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         Hannah Robinson’s Carrot and Fig Cupcakes

         
         5¼ tablespoons softened butter

         
         5¼ tablespoons brown sugar
2 small eggs
9 tablespoons self-rising flour
½ teaspoon baking powder
5¼ tablespoons grated carrots
½ teaspoon mixed spices (ie. nutmeg, cinnamon, clove)
1¾ tablespoons figs, chopped into raisin-sized pieces
         

         
          

         
         Line a bun tray with 12 paper cases. Preheat oven to 375F. Put butter, sugar, eggs, flour, and baking powder into a bowl and
            beat until creamy. Stir in the grated carrots, spice, and figs and mix thoroughly. Divide evenly between the paper cases and
            bake for about 15–20 minutes, until well risen. Cool on a wire tray.
         

         
          

         
         For the frosting, sift ½ cup icing sugar into a bowl and add enough freshly squeezed orange, lemon, or lime juice to make
            a soft paste. Spread onto the cooled cupcakes.
         

         
          

         
         
            
            “SEMI-SWEET is a heartwarming tale of the yearning for love, the search for happiness, and the importance of friendship—​​all
               served up with tea and cupcakes.”
            

            
             —Lisa Verge Higgins, author of The Proper Care and Maintenance of Friendship
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         Hang on,” he said. “Just…hold on a minute, would you?”
         

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

         
         Why had she listened to a shop assistant who was paid to tell people how great they looked, no matter what inappropriate 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 140
            euro poorer, 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 oversize 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. How could a dress that cost 140 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.

         
         “Hannah, there’s something I need to tell you.”

         
         She began to rummage through the biscuit tin that held her jewelry. “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 practically 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 poking through 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?”
         

         
         She stepped sideways, leaving his hand behind. At least she loved the 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, tumbling onto the wooden floor with a clang, earrings and bangles and necklaces rolling and clattering
            everywhere as she turned back to him, ignoring the mess.
         

         
         “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.”
         

         
         Hannah’s head felt as if it were 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 realized now. A little lilac vein thudded gently in his temple. Two deep grooves ran the width
            of his forehead. A faint gray 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 particular place.
         

         
         “Han, say something.”

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

         
         “Are you okay? Han?”

         
         His voice sounded thick. Maybe he was crying. She hoped he was crying. Her knees smelled 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 anymore.”

         
         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, a short, polite bark. 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 spilled jewelry, 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.”
         

         
         She lifted her coat from its hanger, pulled her blue scarf 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’ll do it when we get home.”
         

         
         She walked downstairs, her hand clutching 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 color.
         

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

         
         “Just yourself?” he asked. He wore a woolly hat. The car was warm and smelled of apples. 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 about the woman
            he’d met. How had she not asked? What if it was someone she knew? What if everyone knew about this other person 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 his other 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.

         
         Hannah 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 rearview mirror all hunched
            up. She was glad the radio was on, 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 as all the color rinses in existence didn’t
            make the slightest difference to the boring midbrown color 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 probably 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 rearview 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 toward the restaurant, practicing her smile.

         
         “Hang on.”

         
         She turned. The driver was holding her scarf 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, toward her. As her mother began
            to applaud.
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         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 a flight 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?”
         

         
         “Darling, you’re so romantic.” She wriggled out of his grasp and moved toward 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 realized what he was telling her. Everything changing in it, the color
            draining away, even while she was still telling him to get a move on.
         

         
         Saying she’d wait for him in the taxi, as if some part of her refused to hear what he was telling her—Christ, he hadn’t expected
            that. He’d been expecting 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’d 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 that 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 blond hair and the palest skin, weighing just over half his 210 pounds.
         

         
         One time in bed 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 toward 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 in 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 bathe 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 toward the door. “Follow me in when you’re not dripping anymore.”

         
         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 that Hannah might come 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 on one of
            her salon CDs, all breathy panpipes and swishing waves, and he thought of the CDs arranged alphabetically on Hannah’s bookshelves—Michael
            Bublé and Lady Gaga and Kylie Minogue and Paolo Nutini. He thought of the two of them sprawled on Hannah’s deep red couch
            reading the Sunday papers, with Michael Bublé singing about stardust.
         

         
         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 housemate to share the costs. When Patrick replaced the housemate, he and Hannah had 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 gotten around
            to, but it was always Hannah’s house. Maybe on some level he’d known that 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 dropped in to Leah’s salon the following
            day and bought him a gift certificate for a massage.
         

         
         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: Like most Irish
            towns, 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,
            she gave a massage that 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 toward 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.
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         It was the longest two hours of her life, but she’d gotten through it with nobody having guessed. She smiled and thanked them
            all for their help—her parents and Adam, and Adam’s two cousins, and one of their girlfriends whom 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 favorite 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. “Not one of your finer moments, I’d have to say.”

         
         Geraldine shot him a stern look. “Very funny.” She turned back to Hannah. “What did Patrick eat?”

         
         “Er, sausages, I think.” Hannah watched as Adam filled her glass, and willed the conversation to move on.

         
         Near the end of the meal, when she was doing her best with a slice of lemon cheesecake, Adam leaned across and said quietly,
            “You okay? Anything up?”
         

         
         She shook her head. “Just a bit stressed about the opening, that’s all.” Her face was rigid from smiling. She hated lying
            to him.
         

         
         Of course 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 dark and empty 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, splashing a little red wine onto the
            front of her horrible black dress. No matter, she thought, dabbing roughly at the damp patch. Who’d see a stain on black?
            And anyway, 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 breakup 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 toward the wine bottle. “More,”
            she said to Adam. “Just a bit.” Not too much or the truth might come out, and then 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, the same appley
            smell in his cab. Hardly surprising, Hannah supposed, in a place the size of Clongarvin to have the driver who brought you
            out taking you home again. She 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 were 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 keys, still attached to their fish-shaped
            key ring, were on the hall table. His golf umbrella was gone. She kept her coat on as she walked slowly through the house.
            His laptop, his books, his CDs—all absent. His toothbrush, his pajamas, his slippers, his clothes. His aftershave, his razor.
            His tortoiseshell comb. The toffee-colored 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 now saw it sitting back on the dressing table with her jewelry 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 up everything and left her. They were
            over. There was no “they” anymore.
         

         
         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 scarf, 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 toward her but afraid of what that might do to her.
         

         
         She wished she’d had more to drink.
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         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 saw 2:35 blinking redly on the front of the clock radio. 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 toward Leah, stroking the line of warm, naked skin from hip to rib cage. 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, back and forth, feeling it stiffen in response
            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 flat stomach, and she drew a breath slowly as his hand found its way between her legs.
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         Hannah was sweating when she woke. The clock beside the bed read 3:11. There was a tightness around her throat, and 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 rumpled clothes, it all came flooding back.
         

         
         She swung her legs out and stood on the floor. She unwound her scarf 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 dragged
            the dress over her head, yanked off her tights and panties, and unhooked her bra. She threw everything in the vague direction
            of the laundry hamper and reached under her pillow and pulled out her gray tartan pajamas. She put them on and regarded her
            ruined face in the mirror.
         

         
         He was gone. He was in another woman’s bed now. After fifteen months together he’d left her—and she hadn’t had a clue that
            anything was wrong.
         

         
         “He’s gone,” she said aloud, her voice sounding surprisingly steady. “He’s walked out on me.”

         
         The shock of it was still raw, the abruptness of his departure still hard to take in. But of course, if she were perfectly
            honest—and the dead of night was the easiest time to be honest—wasn’t the real shock not that he’d walked out on her but that
            they’d ever gotten together in the first place?
         

         
         He wasn’t her type, and she certainly wasn’t his. She’d been aware of him before they’d met—the man who had edited the local
            paper for several years wasn’t averse to having his very photogenic features appear quite regularly in his own society pages.
            He was also known personally to Joseph Finnegan, who owned the bakery where Hannah worked—and if he wasn’t exactly a regular
            customer there, he certainly put in an appearance from time to time.
         

