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‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Just … hold on a minute, would you?’


They were already late, Hannah struggling into the hurriedly bought black dress that was beginning to look horribly like a
mistake. Too stiff to sit comfortably, too long to feel sexy, too short to hide her knees. Too young, dammit, for a thirty-two-year-old
to get away with.


Why had she listened to a shop assistant who was paid to tell everyone how great they looked, no matter what ridiculous thing
they put on? But Hannah had listened, because the shop was about to close and she had to buy something. And now she was a
hundred and forty euro worse off, and she hated the dress.


And they were going to be late, and it was her party. And she’d cut the damn tags off.

‘I hate this dress,’ she said, doing up the three oversized buttons that for some reason had seemed charming in the shop.
At least Patrick would tell her she looked lovely, and she’d pretend he wasn’t lying, and try to convince herself that it
wasn’t that bad. How could a dress that cost a hundred and forty euro not be lovely? At least it had to be well cut, didn’t
it, at that price? And the fabric must be halfway decent.


‘Isn’t it awful?’ she asked. ‘Don’t know what possessed me – I could easily have worn my blue.’ She waited for him to say
all the right things.


But he didn’t.

‘Hang on,’ he repeated. ‘Hannah, there’s something I need to talk to you about.’

She swung away and began rummaging through the biscuit tin that held her jewellery. ‘Great. Now I’ve gone and lost one of
my good earrings.’ Cross with him for not reassuring her, but where was the point in starting a row when they were halfway
out the door? The last thing she needed was for him to be in a sulk for the night. ‘Patrick, come on,’ she said, still bent
over the tin, ‘the taxi will be here any minute. Where’s your clean shirt?’


He took the three steps that were needed to reach her, and put a hand on her bare forearm. ‘Hannah, will you please stop doing
that a minute,’ he said evenly, ‘and listen to me? Will you, please?’


Hannah stepped sideways, leaving his hand behind. At least she loved her deep red shoes with the shiny silver heels that Geraldine,
knowing her daughter’s taste so well, had set aside for her the minute they’d come into the shop.


‘Patrick, we haven’t time, it’s nearly ten to.’ She slid her feet into the soft leather, admiring how much thinner her ankles
immediately became – how did a high heel manage that? ‘Please will you get changed?’


‘I’m not going.’ So softly that she nearly missed it.

‘You’re what? What?’ Turning too quickly, her hand catching the edge of the biscuit tin, knocking it off the dressing-table,
sending it flying. It tumbled onto the wooden floor with a clang, earrings and bangles and necklaces skidding and rolling
and clattering everywhere as she turned back to him.


‘What do you mean, you’re not going?’ She searched his face. ‘Patrick, what’s up? Are you sick?’

He shook his head, but she saw now that he did look a bit pale. He must be coming down with something, and she’d been in too
much of a hurry to notice it.


‘I’ve met someone,’ he said rapidly, his eyes skidding away from hers. ‘I’m really sorry, Han – honest to God, I never meant
it to happen. I swear, I …’


Hannah’s head felt as if it was emptying, everything inside it draining out as fast as it could. The sudden feeling of lightness
made her sway; she grabbed the edge of the dressing-table and held on. ‘You’ve … what? You’ve met someone?’


A year and three months they’d been together. He’d taken her to Paris; he’d said ‘I love you’, in all kinds of weather. You
didn’t take someone to Paris and then meet someone else. It just wasn’t done. It was plain bad manners, if nothing else.


‘I’m so sorry.’

His face was terribly pale, she realised now. A little lilac vein thudded gently in his temple. Two deep grooves ran the length
of his forehead. A faint grey circular stain the size of a two-euro piece sat on the shoulder of the white shirt he’d been
wearing all day. She wondered what could possibly have caused a stain like that in that place.


‘Han. Say something.’

His voice brought her back. She noticed that breathing was becoming something of an issue. She moved towards the bed and lowered
herself heavily onto it. She leant forward, resting her head on her black nylon knees, and inhaled deeply, feeling the air
shuddering into her.


‘Are you OK? Han?’


His voice sounded thick. Maybe he was crying. She hoped he was crying. Her knees smelt of lavender.

A horn sounded outside. She lifted her head carefully. ‘There’s the taxi,’ she said. ‘Come on, you need to get ready.’

Her words sounded breathless, as well they might. Patrick was standing in the same position, not crying but looking as if
he might be thinking about it. Her head felt so light, with nothing left inside.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said again. ‘I can’t go. I can’t … pretend any more.’

Pretend? She clutched handfuls of the duvet. Her palms were damp. ‘Don’t be silly,’ she said. ‘Of course you’re coming – it’s all
arranged.’ She squeezed the cotton-covered feathers as she curled her toes inside the red shoes.


‘Hannah,’ Patrick said, ‘I feel terrible about this, honestly. It wasn’t planned. I never meant to hurt you.’

The horn sounded again. Hannah let go of the duvet and stood up. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘You still haven’t changed your shirt.’

He shook his head. ‘Han, I’m leaving. I’m moving out tonight.’

