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CHAPTER ONE


Dublin, Ireland


EVA KENNEDY had just stepped into the cold March air when a watermelon rolled across the footpath in front of her.


‘Sorry ’bout that, Eva love,’ a middle-aged woman called over. ‘It’s been trying to make a run for it all day, that one.’


Eva picked up the runaway fruit and passed it across to Brenda, who was surrounded by the remnants of her fruit and vegetable stall. There were boxes of cabbages and oranges piled high on the Camden Street footpath around her. Brenda’s son was dismantling the stall itself, loading the wooden trays into a van parked illegally beside the footpath, its interior light throwing out a dim glow.


‘Howya, Eva,’ Sean called from the back of the van. ‘Any chance of a pint together tonight?’


‘No chance at all, Sean. Haven’t you given up on me yet?’


‘Never. You’ve my heart broken, you know.’


Eva just laughed at him. Not even fourteen years old and he was already full of cheek.


She had just started pulling down the delicatessen’s security shutter when she heard someone calling her name. It was Mrs Gallagher, one of her favourite customers, walking quickly down Camden Street and waving a shopping list like a small white flag.


‘Eva, I’m so sorry,’ she said breathlessly as she reached her side. ‘I just couldn’t get away from work before now. Am I too late?’


‘Of course not, Mrs Gallagher. I wasn’t going home yet anyway.’ She pushed the shutter all the way up again and opened the front door, the bell giving its little ring as they walked in. The shop was warm, the air fragrant with the mingled smells of fresh bread, coffee, cheese and spices.


Mrs Gallagher gave an appreciative sniff. ‘Thank you for this, Eva. I’ve friends coming over for dinner and I promised them some of your wonderful cheese.’


‘It’s no problem at all.’ Eva went in behind the counter, tied on an apron again and pulled on some gloves. ‘Ambrose and I are having a quick meeting after work in any case.’


‘Now, that’s the sort of meeting I’d like to have. I can just imagine what you two talk about. “What do you think of this cheese, Eva?” “Is this olive oil good enough?” “Are these chocolates chocolatey enough?”’


Eva laughed at the envious look on Mrs Gallagher’s face. ‘That’s about it, actually. Now, which cheese were you after? We’ve your favourite here, this crumbly farmhouse one, or perhaps you’d like to try this new one? A smoked cheddar, from a small producer near Cork that Ambrose heard about. It’s something special, I have to say.’


Mrs Gallagher took a taste, then smacked her lips in pleasure. ‘Oh yes, I’ll have a good wedge of that, Eva, thank you. Where is Ambrose, by the way?’


‘In the Bermuda Triangle.’


‘Where?’


‘Our storeroom. It doesn’t seem to matter how many times we reorganise it, things just disappear in there, never to be seen again.’


‘Sounds just like my filing cabinet at work. And tell me, how will Ambrose cope without you while you’re off gallivanting in New York with that young man of yours?’


‘My cousin Meg is coming up from Ennis to help out. She’s just finished a course at the Ardmahon House cooking school and really wants the work experience.’


‘Oh, that’s a marvellous place, apparently. I’ll have to ask her for some recipe tips. Now, let me think, can I have some of that camembert? And some of the blue vein as well, while you’re there.’


Eva had just taken out the wheel of camembert when she heard the front doorbell ring. She looked up, her smile fading slightly at the sight of a red-faced elderly woman. Mrs Lacey. The Terror of Camden Street.


‘I know it’s after six, but you’re still here, so of course you can serve me,’ Mrs Lacey said loudly as she rummaged in her bag. ‘It’s ridiculous the hours you shop people keep. You should be suiting us, your paying customers, not yourselves, if you ask me, Eva.’


Yes, Mrs Lacey. And may I say how especially toadlike you look today. A pound of our finest dried flies, was it? Or some of this pond slime flown in fresh from Galway this morning? Perhaps you’d just like to flick that long toady tongue of yours over the counter here and serve yourself?


‘I’ll be with you in just one minute, Mrs Lacey. Just as soon as I finish looking after Mrs Gallagher here.’


Mrs Lacey stared at the other woman as if she had magically appeared out of nowhere. ‘But I’m in a hurry. Where’s that uncle of yours? Surely he can serve me?’


What a good idea, Eva thought. She called over her shoulder. ‘Ambrose, I wonder could you give me a hand out here for a moment?’


A tall, grey-haired man emerged from the store-room and took in the situation at a glance. ‘Mrs Gallagher, how are you? I see Eva is looking after you. So, Mrs Lacey, I have the privilege of looking after you. What a pleasure to see you. You’re looking so well, too.’


Ambrose caught Eva’s eye and gave her the quickest of winks.


Five minutes later, Eva followed both women out to make sure the Closed sign was firmly in place and the security shutter pulled right down. A gust of icy wind rushed in at her. She shivered. The end of March and it was still freezing. It was supposed to be spring, surely. What had her friend Lainey been boasting about on the phone from Australia the day before? Autumn in Melbourne and she was still going to the beach to swim at weekends. Eva wondered sometimes if Lainey just made these things up to make her jealous.


‘You managed to see dear Mrs Lacey safely off the premises, then?’ Ambrose asked as she came back in. 


‘Oh, now the truth comes out! “Mrs Lacey, what a pleasure to see you. You’re looking so well, too.” You’re a silver-tongued devil, Ambrose Kennedy.’


‘Years of practice, Evie. And haven’t I always told you about the first law of shopkeeping? You can think what you like as long as you keep a smile on your face.’


‘Mrs Lacey’s a law unto herself, if you ask me. I don’t suppose we could install a moat to keep her out, could we? That security shutter’s useless.’


‘No, I’m fairly certain she can swim. Now, are you still all right to stay back for a quick meeting? I won’t keep you too long, I promise.’


‘It’s fine, I’m in no hurry.’


She’d been surprised when Ambrose asked her to stay back tonight. Their last catch-up meeting had been just three weeks ago. Still, maybe some problem had come up and he thought it better to discuss it with her before she went on holiday.