         
         All the same, he and Hannah didn’t come face-to-face until she’d been working at Finnegan’s for the best part of ten years—and
            that encounter might not have happened if she hadn’t taken an hour off one day for a dental appointment.
         

         
         She’d arrived back at the bakery to find Joseph behind the counter, as usual. He was serving a customer as she pushed the
            door open.
         

         
         “Hannah, there you are. Do you know Patrick?”

         
         His bulk took her by surprise; in the photos you wouldn’t realize quite how big he was. His woody scent was pleasant, if a
            little overpowering. The smile came instantly and looked well practiced.
         

         
         “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said, his big, warm hand not so much shaking as cradling hers. Turning back to Joseph.“Where
            have you been hiding her, you scoundrel?” Hannah thought, Flirt, but felt the color warming her face all the same.
         

         
         “Hannah works behind the scenes,” Joseph said. “My best baker.”

         
         “Is that a fact?” Patrick released her hand. His navy tie was slightly crooked, his shirt very white. “I hope he pays you
            well then,” he said.
         

         
         She was aware of the numbness around her mouth, the dentist’s injection only half worn off. Her lips bare of any color; no
            point in lipstick when you’re going in for a filling. She attempted a smile, hoping it didn’t look as lopsided as it felt.
            “Oh, he does,” she said, uncomfortable under his scrutiny, waiting for him to switch his attention back to Joseph.
         

         
         “I’m glad to hear it.”

         
         The effortless charm of him; he was well used, no doubt, to getting what he wanted. The echo of his warm grasp still on her
            hand. “Well…”
         

         
         “Nice to meet you,” he said. “Better let you get back.”

         
         Hardly an auspicious beginning—and their second meeting, three weeks later on the steps of the library, was equally uneventful.

         
         “Well,” he said, his arms full of books, “if it isn’t Joe’s prize baker.”

         
         She ignored the stab of pleasure—why shouldn’t he remember her? “Hello there.”

         
         More casually dressed today in a gray flannel shirt and black jeans, a scattering of dark hairs at the open V of his shirt.
            The same thick, green scent as before. Nelson Mandela, she read on the spine of the uppermost book.
         

         
         She held the door open for him, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulders. “Many thanks,” he said, his shirtsleeve
            brushing her arm as he passed. She left him at the desk and wandered among the shelves, glimpsing him occasionally as he browsed
            through the history and politics sections across the room. By the time she’d selected her two novels, there was no sign of
            him.
         

         
         In the weeks that followed, he rarely crossed her mind. She saw his photo in the paper once, standing among a group of similarly
            suited men and one red-haired older woman. “At the Chamber of Commerce dinner,” the caption read before listing their names. He was striking in a dark suit and a dazzling white shirt, the tallest in the
            gathering. Probably had his pick of Clongarvin’s businesswomen.
         

         
         His eventual approach, a couple of months after their initial meeting, took her completely by surprise. She was leaving the
            bakery at her usual three o’clock, and as she turned out of the doorway, she walked straight into him.
         

         
         “Oh—” She gasped, the momentum causing her hands to fly toward his chest to steady herself.

         
         He grabbed her wrists—“Oops—” and for an instant they were entangled in an awkward sort of embrace, the intimacy of it, the
            shocking closeness of him, bringing a flush to her cheeks before she sprang back.
         

         
         “Sorry,” she murmured, flustered, half laughing, replacing her shoulder bag, smoothing her jacket. “Didn’t see you there.”

         
         “Now, that’s not something I hear very often.”

         
         He’d completely recovered his equilibrium—if indeed he’d ever lost it. Maybe the phenomenon of females flinging themselves
            into his arms was nothing unusual. “Actually,” he went on, “it was you I was coming to see—looks like I almost missed you.”
         

         
         “Me?” She regarded him in astonishment. “Why?” She couldn’t imagine what he might want her for.

         
         He laughed. “Well, believe it or not,” he said, “I’ve come to ask you out.”

         
         It was so totally unexpected, the last thing she thought she’d hear. He was practically the polar opposite of the men she’d
            been involved with up to this, the unremarkable but generally dependable handful of boyfriends she’d gone through since her
            teens. On the other hand, none of them had lasted beyond a few months.
         

         
         But she hardly knew this man. Did he even remember her name? They’d met twice, for hardly a minute each time. It had been
            weeks since they’d even laid eyes on each other. He was too good-looking, too confident. She’d be playing with fire.
         

         
         “You don’t think it would be a good idea,” he said, still smiling. Clearly he was amused by her. She didn’t know whether to
            be offended. “Even after nearly running me down just now?”
         

         
         It was impossible not to smile back. “I hardly know you,” she said. “We’ve barely met.”

         
         “All the more reason,” he said, “for us to go out. You can cross-examine me for the night and decide if I’m worth getting
            to know.”
         

         
         She wasn’t glamorous. She’d never appeared in the society pages dressed in something long and spangly. Surely he could pick
            and choose—what on earth had made him choose her? And what could they possibly have in common?
         

         
         “I’m quite eligible,” he was saying. “I’m pretty solvent, I have all my own teeth—and the hair is real, too.”

         
         She laughed. “I did wonder about the hair.”

         
         Then again, why shouldn’t he pick her? She might not be a raving beauty—and she certainly didn’t have the kind of figure that
            stopped men in their tracks—but maybe he’d had his fill of those; maybe he was looking for someone with a bit more substance.
         

         
         And really, what did she have to lose? Wouldn’t she enjoy an evening in the company of a man who was well able to amuse her,
            even if nothing came of it?
         

         
         “Where were you thinking of taking me?” she asked.

         
         She should have known better. She should have trusted her instincts that day and resisted him. Because by the end of their
            first date, she’d already been half in love with him—and because she’d known all along, hadn’t she, that he was going to break
            her heart sooner or later.
         

         
         She pattered across the landing into the bathroom, hardly aware of the ice-cold tiles under her bare feet, oblivious to the
            tears that were trailing blackly down her face.
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         “I can’t believe it,” Alice said. “He walked out on her, just like that?”

         
         “Just like that, no warning whatsoever.” Geraldine pressed keys on the calculator. “I don’t know how she kept it up at the
            restaurant.” She turned the wine-colored stilettos upside down and crossed out “€150” on the sticker and wrote “€100” 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 percent 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 dropped by, 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. He was too charming by half. I always felt there was always something underhanded 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.
            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 suggested 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 forever—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 pain 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 the blue marker on the counter.

         
         “Absolutely,” Alice said.
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         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’s opening at last, and Stephen had assumed that
            it was yet another of his daughter’s inexplicable attempts to shed a few pounds.
         

         
         So when Hannah had stopped by the following evening and told her mother in tears what had happened, it came as a complete
            surprise.
         

         
         He’s met someone else, she’d wept. He didn’t say who. He’s in love with her. I hadn’t a clue anything was going on. Wiping her eyes with a paper towel, ignoring the plate of chocolate biscuits her mother had put out. Can you believe it?

         
         Oh, love, Geraldine had murmured, he doesn’t deserve you. You’re much too good for him. Which probably didn’t help in the least but was all her scattered thoughts could muster.
         

         
         When Hannah finally left, still in tears, Geraldine had gone into the sitting room and broken the news to Stephen. I hate to admit it, she’d said, 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. I know 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 of him, if you ask me.

         
         I thought you liked him. You always said you did.

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

         
         Ours, of course.

         
         Stop defending him then.

         
         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 anymore, 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 grasped the poker and attacked the fire 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 things. 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 from coming in.

         
         She had her whole future planned around that man, Geraldine had said. She’s nearly thirty-three—most men her age are married. She’d stared gloomily into the fire. She’ll have to get a new housemate in—she can’t afford that house on her own, especially now with the shop.

