
[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2017 Sheila O’Flanagan

The right of Sheila O’Flanagan to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 2017

by HEADLINE REVIEW 

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

First published as an Ebook in 2017

by HEADLINE REVIEW

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 3536 7

Hand-lettering © Carol Kemp 

Jacket images by Shutterstock: house © Olga Gavrilova; window © Irina N; shadow © Santonrines; street © Leena_A; stars © TW Stocker

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



About the Author


[image: Image Missing]


Sheila O’Flanagan is the author of many bestselling novels, including The Missing Wife, My Mother’s Secret, If You Were Me, All For You (winner of the Irish Independent Popular Fiction Book of the Year Award) and Bad Behaviour, as well as the bestselling short story collections Destinations, Connections and A Season to Remember.


Sheila has always loved telling stories, and after working in banking and finance for a number of years, she decided it was time to fulfil a dream and give writing her own book a go. So she sat down, stuck ‘Chapter One’ at the top of a page, and got started. Sheila is now the author of more than twenty bestselling titles. She lives in Dublin with her husband.


www.sheilaoflanagan.com


[image: Logo Missing]@sheilaoflanagan


[image: Logo Missing]/sheilabooks




Praise for Sheila’s irresistible novels


‘An exciting love story with a deliciously romantic denouement’ Sunday Express


‘Smart and twisty’ *****  Heat


‘Romantic and charming’ Candis


‘This GONE GIRL-esque novel will have you gripped until the very end’ **** Look


‘I read the book in one sitting as it was so enjoyable, full of romance and kept you riveted until the last page. A must’ Woman’s Way


‘This is a real must-read’ Closer


‘Will keep you guessing right up until the end’ Bella


‘One of our best storytellers’ Irish Mail on Sunday


‘A big, touching book sure to delight O’Flanagan fans’ Daily Mail


‘A thought-provoking read’ New!


‘A captivating novel of family ties and romance’ Sun



By Sheila O’Flanagan and available from Headline

Suddenly Single

Far From Over

My Favourite Goodbye

He’s Got To Go

Isobel’s Wedding

Caroline’s Sister

Too Good To Be True

Dreaming Of A Stranger

Destinations

Anyone But Him

How Will I Know?

Connections

Yours, Faithfully

Bad Behaviour

Someone Special

The Perfect Man

Stand By Me

A Season To Remember

All For You

Better Together

Things We Never Say

If You Were Me

My Mother’s Secret

The Missing Wife

What Happened That Night



About the Book


A night to remember . . .


Lola Fitzpatrick is bright and ambitious but she’s also headstrong and stubborn. When one evening, out of the blue, she has to make a life-changing choice, she decides quickly and rashly. And without a piece of vital information that might have changed everything.


Lola’s daughter Bey has inherited Lola’s determined nature. Yet her impulsive reactions place her in danger, leading her to run away from what she wants most. And then, one night, she’s standing in front of the man she loves, with her own choice to make . . .


For both Lola and Bey, everything changes in a moment. But their biggest mistakes might also turn out to be their greatest opportunities . . .




In memory of Carole Blake (1946–2016), lover of books, shoes and big jewellery, who took me on as a client and changed my life for ever.




Bey


Now




From her position behind the stage of the reception room, Bey Fitzpatrick could see but not be seen. She was hidden from view by the silk banners that had been erected earlier that day, while the careful placing of the lights around the room meant that she was standing in a pool of shadow. As the hum of conversation increased, her attention was fixed on the women in their colourful dresses and sparkling jewellery. Like vibrant birds of paradise, they laughed and chattered as they accepted canapés and glasses of champagne from silver trays borne by expert servers. Bey had a sudden recollection that it was the male birds of paradise who possessed the colourful plumage, not the females. But tonight the women shone and glittered while the men played second fiddle in their tuxedos and white shirts.


The background music was lost in the hubbub of voices and bursts of excited laughter. The guests were eagerly anticipating the launch of the exclusive Ice Dragon jewellery collection, which would be unveiled later in the evening. It included three unique necklaces made from white gold and set with diamonds as well as either rubies, sapphires or emeralds. Each necklace cost a six-figure sum. And each one, Bey knew, was truly exceptional, a piece that anyone would treasure.


She felt a flutter of anxiety as she scanned the crowd. She recognised some faces from the gossip pages of magazines or newspapers. There were a number of TV personalities. A famous singer. A prominent politician. And lots of business people. Every person in the room had been invited because they had already bought top-of-the-range jewellery from Warren’s, the jewellery store. Not all of them could afford an Ice Dragon necklace, but each guest was flattered to have received an invitation to the launch. The atmosphere was filled with happy anticipation.


It’s a make-believe world. The memory of his words echoed in her ears. We only ever see people when they’re rich and happy.


He’d laughed, and so had she.


It had been a lifetime ago.


When things were different. 


When she hadn’t known half the things she knew now.


She shivered even though the room was warm. She was standing near the mullioned window and she could suddenly feel the chill of the night air through the clear glass. She glanced outside and caught her breath. Huge snowflakes were falling lazily from the heavy sky, turning the garden outside the ancient listed building into a carpet of white. The flakes landed on the window in a lattice of interlocking crystals that glittered as brightly as the diamonds inside the room.


There was a spider’s web at the corner of the window pane, silvery white beneath the feather-light snow. She felt her mind shift into another time and place as she remembered a different night of snow and ice twenty years earlier, and a different spider’s web. She remembered how she’d stared at it, willing it to stay unbroken, telling herself that she wouldn’t be caught if it remained intact. She was suddenly there again, terrified to move, hoping that the mist of her breath wouldn’t give her away, or that the beating of her heart couldn’t be heard in the stillness of the night.


She felt the hand on her shoulder and she almost screamed out loud.


Then the lights went out.




Lola


Then




Chapter 1


Diamond: a transparent, extremely hard, precious stone


Lola Fitzpatrick always had a choice to make on Friday afternoons: to stay for the weekend in the flat she shared with three other girls in Dublin, or to spend the days at the family farm instead. Left to her own devices, the choice was simple. Dublin was far more exciting and vibrant than a weekend at the farm could ever be, and at least one of her flatmates was sure to be around and ready to socialise. On the other hand, Cloghdrom was home. But returning there was like taking a step back in time. Socialising was limited to drinks in one of the local pubs (excluding McCloskey’s, which was only ever frequented by elderly farmers), or enduring what was still called a ‘hop’ at the GAA clubhouse – scratched records played beneath a disco ball by Baz Hogan, who fancied himself as a DJ. From Lola’s point of view, Cloghdrom hadn’t even made it out of the 1950s, let alone reached the 80s; the general assumption of the inhabitants was that their sons would inherit the farm while their daughters would marry other farmers. 


‘It’s like Pride and Prejudice without the gorgeousness of Pemberley,’ she complained to her older sister Gretta. ‘The men get the assets and we wait to be married off.’


Gretta laughed at her mutinous tones and told her that marrying a local lad wasn’t the worst thing that could happen. She had to say that, Lola would reply; hadn’t she been engaged to Mossy McCloskey (eldest son of the pub owner) practically since the day she’d left school? Which was fine for Gretta, who loved being part of the community and who never wanted to leave. Fine, too, for their older brother Milo, who was already married and working on the farm. But not fine for her, the youngest daughter, whose ambitions were very different, despite the fact that she could break a man’s heart with a single glance from her vivid blue eyes and a toss of her luxurious dark hair.


Getting the job at the Passport Office in Dublin and moving into a flat with three other girls had been the start of a life that didn’t depend on the weather and milk quotas and the happiness of the herd. It was a life where her opinion mattered, and having a drink with someone of the opposite sex didn’t have everyone talking about their upcoming nuptials five minutes later. She hated having to interrupt it to go back to the old one, no matter that she did sometimes miss her family and the constant aroma of her mother’s home-made bread wafting around the kitchen.


