forever
         to get her to sleep.’
      

      
      Edward shook his head. ‘No, we were just about—’

      
      ‘Oh, good. I’m Theo DeCourcy, by the way.’ She sank into a chair and crossed one awful, witchy shoe over the other. ‘I’ve
         no acting experience whatsoever, but this sounded interesting.’ She stuck out a hand – covered in a ridiculous lacy fingerless
         glove – and Edward obediently put a script into it. She peered around the room. ‘Is it me, or is it really dark in here?’
      

      
      And a second later: ‘Death by Dying? What kind of a name is that?
      

      
      An hour and forty minutes later there were far too many people scattered throughout the long, narrow room, sprawled on chairs,
         perched on window sills or simply propped against walls. They’d pushed open what windows would budge, but it was still uncomfortably
         warm. Layers were peeled off, sleeves were pushed up, and the six by now slightly wilting scripts were being flapped enthusiastically in front of damp, rosy faces.
      

      
      Someone had discovered a central light whose bare bulb was harsh and unflattering, but which at least made the lines of dialogue
         easier to read. Edward had made sure that everyone tried out for at least one part, cringing quietly as words were mispronounced
         or skipped altogether, as cues were missed, as conversations were reduced to a series of halting, unconnected phrases by people
         who he fervently wished had stayed at home.
      

      
      ‘Right.’ He stopped scribbling and put down his biro and stood up.

      
      It took a good fifteen seconds for the whispers and mutters and fidgeting to die down, for all the faces to turn towards him.

      
      He’d never been comfortable talking to a crowd, never at ease with attention focused on him. He wished someone would flick
         the light switch and send them all into the gloom again. He cleared his throat and looked down at the notes he didn’t need.
      

      
      ‘First of all, has everyone signed this?’ He held up the sheet he’d sent around, collecting names and contact numbers. Experience
         had taught him the importance of back-up – who knew what problems might arise within his chosen cast?
      

      
      A general nodding. Edward slid the sheet into his briefcase and continued. ‘As you all know, there are only six parts in this
         play, so apologies to those who’ll go home without one.’
      

      
      Not a sound. A bead of sweat trickled unpleasantly down his back.

      
      ‘At this stage, before I announce the cast’ – Lord, how pompous that sounded – ‘I’d like to repeat that I will expect complete
         commitment from each and every one of you.’ His stern gaze left nobody out. ‘If anyone feels at this stage that there’s the smallest chance of their not turning up here every Thursday evening – and probably two or three extra evenings in the week before production’ – he gave this a second to sink
         in – ‘I would like them to please leave now.’
      

      
      His words created a small, self-conscious ripple. Feet shuffled. A throat was cleared. A few heads swung around, searching
         for deserters. Nobody got up, nobody headed for the door.
      

      
      Edward went back to his notes. ‘In that case, thank you all for coming, and I would like the following people to remain behind
         please.’
      

      
      He called out the six names and stayed standing through the subsequent clatter of chairs being pushed back and jackets being
         gathered up and the general bustle of the room emptying out, until they were left, finally, to themselves.
      

      
      Edward dropped his notes into his briefcase and turned to face them. ‘I hope none of you are afraid of hard work,’ he said.
         ‘Despite the fact that this is an amateur production and none of you will be getting paid, I expect you to give as much commitment
         as if you were all on Hollywood salaries.’
      

      
      They smiled politely. It had sounded funnier at home.

      
      ‘I speak as I find,’ he told them. ‘If I’m not happy, you’ll know about it. I will be fair but demanding, and as director,
         my decision on any queries that arise will be final. I expect lines to be learned promptly, and I expect you to turn up to
         rehearsals on time – particularly as I was the only person here at eight-thirty tonight.’
      

      
      He let that bit sink in too. No harm to lay down the law from the start.

      
      ‘Now,’ he said, ‘any comments before I give out the parts?’

      
      And immediately they all began to speak at the same time.

      
      ‘What character am I playing?’ asked Theo DeCourcy. ‘I hope it’s not the postmistress – she’s not very exciting, is she?’
      

      
      ‘I’d just like to say thanks very much,’ said Harry Buckley. ‘I never thought I’d be offered a part.’

      
      ‘I was sure you weren’t going to cast me,’ said Ellen Greene. ‘You kept cutting me off when I was reading – I thought you
         hated me.’
      

      
      ‘What time are the rehearsals?’ asked Robert McInerney. ‘It’s just that Thursday is our late opening, and if we’re busy it
         might be tricky to be here much before eight.’
      

      
      ‘I hope I won’t have too many lines to learn,’ said Maria Talty. ‘My memory is hopeless. I’ll do my best, of course, but it
         might take a while.’
      

      
      ‘I can paint backdrops too,’ said Judith O’Sullivan. ‘If you need that done, I mean – just a thought. I’m an art teacher,
         you see.’
      

      
      Edward listened to the babble of their voices. He had barely six weeks, maybe ten rehearsals altogether, to shape this best-of-a-bad-lot
         collection into some kind of a team. Only one of them had any acting experience; two, possibly three, out of the six could
         be called attractive; and one already showed distinct signs of lacking commitment.
      

      
      Not to mention the fact that the play was mediocre at best, the first effort of a young, inexperienced local man. Talk about
         mission impossible.
      

      
      ‘Rehearsals,’ he told them, ‘will take place at seven-thirty sharp each Thursday,’ – looking pointedly at Robert –‘and will last approximately two hours, possibly longer. You will be expected
         to learn your lines on time’ – a glance in Maria’s direction – ‘and parts’ – to Theo – ‘are not negotiable.’
      

      
      He began to distribute fresh scripts, thinking with longing of the very large brandy with his name on it in the pub downstairs.

      
      *

      
      ‘He was like Hitchcock,’ Ellen said, ‘sitting there in his armchair, not making a sound. I nearly got a heart attack when
         he spoke.’ She stopped suddenly. ‘I just remembered – he asked me if I was limping.’ She looked indignantly at Maria. ‘The
         nerve.’
      

      
      ‘Watch the road.’ Maria pushed her seat belt into its casing and tucked her blouse down under it. ‘Well, you do limp.’

      
      ‘I do not. Well, barely. Most people don’t even notice.’

