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‘Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.


Just keep going. No feeling is final.’


Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926)












Chapter One


Le Marché Cher, Paris


Usually, all eyes gravitated towards Lando Shillington, a blond and dashing Irishman with a tightly cut beard. But on this October morning at Le Marché Cher, it was Charles de Croix who commanded attention. The two men stood between the Corinthian columns at the entrance to the city’s most exclusive department store, with a Mansard roof and an enormous glass canopy above them. De Croix turned on his heels and entered the building, with Lando in pursuit.


‘Straighten your tie,’ de Croix snapped at an immaculately dressed man behind the perfume counter, ‘and when did these lilies arrive?’


‘At five a.m. this morning, Monsieur de Croix,’ he said in a trembling voice. ‘They arrived from Provence as you requested.’


Change them to pink roses,’ said de Croix, whose sprinkling of grey in his neatly cut brown hair was the only hint to his sixty years of age. ‘The day is too cold for lilies,’ he added. ‘Our customers must see colour to energise their senses.’


Lando breathed in the sweet, heavy smell of lilies and wondered if they would be binned or gifted to someone worthy of a bouquet that morning. The central gallery of the ground floor looked so inviting, he was sure customers would barely have a moment to glance at any floral display. Silk headscarves, velvet hats, tortoiseshell glasses and long cashmere coats were laid out so beautifully, anyone with available funds would be unable to resist a purchase. De Croix had made temptation an art form and Lando wondered if he could replicate this talent.


‘Constance Jablonski is wearing this piece in the winter edition of Vogue,’ said a sales assistant, bravely holding up a navy girdle in front of de Croix.


‘Not bad,’ he said, ‘though the lace is perhaps cliché.’ De Croix reached for a black girdle, neatly folded on a table beside a gilded birdcage with its door open. ‘This piece of lingerie symbolises obedience, and like the clever birds who flew from captivity, we encourage women to free themselves.’


‘So, we remove the girdle?’ The sales assistant looked confused.


‘In the words of Dita Von Teese,’ said de Croix, ‘lingerie is not about seducing men, it’s about embracing womanhood.’


‘What would you suggest as an alternative?’ said the assistant, whose complexion was turning increasingly puce.


‘This is for your department head to decide, non?’ said de Croix. ‘Where would we be if I had all the answers in my pocket?’


Lando stood next to a rail of Coco de Mer lingerie and ran his finger around the neck of his shirt, acutely feeling the pressure of his future. He had asked his godfather, de Croix, to guide him through the most intimate running of Le Marché Cher in preparation for taking the helm of his own family department store, Shillington’s, in Dublin. After all, de Croix’s foresight and indomitable energy had transformed Le Marché Cher from a squalor of strip lighting and polyester to a department store so chic, queues would form each season as clothes rails were updated with the latest arrivals from the world’s most elegant and exclusive ateliers. But three months under the critical eye of de Croix had resulted in Lando feeling even more unnerved about his task ahead.


The floor silenced as de Croix climbed the curved marble staircase. On the landing, with opulent chandeliers hanging from above, he clapped his hands like a cha-cha dancer and peered down at his staff. Lando noticed how each well-groomed staff member stood to attention, looking up to their boss whose puzzling combination of sternness and strength of purpose earned their respect.


‘I want you to listen carefully,’ he said, looking from left to right. ‘We must give our customers what they want before they know what it is they want.’ De Croix paused and drew a hand towards his right ear. ‘Oui ou non?’


The staff dressed in black trouser suits mumbled, ‘Oui, Monsieur de Croix.’


De Croix stamped his foot. ‘What response is this from my ambassadors of all that is chic and magnifique in this world?’


‘Oui, Monsieur de Croix,’ came a resoundingly passionate response. ‘Oui!’


De Croix pressed the palms of his hands together in prayer. ‘A department store of this calibre exists to feed a desire for abundance.’ He breathed in so tightly his nostrils squeezed together. ‘They want jewels, not only for their ears or wrists but for their houses. We must tantalise with our Forbes & Lomax light switches and tempt with technology like the computer-operated coffee system on the top floor. Maybe they want a Saint Laurent wool tuxedo jacket or a pair of cashmere Yosemite socks.’ De Croix pulled up the hem of his trousers and flashed his ankle to a cheering audience, though they quickly returned to their demure composure. ‘Fulfil dreams and wishes this Christmas season, and you will be rewarded not only with a bonus in your pay cheque, but a sense that you are doing the world a favour by spreading the good word of style.’