She was thinking about Eilis’s home-made bread as she walked down Grafton Street during her lunch hour that warm Friday afternoon. She knew there was very little food in the flat – shopping was done on a need-to-get basis, and most times the girls raided the kitty and nipped out to the Spar around the corner for essentials. Lola herself had eaten out every night that week, although that was giving it a gloss it didn’t deserve, she acknowledged; most times she’d just gone for pizza after a few drinks with the people from work. But she liked making plans at the last minute and having the kind of options that living in a city offered, even if she was pretty much broke after every weekend.


If nothing else, going home would save her a few bob and she could afford the dress she’d seen in Dunnes earlier, she mused as she strolled along Duke Lane. Though not being able to afford a dress in an inexpensive chain store said a lot about her current financial state. She knew she needed to cut back a little. She knew she was living beyond her means. But it was hard not to when her salary was basic and opportunities for fun were constantly knocking on her door. It would be different when she got promoted. She’d have money to spare then. Meantime, she was keeping her fingers crossed that her application for the next grade up in the Civil Service would be successful. Despite her love of late nights, she was a conscientious worker, and she felt she deserved her promotion. She’d been a clerical officer in the Passport Office for nearly four years. It was about time she started moving up the career ladder. 


She stopped suddenly, her thoughts interrupted as her attention was caught by the sparkling diamonds in the window of Warren’s the Jewellers. Warren’s was an iconic store in Dublin and Lola knew a little of its history. It had been founded in the 1950s by Richard Warren, a watchmaker who realised that Dubliners wanted more than just utilitarian timepieces. He’d expanded to include jewellery that wasn’t generally available in the city at the time, and established a reputation for good quality at reasonable prices. Over the years, and after his marriage to a Northern Irish beauty named Adele Pendleton, the store had gone increasingly upmarket, until it relocated from its original premises near O’Connell Street to the current shop off Dublin’s most exclusive shopping street. Although Warren’s carried a variety of jewellery, it was most famous for the Adele collections, each named for a flower as well as for the founder’s wife.


Lola gazed at the glitter of the all-diamond Snowdrops and wondered if she’d ever be able to afford anything as remotely beautiful as an Adele piece. Even in Cloghdrom they’d heard of Warren’s – Betty Munroe, the wife of the creamery owner, had an entire Adele Rose set, which she wore to the farm festival every year. ‘The money’s in processing, not producing,’ Lola had heard her father mutter to her mother during the last festival she’d gone to. ‘I can’t afford to buy anything like that for you.’


His words had stuck in Lola’s mind and had influenced her decision to move to Dublin. She wanted to be the woman who owned beautiful jewellery, not the woman who stared at it from afar. And she wanted to be the woman who could buy it for herself, not someone who had to rely on a boyfriend or husband to give it to her. Every so often she would deliberately walk past Warren’s so that she could look in the window and remind herself why she was here. To make money. To be a success. To prove that a woman didn’t have to be married to have a good life. To be herself. 


‘Why don’t you try it on?’


She jumped as she heard the voice behind her. A man had approached the shop from the other end of the lane and was now standing at the recessed doorway. He was tall, tanned and fair haired, and his electric-blue eyes were filled with humour.


‘It would be lovely,’ she said, ‘but a waste of time. There isn’t a hope in hell I could ever afford it.’


‘No charge for trying, though,’ he said.


‘I doubt the owners would be happy with people loading themselves up with their jewellery just for the fun of it.’


‘I’m sure the owners would be delighted to see one of their creations on someone as beautiful as you.’


Lola looked at him in surprise. No man had ever complimented her in quite that way before. The nearest a man in Cloghdrom had come to acknowledging her looks was to tell her she was a bit of all right. As for Dublin, most of the so-called compliments she’d received in the last few years centred around wondering if she was as good in bed as she looked out of it.


‘Honestly,’ he said. ‘That set would look stunning on you.’


‘It’d be false pretences.’ She gave him a rueful smile. ‘I’m so broke right now, a bread roll is the absolute limit of my budget.’


He laughed. ‘The bread roll situation is one thing, certainly. Maybe we can deal with that separately. But the problem with fine jewellery is that often the most beautiful women can’t afford it. So it’s hanging around the crêpey necks of older women who can. And not that they don’t look great, but they couldn’t hold a candle to you.’


‘All the same,’ she said, still taken aback by his confident appraisal of her looks, ‘I won’t go in.’ 


‘Pity. I would’ve liked to have seen it on you. I’m sure my dad would too.’


She looked at him in confusion.


‘I’m Philip Warren,’ he said.


She looked at the name above the shop before turning back to him.


‘You own it?’ she gasped.


‘Not personally,’ he clarified. ‘It’s our family business, but it’ll be mine one day.’


‘Wow,’ she said.


‘So it would be really cool if you came in and tried on the set.’


She hesitated.


‘Take a chance?’


It was those words that decided her. She believed in taking chances. She’d said so to her parents the day she’d left Cloghdrom.


She nodded and followed him inside. 


The shop was more opulent than she could have imagined. The pile of the mink-coloured carpet was so deep that she was afraid her high-heeled shoes would ruin it, and she walked cautiously after him, conscious of the indentations she was leaving in her wake. Instead of long counters, there was a polished walnut desk in one corner, in front of which were placed two chairs upholstered in purple velvet. There were three glass displays on the floor of the store, as well as others in the window. 


A tall, elegant woman wearing a ruby pendant and an Adele Rose ring nodded at Philip, who smiled at her.


‘Hi, Lorraine. Is Dad in the office?’


She shook her head. ‘He’s still at lunch with Arjan van Heerden,’ she said.


‘Has he bought the stones?’ asked Philip.


‘And how would I know that?’ asked Lorraine. ‘He doesn’t tell me the backroom business. I’m merely the sales assistant.’


Philip laughed. ‘Oh, Lorraine! You know we couldn’t even open the door to the shop without you. It’s a pity he isn’t here,’ he added. ‘I wanted him to see the Snowdrop range on . . .’ He turned to Lola. ‘I’m so sorry. I was too dazzled by you to ask your name.’


‘Lola,’ she said. ‘Lola Fitzpatrick.’


‘I wanted Dad to see Lola modelling the Snowdrop,’ he said. ‘Don’t you think it would look gorgeous on her?’


Lorraine looked at Lola critically, dismissing her inexpensive trousers and blouse but taking in her flawless complexion, her dark curls and her deep-blue eyes. 


‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘It would suit her very well.’


‘So let’s have a look.’


‘I’m not sure . . .’ Lola was aching to try on the Snowdrop set, but she felt completely out of her depth.


‘You’ll love it,’ Philip assured her.


Lorraine took the jewellery from the window display. Then she approached Lola and fastened the diamond necklace around her neck, taking time to arrange it exactly. She did the same with the bracelet on her wrist. Finally she slid the Adele Snowdrop ring onto the third finger of her right hand and stood back to admire her handiwork.


‘Stunning,’ said Philip.


‘Amazing,’ agreed Lorraine.


Lola turned to look at herself in the mirror. The girl who looked back at her was a different Lola. The flashing brilliance of the diamonds made her skin seem smoother, her hair darker, her eyes a more vibrant blue. She was the Lola Fitzpatrick she had always wanted to be. The Lola Fitzpatrick who deserved chances and who would grab those chances with both hands. She felt a wave of confidence engulf her as she moved and sparkled beneath the halogen lights.


‘Didn’t I tell you?’ Philip looked at Lorraine in satisfaction. ‘She’s a Warren’s girl, that’s for sure.’


‘You have your father’s eye,’ said Lorraine. 


‘She’s the kind of girl we want buying our jewellery,’ Philip said. ‘Young and beautiful and . . . and modern.’


Lorraine, who was in her forties, raised one of her delicately shaped eyebrows.


‘Of course you’re modern too,’ said Philip quickly. ‘But you’re different, Lorraine. You’re a grown-up. Lola is . . .’


‘Young,’ echoed Lorraine.


‘Exactly. And she’s the person we want to be selling to.’


