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      WHEN THE CRYING finally did stop, it was only to be replaced by dampened sobbing.

      The breaths inward.

      And outward.

      In and out. In and out.

      The frayed, over-washed, woollen blanket was scratchy against Daniel’s bare chest. He had always liked to sleep in only his underwear. But this blanket made it an impossible task. The electrical heater which he’d set up on the floor was blowing too-hot air at his shins, but it seemed an almost monumental quest to actually crawl out of bed and amend the situation.

      Daniel’s tongue, almost operating on an unconscious plane, dawdled over the roof of his mouth. Feeling the stringy, burned skin there. Tasting a little blood. Just like always happened, he had been all too eager for the pizza he had prepared. He had thrust the molten cheese into his mouth a good minute or two early, giving it not a chance to cool.

      If Daniel breathed in deeply, he could still smell the cheesy topping.

      And it sent a quiver down his spine.

      Sniff. Sniff. Sniff.

      Nose-blow.

      Sniff.

      Sniff.

      Sniff-sniff.

      When Daniel had overheard the stories of the breakup of his older sister’s marriage, he had gone somewhat against the grain of his established, cold, standoffish personality—the one which he named, in his own mind, ‘Public Profile’. He had invited his sister to stay.

      He had expected her to refuse.

      But she’d said yes.

      And once she had said yes, it was really the least that he could do to offer her his bedroom.

      Another offer she’d accepted.

      It was Christmas, after all.

      That had seen him relegated to the tiny guest room inside of which Daniel kept cardboard box after cardboard box of model aeroplanes.

      The room in which he lay now.

      The air here smelled strongly of epoxy glue. Across the room, in the silhouette of the darkened room, he could make out his modelling desk. His current model—an Avro Lancaster PA-474, more colloquially known as the ‘Lancaster Bomber’—sat perched on the desktop. Beneath the switched-off high-wattage lamp. The model was, like the others in the boxes, an old-style type made out of balsa wood.

      Year upon year, Daniel had accumulated the aeroplanes. It had moved beyond a hobby, he understood that, and he had no shame in admitting—if only to himself—that it had, well and truly, crossed the threshold to become a full-blown obsession.

      Ever since Daniel had been born, it seemed, he’d strived for what he had now.

      A house to call his own: small but something.

      A thriving dental practice.

      . . . And yet, it was the same old story, that old cliché . . . ‘something was missing’.

      When Daniel set his mind to the matter, he often came upon that old intangible ‘company’, and what did that mean anyway? Since if he was really lonely he might get himself a dog, or a cat. And if he could stand having animals in the house, either of those might’ve been an option.

      The truth was, he could hardly stand other humans in his house.

      So what chance would an animal have?

      As Daniel would drive back home, the scent of disinfectant clinging to the suit he wore all day beneath his dentist’s apron, he would often lose himself in the dotted white lines which swept beneath his car.

      He wondered if it wasn’t company.

      He wondered if it wasn’t entirely something else.

      He wondered if it wasn’t just time.

      Daniel turned over in bed. He faced the wall.

      Closed his eyes.

      Off, in the further reaches of his house, he heard a double-barrelled cough-cough, followed by a long silence. He drifted off to sleep.
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      Like always, Daniel woke up at half six in the morning without the aid of an alarm clock. His shins felt unbearably sweaty. He sat up in bed—easier said than done since it didn’t have a headboard—and gazed down at his body covered with the blanket.

      He soon saw the reason for his sweatiness: the heater.

      He looked to it there—still click-clicking away to itself in a way that he’d long ago grown used to.

      He swivelled onto the edge of his mattress, reached over and flipped the switch. It died with a slightly sad, downbeat whirr of its fans and Daniel felt the unbearable heat throbbing through his shins come to an end. He breathed in the air—the morning air; his favourite kind—and then got himself up and shoved off to the kitchen.

      Daniel pulled the curtains open to see that it was still dark outside.

      That the trees in his front garden were still ghostly shapes as night retreated.

      He could just about make out the amber glow of sunrise on the horizon.

      It’d be here soon.