Eva enjoyed their meetings. They were a chance to compare notes on which products were selling well, which ones weren’t, what requests they’d had. A laugh about some of the worst customers, generally Mrs Lacey. A moan about suppliers. A general chat about the shop’s comings and goings. She suspected the meetings helped ease Ambrose’s loneliness too. Since his wife Sheila had died suddenly of a heart attack four years before, Ambrose had stayed living in the flat above the shop on his own. It had been a very hard few years for him.


She made a pot of coffee and took out several freshly baked ginger biscuits from a glass jar on the counter. Then she settled herself on a chair at the edge of the storeroom, waiting while Ambrose put a folder of papers back on the shelf above his desk.


‘You look very serious,’ she said as he turned toward her. ‘Don’t tell me our olive-oil man has run off with the butcher’s wife? Just as we beat him down on price and all?’


‘No, oil’s well that ends well there,’ he said, smiling at his own joke. He took a biscuit and sat down opposite her. ‘Tell me, Evie, how long have you been with me now? Six years? Or is it seven?’


Ambrose in reminiscence mode? She was surprised. ‘Seven years all up. Those three years part-time while I was studying, and it’s been nearly four years full-time now.’


He nodded slowly. ‘Do you ever miss the painting, Evie? Miss being at art school?’


‘Well, sometimes, I suppose. The painting more than the study, of course.’


‘And that cover band you used to sing with? Is that still going, do you know?’


‘It is, yes.’ She often saw the band’s name in gig listings in the newspapers. When she’d sung with them, they’d done mostly private parties and weddings. Now they seemed to be playing at lots of pubs around town.


‘And do you regret having to give that up as well?’


‘I did miss it at first,’ she answered, even more puzzled. It wasn’t like Ambrose to ask questions like these. ‘But I couldn’t work here full-time and do that too, I knew that.’


Ambrose shifted in his chair. She noticed then he didn’t have the orders sheet in front of him as he usually did. She realised this wasn’t a normal catch-up meeting.


‘Eva, I need to discuss something with you and I’ve decided it’s best to do it before you go on holiday with Dermot.’


It was bad news, she knew it. She had a memory flash of him wincing as he came down the stairs several weeks earlier. ‘Are you sick, Ambrose? Is that what you want to tell me? Oh dear God, what is it?’


‘Oh dear God yourself, not that,’ he said, laughing at her expression. ‘Haven’t I always told you? I’m healthy as a young trout.’


Eva was relieved to hear it. ‘Young trout? Sixty-four if you’re a day, Ambrose. You’re a fine old salmon, ready to be smoked, if you ask me.’


He smiled at her. ‘No, I’m not sick at all, Eva. Not in health. What I am sick of is work. Sick of early starts, late finishes. I want to retire, Evie.’


‘Retire?’


‘I’m getting too old for this now. I don’t want to spend what’s left of my life behind a counter. I want to stop working, it’s as simple as that. Stop working and go travelling again. Visit all the places that Sheila and I used to love visiting together. And start enjoying eating food again, not just selling it.’


She was completely shocked. ‘But what about the shop?’


He looked steadily at her. ‘I want to give it to you.’


‘Give it? To me? You can’t possibly.’


He laughed. ‘Yes, I can.’


‘But why don’t you sell it, Ambrose? This building would be worth a fortune these days.’


‘What do I need a fortune for? I’ve got all the money I need. I’ve got somewhere to live. Besides, the last thing I want is some stranger taking over the business and making a bags of it, ruining all the hard work we’ve put into it. Evie, you’re the closest thing to a daughter I have. I want to give it to you.’


‘But I don’t know the first thing about managing a shop.’


‘Of course you do. You’ve been working with me for years. You’re so good with the customers, the window displays, everything. I’m sure you know just as much if not more about food than I do now. And I’ve never forgotten that you put your own life on hold for me four years ago.’


Eva felt the familiar stab of guilt. He still thought that. Because she’d never told him the truth. ‘Ambrose, stop that, please. You’re making me sound like a martyr. You pay me, this isn’t a charity. And I love working here.’


‘Oh, I know you do. But the fact is you went full-time to help me out after Sheila died. And thank God you did. I couldn’t see a day in front of me back then and I don’t think I could have kept the place running if it hadn’t been for you.’


He held up his hand to stop her interrupting. ‘Please, hear me out. I’ve been selfish, I know. Once things settled down for me again, I should have suggested you go back to your studies, back to your music. I could have advertised for someone else to help me. But I liked having you here. And when you didn’t mention your art or your singing, I didn’t either.


‘It would make me very happy if you took over the shop. It would make me proud, too. And this isn’t just a spur-of-the-moment decision. Sheila and I often talked about it. How you were the sort of daughter we would love to have had. How we could both see you running this place, modernising it, making it your own one day. But it has to be solely your decision this time, nothing to do with me or what I might want. It has to be something that you really want to do, not something you’re doing out of family loyalty.’


Eva felt the panic rise in her. Of course I can’t do it. This is your shop. I’ve only ever been your assistant. I can’t do it on my own. I wouldn’t know where to start. The customers would leave and never come back. I’d ruin everything. ‘Ambrose, I can’t –’


‘Eva, you can. I’m your uncle, yes, but I’m also a businessman. I know you can do it. You just have to realise that too.’ He softened. ‘I’m not expecting an answer from you now. I thought you could use this holiday with Dermot to think it all over. To decide if you want it. What you’d do with the shop if it was yours. How you’d refurbish it, modernise it, whatever you wanted. I don’t want it to stay as some sort of museum piece. I’ve seen what’s happening along Camden Street these days, new places opening, the old places changing. But I’m too old to be a part of it, Evie. I don’t want to be part of it. But I’d give you all the help you needed, of course, financially and practically. To get you started.’


He was watching her carefully. ‘Or perhaps you’ll decide you don’t want it at all. That you’d rather go back to art school. Finish your degree. Start singing again. Pick up where you left off four years ago.’


Eva blinked. But that’s worse. I can’t go back to art school either . . . 


Ambrose took in her shellshocked expression. ‘Oh, Evie, I’ve surprised you a bit, haven’t I?’


She managed to laugh. ‘Well, yes, that’s one word for it.’


He made a sudden decision. ‘A week’s thinking time isn’t really long enough, is it? Take another week off, Eva, after you get back from New York. You deserve it, you work very hard. I’m sure Meg would be happy with the extra work experience too. Have two weeks off and give it all plenty of thought.’ 