‘Maybe I am.’ Lola finally looked away from her reflection. ‘And maybe I can be a customer one day. But right now I couldn’t even afford the clasp of the necklace, let alone the whole thing.’ She sighed as she slipped the ring from her finger and placed it on one of the glass displays while Lorraine undid the necklace and bracelet. ‘Thank you for letting me try them on. It was amazing. But I’d better be going.’


‘You can’t rush away,’ said Philip. ‘We haven’t discussed your bread roll yet.’


‘I’m due back at work.’ Lola looked at her watch and gave a little shriek. ‘In exactly two minutes. I’ve got to go.’ She hurried to the door and opened it.


‘Wait!’ called Philip. ‘Where do you work? Will I see you again?’


But Lola didn’t answer. She was already running up the road.


She clattered into the office and looked around anxiously for Irene, the staff officer generally known as Dot because of her complete lack of interest in any excuses for lateness and insistence that all staff were at their desks on the dot. 


‘She was asking for you a minute ago.’ Pat Burke looked up from the passport she was working on. ‘I told her you were dealing with someone from the general public.’


‘Did she believe you?’ Lola was still anxious.


‘Of course,’ said Pat.


Lola smiled. Pat was one of the clerical assistants who worked on temporary contracts with the Passport Office to cover the busy summer period. She’d started working there after the death of her husband a few years previously, and although she was still on a temporary contract, she worked eight months of the year and was far more experienced than Irene or Lola. Being older than most of the staff, Pat wasn’t intimidated by Irene, and as she knew more about the running of the office than the more senior woman did, Irene relied on her whenever there were problems. Pat, who privately thought that Lola was one of the hardest-working people there, was also very supportive of her because she never tried to take advantage of her temporary status as some of the other girls sometimes did.


‘Where were you?’ she asked. ‘You’re never late.’


Lola sat down at her desk and picked up one of the passport application forms so that she’d appear busy when Irene returned. But she smiled at Pat as she related her lunchtime experience.


‘Warren’s!’ Pat was impressed. ‘I’ve always wanted a piece of jewellery from there. I love those Adele rings.’


‘The Snowdrop was utterly gorgeous,’ said Lola. ‘The minute I put it on I felt like I could do anything. It was amazing.’


Pat stretched her hands out in front of her. Her significantly more modest engagement ring twinkled in the light.


‘My husband always said that he’d get me one for our silver wedding anniversary,’ she said. ‘It would have been next year.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Lola. ‘I shouldn’t have . . .’


‘Oh, don’t be.’ Pat shook her head. ‘He’d never have been able to afford it either. Those rings are seriously expensive.’


‘I know. There were no prices.’


‘So are you going to see him again?’ asked Pat. ‘Or was this just a business thing?’


‘It was the weirdest experience of my life,’ said Lola. ‘And the only way I’d ever see him again is by standing outside Warren’s looking hopeful. Which, quite honestly, would be a kind of creepy thing to do.’ And then, as she saw Irene walking into the office, she bent her head over the application form and said no more about it.




Chapter 2


Iridescence: an optical phenomenon in which the hue of the stone changes according to the angle from which it is viewed


Philip Warren couldn’t get Lola Fitzpatrick out of his head. He knew many pretty and attractive girls, but Lola was different. She hadn’t been overawed by him like so many young women of his acquaintance were. Which was understandable – they all knew he was a Warren and it mattered to them. It had been refreshing to meet someone who didn’t, and then to take her breath away by bringing her into the shop and insisting on her trying on the diamonds. He was annoyed at himself for not getting her number before she’d rushed away. Still, Dublin was a small city and she clearly worked nearby. He was pretty sure he’d see her again, especially now that he’d be on the lookout for her. With a bit of luck she’d stop outside the shop window and he’d get the opportunity to buy her a bread roll. And more. 


The door to the office opened and his father walked in. Philip knew at once that he was in a good mood.


‘Things go well with Arjan?’ he asked.


Richard nodded. He opened his attaché case and took out a brifka, an envelope containing a selection of loose diamonds, which he spilled out onto the desk in front of them.


‘They’re good.’ Philip nodded as he picked one or two up and studied them. ‘Really good.’


‘I think they’ll work well in the set for Mrs McBride,’ said Richard.


Emily McBride was the wife of a leading industrialist, and her husband wanted something bespoke for her fiftieth birthday later in the year. David Hayes, Warren’s designer, had already come up with some designs that Noel McBride approved of, so it had been a question of sourcing the appropriate stones, which Richard now hoped he’d done.


‘It’s going to be one of the most expensive pieces we’ve ever made,’ he said.


‘I was thinking about that,’ said Philip, ‘and wondering about our future lines.’


‘Oh?’ Richard scooped the diamonds back into the brifka.


‘There was a girl in here today,’ said Philip. ‘She was young and gorgeous and she tried on the Snowdrop. It looked absolutely amazing on her.’


‘The Snowdrop looks amazing on everyone,’ said his father.


‘True,’ agreed Philip. ‘But Lola made it come alive.’


Richard looked at him speculatively.


‘So . . .?’


‘So I was thinking we should be targeting young, beautiful women with our stuff,’ said Philip. ‘At the moment we’re selling to matronly old dears who can afford sky-high prices. Or at least whose husbands can afford them. But we should be thinking of the future and women like Lola now. We should be getting them into our stores.’


‘Does this girl have a rich father? Or a rich husband?’


‘No,’ said Philip. ‘But she talked about owning an Adele piece some day. Wouldn’t it be lovely if we had a range that was affordable enough for women to treat themselves sooner?’


‘No, it wouldn’t,’ said Richard. ‘We’re exclusive. If everyone could afford a Warren’s piece, then we wouldn’t be exclusive any more. Besides, women don’t buy jewellery for themselves. They get it from their husbands.’


‘That’s a very old-fashioned outlook.’


‘It’s true, though.’


‘At the moment. But—’


‘Are you thinking with your heart or your head?’ Richard interrupted him. ‘Or has this Lola person interested an entirely different part of your anatomy?’


Philip snorted but said nothing as he went to the upstairs office. All the same, he was still thinking about Lola Fitzpatrick when they shut up shop a few hours later. She was unforgettable.


Richard mentioned the conversation to Adele that evening, adding that their son’s eagerness to extend their range seemed to be based on wanting the young woman who’d come into the store to be able to wear Warren jewellery.


‘Who was she?’ demanded Adele. ‘Do we know her?’


Richard shook his head. ‘I talked to Lorraine afterwards,’ he said. ‘Apparently she’s noticed her looking in the window before.’


‘Casing the joint?’ Adele’s eyes widened.


‘I didn’t mean it like that.’ Richard laughed. ‘Lorraine said she seemed to be an ordinary young girl. It was Philip who encouraged her to try on the jewellery.’


‘He can be so idiotic at times,’ said Adele. 


‘He’ll inherit the business one day.’


‘And when he does, he’ll need a sensible wife beside him,’ Adele said. ‘Not some flibbertigibbet who could lead him down the wrong path like my own father. I suppose she was pretty.’


‘Gorgeous, Lorraine said.’


Adele groaned. ‘He’s a sucker for a pretty face,’ she said. ‘And he has a habit of falling for totally unsuitable girls.’


‘He usually extricates himself in the end,’ remarked Richard. ‘You don’t have to worry that every man will do what your dad did, Adele. I haven’t bankrupted the business and run off with my secretary, have I? I don’t even have a secretary!’


‘No.’ She smiled at him. ‘I chose well with you, Richard. You’re a good man and I love you. But we have to look out for Philip. Peter, too. We’re an established family with a successful business. We don’t want money-grabbers riding on our coat-tails.’