Lando couldn’t imagine speaking to the staff at Shillington’s in such a way. Some had worked at the store for so many years; they’d watched Lando grow up, and now their own children worked there. Others had started at Shillington’s straight out of school. What would they think of Lando as their twenty-seven-year-old new boss? He didn’t have his mother’s authority or his late father’s confidence, and though he had studied hard through university, including getting a 2:1 in business at Trinity College, followed by a first-class master’s degree and a PhD over three years, it was plain to see he didn’t need such qualifications to become CEO. But it had been a case of anything to give him more time before stepping into the hot seat – which was the very reason Lando had asked de Croix to take him on as an apprentice, though starting in the basement, dressed in navy overalls, and adding size cubes on top of clothes-hangers was something he hadn’t bargained for.


After a mind-numbing three weeks, Lando had graduated to the restrooms, this time wearing a white coat like a lab technician, except there was no science involved as he’d passed hand towels to customers. Though Lando’s proficiency in French was mediocre at best, he could easily understand when a woman had asked for his number, another had invited him into a cubical and one lady had given him twenty euros as if Lando was her grandson.


When de Croix had at last instructed Lando to dress in a suit, he expected to be at management level but instead was brought to the complaints department. His job was to deal with English-speaking customers, mostly tourists, moaning about the French sizing or the amount of tax they had to pay, and if they’d known, they ‘never would have bought the item in the first place’. Finally, when deemed ready, Lando was invited to shadow de Croix, the bossiest man in Paris. And when the bells chimed for November 1st, he would fly to Dublin and accept the baton from his mother. The question was, would she really hand over Shillington’s department store to Lando when the time came?









Chapter Two


The night before Lando was due to fly to Dublin, he stood next to Celine de Croix outside her family’s apartment on rue Vaneau. A year older than Lando, and daughter to de Croix, Celine had added unexpected complexity to the Parisian trip. They had become close, and not only because Lando had been invited to stay in the guest room of her little apartment on rue Saint Dominique during his stay in Paris. Celine had listened to Lando’s turmoil about living in his late father’s shadow, and his fear of failure in taking on the family business. They hadn’t slept together, but in every other way, Lando and Celine had become a couple. And it wasn’t as if Lando had ever had any problem persuading a woman to sleep with him, but this was what made their connection more interesting. She was exquisite in her French beauty, and the sexual restraint she showed only heightened her appeal.


‘Lando,’ she said, sheltering in the arched doorway from sleeting slow, ‘why must you stand with hands in your pockets?’


He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I always have.’


‘And if you fall on your face?’


‘I’ll put out my elbows.’ Lando flapped out his arms like a bird.


‘Then maybe before you leave Paris, I can teach you another new habit.’ Celine gently tugged Lando’s sleeve from the warmth of his woollen coat pocket and held his hand. ‘Let’s just hope this door opens before we catch frostbite.’


‘If it delays my return to Ireland, frostbite doesn’t sound so bad.’ Apart from Lando’s nerves about his new role at Shillington’s, he had hoped that three months away from Dublin would ease his guilt about what had happened the night before he’d left, but to no avail. It had been the classic cocktail error. Farewell drinks with his best friend since childhood, Immy Brooks. So intimate, they could pretty much read each other’s minds. For years they had shared their own intimate world, solving each other’s dilemmas and dramas, partying together, and passing out together.


When the door opened, Lando stepped back so that Celine’s mother, Julie de Croix, could embrace her daughter. Julie was the epitome of Parisian elegance in a black knit dress and dark hair tied back.


‘My beauty,’ she said, hugging Celine. ‘Lando, what do I do with this unmarried daughter?’


‘Mama,’ said Celine, double kissing her mother’s cheeks. ‘How many times have you asked Lando this question? Maybe I’ll follow him to Ireland. I could even become a nun while I’m there.’


‘You think they serve champagne in convents?’ said Julie, winking at Lando. She must have been as confused about his relationship with Celine as he was. ‘Besides, how could Le Marché Cher survive without the best Head of Buying in the whole of France, if not the world? Come on, let’s open a bottle and say farewell to our handsome Irish boy.’


Julie led the way to a minimalist drawing room with a silkscreen portrait by Andy Warhol hanging above a stone mantelpiece.


‘Lando, you open the champagne and I’ll light a cigarette,’ said Julie, sitting down on the green velvet sofa, kicking off her heels, and curling up her stockinged feet. ‘And then you tell me if your godfather has taught you all you need to know?’


‘I don’t think it’s possible,’ said Lando, removing the wire around the champagne cork. ‘Even with all my years of studying business and getting to know every inch of Le Marché Cher, which is the tightest ship run at the highest standards, I’m feeling more intimidated than ever.’


‘You’ll be fine,’ said Celine, throwing a log on the fire. ‘Just follow the rules, mark up the prices and sell.’


‘That won’t work on our customers,’ said Lando, popping the cork. ‘They’d all turn grey overnight if we charged more; mind you, most of our customers are over eighty.’