      Day would be here soon.

      Standing on the cool kitchen tiles in nothing but his boxer shorts, Daniel heard a toilet flush in the distance of his house. He turned around, taken off guard by this sound for a brief second. Then he remembered that his sister had come to stay.

      That she’d come to stay for the entirety of Christmas.

      But that didn’t mean Daniel wouldn’t have time to build his aeroplanes.

      Between his emergency appointments down at the dental clinic.

      Daniel stuck the kettle onto boil, laid a pair of mugs down on the kitchen counter, prepped the cafetiere with a healthy dosage of Colombian coffee then battened down the hatches, taking a seat at the table.

      Waiting.

      To . . . how did they say? . . . ‘pick up the pieces’ . . .

      His sister Pauline rounded the doorway. She entered the kitchen wearing what, to Daniel’s more or less untrained eye, seemed like a fifties-era nightie: a cool, ice-blue with various cuddly cartoon bears all stamped over it. The nightie came just down to her shins.

      Pauline had dark circles beneath both eyes. She walked with her shoulders sagging and her bottom lip looked like it’d been chewed almost to death.

      When she slumped down into the chair opposite, she let loose an—obviously—long-held sigh. She flinched a little as she made herself comfortable, and then dug her arms about her nightie. “Don’t you have any cushions?”

      “Uh,” Daniel said, eyeing the now-boiling kettle, “in the sitting room?”

      Daniel was pouring the boiling water into the cafetiere when Pauline returned bearing a pair of cushions of which she laid one on the seat of the chair and the other at the back.

      Then—and only then—she took a seat.

      She let loose another sigh as Daniel plunged the coffee.

      Daniel breathed in deep, not really knowing where to start with all this.

      In the end, he decided to play it safe by saying nothing at all.

      “Don’t you have anyone?” Pauline asked.

      “Hmm?” Daniel said, tilting his head back towards her, one of his faint, thoroughly professional dentist smiles lining his lips.

      “I mean,” Pauline said, turning in her now-cushioned chair, resting her arm over the back of it, “you don’t have a girlfriend”—she paused momentarily—“a boyfriend about?”

      Daniel felt the colour rise in his cheeks a little. He poured the coffee into the mugs. “No,” he said, “I’m afraid not.”

      “Great,” Pauline said, with another sigh, “then I guess it’s just going to be a pair of saddos hanging out for the duration of the Festive Period, huh?”

      Daniel passed the black coffee over to Pauline.

      When she didn’t reach to take it from him, he set it down on the table before her.

      She sniffed, then reached up and rubbed at her nose with the heel of her hand. “Don’t really like coffee,” she said.

      “Oh?” Daniel said, having just taken his seat, but now hovering a matter of centimetres above it lest he be called into action.

      “S’all right, though,” she replied, staring down into the steaming blackness, “I’ll drink it.”

      Well, at least she still had her manners.
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      If breakfast was a train wreck, then the rest of the day was a full-on air disaster.

      Daniel had pencilled in a few activities, of which Pauline would’ve been welcome to join in with. He had thought of driving off to the shops, to go and do the week’s supermarket run, but Pauline had shot that one down, saying something along the lines of her and her—soon-to-be—ex-husband always ordering the groceries in. She saw no merit in such a wasteful task.

      Or a ‘hiding to nothing’, as she had put it to Daniel.

      Driving along in his car, feeling at his most peaceful since his sister had arrived, Daniel considered that—in retrospect—it was nice his sister had stayed home. He, for one, actually quite enjoyed the supermarket-run. There was something oddly mechanical, something strangely unique in going to a place which never really seemed to change except in the slightest of ways. Perhaps it was how prices would change fractionally, from one week to another, or how the faces of the staff—strangely familiar after his weekly visits—would sort of hang in his mind for literally seconds after he’d paid for his shopping.

      He’d think about where they might have been born.

      And what had brought them here.

      And how they had ended up working in a supermarket.