         
         She’d replaced the poker and reached for the TV remote control. Remember how happy she was when she signed the lease? 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 pressing the “on” button.
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         Hannah held out her glass and Adam emptied the last of the wine into it. “Should I open another?”

         
         “No.” She tilted the glass and watched the red trails slithering downward. “Not on my account. Mornings are miserable enough
            these days without a hangover.”
         

         
         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, you know,” she said. “Loads of times. And I’ve typed umpteen text messages, but I haven’t sent any
            of them.”
         

         
         “Good,” Adam said. “Don’t. Keep reminding yourself what a bastard he is.”

         
         She swirled the liquid again. “I’ll try. But there’s so much I want to know.”

         
         “Why? What good would it do? Just let him off.”

         
         “I know, I know. You’re right.” She set her glass abruptly on the coffee table and sank her head onto her knees. “Two days
            to go,” she groaned. “I wish I’d never signed that lease—I’m dreading it now. Is it too late to change my mind?”
         

         
         “Cut that out.” Adam reached for her hand and squeezed it. “This is what you’ve always wanted, remember? Your own shop, selling
            all your own stuff. I’ve been listening to you going on about this for God knows how long, and it’s finally going to happen.
            Don’t let this guy take that away from you.”
         

         
         “It’s not just Patrick—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: It’s the first dedicated cupcake shop in
            Clongarvin. Two: It looks fantastic—no small thanks to me. Three: The location is perfect. Four: Nobody bakes cupcakes like
            you do. Five: You’re giving them away free.”
         

         
         She raised her head and looked 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, and you’ll lose your reputation.”

         
         She slapped his arm halfheartedly. “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 that 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 rested her head on his shoulder
            again. “God, what possessed me to think of opening a 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 stand mixer cost almost eight hundred
            euro—and that was on sale?”
         

         
         “Yes, I’ve heard that more than once. You’ll remember I nearly collapsed the first time.” He shot her a stern look. “And I’m
            sorry, but I have no sympathy with your 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 remote and flicked on the TV and watched a herd of elephants thundering across some wide open space. “Stop
            nagging.”
         

         
         Adam took the remote from her and pressed the “mute” button. “Who’s nagging? I haven’t mentioned it in two whole days. When
            are you going to do it?”
         

         
         She shook her head miserably. “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 people’s names off the company roster when they
            found other jobs. Six days without him felt like six years, even if he had been a bastard, but still it was much too soon
            for a new housemate.
         

         
         There was a short silence. Adam stretched his arms above his head. They watched a man in a safari suit mouthing silently into
            the microphone he held, but Hannah’s thoughts were miles away.
         

         
         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 dare you do this to me?

         
         But when she was 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? Can’t we try again?

         
         “I suppose,” she said sadly, “I’ll survive. At least I’ll be too busy to mope.” She reached for her scarf. “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 that was 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 shepherded her toward 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.
         

         
         The evening was clear, stars studding the sky. Hannah tucked her arm into Adam’s as they walked the streets toward 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 success 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. “Actually, the lease is for a year, and it’s not up till December.”

         
         “Forget the lease, then—you know what I mean. You agree not to give up before my birthday? Promise?”

         
         “I…suppose so.” She hesitated, then caught his eye and added, “I mean yes, I agree. 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 somewhat 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 toward one another romantically. Hannah loved Adam, but he was a brother, not a potential
            partner. The thought of being in a physical relationship with him had simply never been an option for her, and she was fairly
            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 Web sites, working from
            the small flat he’d invested in around the time Hannah had bought her house. “I’ll be 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.”

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

         
         “Yessir.”

         
         The house was cold. Now that the heating bill was Hannah’s alone, she had to economize. She filled a hot-water bottle and
            set her alarm for eight. The next couple of days would be busy; shopping for ingredients, organizing her kitchen, setting
            everything in place for Wednesday morning, when her new life would begin. When she’d rise at three in the morning to make
            and ice 144 cupcakes for the first time.
         

         
         She’d practiced, she’d timed everything. Four trays into the big oven at a time, four dozen cupcakes baking for twenty minutes
            while she put the next batch of mixtures together. The first batch 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 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
            half of the 136 others in the display cases, leave the rest in the back until they were needed. Open at nine, close at five.
            Bag the leftovers, drive home, eat dinner, and get to bed by nine at the latest. Up 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 maybe 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 positive. Adam was right: This was what she’d always wanted, since she’d begun
            working in Finnegan’s Bakery all those 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 began to fall. And Hannah, his only granddaughter, had been given enough from the proceeds to realize
            her dream.
         

         
         Last November a little corner unit on the main street had become vacant, the rent not too horrendous thanks to the recession.
            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 stove 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 stand mixer, along with
            the thousand other bits and pieces she hadn’t realized she’d need.
         

         
         Adam and his cousins had rallied, and the little shop had gradually been scrubbed and sanded, 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 Web site and designed stationery and printed off leaflets that they’d pushed through mail slots,
            stuck on telephone poles and supermarket notice boards, and slipped under car windscreen wipers.
         

         
         And a week before Christmas, Hannah’s kitchen had been visited 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 just
            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.
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         “Mum?”

         
         “Hello.”

         
         Leah’s heart sank at the cool tone. “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. “Mum,” she went on 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, and 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 the 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 quiet about it.

         
         “Can we meet for lunch?” she asked instead. “My treat. Maybe Wednesday?”

         
         Her mother’s sniff was perfectly audible over the mobile network. “I might be busy. I’ll have to check my diary.”

         
         Leah dug her nails into her palm. “Well, give me a ring,” she said lightly. “I’ll keep one o’clock free. Let me know, okay?”

         
         Hanging up, she opened the appointments book, took a pencil from the jar, and wrote “Lunch with Mum” in the one-o’clock slot on Wednesday. She lifted the phone again and made a reservation at Giovanni’s; her mother liked it
            there.
         

         
         Leah would wait until after the pasta to tell her what had to be told—and her mother would rant and rave all over again and
            probably not talk to her for another month.
         

         
         Leah lowered her head into her hands and groaned quietly. It wasn’t as if she’d set out to lure any man away from another
            woman—that had never been her intention. Not that she hadn’t been attracted, right from the first time they’d met, when he’d
            walked into the salon to claim his massage. She remembered privately admiring the broad chest, the muscular arms. She remembered
            him flirting with her, warning her to leave his towel alone.
         

         
         She’d been disappointed when he’d mentioned a girlfriend, but not surprised—the gift of a massage generally came from a woman.
            And that had been it as far as she was concerned. He was with someone else, no point in going there. Even after he’d made
            it plain that he was interested, she’d resisted him for as long as she could, insisting over and over that she didn’t want
            an affair—particularly when she discovered the identity of his girlfriend and realized that they’d known each other, albeit
            slightly, at school.
         

         
         But in the end he’d charmed his way into her bed. He’d said the things she wanted to hear, convinced her that it was over
            between him and Hannah in all but name. She means nothing to me, he’d insisted. I just have to find the right time to leave her. I will leave her, I swear.

         
         Was it so bad then, that Leah had finally given him the incentive he needed to do just that?

         
         The doorbell rang. She raised her head, pasted on a smile, and crossed the room to let Martina Hennessy in for her Indian
            head massage.
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         Alice spooned more peas onto her husband’s plate as he lifted the wine bottle and refilled their glasses. She wouldn’t finish
            hers—one glass was all she could manage comfortably—but if it was in her glass, it meant he couldn’t drink it.
         

         
         They never used to have wine with dinner; this was a new thing. Tom had received a case for Christmas from a patient who imported
            it, and they’d gotten into the habit of a glass or two in the evening. Alice could have lived without it quite happily—she’d
            never taken a drink until well into her thirties, apart from the odd brandy—but now it was a given. A bottle opened half an
            hour before dinnertime and, more often than not, gone by the end of the meal.
         