Richard knew he could do nothing to sway Adele from her belief that young girls were always trying to seduce wealthy men in the way her father had been seduced years before. Tobias Pendleton had been the chairman of a medium-sized manufacturing company when he ran off with his secretary, a pretty woman nearly twenty years his junior. He’d siphoned money from the company accounts before his departure, and as a result the business was declared bankrupt shortly afterwards. Adele and her mother had been left virtually penniless. Lucia Pendleton had died the following year and Adele always insisted it was from a broken heart. Although she remained angry with her father, whom she never saw again, most of her ire was directed at Sophie, his secretary, who, she insisted, had thrown herself at him regardless of the fact that he was a married man. 


Richard knew that she’d never lost her bitterness over it. So he simply remarked that he was sure Philip would forget about the girl in the shop quickly enough.


‘Let’s hope so,’ said Adele. ‘Because he’s the future of Warren’s and we can’t afford for him to make a spectacular mistake.’


She wouldn’t have been happy to know that Philip couldn’t stop thinking about Lola, even though he hadn’t seen her again since the day she’d come into the shop. He’d been totally smitten by her arresting beauty and her charming self-consciousness about trying on the Snowdrop range. He’d seen her light up when she was wearing it, the sparkle in her blue eyes matching the sparkle of the gems, and he’d decided there and then that he was going to sleep with her. And even though it was annoying that she’d run off on him, it was refreshing too. No girl had ever left him without leaving him her number before. He had to find her and he had to have her.


He was confident that he would, eventually.


After all, he was a Warren, and the Warrens always got what they wanted.


No matter what.




Chapter 3


Pearl: a hard, lustrous stone formed within the shell of a pearl oyster


‘Is it the handsome man or the fabulous diamonds you’re thinking of?’ Lola’s best friend Shirley asked the question a few days later while they were having a drink together in their local pub in Rathmines. ‘You’ve been moony ever since you told me about him.’


Lola chuckled. ‘Philip Warren is a total hunk,’ she conceded, ‘but it’s that gorgeous necklace I can’t get out of my head. Though I have to admit that a man with ready access to it might be worth getting to know. I felt like a million dollars wearing it.’


‘It probably costs a million dollars.’ Shirley grinned.


‘I keep wondering how much it was all worth,’ admitted Lola. ‘I’m pretty sure I was wearing more than my annual salary around my neck.’


‘More than both our salaries,’ said Shirley. ‘Being a librarian doesn’t exactly put you in the diamond-buying bracket either.’


‘I wonder what would’ve happened if I’d legged it out of the store and down the street while I was wearing them,’ said Lola.


‘I doubt you’d have got past the door,’ Shirley said. ‘I bet they have all sorts of security.’


‘I didn’t see any, but I guess so,’ said Lola. ‘It’s a totally different world, you know. The carpet, the display counters, the desk – there wasn’t a cash register to be seen. I kept asking myself how people actually pay for the stuff.’


‘Not with cash, obviously,’ Shirley said. ‘I mean, you’d hardly hand over thousands in used fivers, would you?’


Lola laughed. ‘Unlike the mart.’


Shirley laughed too. Shirley’s father was also a farmer in Cloghdrom, where the business of buying and selling cattle was generally conducted in cash. And, added Lola, in surroundings a million miles away from the plush carpets at Warren’s.


‘But seriously,’ said Shirley, after they’d stopped picturing an auction of cows covered in diamonds, ‘did you fancy him as well as the diamonds?’


‘Oh yes,’ agreed Lola. ‘But I’m not in Dublin for the men, Shirley. I’m here for my career.’


‘I think it’s good that you have your priorities right,’ Shirley said. ‘All the same, marrying into Warren’s could be a career move too. Certainly it’s an entirely different kettle of fish to marrying a lad from Cloghdrom. It’d be like hitting the jackpot.’


‘I don’t see getting married to anyone as a career move,’ protested Lola. ‘Besides, you’re jumping the gun. He didn’t even ask me out.’ 


‘Draping you in diamonds is a good sign.’


‘He doesn’t have my number and he doesn’t know where I work,’ said Lola. 


‘But you know exactly where he works,’ Shirley pointed out. ‘So you could be a modern, liberal woman and do the asking instead.’


‘If I wanted to,’ agreed Lola.


‘Exactly.’


Lola smiled and didn’t reply. But she couldn’t help remembering how she’d looked with the Snowdrop necklace glittering around her throat. 


And she liked the picture.


She went to Cloghdrom the following weekend and didn’t think about Philip Warren or the Snowdrop necklace. Nor did she think about him when she returned to Dublin, as the busy season had kicked in and people were queuing down the street to get their passports in time for their holidays. 


‘Why they always leave it till the last minute I’ll never know,’ she said to Pat as she worked on yet another urgent set of documents.


‘Worse are the idiots who think it’s funny to fill out the form saying their sex is “yes please”.’ Pat sighed and put the third one she’d received that day to one side. ‘Don’t they realise it’s going to be sent straight back to them?’ She looked at her watch and then at Lola. ‘Are you going on your lunch break?’


‘Yes, but I won’t be long because I have my interview this afternoon.’


‘Of course.’ Pat nodded. ‘You look good.’


Lola was wearing a slim-fitting navy dress with a white collar and pearl buttons down the bodice. She wanted to give the impression of someone who was serious about her job and ready for promotion, but her nerves had been jangling all day and the only reason she was going out of the office for lunch was to take her mind off things for an hour.


She picked up her bag and left the building, passing the queue of hopeful holidaymakers. She strolled towards Grafton Street, where the flower sellers were doing a brisk business with their brightly coloured bunches of sunflowers and freesias. A couple of buskers were playing classical guitar music outside the St Stephen’s Green centre, and she paused for a while to listen. She loved Dublin like this – warm, vibrant and buzzing, and full of people. She knew she’d never go back to Cloghdrom to live, even though some of her friends wanted to return. For Lola it had become a place to visit, even if she would always consider the farmhouse to be home.


Eventually she began to walk back towards the red-brick building. She made her usual turn along Duke Lane without thinking. She didn’t want to stop in front of Warren’s in case Philip Warren spotted her and got the wrong idea – yes, he was attractive, but as she’d told Shirley, she wasn’t looking for a man right now. All the same, she couldn’t help slowing down again as she passed. They’d changed the display and replaced the Snowdrop range with the Adele Bluebell, a mixture of dark blue sapphires and clear white diamonds. Behind the display she could see Lorraine talking to a male customer. As Lola watched, Lorraine showed him to a seat in front of the walnut desk, and placed a jewellery box on it. Lola couldn’t see what was inside, but the man seemed pleased, because he was nodding his head enthusiastically. Lorraine started to wrap the box in purple paper.


Lola turned away and continued towards the office. As she was about to cross Molesworth Street, she heard her name being called. She swung around.


‘I saw you outside the shop,’ said Philip Warren a little breathlessly. ‘I was at the upstairs window. I called out but you didn’t hear me. Then you started walking away and I had to sprint to catch up with you.’


‘Why did you want to catch up with me?’ she asked.


‘Because you ran off like Cinderella at the ball last time,’ said Philip. ‘We didn’t have a chance to talk.’


‘We don’t have a chance this time either.’ The pedestrian lights changed and she began to cross. Philip stayed beside her. ‘I’m in a hurry.’


‘Oh, come on,’ he said. ‘You can’t run away again.’


‘I’m not running away. I have to go back to work.’


‘Who are these slave drivers?’ he demanded.


She pointed to the queue still outside the Passport Office. ‘Busiest time of the year.’ 


‘What time do you finish?’


‘Five,’ she said. ‘Unless I’m doing overtime.’


‘And are you?’


‘Tonight I am.’


‘In that case, would you like to meet for a drink tomorrow? Or we could go for something to eat. Where d’you live? I can pick you up.’


Lola was a strong, independent woman who was hoping to be promoted. But even strong, independent women could be flattered by men chasing after them. Besides, he was nice. And much better looking than anyone she’d ever gone out with before. 


She took a piece of paper from her bag and scribbled the flat’s address on it. 


‘Seven o’clock?’ he said.


‘OK.’


‘It’s a date.’ He smiled at her. ‘Sure you don’t have time for a coffee now?’