      
      ‘He did, obviously, the minute you walked in.’

      
      ‘Well I don’t know why he asked then, if he could see it. I didn’t tell him anyway. It’s none of his bloody business. I have
         the part now – he can’t very well take it away from me.’
      

      
      ‘I never thought we’d get parts,’ Maria said. ‘I didn’t even want one.’

      
      ‘Me neither … but I kind of got into it.’

      
      Maria frowned. ‘I thought you were dying for a part. That’s what you said when you rang and practically begged me to go with
         you. That’s the only reason I came along.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I was,’ Ellen said quickly. ‘I mean, I love the idea of being in a play – I’m just not too sure that this play is the one I’d choose. You were brilliant as Penelope though, much better than anyone else. I wasn’t surprised when
         he picked you.’
      

      
      They drove in silence for a few minutes, past the community centre, through the roundabout, across the city’s newest bridge,
         up the hill and towards the housing development where Maria lived.
      

      
      Ellen shifted gear as they turned into the wide avenue of red brick houses. ‘You don’t hate the thought of it, do you? I wouldn’t
         like to think I’d forced you into it.’
      

      
      ‘Actually,’ Maria said slowly, ‘I don’t. I thought I would, but I don’t.’

      
      ‘Good.’ They pulled up in front of Maria’s house. ‘But honestly, sitting there like God Almighty, judging us all.’
      

      
      Maria laughed. ‘Ellen, he is the director – it’s his job.’
      

      
      ‘I’d say he loves laying down the law.’

      
      ‘He’s quite attractive though, you have to admit that. He reminds me a bit of Tommy Lee Jones.’

      
      ‘I don’t care what he looks like, he’ll still be bossing us around every Thursday. So what do you think of the play anyway?
         It’s a bit corny, isn’t it?’
      

      
      Maria unbuckled her seat belt and reached for her bag on the floor of the car. ‘I’m surprised it’s a new one – it seems kind
         of dated to me. It reminds me of the old black and white films we used to watch on Sunday afternoons.’
      

      
      ‘Wait till Mam and Dad hear we’re both in a play. Wait till I tell them I’m the murder victim.’

      
      Maria laughed. ‘You’ve got a great part. I only have a few scenes, not important at all.’

      
      ‘I think Penelope is interesting, and you’ve some good bitchy lines. Wonder what Herr Direktor thinks of it.’

      
      ‘I presume he likes it, if he’s agreed to direct it.’ Maria opened the car door. ‘Want to come in for a cuppa?’

      
      Ellen hesitated. ‘I don’t think so, thanks. I’ve a pile of ironing waiting at home.’

      
      Like ironing had ever stopped her staying out; like Maria was fooled for a second. But the offer was always made, and always
         refused.
      

      
      ‘OK. See you Sunday.’

      
      ‘See you.’ Ellen watched her sister walking up the path of number fourteen, rummaging in her bag. Pushing her key into the
         door, turning to wave.
      

      
      Driving home, Ellen felt vindicated. Playing the sympathy card, making out that she’d needed Maria’s moral support to go to
         the auditions, had made her feel vaguely guilty. She could easily have gone to McMillan’s on her own – if she’d had the slightest interest in being in a play, which she hadn’t. But of course she was doing it for Maria, not the other way
         around. Her sister needed something like this, some kind of escape from that awful life of hers, even if it was just for a
         couple of hours a week, and now she had it. And by the sound of it, Maria was quite happy with the outcome, so Ellen’s plan
         had worked beautifully.
      

      
      The only problem was that now she was tied – they were both tied – to being ordered around for the next six weeks by a man
         who clearly revelled in telling everyone else what to do, and Ellen wasn’t at all sure how she’d cope with that. She didn’t
         relish the idea of learning lines, of having to stand up in front of the others every Thursday and put on an act.
      

      
      She’d just have to keep reminding herself why she was there, and hopefully the experience would bring Maria out of herself
         a bit, help her to make a few friends who’d distract her from her problems at home, more than that dreary little bookshop
         could. Although it was doubtful that Maria would have much in common with that loud pink-haired woman, and the other one was
         a bit long in the tooth, but still.
      

      
      As she turned down a narrow side street, the open doorway of a pub and the scattered smokers around it caught Ellen’s eye.
         She glanced at the dashboard clock – five past eleven. Plenty of time.
      

      
      She pulled into a space and checked her reflection, ran lipstick across her mouth, dipped her head and swung it back and tousled
         her hair with her fingers. Undid another button on her top.
      

      
      She walked slowly into the pub, disguising the limp as much as she could – not that it ever bothered them – and tried to remember
         when she’d changed the sheets on her bed.
      

      
      *

      
      As he drew up to the edge of the path and swung his leg over the crossbar, the bottom of Harry’s jeans caught on the carrier,
         and the resulting loss of equilibrium sent bicycle and rider crashing heavily to the ground.
      

      
      ‘Blast!’ He scrambled to his feet, already feeling the sting of a palm that had slapped hard onto the concrete, and an ominous
         throb in one hip. ‘Damn and blast!’ He gave a quick look around and saw nobody – thank God.
      

      
      He should have put on the clips. So what if they’d seen him, who cared if they thought bicycle clips were naff? They were
         nothing to him, they were complete strangers to him – apart from Judith, whose face he’d recognised as soon as she’d walked
         in. He was good with faces.
      

      
      But he’d left the blasted clips in his pocket, too self-conscious to use them in front of the others, and now it served him
         right.
      

      
      The stupid thing was, they probably hadn’t even noticed him. By the time he’d unlocked the bike, they were more than likely
         walking towards their cars, not looking in his direction at all, not in the least bothered whether he wore bicycle clips or
         not.
      

      
      He examined his palm. Not a bad graze, bit of Savlon on it when he went in. He massaged his hip – stiff in the morning probably,
         but he’d live.
      

      
      He hauled the bike up and wheeled it in through the gate, hearing the wheeze of a mudguard scraping every so often against
         the front tyre. In the shed he took the script from the carrier and smoothed it out.
      

      
      Imagine, him in a play. Wait till he told Ma.

      
      Eve was in the kitchen, in George’s dark blue pyjama top and a pair of grey leggings. Harry liked her short blonde choppy
         fringe, the contrast with her heavy dark eyebrows.
      