‘No you’re not,’ she said. She picked her way across the floor, avoiding the spilt jewellery, and took her bag from the chair
by the wardrobe. ‘I’ll wait for you in the taxi,’ she told him. ‘Don’t be too long, will you?’


She lifted her coat from its hanger, pulled her blue wrap from the shelf. ‘You’ve got five minutes.’ There was a tiny buzzing in her ears. Something was lodged in her throat. She pushed
her arms into her coat sleeves. ‘Don’t bother picking up that stuff – I can do it when we get home.’


She walked downstairs, her hand squeezing the banister. She opened the front door and closed it gently behind her. The evening
air was knife sharp. She pulled her coat around her as her silver heels clacked on the cement path that was already whitening
with frost. The taxi looked black in the streetlights, but it could have been any dark colour.


She opened the back door and slid in, murmuring a greeting to the driver.

‘Just yourself?’ he asked. He wore a woolly hat and smelt of mints. The car was warm. The radio was on, some trumpet music
playing softly.


‘Yes,’ she said, not looking back at the house. It occurred to her suddenly that she hadn’t asked Patrick who he’d met. How
had she not asked? What if it was someone she knew? What if everyone knew about this other woman except Hannah?


‘Where to?’

‘Oh …The Cookery.’

She’d booked for eight people. She’d have to look at his empty seat all night; it would keep reminding her that he wasn’t
there. She dipped into her bag and fished out a crumpled tissue, and pressed it to her eyes. Her mascara wasn’t waterproof:
she had to catch the tears before they did damage.


Was he packing a bag right now? Were his suits laid out on the bed? Had he taken his orange toothbrush from the glass in the
bathroom? Or was he on the phone to the woman, telling her he’d done it?


Hannah took it badly, he might be saying. She wouldn’t listen, she kept telling me to get ready for the restaurant. I felt rotten.


Saying he’d see her soon, saying he couldn’t wait.

She was frightened at the thought of going home and finding all the empty spaces he was going to leave behind, all the places
he’d filled with his books and CDs and clothes and golf clubs when he’d moved in. His empty hangers rattling in the wardrobe.
Maybe he’d spread out her clothes so it wouldn’t look so bare when she slid open the wardrobe door. But she knew he wouldn’t
think of doing that.


And what about the things he’d forget, because there was always something you forgot? Clothes in the laundry basket, books
out of sight on top shelves, socks at the back of a drawer. What of the letters that would still come addressed to him? What
of a voice on the phone asking for Patrick, someone he’d forgotten to tell?


And of course his smell would still be there, in the bed and on the towels, draped along the couch, seeped into the cushions,
waiting to ambush her around the house. What was she to do with his smell?


She hadn’t asked if he loved the other woman. She couldn’t bear the thought of that, of the love he’d had for Hannah being gathered up and transferred to someone else. Maybe he’d never – but she stopped that thought before it could
go any further. Of course he had – you knew when somebody genuinely loved you.


Didn’t you?

She was glad the driver didn’t try to talk. He probably knew there was no point, seeing her in his rear-view mirror all hunched
up. She was glad of the music, glad not to be sitting in a silent car with a stranger who might have felt obliged to say something.


They were getting near the restaurant. She found her little handbag mirror and dabbed with a corner of her tissue at the black
smudges that had formed after all under her eyes. The driver turned on the overhead light.


‘Thanks,’ she said. It didn’t help much, such a watery wash of yellow, but another driver wouldn’t have thought of it. She
brushed on lipstick and ran her fingers through hair she hadn’t had time to dry properly. Not that it would have made much
difference – all the blow-drying in the world wouldn’t take the kinks out, just like all the colour rinses in existence didn’t
make the slightest difference to the boring mid-brown colour she’d been cursed with.


She tried smiling at herself in the little mirror. She’d have to smile for the next two hours at least. There’d be champagne.
They’d all be toasting her, wishing her well in her new business.


‘Patrick is sick,’ she said, smiling at the face that smiled back at her.

‘Sorry?’


She looked up and met the driver’s eyes for an instant in his rear-view mirror. Had she really said it out loud? ‘Nothing.
Just talking to myself.’


They pulled up in front of The Cookery and Hannah paid and got out. She moved towards the restaurant, practising her smile.

‘Hang on.’ She turned. The driver was holding her blue wrap out the window. ‘You forgot this.’

‘Thanks.’ She draped it around her shoulders as he drove off in his woolly hat. Then she walked into the restaurant, her heart
sinking as Adam spotted her from the corner table and stood up, as the others turned, smiling, towards her. As her mother
began to applaud.


***

Patrick dropped the last of his cases onto the pale green carpet. ‘That’s it.’

‘You’re sweating.’ Leah reached up on tiptoe and ran her little finger across his forehead. ‘Ugh. Big sweaty man in my nice
ladylike apartment.’


He grabbed her wrist. ‘Hey, I’ve just lugged practically everything I own up two flights of stairs. You should be glad I’m
not stretched out on your nice ladylike carpet with a coronary.’


Leah laughed. ‘God, imagine that – after waiting for months to get you to myself, you go and die on me.’

‘Well, it’s not going to happen tonight.’ Bringing her hand down and pressing it to his groin, holding it there until she felt a reaction. ‘Does that seem dead to you?’


