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  This book is dedicated to my dear friend and fellow writer, Martina Devlin




  





  The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again,

  because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who

  at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid

  souls who neither know victory nor defeat.





   




  The Man in the Arena, from a speech by


  Theodore Roosevelt, 23 April 1910




  





  Prologue




  In June I screamed for two days solid.




  It all started on a quiet Sunday morning. I was standing behind the till at Shoestring, my sister Pandora’s designer swap shop, flicking through a copy of i-D magazine and minding

  my own business, when Pandora handed me a cream envelope.




  ‘This was in the postbox outside,’ she said. ‘Must have been delivered last night.’




  I looked at the envelope suspiciously. Plush, expensive looking, my name – Julia Schuster – carefully handwritten in sky-blue ink across the middle.




  I relaxed a little. A final warning from my credit card company was unlikely to come in such smart packaging. Then I peered at it closely. The script looked familiar but I couldn’t quite

  place it. Wish I had. I would have thrown the whole wretched thing in the bin unopened. Or burned it.




  ‘Take it.’ Pandora thrust the envelope into my hands. ‘Some of us have work to do,’ she added with a sniff and then walked off. I rolled my eyes behind her back. Pandora

  was in one of her moods and I’d spent most of the morning trying to avoid her.




  Curious, I ripped open the envelope and pulled out the letter which had been wrapped around an invitation card. I unfolded it and read the Dear Jules at the top. Only then did it come to me

  – of course – it was Lainey’s neat, prissy handwriting. Bloody nerve. My stomach clenched at the mere thought of Lainey Anderson. But being terminally nosey, I had to read on.




  

    

      Dear Jules,




      I know we haven’t spoken since the morning after the party and I’m still SO sorry about all that. I hope your head is OK. Those stitches must have

      hurt.




      You’re totally right, I should have told you about me and Ed beforehand. The night of his birthday do was a rubbish time to announce it. But when you got back from New Zealand, Ed

      made me promise to keep quiet for a few weeks, said you needed time to process everything. I guess after that the right opportunity never came along and, to be honest, I was a bit scared of

      what you’d say. And the longer I left it, the harder it got.




      I hated sneaking around behind your back, Jules, believe me. And I feel even worse now that you’re so upset. But at least there was no one in the toilet to hear you screaming at me

      that night. I genuinely had no idea you’d take it so badly. You told me you were completely over Ed, that you had no idea what you’d ever seen in him.




      OK, I understand how you must have felt, being the last person to know, and I swear the proposal came as a complete shock to me too – I genuinely had no idea he was going to fall on

      his knee like that, in front of everyone! But you know Ed, he loves a bit of drama. At least Kia was there to catch you when you fainted and take you to the hospital.




      Please answer your mobile, Jules, I really need to talk to you. I rang the shop but Bird went all funny and refused to put you on the line, said you were distraught and that she’d

      shoot me with her air rifle if I went near the shop or ever tried contacting you again. (Does she actually own one by the way? Or any sort of gun? I wouldn’t put it past her!)




      I rang back loads of times and eventually managed to get Pandora who said you were shaken but as well as could be expected in the circumstances; that the scar on your head would heal even

      if the scar on your heart would be there for all eternity. (Everyone in your family’s so melodramatic, Jules, but I do love them for it!)




      Look, I know you and Ed have oceans of history – I was the one who picked up the pieces every time you guys argued. But that was a long time ago, things change, people move

      on.




      Anyway, I guess you need some space right now, but we’ve been best friends for ever and I really want you there at the wedding. And Ed feels the same way too. I know you’re

      unlikely to want to be a bridesmaid after everything that’s happened, but if you change your mind the offer’s still there.




      Please, please, please say you’ll come! It won’t be the same without you. I’ll try calling in to the shop again. I’m not giving up, we’ve been friends for

      too long and I don’t want to lose you. Besides, who’s going to help me find the perfect wedding dress? My sisters will probably put me in some sort of hideous meringue.




       




      Please forgive me! I miss you, Jules.




      Love always,




      Lainey XXX


    


  




  There was a smiley face over the ‘i’ of her name and I stared at it, practically growling. I pulled the thick cream invitation and RSVP card out of the envelope and

  ran my fingers over the embossed gold writing. Classy.
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  My eyes started to well up and I blinked the tears back furiously, grabbed a pen and scribbled across the RSVP card:




  

    

      Never! I’d rather die. You have got to be kidding me, Lainey!