      
      ‘Hi Harry.’ She held up a slice of brown bread. ‘I’m making toasties – want one?’ A block of orange cheddar sat on the worktop
         beside the sliced pan.
      

      
      Harry shook his head, moving past her towards the door into the hall. ‘No thanks, think I’ll just—’
      

      
      ‘Oh, hey, how did you get on?’ She was barefoot, her toenails painted a deep pink. ‘Did you get a part?’

      
      Harry grinned, feeling the heat in his face. ‘I did, yeah. I’m—’

      
      ‘Oh, that’s brilliant – wait till I tell George.’ She turned back to the worktop and began slicing thick wedges of cheese.
         ‘Well done you.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks … well, I’m off to bed. See you tomorrow.’ Harry left the kitchen and went upstairs. Passing their bedroom door, he
         heard Amy Winehouse singing about not going to rehab.
      

      
      He imagined the conversation when Eve brought up the toasties.

      
      ‘Guess what – Harry got a part in the play. Can you believe it?’

      
      ‘You’re joking.’ George lowering his book and looking over his John Lennon glasses at her.

      
      ‘No, he really did.’

      
      And they’d wonder – in a nice way, though – how on earth he’d managed it.

      
      In the bathroom he cleaned his hand and rubbed Savlon on the graze. He pulled down his jeans and examined the slightly pinker
         patch of skin on his hip.
      

      
      He hardly knew what had possessed him to go along to the auditions. He’d never stood on a stage in his life, never had the
         slightest inclination to act in anything.
      

      
      But for some reason, the ad in the paper had stayed with him. In the days that followed, he’d begun to find the idea intriguing.
         He’d imagined standing up on a stage in front of lots of people, not as Harry Buckley in the library who you wouldn’t look
         twice at, but as someone different. Someone, maybe, who wasn’t afraid to say what he felt, or who wouldn’t let anyone walk
         all over him.
      

      
      Not that it mattered, though, what the character was like – he could be as obnoxious as anything. The main thing was that
         he wouldn’t be Harry. It was his chance to try out another person’s skin, maybe the only chance he’d ever get.
      

      
      Oh, he knew it would only be for a few weeks, and that it was all pretend anyway, and when it was over he’d have to go back
         to being himself again and nothing would have changed. But wouldn’t it be something?
      

      
      And before you knew it, before he could give himself time to change his mind, he was heading into McMillan’s on Thursday evening,
         walking past the little knots of late office workers and early evening drinkers, and up the narrow stairs whose carpet disappeared
         when you turned the corner, even as the little voice that he’d managed to stifle up till then began to whisper: What do you
         think you’re doing? You can’t seriously imagine that anyone will want you –you’re having a laugh, aren’t you?
      

      
      But it was too late by then, because he was through the doorway and into the long, badly lit room, and two people were sitting
         at the other end, watching as he blundered towards them, almost knocking over one of those tiny little spindly-legged tables
         that made him feel even more like Gulliver in Lilliput.
      

      
      And the more people who’d shown up, the more nervous he’d become, the more certain that he was wasting his time. And then,
         miraculously, he’d landed the part of Tom the gardener, silently attracted to poor, doomed Dorothy.
      

      
      It wasn’t a very big part, which was probably just as well. Not too many lines to learn, not too much of the spotlight resting
         on him. And Tom’s character wasn’t a million miles away from Harry’s own, which probably helped. His nervous stuttering hadn’t
         mattered, might even have added to the part. So for the next six Thursdays Harry Buckley would disappear and be replaced by
         Tom Drury.
      

      
      He leaned against the door of his bedroom and examined the script. Death by Dying, it said on the cover. A play for theatre by Jonathan Crosby.

      
      He thought again about telling Ma on Sunday. She’d have to react to that, wouldn’t she? Usually he had nothing interesting
         to tell her; it was no wonder she didn’t say much. This would be different.
      

      
      He turned the cover over and began to read, his eyes flying back and forth.

      
      *

      
      She stood in the hall and listened. No sound from upstairs. A burst of laughter, too loud, from the sitting room. She walked
         in.
      

      
      ‘Turn that down a bit, will you? Guess what.’

      
      Ben was lying on the couch, spread out the length of it. ‘Hey.’

      
      He reached for the remote control on the floor and pressed the mute button. He opened his arms and Theo dropped her bag, kicked
         off her purple shoes and lowered herself onto his body. Their faces were almost touching.
      

      
      ‘Guess what,’ she said again.

      
      He tugged at the ends of her pink hair. ‘You got a part.’

      
      She grinned. ‘I did.’

      
      ‘Fantastic.’ He pressed a loud kiss on her mouth. ‘Good girl. I knew you would.’

      
      ‘How was Chrissy?’

      
      ‘Didn’t stir.’

      
      She looked sternly at him. ‘And how would you know, with that TV blaring?’

      
      ‘Relax, woman.’ He tugged gently on her hair again. ‘Sean is keeping an ear out.’

      
      ‘OK.’ Theo slid off him and stood up. ‘I’m starving. What’s left?’

      
      He reached again for the remote control. ‘There’s soup in the fridge. And maybe pizza, unless Sean’s been down.’

      
      Usually when she wasn’t working late the three of them ate dinner around eight, after Chrissy had been put down for the night,
         but with the auditions this evening she’d eaten earlier, and now the hollow feeling in her stomach was almost an ache.
      

      
      In the kitchen she took the pizza box from the fridge and lifted out the one remaining slice and picked off the pepperoni
         discs and threw them into the bin, and replaced them with blobs of mayonnaise.
      

      
      As she chewed she searched the fridge again and pulled out the Pyrex jug. She took off the tinfoil lid and sniffed at the
         grey liquid – mushroom, not her favourite. She emptied the soup into a bowl and put it in the microwave and went back to the
         pizza, leaning against the fridge as she ate.
      

      
      Funny how things worked out. Sean and herself alone for years, not a sign of a man for her – or not any she’d be interested
         in. She’d begun to assume, once thirty had come and gone, that this was her lot, that she’d had her ration of romance early
         on.
      