      But this quiet time was soon at an end when Daniel swooped his car back into the driveway of his house. While he’d been out at the shops, he’d actually felt just a touch guilty in wishing that—just perhaps—his sister’s mid-range, beige convertible would no longer be in the drive. That he would return to his kitchen, laden down with shopping bags, to discover a handwritten note on the table. Pauline apologising for her abrupt exit, but that she’d had an eleventh-hour reconciliation with her ex, and that she wished Daniel a Very Merry Christmas and he wasn’t to feel too put out by anything she’d said . . . but, no, she was still there.

      As Daniel set about putting the shopping away—the cans into their cupboards, and the vegetables into their special drawer in the fridge—he couldn’t help noticing that, as Pauline sat at the kitchen table, she had a bottle of brandy sitting before her. And he could’ve sworn that said bottle had been unopened when he’d last eyeballed it, in the cupboard.

      Now, though, it was easily half-drunk.

      Was this how people acted during breakups?

      . . . If so, he really hoped that he’d never have a meaningful relationship in his life.

      Turning to drink really was the pits.

      Perhaps the whole scene wouldn’t have been so bad if it hadn’t been for the time: a few minutes past two in the afternoon. And while Daniel was dressed, as always, in a smart-casual combination of a crisp, white shirt, jeans and well-polished suede shoes; Pauline was still in her nightie. The one she had slept in the night before. The one she had breakfasted in that morning.

      But Daniel said nothing at all.

      He just busied himself with making order of his small nook of the world.

      And then, seeing his sister beginning to wobble away on the kitchen chair, he sidled off to the spare room and set to work on the Avro Lancaster PA474.

      It was really starting to come together.
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      As often happened when Daniel sat himself down for some serious modelling, he completely lost track of time. Indeed, when he came around to his surroundings—so to speak—he noticed how it was, once again, dark out. And how the long winter’s night was once more upon the world.

      Upon Great Britain, anyway.

      He removed his modelling glasses: the ones with small magnifying glasses embedded into the lenses, and laid them down on the desktop, in the way which the manual for caring for the glasses specifically prohibited. He rubbed at his eyeballs, listening to them squeak a little in their sockets, and then he got himself up to his feet, a slight yawn breaking through his lips.

      When he looked to his watch, he was surprised to see it had gone seven at night, and he supposed he’d better get himself in order if there was to be any dinner to be had.

      At first he couldn’t locate his sister.

      Pauline was nowhere to be seen.

      Not in the sitting room; with the plastic Christmas tree he popped up out of a box every year, and tastefully decorated with white lights. Nor was she in the kitchen, the bottle of brandy now depleted to around a quarter full.

      Daniel located the screwcap top for the bottle of brandy, and he did it back up. After he’d replaced the bottle in the cupboard, he set his sights on the rest of the house.

      His final search area was his bedroom—the room where Pauline was staying.

      He probably wouldn’t have bothered to look inside if the door hadn’t already been open a crack, but, since it was, he saw no harm in doing so.

      There she was—his sister—nightie hoiked up to her calves, lying on the screwed-up duvet, lightly snoring away. Her left arm dangled down the side of the bed, and her shoulders rocked up and down with rhythmic breathing. Supposing that—perhaps—he had picked up something of her demeanour from the duration of her stay so far, Daniel allowed himself a slight sigh.

      Then he brought the door shut.

      Daniel made himself the most delightful of onion-and-cheese quiches for dinner.

      And ate it alone.

      Not even the End Times would wake Pauline.

      Or so it seemed.
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      That night, Daniel was called out for emergency surgery. As always with these things, his mobile phone awoke him in the early hours with a somewhat smug buzzing across his bedside table. When Daniel got up to go make himself a quick cup of instant coffee, he couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

      What he saw before him.

      The kitchen.

      His beautiful kitchen!

      What had once been a well-ordered, sensible space—everything in its right location, labelled, tagged, and obvious as to its place in this small section of the universe—was nothing short of a . . . well . . . a complete mess.

      There was milk all over the floor.

      One gigantic puddle, it seemed, which Daniel sourced as coming from the fridge.

      Dribbling down through the slit.

      Tin cans, cereal packets, tea bags; all strewn about the floor.