‘My lunch hour is over. I really have got to go.’ She pushed open the door to the Passport Office, but before she stepped inside, she stopped and glanced back at him. ‘See you tomorrow.’


‘See you.’ He beamed at her and then strode away as Lola raced up the stairs to her interview.


The following evening, she sat on the end of her bed and did her make-up while Shirley watched her.


‘It’s very romantic,’ she said. ‘Him running after you like that. Cinderella-like, in fact.’


‘That’s what he said.’ Lola swept silver-grey eyeshadow across her lids. 


‘So he’s romantic too.’


‘But I’m not,’ said Lola. ‘I don’t do that mushy stuff.’


‘Of course you do. All women are romantic at heart.’


‘I don’t want to be romantic. I don’t want to sacrifice everything for love. If I did, I would’ve married Gus McCabe and stayed in Cloghdrom.’


‘Oh, Lord God, poor old Gus. He was so besotted with you.’


‘I was seventeen and he asked me to marry him!’ Lola shook her head. ‘And then he was affronted because I said no.’


‘He’s married to Ailish Grogan now.’


‘So he is.’


‘I met her the last time I went home,’ said Shirley. ‘I told you she was pregnant, didn’t I?’


Lola shuddered. ‘Poor girl.’


‘I’m sure she’s happy,’ said Shirley.


‘Well, I’ll be happy when I’m a hard-hitting career woman.’


‘In the Passport Office?’ Shirley grinned.


‘It’s a start.’


‘When will you hear about the promotion?’


‘They take weeks to decide.’ Lola took her mascara out of her make-up bag and began to apply it. ‘When I’m in charge, it’ll be much quicker.’


‘If I was given the choice of being an executive officer in the Civil Service or the wife of a stonkingly rich jewellery magnate, I know which I’d choose,’ remarked Shirley.


This time it was Lola who grinned.


‘We’re just going on a date,’ she said. ‘And even if his family is well off, he mightn’t have a bean himself.’


‘I’m telling you, he’s a catch,’ said Shirley. ‘You’d be mad to let him slip through your fingers.’


‘We’re probably just going for a burger and chips,’ Lola said. ‘It’s hardly a lifetime of diamonds and rubies.’


‘But it’s a start,’ said Shirley as she ran down the stairs to answer the doorbell.


Philip had arrived in a green Volkswagen, which he parked directly outside the flat. Lola had never gone out with anyone who had his own car before and she couldn’t help being impressed.


‘I thought we’d go to the movies and then have something to eat afterwards,’ he said after he’d given her a peck on the cheek and opened the passenger door for her. ‘Does that sound all right?’


‘Sure, absolutely,’ said Lola. 


‘Seat belt,’ said Philip as he turned on the ignition. ‘Clunk click.’


‘Oh. Right.’ Lola pulled it across her. The family car in Cloghdrom was too ancient to have seat belts fitted. Philip’s still had a new car smell.


‘It’s my dad’s,’ he admitted. ‘But he allows me to use it sometimes.’


‘Do you live with your parents?’ she asked.


‘Yes. I suppose that seems strange to someone who lives away from home.’


‘Not really.’ She shrugged. ‘I had to get a flat to work in Dublin. I guess if I’d stayed in Cloghdrom, I’d still be at home too.’ Then she laughed. ‘That’s the main reason I left.’


‘Didn’t you like it?’


‘It’s a small town,’ she said. ‘With a small-town feel. I wanted something more.’


‘I’m afraid I’ve never heard of it,’ he admitted.


‘Unless you’re from it, you wouldn’t.’ She grinned. ‘It has two streets, two shops, four pubs and a hotel near the lake.’


‘And do you live in the town itself?’


‘Nobody lives in the town,’ she said. ‘It’s farming country.’


‘So you have a farm?’


She nodded.


‘I’ve never gone out with a farmer’s daughter before.’


‘I’ve never gone out with anyone who borrowed his dad’s car myself. Though I did get a lift on a tractor a few times.’


Philip laughed. So did she.


Suddenly she was glad she’d accepted his invitation. A career was all very well, but a girl had to have fun too.


And she was looking forward to a bit of fun with Philip Warren.


She sniffed surreptitiously at the end of Dirty Dancing, which was the movie he’d chosen.


‘A little bit soppier than I’d expected,’ he admitted as they left the cinema. ‘But not bad. Did you enjoy it?’


She nodded.


They walked hand in hand along O’Connell Street to the car park. Philip talked about Warren’s, a subject Lola was happy to hear more about. She also enjoyed his stories about working in the shop and the various customers he met, who sounded a lot more glamorous than the people she had to deal with at the Passport Office. 


When he dropped her back to the flat, she thanked him and told him there was no point in asking him in – the lights were on, which meant that at least one of the girls was home. 


‘I don’t mind,’ said Philip. ‘I like meeting people.’


Lola hesitated. She’d enjoyed her date with Philip but she wasn’t sure she wanted him to meet her friends yet. She wasn’t convinced she was ready for him to be part of her life. But he was smiling at her expectantly and so she led him up the stairs and unlocked the door. Shirley and Fidelma, one of her other flatmates, were there, along with a collection of friends and acquaintances. Lola made a face at the sight of the empty beer bottles and crisp packets on the table, as well as the overflowing ashtray on the mantelpiece.


‘Hey, come and join us!’ cried Shirley. ‘There’s room for a few more.’


‘I don’t know if . . .’ Lola turned to Philip.


‘Thanks.’ He took a bottle of Harp from her and helped himself to some crisps.


‘One for you, Lo-Lo?’ asked Shirley.


She took the bottle. Philip clinked his against hers. He gave her a smile and then he kissed her.


Right there in front of everybody. Which was very flattering, Lola conceded as she broke away from him. Nevertheless, even if he was a great catch, she still wasn’t ready to be caught.


Philip Warren’s confidence and sense of entitlement was both exhilarating and annoying, Lola decided after she’d gone out with him a few times. He was decisive and determined, and aways quite certain of getting his own way. He told her where they were going on their dates rather than asking her what she’d like to do, but even though it irritated her at times, she had to admit that he always brought her to places she liked, and it seemed to matter to him that she was having a good time. She loved that he wasn’t overawed by waiters, or even by proper restaurants, so unlike the cheap and cheerful bistros she was used to. There was something grown up and sophisticated about him, and he made her feel grown up and sophisticated too.


When she finally went to bed with him, he was skilled and thoughtful in a way she hadn’t experienced either. For starters, he was the one who provided the condoms (always a tricky prospect in 1980s Ireland), and he never failed to ask her if he was giving her pleasure, if she was happy, if it was as good for her as it was for him.


It would be easy to fall head over heels in love with him, she thought. And easy to think that he was someone she’d want in her life forever. But he hadn’t yet told her he loved her. And she wasn’t at all sure she wanted to hear him say so either.




Chapter 4


Bruting: the initial shaping of a rough gemstone


Although she had no official position in the business, Richard Warren kept Adele up to date with everything that was going on. In his mind she was as much a part of its success as him. Not just because she gave her name to their most beautiful jewellery range, but because before their marriage she’d worked as an accounts clerk and in the early years had given him lots of advice about cash flow and balance sheets. He’d been surprised when he first met her that she’d been working at all – it seemed to him that she came from a class of girl who wouldn’t have considered having a job – but when she told him the story of her father’s betrayal, he realised that it had been an economic necessity for her. She told him she’d chosen to work in accounts so that no man would ever be able to pull the wool over her eyes.


‘I wouldn’t dream of even trying,’ Richard had said. ‘I’ll never cheat on you or lie to you, Adele. You can trust me forever.’


There was something about him that inspired trust. And she hadn’t regretted marrying him for an instant. She enjoyed her role as the matriarch of the family and she always wanted to know what was going on. She looked forward to the details of Richard’s trips to London or Amsterdam or Basle. But on his return from the most recent trip, she was less interested in the jewellery he’d seen than any conversations he might have had with Philip while they were away.