         
         “There’s more potatoes,” she said.

         
         “I’m all right, thanks.”

         
         He was well able to drink; he’d always been well able. There’d been times, mercifully few, when she’d had to put him to bed.
            But up till now he’d drunk only when they were out, and most of the time he managed to stop before it went too far, when he
            was still the life and soul of the party.
         

         
         And it wasn’t much, she supposed, a bottle of wine between two people. Where was the harm in his relaxing after a day’s work?
            Except that he drank at least two-thirds of the bottle each night, and sometimes she noticed a slur in his words and worried
            about his condition the following morning—because who wanted a dentist with unsteady hands, or who smelled of alcohol as he
            bent over you?
         

         
         “You heard about Hannah,” she said. “I presume Stephen mentioned it.”

         
         Tom cut into his steak. “Mentioned what?”

         
         “Her boyfriend left her.”

         
         “No, I didn’t hear that.”

         
         Of course Stephen wouldn’t have told Tom. Men didn’t talk about those things the way women did. They probably discussed the
            latest soccer results or political shenanigans when they had a break at the clinic.
         

         
         “Just walked out on her,” Alice said. “About a week ago now.”

         
         “That’s too bad.” Tom chewed his meat and lifted his glass. “They were together a good while, weren’t they?”

         
         “Over a year. Geraldine was convinced he’d propose at Christmas.”

         
         “So where’s he gone?”

         
         Alice made a face. “Some other woman, apparently.”

         
         “Mmm.”

         
         His wineglass was almost empty, hers practically untouched. In a minute or two he’d raise the bottle and hold it out to her,
            and she’d shake her head and he’d empty it into his glass.
         

         
         Six whites and six reds they’d gotten, all French. She wouldn’t know one wine from another, they all tasted the same to her.
            By the time the case was gone, it had become a habit. Now he brought home two or three bottles every few days. “Six ninety-nine,”
            he’d tell her. “Couldn’t leave them behind at that price.”
         

         
         “Are you busy tomorrow?” she asked.

         
         “Kept going. The usual.”

         
         “Will you have time to stop into the cupcake shop?” she asked. “I thought it would be nice to show our support on the first
            day, and I won’t get a chance, with Geraldine gone.”
         

         
         “Right.”

         
         “Get half a dozen of whatever she has, a mixture. And don’t let her give them to you for nothing.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         He reached for the wine bottle. She put a hand over the top of her glass, and he emptied what was left into his own.

         
         He was only relaxing. There was no harm in it.
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         A hundred and forty-four, twelve trays of twelve. Were 144 cupcakes enough for one day? There was no way of knowing. What
            if she’d made too many chocolate-orange and not enough lemon-lime? What if everyone wanted vanilla- coconut and nobody looked at the mocha? What if people hated the cream-cheese icing and only went for the ones topped with buttercream?
            Was Clongarvin ready for mascarpone frosting?
         

         
         “Stop.”

         
         Hannah looked at her mother. “Stop what? I’m not doing anything.”

         
         “You’re worrying. It’s as plain as the nose on your face.”

         
         “I can’t help it; my stomach’s in a knot. I think I might get sick. I feel like I’ve been up for hours.”

         
         “That’s because you have. Did you get any sleep last night?”

         
         “Not much. And the kitchen looks like a bomb hit it.”

         
         “Don’t mind the kitchen—I’ll give you a hand to tidy up this evening. I hope you had some breakfast.”

         
         She shook her head. “Couldn’t—I’d definitely have thrown up.”

         
         Geraldine regarded her daughter with concern. “I should have brought sandwiches. I’ll run out for some in a while. You have
            to eat, whether you feel like it or not.”
         

         
         “I know…maybe later.” Hannah tweaked one of the cupcakes on the display stand. “Does this look okay?”

         
         They sat in individual wire circles that curled upward from the central branch. Each cupcake was skewered with a wooden cocktail
            stick to which a brightly colored tag was attached.
         

         
         “They look great, like a bouquet of flowers. All those lovely colors.”

         
         “I was sure I’d never get them all iced; it took much longer than I thought. Just as well I gave myself plenty of time.” She
            darted a glance at the clock on the wall. “God, it’s five to nine already.”
         

         
         “Which means we have five minutes.” Geraldine disappeared through the door that led to the back. “I’m putting on the kettle,”
            she called.
         

         
         Hannah stared after her. “It’s five to nine.”

         
         “And the place looks great, and it smells wonderful, and we’re all set.” After some splashing and clattering, Geraldine reappeared.
            “And you need a cup of tea, whether you want it or not. And so do I.”
         

         
         Hannah looked out through the plate-glass window. “There’s nobody waiting outside,” she said.

         
         “Why would there be? You’re open all day, aren’t you? People don’t normally have cupcakes for breakfast.”

         
         Hannah pushed a cocktail stick a fraction farther into the top cupcake on the stand. “These labels are too small. I told Adam
            they were too small.”
         

         
         “They are not too small. I can read them fine without my glasses. And I love that writing—it’s so cheery-looking.”

         
         “Font.”

         
         “Pardon?”

         
         “It’s not called writing on a computer, it’s called a font. That one is called Mufferaw. We couldn’t decide for ages between
            that and Sybil Green. I wanted Sybil Green, but Adam persuaded me that this one is easier to read—” She broke off. “What?
            What are you smiling at?”
         

         
         Geraldine stepped closer and put her arms around her daughter. “Relax, my darling—it’ll be great. Your cupcakes will be famous
            in no time. You’ll have such fun with this, wait and see.”
         

         
         Hannah nodded against her shoulder. “I know I will.”

         
         But she knew she wouldn’t. She knew she’d made the biggest mistake of her life, taking her grandfather’s money and throwing
            it into this liability, this tiny little cubbyhole on a corner that nobody else had been interested in renting. Why hadn’t
            somebody stopped her? Why were they all letting her make this colossal, expensive mistake?
         

         
         Geraldine moved toward the back again. “There’s the kettle now. Are you tea or coffee?”

         
         “Tea.”

         
         She didn’t want tea, she wanted to go home. She glanced up again at the big orange wall clock in the shape of a sun that Alice
            and Tom had given her as an opening present. “It’s two minutes to nine,” she called.
         

         
         “Deep breaths,” Geraldine called back, and Hannah inhaled shakily. She must be the only idiot opening a shop in the middle
            of a recession, signing a twelve-month lease when she could be out of business in a week. It wasn’t as if cupcakes were basic
            foodstuffs that people would keep on buying no matter how tough times got. They were one of the luxuries everyone was cutting
            back on. She shouldn’t have set the prices so high—who on earth was going to pay €1.75 for a bun, no matter how fancy it looked?
         

         
         “They’re too dear,” she called.

         
         “Nonsense—they’re worth every cent.” Geraldine reappeared with two steaming mugs. “I think we’re all set.” She placed the
            mugs on the counter and smiled. “Now darling, why don’t you open your shop for the very first time?”
         

         
         Hannah walked to the door. She stopped, her hand on the key, and looked back at her mother. “Mam, what if nobody comes in?”

         
         “And what if you open the door,” her mother replied, “so at least they have a choice?”

         
         Hannah smiled and turned the key. “There.” She switched the sign that Adam had printed from SORRY, FRESH OUT OF CUPCAKES to COME IN—YOU KNOW YOU WANT TO. “We’re officially open,” she said. “I’m officially running my own business.” She paused. “For however long it lasts.”
         

         
         “You’ll be here for years. You’ll become an institution.” Geraldine blew on her tea. “People will travel from all over for
            Hannah Robinson’s cupcakes.”
         

         
         “I don’t know about that, but I’m here for seven months anyway—Adam made me promise to stick it out till his birthday in August.”

         
         “August? Didn’t you sign a lease for a year?”

         
         “Mm-hmm—don’t remind me.”

         
         They watched the steady stream of pedestrians passing the window.