      Knowing that time was of the essence, that he needed to deal with this after he’d got through with the surgery, he boiled up his coffee, took it with him in the car, and went to work.

      Upon returning home, he was surprised to feel a sensation bubbling through his blood. A kind of shaking. While he’d been in surgery, the dental nurse—Rebecca—had slipped him several half-asleep, unbelieving sidelong glances. Those glances which silently suggested that he’d been drinking. Because how else was Daniel to account for the uncontrollable shaking which took hold of him at least three times during the procedure, and which forced him into pulling back from whatever manoeuvre he’d been planning.

      But he hadn’t been drinking.

      And, what was more, he was certain—from the stories he overheard at conferences—that he was one of the few who never ever even thought twice about indulging in alcohol while on call, even over the Festive Period. He thought it a touch remarkable, all things considered, that he managed to park his car up in the driveway without any incident. And how he managed to alight, his whole body trembling, without swinging the driver’s door into the side of his sister’s car. By the time he had crossed the threshold, stood in the front hall, he was ready to run the warpath.

      But then he heard the sobbing.

      Again.

      Faint, and low, and sad . . .

      In a moment, it disarmed him.

      And, after giving himself as cold a shower as he dared on a winter’s night such as this, he slipped his aching body in between the spare-room bedsheets and drifted away to sleep.

      His mind piecing together imaginary models of aeroplanes.
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      The next day Daniel got himself up out of bed by about midday.

      As if by magic, the kitchen was cleaned up.

      That wasn’t to say that it was exactly as it had been before Pauline had gone on the rampage, but it was certainly passable. He could tell Pauline had at least put some effort into attempting to piece the place back together so that it resembled the order Daniel had forced upon it. And that seemed enough not to rekindle the rage he had felt throbbing through him the night before.

      He settled himself down to eat a bowl of cereal, from the packet which had—clearly—been uncrumpled from where it had lain on the floor the night before. Although he was sure that he’d got over his mood swing, he couldn’t help but find the cereal, those wheaty flakes, devoid of any sort of flavour or sustenance. They might as well have been made from cardboard.

      Even the aroma of his long-awaited coffee had no effect on him.

      It neither perked him up or satisfied his craving for its dry taste.

      What was more, even though Daniel had set the thermostat to a steady twenty degrees, he felt as if there was a draught blowing about the house. And though Daniel didn’t shudder from the cold, he certainly felt cold inside.

      Empty.

      Was this what people talked about when they said things like, ‘cold, hard decision-making’, or ‘giving it the thousand-foot view’ ?

      Had he made up his mind.

      Was that why he was so diffused.

      So unangry?

      Because there was only one thing for it now, and Daniel knew it for himself too.

      His sister had to leave.
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      But as Daniel waited patiently at the kitchen table, tapping through the front pages of the media outlets on his tablet—and feeling none of the words actually managing to bite his mind—Pauline didn’t deign to show herself. He thought, several times, about awakening her.

      That might be the best approach.

      . . . But, and this was the strange thing, given the decision he had apparently come to, he thought that it might be encroaching on her personal space to go knock on her bedroom door.

      So he continued to sit.

      Waiting . . . forever waiting . . . like some sort of faithful dog.

      When Pauline finally did show herself, it had gone—by Daniel’s wristwatch—quarter past three in the afternoon. And she hadn’t had an emergency surgery to deal with in the middle of the night.

      She slipped Daniel a slight smile, and he read those unfocussed eyes of hers. Seeing it almost every day in one of his morning patients, before they opened their mouths and confirmed it with their rancid breath—thank God for his facemask—he knew that it indicated a ‘hangover’.

      An overindulgence.

      And Pauline had certainly overindulged the night before.

      As Pauline stood with her back to Daniel, turning on the kettle to make herself some tea—without asking Daniel if he’d like a cup—he decided that the time was right . . . that he needed to strike the blow quickly and without mercy.

      “Um, Paulie?” Daniel said, already feeling the muscles in his throat constrict and his voice wavering all over the shop.

      No response.