‘Then you need to reach a new kind of customer,’ said Julie. ‘Out with the old.’


‘That’s harsh,’ said Celine.


‘It is,’ agreed Lando, ‘and no disrespect intended, Julie, but Shillington’s is on its knees.’ Lando poured the champagne into the delicate Baccarat coupe glasses. ‘We have no marketing budget and Mum refuses to modernise.’


‘Then it’s just as well a new boss is coming to town,’ said Celine.


‘But if I can’t boost sales, then I’ve failed everyone, including you guys,’ said Lando, handing a glass to Julie. ‘Your family has been incredibly kind.’


‘Paris is the best place in the world to find a new perspective.’ Julie took a sip of champagne and dragged deeply on her cigarette. ‘It is a patient city which gives the heart time to judge.’


Lando only wished that were true. When he arrived in Paris, he messaged Immy to say he hoped she was OK and maybe the break could help them figure out what they wanted. But he received no more than a couple of lines in return, downplaying what had happened.


‘I am not one to get involved in other people’s business,’ said Julie.


‘Ha, Mama, that is what you think,’ said Celine, raising her glass to Lando.


‘I have a rather extreme idea,’ said Julie, ‘but at my age, I feel it’s time to speak up for what I want.’


‘What are you saying, Mama? Do you want to buy a Bugatti and drive to Monaco and rekindle a romance with an old boyfriend?’


‘Nothing so exciting,’ said Julie, looking like she rather liked Celine’s suggestion. ‘Before we reach another new year, I am wondering if there is an opportunity for my husband to take his godfatherly duties a step further and accompany you to Ireland and help boost your Christmas takings?’


‘And you stay here alone?’ laughed Celine. ‘What would you do with your evenings, Mama?’


Julie blew out her cheeks, and with steely eyes, looked very serious. ‘I would have some time to myself for the first time in years.’


‘And what about Le Marché Cher?’ said Celine, sounding panicked. ‘The place couldn’t run without Papa, not before Christmas.’


‘Then you could take his place,’ said Julie.


‘Non, Mama, I would have to go with him.’ Celine looked at Lando. ‘Besides, I heard so much about Shillington’s; I think it could be looked at as an essential research trip.’


Celine and Immy together at Shillington’s? Lando’s new role momentarily paled in comparison as he considered this unintentional love triangle.


‘My point, Lando, is that my husband’s retail experience and entrepreneurial skills are so sharp, I know he can make an impact in a matter of weeks, and then you are set to inherit a business which can thrive.’


‘I don’t think Papa would leave Paris, even for a week,’ said Celine.


Lando couldn’t work out if Celine was for or against joining him in Ireland. Maybe she wanted to travel without de Croix.


‘Your father needs a challenge,’ said Julie, ‘even his cinq à sept is boring him.’


‘Oh, he told you?’ Celine teased as if she didn’t seem bothered by her father’s rendezvous between 5 p.m. and 7 p.m. with his cliché Parisian mistress.


‘He doesn’t need to.’ Julie spoke seriously. ‘The sparkle in his eyes has turned weak and I worry we are getting stale with each other.’


‘Mama, that is too sad.’ Celine walked over to her mother and kissed her hand.


‘I don’t know; maybe it’s the champagne which makes me speak,’ said Julie.


‘Excuse our English, Lando, won’t you?’ said Celine. ‘The movies we watch encourage us to speak with drama.’


‘Both of you speak English perfectly,’ said Lando.


‘Then you are even sweeter than I thought.’ Julie put her glass on a side table and pulled a cushion to her chest. ‘You know, Lando, the pact your father and de Croix made with each other in Cambridge all those years ago still stands.’


‘Don’t make him sad, Mama, not on his last night,’ said Celine.


‘But it’s true.’ Julie’s voice broke. ‘They promised to make each other godparents to their first-born children, and to watch over them for their lifetime.’


‘If my father had lived to know Celine, he would have been very proud,’ said Lando, watching the flames dance in the fireplace. He felt the familiar heartache of missing a man he had never known.


‘My sweet,’ said Julie, ‘surely your mother has told you how much you are like your father, and if you can find the courage, it could be worth opening your heart to try and give your store one more chance. If it fails, you sell the property, but maybe it can work.’


Lando felt his shoulders tighten. He had enjoyed living life on the surface these past months, knowing it was a freedom he couldn’t enjoy once he returned to Ireland. The crew at Le Marché Cher, when they weren’t on their best behaviour for de Croix, had taken Lando under their wing, guiding him through the best of Paris night life. From the 1988 with sequined walls, mirror balls and DJs switching between the turntables, to the velvety salons of Moi, Moi with cocktails named after literary characters, bookshelves, and full-size peacocks from Deyrolle. Lando had been taken on a nocturnal journey to opulence, but he knew it was time for reality to bite.