    


  




  Then I ripped the invitation in half, which wasn’t easy as the card was ultra thick, threw it on the floor and stamped on it. Lainey and Ed. My best friend and the love of

  my life – together, for ever. It was really happening.




  And that’s when I started screaming.




   





   Chapter 1




  By August, Lainey had eventually stopped ringing my mobile several times a day, leaving contrite messages. So I was caught out on Saturday evening when I snatched up my iPhone

  and gave a cheery ‘Yello?’ before checking the number first.




  ‘Jules!’ she said. ‘Finally. Please don’t hang up.’




  ‘Too late,’ I yelled, my hands shaking so much it took me a second to click the end call button.




  I sat on the edge of my bed, quivering with rage. My phone rang again but I let it go straight to messages. Then . . . silence. I picked it up, willing myself to delete the message without

  listening, but it was no use. I had to torture myself.




  ‘Hi, Jules.’ Lainey gave a nervous laugh. ‘Look, you have every right to put the phone down on me. But I just wanted to tell you that I’m seeing my sisters tonight, to

  talk about my hen night. Karen and Kia are organizing it. Maybe you’ll think about coming – the date hasn’t been set yet, but it won’t be for a while. I know I’m not

  your favourite person right now, but I hope you’ll get in touch soon. Um, well, I guess that’s it then. I miss you, Jules. Bye, love you . . .’




  Hen party. If things were different, I’d be the one organizing Lainey’s hen for her. I knew I had no right to feel annoyed, I was the one not speaking to her, but it still

  hurt. I erased the message, stood up and checked myself out in the mirror, determined to block Lainey from my mind. I stared at my reflection. Vintage black, blue and green 70s Missoni minidress

  I’d found in Pandora’s shop, teamed with a pair of pale blue Meadham Kirchhoff beaded platforms. I threw my favourite black biker jacket over the dress and smiled. Perfect. I grabbed my

  bag and went downstairs for a swift glass or two of wine before Rowie collected me in a taxi. My nerves were still jangling from Lainey’s call but I wasn’t going to let it spoil my

  night.




  Rowie is actually one of Pandora’s friends from fashion college. Now she owns her own boutique in Sandycove, Baroque, where I also work. She used to be a real party girl, but now only goes

  on the razz when her Danish boyfriend, Olaf, is at some car rally or other in the bog lands. He’s decent enough and I guess attractive in that clean, blond Nordic way that does nothing for

  me, but very intense and rather boring.




  But even after many, many drinks I still couldn’t get Lainey’s niggling voice out of my head.




  ‘I miss you, Jules.’ ‘Love you.’




  Really, Lainey? If you love me, why did you betray me? Answer that.




  Now it’s Sunday and I’m standing behind the till at Shoestring again, head dipped, elbows resting on the wood, trying not to think about my raging hangover or

  Lainey Anderson.




  ‘Julia, what are you doing? If you’re reading magazines on my time again, I’m docking your wages, understand?’




  I look up and groan. Pandora is striding towards me, a stark white dress-carrier the size of a body bag clutched against her chest.




  ‘I was massaging my temples. I have a headache.’




  She scowls at me. ‘Shouldn’t have drunk so much last night then, should you?’




  ‘I forgot I was working today, OK?’




  ‘You always forget, Jules, that’s your problem. You should keep a diary. What happened to that Filofax I gave you last Christmas? The pink leather one.’




  I rack my brains and stare at her blankly. I have no idea. To be honest, I was a bit of a mess on Christmas Day. Ed and I had done our usual Christmas Eve thing – Finnegan’s pub in

  Dalkey to catch up with all our ex-pat friends who were home for Christmas. It was a tradition.




  We’d officially broken up in early December, just after I’d returned to Dublin after six months working and travelling in New Zealand, but Ed and I were always breaking up and making

  up, so I figured that after a bit of Christmas cheer everything would be back to normal.




  Over the past five years I’d lived in Paris, Rome, Budapest, Wellington, Christchurch and Auckland, travelling until I ran out of money, then working in bars and shops until I got homesick

  for Ireland and, pining for Ed, flew back to Dublin. It had become a bit of a pattern – I spent spring working at whatever temporary jobs I could find at home, saving and organizing myself to

  go away; summer in another country; and autumn, and most especially Christmas, back home again. And then I’d get bored of Ireland and its parochialism, my itchy feet would kick in and the

  cycle would start all over again.