‘Oh darling, you’re so romantic.’ She wriggled out of his grasp and moved towards the bathroom. ‘Come on, I need to scrub
you clean before I can take advantage of you.’


Hannah’s face, when he’d told her, when she’d finally realised what he was telling her. Everything changing in it, the colour
draining away, even while she was still telling him to get a move on.


Saying she’d wait for him in the taxi, like some part of her refused to hear what he was telling her – Christ, he hadn’t expected
that. He’d been waiting for tears, or maybe a few things pelted at him, some kind of unpleasant scene certainly, but not that.


Leah undid his shirt buttons as the bath filled, as the air became warm and moist and scented. She unbuckled his belt and
unzipped his trousers, and eased off his shorts. She pulled out of his embrace, catching his hand as he tried to untie her
wrap – ‘Not yet, you animal’ – and he stepped over the side of the bath and lowered himself slowly into the foaming water.


‘What are you thinking?’ She reached for a pink sponge.

‘Nothing – I’m too tired.’ Leaning his head back and closing his eyes, inhaling the musky scent of whatever she used to make
the bubbles.


The meal in the restaurant would be over by now – they’d have moved on to a bar probably. He wondered what Hannah had told
them when they’d asked where he was. Of course they’d be all sympathy for her. They’d hate him for dumping her, despise him for his timing, so close to the shop
opening. He imagined her mother’s reaction, and his heart sank. He’d always liked Geraldine, and he knew the feeling had been
mutual.


‘Happy?’ Leah soaped his chest, his shoulders, the length of his arms, squeezing foam and warm water onto his skin. ‘No regrets?’

‘No regrets.’ He opened his eyes. ‘Why don’t you get naked and join me?’

She shook her head, smiling. ‘Bath’s too small, babe.’

But it wasn’t too small, he was too big. Six foot four and wide as a rugby player. Beside him Leah was a nymphet, a five-foot-two
slip of a thing with boy-short blonde hair and the palest skin, weighing just over half his fifteen stone.


In bed once she’d fallen asleep on top of him, one of the few times they’d managed to spend a whole night together, and the
weight of her hadn’t bothered him at all.


Hannah was more solidly built, edging always towards a plumpness she battled against, but that Patrick had never objected
to. He’d loved the small ripples of flesh around her waist, the heaviness of her breasts, the generous curves of her buttocks,
the comfortable dimply softness of her thighs.


Hannah’s bath was bigger too, an old cast-iron affair, stained and mottled with spidery cracks but roomy enough for both of
them at a pinch. He had some fond memories of that bath – and what harm were memories?


‘Right, I think you’re clean enough.’ Leah squeezed out the sponge. ‘Up you get.’


‘Are you going to bath me every night?’ Standing on the blue mat drying his hair briskly as Leah wrapped another towel around
his waist.


‘Maybe. Depends on how you behave yourself.’ She turned towards the door. ‘Follow me in.’

Patrick wiped steam from the mirror and checked his reflection. He raked fingers through the thick, almost black hair, rasped
a hand across the stubble on his jaw. He should have shaved before he’d left Hannah’s – Leah didn’t appreciate the he-man
look – but he’d been anxious to be off, nervous of Hannah coming home early from the restaurant maybe, to plead with him to
stay. He brushed his teeth with Leah’s toothbrush and dropped the towels into her pale blue wicker basket.


In the bedroom she’d lit candles and spread a fresh bath sheet on the fawn carpet. ‘Lie on your stomach,’ she ordered, and
Patrick lowered himself to the floor. Leah undid the belt of her robe and knelt and straddled him, and he closed his eyes
as he felt the warm massage oil trickling onto his back, as her hands began to spread it over his skin, as the scent of eucalyptus
wrapped itself around him.


‘I could really get used to this,’ he murmured.

‘No talking.’

Her fingertips drummed down his vertebrae, the sides of her hands chopped across his shoulder-blades. She’d put one of her
salon CDs on, all breathy Pan pipes and swishing waves, and he thought of the CDs arranged alphabetically on Hannah’s bookshelves – Iris DeMent and John Lee Hooker
and Willie Nelson and James Taylor. He thought of the two of them sprawled on Hannah’s deep red couch reading the Sunday papers,
with Willie Nelson singing about gypsies who wore golden earrings.


Hannah’s bookshelves. Hannah’s couch. Even after sharing it with her for more than a year, he’d never regarded the house as
theirs, always hers. It was officially hers, of course: she’d bought it three years before they’d met, and she’d taken in
a tenant to share the costs. When Patrick replaced the tenant they’d split the bills and mortgage repayments, and he’d repainted
the entire downstairs, sorted out the garden and bought the patio furniture she’d never got around to, but it was always Hannah’s
house. Maybe on some level he’d known it wasn’t his final destination.


‘Roll over.’

It had been Hannah who’d led him to Leah. He’d complained of aches and pains after a longer than usual bout in the garden,
digging up her ancient box hedge and replacing it with willow fencing, and Hannah had called into Leah’s salon the following
day and bought him a back-massage voucher.