‘Ambrose, are you sure about this? Really? I mean . . .’


‘Yes, I’m sure. Completely sure. About all of it. The extra week off. The shop. Everything.’ He stood up and rubbed his hands together. ‘There it is now. All out in the open. Give it lots of thought, Evie, won’t you? And when you get back from your holidays, we can sit down and hear what you’ve decided to do, can’t we?’


She looked out into the shop, his words still sinking in. She knew every single inch of it – the long glass counter, filled each day with cheeses, meats, smoked fish, olives and dips. The shelves crammed with exotic oils, vinegars, chutneys and sauces. The baskets of fresh crusty bread. The handmade chocolates. The coffee, spices, biscuits, pasta . . . 


‘Evie? We can hear your decision then, can’t we?’ 


‘Yes,’ she said, dazed. Oh God. She certainly hoped so.






CHAPTER TWO


London, England


‘IMAGINE THAT, Joseph, the Sydney Opera House, one of the world’s most recognisable buildings and yet the man who designed it has never actually seen it in the flesh, so to speak. He was a Danish architect, if memory serves me right. Won an international competition in the 1950s to come up with a design. Well, he won, no surprise there, it’s a wonderful building, but then there was all sorts of bother, years of delays, you see, the costs blew out. Well, we know that scenario ourselves of course, but we’re talking in the millions here . . .’


As his accountant kept talking, Joseph Wheeler began to regret mentioning that he was going to a conference in Sydney. He’d barely named the city before Maurice had launched into a history lecture. In the past five minutes Joseph had heard enough to set up his own tourist-guide business.


Maurice was the human equivalent of an Internet search engine, Joseph decided. You just needed to give him a key word and off he’d go. Sometimes it was fascinating. But not today, not when there was this pile of paperwork in front of him. Joseph looked down at it. On top was the contract offer from the Canadian company. Maurice had checked through all the financial details. All it needed now was one more read-through and Joseph’s final signature. All he needed was the time to do it.


What had the head lecturer at his university said when he recommended Joseph hire Maurice as his accountant? ‘He can be a bit of a chatterbox, but if he’s just working as a consultant you’ll only see him occasionally. And he is fully qualified. Very experienced. It’ll leave you free to get on with your designs.’


A bit of a chatterbox? Yes, and Bill Gates had just a bit of money. And The Beatles had been just a bit successful.


Joseph tuned back in just as Maurice moved on to another subject.


‘Do you know, the Sydney Harbour Bridge set quite a few records when it was first constructed, as one of the world’s first single-span bridges. There’s actually rather an amusing story attached to the opening ceremony. You see, there it was, all planned, pomp and ceremony, when the whole event was hijacked .. .’


Joseph didn’t have time to hear this today. Perhaps he could ask Maurice to speak into a tape recorder and he could listen to it later. He stood up. ‘Sorry, Maurice, but I’ll have to stop you there. I’ve a room full of work to get through before I go.’ He walked over to his office door and opened it, standing expectantly.


Maurice didn’t seem to mind in the least. He pulled himself out of the chair with a groan. ‘In a bit of a rush today myself, actually, Joseph. That’s the drawback of being a consultant such as me, lots of different clients. Like a family of children, baby birds, all calling to be fed, you lot are.’


Joseph kept moving, drawing Maurice toward the lift. His PA Rosemary looked up from her desk as they walked past. ‘Goodbye, Maurice. Will I see you in two weeks as usual, even while Joseph’s away? I’ll need your help to prepare for the auditor.’


‘Of course, Rosemary, of course. And you’ll have some more of those lovely biscuits for me, I hope.’


‘Oh, indeed, Maurice. If I have to stay up all night to bake them myself.’


He finally left, the lift making a satisfying ding as it carried him away.


Joseph waited a minute to be absolutely sure he’d gone, then turned to Rosemary. ‘I don’t suppose it’s too late for me to do an accounting course?’


She smiled, pleased to see a glint of humour in his eyes. The first one in days. ‘Would a coffee help?’


‘More than you know. I’ll be back in a moment. I just need to have a word with one of the designers.’ Rosemary carried the coffee and a bulging folder of paperwork into Joseph’s glass-walled office and settled herself in one of the comfortable chairs. Wheeler Design took up a whole floor of this converted Hoxton warehouse these days. The computers in the middle of the open-plan room were all in operation, the designers working on the latest updates to Joseph’s creations. The office itself was furnished with his prototypes – stylish chairs and sofas, desks, computer keyboards, all ergonomically sound. His most recent and successful design, the innovative backpack, was on display just beside the reception desk.


Rosemary took a sip of coffee and opened up the folder. They had a lot to get through this morning. They’d had a lot to get through every morning lately. She’d been working for Joseph for nearly three years now and it had never been busier. The fact that he was going to Australia for two weeks was adding to the pressure. She took out the glossy conference program that had just arrived from the Sydney conference organisers. They were certainly giving Joseph star billing. She skim-read the biography:


London-based Joseph Wheeler has a well-deserved reputation for excellence and innovation in the field of industrial and ergonomic design in the UK. Three years of research with physiotherapists led to his groundbreaking backpack design which features a weight carrying system that . . . 


Good, it was all there and up-to-date. It was just a shame the photo of Joseph in the program was two years old – he hadn’t had the time to get a new one taken. She looked over at the real thing, several metres away. Joseph was leaning down beside one of the designers, pointing out a detail on the computer screen, listening as the young woman explained a problem she was having with the new chair design. He didn’t look that different these days, Rosemary supposed. The only real difference was in the expression. In the photo he looked full of life, eyes alight, mouth on the verge of smiling. He hadn’t looked like that in real life for months.


As she watched he ran his fingers through his dark hair, leaving a tuft standing up. He did this often, especially when he was getting stressed. She could tell his anxiety levels by the number of tufts standing up. So far, today had been a three-tuft day. Medium stress. Maurice’s visit could probably account for two of those – his fortnightly visits were a waterfall of financial details, royalty statements, contracts and bank accounts. Joseph was working far too hard, Rosemary thought, and he didn’t seem to be revelling in it as much as he used to. He seemed distracted. Preoccupied.