      “It’s about last night—about the kitchen.”

      Again, nothing.

      “The thing is, when I invited you here, asked if you’d like to stay, I thought that you would, well”—Daniel searched for some expression that might not make him sound like either of his, deceased, parents—“play by the rules,” he finally got out, already feeling himself wince internally.

      Pauline kept her back to Daniel.

      The kettle was boiling now.

      Steam pouring from the plastic spout.

      Something about the scene was intimidating.

      But Daniel tried—hard—not to let it bother him.

      “And I know that you did a good job in cleaning up the place—I mean to say, if I hadn’t seen the state of the kitchen last night, then I never would’ve guessed how . . . how it had looked . . .”

      That last part was a lie, seeing as Daniel would’ve noticed so much as a fork out of place in his kitchen. Although his memory wasn’t as good as it had been back when he’d been a young buck, his extraordinary—and, some might say, totally superfluous—talent for recalling the exact state and order of his kitchen was very much intact.

      “Look,” Daniel said, deciding that he needed to cut to the quick of this so that he wouldn’t end up sounding like a total waffler, “what I want to ask is: isn’t there anybody else that you might feel more, uh, comfortable staying with over Christmas?” Still seeing that Pauline had her back to him, he cleared his throat and mumbled out a, “Hmm?”

      Pauline remained still for a long time.

      Many millions of possible scenarios passed through Daniel’s mind. He wondered if Pauline might seize hold of the kettle handle, popping the plastic lid as she went, toss boiling water over him.

      But she didn’t.

      She just stayed still another few seconds and then—calmly, quietly—poured herself out the cup of tea. She left the teabag to brew for about a minute before retrieving it with a spoon and depositing it—without allowing so much as a drop of tea to strike the kitchen floor—in the sink.

      She added a splash of milk to her tea then sat down at the table.

      Opposite him.

      For a long time, she just stared into the mulchy, brown contents of her mug, and it might’ve been any number of things bobbing about on her mind.

      Things that Daniel—really—had little-to-no comprehension of either the beginning or ending of.

      Finally, she glanced up.

      She wasn’t crying—there were no tears sparkling in her eyes.

      In fact, for the first time since she’d been here, in Daniel’s home, she looked like she might have sort of pulled herself together. “I’ll pack my things,” she said.

      Her words hung in the air, mingled with the steam from the kettle, the slightly sour odour of milk.

      And it was then that Daniel himself felt like he might burst into tears.
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      Daniel let Pauline out at the train station, suitcase in hand, after she had assured him that she had someplace to go—a loose mention about a ‘friend’ on the other side of the country.

      She had claimed that she was in no fit state to drive.

      He listened to the car engine idle.

      Felt the warm air puffing through the vents.

      The slightly dusty smell of the car.

      And that taste of his cereal, those little bits still stuck between his teeth.

      As Daniel watched Pauline disappear inside the station building, he found himself thinking about their childhood together. How had it ended up like this?

      With her depending on him?

      He could still recall, all those days, coming home from school only to find his sister sitting about with her friends, in the garden, puffing away at cigarettes while their mother and father were on their way home from work. How many times had he attempted to silently slip in through the front door, set foot on the staircase and haul himself up to his bedroom, where he could be alone with his aeroplane models, only to hear their group cackle—some utterance about him—and have it follow him into his solitude. In retrospect, he supposed that it was his sister’s treatment of him which had led to his ferocity for study. He had no trouble at all sitting in a room alone—for several hours at a time—and ‘hitting the books’ till he couldn’t even remember the outside world any longer.

      It had been something of a vicious cycle.

      He would arrive home.

      Find his sister and her friends there—where were those ‘friends’ now?—and he’d jog his way up to his bedroom, where he could be alone: protected.

      Where had his sister been when he’d struggled at school?

      When he’d been shoved to the ground those countless times?

      She had never stuck up for him . . . and yet she had run in all those groups, been involved with all those bullies scattered throughout the school.

      She could have done something.

      Just as he could do something for her now . . . or not.