‘Your father wanted to put his future on a stick and throw it over the bridge,’ said Julie. Her English translations would have been amusing if the subject hadn’t been serious. ‘And your mother came along, urged him to face his realities and yes—’ Julie paused, her eyes filling with tears ‘—OK, it was a quick time for them, but they created you, Lando, your mother bravely carried on with the business and, now, it’s your turn.’


Celine rested her glass on the mantelpiece. ‘Mama, you are bringing us down.’


‘What?’ said Julie, pressing her fingers beneath her eyelids. ‘Lando has this opportunity in his hand, and I know his father would want me to tell him so.’


‘Then let’s fix this together,’ said Celine, who loved to take charge just like her father. ‘Lando, it’s all eyes on you – to sell up or give it a try.’


‘And I want to try,’ he said, ‘I really do.’ Lando felt so indecisive, he might have to resort to flipping a coin to make his decision.


He felt so grateful to have this talk, which would have been impossible with his own mother.


‘De Croix is impressed with you, Lando; you were always on time and never complained, even when you had to put up with the odour of the ladies in Le Marché Cher, and let’s face it, no matter how deluxe these women think they are, in the toilette they are no different from the farm animals.’


They burst into hoots of laughter, which felt like the best relief.


‘What would your mother think of de Croix assessing the business? Then you can weigh up the realities of taking on a lead weight or a balloon that can soar high and keep your family in euros.’ Julie slid her feet back to the floor and deftly put her heels on. ‘Though maybe your mother would miss being in charge?’


‘Mum prefers to be in her greenhouse, talking to plants,’ said Lando, feeling optimistic about the suggestion. ‘She can’t stand the public and yet insists on wandering around the store, judging customers and scowling at staff.’


‘And if Papa agrees, I’ll join him in Ireland with Lando,’ said Celine. ‘Le Marché Cher can survive with Benoir at the helm, and it will be a chance for him to prove his abilities as deputy manager.’


‘You really think so?’ said de Croix, standing at the door, snowflakes sitting on his flat cap.


‘Papa,’ said Celine, crossing the room to hug him. ‘You’re home early.’


‘Celine is correct,’ said Julie, stretching extravagantly across the sofa to pick up her iPhone on the side table. ‘What is the matter, my love? It seems you are no longer appealing to your cinq à sept?’


De Croix ignored his wife and crossed the room to the fireplace. ‘A glass of champagne for your godfather?’ he said, turning to Lando.


You could cut a knife through the tension. Julie drained her glass and held it out to Lando before he’d had a chance to pour champagne for de Croix. There was obviously some kind of marital problem going on and Lando admired Celine for her ability to sit back and quietly observe her parents.


‘For you,’ said Lando, topping up Julie’s champagne. ‘And de Croix, I’m going to fill your glass to the brim in the hope that you can return to Ireland with me.’


‘And do what exactly?’ said de Croix, who held the stem of his champagne coupe like an elegant David Niven. ‘I’ve taught you all I know, Lando. You are twenty-seven, you have completed the studies; I believe you are ready.’


‘It was my suggestion,’ said Julie. ‘I think you should complete your guidance and use your expertise in preparing Shillington’s for Christmas. You know better than anyone about the income that can be generated from last-minute extravagant shoppers.’


‘I can’t hold his hand forever,’ said de Croix, turning to Lando. ‘I may be your godfather, but I am here with my wife; I can’t just up and leave.’


‘Don’t you mean you are here with your precious Le Marché Cher, not to mention your cinq à sept?’ said Julie.


‘It sounds like you want me to leave,’ said de Croix.


‘What I want is for you and Celine to go to Dublin with Lando.’ Julie stood up and shook out her hair. ‘I’ll have some peace before Christmas, and you three can sort out the future of Shillington’s. The dream team, non?’


The dream team maybe, but how would Lando’s mother handle the arrival of well-meaning but incredibly bossy de Croix’s at Shillington’s?


‘And Lando, don’t look so shocked at the mention of my husband’s mistress,’ said Julie, with a wry smile. ‘French women don’t just tolerate their husbands’ affairs – we expect them!’









Chapter Three


Shillington’s Department Store, Dublin


Three storeys high, Shillington’s was like a fortress of a gracious age, built of exquisite red brick, with turrets and towers rising above the roof. The business began as a dry goods store in the 1850s on Kildare Street when ‘Old Mrs Shillington’, as she was known, became widowed and used the fortune left by her late husband to fulfil his dream of creating the most opulent department store Ireland could ever have imagined. Overlooking St Stephen’s Green, Shillington’s was a landmark to all, and the view across the city on a clear day was unbeatable.