      
      And then Ben Talbot had sat beside her at a cousin’s wedding three years ago, and Chrissy had happened late last year. Not
         exactly planned, but not unwanted either. And here Theo was again, nearly eighteen years after Sean, back to the broken nights
         and the nappies and the bottles. Only this time she wasn’t fifteen, pregnant and deserted by the boy she’d been stupid enough
         to think had loved her. Now she had Ben, and everything was different.
      

      
      And Ben had Gemima – but that was another story, and one she didn’t feel like thinking about tonight.

      
      The microwave pinged and she threw the pizza crust into the bin and lifted out the steaming soup. As she took a spoon from
         the drawer she caught sight of her reflection in the darkened kitchen window.
      

      
      Time for a new look – she was getting tired of pink hair. She pulled off the wig and ran a hand over the stubby brown fuzz that Caroline shaved every three weeks. Like a concentration camp survivor, she looked – well, from the chin up
         maybe. Her face had always been the thinnest part of her, unfortunately.
      

      
      It had begun soon after Chrissy was born, when Theo was just beginning to remember the whole huge upheaval caused by the arrival
         of one tiny new human. When she and Ben were taking turns to snatch an hour’s sleep, when they grabbed what food they could
         in between feeding and changing and rocking and washing The Baby Who Never Ever Slept.
      

      
      When she’d first begun to notice the hair loss, remembering something similar happening after Sean was born, Theo hadn’t been
         too bothered.
      

      
      ‘My hair is falling out,’ she’d said to Caroline when she’d finally found the hour and a half she needed to get to the salon.
         ‘I’d forgotten about that.’
      

      
      ‘After I had the twins,’ Caroline had told her, ‘it came out in handfuls. I got the fright of my life. Nobody had warned me.’

      
      But six weeks later, it was still happening, a fresh scattering on her pillow every morning. More coming out every time she
         brushed it or put a hand through it.
      

      
      ‘I think maybe you should let your doctor have a look,’ Caroline had said when she’d seen her again. ‘It should have stopped
         by now.’
      

      
      And the diagnosis, when it finally came, had been like a death sentence. Oh, she knew it could have been so much worse. She
         could really have been dying; she could have found herself sitting in Dr O’Meara’s surgery listening to him saying, ‘I’m terribly
         sorry, Theo, but you’ve got six months at the most.’
      

      
      But still, to lose her hair. She’d always looked after it, sniffing shampoos in chemists like a demented bloodhound, suffering
         through a final cold rinse so it would shine, slathering in deep conditioning treatments anytime it needed pampering.
      

      
      She hadn’t known how to tell Ben, except the only way she’d always told him things: straight out.

      
      ‘I’m going bald,’ she’d said. ‘I have alopecia. It’s all going to come out.’

      
      ‘Are you sick?’ he’d asked. ‘Is this something serious?’

      
      ‘No,’ she’d said, because she couldn’t explain how serious it was without sounding vain. ‘It won’t make me sick, just ugly.’

      
      And of course he’d put his arms around her and told her exactly how beautiful she was, with or without hair.

      
      ‘In fact,’ he’d said, ‘I didn’t like to say anything before this, but I have a thing for bald women. Sexy, bald women with
         shiny heads.’
      

      
      ‘I love you,’ she’d said, pressing her lips to his stubbly face. ‘I seriously love you.’

      
      It had been harder with Sean, who hadn’t known how to take it.

      
      ‘Think of me as an older and wiser Sinead O’Connor,’ Theo had suggested, but he hadn’t smiled.

      
      ‘How did you get it?’

      
      ‘I was just unlucky,’ she’d told him. ‘My hormones let me down.’

      
      ‘Will it grow back?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ she’d lied. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see.’

      
      ‘But I’m getting a wig,’ she’d told both of her men.

      
      ‘Fine,’ Ben had said, ‘as long as it’s not pink. Right, Sean?’

      
      And as soon as he’d said it, it was the only colour Theo wanted. She wasn’t trying to be awkward, but suddenly a head of pink
         hair was all she could think about.
      

      
      ‘What would you think of a pink wig?’ she’d asked Caroline at her next visit. By now, Caroline was cutting it very short so
         it didn’t look so thin.
      

      
      ‘Pink.’ Caroline had considered. ‘Let’s have a look.’ She’d got a book that was filled with bunches of different coloured hair, and they’d picked out a shade that reminded Theo
         of the vivid Liquorice Allsorts she’d devoured through both her pregnancies.
      

      
      Sean, surprisingly, had been fine with the pink hair –probably would have been happy with any colour in preference to a bald
         mother. And Ben had loved it.
      

      
      ‘You should have gone pink years ago,’ he’d said. ‘You look like Uma Thurman.’

      
      ‘She doesn’t have pink hair.’

      
      ‘Well, no, but remember the black in Pulp Fiction?’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t make sense. You just fancy her.’

      
      ‘True,’ he’d admitted, ‘but I’d fancy her more if she had pink hair.’

      
      Chrissy hadn’t seemed to notice, which was probably good. And after a few weeks, it was like Theo’s hair had always been pink.

      
      She’d asked Ben to tell Gemima, knowing they’d have to say something.

      
      ‘It’ll be better coming from you,’ she’d said. ‘Don’t make a big thing of it, tell her I’m fine about it.’ Because the last
         thing she wanted was for her future stepdaughter to look at her with pity.
      

      
      So Ben had told Gemima, who had never once referred to it with Theo, which was exactly what Theo had been expecting. The first
         time Gemima saw Theo’s wig she kept darting glances at it, but no mention was made.
      

      
      Theo wondered afterwards how Gemima had broken the news to her mother. Had Miep laughed at the thought of Ben’s new woman
         going bald? Did they smirk together when Gemima mentioned the pink wig?
      

      
      Not that Theo cared – what was Miep to her, but the woman Ben had married when he was young and foolish, and divorced as soon
         as he got sense? Let them laugh, it didn’t bother her in the least. Theo got a kick out of having pink hair, that was all that mattered.
      

      
      But now she was ready for a change. She’d call in and talk to Caroline next week. Maybe it was time to go blonde, see how
         much fun they really had.
      

      
      She threw the wig on the draining board and dipped her spoon into the soup and stirred, and wondered again why exactly at
         the age of thirty-four she’d decided to try her hand at acting.
      