She hadn’t asked him about the woman he’d met, the woman he was leaving her for. He’d expected her to, he’d been ready to
tell her the truth – it was the least she deserved – but she hadn’t asked. She’d find out soon enough, of course: Clongarvin
was too small, and he was too well known. How would she feel when she heard Leah’s name, knowing that she herself had been the one who’d brought them
together?


Leah moved from his chest to his legs, stroking from knee to thigh in strong upward movements. For such a petite creature,
her massage was deep and satisfying. She eased his legs gently apart and began to knead his inner thighs, using slow, circular
movements with her knuckles. As she inched towards his groin he felt himself stiffening pleasantly in response.


‘Why, hello there.’ She smiled, and Patrick reached for her, sliding the robe off her shoulders, and Hannah was forgotten.

***

It was the longest two hours of her life, but she got through it with nobody guessing. She thanked them all for their help
– her parents and Adam, and Adam’s two cousins, and one of their girlfriends who she’d met for the first time a week ago –
and she drank the champagne when they toasted her success, and she ate enough Dover sole not to arouse anyone’s interest,
although every mouthful of her favourite fish was an effort.


She told them that Patrick was in bed with food poisoning, and they all accepted it – why wouldn’t they?

‘Oh, the poor thing,’ her mother said. ‘I’ll never forget how awful I felt after those prawns that time – remember, Stephen?’
‘I certainly do,’ Stephen answered, winking at Hannah.


‘Still can’t look at them. What did Patrick eat?’

‘Er, sausages, I think.’ Hannah pushed her glass across the table towards Adam. ‘Could I have a top-up?’

Towards the end of the meal, when she was doing her best with a slice of lemon cheesecake, Adam leant across and said quietly,
‘You OK? Anything up?’


She shook her head. ‘Just a bit stressed about the opening, that’s all.’ Her face was rigid from smiling.

She’d have to tell him, she’d have to tell her parents. But not tonight, when she’d hardly taken it in herself. Maybe it was
good that she had this distraction while Patrick’s bombshell was still so fresh and raw. Maybe by the time she got home the
first shock waves would be receding, and the urge to smash something, or have serious hysterics, would have passed.


But the thought of the empty dark house waiting for her, the thought of going home to nobody, the thought of all the unanswered
questions caused a new stab of despair. She lifted her glass and drank too quickly, causing a little red wine to splash onto
the front of her horrible black dress. No matter, she wasn’t planning to wear it again. She hated it, and now it was the dress
she’d been wearing when Patrick had broken up with her. It was the break-up dress. How could she ever look at it and not remember?


He’s gone. She said the words in her head, and a dart of pain shot through her. She pushed her glass towards the wine bottle. ‘More,’
she said to Adam. ‘Just a bit.’ Not too much, or the truth might come out, and the night would be ruined for everyone.


She shared a taxi home with her parents, having truthfully pleaded a headache when the others began talking about a nightclub.
The driver with the woolly hat was still on duty, the same soft jazzy music still wafting from his speakers. Hannah sat beside
her mother in the back, afraid suddenly that Patrick would still be in the house.


‘I must say I really like that restaurant,’ Geraldine said. ‘The food is just right, and they don’t give you huge portions
like other places.’


‘Mmm.’

How long did it take to pack up your half of a relationship? What if he was just leaving now? What if they met him on the
doorstep, surrounded by cases? She should have stayed out longer, ignored her pounding head and gone on smiling for another
hour or two.


‘And that waitress couldn’t have been more helpful.’

‘No.’

The house was dark, and there was no sign of a suitcase outside. Hannah’s heart sank as she opened the taxi door, wanting
him there now as fervently as she’d dreaded it moments earlier.


‘We’ll wait till you get inside,’ her mother said. ‘Have you your key out?’

The hall was warm. Patrick’s leather jacket was missing from its usual hook. His golf umbrella was gone. She kept her coat
on as she walked slowly through the house. His laptop, his books, his CDs, all gone. His toothbrush, his pyjamas, his slippers, his clothes. His aftershave, his razor.
His tortoiseshell comb. The bathrobe she’d given him for Christmas, less than two weeks ago.


She crunched on something as she crossed the bedroom and bent to pick up an earring. She remembered the biscuit tin falling
to the floor earlier, and saw it now sitting back on the dressing-table with her jewellery inside. She dropped in the stray
earring and sat on the bed, feeling bereft.


He was gone. He’d left her and he was gone. He’d met someone else and he’d packed everything up and left her. They were over:
there was no ‘they’ any more. After fifteen months, Hannah was alone again.


She kicked off her shoes and pulled back the duvet and climbed into bed in her clothes. In her new black dress and black coat
and blue wrap, in her foundation and mascara and eye-shadow and blusher and lipstick. She curled into a ball and closed her
eyes. She wrapped her arms tightly around herself, yearning for his. Wanting the warm weight of him on top of her, wanting
his mouth tasting hers. Wanting to pull his pillow towards her, but afraid of what that might do to her.


She wished she’d had more to drink.

***

Patrick lay on his back in the dark, wide awake. Leah was facing away from him, a faint asthmatic wheeze to her breathing.
He moved his head and read 2:35, as it blinked redly on the bedside locker. The room was brighter than Hannah’s bedroom at night, the cream curtains no barrier against a
streetlight directly outside. There was more traffic here too, on Clongarvin’s second busiest street. He’d get used to it.