She doubted that anyone else in the office would have noticed. Certainly his outward appearance hadn’t changed at all. He was as stylish as ever. Though he still wore far too much black for Rosemary’s taste. Just like her son. What was it with these young men? Didn’t they believe in colours?


She’d often heard the young designers in his company – the women and the men – talk breathlessly about Joseph’s appearance. ‘But he’s not conventionally handsome, is he?’ they’d ask each other. ‘No, he’s interesting-looking. And those come-to-bed eyes of his . . .’


Rosemary had rolled her own eyes at that. Not so much come-to-bed as haven’t-been-to-bed-enough eyes, she thought.


‘Sorry for keeping you, Rosemary.’


She looked up as Joseph walked in and took a seat at his desk. ‘Is everything on track out there?’ she asked as she poured his coffee.


‘We’re nearly there with the chair design. But if we get the contract for the airline seats I’m going to have to take on at least two more designers. Could you please draft up an ad, just in case?’


Rosemary made a note. ‘I heard back from the conference people in Sydney this morning, by the way. They’ve changed your flight booking as requested. They were astonished, I have to say. First time in living memory one of their keynote speakers has asked to be downgraded to economy class on an international flight, they said.’


She’d started to worry for Joseph’s sanity herself when he’d suggested it. ‘You want to fly to Australia economy class?’ Are you mad? she hadn’t said aloud.


Joseph had been decisive. ‘It’s an ideal opportunity. If I’m going to be designing new long-haul airline seats, I’ll need that first-hand experience.’


‘Can’t you just walk through economy class on the way to your business-class seat?’ she’d dared to ask.


He’d smiled at that. But he hadn’t changed his mind.


Joseph flicked through the conference program. He’d be giving the keynote address and then running several workshops. He wondered when he was going to find the time to write that keynote address. The way his schedule was at the moment, it would be on the flight itself.


‘Will I book a car to take you to the airport?’ Rosemary asked, pen poised over her notebook.


‘No, thanks anyway. I’m having dinner with my mother that night and she’s offered to drive me out to Heathrow afterwards.’


Rosemary noted that. ‘And how is Kate, Joseph?’ 


Joseph looked up from the letters he was studying and smiled briefly. ‘She’s much better, Rosemary, thanks.’


‘Oh, that’s good.’ She didn’t enquire any more about his mother’s cancer scare. Joseph kept himself to himself, pretty much. She’d once dared to ask him how he was when she’d realised he and his girlfriend Tessa had broken up. It was as if a shutter had come down over his face.


‘Now, I need your signature on these,’ she said, getting back to business and handing over a pile of paperwork. ‘And your answers to a few queries. There’s a request from that new design magazine to do a profile on you, full-page photo, interview, you know the sort of thing.’


‘No thanks,’ Joseph said.


No surprise there, Rosemary thought. Joseph hated doing media interviews. The journalist would be disappointed, though. She’d sounded very keen indeed to follow Joseph around for a few days.


‘Two requests from design students, asking about the possibility of work experience here.’


‘That’s fine. A week each, once I get back from Australia.’


Rosemary nodded. ‘Next item. The website designer rang to say he’s finished the updates to your site. I saw it this morning, it looks good. Lots of information, more photos. I think you’ll be pleased.’ 


Joseph pressed a few keys on the computer beside him. There was a flash of colour on the screen then the Wheeler Design website came up. He quickly scrolled through, clicking from page to page. ‘Great stuff. I’ll call him later and tell him.’


‘I’ve had an email from the Canadian company, too. Wondering if you’ve made a decision about their offer as yet.’


Joseph glanced at the paperwork again. ‘I’ll look at it again today, I hope. Can you please put them off for another few days? In fact, until I get back from Australia.’


‘Of course.’


‘Thanks, Rosemary. And are you sure you’ve enough time to help the auditor while I’m away? We can get a couple of temps in if your workload is too much.’


She smiled at him. Her last boss wouldn’t have noticed if she’d been buried under her desk in paper-work. ‘I should be fine, Joseph, thank you. That’s all for the moment. I’ll shut the door behind me, will I?’


He nodded. ‘Thanks.’


After she’d gone he stood up, coffee cup in hand, and walked over to the big window. The rain was pelting against the glass, obscuring the view of the Hoxton shops and bars two floors down. He felt like he was in a carwash.


The paperwork on his desk was like a siren calling him over. He resisted it for a while longer, looking around the office instead. He’d designed it himself when he’d first moved in to the old ware-house five years before. Wheeler Design shared the building with ten other companies, everything from graphic designers to freelance journalists. The first couple of years had been great, like a social and work co-operative. But these days he hardly had the time to talk to any of the others, let alone socialise.


‘You’re on the high road to success now, Joseph,’ Maurice had said that morning as he handed over the hundred-page document outlining the conditions and patent situation if Joseph were to take the job with the Canadian luggage company. They’d invited him to base himself in Toronto for six months to work with their team on a new version of his backpack. The work would be long and hard, but the money and prestige would more than compensate.


This was the high road to success? It was filled with potholes then, he thought. Exhaustion. Headaches. Meetings, contracts and paperwork. It was ironic, really. He was such a successful designer he didn’t get time to actually design any more.


Joseph ran his fingers through his hair. What a day. And what a day yesterday had been. And the weeks and months before that. He felt more like sixty-four years old than the thirty-four he was. What had happened to his life? He was feeling more and more like he was barely clinging on. All this paperwork and all these details were hurtling past him and he was getting just a glimpse as they rushed by.


He had to concentrate. If this headache would go away, he could. He went back to his desk and started reading the tiny print of the Canadian contract again.


This document confirms the details of the proposed contract agreement between Joseph Wheeler of Wheeler Design of Hoxton, London, hereafter known as the Consultant and . . . 


It was no good. He wasn’t taking it in. He looked out the window again. Why was he putting it off? This was what all that hard work had been about, wasn’t it? Finetuning his designs. Doing all the research. Making all the prototypes. So he’d get approaches like this?


Three years ago an offer like this one would have consumed him. Thrilled him. Sent his blood pumping.


But now? Today? He just felt like picking up the contract and throwing it straight in the bin.






CHAPTER THREE


‘OH, EVIE, that looks gorgeous.’