         
         “Drink your tea,” Geraldine ordered, and Hannah lifted her mug obediently. A minute went by. Geraldine rubbed with her sleeve
            at a smudge on the glass-topped counter. Hannah tweaked another label on the cupcake stand, then undid and retied her apron
            strings.
         

         
         “I don’t know about that chair on the wall,” she said. “I’m not sure about it.”

         
         “Just you wait,” Geraldine said. “It’ll be a real talking point.”

         
         It was Granddad’s rocking chair. They’d painted it bright blue to match the sign above the shop, and they’d gotten a man to
            hang it on the yellow wall to the left of the counter, since there was no room for it on the floor.
         

         
         “What if it falls off and kills someone?” Hannah asked.

         
         “Don’t be silly, dear,” her mother answered placidly. “The man said a hurricane wouldn’t knock it off that wall.”

         
         Another minute went by, and another. The orange clock ticked steadily.

         
         “I should have gotten a computerized cash register,” Hannah said. “Nobody uses a drawer for money anymore. It’s ridiculous.”

         
         “It’s quaint, and people will be charmed by it. And the bell over the door, too, lovely and old-fashioned, really characterful.”

         
         “Mmm.” Hannah wondered if there was such a word as “characterful” and decided that she didn’t care.

         
         At eight minutes past nine, a man’s head appeared around the door. “You open?”

         
         “Yes.” A twin chorus.

         
         “Nice bell. Blast from the past.” He spotted the rocking chair on the wall. “Now, that makes a change from a picture.”

         
         Geraldine laughed, catching Hannah’s eye triumphantly. “We wanted to be original.”

         
         “Well, you’re certainly that.” He approached the counter. “I believe it’s your first day.”

         
         “It is—and you’re our very first customer,” Geraldine told him.

         
         “Am I really?” He peered at the cupcakes on the stand. “In that case I’d better buy something. What’s good?”

         
         “Everything,” Geraldine told him, resting her mug on the shelf behind her. “And I’m sure you saw our sign telling you about
            our opening offer of a free cupcake with every order, but since you’re the first customer, we’ll give you two free.” She turned
            to Hannah. “That okay, love?”
         

         
         Hannah smiled and nodded, because what on earth else could she do? “That’s fine.”

         
         Two free cupcakes, and he might buy only one. She willed herself to relax. Who cared if he bought only one? It was still her
            first sale, wasn’t it? And if he liked the one he bought, not to mention the other two, he’d surely be back for more. And
            it wasn’t even ten past nine.
         

         
         So what if she was so tired she could sleep standing up? So what if she still felt miserable whenever she found the time to
            feel anything? She’d just opened her own shop. People didn’t stop eating cupcakes simply because there was a recession. They
            still needed treats—in fact, maybe they needed them now more than ever.
         

         
         The man was studying the samples on the stand. “I’ll take two chocolate, or my wife will never forgive me, and two of those
            coconut ones.”
         

         
         “Good choice—the coconut are my favorite,” Geraldine said, reaching for a yellow box and almost knocking her tea off the shelf.
            “My daughter made them all, you know, earlier today. They’re as fresh as they could possibly be.”
         

         
         “Excellent,” the man replied, pulling a wallet from his jacket. “Tell you what, why don’t you throw in a couple of those lemon-lime,
            too? Since it’s your first day. And I’ll leave the free ones up to you.”
         

         
         Six. He was buying six. Hannah watched as Geraldine arranged his purchases carefully in the box. Maybe it wouldn’t be a complete
            disaster. Maybe she’d actually make a small amount of money before her mother bankrupted her.
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         The horror bloomed on Fiona’s face. “Tell me you’re not serious.”

         
         Leah tightened her grip on her water glass. “Mum, I’d hardly joke about something like that.”

         
         “When?”

         
         “June.”

         
         Her mother closed her eyes briefly. “You’re four months gone.”

         
         “Thereabouts, yes.”

         
         “And…you’re obviously keeping it.”

         
         Leah looked sharply across the table. “Obviously.”

         
         “I assume,” her mother said, “that it’s the newspaperman’s child.”

         
         Leah’s knuckles were white around the glass. “Of course it is.”

         
         Their plates sat between them, the remaining pasta cooling, the sauces just beginning to congeal. Leah’s two twenty-euro notes
            were tucked into the bill wallet, waiting to be collected.
         

         
         “And I suppose he’s delighted,” Fiona said.

         
         Leah met her mother’s eyes steadily. “Yes, of course he is. We both are.”

         
         Fiona’s smile was bitter. “Well, isn’t that nice? A happy couple, and a baby on the way. Just what I always hoped for my only
            daughter.”
         

         
         Leah stood up abruptly, almost knocking over her chair. Forget the fifteen euro in change: nothing was worth this. She grabbed
            her bag and pulled her jacket from the chair back. “I have to go now. I hope you enjoyed your lunch.”
         

         
         She didn’t look behind her as she strode toward the door. Once again she’d let her mother get under her skin. She always swore
            it wouldn’t happen, and it always did. It was unfortunate that Fiona played bridge with Hannah’s mother, but it was hardly
            the end of the world. Relationships broke up all the time—Geraldine Robinson knew that as well as anyone—but Leah’s mother
            was determined to make a song and dance about it.
         

         
         The pregnancy of course had been a gamble, and Leah had hated lying to Patrick about the Pill not working, but it had paid
            off. He was with her now—and he was happy about the baby. He kept telling her how happy he was. Nothing her mother could say would change that, and in time she’d
            have to come around to the idea of being a grandmother.
         

         
         Leah walked quickly through Clongarvin’s busy lunchtime streets until she reached the pretty lavender-painted, window-boxed
            frontage of Indulgence. She let herself in and leaned against the door, breathing in the subtly scented air, her hands coming
            to rest on the stomach that was just beginning to swell.
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         At ten minutes to five, Hannah untied her yellow apron and hung it on the blue, star-shaped hook behind the counter. She leaned
            wearily against the display cases and yawned as her mother counted the unsold cupcakes.
         

         
         “Twenty-seven,” Geraldine announced. “How many did you say you started with?”

         
         “A hundred and forty-four. My feet are killing me.”

         
         “So that’s…a hundred and seventeen gone on the very first day. That’s just wonderful.”

         
         Hannah smiled tiredly. “Not bad, I suppose.”

         
         Not all sold, some given away—a fair few given away—but still, not bad for her first day in business. People, quite a few
            people, had actually come into the shop and paid money for her cupcakes.
         

         
         Geraldine indicated the leftovers. “What do you want me to do with these?”

         
         “Bag them in assorted sixes and put them in that basket.”

         
         “Six times four is twenty-four; there’ll be three left over.”

         
         “You can bring them home.”

         
         Hannah emptied the money drawer—a few customers had remarked on it, and there had been lots of comments, too, about the chair
            on the wall—and bundled the cash into her satchel. Geraldine arranged the bags of leftovers in a green basket that announced,
            on another of Adam’s signs, yesterday’s bake—ALMOST AS NICE, HALF THE PRICE: 6 FOR €5.

         
         They mopped the floor and wiped down the shelves. They unplugged the kettle and switched the door sign back to SORRY, FRESH OUT OF CUPCAKES. They loaded the van with the trays, and they turned off the lights and slid down the security grille before locking the
            front door.
         

         
         And as they rounded the corner to get back to the van, they came face-to-face with Patrick Dunne, editor of the Clongarvin Voice.
         

         
         It was the first time Hannah had seen him since he’d walked out, just over a week earlier. His pale green tie was new. Her
            heart turned over as she took him in. She looked a mess—she must look a mess after the long day, in her flat black shoes and
            wide gray trousers and black top. The outfit she’d chosen so carefully for her first day in the shop felt terribly dowdy now.
         