      
      The idea had intrigued her when she’d read the ad. The thought of walking across a stage with everyone looking at you, wearing
         clothes that didn’t belong to you, trying to remember your lines, trying to say them as if you meant them – it all sounded
         like it might be a laugh.
      

      
      ‘Do you think I’d be good at acting?’ she’d asked Ben.

      
      He hadn’t batted an eyelid. ‘Absolutely.’

      
      ‘Really? I’m thinking of auditioning for a part in a new play.’

      
      ‘What kind of a play? Is there full frontal nudity?’

      
      She’d shown him the ad.

      
      ‘I’d say go for it. As long as they don’t make you the helpless victim – you’d never pull that off.’

      
      So she’d gone, and she’d been offered a part. Who cared if the play was a bit clichéd, and the postmistress – who was a bit
         of a cow, but not enough to get your teeth into properly – had probably the smallest part of all? She’d give it a go, and
         hopefully she’d enjoy it.
      

      
      She wasn’t sure what to make of the director. He’d done his best to put the wind up them – must be a headmaster or something
         by day, used to bossing everyone around – but Theo didn’t scare easily.
      

      
      She didn’t know any of the others, apart from Caroline’s ex, who she recognised from the salon – you’d remember that good-looking
         face. And she knew he was Caroline’s ex because the friend who’d recommended Caroline to Theo had mentioned it.
      

      
      He and Caroline had split up long before Theo started going to the salon, and Theo had no idea why. But she wouldn’t be surprised
         if he was a bit of a lad – he had that look about him, the look of a man who enjoyed women.
      

      
      He’d shown no sign of recognising Theo at the auditions, and she’d said nothing. No point in getting too friendly with any
         of them until she had them figured out.
      

      
      She pulled on the wig again and left the kitchen, and immediately she heard a wail from upstairs. She stood for a minute in
         the hall, and when no doors opened, she put the bowl of soup on the phone table and walked towards the stairs.
      

      
      *

      
      Robert belched as he opened the door of McMillan’s. The cool evening air hit him, a welcome change from the stuffy upstairs
         room, and to a lesser extent from the pub itself. Drinking alone on a Thursday night – he’d pretended not to notice Edward
         Bull nursing a glass at a table in the opposite corner – and home to bed by himself; must be losing his touch.
      

      
      He had to admit that he’d enjoyed this evening. He’d gone along with his tongue firmly in his cheek – if you looked at it
         in a certain light, the idea of acting in a play had a vaguely naff feel to it. He was certain he’d never have considered
         it if it hadn’t been for Mrs Salmon.
      

      
      ‘There was an ad in the Herald,’ she’d told him at her six-weekly trim. ‘They’re looking for actors. I said to John, I bet you Robert will try out. You have
         an actor’s face if ever I saw one. Did you never think of going for acting?’
      

      
      ‘Never,’ Robert had told her truthfully. ‘I wouldn’t have a clue how to act.’

      
      ‘Listen, half of them don’t. That fellow in Coronation Street, the one married to the blonde, he hasn’t a notion. I wouldn’t let that stop you.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not sure I’d have the time—’
      

      
      ‘Ah, go on with you, it said only once a week for the rehearsals. You’d have a laugh – and those boys of yours would be so
         proud to see their daddy on the stage.’
      

      
      Robert had smiled. ‘You think?’

      
      ‘Of course they would – they’d love it.’

      
      ‘I’ll have a think about it,’ he’d promised.

      
      And he had thought about it after Mrs Salmon had left. He’d rummaged through the magazines in the salon until he’d come across
         a copy of The Portmaine Herald, and he’d flicked through the pages and found the ad.
      

      
      ‘I’m thinking of trying out for a play,’ he’d told Caroline in the staff kitchen.

      
      She’d laughed. ‘Why am I not surprised? The boys will be tickled pink.’

      
      ‘Don’t tell them,’ he’d said quickly. ‘In case I don’t get it.’

      
      ‘When is this happening?’

      
      ‘Thursday. I’ll have to leave a bit early.’

      
      ‘Well,’ she’d said, ‘you’re the boss.’

      
      ‘You don’t mind?’

      
      ‘Why should I mind?’

      
      ‘Because you’re the boss too,’ he’d pointed out. ‘You could wag a finger at me and tell me I’m being very irresponsible.’

      
      She’d smiled. ‘And you’d listen, of course. Go to your play, if it keeps you happy. You can work twice as hard on Fridays to
         make up. And if you get the part, we’ll all come and clap loudly.’
      

      
      He’d liked the idea of that, the boys and Caroline sitting in the audience, watching him. He thought about it again, now that
         he’d landed himself a part, and found that he still liked it.
      

      
      He checked his watch as he reached the car: too late to text the boys. Didn’t matter, he’d see them tomorrow. He pulled his
         phone out of the glove compartment – maybe they’d sent him a message before they’d gone to bed. But there was no message waiting for him. He threw his script onto the
         passenger seat and turned the key.
      

      
      Tomorrow. He could wait till then. He’d see Caroline first thing.

      
      But as he drove out of the car park, he turned left instead of right. You turned right for the dual carriageway that led to
         the parade of shops behind the fire station, you turned right for his little flat above the salon. You turned left for Caroline’s
         house.
      

      
      His house, then their house, and now Caroline’s house. He’d bought it eighteen years ago with a bank loan that had kept him
         awake for several months, until the profits in the salon had steadied enough for him to relax. It had been his house for seven
         years, until Caroline had joined the salon as a junior stylist, and it had taken all of five weeks for them to decide that
         it wasn’t enough just to be together all day.
      

      
      So it had become their house, where she’d missed a period almost at once, where they’d lain in bed at night and squabbled
         about baby names, just so they could make up afterwards. Where, eight and a half months pregnant – and enormous with the twins
         – she’d brought him breakfast in bed for his birthday.
      

      
      Now, nine years after he’d left it to her and the boys, it was definitely Caroline’s house. He didn’t grudge it to her; he
         knew the only person to blame for his not still living there was himself. But he’d gone beyond all that – they were both past
         that now. They’d moved on ages ago.
      

      
      He drove along the quays, saw the river sparkling with reflected streetlights. It looked much cleaner at night, when you couldn’t
         see how brown it was. Past the new shopping centre, everyone hoping for a Marks & Spencer that hadn’t arrived. Down a side
         street, towards a pub emptying out for the night.
      