Immy Brooks’ twenty-seventh birthday was off to a bad start. She had accidentally fallen asleep in her disposable contact lenses the night before, having polished off a bottle of wine in front of Netflix. Then she got drenched on her way to work. Her eyes watered so much, a customer in Shillington’s homeware department on the first floor asked if there had ‘been a death in the family, poor love, or maybe a breakup with the boyfriend?’ Immy smiled and diverted the customer’s attention towards new stock, including a butter dish with the words ‘Cholesterol Rules’ emblazoned on the side. The Head of Buying managed to slip the occasional tacky item past Delia Shillington, insisting that ‘bad taste sells’, but this was not the case. Shillington’s clientele was conservative, and anything vaguely humorous went over their heads like a bad shot, be it golf or shooting.


Immy was about to slope off for a hot chocolate in the staff room when she heard clicking heels approaching from the staircase. Delia Shillington, sensible from her short mousey brown hair to her court shoes, scanned the homeware department like a buzzard hunting for its dinner.


‘Aren’t you meant to be in beauty this afternoon?’ Delia curled her hair behind her ears, checked her pearl earrings and straightened the collar of her shirt.


Immy braced herself for a lecture. Lando’s mother had a way of pulling up the collar of her shirt when preparing to rant, as if the cotton rising from her neck gave her a sort of regal power.


‘Janette’s dentist appointment was cancelled, so there was no need for me to fill in for her.’ Immy spoke as respectfully as possible as she really was not in the mood for a long interaction.


‘But Janette told me she had an appointment with her optician.’


‘Oh,’ said Immy, picking up a milk jug and rubbing the cuff of her sleeve on the handle as if to polish it.


‘Then which is it?’ Delia tapped her watch impatiently. ‘I don’t have time to stand around deliberating as to which explanation was true or false, but I can tell you, Janette is on thin ice.’


Delia opened her crossbody purse, which she wore on her department rounds, and took out her mobile phone. ‘Now where are they? The flight landed over three hours ago.’


‘Sorry?’ said Immy, but Delia ignored her and pressed the phone to her ear.


‘Darling, where on earth are you?’ she said, quickly dropping the call when a commotion could be heard on the ground floor. While Delia galloped off as fast as her court shoes could carry her, Immy looked over the balcony to find customers browsing around the beauty hall. A man in a smart navy coat and a hat stood next to an immaculate Anna Wintour look-alike, who was a beacon of style in a long red coat. Then there was a tall, model-like guy with a beard and sunglasses. Immy noticed a familiar-looking leather bag over his shoulder and the confusion lasted for only seconds until she realised who it was.


Lando took off his sunglasses and looked up at Immy, connecting his thumb and index finger into a circle. It was the same OK sign he’d been making since they were teenagers. His beard made him look even more like James Norton and his suede jacket was much trendier than anything he’d usually wear. There he was, her now ex-best friend because they’d crossed the platonic danger line. Immy’s heart raced. The last time she saw him, they had been in bed together, having had stupid and electrifying sex. She felt furious and wanted to pick up every jug and butter dish she could get her hands on and fling them over the balcony at Lando and what appeared to be his new amour.


‘Who is that up there?’ said the bob-haired beauty with a French accent, which must have made her doubly attractive to Lando.


‘Just a girl in homeware.’ Delia’s voice echoed upwards, pinching Immy’s ears as she retreated from sight.


How about that as a milestone for my twenty-seventh birthday, she thought to herself. ‘I’m just a girl in homeware.’ Immy desperately wanted to get back to her flat, but first she’d have to tiptoe past the French contingent downstairs.


[image: image]


Despite the perfection of Le Marché Cher, the octagonal hall of Shillington’s, with a gallery on the first and second floor, never failed to make Lando’s heart soar. This was the hub of the store, leading to all departments.


He had become used to the warmth shown to him by the de Croix family in Paris, clashing with his mother’s expertly controlled affection.


‘Darling,’ said Delia, five foot four next to Lando’s towering height. As she double-kissed her son Delia’s voice became increasingly high-pitched. ‘Your beard makes you look so much like your father.’


Like a pro, de Croix stepped in to comfort her. ‘Delia, my dear,’ he said, extravagantly removing his gloves from finger to thumb before kissing her hand. ‘You are overcome by your son, and why not? He is a marvellous young man.’


‘Thank you, Charles,’ said Delia, sounding momentarily vulnerable.


‘No, Delia, you must call me de Croix, I insist on this name – there are no formalities between us,’ he said. ‘Even if it has been some time since we have spent time together, I feel the closeness with Gregory, who is in the Heavens.’


‘You are kind,’ said Delia, blinking as if to avoid tears from falling.