         
         Her old brown satchel was slung across her body, not matching anything. No hint left, probably, of the lipstick she’d slicked
            on hours before—chewed off, no doubt, by nine o’clock. Her hair must be lying flat on her head, no time to do more than aim
            the dryer at it for half a minute this morning. And the skin under her eyes would be bagging, she was sure, with tiredness.
         

         
         Her cheeks prickled with heat. Great—a red face was all she needed to look her absolute worst.

         
         “Hannah.” Patrick’s smile was forced. “And Geraldine. How are you both?”

         
         He carried the briefcase she’d given him for his last birthday. He smelled the same. He was horribly hearty. He was nervous.
            They’d shared hundreds of nights, she’d lain in his arms so many times. They’d made each other laugh and cry. She’d thrown
            a bowl at him once. He’d switched to boxers for her and taught her to play chess. And now he was nervous and hearty.
         

         
         “Fine,” she told him. “We had a good day.” She was surprised at how normal she sounded.

         
         His polite smile remained in place.

         
         “Hannah’s shop opened today,” Geraldine said, her voice icy.

         
         “Yes,” he said immediately, “of course it did. It went well, I hope?”

         
         He’d forgotten. Hannah had been planning this for months, he’d heard her talking about it forever, and he’d forgotten. She
            didn’t matter to him anymore. Nothing she did mattered to him.
         

         
         She turned to her mother. “Let’s go.”

         
         “You’re in a hurry,” Patrick said, moving off. “Good to see you both. Take care.” And he was gone, his aftershave lingering.

         
         “Well,” Geraldine began, “he’s got some—”

         
         “Don’t,” Hannah begged, and her mother was silent.

         
         She drove to her parents’ house, where her father, who’d left work an hour early, was under orders to have the shepherd’s
            pie heated up by half past five. And somehow, miraculously, she managed to sit through the dinner she didn’t want, listening
            to her mother giving her father an account of the day. She managed to answer his questions and nod and smile in all the right
            places. Somehow she managed to hold it all together until she got home and closed her own front door.
         

         
         And then, before she’d taken off her jacket, she sank onto the bottom stair and put her head in her hands and cried bitterly
            at the thought that she’d been forgotten.
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         “Bestseller so far?”

         
         “Chocolate-vanilla, easily.”

         
         “So you have those every day, as a staple. Write it down. Worst seller?”

         
         She thought. “Not sure…maybe forest fruits, or apple-cinnamon; I definitely had a few of both left over.”

         
         “So you only do those once in a while. Go on, write it down.”

         
         They were in Hannah’s kitchen. It was half past seven on a Friday evening, and pitch black beyond the big latticed window.
            Cupcakes on the Corner had been open for three days. Adam was making coffee, Hannah was scribbling in a notebook. Some woman
            was singing “Famous Blue Raincoat” on the radio.
         

         
         “Mam’s been brilliant,” Hannah said. “I don’t know how I’m going to manage on Monday when she goes back to Glass Slipper and
            I’m on my own. She welcomes everyone who comes in, makes sure they know I’m just starting off and that I bake everything myself.
            She practically gets them to sign a contract promising they’ll come back.”
         

         
         “Good. That’s our Geraldine.” Adam lifted the kettle off its base and poured water into mugs. “Now, are you making any money?”

         
         Hannah shook her head. “Hard to say for sure—I haven’t done a proper breakdown of outgoings and incomings yet—but I suspect
            I’m just about breaking even, if that.”
         

         
         Adam brought the coffee to the table. “Breaking even is fantastic. Time enough for profits. What you want to do now is keep
            your head above water.”
         

         
         “Well, I suppose I’m doing that, just barely. Nothing’s been disconnected yet, and no sign of a bailiff, and I haven’t gotten
            a bill in at least two days.” She closed the notebook and lowered her head onto the table. “But, boy, I sure am tired.”
         

         
         “Poor you.” Adam ruffled her hair. “I’d offer to help, but my cupcakes would close you down in a week.”

         
         “I’ve been making them in my sleep,” she mumbled. “Did I tell you? Every bloody night, as soon as I nod off. You think I’d
            get a bit of a break in my sleep. If I never saw another cupcake, I’d be happy.”
         

         
         “Well,” Adam said, selecting one from the plate that sat between them, “I’m still a big fan.” He peeled off the paper and
            bit into the soft beige sponge and coffee-colored icing, decorated with pieces of lavender angelica. “By the way,” he said,
            “I don’t think I told you—Nora and Jackson are officially over.”
         

         
         Hannah lifted her head. “Oh, Adam, you’re not serious?” She picked a piece of cherry from another cupcake. “I remember you
            saying they were having problems, but I didn’t think it was that bad.”
         

         
         He shrugged. “I wasn’t too surprised myself. Nora’s been hinting that things weren’t going well for a good while now.” He
            and his twin sister talked several times a week, computer to computer.
         

         
         “So they’re definitely splitting up?”

         
         “Yeah—she’s going to come home for a while.” He took another bite of his cupcake. “Pity. I liked Jackson.”

         
         Hannah sipped her coffee. Another relationship ended. “Is she terribly upset?” She wondered if Nora had been the one to finish
            it and guessed that she had.
         

         
         “Doesn’t seem too bad. She hasn’t said anything to the folks yet.”

         
         Since their retirement Adam’s parents had moved fifty miles away from Clongarvin, back to the tiny village where they’d both
            grown up and where Adam and Nora had spent all their childhood summers.
         

         
         “D’you think Nora will settle back in Ireland?”

         
         He shrugged again. “Dunno…hard to say. You never know with Nora.”

         
         “I forget how long they were married.”

         
         “Just over four years.” He drank coffee. “Ah, she’ll bounce back. My sister is nothing if not resourceful.”

         
         Hannah could think of plenty of words to describe Nora O’Connor (or Nora Paluzzi—wasn’t that her married name?) and “resourceful”
            wouldn’t have been the first to spring to mind. Adam’s sister had been a year behind Hannah in school and had hung around
            with girls who didn’t look twice at the likes of Hannah Robinson, since she wasn’t pretty or slim enough to interest them.
         

         
         Nora had her twin’s green eyes and russet curls, and there the similarity ended. She’d been spared his freckles, and her nose
            was smaller and her lips fuller. She was also half a head taller—and the last time Hannah checked, at least thirty pounds
            lighter—than her brother.
         

         
         Adam was perfectly presentable, though not even Hannah could call him handsome, but Nora had always been striking—and blessed
            with the confidence to make the most of her looks. She’d moved to the States a week after her eighteenth birthday, much against
            the wishes of her parents and without a single qualification. In almost fourteen years, she’d been back just a handful of
            times.
         

         
         Jackson Paluzzi, a pediatrician, was her second husband. Her first marriage, to an older university professor, had ended after
            less than a year. Whether by design or by accident, neither relationship had produced children. Hannah imagined that the news
            of another divorce wouldn’t go down too well with Nora’s parents.
         

         
         Adam drained his mug and stood up. “Better get off and let you make tracks for bed. You’ll be looking forward to a lie-in
            on Sunday.”
         

         
         “I sure will.”

         
         “What about coming out for an hour tomorrow night? A drink somewhere, just to relax you?”

         
         Hannah shook her head. “Thanks for the offer, but I already have a plan—hot bath, face pack, good book. If I have any drink,
            it’ll probably be warm milk.”
         

         
         “Just an hour,” he said. “Why don’t we check out that new wine bar?”

         
         “What new wine bar?”

         
         “Vintage, down by the quays. It’s only been open a couple of weeks, where Delaney’s Hardware used to be. Someone said there’s
            live music at the weekends.”
         

         
         “Delaney’s is gone?”

         
         Adam smiled. “You definitely need to get out more.”

         
         “Maybe…I’ll see how I feel tomorrow night.” She pushed her chair away from the table. “There’s something I haven’t told you,”
            she said, getting up.
         

         
         Adam was pulling on his leather jacket. “What?”