He was going to have to get used to a lot of things. He turned onto his side and reached towards Leah, stroking the line of
warm naked skin from hip to ribcage. She made a soft sound as he moved his hand to rest on her breast. He suddenly found himself
remembering Hannah’s breasts, how much fuller they were. He pushed the image away and ran a thumb slowly across Leah’s nipple,
backwards and forwards, feeling it respond to his touch. Leah stirred again, her breathing lengthening, and pressed her body
back into his, her hand sliding onto his thigh. He reached past her stomach and found his way between her already opening
legs.


***

Hannah was sweating when she woke. The clock beside the bed read 3:11. There was a tightness around her throat, something
was bunched uncomfortably at her waist. She pushed the duvet back and groped for the lamp switch. As the room flooded with
light, as she took in the empty space beside her, as she looked down at her crumpled clothes, it all came flooding back.


She swung her legs out and stood on the floor. She unwound her wrap and pulled off her coat, and let them both fall. She tugged at the black dress until the three giant buttons popped, one by one, and clattered across the wooden
boards. She stepped out of the dress and yanked off her tights and knickers, and unhooked her bra. She threw everything in
the vague direction of the laundry hamper and reached under her pillow and pulled out her grey tartan pyjamas.


He was gone. He was in another woman’s bed now. He was gone. She pattered out of the room and into the bathroom, hardly aware
of the cold tiles under her bare feet, oblivious to the tears that were trailing blackly down her face.


***

‘I can’t believe it,’ Alice said. ‘He walked out on her, just like that?’

‘Just like that, no warning whatsoever.’ Geraldine pressed buttons on the calculator. ‘I don’t know how she kept it up at
the restaurant.’ She turned the wine-coloured stilettos upside down and crossed out €150 on the sticker and wrote €105 beside
it in blue marker. ‘She said he’d got food poisoning – nobody suspected a thing.’


‘Well, why would you? It’s the last thing you’d be expecting … Poor Hannah, though. How’s she coping?’

Geraldine replaced the stilettos and picked up a pair of chunky black platforms. ‘Badly. She’s very upset, naturally.’ She
used the calculator again. ‘Less thirty per cent is forty-eight ninety-nine. Will I round it up to fifty?’


‘Do.’ Alice watched as Geraldine made the change. ‘But how could he leave her now, when she’s just about to open the shop?
Talk about bad timing. Is there someone else, is that it?’


Geraldine’s mouth twisted as she turned the shoes right side up. ‘Apparently. He wouldn’t say who.’

‘God, that’s awful.’

‘Of course, I never trusted him,’ Geraldine said.

It wasn’t true. They had trusted him, with his big job at the paper and his flowers every time he and Hannah called round, and going golfing with
Stephen just like a real son-in-law would have done. But it felt good to say it now. ‘He never appealed to me, there was always
something underhand about him.’


‘Mmm,’ Alice said. ‘Well, there must have been.’

‘Oh there was. I mean, who’s to say that this woman was the first? If he strayed once, you can bet he did it other times.
Poor Hannah’s well rid of him.’ Geraldine replaced the shoes. ‘Have we the bottom row done?’


‘I think so. What about the ones over there?’

‘Anyway,’ Geraldine said, taking her stool across, ‘there’s plenty more fish in the sea.’

‘There is, of course – and a nice girl like Hannah won’t be waiting long, you can be sure.’

Alice hadn’t been at the dinner in The Cookery, and neither had her husband Tom. Hannah had suggesting inviting them, but
Geraldine had discouraged it. You know what Tom’s like after a few drinks.


But Alice is your boss, Hannah had said, and Tom works with Dad, and they’ve both been hearing about the shop for ever – and they got me the clock. They might expect
to be invited.


Why would they? They didn’t help get the place ready. They weren’t up a ladder with a paintbrush, or sanding and varnishing
floors like the rest of us were.


And that had been that, and Alice hadn’t been a bit put out, as Geraldine had known she wouldn’t. Alice would be the first
to admit that while Tom was great company he could be a bit of a trial after one drink too many. He’d have taken over Hannah’s
night, and Geraldine wasn’t having that.


‘I think it might be time for tea,’ she said now, putting her blue marker on the counter.

‘Absolutely,’ Alice said.

***

Neither of her parents had noticed anything strange about Hannah in the restaurant. Both had observed that she hadn’t eaten
very much, but Geraldine had put it down to nerves at the thought of the shop opening at last, and Stephen had assumed it
was yet another of his daughter’s inexplicable attempts to shed a few pounds.


So when Hannah had called around the following evening and told them what had happened, in between sobbing on Geraldine’s
shoulder and eating five chocolate Kimberleys from the pack she’d brought them, it had come as a complete surprise.


He’s met someone else, she’d wept. He didn’t say who.


I hate to admit it, Geraldine had said when Hannah had finally left, but it’s probably a good thing they didn’t get married after all.


Stephen had given her the look over his glasses that always reminded her of a professor.