  But last Christmas Eve, something had changed. I’d spent all night willing Ed to make a move, hoping that he’d had time to come to his senses, every molecule of my being begging him

  to want me again. But when our usual snog under the mistletoe morphed into an awkward hug and cheek kiss, followed by a firm goodbye and I staggered home from the pub alone, I slowly came to the

  crushing realization that the clock was not going to turn back in a magical Dr Who manner, and that Ed Powers no longer loved me.




  ‘I’m sure it’s around somewhere,’ I mumble. I think I gave it to my niece, Iris, and God knows what she’s done with it.




  Thankfully Pandora lets it go. ‘Guess where I’ve just been?’ she asks, her voice uncharacteristically upbeat.




  I study her face with interest. Yep, she’s actually smiling. Pandora is the biggest grump in the universe and it takes a lot to animate her, especially on a Sunday afternoon. She hates

  opening Shoestring on Sundays, but with all the competition from Dundrum Shopping Centre, which is pretty much open 24/7, she feels she has to. The shop’s not exactly setting the fashion

  world on fire, and even with Pandora working flat-out, and Bird, our sprightley but slightly barking seventy-nine-year-old granny, helping out when she can, the takings are pretty abysmal at the

  moment.




  The only thing that’s keeping the place open is the café, run by two Slovakian sisters, Klaudia and Lenka Ková, and their mum, Draza – who doesn’t have a word of

  English but is an amazing cook. Klaudia’s built like a navvy and works incredibly hard. Even Bird’s a bit frightened of Klaudia, and that’s saying a lot. Lenka’s completely

  different: elfin, with white-blonde hair to her bum, and an easy, laid-back manner. She helps out on the shop floor when the café’s quiet.




  Pandora’s still standing in front of me, clearly expecting an actual answer. I look at her in surprise. Largely, she pretty much ignores me at work due to:




  a.) my general lack of interest in most of the clothes she peddles. I just don’t understand why so many women want to look like identikit Barbies. The rails are bulging with nondescript,

  overpriced ‘designer’ jeans and boring black tops. Unlike Pandora, I have no real interest in what’s fashionable or ‘in’; for me true style has nothing to do with how

  much money you’ve dropped on the latest it bag, and all to do with imagination and flair. Which is why many of Shoestring’s customers, who can’t see past the Gucci double Gs,

  drive me to distraction.




  And b.) the fact that I spend most of my time checking out my favourite fashion and art blogs on the shop’s computer, or flicking through back editions of Paris and Italian Vogue, Pop,

  Wallpaper and i-D under the desk. I buy them for next to nothing at a secondhand bookshop in Sandycove and I adore their sumptuous fashion spreads, even if I can’t understand a

  word of some of them. Good design makes me happy – clothes, jewellery, furniture, anything really. Bad design simply irritates me.




  I’m Pandora’s occasional Sunday girl, employed purely to allow her to visit some of her well-heeled clients – high-powered career women who work all week, and play golf or sail

  yachts all day Saturday, and are only available to flog their cast-offs to Pandora on certain Sundays.




  I told her I’d only work for the pittance she offered if I could drink coffee at the till and didn’t have to tidy the rails or clear out the changing rooms, which I hate since I

  always end up walking in on someone in their knickers and bra. The worst offenders are the thong women who try and engage me in conversation whilst bending over to hand me shoes or a top

  they’ve thrown on the floor – Pandora’s pet hate – she reckons most people must have maids at home to pick up for them. Not normal behaviour, people! I do not want to see

  anyone’s bum crack on a Sunday, or any other day for that matter, thanks very much.




  A lot of our sell-in clients – people who bring us their designer clothes to flog on their behalf – are D4s, named after the postcode of a posh area of Dublin. They’re wives of

  barristers, CEOs, accountants. The developers’ wives tend to keep a low profile these days and most have sold their Dublin trophy houses and have slunk back into their more modest country

  piles. They’re all desperately trying to hide their well-honed retail habit from their hubbies. Compared to the rest of the country, they’re well off but still seem to get a kick out of

  haggling with Pandora to try and increase their cut of the sale, even though the shop’s terms are set in stone. We offer our sell-ins 50 per cent net. So if we sell a dress for a hundred

  euro, they get fifty. It’s all pretty simple, but the D4s aren’t the sharpest knives in the drawer and it takes them a while to take it all in. Plus some of them have no idea how much

  they paid for particular items and claim their simple Issa wrap dress cost thousands, when Pandora knows every item Issa have ever produced, in every season, including each piece’s list

  price. Her mind is like an elaborate fashion spreadsheet. For a country in the middle of a recession, there are a lot of expensive frocks out there, all just waiting for Pandora to whisk them away

  after their solo charity lunch outing, so they don’t linger incriminatingly in already bulging wardrobes.