         
         “I met Patrick on Wednesday, on the way home from the shop.” She took their two mugs over to the sink.

         
         “You did? You never said. How was it?”

         
         “Not good. Awkward.” She turned on the tap. “He was so…formal, as if he hardly knew me. He’d forgotten that the shop was opening
            that day, can you believe it?”
         

         
         “Bastard,” Adam said lightly.

         
         “My mother was there, which I suppose was just as well.” She rinsed the mugs and put them on the drainboard. “I cried my eyes
            out when I got home.”
         

         
         “You know what?” Adam said. “That’s the worst over. The first time you meet them is the worst.”

         
         She took the tea towel from its hook. “I know…There’d been flowers delivered to the shop in the morning, and the first thing
            that occurred to me when I saw them was that he was having second thoughts and wanted to come back.” She tried to laugh. “How
            sad is that?”
         

         
         “Who were they from?”

         
         “Alice and Tom, sweet of them.”

         
         “All the very best with your new venture,” Alice had written, and Hannah had buried her face in the hothouse roses that smelled of nothing and swallowed her disappointment.
            “I try not to think about him, honestly, but it’s easier said than done.”
         

         
         Much easier said than done when she kept bumping into reminders around the house. Yesterday she’d thrown his half-full jar
            of Marmite into the bin. Last week it had been his prawns from the freezer. The handmade mug she’d brought him back from a
            trip to Dublin would be harder to let go.
         

         
         She took the unsalted butter from the fridge and left it to soften. She set her utensils and baking trays on the worktop,
            all ready for the early hours. “You know, I thought his timing was horrible—dumping me just before the shop opened—but imagine
            how much worse I’d feel if I weren’t so busy now. Maybe he planned it that way.”
         

         
         Up to her eyes in recipes and vanilla essence and poppy seeds and dried cranberries and chocolate chunks. No time to think
            about what he might be doing or whether he missed her at all. Asleep as soon as her head hit the pillow—which she’d moved
            to the middle of the bed.
         

         
         “I deleted his number,” she said quietly, “from my phone.”

         
         That had been hard. She didn’t want to think about that, about his name disappearing. She searched for something different
            to say. “I’m considering getting a cat,” she told Adam, filling the kettle again for her hot-water bottle, “to keep me company.”
         

         
         “What about getting a housemate,” he asked sternly, “to keep you solvent?”

         
         She sighed. “I know, I know. I must run the ad. I will, honest. Next week.”

         
         “Swear?”

         
         “Swear…maybe.”

         
         Apart from all the negative connotations of replacing Patrick, she still shrank from the idea of sharing her house with a
            stranger. She’d been lucky with Annie, the housemate she’d had before Patrick, but who was to say she wouldn’t end up with
            a monster this time around? Financially, though, she knew that it was unavoidable.
         

         
         Adam crossed the kitchen and kissed her cheek. “Right, I’m off. I’ll call you tomorrow evening to see if I can drag you out.”

         
         “Don’t hold your breath—I probably won’t go.”

         
         When he’d left, she took the hot-water bottle from its drawer and filled it. Not even eight o’clock and she was on her way
            to bed. At least it was dark—what would it be like in the summer, when she was going upstairs in broad daylight?
         

         
         Time enough to worry about that. She switched off the light and left the room and plodded upstairs.
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         “It’s Leah Bradshaw.” Geraldine’s voice floated in from the hall as she hung her coat.

         
         Stephen didn’t turn from the computer. “What is?” he called back.

         
         Geraldine walked into the sitting room, rubbing her hands together. “God, it’s chilly out tonight. Leah Bradshaw is the girl
            Patrick left Hannah for.”
         

         
         Stephen looked across the room at his wife. “Who is she? Do we know her?”

         
         Geraldine poked the fire before tipping in coal from the scuttle. “I wish you’d keep this going when I’m out. She’s Fiona
            Bradshaw’s daughter.” She waited for a reaction and getting none, she added impatiently, “Fiona Bradshaw, who I play bridge
            with. You know her—she has some environment job with the town council. You met her at Aoife’s cocktail party in November.
            Tall, dyed red hair. Too thin. And she came here when I did the Alzheimer’s tea thing—she brought those orchids that died.
            I remember you asking her about them.”
         

         
         “Oh, yes,” Stephen said, knowing that it didn’t matter in the least that he had absolutely no memory of Fiona Bradshaw. “So
            it’s her daughter.”
         

         
         “And to think,” Geraldine said angrily, pushing the poker through the fresh coals, “that I supported that girl when she opened
            her salon. I paid good money for a manicure, and I wasn’t well out the door when one of my nails smudged; they weren’t dry
            at all. I should have gone back, only I didn’t want to embarrass her.”
         

         
         Stephen felt the conversation slipping away from him. “How are you so sure it’s her? Did her mother tell you?”

         
         Geraldine snorted. “Of course she didn’t tell me—she hasn’t come near me since it happened. Too ashamed of what her brazen
            daughter has done, no doubt. Maureen Hardiman told me, delighted to have a bit of scandal to report, as usual. Naturally,
            I let on I knew already.”
         

         
         “Good for you.” Stephen’s fingers crept back toward the keyboard, reluctant to abandon the first Scrabble game in ages that
            he was showing any signs of winning.
         

         
         “Small slip of a thing,” Geraldine said, settling onto the couch and picking up the remote control. “Don’t know what he sees
            in her. Dyed hair, of course, like her mother. Can you see Hannah ever having to dye her hair?” She pressed a button on the
            remote, and the television flicked on. “Oh, not that fellow again—he’s always on the Late Late. Must have written a book.”
         

         
         “Mm-hmm.” Stephen typed in “cousin” as quietly as he could, and his score jumped to 176.
         

         
         “I’ll have to tell her,” Geraldine said, still watching the television.

         
         Stephen swung toward her again. “Tell who? Hannah?”

         
         “Of course, Hannah. She’ll have to hear it from me.”

         
         “Why? Won’t that only upset her?”

         
         Geraldine looked at him, incredulous. “Stephen, do you really think she wouldn’t find out? In a place the size of Clongarvin,
            it’ll be all over town in no time. I’d prefer she heard it from me than from some gossip like Maureen Hardiman.”
         

         
         Hannah’s father returned to his Scrabble game. He’d long since given up trying to understand the workings of his wife’s mind.
            Far easier to figure out what to do with a q, a b, three e’s, and a couple of p’s.
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         Vintage was Clongarvin’s first wine bar. It was all dark wood, subdued lighting, and low couches arranged around candlelit
            tables. Not exactly what Adam was used to when he went out for a drink.
         

         
         He sat alone on a barstool by the counter—at least they had a few barstools—having failed to persuade Hannah to accompany
            him. He hadn’t pressed her too hard: maybe a night of doing nothing more strenuous than lying in warm, sudsy water was what
            she needed this weekend. And going out on his own had never bothered him. Clongarvin being the size it was, and this being
            Saturday night, he was reasonably sure of bumping into someone he knew before too long.
         

         
         In the meantime he was content to drink his Guinness—thankfully, the stock wasn’t limited to wine—and watch the woman who’d
            caught his attention pretty much as soon as he’d walked in.
         

         
         She was the only female member of the group of four musicians performing on the small, slightly raised area—you could hardly
            call it a stage—in a corner of the room, diagonally across from where he sat.
         

         
         It wasn’t that she was beautiful—no, he really couldn’t call her that. There was certainly something striking about the neat,
            pointed features, but she wasn’t beautiful. Her hair, some pale color he couldn’t determine, was pulled off her face by a
            wide black hair band and captured into some kind of low ponytail. No tendril escaped, so there was nothing to suggest the
            length or the texture of it.
         

         
         Her eyes were hidden behind a pair of small, round, dark-rimmed glasses. From this distance he couldn’t be sure, but he thought
            her hands were broad, the knuckles jutting sharply from her splayed fingers as they traveled over the keys of her instrument,
            which, from Adam’s very limited knowledge of musical instruments, appeared to be a clarinet.
         