‘Your husband was my rock when we studied together at Cambridge, and I want to be the same for Lando.’


Delia didn’t look remotely happy being instructed by her late husband’s friend, but even she knew his bossiness surpassed her own.


‘And I present to you my daughter, Celine,’ said de Croix.


‘Hello,’ said Celine, ‘so lovely to see you again.’


‘You were a tiny baby when we last met,’ said Delia, ‘and now look at you.’


‘My godfather’s funeral,’ said Celine, kissing Delia’s cheek. ‘I think of him so much.’


‘He adored you,’ said Delia, ‘so much so, he drank the most expensive claret he could get his hands on in Hôtel de Crillon.


‘It’s true.’ De Croix smiled a very sad smile. ‘And you were pregnant with Lando at the time.’


They were all quiet for a moment, as nobody wanted to mention how it had been the de Croix’s last time with Gregory.


‘And are we not lucky with our children?’ said de Croix, removing his coat and passing it to Janette, who looked rather out of breath behind a make-up counter. Lando recognised the Head of Beauty due to her famously thick eyebrows, who looked put out to be treated as a clothes horse. The last time Lando had spoken with her, before his flight to Paris, she’d sworn like a sailor about some Tinder date claiming to have forgotten his wallet on a night out. ‘I’ve bleedin’ had it with online dating,’ she’d told him. ‘Those lads wouldn’t know a lady if she poked them with a stick.’


‘Good to see you, Janette,’ said Lando, diplomatically. ‘You’re keeping well?’


She blushed in response and seemed happy enough to carry off de Croix’s coat to the cloakroom.


‘What can I say?’ said de Croix, gesturing to the manic layout of counters on the ground floor. ‘I can’t even find the words to explain.’


‘What on earth do you mean by that?’ said Delia.


De Croix picked up a tray of nail polish and shook his head. ‘Everywhere I look, there is an overcrowding of product.’


‘Papa, no,’ said Celine, looking apologetically at Lando. ‘It’s too soon.’


‘This is the first and obvious reason why your customers have fatigue,’ de Croix persisted. ‘And tell me why your staff members are dressed as farm hands? That girl over there seems to be wearing some kind of brown sacking.’


‘De Croix, no, that’s—’ Lando attempted to divert de Croix’s pointing finger in another direction and sent pleading eyes of forgiveness towards Immy, who rushed towards the exit next to the long jewellery counter. It was too late. Immy disappeared. He wanted to go after her but knew he had to give his mother undivided attention and further explain the purpose of de Croix and Celine’s visit. Lando had told his mother the de Croix’s wanted to do some market research in advance of Christmas, but he knew once de Croix explained his desire to help them save the business Delia would understand. Lando knew she’d purposely distanced herself from the de Croix family as the association with Gregory was just too painful, and yet she’d seemed quite happy for Lando to stay with them in Paris.


‘Why would a department store have staff looking as if they are ready to milk the cows?’ said de Croix, seemingly unaware of his insults.


Celine winced in embarrassment. ‘My father’s English sometimes gets a little confused – he doesn’t mean to be rude.’


‘The uniforms are traditional,’ said Delia, clearly aghast at the bombardment of criticism. ‘The collars are deliberately large; it’s the sort of Princess Diana style from the eighties,’ she explained. ‘I always admired her.’


‘And I can only ask the question,’ said de Croix, ‘are we still in the eighties? Non! And what is that sound like cats squabbling?’


‘The music?’ said Delia. ‘It’s the Shillington’s soundtrack.’


‘What kind of soundtrack?’ said de Croix, blocking his ears for effect.


Lando and Celine looked at each other. The rockets were about to fly.


‘I bought the cassette from the Reader’s Digest,’ said Delia.


‘Let me guess, in the eighties?’


‘As it happens, yes,’ she said.


De Croix stepped back with one hand on his forehead and the other on Lando’s shoulder.


‘We run and hide, or we face this ear-menacing music.’


‘Mum,’ said Lando, ‘I probably wasn’t that clear on the phone last night. You see, I’ve asked de Croix and Celine to spend a week—’


‘Or three,’ de Croix, added.


‘Yes,’ said Lando, ‘and, well, to observe, give us advice and help us to increase pre-Christmas profits. I learned so much at Le Marché Cher and I want to see if the same business structure could be applied here too.’


Lando braced himself for Delia’s response but was saved by Uncle Stanley, who came rocketing down the banisters from his bedsit and landed on his feet, as he had always done. Delia pressed her fingers to her temples.


‘About time,’ said Uncle Stanley, reaching out a hand to Lando and pulling him into a bear hug. ‘Sure, the place was about to freeze over with your mother’s icy looks.’