Eva turned and smiled at her young cousin. ‘Thanks, Meg.’ She was very pleased with the latest window display herself. She’d been working on it all afternoon, carefully arranging a balancing act of shiny purple aubergines, bright red chillies and plump heads of garlic, surrounded by long, elegant bottles of olive oil.


It was like a still-life painting, she decided. But it just needed a few more bits and pieces. Some pre-served pears, perhaps, all golden and round in their jars. The handmade chocolates? Or a selection of the freshly baked biscuits in their little cellophane-wrapped bundles?


Meg was inspecting the display closely. ‘Could I try to do one of these while you’re away, Eva? They look so artistic, don’t they? I don’t know where you get your ideas from at all.’


‘Those three years I spent at art school, maybe,’ Eva said mildly.


‘Oh, that’s right, I forgot about those. I only ever think of you as a shop assistant, I suppose.’


Eva blinked. Perhaps a person’s tact gene only kicked in at the age of nineteen, she thought. Or perhaps Meg had missed out on hers altogether.


Meg was oblivious in any case. ‘It’s such great fun here, Evie. Not like work at all. Did I tell you a lady came in yesterday and asked me for quail’s eggs, can you believe it? What size would they be, do you think? God, quails are tiny enough themselves, their eggs would be like peas, wouldn’t they?’ Meg gave a merry laugh.


‘Then another lady came in and asked did we serve hot soup. She said she was freezing and walking past, smelt the bread and thought, Mmm, imagine a nice hunk of that bread and a big bowl of freshly made soup, not that packet stuff most of the pubs sell.’ Meg took a deep breath, then kept going. ‘I told her that, sorry, we didn’t serve soup but I’d certainly talk to you and Ambrose about it. Bernadette and Maura, my teachers at Ardmahon House, always said you should never dismiss a customer’s request out of hand. They said it’s better to thank them for the idea and say you’d see what you could do. That way they feel like you really care about them as customers. Could we do that, do you think, Eva?’


Eva was trying to keep up. ‘Do what, Meg, sorry?’


‘Serve hot soup.’


‘Where?’


‘In the shop.’


‘Where could we serve it?’


‘Oh, I mean to take away, in the first instance. Unless we put a few tables and chairs in the store-room.’ Meg laughed. ‘That’d be cosy, wouldn’t it? “Yes sir, that table there is free, just next to those tins of tomatoes.”’


Eva opened her mouth to answer, then shut it as Meg started talking again. ‘And I just can’t wait to start serving behind the counter. And helping Ambrose in the storeroom, too.’


‘You’re not still nervous of him, I hope?’ Eva finally got a word in, keeping her voice low. ‘His bark really is much worse than his bite.’


Meg whispered, ‘I know. I think we just got off to a bad start with my tongue stud.’


‘I can’t imagine why. I thought it was absolutely gorgeous.’


Meg poked out her now plain tongue. Ambrose had taken one look at the silver stud the day before and grimaced. ‘Isn’t that remarkable? Now, take it out, please, before you scare our customers and put them off their food.’


‘I don’t mind really,’ Meg whispered. ‘I told him I’m happy to look just as ordinary as you while I’m working here.’


Ordinary? Every hackle on Eva’s body rose again before she mentally pushed them all down. She looked at her reflection in the glass door opposite. Long straight black hair tied back in a plait. White shirt. Simple silver jewellery. Average height. Average build – well, definitely not thin, anyway. All right, she was hardly Claudia Schiffer, but ordinary?


The child is only nineteen, she reminded herself. Twelve years younger than you. She knows not what she says. She bit back what she wanted to say: ‘I’ll have you know, when I was your age, etcetera, etcetera. Do you realise I was wearing earrings and eye makeup before you could even walk, etcetera, etcetera.’


The shop telephone started to ring. ‘That’s Dermot for you, Evie,’ Ambrose called out from the storeroom.


Eva walked over and picked up the phone behind the counter. ‘Hi, Dermot.’ There was no answer, just a lot of noise in the background, as though her boyfriend were in a bar. The property company he worked for was just off Grafton Street, surrounded by pubs, so perhaps that was exactly where he was.


‘Hello? Hello?’


Still no answer, though she could just hear Dermot talking to someone. He seemed to be explaining the features of his new mobile phone. What was it with Dermot and mobiles? she wondered as she waited, not very happily, for him to put the phone back to his ear and actually talk to her. She hated mobiles herself, refused to get one, but Dermot was obsessed with them.


His latest party trick was guessing what brand a mobile phone was from the ring it made. He’d made a spectacle of himself in a restaurant two weeks previously. ‘Don’t tell me, don’t tell me,’ he’d shouted across to the table beside them, as one of the diners reached for a phone playing a butchered version of ‘O Sole Mio’. ‘It’s a Nokia, is it? No? Then definitely a Motorola. Yes!’ He’d actually punched the air in victory when the diner had shown him that, yes, it was a Motorola.


He finally came on the line. ‘Eva? Are you there?’


‘Well, yes, I thought one of us should be.’


‘Sorry, babe.’


She winced inwardly. She wished he wouldn’t call her babe. ‘How are things?’


‘Grand, grand. Except something urgent’s come up at work and I need to see you tonight and talk about it. Can you come and meet me here at Archibald’s?’ It was a new wine bar off St Stephen’s Green. ‘Tonight? Now?’


‘Hold on a moment.’ She turned to her uncle. ‘Ambrose, do you mind if –’


Ambrose interrupted. ‘Off you go, Evie. It’s nearly six anyway. Meg and I will close up shop here.’


She spoke into the phone again. ‘That’s grand, Dermot. See you soon.’


Moments later, she was walking down Camden Street. Pulling her coat in close against the sharp wind, she passed shops she knew like the back of her hand. The tailor, the charity shops, the hardware store, the photo gallery, the pottery shop. The old dark pubs were being joined by bright new bars these days, people spilling in and out of each of them, the air filling with the scent of tobacco and alcohol as she passed doorways, the noise from inside mingling with the traffic sounds.


She liked walking through the Dublin streets. In the early days she’d driven her battered old car to and from work each day. When she’d worked part-time, it hadn’t been so bad. But when she’d gone full-time, she’d realised it was quicker to walk from one side of Dublin to the other than sit stranded each morning and evening in a traffic jam along the quays, looking down into the murky water of the Liffey.