‘Did he talk to you about his new girlfriend at all?’ she asked. ‘I’m getting quite concerned about this relationship, Richard. I’ve never known him so besotted. He’s out with her again tonight.’


‘We didn’t have time for that sort of conversation,’ replied Richard. ‘We were busy at Hatton Garden, and then of course we had dinner with Peter and we were discussing the Warren accounts and how he’ll take them over when he finally qualifies.’


Adele sniffed in exasperation. What was it with men, she asked herself, that they didn’t talk about people, only about things? Not that talking about the future of Warren’s wasn’t important, but she’d have thought Philip’s girlfriend would at least get a mention over the course of three days, especially when his younger brother, Peter, was part of the conversation too.


‘Neither of us have met this Lola yet,’ she said. ‘And when we ask about her, all he says is that she’s the prettiest girl in the world. Anyone can be taken in by a pretty face, but we know nothing about her or her background.’


‘I’m sure she’s a perfectly nice girl,’ said Richard. ‘Anyhow, it’s nothing to do with us. He’s an adult, and he’s not a fool.’


Adele decided not to say that she thought all men were fools at heart. Even her beloved Richard could do foolish things depending on the circumstances. It was her job to save the men in her family from themselves, even if they didn’t know it.


Her concerns about Lola continued unabated, especially as Philip contrived to ignore all her hints about bringing her home to meet them. Eventually she had to come out with a straight request that he bring her to dinner one evening. 


‘She wants to meet me?’ Lola looked at him in astonishment when he told her. ‘Why?’


‘We’re a couple. It’s only natural she’d want to see you sooner or later.’


‘Well, yes, we’re a couple but we haven’t been going out together that long,’ said Lola. ‘It seems a bit soon.’


‘You have to come,’ said Philip. ‘Mum wants you to and so do I.’ 


His tone told her that there was to be no argument, and so she said nothing more. But when she spoke to Shirley about it later, she complained that it was more a command than a request.


‘I don’t see what your problem with meeting them is,’ Shirley said ‘You’re seeing him almost every day as it is.’


‘That’s because he keeps turning up at the Passport Office and taking me to lunch,’ said Lola. 


‘And that doesn’t mean it’s serious?’ demanded Shirley. ‘Plus, you’re at it like rabbits.’


Lola blushed. ‘We’re not! And even if we were, that’s just having a good time. It still doesn’t mean anything.’


‘It would in Cloghdrom,’ said Shirley.


‘But we’re not in Cloghdrom,’ Lola pointed out. 


‘So what is it about the rich, handsome, eligible hunk that you’re not sure about?’ asked Shirley.


‘He thinks he knows better than me about everything,’ said Lola after a moment’s consideration. ‘He thinks my job isn’t important. If I say I’m too busy for lunch or working late and can’t see him, he gets ratty with me. And even though he’s good in bed, he sort of knows he is.’


Shirley roared with laughter. ‘All men think they know best,’ she reminded her friend. ‘And your job isn’t very important no matter how much you’d like it to be. As for the bed thing – what wouldn’t I give for some guy who knew what he was doing instead of treating the whole thing like a game of pin the tail on the donkey.’


‘Shirley!’


‘I’m simply saying that if you’re holding out for someone better, you’ll have a very long wait,’ said Shirley. ‘You need to remember which side your bread is buttered.’


‘I know. I know.’ Lola couldn’t help laughing. ‘I realise how lucky I am. I just want to do other things too, that’s all.’


‘You’re punching above your weight with Philip Warren,’ Shirley advised. ‘Don’t let it all slip away for some nebulous dream. A girl from Cloghdrom is never going to do any better than a man with ready access to diamonds.’


Shirley had a point, thought Lola as she got into her narrow single bed that night. And yet it was hard not to dream about a future in which she was the star and had access to jewellery herself, not merely as somebody’s wife.


The day before she was due to go to the Warrens’ for dinner, the results of the interviews were announced. Lola ripped her envelope open with great excitement and read the contents. When she saw the words ‘not successful on this occasion’, her eyes brimmed with tears and she rushed to the ladies’. 


‘Tough luck,’ said Pat when she returned to her desk, her eyes red and her mascara slightly smudged. ‘Don’t worry, you’re young, there’ll be other chances.’


‘This was my chance.’ Lola sniffed. ‘The last time I applied, I didn’t get it because I’d only just joined. I was OK with that. But now – have you seen the people who did? Fred O’Malley and Kenny Redmond?’ She glanced across the room to where Kenny was high-fiving one of his colleagues. ‘He nearly issued a passport to someone who sent in a baptismal cert instead of a birth cert last month. I’ve never done anything as stupid as that. Yet he’s promoted and I’m not?’


‘You should talk to Irene,’ said Pat. ‘She might be able to tell you why.’


When Lola approached the staff officer, Irene said that the interview panel had felt Lola was still a little young and inexperienced.


‘I’m nearly twenty-three!’ cried Lola. ‘I’ve been working here for ages.’


‘Most of the newly promoted executive officers have been in the service considerably longer than you,’ said Irene. ‘I hear you’re upset that Kenny Redmond was promoted ahead of you. But he’s one of the very experienced people, Lola. He’s nearly thirty. It’s only fair he gets his promotion now.’


Lola stood up and walked away.


She was afraid of what she might say.


Philip was hugely sympathetic. He put his arms around her and hugged her and told her that the Civil Service didn’t know a good thing when it was right in front of their noses, and that she was the brightest, smartest person he knew. He said they didn’t deserve her. That she could do better than them. That she was far too lovely to waste her time with people who didn’t know any better. She relaxed into his hold and allowed him to comfort her, and thought to herself that perhaps everyone was right. That all her talk of a career was just nonsense, and that the best thing in her life was Philip Warren and she’d be lucky to have a future with him.


If he ever asked her to share it.


She was still upset about the promotion when she arrived at the Warrens’ house the following evening. Philip had offered to pick her up from the flat, but she’d told him she’d rather make her own way. She was regretting that decision as she walked up the steps to the impressive detached house, because she was suddenly gripped by a wave of anxiety at the thought of meeting his parents. It would have been nice to have him standing beside her, telling her again that she was lovely and clever and the most wonderful girl in the world.


‘So,’ Adele Warren said as she opened the door and ushered her inside, ‘you’re the young lady who’s charmed my son. I’m interested to find out everything there is to know about you.’


Adele’s words immediately intimidated Lola, as did the older woman’s immaculate style. She was wearing a maroon suit, cream blouse and high-heeled shoes, as well as the entire Snowdrop collection. The set looked magnificent on her, the diamonds sparkling fiercely against her still youthful skin. Her spun-gold hair was pulled back into a neat chignon and secured by a jewelled comb. Lola wondered if the diamonds in that were real too. 


Lola herself wore her interview dress, which was the most demure item of clothing she possessed. She wished she had kick-ass stones like Adele’s to give her confidence an added boost. And then she thought dismally that she’d have been brimming with confidence if she’d got the promotion.


She stayed silent as she followed Adele into the living room. Philip and his father were standing either side of the enormous marble fireplace, and after Lola had been introduced to Richard, Philip waved her to a floral-patterned sofa, where he sat beside her. Lola crossed her legs at the ankles as the nuns in her convent school had taught her to do. When Richard asked her what she’d like to drink, she asked for a sparkling water, even though she was thinking that her preferred choice of Bacardi and Coke might have steadied her nerves better. She told herself that it was ridiculous to be overawed by Philip’s parents, but she couldn’t help feeling as though she was back in front of the interview panel again.


‘I believe you’ve worn them already.’ Adele raised an eyebrow as she looked at the girl sitting opposite her.


‘I’m sorry?’ 


‘The Snowdrops,’ said Adele. ‘You were staring at them.’


‘I . . . um, yes.’


‘And you liked them?’


‘Who wouldn’t?’ said Lola. ‘They’re beautiful.’


Adele’s expression softened a little. ‘Of course they are,’ she said. ‘All fine jewellery should be beautiful. Every Warren’s piece certainly is.’