      Daniel placed his hands on the steering wheel, ready to pull out of the Stopping Zone, to drive away from the train station, back home to his model aeroplanes, to his wondrous solitude. Back to the Good Life. However, when he curled his fingers about the handbrake, it felt like he might be trying to push against a concrete block.

      A car horn blared behind him.

      Daniel glanced back over his shoulder.

      Looking—he was certain—like a startled rabbit.

      What was he doing?

      What was he doing?

      The engine still purring along, Daniel undid his seatbelt. He opened the car door with a vicious snap. As he trotted away from his car, he heard somebody yelling obscenities directed at him. But he ignored them. He knew that they couldn’t understand.

      Because, if he didn’t understand himself, then what chance did they have?

      The train station was packed.

      People with suitcases on wheels.

      All bundled up in winter coats.

      Newspaper stands—was that what they were still called?—and an intangible sense of urgency clinging to the entire scene.

      Through the crowd, Daniel spotted Pauline’s distinctive red cape. He watched her meander through the people. He recalled how—when she’d first pulled up outside his house—she’d put him in mind of Red Riding Hood. Perhaps like one of those realistic fantasy tales, with the girl all grown up, and crushed by the problems of day-to-day life.

      But Daniel was determined, now, that this wouldn’t be one of those.

      Determined.

      He caught a fair few barrages of abuse from the travellers he bustled through, but nobody tried to stop him. Not even the ticket inspectors on the barrier. He supposed that they were used to seeing desperate people—people who simply had to get in touch with the nearly departed . . .

      He reached her just as she was about to step onto the train.

      When he grasped hold of her shoulder, she spun around, her hand ready to deliver a slap to his cheek. Maybe she’d have had the strength to break his jaw. But, when she saw who it was, her expression melted away. She withered a touch. Her lips traced words.

      They just never made it into sound.

      Before Daniel knew quite what he was doing, he wrapped his arms about her, clutched her to his chest. And he could feel the convulsion of her sobs.

      As he propped his arm about her shoulders, dragging her luggage with his other hand, he couldn’t help himself from whispering in her ear, “We’ll have a Merry Christmas together—I’m sure of it.”
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      THERE ARE FEW THINGS worse than a leisurely Sunday morning lie-in being ruined by senseless hammering.

      At least Terri thought as much as she lay on her stodgy mattress with a long-wilted pillow clutched over her ears. It was her neighbour—Paul, was it?—again at his DIY far too early for any healthy living person to tolerate.

      With a droopy eye, Terri glanced to the neon-lit alarm clock on her bedside table. She saw that it had just gone six thirty in the morning. She drew in a deep breath, one of those ones which threatens to explode at any second, and she tossed off her duvet, left it in a crumpled-up heap on the floor.

      As she threw her over-washed dressing gown over her bare shoulders—she wore a strappy nightdress to bed—she felt the coarse material rub up against her skin, and it made her shiver just a little.

      There were few things she enjoyed less than having to give the neighbour a bollocking on a weekend.

      She slipped out through the side door of her house.

      The wooden-slatted garden fence was one of those which she’d often thought was far too small to be of any use. It was one of those which came up only to knee-height, and so only offered a sort of notional boundary between the two properties rather than any sort of tangible privacy.

      If only she could move someplace else.

      If only she could get herself shot of these neighbours.

      But, she supposed, on days like these, the knee-high fence came in handy. Because, with only a neat step over it—no doubt those hundred squats she did every weekday morning paying off—she was on the neighbours’ property and staring right into the garage—its door open, of course—and looking right down the crack of Paul’s(?) particular brand of builder’s bum.

      She cleared her throat in between his percussive hammering.

      He froze for a moment, as if she had scared the wits out of him, and then he gazed back over his shoulder at her. When he did look at her, he was grinning—that smile full of abscessed teeth and, no doubt if she dared take a couple of steps closer, replete with halitosis.

      Terri instructed herself to be calm. She wasn’t going to lose her rag with him. That was the very worst thing that could go on with a neighbour. After all, she had to see him pretty much every day . . . they always seemed to run into one another.