‘Stanley,’ said de Croix, stepping forward to kiss him on both cheeks. It has been too many years and you are as beautifully attired as ever; the cut on that suit is exquisite.’


‘Johnson Tailors of Tullow,’ said Uncle Stanley, kneeling to fetch a silver hip flask from behind a headless mannequin. ‘We stock only the finest hand-made tweed suits in the country. And speaking of Ireland’s finest, how about a sip of Irish whiskey to get you all settled and then I’ll bring you up to menswear for a gander.’









Chapter Four


The short walk along ‘the golden mile’ of pubs and restaurants by St Stephen’s Green often helped to decompress Immy on her way home to the flat on Merrion Street. Number 30 was her bolthole in a brown-bricked four-storey Georgian house with a mustard-yellow door.


She thought of her parents and the stifling world they’d created for themselves in Marbella. Her dad played golf every day and, judging by the occasional messages, her mum rarely ventured out. When her parents had sold the family home in Ranelagh to the neighbour who’d fancied the idea of knocking through walls to create a palace for himself, they’d failed to inform Immy until the sale had gone through. It wasn’t exactly out of character for her parents, as they never pretended to take any interest in Immy from the moment she’d turned eighteen. However, informing her through a vaguely apologetic email that she had a fortnight to clear her belongings from the house had been a blow.


‘I think your parents have done you a favour,’ Lando had said. ‘You’ve been temping as a secretary for three years and you know it’s called temping for a reason.’ Immy had retaliated by pointing out that Lando still lived with his mum and ‘how about that for independence?’ But she knew how close he was to Delia, and how he worried about her, which must have been what gave him his drive. He’d breezed into Trinity College to study business, while Immy had scraped into Maynooth College, which she’d ventured to no more than once a fortnight and it was a miracle she had passed at all. Lando went on to do a master’s degree, increading his confidence about fulfilling the role of CEO at Shillington’s, while Immy had partied and taken up being a secretarial temp as a career.


With every bone in her body, Immy had wanted to say no when Lando had asked her to take a job at Shillington’s to vary her limited work experience. She’d wanted to prove she could take care of herself, but even at her most stubborn, she’d known that to carry on with the temp agency was a road to nowhere. Lando had arranged for her to stay in the company flat, which would have been sold long ago had it not been tied up in a trust connected to the store. He had even managed to persuade his mum to let the apartment to Immy for a low rate, pointing out that the flat needed a lot of work before they could rent it out properly. Until Shillington’s financial conundrum was sorted out once and for all, they were all stuck.


Immy pushed her key into the front door and felt a hint of warm air from the storage heater in the hall. The tired Anaglypta wallpaper was hardly uplifting and the same climb up the worn-out carpeted stairs to her cold flat didn’t help either. In the old days, she would have lit a ciggie. Her parents didn’t really care about her smoking, though she never would have dared when staying at Lando’s house. She smiled to herself, as smoking was how their friendship had begun.


On a Sunday afternoon at boarding school, Immy got caught smoking, and the girls in her dorm were so disgusted they’d refused to speak to her. In the outdoor swimming pool, when Immy had swum towards one of her friends, she’d ducked her head in the water and swum away. Mooching around the school grounds, Immy had met Lando, both twelve years of age. No judgement, just a cool, lovely guy. He was much taller than Immy and managed to date girls in years above them. Lando was one of those people who fell in love quickly, constantly finding ‘the one’, only to be heartbroken when it turned out to be zero. As the school years progressed, Immy had listened to his heartaches, and quietly figured they were like When Harry Met Sally except without the ending. But she had been wrong. The ending had arrived the night before he’d left for Paris. It wasn’t as if Immy had slept with many people, but she and Lando had the most extraordinary chemistry. It was like wildfire from the moment they’d crossed the line and that was the tragedy of it. A night of mind-blowing sex in exchange for fifteen years of friendship.


Immy made her way up the stairs and deduced that tonight required vodka and Bridget Jones’s Diary, the film Immy saved for times of utter disillusionment. She heard knocking on the front door and Lando’s number flashed up on her phone. There was no way she was going to pick up. She felt so awkward and embarrassed about what had happened, and ashamed of herself, worried she had given him the wrong signals. She knew Lando’s approach to women; he was never pushy, always a gentleman. And she also knew it had been something they’d both wanted, and that was the killer. They’d had their moment and now they were at a dead end. To make matters worse, while Lando had been away, Delia had quizzed Immy about her future and suggested she should ‘get out of Dublin and see the world, just as your parents are doing’. Immy knew Delia disapproved of her parents and her only reason for wanting Immy to leave had nothing to do with her well-being but to get her ‘out of Lando’s way’, as she’d once overheard Delia saying on the phone.


There was now a hammering on the front door.