‘I plan to buy myself some once I’m successful,’ Lola told her. ‘As a reward.’


‘I see.’ Adele looked at her intently. ‘And what form will this success take?’


‘Getting promoted, of course,’ Lola replied. ‘I want to get to the top grade in the Civil Service. I want to be a principal officer. Or maybe even the secretary of a department. The secretary isn’t someone who takes phone calls and types,’ she added hastily. ‘It’s the person in charge. Usually a man. They’ve had the better opportunities in the past. But hopefully not in the future.’


‘Unfortunately Lola missed out on promotion yesterday,’ said Philip. ‘But if she stays with them, she’ll definitely get it soon. I’m not sure about secretary of a department, though,’ he added with a grin as he turned to her. ‘That might be shooting for the moon a little.’


‘Indeed,’ said Adele. ‘Where are you from originally, Lola? Who are your people?’


Lola cleared her throat, but her mouth was suddenly dry and she took a large gulp of her water, which made her cough. It was Philip who stepped in with the answer, telling them about the farm at Cloghdrom.


‘A dairy farm?’ Adele was completely out of her depth.


‘Yes. It’s not a big herd, but they’re great producers,’ said Lola. ‘They’re a Jersey cross-breed.’


Adele blinked.


‘Cross-breeds are generally more profitable,’ added Lola.


‘Is your farm profitable?’ asked Richard. ‘I always thought farms only survived because of handouts.’


‘We don’t get handouts,’ said Lola. ‘We get some government grants; nearly every farmer does. But my dad works very hard.’


‘Ah. Grants. So that’s what they’re called these days.’ Adele shrugged and brought the discussion on farming to an abrupt close by telling them that dinner was ready.


The dining room was at the back of the house, with large French doors leading to a long garden. In the centre, an oval rosewood table set with a full complement of cutlery and napkins gleamed beneath the lights. Lola wondered if this was the way dinner was served at the Warrens’ every day. Then she told herself she was being stupid. The extravagance was for her. Philip’s mother wanted to make an impression. Not that she needed to try. Lola was more than impressed already. 


But as she took her seat at the table, it suddenly struck her that Adele wasn’t trying to impress her at all. She was simply showing her how different Philip’s life was to hers. How far apart they were. How much better it was to be a Warren than a Fitzpatrick. 


Not good enough twice in a week, thought Lola. I’m not half as smart as I thought I was after all.


When Lola saw that Adele had decided to serve snails as a starter, she knew that a gauntlet had been thrown down. She glanced across the table at Philip, but he was buttering a roll and didn’t see the expression on her face.


‘I’m sorry.’ She studied the small bowl of stuffed shells Adele had placed in front of her. ‘I can’t eat these.’


‘I thought they’d be a treat for you,’ said Adele.


‘Snails? A treat?’ Lola was flabbergasted.


‘They are, you know,’ said Adele. ‘You grew up on a farm, Lola. You should be able to eat anything.’


‘Snails aren’t high on the list of farm produce,’ Lola said. ‘I’ve no problem with a sirloin steak or a pork chop. Or chicken or lamb. But we don’t do snails.’


‘Have you tried them before?’ asked Adele.


Lola shook her head.


‘In that case you’re saying no based on emotion, not logic. Taste one. If you don’t like it, you needn’t finish it.’ 


Lola took a deep breath. She’d been challenged and she hated passing on a challenge. But she had a sinking feeling that the snails would defeat her.


‘If you’d prefer, I can do you a mixed salad,’ Adele said.


‘But snails are actually quite nice,’ said Philip. ‘Mum cooks them in garlic butter. And they’re easy to get out of their shells. Look. I’ll show you.’ He picked up the tongs beside his plate, gripped a shell with it and speared the meat with the fork provided.


‘Why didn’t you mention the garlic before?’ Lola smiled brightly. ‘I love garlic.’ Copying Philip, she gripped a shell, fished out the snail, closed her eyes and popped it into her mouth. She swallowed it whole.


‘Well?’ Both Philip and Adele spoke at the same time.


Honesty or not? wondered Lola. And does it matter?


‘Very . . . garlicky.’ She speared a second snail and swallowed that too. When she’d finished the bowl in front of her, she used some of the crusty bread to mop up the garlic butter. 


‘Well done.’ It was Richard who nodded approvingly when she’d finished. ‘You should never refuse food without tasting it. Who knows what culinary delights you might miss.’


If that’s a culinary delight, I’m a principal officer, thought Lola as she buttered another slice of bread and vowed that she’d never eat another snail in her life.


Although she no longer felt in the slightest bit hungry, Lola finished the salmon fillet that Adele had cooked for the main course without comment. Philip’s mother had chosen cheese rather than a sweet dessert, and Lola took a small triangle of Brie, steadfastly ignoring the Cashel Blue and some of the other, smellier pieces. As they ate, Adele peppered her with questions about the farm.


‘So your brother will take over from your father?’ she said.


‘Of course,’ said Lola. ‘Like my dad took over from my grandfather.’


‘The same as Warren’s,’ said Philip. ‘My grandfather, my father and then me.’


‘It’s not exactly the same,’ said Adele. ‘One’s a farm, the other a family heritage.’


‘The farm is our family’s heritage,’ Lola told her. 


‘Although we’ve built up the business from nothing,’ said Adele, ‘whereas you’ve always had the land.’


‘But it’s a family concern,’ conceded Richard. ‘And in that way we’re a little bit alike.’


Lola smiled gratefully at him. It was clear that Richard was happy to take a back seat to his wife, but also that he helped to soften her harder edges. 


‘The big difference is that we don’t get government handouts,’ Adele observed. ‘Which is what they are even if you prefer to call them grants.’ 


‘They’re necessary!’ Although Lola’s interest in farm management was limited, she certainly wasn’t going to have her family rubbished by the Warrens. ‘You’d be eating nothing but snails if it wasn’t for farmers. And farming is a seven-day-a-week job.’


‘So is running a business like Warren’s,’ said Philip. ‘And you’ve got to remember that we’re dealing in really expensive gemstones.’


‘Some of our cows cost as much as your stones,’ retorted Lola.


All three Warrens laughed at this.


‘I hardly think you can compare Clover the cow with the Adele Rose.’ Adele wiped her eyes with the corner of her napkin as she spoke. ‘Do you have any idea how much pink diamonds cost?’


Lola shook her head.


‘A lot more than a cow, I promise.’ Philip was still laughing. 


He wasn’t on her side, thought Lola in surprise. He thought he was better than her too.


Richard began to lecture her about fancy diamonds, which apparently was the term for coloured gems, and when he mentioned how much some of them were worth, she was astonished. When all was said and done, they were still simply bits of stone, she thought. Or, as she’d now learned, carbon. 


‘I don’t know if I’d like a coloured diamond,’ she said when Richard had finished. ‘People might think it was something else. And if you’d spent all that money, you’d hate it if someone thought it was only glass.’


‘Nobody would think the Adele Rose was glass,’ his wife assured her. 


‘I’ll keep it in mind when I can afford to buy one,’ said Lola.


‘Or when someone buys one for you,’ said Philip.


‘I’m not sure Lola knows people who could afford Warren jewellery,’ Adele said.


Lola’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the older woman. It was clear that Adele wanted to put her in her place, but for the life of her she couldn’t understand why. She didn’t need to be shown that the Warrens were richer and more successful than the Fitzpatricks. She knew that already. 


Richard broke the sudden silence, this time talking about the origins of the shop and how hard his own father had worked to build it up. He was a good storyteller, thought Lola, and the history of Warren’s was an interesting one. But the evening hadn’t been particularly enjoyable and she was eager to leave.


Eventually, after finishing her coffee, she told them she had to go.


‘It was very nice meeting you,’ she lied to Adele.


‘You too,’ lied Adele in return. 


‘It was a delicious meal.’


‘I told you you’d like the snails.’