      “Do you know what time it is?” Terri said.

      Paul(?) cocked his head to one side, then he scratched away at his bald scalp.

      Terri watched a few flakes of dandruff float down as serenely as a scattering of leaves falling from the branch of an oak tree in autumn. She watched said flakes land on the shoulder of his sun-faded, red polo shirt and, for a couple of moments, she was almost hypnotised by them.

      “ ‘Time’ ?” he said, as if they were having an impromptu discussion on its abstract definition.

      Terri supposed she should help him out. “Six thirty. Saturday morning,” she said, taking particular care to stress the ‘morning’ part.

      Paul(?) pouted at her. His hammer, which had a fluorescent orange rubber grip, hung down at his thigh. He blinked once. Twice. And then, taking Terri completely off guard, tears sprang from the corners of his eyes and rolled down his cheeks. He bowed his head, averting her gaze and sobbed away into his chest.

      Terri felt her chest tighten. A chill run through her blood. What was it about her and criers? It didn’t matter where she saw them: random people on the street, somebody at the office bawling their eyes out—normally their secretary, Rachel—even when she was watching a film, she always had exactly the same reaction.

      She wanted to help them.

      Wanted to be close to them.

      It was something which she couldn’t control at all.

      She felt herself quivering inside, and she took a couple of steps towards Paul(?).

      As she got closer to him, he gave a couple of long—hard—snorts and glanced up at her briefly. She saw how his tears made his eyeballs glisten. And seemed to bring out the grey tones of his irises. Just like any self-respecting crier assistant, Terri had a whole bundle of tissues in the pocket of her dressing gown. What she had been thinking when she’d stuffed them in there, what sort of situation she’d imagined herself coming up against and arriving in some encounter with a crier, she really had no clue.

      But the fact remained.

      The tissues were there.

      She brought out a couple of them, flattened out the creases that she’d pressed into them while they’d been in her pocket, and she handed them over to Paul.

      Paul took them with a slight smile, blew his nose hard—twice—and then swallowed. As he held the tissues in his fist, Terri caught the impression—just for a single second—that he might be considering handing the tissues right back to her.

      But he, apparently, thought better of it.

      As Paul got himself together, Terri risked a look over his shoulder, looked into the garage, to see what exactly it was that he was working on.

      From out of the slight shade that lay over the interior of the garage, she could make out what looked like a door, lying down over one of those pop-up bench thingies: the ones that were generally used, in her own limited knowledge of DIY, for sawing.

      She could see that there was a whole series of jagged nails sticking out from the door in, what seemed to her, like a fairly dangerous way.

      For a couple of seconds she caught a strange whiff of the fresh—too early—morning air, mixed in with the smell of the garage: the cool scent of paint, that soil-like odour of concrete.

      When she brought her focus back onto Paul, she could hear the birds striking up around them, rattling out their chirruping little songs. She felt a slight lurch at the base of her gut. That reaction which she knew was suggesting to her, in no uncertain terms, that she should be cooking herself up a black—very black—coffee. Already she could taste its bitterness, or maybe she could smell it somehow, from somewhere, some other nutcase neighbour on her street who took some sort of masochistic pleasure from waking up before seven in the morning on a Saturday.

      Paul was blabbing something to her, something between a whisper and a grunt. His eyes didn’t seem to meet hers for a single second. “Last night,” he said. “She took the dog.”

      “ ‘The dog’ ?” Terri said, it apparently being her turn to echo his words.

      He nodded, then swallowed again. He bunched his fist even tighter about the used tissues.

      Terri thought hard, could just about remember that she would occasionally hear the scuttle of claws on the wooden decking out the back of her neighbours’ house . . . out the back of Paul’s house. It had been a well-behaved dog, though, since she could never recall, not even once, hearing an actual bark.

      Then she snapped her mind back to just what this might mean.

      Just why the neighbour was in tears.

      Why the neighbour’s wife had taken the dog.

      Though she spent most of her days, as a letting agent, reading people, and their problems—said and unsaid—she found that on weekends she had a habit of turning off even the most basic of her reading ability.