      
      As he drew nearer, a couple came through the door and turned onto the path in front of him. The man’s arm slung around her
         shoulders, her hand in the back pocket of his jeans. It was the long strawberry-blonde hair he remembered – and yes, there
         was the slight limp he’d noticed as she’d walked out of McMillan’s upstairs room ahead of him earlier. Her boyfriend looked
         a fair bit younger, hardly out of his teens.
      

      
      Robert drove past them and down Caroline’s street, and swung the car in through the gate and up the short drive. The light
         was still on in the sitting room, as he’d assumed it would be. She never went to bed before midnight.
      

      
      He tapped on the window, not chancing the doorbell with the boys asleep. ‘Only me,’ he called softly, and a second later she
         appeared at the front door.
      

      
      ‘What time d’you call this?’ But she wasn’t annoyed. She wore a short pale blue dress that showed off her legs. He used to
         tell her that he’d fallen in love with her legs first, before the rest of her.
      

      
      ‘I was passing,’ he said, ‘and I just wanted to tell you that I got a part.’ Silly, how pleased he was. Like his son Noah
         after a good hurling match.
      

      
      She smiled back at him. ‘Good for you. The lads’ll be chuffed. Come in for a minute.’ She stood back and he walked past her
         into the hall.
      

      
      She made coffee in the kitchen she’d painted a sea green, that worked beautifully with the cream units. He stood by the breakfast
         bar and watched her pouring full-fat milk into her cup, scattering chocolate digestives onto a plate. Never counted a calorie,
         ate whatever she fancied, and not a spare ounce on her. He bet the other stylists hated that.
      

      
      ‘So tell me,’ she said, ‘are you the hero or the villain?’

      
      ‘I’m a famous writer who has a murder take place in his house. You’ll have to wait and see whether I did it or not.’

      
      ‘A famous writer.’ She sipped her coffee. ‘Lots of lines to learn?’
      

      
      ‘A fair few. Haven’t really had a proper read of it yet – he just got us to run through a few scenes tonight.’

      
      ‘Did many turn up?’

      
      ‘Loads; the place was packed.’

      
      ‘Anyone we know?’

      
      He shook his head. ‘Although I thought one woman looked familiar.’

      
      Caroline lifted an eyebrow. ‘Only one?’

      
      Robert smiled. ‘Not in a social sense – I think she must work somewhere in town. I know her face from somewhere.’

      
      Caroline took a biscuit from the plate and bit into it. ‘So have you decided where you’re taking my sons for the weekend?’
         Her running joke, claiming the boys for herself.
      

      
      ‘I thought Dingle – they said they’ve never seen the dolphin.’ He allowed himself one Saturday in six off, and he always took
         the boys on an overnight trip.
      

      
      ‘How’s the forecast?’

      
      ‘Fine, I think. But we’ll pack the wellies.’

      
      ‘You certainly will.’

      
      It had taken them long enough to be able to talk like this, with no bitterness, no tears. To be fair, she’d never stopped
         him seeing the boys, not even when she couldn’t bear to look at him herself, couldn’t speak to him beyond what had to be said.
      

      
      And she’d come back to work at the salon eventually, when he’d offered her a partnership in the business. Still full of guilt,
         still trying to apologise to her.
      

      
      It had been awkward at the start, the other stylists not sure how to handle it – and who could blame them? Caroline had been
         a junior stylist up until her maternity leave almost two years before, and now she was back in the salon as one of the bosses.
      

      
      A couple of their senior stylists had left, unable to come to terms with the new arrangement, uncomfortable with having to answer to a person so much younger than themselves. But after
         an initial shaky few months, Caroline had developed a head for business that had surprised Robert almost as much as her ability,
         at twenty-two, to be a wonderful first-time mother to two babies.
      

      
      He rinsed his cup in the Belfast sink. ‘Better let you go to bed.’

      
      She yawned as she stood up, showing him her perfect teeth. ‘You should be in bed yourself, at your age.’ Another joke, the
         reminder that at forty-two he was a decade older than her.
      

      
      They walked towards the front door, Robert pulling his jacket on.

      
      ‘See you in the morning. Thanks for the coffee.’ He put a hand briefly on her arm, their only physical contact these days.
         ‘Oh, and would you mind if I told the boys? About the play, I mean?’
      

      
      She smiled. ‘Of course not – I wouldn’t dream of stealing your thunder. Goodnight, drive carefully.’

      
      As he drove off, Robert was conscious of a vague dissatisfaction that had been manifesting itself at odd moments recently,
         and which he could find absolutely no reason for. Life was good, and he intended to enjoy what it had to offer him for as
         long as he could. Forty-two wasn’t old – with luck, he still had years ahead of him.
      

      
      He had an active social life – he was well aware that some would say it was a little too active, but he wasn’t one to let
         the opinions of others upset him. He enjoyed the company of women, always had, and there were plenty of available partners
         anytime he looked for one.
      

      
      He hadn’t been in love for a long time, which was fine by him. He wasn’t looking for love or any kind of commitment – look
         what had happened when he’d tried that – and why would anyone grudge him a bit of fun now and again?
      

      
      And best of all, he had the boys, his two reasons for living. His heart lifted as he turned onto the dual carriageway that
         led back into the city centre.
      

      
      He couldn’t wait to tell them.

      
      *

      
      Judith opened the back door and called softly. ‘Here, puss. Here, puss, puss.’

      
      The cat wasn’t hers; she thought it belonged to the young Polish family three doors down. Judith didn’t even know what its
         name was, or whether it was male or female. She suspected that it was male from the way it devoured any food she put out –
         surely a female would be daintier?
      

      
      But whatever the gender, Judith liked to see the cat sitting on her patio, or licking its black and white body clean on her
         window sill. And lately she’d taken to coaxing it inside for an hour or two before she went to bed. She enjoyed the warmth
         of it on her lap, the gentle vibration of its purring.
      

      
      There was no sign of it tonight though – probably sitting on another lap three doors down, where it belonged. Judith closed
         the door and filled the kettle. She shouldn’t have tea this late; she’d pay for it with at least two trips to the loo in the
         small hours. But she needed tea tonight. She was parched from sitting so long in that stuffy room.
      