Don’t say it, she’d ordered. Iknow what you’re thinking. You wanted them to get married too – it wasn’t just me. You hated them living together without
being married just as much as I did. I’m only saying, the way things have turned out, maybe it’s as well they weren’t married.


It mightn’t have happened if they’d been married, Stephen had pointed out mildly. He might have thought twice about running around then.


Or he might still have done it, which would make Hannah a deserted wife now. At least this way she can make a clean break.
She’s well rid, if you ask me.


Stephen had rattled his newspaper. Ithought you liked him. You always said you did.


Well, I don’t any more, Geraldine had answered crossly. Whose side are you on?

Ours, of course, Stephen had said from behind the paper.


Well then, stop defending him.


I’m not defending anyone. I was just saying you liked him. We both did.


Well, now he’s gone, so we don’t like him any more, she’d said, and Stephen had wisely allowed her to have the last word.


Except, of course, that it wasn’t the last word.


How dare he walk out just like that? She’d taken a chocolate Kimberley and unwrapped it angrily. Hannah’s devastated. How’ll she be able to open that shop after this? It’s less than a week away.


Of course she’ll open the shop: it’s just what she needs to take her mind off it. And won’t you be there anyway to help out?
She’ll be fine.


Her heart won’t be in it, though.


Maybe not – but that won’t stop customers coming in.


Geraldine had sighed. She’s nearly thirty-three – most of the men her age are married. She’d glared at the biscuit. She’ll have to get a new tenant in – she can’t afford that house on her own, especially now with the shop. She’d rewrapped the Kimberley and laid it back on the plate. I could kill that man.


After several seconds of silence Stephen had risked lifting his newspaper again, and Geraldine had thrown him an exasperated
glance before turning to stare gloomily into the fire.


***

Hannah held up her glass and Adam emptied the last of the wine into it. ‘Should I open another?’

‘No.’ She swirled the glass and watched the red trails snaking back down the sides. ‘Not on my account. Mornings are miserable
enough these days without a headache.’


She rested her head on his shoulder. It wasn’t getting easier to do without Patrick, but she was getting more used to feeling
horrible all the time. Maybe that was some kind of progress.


‘I’ve nearly phoned him,’ she said. ‘Loads of times. And I’ve typed loads of text messages, but I haven’t sent any of them.’

‘Good,’ Adam said. ‘Don’t.’

‘I won’t.’ She swirled the glass again. ‘I’ll try not to. But there’s so much I want to know.’

‘Why? What good would it do? Just let him off.’

She drained the glass and reached forward to set it on the coffee-table.

‘Two days to go,’ he said.

She burrowed her head into his shoulder and groaned. ‘Don’t remind me – I’m petrified.’

‘Now cut that out.’ He found her hand and squeezed it. ‘You’ll be great. This is what you’ve always wanted, remember? Your
very own shop, selling all your own stuff.’


‘I’m still petrified,’ she said, her words muffled. ‘What if nobody comes in?’

‘Of course they’ll come in.’ He lifted her hand and counted on her fingers. ‘One, you’re new. Two, it’s the first dedicated
cupcake shop in Clongarvin. Three, it looks fantastic – no small thanks to me – and the location is perfect. Four, nobody
bakes cupcakes like you do. Five, you’re giving them away free.’


She turned her face to look at him. ‘One complimentary cupcake with every order is hardly giving them away free. And anyway, that’s only on the first day.’ She nibbled a nail. ‘What
if nobody comes back for more? Or what if someone says they got food poisoning? What if—’


‘Stop that,’ Adam said. ‘I’m living proof that your cupcakes are impossible to resist, and not at all poisonous. You’ll be
the talk of Clongarvin within a week.’


Hannah smiled faintly. ‘We’ll see.’

‘A word of advice,’ he said.

‘What’s that?’

‘Don’t try selling leftovers the day after. They won’t keep.’

She slapped his arm half-heartedly. ‘Nice try. You know very well they’re good for at least three days. Leftovers will be
half price, and that’s that. For the last time, you will not be getting a steady supply.’


‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ he said gloomily. ‘You’ll be so busy baking for the shop, I’ll never get to taste them again.’

‘You could try buying a few, like everyone else. I’ll see about giving you a small discount. Although I feel I should point
out, darling’ – patting his generously proportioned stomach – ‘that you could do worse than laying off the cupcakes for a
while.’


He grinned. ‘That’s better – you’re beginning to sound like your old bitchy self.’

‘I’m going to be baking all night and selling all day – I’ll be too wrecked to be a bitch.’ She put her head into her hands
and groaned again. ‘God, what possessed me to think of opening a cupcake shop? Why didn’t you stop me?’


‘Yeah, like you’d have listened to me for a second. Anyway, the one to blame is your granddad – it’s all his fault for leaving
you that money. But like I keep pointing out, you don’t have to do it all on your own – you can take someone on part time.’


‘And like I keep saying, pay them with what? Granddad’s money bought the lease, and most of the paraphernalia, and not much
else. You know I’m already up to my neck in debt …’ She trailed off. ‘Did I tell you that the new food processor cost almost
eight hundred euro – and that was in a sale?’