      Quite simply put, on a Saturday, or a Sunday, for that matter, she was just perhaps a notch above a lobotomised ape in terms of her ability at reading people.

      She looked Paul over another time, and, without him having to say anything more, she deduced the issue here. And, never having been one for tact, she spat it right out.

      “Your wife’s left you?” she said.

      Paul gave her a solemn nod.

      Terri tried to work out what she was going to do next. Then decided that this was something that was, most likely, best left alone. If it did happen that Paul and his wife were having marital ‘issues’ then she probably wouldn’t be helping out much in her role as the eligible—very eligible—spinster next-door.

      Before she could excuse herself, though, Paul spoke.

      “You, uh,” he began, the hammer still hanging down at his side, and scratching the back of his neck with the hand in which he held the tissues, “wouldn’t like to come over a bit later for a cup of tea, would you?”

      Terri assessed the offer. It seemed good-natured enough. And, under normal circumstances—under weekday circumstances—she really wouldn’t have had any trouble at all simply rejecting him out of hand. But these weren’t normal circumstances. She’d got that whole dizzy weekend feeling about her.

      And so, almost unconsciously, she found herself saying, “Okay, Paul, that sounds nice.”

      Just for a fraction of a second Paul furrowed his brow, pursed his lips. “My name’s Peter,” he said. “Pete if you like.”

      Though at work Terri prided herself for her ability to recall names at an almost autistic level, she couldn’t say the same for what, for want of a better term, might’ve been described as her ‘social life’.

      She felt herself reddening just a little in her cheeks. And then she pinned on a smile and tried out his name, “Okay, Pete,” she said, “I’ll see you a little later.”

      And, just like that, Terri skittered back indoors.
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      IT WAS AROUND Terri’s third coffee—and about eleven thirty in the morning—when she realised what a great mistake she was making.

      And how she was breaking one of many cardinal rules she kept for herself.

      Even out there, in the driveway, she’d explained to herself how she certainly wouldn’t—not under any circumstances—get herself involved in whatever marital knot had worked its way in between Paul . . . Pete . . . and his wife.

      But, then again, she had accepted now.

      If she backed out of it she’d have to come up with a reason.

      That’d be for the best, though.

      Better for her to stay out of this whole thing altogether.

      She downed the dregs of the coffee, placed the stained white cup in her porcelain sink, and then she strutted on over to the hook where her cordless phone hung off. Up there, on the wall, on a good thirty—or, goodness, were there as many as forty?—scraps of paper, corners all peeled back, and yellowed from their exposure to the sun, she scanned for the name of their neighbours, and the phone number beneath.

      She found it after a brief search—the Brookys, apparently—and she read off the number she’d scrawled there in her flowery handwriting . . . in blue ink, for what it was worth.

      The phone chirped in her ear several times and then she heard a dampened—almost throttled-sounding—voice on the line.

      “Hello?”

      “Pete?” she said, gazing out the window to her flowering garden—the garden which her gardener, who she never saw since he came while she was at work, and who she had termed ‘The Yeti’, mainly to herself, had kept in pristine condition. “It’s Terri here,” she said. “From next door.”

      “Hmm?” he said, and though she wasn’t totally one-hundred-per-cent sure whether or not it was a question, she decided that it was best for her to crack on.

      “About the tea today,” she said.

      “ ‘The tea’ ?” he replied.

      “Yes, you see, the issue I’ve been having . . . well, you see, I was just looking over my calendar, right now, actually, and I found that I’m meant to be meeting a friend.”

      She screwed up her eyes at that, thinking to herself that, really, she should’ve been a little more creative . . . but there wasn’t much she could do about it now, not now that she’d gone and said it.

      “Oh?” he said, apparently still not quite catching the significance of this development.

      “So,” she said, “I’m not going to be able to come round for tea—I mean, I’d already told my friend that I would be meeting her, and, well, between you and me”—she thought for a second about whether or not she should go on, but decided it was for the best—“she’s having some real issues at the moment, needs a shoulder to cry on, that sort of thing.”

      She winced, thinking
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