Eva waited at the pedestrian lights, wondering again what the urgent work business was that Dermot had mentioned. And why he needed to talk to her about it. She smiled at the irony. Here she was dropping everything to talk to Dermot about his work and she hadn’t told him about Ambrose’s offer yet. She hadn’t told anybody. Not her parents. Not her sister. Not even Lainey.


It was still early days with Dermot, though, she told herself. They weren’t at the stage where they confided fully in each other, after all.


Which stage is that? The stage where you like each other? a voice piped up inside her head.


We like each other, she insisted.


Do you?


Did she? She thought about it as she walked on. The awful thing was she really wasn’t too sure any more. She’d slowly been realising they didn’t have anything in common. They didn’t read the same books or like the same films. They didn’t even laugh at the same things.


Perhaps she was just out of practice. Perhaps this was what relationships were like these days. After all, Dermot had broken something of a boyfriend drought. A long drought, in fact. In the past ten years she had gone out with only two other men, neither of whom lasted longer than two months – her decision both times. She was probably expecting too much. There were bound to be some things about Dermot that annoyed her.


Some things? Everything, more like it.


They’d met when he started calling into the shop nearly four months previously. She’d noticed him immediately, with his smart suit, groomed hair, quick movements. Like a glossy bird, Eva had thought. Preened and sure of himself. With great charm, he’d insisted she – not Ambrose – served him, each time he came in. Then, one Friday evening, he’d asked her out for a drink. Very flattered, she’d accepted. Then dinner. Even more flattered, she’d accepted again. And again. They had fallen into a routine almost without her realising it.


They usually saw each other during the week. He was too busy showing properties to clients at week-ends, he’d explained. They’d meet for dinner, a drink or a film. They’d kissed, but not a lot. Dermot always called a halt to that side of things too. ‘Let’s get to know each other first,’ he’d always said. Eva hadn’t known whether to be impressed at his self-restraint or disappointed at the lack of passion between them.


This holiday to New York had been his idea. His cousin had an apartment they’d be able to stay in. ‘A bedroom each,’ he’d said quickly, ‘plenty of room for us both.’


‘New York? Really? That would be brilliant.’ She’d never been to New York. She’d always wanted to go there.


‘You see, I’ve a little proposition I want to put to you while we’re away.’ He’d given her a meaningful look.


Eva’s stomach had flipped in quite an unpleasant way. ‘Proposition?’ she’d repeated, not liking how close the word was to ‘proposal’. She’d pressed him for details but he wouldn’t elaborate. ‘No, this is something to discuss when we’re in a nice New York restaurant with a good bottle of wine in front of us, all relaxed.’


She’d fought back the sudden rush of panic his words had given her. Was he talking about a marriage proposal? After just three months together? She didn’t want to ask him outright in case he wasn’t thinking in that direction at all. She’d be mortified if she’d misunderstood him completely.


Lainey had been delighted at the idea. ‘Jaysus!’ she’d shrieked down the line from Australia. She might have lost her Irish accent since she and her family had emigrated fifteen years before, but not her vocabulary. ‘My friend the blushing bride! I can hear the wedding bells from here. I have to be brides-maid. In pink taffeta. Promise me now, Evie.’


‘Lainey, stop it! I might have it all wrong. I probably have. It’s just he’s been really secretive. Hinting that he wants to ask me something.’


‘Oh, how romantic. But you can’t marry him yet anyway, you know that.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I haven’t met him. And you can’t possibly marry someone I haven’t approved. Listen, forget New York, come to Melbourne instead. I’m off to Brisbane for two weeks in April for work – I can check him out and then the two of you can mind my apartment for me.’


Eva had just laughed at her. Lainey the steamroller. ‘No, thanks. It’s New York, New York or nothing, nothing.’


At the entrance to the wine bar she stopped and thought about it for a moment. Would Lainey approve of Dermot if she met him? And more to the point, would she want Lainey to meet Dermot? After what had happened last time Lainey had met one of her boyfriends? She put the thought out of her head and went inside.


He was sitting at a corner table, talking on his new phone. It was the latest model, silver-plated. He was very proud of it. As she took off her coat and sat down opposite him, he waved a finger at her, pointing to the phone with his free hand while he continued talking. After a second she saw what he was pointing at – he’d had his name engraved on the silver plating. ‘Dermot Deegan’. Underneath it, in smaller letters, ‘Play to Win’. Eva’s heart sank. Motivational slogans were the latest trend in his property office.


‘Hi Eva,’ he greeted her, finally finishing his call. ‘What’ll you have, a G&T? A V&T?’


‘Gin would be great, thanks, Dermot.’ She watched as he went up to bar. He looked especially sleek tonight, she noticed. He was a very good-looking man. Out of her league really. She didn’t normally attract men as successful and handsome as Dermot.


Beside her a small group of women were talking and giggling. They’d braved the weather in short dresses, showing plenty of skin, their heavy coats a jumble on a chair behind them. One of them had noticed Dermot and was whispering to her friend about him. The friend whispered back, then they both turned and shot a glance at Eva.


Eva shifted in her seat under their scrutiny, feeling a little dowdy compared to them. Dermot had tried to glam her up on a few occasions, before realising short glittery dresses and tight-fitting, low-cut tops weren’t her style. She preferred simple clothes, coloured T-shirts, little jackets, long skirts and jeans. She glanced down at her clothes now – the white linen shirt and black skirt that Ambrose liked to see her in behind the counter. Definitely not the pop princess look Dermot favoured. Quite ordinary clothes, really.


That word again.


Looking around the wine bar, Eva surreptitiously opened the top button on her shirt, hoping that would spice up her look. Oh yes, instant glamour. Not. She was just contemplating opening another button and thrilling the winebar with her Marks and Spencer bra when Dermot came up behind her.


‘One gin and tonic,’ he said in a loud voice, putting a fresh drink in his place as well. ‘So, how was your day?’


She had just started to tell him about Meg settling in so well when he broke in over her. ‘Big things afoot in our place, Eva. Charlie in Commercial Property has resigned and you know what that means.’


She didn’t have a clue. She didn’t even know who Charlie was. Her blank look said as much.


‘A reshuffle. There are places opening upstairs in the next few months and we are all officially Under Scrutiny.’