      
      She smiled at the thought of being up on a stage again. It must be well over thirty years since she’d acted in anything. She’d
         joined the dramatic society in college – impatient, at eighteen, to meet someone and fall in love. (Unaware, of course, that
         Samuel was still almost a decade away from her.)
      

      
      They’d given her a part in a comedy – a farce, really – set in a Blackpool hotel. She was the receptionist, and for most of
         the play she stood behind a desk at the side of the stage and answered the phone in an English accent. She still remembered
         practising her main line – ‘Good morning, the Royal Hotel, how may I be of assistance?’ – any time the phone rang in the house she shared with three others.
      

      
      After that she was a housemaid in a period play, and the following year she played Agnes in Dancing at Lughnasa. And then college was over, and she got a job teaching history and art in a secondary school in Dublin, and gradually forgot
         about how exciting it was to dress up and become someone else.
      

      
      But the ad had reminded her, and she’d taken a chance and gone to the auditions. Thankfully, she hadn’t been the only fiftysomething
         there – at least half the crowd had been over forty, most of them women. But the director had chosen Judith, which had made
         her feel foolishly delighted.
      

      
      And what a part she’d been given – Betty, the cranky but seemingly harmless housekeeper, the woman nobody really noticed,
         the one person nobody would ever suspect was capable of stabbing someone else through the heart with a letter opener.
      

      
      The play wasn’t that original, nothing to get too excited about, but Betty was by far the most interesting character. She
         hoped none of the others had been desperate for the housekeeper’s role.
      

      
      Of course the rest of the cast were all younger than her, which she’d been half expecting. Not that it really mattered. It
         wasn’t as if she was looking for love this time round; even now, all these years later, she couldn’t imagine replacing Samuel,
         didn’t believe she could ever feel the same way about anyone else.
      

      
      Her mind slid away from him – it still hurt, it would always hurt – and she went back to thinking about the group of people
         she’d met for the first time a few hours earlier.
      

      
      The dark-haired man – Robert, was it? – holding the door open as she’d walked into the pub behind him, making some joke about
         the Oscars. He seemed friendly, and certainly he was handsome, but maybe just a tiny bit full of himself. She wondered what he did for a living – hadn’t he said something about staying open late on Thursdays? Some kind
         of a business then. She could imagine him running an expensive little art gallery, charming the wealthy ladies who came in
         to kill an hour before lunch.
      

      
      And the two sisters, with the same lovely dark brown eyes – what were their names again? She couldn’t remember, had always
         been bad with names – not a good quality for a teacher. The older sister had been surprisingly good as the writer’s sister;
         Judith hadn’t expected the haughty voice when it came.
      

      
      And the other woman with the pink hair, and those purple shoes – Chloe, or Theo, something like that. Imagine being that confident
         that you didn’t give a tuppenny damn if everyone stared at your bright pink head or laughed at your way-out shoes. She might
         be fun, that one.
      

      
      And the young man who’d got the gardener’s part – she knew him from someplace, definitely. He’d hardly opened his mouth all
         night, and then he’d read the part so well, he’d sounded so exactly right. He was playing himself, of course, all shy and
         awkward. Judith would have liked to talk to him afterwards, find out why he looked familiar, but he’d gone ahead of her down
         the stairs, and by the time she’d reached the door he was already pedalling off on his bicycle.
      

      
      No matter. They’d have plenty of time to talk at the rehearsals. Six weeks they’d be working together – hopefully they’d all
         get on.
      

      
      In six weeks she’d be a retired teacher. The thought was sometimes terrifying. How was she to fill the rest of her life –
         so big and blank from where she stood, all those hours, all those days – with worthwhile experiences that made her happy?
      

      
      What now, Judith O’Sullivan? Where to now?

      
      But there was excitement too about what might lie ahead, and there was hope. And in the meantime, she intended to enjoy the next six weeks.
      

      
      She thought about Edward Bull – no problem remembering that name. All fierce scowls and looking at them over his glasses,
         but Judith wasn’t fooled. His bark was loud, but she doubted that any of them would need to worry about his bite. He’d probably
         rant a bit if someone was late for rehearsal, but Judith didn’t anticipate any serious outbursts. Then again, she could be
         wrong. Time would tell.
      

      
      She stood and brought her cup to the sink, and smiled out at the black and white cat on the window sill that had finally answered
         her call.
      

      
      *

      
      Theo DeCourcy, he wrote in his small, cautious writing, playing Ursula the postmistress. No previous acting experience, good strong voice. Mother of small baby – problem?

      
      He always made notes, liked jotting things down as he went along. Useful sometimes to check back. He thought for a minute,
         and then added Hair colour, underlining it twice.
      

      
      He should have said something at the auditions. What if she refused point blank to change the colour? Theo DeCourcy didn’t
         strike him as one who’d take kindly to being told what to do, but there was no way he was having a postmistress with pink
         hair. He’d have to pick his words carefully – not something that came easily to him. He’d had to work hard at that when he
         still had a job.
      

      
      He turned the page and wrote Robert McInerney, playing Jack McCarthy the writer. No previous acting experience. Looks the part, good voice, hopefully will
            deliver on performance.

      
      He paused, then added Mentioned Thursday late opening – problem? Edward wasn’t having latecomers, he’d made that quite clear at the auditions. He’d have to come down hard on anyone who didn’t
         show up on time next Thursday.
      

      
      He turned the page and wrote Ellen Greene, playing Dorothy the journalist. No acting experience. He’d forgotten to ask her about the limp, or rather, he’d forgotten to get back to her about it. He’d asked and she hadn’t
         answered. Of course, it could be gone by next Thursday; she could have just sprained her ankle or something. But if it was
         a permanent thing they’d need to make some reference to it, explain it to the audience. He’d have to ask her about it again,
         no time for sensitivities.
      

      
      He wrote Limps slightly. He thought some more. Good hair, he wrote. Has a presence.

      
      A presence? Where had that come from? He lifted his pen to cross it out, then lowered it. He’d written it, so he must have
         seen something.
      

      
      He wondered if he could possibly suggest that she lose a few pounds. He imagined how his wife would have reacted to such a
         suggestion, and decided to say nothing. He could dress her in dark colours, although he’d imagined Dorothy all pale and innocent,
         to contrast more starkly with the murderous Betty.
      