‘Oh, I didn’t really.’ Lola was tired of being nice. ‘But the garlic butter was good.’


‘Perhaps it was unfair of me to offer them to you,’ conceded Adele. ‘You clearly would have been more comfortable with something like chicken.’


‘We raise our own chickens at home,’ said Lola. ‘We wring their necks too. I learned to do it at a very young age. Well, goodbye, Mrs Warren.’


‘Goodbye,’ said Adele.


As she walked out of the door, with Philip beside her, Lola could hear the sound of Richard’s laughter following them to the street.


She went to Cloghdrom the following weekend, without Philip.


Her mother, knowing that Lola hadn’t got the promotion she wanted, wrapped her arms around her, hugged her close and told her not to worry, that it would happen one day. Lola allowed herself to be comforted, even though she was getting tired of people talking about ‘one day’ when she’d wanted one day to be now. But it was good to be among people who loved her and only cared for her best interests, even if she didn’t always agree with them. And it was nice to know that the food wouldn’t be a challenge.


Over dinner, she told them about her evening with the Warrens.


‘Snails!’ Gretta shuddered. ‘How did you even swallow them?’


‘With great difficulty,’ admitted Lola. 


‘You must really love him to put even one of them in your mouth,’ her sister said.


‘He’s lucky I’m still going out with him after that evening,’ said Lola. ‘Although he’d probably say I’m the lucky one.’


‘Bring him here,’ said Eilis. ‘I’ll show him what proper food is. And it’s time we met him in any case.’


‘Just because he brought me to meet his parents doesn’t mean I have to bring him to meet you,’ said Lola.


‘If you’ve got to the meeting-the-mammy stage . . .’ Gretta winked at her while her parents exchanged glances.


‘Oh, please!’


‘Is there a reason you won’t bring him?’ asked Eilis. ‘Are we not good enough?’


‘Of course you are.’ Lola’s voice was fierce. ‘You’re worth a million of those stuck-up Warrens. You wouldn’t dream of making him feel uncomfortable like Adele Warren did to me.’


Eilis frowned. ‘Does she think you’re not good enough?’


‘I don’t think she’d think anyone was good enough,’ said Lola.


‘The cheek of her.’ Eilis’s face was red. 


‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Lola. 


‘I’m not having anyone looking down on my family!’ Eilis was still fuming.


‘And I’m not having the old bat look down on me either,’ Lola assured her. ‘I can’t see myself being asked there again anyhow.’


‘But if you and Philip are going steady . . .’ Eilis didn’t finish the sentence.


And Lola didn’t say anything at all.




Chapter 5


Blemish: a scratch or mark on the surface of a stone


Philip and his father went to Basle the following week. Lola was glad about that because it gave her more time to think. 


She hadn’t spoken to him much about the dinner afterwards. His comments as he’d brought her home were that she’d stood up well to his mother and he was proud of her. She’d remarked that she hadn’t thought it was meant to be a test, and he’d laughed and said that meeting Adele for the first time was always a test of sorts, but that she was a sweetheart when you got to know her. Lola didn’t say that she hadn’t the slightest desire to get to know his mother, or that ‘sweetheart’ was the last word she’d ever apply to her.


‘Are you looking forward to him being back?’ asked Shirley the night before he returned. ‘If Sean didn’t call me for a week, I’d be devastated.’


Sean was Shirley’s new boyfriend. They’d been seeing each other for the past month and Shirley claimed to be head-over-heels about him, although as that was her default setting for new relationships, it didn’t mean much.


‘Yes, I am,’ said Lola. ‘I’ve missed him.’


‘Jeez, Lo-Lo, you don’t sound entirely convinced. I thought you were madly in love with him. Don’t tell me that after a few days apart you’ve changed your mind.’


‘It’s hard not to love him,’ said Lola. ‘He’s handsome, he’s fun, he treats me really well. OK, so he’s a bit arrogant, but why wouldn’t he be, he’s way better than me. It’s just . . . I sometimes wonder if I love him enough.’


‘Enough for what?’ demanded Shirley.


‘Enough for a lifetime,’ replied Lola. ‘Though given that he hasn’t made any commitment, it’s beside the point, isn’t it?’


‘I could learn to love a man like Philip for a lifetime,’ said Shirley.


‘D’you fancy him yourself?’ Lola was startled.


‘Who wouldn’t?’ asked Shirley. ‘And you’re stone mad if he asks you and you say no. He’s a far cry from Gus McCabe, after all.’


Philip called the following day and asked Lola to meet him at the shop. She was happy to hear his voice again, and as soon as she’d finished work, she rushed into the ladies’ to get ready. 


‘Hot date?’ asked Irene as she pushed open the door and saw Lola applying carmine-red lipstick.


‘Meeting my boyfriend,’ said Lola.


‘You young ones have a great life.’ Irene ran a brush through her wiry hair. ‘There was none of this gallivanting off with fellas when I was your age.’


Lola wasn’t sure how old Irene actually was, but she guessed she was around the same age as her mother. However, while Eilis was good humoured and liked to see the brighter side of life, Irene seemed to moan and pick fault with everything.


Would I end up like her if I stayed here? Lola wondered suddenly. A sad old crone who’s never got higher than staff officer and can’t find joy in anything? Would I forget how to have fun? She watched surreptitiously as Irene dabbed a floral-scented perfume on her wrists, then replaced the bottle in her handbag and snapped it closed.


‘Enjoy your evening,’ said Irene. ‘Remember to respect yourself and don’t do anything you’d be ashamed of in the light of day.’


With that final comment, she turned on her heel and walked out. Lola dissolved into a fit of laughter. In a million years she wouldn’t become Irene McBride. Even if she never got promoted and spent the rest of her career in the Passport Office, she wouldn’t turn into such a sourpuss. She rearranged her hair, added still more colour to her lips and sprayed herself liberally with Anaïs Anaïs.


She arrived at Warren’s shortly before it closed. Lorraine was just completing the sale of an Omega watch to a customer. She nodded at Lola and told her that Philip would be down shortly. Then she boxed the watch, placed it carefully in a Warren’s bag and handed it to the man sitting at the desk in front of her. As the customer left the shop, Philip opened the internal door and walked in.


Whenever she saw him, Lola felt a certain thrill. Philip Warren knew what he wanted from life, and how he was going to get it. He didn’t have to worry about undeserving people being promoted ahead of him. He was part of a dynasty-in-the-making and he knew it. He would be successful because he was born for success. He would have a good life because people like the Warrens knew how to live well. And his wife would have a good life too.


‘How was your day?’ he asked, as Lorraine put on her jacket, said goodbye and turned the sign on the door to ‘Closed’.


‘So-so. Irene was a real pain.’ Lola made a face as she recalled the staff officer’s stern words when she’d heard Lola taking a personal phone call. Then, amid another fit of laughter, she repeated what the older woman had said about respecting herself.


‘She’s jealous,’ said Philip. ‘She knows she could never be as gorgeous as you.’


‘You’re such a charmer.’ Lola grinned as she moved closer to him.


He kissed her and she let herself enjoy the moment, thinking that he was right, that Irene was jealous, that being a staff officer in the Passport Office certainly couldn’t measure up to being in the arms of a handsome man in the middle of a jewellery shop. And thinking that Shirley was right too; she’d never meet anyone better than him.


‘Before we do anything else,’ Philip whispered, ‘there was something I wanted to say to you.’


‘Oh?’ 


‘I thought about you a lot while I was in Basle,’ he said. ‘I really missed you. Did you miss me?’


‘Of course I did.’ 


He put his hands on her shoulders and turned her so that she could see herself in the full-length mirror. ‘We go well together. Look.’


Her pretty red skirt and yellow top complemented her olive complexion and the mass of dark hair that tumbled to her shoulders. The sweep of black mascara emphasised her long, curling lashes, and her red lipstick highlighted her rosebud mouth. Her high-heeled shoes made her legs look longer. Standing behind her, and a head taller than her, Philip’s fair good looks made an attractive contrast.
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