She knew he was worked up when he started Speaking In Capitals.


‘Is that good?’


‘It could be huge, babe.’


She tried to ignore the Americanism.


He shifted in his seat and gave her an unusual look. She had the same feeling she’d had with Ambrose several nights before. What was this – National Drop a Bombshell Week?


‘Now, Eva, you might have wondered why I suggested we meet for a drink tonight. I mean, it’s not our normal night to meet up, but well, with the situation changing so rapidly at the office, I realised that I had to keep things moving along. I decided there was no point waiting until we were in New York to ask you what I wanted to ask you.’


Eva went stiff. Oh my God, she thought. Was this the proposal? She wasn’t ready for it. A sudden image sprang into her mind. Lainey standing beside her, dressed in a pink taffeta bridesmaid dress.


Dermot seemed uncharacteristically unsure of himself. He adjusted his tie, gave a little cough, even cast a glance at the mirror behind her to make sure he looked the part. There was another short pause while he took a sip of his pint, then he leaned in close toward her. ‘You see, Eva, I’ve heard a few whispers that your uncle might be thinking about retiring.’


Eva’s head shot up. How did he know that? Had he bugged her? Her thoughts raced. Surely Ambrose hadn’t spoken to Dermot about this already? But no, of course he wouldn’t have. In any case, what would Ambrose’s retirement have to do with them getting married? Did Dermot want to work in the shop with her, after their wedding? She couldn’t imagine that. She decided to say nothing, hoping she hadn’t given anything away.


‘As you know, Eva, property prices in this part of Dublin, Camden Street in particular, have been rising substantially in the past few years. Above all expectations, in fact. And all the signs are that the economy will continue to boom.’


Eva couldn’t believe her ears. He was prefacing his marriage proposal with an economics lecture? In her mind’s eye, Lainey-in-pink-taffeta started to make loud snoring noises.


‘It’s those indicators that have brought me to the point of our meeting here tonight.’


Eva was transfixed. This was his marriage proposal? And if she said yes, was this really the sort of romantic story she would relish telling her children and grandchildren about in the years to come? Well, the way it happened was Dermot rang me up unexpectedly at work a week before we were due to go on holiday to New York, which was where I’d thought he was going to propose. And we met in a fashionable new bar and first he gave me a very fascinating lecture about rising property values in Dublin and then he said to me –


‘Eva, would you ask your uncle if I can handle the sale of his shop?’ Dermot’s voice rang out loud and clear through the wine bar noise.


Eva sat very, very still. Lainey-in-pink-taffeta disappeared with a pop. ‘I beg your pardon?’


Dermot pasted a rehearsed engaging smile onto his face and leaned closer toward her. ‘Evie –’


‘Eva. Ev-a,’ she said, her voice dangerously low. Only a few special people were allowed to call her Evie.


‘Ev-a.’ That smile again. ‘Ambrose is due to retire, surely? What is he, sixty-five? Seventy? I mean, I’ve been keeping an eye on him for months now, before you and I, uhm, got together, and I’ve thought he’s got to be thinking about retiring soon, and selling up. I mean, now is the right time, property prices are so high along Camden Street. Ambrose needs to seize the day.’ He thumped his fist on the table with such force that their drinks and his mobile phone jumped.


Eva watched in a strangely detached way as her gin and tonic rippled then settled in its glass. She felt as though nine or ten layers of gauze had just been ripped, forcibly, from in front of her eyes. She spoke carefully, the words slowly forming themselves in her head. ‘So is that what all of this has been about, Dermot?’


‘What?’


‘You calling into the shop. Talking to Ambrose. Paying me attention. Asking me out. The trip to New York. You’ve been going out with me to get to my uncle, haven’t you? To try and get the commission on the sale of my uncle’s shop?’


Dermot was immediately defensive. ‘Of course that wasn’t all it was. You’re a nice-looking woman, Eva. Uhm, lovely smile. I’m sure plenty of your customers ask you out –’


Nice-looking? Nice-looking? Nuns were nice-looking. It was her turn to talk over him. ‘How could I have been so stupid? This wasn’t about me at all, was it? You weren’t going out with me, Eva Kennedy. You were going out with Ambrose Kennedy’s niece, whoever or whatever she happened to be, weren’t you?’


She stopped short, feeling sick to her stomach. He wasn’t denying a thing. Not any of it. He was just looking at her as though he was glad it was all out in the open and, now that it was, could she please ask her uncle if he could handle the sale? All sorts of things fell into place. Why he hadn’t seemed interested in her – in her mind, her thoughts, her body. Why he’d allocated her specific times. She’d been just a project to him. Then she had another awful thought.


‘Are you married, Dermot?’


‘No!’ he said quickly. But she noticed he seemed uncomfortable.


She knew without doubt that there was someone else. She stared at him in complete amazement. In a kind of wonder, even. ‘How long did you expect it to take, Dermot? What was supposed to happen? That I’d be so flattered by your attention I’d get Ambrose to roll over and agree too?’


He said nothing. Again, there was no shame on his face. Just expectation.


Her temper rose like a geyser. ‘You bastard, Dermot. You two-faced, deceitful bastard.’


The customers at the surrounding tables spun around at the sound of that. Eva noticed but didn’t care. Let them listen. Let them hear what a creep Dermot had turned out to be. She stared at him, eyes blazing.


To her astonishment, Dermot rounded on her instead. ‘Well, it hasn’t exactly been a day at the beach going out with you either, do you know that?’ 


The other diners were making no bones about eavesdropping now. One of them turned his chair


around for a better view.


‘What do you mean by that?’


‘Well, look at yourself. At least I’m actually doing something with my life, making something of myself. Not like you. You’re just drifting along, not making anything happen. Three years at art school, but what have you done with it? Nothing. You talk about the singing you used to do, how you’re an artist at heart, but I’ve known you for three months and you haven’t so much as lifted a paintbrush or sung a note. Face facts, Eva, you’re not creative. You’re just . . .’


The whole wine bar waited. 


‘A shop assistant,’ he finished.


Eva felt as though she was outside of herself watching all this happen. As though she was in a play or an opera. She half expected the customers behind her to burst into song.


A shop assistant!


A shop assistant!