      
      Limps slightly, good hair, has a presence – was that it? He thought back to the auditions, heard her reading Dorothy’s speech
         to Betty in the study, the pivotal speech of the play. How the others had all listened, how you could have heard a pin drop.
         He wrote Fluent reader.

      
      Wonderful. Just what he needed on the stage in a little over six weeks’ time: a bunch of fluent readers.

      
      He got up and crossed to the far end of the room, the part that an estate agent, trying his best, would probably call the
         kitchenette. He reached into the nearer of the two presses attached to the wall and pulled a three-quarters empty bottle of
         brandy from behind a bag of porridge.
      

      
      His drink in the pub after the auditions had been spoiled somewhat by the danger of Robert McInerney turning around at any
         moment and spotting him. Edward Bull didn’t do small talk, particularly with people he’d only just met, and who he hoped to maintain some kind of distance from as their
         director.
      

      
      He poured a measure and went back to the notebook and wrote Judith O’Sullivan, playing Betty the housekeeper. Shows promise.

      
      She’d been surprisingly good. He hadn’t been expecting that from her. As she’d read, she’d seemed to intuit Betty’s personality,
         begun to inhabit the housekeeper’s character. And in the scene with Dorothy in the study, when she’d picked up the letter
         opener and stabbed the journalist who’d threatened to disgrace her, she’d had exactly the right tension in her voice, she’d
         got it spot on. She was Betty, his only possible choice.
      

      
      He wrote Previous acting experience. She’d told him that it was years ago when she was in college, but no matter. She’d stood on a stage, she knew what it felt
         like to perform.
      

      
      He remembered something suddenly, and wrote Offered to paint backdrops. Apparently she taught art in the comprehensive – funny, he wouldn’t have taken her for a teacher. A librarian he’d have said,
         if someone had asked him to guess.
      

      
      He turned the page and wrote Harry Buckley, no acting experience. Not bad as the gardener though, suited the part. The right note of timidity in the voice, even brought in a little stutter,
         which Edward had liked. As long as he managed to learn his lines and didn’t go to pieces on opening night, he should be OK.
         He wrote Warn him not to cut hair. That awful shaggy look was just right for bumbling Tom.
      

      
      Who was left? Oh, yes. Maria Talty, no acting experience. He thought about Maria, the older sister and the quieter of the two. He wondered what had brought her to the auditions –
         he couldn’t imagine it had been her idea. Possibly dragged along by the bossy younger sister. Not that it mattered why she’d come. He felt she’d make a good Penelope. She’d manage the right mix of reserve and vulnerability.
      

      
      Good diction, he wrote. Work on posture. She hunched her shoulders a bit, he’d have to knock that out of her. His Penelope would need to be ramrod straight.
      

      
      He closed the notebook and put down his pen and ran a hand through his hair. He took off his glasses and massaged his temples
         and then pressed the heels of his palms to his eyes. Enough for now. There was nothing more he could do till he saw them at
         the first rehearsal.
      

      
      He wondered how many of them would have the lines of act one learned by next Thursday, like he’d suggested. He hadn’t missed
         the looks of disbelief that had passed between them. He’d discover soon enough how many of them were really committed to this
         play.
      

      
      He picked up his glass and took a sip, enjoying the fierce heat of the brandy going down. Remembering the night, just over
         a year ago now, he’d sat in his father-in-law’s study, drinking brandy from a crystal balloon and listening to the older man
         telling him what a fool he was.
      

      
      ‘Bull by name, bull by nature,’ Cathal had said to him. ‘Can’t you let it go, Edward, for Christ’s sake? My daughter made
         one mistake in twenty years, let it go. You’re not perfect yourself.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t cheat on her,’ Edward had told him. ‘I didn’t fool around with the man who came to landscape the garden.’ The words
         left a bad taste in his mouth. He washed it away with brandy. ‘I was never unfaithful,’ he’d said.
      

      
      He’d moved out. Cathal had done his best to change his mind, but Edward was adamant. He was deaf to Sophie’s apologies, blind
         to her tears.
      

      
      ‘You keep the house,’ he’d told her, although he was the one who’d paid the mortgage, she’d never contributed a cent to it.
         ‘I don’t want it. I don’t want anything to do with you ever again.’
      

      
      ‘Edward,’ she’d wept, but he was deaf and blind and would not be moved.
      

      
      He’d walked away from his job too. How could he go on working for her father?

      
      ‘Don’t be stupid, Edward,’ Cathal had said. ‘You’re a year away from being made a full partner – don’t throw that away too.’

      
      I can’t stay,’ Edward had told him. ‘No hard feelings.’

      
      There had been hard feelings – there had been plenty of those – but Cathal had been decent to him. He’d insisted on paying Edward a
         generous lump sum, despite Edward’s protests that he didn’t need it – which of course Cathal knew, having been the one who’d
         advised Edward to invest so wisely in the nineties.
      

      
      ‘Take it,’ he’d ordered. ‘Call it early retirement, if you must. Come back if you change your mind,’ he’d told Edward. ‘There’ll
         always be a job here for you.’
      

      
      But they had both known that that wasn’t going to happen. Bull by nature.

      
      Now, for the first time in his life, forty-four-year-old Edward Bull was living alone, in the granny flat attached to his
         eighty-six-year-old Uncle Rory’s house. Rory had offered the place when Edward had officially become homeless, and Edward
         had been happy to accept it as a stopgap while he found another house, or maybe an apartment. Just give him a month or two
         to take stock and get his bearings, and he’d start looking around.
      

      
      ‘No rush,’ Rory had said. ‘Yours for as long as you want it. No good to me, never use it.’

      
      ‘A few months,’ Edward had promised. ‘That’s all I need.’

      
      But that had been over a year ago, and he was still there. A month or two had become six – it had taken long enough just to
         straighten up the place, not inhabited since Rory’s brother had died seventeen years before – and with each further day and week and month that passed, the business of finding somewhere else to live became more and more of an obstacle
         course in Edward’s head.
      

OEBPS/images/9781444725599.jpg
#ﬂﬂ Seven on
a 7’/(4{/54’{(7

Number one Bestseller

Roisin Meaney