         
         She was dressed entirely in black. A high-necked blouse fell in sharp pleats to her waist, where it was gathered into a wide
            belt made of some shiny material. A long, loose skirt stopped just short of her ankles, meeting a pair of black boots with
            pointed toes. The whole of her body was covered, apart from her hands and face. There was no clue to the shape that lay beneath
            the stiff folds of her top or the drapes below.
         

         
         Not beautiful, no. Not in the least pretty. Unsmiling, wholly focused on the music they played. She sat hunched in her seat,
            her chair set back a fraction from her companions’, giving the suggestion that she was trying to distance herself from the
            whole affair.
         

         
         And yet Adam watched her. What drew him to examine that frowning face, to wonder what color the eyes were behind their glass
            barriers, to imagine undoing the ponytail, peeling off the black hair band, and watching the pale hair tumble downward?
         

         
         The other three musicians were male, and casually dressed in white shirts and chinos. One played a keyboard, another an enormous
            version of a violin that could equally have been a cello or a double bass, and the third had what Adam was reasonably sure
            was a saxophone.
         

         
         He enjoyed the sound they produced. They played old favorites—“You Go to My Head” and “Blue Moon” and “These Foolish Things”—and show tunes like “On the Street Where You Live” and “I Feel Pretty,” and a few Beatles hits, and a couple
            of movie themes—and the treatment they gave each tune, the subtle rhythms they introduced, made the songs fresh and lively
            and interesting. It was music you couldn’t help tapping a foot along to.
         

         
         The female musician seemed unaware of her surroundings. The buzz of chatter in the wine bar didn’t appear to bother her; she
            didn’t react to the smattering of applause at the end of each piece. She flicked the pages on the stand in front of her and
            glanced now and again at one or another of her fellow musicians as they moved on to another tune, but she was distanced somehow
            from the warm, busy room.
         

         
         “Adam, over here.” A couple he knew were gesturing to him from the far end of the counter. He took his drink and joined them,
            and the next time he looked toward the musicians’ platform, half an hour later, all that remained were two music stands and
            three chairs, on one of which was perched an empty half-pint glass.
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         “Leah Bradshaw,” Geraldine said. “She opened a beauty salon on Russell Street a few years back. Not much of a place, if you
            ask me.”
         

         
         “I know it,” Hannah said bleakly. “I was there.”

         
         “Small, skinny thing,” Geraldine said. “Her figure isn’t half as nice as yours.” She stopped. “You were there? When?”

         
         “Oh…months ago, I don’t remember exactly.”

         
         She remembered exactly. Eight months ago, early summer, when Patrick’s back had been stiff after he’d dug up the hedge.

         
         “Do you know her?” Geraldine asked. “Did you get something done there?”

         
         “No…I bought a gift certificate for a massage. A present for someone.”

         
         A back massage, Hannah had said. A gift. She remembered Leah Bradshaw, remembered recognizing her vaguely from school, but they’d have been in different years.
         

         
         “How did you hear?” she asked her mother. “Who told you?”

         
         “Oh, just some old gossip at bridge with nothing better to do,” Geraldine said. “I can’t for the life of me see why he’d prefer
            her. Even if you are my daughter, there’s no comparison. Some men need their heads examined.”
         

         
         Some men obviously preferred their women blond and petite, with the kind of boyish figure—small breasts, slim hips—that Hannah
            had always envied. Nails short and beautifully shaped, painted pale pink. Hannah had noticed the nails as Leah took her sixty
            euro and wrote “back massage” on the gift voucher, which was colored lavender like the walls of the reception area.
         

         
         “Her mother plays bridge with me,” Geraldine said. “Fiona Bradshaw. I don’t think you know her. Not someone you’d warm to,
            bit of a cold fish.”
         

         
         I like the color of your hair, Leah had said to Hannah. Very rich…and a lovely shine to it.

         
         “You’re better off without him,” her mother said, “although I know that’s not much comfort now, love.”

         
         See you again, she’d said as Hannah had turned to leave the salon. Thanks a lot, take care.

         
         “I felt I should tell you,” Geraldine said. “I didn’t want you hearing it from someone else. You didn’t mind me saying it?”

         
         Had Patrick known her already? Had Hannah innocently bought him forty-five minutes alone with his other woman? Had they laughed
            about that as Leah massaged his naked, oiled skin, her slender body leaning over his? Or had they bothered with the massage
            at all? Maybe they’d found something more interesting to do with each other.
         

         
         Or—worse, much worse—had Hannah introduced them? Had she been the one who’d brought them together? The thought stopped her
            in her tracks, the awfulness of it.
         

         
         “Are you still there?” her mother asked.

         
         “Yes,” Hannah answered. “Still here.”

         
         Confidence shattered, heart in bits, utterly miserable, but still there.

         
         “You don’t mind that I told you? You’re not cross with me?”

         
         “No, of course not…Look,” she said, “I have to go. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

         
         Leah Bradshaw. Was it better to have a name and a face? Did that make it any easier? Or was it worse to know exactly who had
            stolen Patrick from her? She flipped her phone closed and slid it into her pocket before grabbing the shopping cart again
            and pushing it toward the yellow van. What did any of it matter, when he was still gone and she was still alone?
         

         
         As she unloaded the cart, piling bags into the back of the van, a man passed her wearing a navy jacket and a dark green woolly
            hat. A rucksack that looked heavy was hanging off one shoulder. “Hello,” he said. “Nice evening.”
         

         
         “Hi,” she answered, unsmiling because a smile was out of the question.

         
         He seemed vaguely familiar. He unlocked a nearby taxi and slung his rucksack onto the backseat before getting in himself.
            He must have driven her somewhere, not that she took taxis too often.
         

         
         As she negotiated the little van out of the car park a few minutes later, she turned abruptly back in the direction of the
            town and drove through emptying early-evening streets until she came to Indulgence. She pulled in to a space across the road
            and sat, engine idling.
         

         
         She studied the prettily painted frontage. The downstairs windows were dark, the salon closed at this hour. On the first floor,
            a light shone faintly from one of the two tall, narrow windows.
         

         
         Were they inside now? Was she cooking dinner for him—or were they sprawled in front of a television, the way she and Patrick
            used to do? Was she telling him about her day while he poured her a glass of wine?
         

         
         If he looked out he’d see the van, with the shop name written clearly on the side. He’d know she was there, he’d realize she
            must have discovered Leah Bradshaw’s identity.
         

         
         The street was quiet, most workers gone home and cozying up for the night. Hannah glanced around, saw a few scattered pedestrians,
            a man dismounting from a bicycle, a dog sniffing at a lamppost.
         

         
         She’d never had a massage. The idea of a stranger’s hands moving over her naked skin, however competently, had never appealed
            to her. The subject had never come up between her and Patrick; neither had ever looked for one, none had ever been offered.
            Wasn’t it odd, then, that she’d thought of getting him a massage when his back had been bothering him? Had she seen an ad?
         

         
         Or maybe Patrick had suggested it. The idea jumped suddenly and unpleasantly into her head. No, surely he wouldn’t have done
            that. But she couldn’t remember exactly what had prompted her visit to Indulgence.
         

         
         She regarded the salon again. She could come back when it was dark, lob a rock through the window, and drive off quickly.
            The notion came out of nowhere, filling her with a shocked thrill. She could get a can of black paint and fling it at the
            pretty lavender walls. Nobody would know. She could wear gloves so there was no evidence to point to her. She could—
         

         
         A nearby door opened. A man and a boy appeared on the path and walked in the direction of the van. The man smiled briefly
            at Hannah as they passed.
         

         
         What was she doing? What was she thinking? Was she completely mad? She put the van into gear and drove badly, her blood racing,
            all the way home.
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