‘Yes, I’ve heard that more than once. You’ll remember I nearly fainted the first time.’ He shot her a stern look. ‘And I’m
sorry, but I have no sympathy with you being broke when you still haven’t put that ad in.’


When Hannah said nothing, he added, ‘You haven’t, have you?’

She reached for the TV remote control and turned up the volume. ‘Stop nagging.’

‘Turn that down. I haven’t mentioned it in two whole days. When are you going to do it?’

She pressed the mute button and dropped the remote. ‘I don’t know … next week, maybe.’

Too soon, too painful. Person wanted to share house meant accepting that Patrick was definitely gone, like bundling a dead person’s clothes into black plastic bags for the charity
shop, like taking someone’s name off the roster when they found another job. Six days without him felt like six years, but
still it was much too soon for a tenant.


There was a short silence. Adam stretched his arms above his head. They watched a man in a white coat mouthing something to
a woman on a hospital trolley, but Hannah’s thoughts were far from ER.


She’d lost count of the times she’d found Patrick’s name in her phone and almost pressed call. Who is she? she wanted to demand. When did you meet her? How long was it going on? How could you do this to me?


But lying alone in the middle of the night, the silent questions changed. When are you coming back? Don’t you know I’ll forgive
you? When did you stop loving me?


‘I suppose,’ she said sadly, ‘I’ll survive. At least I’ll be too busy to mope.’ She reached for her scarf and hung it around
her neck. ‘Right, I’d better be off. I’m trying to get to bed early these nights, so the new schedule won’t be too much of
a shock. You don’t have to come,’ she added, as Adam took his feet off the coffee-table and reached for the leather jacket
slung across the arm of the couch.


‘Right – and when you’re mugged your father won’t string me up for letting you walk home alone.’ He zipped up the jacket and
shepherded her towards the door.


‘Come on Kirby,’ he said, and the black Labrador lying in front of the fire raised his head and looked at him. ‘Come on,’
Adam repeated, and Kirby hauled himself to his feet and plodded after them.


It wasn’t raining. The evening was clear, stars studding the sky. Hannah tucked her arm into Adam’s as they walked the streets
towards her house, Kirby padding along behind.


Anyone looking at them would think lovers, or at least boyfriend and girlfriend, a couple of some kind anyway. It had taken
Patrick, and most of Hannah’s other boyfriends, quite a while to feel comfortable with her having a male best friend.


‘You know what’s just occurred to me?’ Adam asked as they walked.

‘What?’

‘Today’s the eleventh, so you’re opening on the thirteenth, right?’

‘Mm-hmm.’

‘And my birthday’s on the thirteenth of August.’

She looked at him. ‘So?’

‘So it’s exactly seven months from the day you open.’

‘And your point is?’

‘My birthday,’ he said, ‘can be your deadline. Whatever happens in the meantime, give yourself at least seven months to make
a go of it.’


‘Even if I go broke in the first week?’

‘Yes. Even if you have to sell your house to keep it going.’

She stopped dead and looked at him in horror. ‘Sell my house? You’re kidding, aren’t you?’

‘Of course I am.’ He nudged her along. ‘I just think it would be good if you had that date as your watershed.’

‘My watershed?’

‘You know what I mean. The date that you can finally say “I’ve made it.” The date that you renew your lease for another decade.’

She laughed. ‘The lease is for a year.’


‘You know what I mean. You agree not to give up before then? Promise?’

‘I … suppose so.’ She hesitated, and then added, ‘Yes, I mean yes. I won’t give up before your birthday.’

‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Good. We’ll have the mother of all parties then, two things to celebrate.’ They approached her house. ‘I told you to leave
a light on,’ Adam said, frowning at the darkness beyond the glass panes in the front door.


‘I know – I forgot.’

They were almost exactly the same height. They’d been friends for more than twenty years, since they’d signed up for the same
swimming class at the local pool. Hannah still swam as often as she could, and while Adam’s interest had waned around the
time he discovered girls, he’d migrated by then to Hannah’s circle of friends, and over the years the two of them had grown
closer.


Funny how they’d never been drawn towards one another romantically. Hannah loved Adam, but the thought of being in a physical
relationship with him had simply never been an option for her, and she was quite sure it had never occurred to him either,
thankfully. If they were both romantically involved at the same time they might go out as a foursome, but other than that
their love lives didn’t intersect.


‘You busy this week?’ she asked.

‘A meeting tomorrow, hopefully some new business. Other bits and pieces to finish off.’ He designed websites, working from the small flat he’d invested in around the time Hannah
had bought her house. ‘I’ll call in on Wednesday,’ he said, ‘to collect my free cupcake.’


‘Only if you buy some,’ she reminded him.

‘God, you’re hard. You’ll go far.’

They reached the door and he put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Best of luck – not that you need it. You’ll be great, I know
you will.’


She smiled. ‘Thanks Adam.’

He hugged her, enveloping her in the leathery scent of his jacket, kissing her cheek loudly. ‘Night-night. Put the chain on
the door.’