‘Go away, Orlando,’ she yelled from the second-floor landing. She only called him Orlando when she was upset with him.


‘Immy, please, we’ve got to talk,’ came his muffled response.


Her phone rang again, which she silenced. Lando was now using the brass knocker on the door, which continued to thud as Immy reached the third floor. Then, she heard the front door rub against the coco matting and a breathless ‘thank you’ from Lando. Typical of him to be in the right place at the right time, scoring entry from a fellow occupant.


Immy grappled with her keys, too flustered to unlock the door to the flat before he made his way up the stairs. Within seconds, Lando had taken off his hat and got onto his knees.


There he was, spoilt, irritating and confusing. Her ex-best friend.


‘Can I come in?’ he said, covering his face with his hands and peeking through his fingers.


She left the door open behind her. He followed and began taking off his jacket but left it on when Immy glared at him. The flat was a mess. A far cry from the sophistication of Paris.


There was a duvet on the sofa from Immy’s Netflix marathon and it didn’t help that the laundry hadn’t been hung up properly, so the clothes horse looked like a Tracey Emin installation. Even more annoying, she didn’t want to take off her coat because of the comment the Frenchman had made about her dress. What was wrong with her? This kind of thing usually wouldn’t bother her.


‘That jacket looks ridiculous,’ she said to Lando, feeling childish for saying it but she just felt so angry.


‘It’s French, Isabel Marant,’ he said. ‘As is this.’ He took a box out of his pocket and handed it to Immy. ‘Happy Birthday, and sorry.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, with a grumble, wishing Lando hadn’t remembered her favourite perfume, Chanel Coco Mademoiselle, as it just made her feel guilty for being cross.


Immy walked into the tiny kitchen and opened a cupboard to find a box of tea bags, though she hardly ever drank tea. Then she opened the fridge, closed it, and turned on the kettle for tea she didn’t want. She opened the fridge again and wished she was small enough to climb into it.


‘Immy, what’s going on?’ he said. ‘Can you stop opening doors and look at me?’


She turned to him and stared. ‘What do you want, Lando?’


‘I want to know why you replied to about one per cent of my messages, and when you did, they were no more than one sentence.’


‘What were you looking for exactly?’ said Immy.


‘I don’t know, maybe you could have told me how you were feeling, you know … about what happened?’


Lando stepped out of her way as she crossed the room to stand in front of the window. She fixed her gaze on the imposing government buildings across the street and tried to pull herself together. Before, she wouldn’t have cared that she hadn’t so much as hung a picture on a wall or added cushions to the sofa, but this feeling of self-consciousness was dreadful.


‘Look, Immy, I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘For what?’ Immy knew she was shouting but she just couldn’t help it.


‘I’m not sure, that’s the thing.’ He sat down on the sofa and zipped up his jacket as if it were a signal that he had no intention of staying long.


‘We got drunk, Lando,’ she said, turning to face him with folded arms. ‘It didn’t mean anything.’


‘Yes, but it was awkward afterwards.’


‘It was a one-night stand.’


‘That’s what you think?’ he said, looking surprised. ‘You don’t think it was more than that?’


‘That is what I think,’ she lied. ‘As far as I’m concerned, it never happened.’ What was she supposed to say? Lando had returned with a gorgeous French woman on his arm.


‘But Immy, if it never happened, then why are you being like this?’


She couldn’t help but burst into tears and, within milliseconds, Lando held her in his arms and hugged her.


‘It was stupid, and all my fault, I just got carried away,’ he said, releasing her from his grasp. ‘The sofa was too cosy, the booze made us too relaxed and for a brief moment—’


Immy’s self-confidence was in tatters. He was waltzing back in and expected everything to be back to normal.


‘Lando, I don’t think you realise that while you were in Paris, I was stuck at Shillington’s with a boss who clearly doesn’t want me there.’


‘What has Mum been saying?’


She shook her head. ‘It’s nothing.’


‘Well, it sounds like something, and it’s no excuse, but I think Mum’s was going through some kind of stuff.’


‘What kind of stuff?’


‘It’s Gerhardt,’ said Lando. ‘Mum told me he proposed to her again.’


‘Poor Gerhardt had been in and out of Delia’s life like a yo-yo. Every time they got close, at least according to Lando, she’d back away. The man had the patience of a saint and how he thought he’d ever satisfy Delia, whose standards were sky-high, Immy would never know.


‘Look, Im, you’re my best friend, you know that.’ He looked like he meant it. Of course, he meant it. They’d been each other’s wingman and confidant since their teens, and it didn’t matter how many romances either of them had, they’d always kept their relationship completely solid, until now.


‘I’m sorry about everything.’ He put his hands in his pockets and looked sincere. ‘Can we get back on track?’
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