He says she’s just –


[Gasp] A shop assistant!


Eva could hardly find her breath. How dare he? How dare he talk to her like that? Hands trembling, heart thumping, she summoned every scrap of pride, stood and picked up her bag. There was nothing else to say. Feeling like a robot, she climbed the steps to the front door, opened it and started walking as quickly as she could.


Then, just a few steps along the footpath, she realised she did have something else to say. So she turned around and came back.


The other customers shifted expectantly in their seats. ‘Excellent,’ one of them said to her friend. ‘Round two.’ They settled back to listen.


Eva walked up to Dermot’s table and stood right in front of him. She could feel her cheeks burning in anger and embarrassment. This time he had the grace to look uncomfortable.


‘One last thing, Dermot. You can forget about the shop. My uncle isn’t selling it.’ Because he wants to give it to me, she was about to add.


But Dermot interrupted her. ‘Oh well,’ he shrugged. ‘There’ll be others.’


Somehow that hurt more than anything he’d said before. Standing looking at him, she thought of his deceit, his imagey ways, his American slang. All the things that had annoyed her rushed at her memory.


At that moment his mobile phone started to ring, playing a very loud tune. The sound reminded her of one of his particularly annoying habits. Moving quickly, she picked up the ringing phone, silver-plating and all, and upended it into his pint glass. The dark liquid gurgled and slopped around it.


‘No, Dermot, don’t tell me. Let me guess the brand by the sound it makes.’ She waited a beat as they both watched the phone glug to the bottom of the glass. ‘Ah yes, now I have it,’ she said clearly. ‘It’s a Guinness.’


With that, she walked out again. And this time she didn’t come back.






CHAPTER FOUR


AT THAT same moment in London, Joseph was driving around the block in his black Fiat for the fourth time, trying to find a parking space within walking distance of his apartment.


When he’d first moved into Shoreditch three years ago it hadn’t been so bad. But in the past year every single warehouse seemed to have turned into a bar or a restaurant or an apartment block. Each of them was filled with people every night, taking up every available parking space for miles around. London was getting impossible to live in. Impossible to drive around, anyway. He could go back to the Tube, of course. Then he thought about it. No, he couldn’t. He’d had enough of crowded carriages, delayed trains and broken escalators as a student.


He finally found a park three streets away from his house. Soon he’d need to carry a moped in the boot of the car, to get from where he parked to his house.


He walked into the apartment, flicking through his mail. The answering machine was flashing. Two messages. He pressed the button as he went past.


The first message was from his mother, her voice soft on the tape. ‘Hello Joseph, I hope this thing is working. Just a quick call to say I’ve booked that Italian restaurant in Kentish Town for dinner on Friday at seven o’clock. That should give us plenty of time to get you out to Heathrow. I’m looking forward to seeing you, take care of yourself till then.’


The second was a marketing company wanting to sell him some double-glazing.


He was looking forward to seeing his mother, too, and he liked that restaurant a lot. As for the other message, he already had double-glazing. He pressed the button on the side of the machine, erasing both messages.


The phone started to ring just as he was heading into the kitchen. He answered.


‘Joseph, you have to come and have a pint with me. Lou said it’s the only thing that will save our marriage. It’s on your head.’


Joseph laughed. ‘George, how are you?’


‘I’m fine, it’s Lou I’m worried about. I don’t know if it’s twins she’s having or wolf cubs.’


Joseph could hear Lou protesting in the background as George kept talking. ‘She says she can’t bear to be in the same house as me tonight, that I’m out of control and only you calm me down, make me humane. Come on, see you down the Rat and Leopard at eight, what do you think?’


‘George, I can’t. I’ve got work to do tonight.’ 


‘Again? Joseph, have some fun. Have some lager. The entire British economy won’t crash if you give yourself a night off.’


‘I couldn’t take the risk, George. How could I sleep at night, with that resting on my shoulders?’


‘To hell with your shoulders. Think about my marriage. I’ve got some more T-shirts for you to take to Australia in any case. You have to see me before you go.’


Joseph looked at his computer, blinking at him on his desk. Yes, he should be starting on the conference presentation. But the thought of a pint with George was the best idea he’d heard in a long time.


‘Okay. See you in thirty minutes.’


‘The marriage lives on, Lou,’ he heard George call. ‘It’s a miracle. Joseph’s taking a night off. For us. The man is a saint.’


Joseph hung up. He hadn’t seen George in months, a shame really. They’d gone through university together and kept in contact ever since, even going on holiday with their girlfriends once, George and Lou, Joseph and Tessa. He and Tessa had broken up just a few months later. George had been briefly sympathetic then very blunt. ‘I’m not surprised, Joseph, really. Nice woman, but so serious. And much too tidy. You need more fun in your life. More mess, anyway.’


Tessa was an interior designer who took her work very seriously. His flat had driven her mad. The books especially. He wondered sometimes if that had been the final straw.


‘They just look so untidy,’ she’d said one afternoon, standing with her hands on her hips looking at the bookshelves.


Joseph had thought she was joking. ‘Untidy? How can books look untidy?’


‘All the different coloured spines. And the different sizes. Maybe it would be better if they were new. The second-hand ones just look so, I don’t know, raggedy.’


Joseph didn’t like new books. He liked second-hand books. Raggedy books. He always had done, since he was a kid. That had been his mother’s treat each week. They would go down to one of the markets near their house in Kensal Green and Kate would announce that today was either a two-book Saturday or a three-book Saturday, depending on how much money she had spare that week. The two of them had spent hours rifling through boxes of second-hand books. Joseph’s first art and design books had come from market stalls. His first copy of Swallows and Amazons. He’d got all the Penguin classics, bought as a job lot. Books on Incas. Books about the planets. About Africa, Australia, Asia. 


‘Some of them have even got other people’s names written in them,’ Tessa had said with some distaste. 


That was another thing Joseph liked about them. He liked the idea that other people had lived with these books, handled the pages, thought about their contents. He and Tessa had eventually agreed to differ on the books. There had been plenty of other things to disagree on instead. In the end, their parting had been a mutual decision. There hadn’t been any huge, final row. Just the realisation one night, nearly two years ago now, that they weren’t going any-where together and it was better to start travelling in separate directions.
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