The house was cold. Now that the heating bill was Hannah’s alone, she had to economise. She filled a hot-water bottle and
set her alarm for eight. The next couple of days would be busy, shopping for ingredients, organising her kitchen, setting
everything in place for Wednesday morning when her new regime would begin. When she’d rise at three in the morning to make
and ice one hundred and forty-four cupcakes for the first time.


She’d practised, she’d timed everything. Four trays into the big oven at a time, forty-eight cupcakes baking for twenty minutes
while she put the next lot of mixtures together. The first lot cool enough to ice by the time she’d filled the last of the
second batch of paper cups and made up the various icings. Eight varieties each day, fifteen different tastes rotating as
the week went on.


Five hours max from start to finish every morning, breakfast grabbed somewhere along the way, as soon as she was awake enough
to feel hungry.


Load the van, drive to the shop and unload. Fill the cupcake tree that sat on the counter with one of each variety. Arrange
the hundred and thirty-six others in the display cases. Open at nine, close at five. Bag the leftovers in threes, drive home,
eat dinner and get to bed by nine at the latest. Up again at three to start all over again.


Was six hours enough sleep? It would have to be. Could she keep that up for seven months, six days a week? What had possessed
her?


She undressed quickly. This was the worst time, going to bed by herself – and waking up alone came a close second. Maybe she
should get a cat, or a small dog that would curl up at the end of the bed and help her to feel less unwanted.


She burrowed under the duvet, trying to think positively. Wasn’t this what she’d always wanted, since she’d begun working
in Joseph Finnegan’s bakery twelve years ago? She used to imagine running her own place, selling exactly what she wanted to
sell, answerable to nobody. If only she had the money.


And then Granddad had died, three years ago last August, and his house had been put on the market a few months later, and
had sold just before prices had begun to fall. And Hannah, his only granddaughter, had been given enough from the proceeds
to realise her dream.


Last November the little corner unit on the main street had become vacant. After dithering for a few weeks she’d finally taken the plunge and signed the lease, and told Joseph Finnegan
she’d be leaving at the end of the year.


She’d invested in a cooker that took up twice the space of the old one – forcing a complete reshuffle of her other kitchen
appliances, during which the tumble-dryer had migrated to the shed – and she’d bought the frighteningly expensive food processor,
along with the thousand other bits and pieces she hadn’t realised she’d need.


Adam and his cousins had rallied, and the little shop had gradually been scrubbed and sanded, and painted and fitted with
display cases and shelves. And last week a man had painted ‘Cupcakes on the Corner’ in bright blue letters on the yellow strip
of wall above the front window.


The shop was tiny – not much room for more than three customers at a time – but there was space around the back to pull up
with the van. Adam had set up a website and designed stationery and printed off leaflets that they’d pushed through letterboxes,
stuck on telegraph poles and supermarket notice-boards, and slipped under car windscreen wipers.


And just after Christmas Hannah’s kitchen had been inspected by a health inspector and deemed a suitable place in which to
produce the cupcakes.


So everything was set. She was poised at last to make her dream come true – and the one person she wanted by her side had
left.


She reached out in the darkness and found her phone on the bedside table. She opened a new text message and inserted Patrick’s
name on the recipient line, then typed I miss you. She held her thumb above send – and slowly moved it across to press exit.


Save message? the phone asked.


No, she replied with her thumb, and the words vanished.


She replaced her phone, closed her eyes and forced herself to begin measuring flour, sugar and butter. For some reason, mental
baking usually sent her right to sleep.


***

‘Mum?’

‘Hello.’

Leah’s heart sank at the cool tone. Her mother hadn’t come round yet. ‘I’m just ringing to see how you are,’ she said as brightly
as she could manage.


‘He’s moved in, has he?’

Leah could picture her face, pinched with disapproval. ‘Yes, he’s moved in – and his name is Patrick,’ she added before she
could stop herself, having vowed that they wouldn’t have another row. ‘Mum,’ she said quickly, ‘please don’t be like this.’


‘Easy for you to say,’ her mother answered, ‘when you don’t have to face Geraldine Robinson at bridge every Friday night.’

‘She can’t possibly blame you—’

‘And who else would she blame, when it’s my daughter who stole her daughter’s boyfriend? You should have seen how upset she looked last Friday – I dread to think what she’ll say
when she finds out who’s responsible for all this.’


Leah closed her eyes and took a breath. ‘Mum, let’s not get into this. Just please try to understand. Nobody planned it; I
didn’t set out to—’


‘You knew he was involved with someone else – you should have had some self-restraint.’

‘It wasn’t like that; It’s not something—’

‘Imagine what that poor girl is going through right now,’ her mother went on, ‘and her just about to open up a shop. Geraldine
was telling us all only a couple of weeks ago how nervous she was about it. Remember how tough it was for you when you opened
your salon? How would you have liked to be landed with something like that on top of it?’


With an effort, Leah held her tongue. No point in arguing: nothing she could possibly say would make a difference. Not when
her mother had been in Hannah’s very situation thirty years earlier – only worse, because Leah’s father had walked out on
his wife and small daughter. At least Patrick hadn’t been married to Hannah, and no children were involved – not that there
was anything to be gained by pointing that out, of course.


And it was definitely not the right moment to break her other news – although time was running out for keeping
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