  ‘Go on, guess,’ Pandora says again.




  ‘Not Sissy Arbuckle’s place?’ I ask. Pandora’s been itching to visit her house for weeks on account of our bet. Sissy is one of RTÉ’s Red Carpet

  girls, a telly programme dedicated to the lives of the rich and famous, but for all the glossy front Pandora is convinced she’s living way above her means, her expensive designer frock fetish

  funded largely by her dentist boyfriend. Nice guy called Ian, small, with strangely wonky teeth for a dentist, who drops clothes into the shop for her sometimes, but I’m still not convinced.

  Surely telly presenters get paid a fortune? Pandora is so confident that she’s right she has ten euro on Chez Arbuckle being a semi-d in a pretty average estate; I’m banking on it being

  Bling Castle, mock Georgian, with lots of white pillars and sweeping silk curtains.




  Pandora shakes her head. ‘Nope. Try again.’




  I’m already tiring of this game but I humour her. Otherwise she might ask me to take the out-of-date stock off the rails and mark it down – yikes! We only keep items for three weeks,

  after that the pieces get reduced by 25 per cent. If they still don’t sell, we give customers three weeks to collect their items or they get donated to charity. You’d be amazed how lazy

  some people are – our local Oxfam loves us! Or even worse, Pandora might make me iron fresh stock. A lot of the clothes come in clean but wrinkled and we charge the clients a

  ‘pressing’ fee. We also have a deal with the local dry cleaners and also Mrs Snips, the local repair and alteration shop, run by a friend of Klaudia and Lenka’s. Both give

  Shoestring a small commission for any work we pass on to them. Pandora has it all sorted, she’s like a mini Mafia don.




  The original shop, Schuster’s Department Store, was set up and run by my grandpa, Derek Schuster. When he died – years ago, I never knew him – Bird took over. During the boom

  – the ‘Celtic Tiger’ – she leased it out to a beautician as there wasn’t much call for a Ma and Pa shop that sold thermal underwear, net curtains and knitting wool,

  but last year the beautician’s went bust and Bird couldn’t find another tenant. The shop was just sitting there, empty, so after a few months, with Bird’s encouragement, Pandora

  packed in her job at Brown Thomas’s, where she’d been running the designer rooms, and set up Shoestring, a designer swap shop. Perfect for the current recessionary times, she said. She

  cannily took her Brown Thomas address book with her and now many of our clients are her old BT customers. She’s smart that way, Pandora. Has a proper degree in fashion and everything. Unlike

  me, the college dropout.




  I shrug. ‘I don’t know, Jillian Soodman?’ Another of our top clients, a Dalkey lawyer with a passion for snappy Italian suits.




  ‘Wrong again.’ She leans in towards me conspiratorially. ‘Kathleen Ireland.’




  I scrunch up my nose. ‘Hang on why does that name sound familiar?’




  Pandora tut-tuts. ‘Don’t you read the papers?’




  ‘Yeah, the cinema reviews and fashion pages, not the boring stuff.’




  She rolls her eyes. ‘She’s the American Ambassador, Jules. Had a fashion show in her residence last month showcasing up-and-coming Irish and American designers, followed by a fashion

  ball to rival anything in London or New York. It was in all the papers. And as for her own dress. Ooh, la, la. She looked stunning, like Princess Grace.’ Pandora sighs dreamily. She’s

  clothes obsessed, always has been. When she was tiny she used to shuffle around the house in Mum’s high heels. There’s a photo of her standing on a kitchen chair wearing Mum’s

  wedding dress at the age of six, the fitted silk bodice swimming on her tiny frame, head flung back proudly like a Russian ballet dancer.




  When Mum died, she left Pandora most of her wardrobe, apart from two things I’d always loved – her fake leopard-skin box jacket, and her favourite ‘coat’, a pink tweed

  70s cape with a hood attached that I used to use as a tepee when I was little, buttoning it up and sitting inside it like a wee squaw.




  I wore the leopard-skin jacket so much the lining ripped around the armpits and the ends of the sleeves frayed. The year before last, Pandora dropped it into Mrs Snips and they did a stellar

  job, making the sleeves three-quarter length and carefully sewing in new scarlet lining. Of course, then I went and ripped the side seam climbing over a fence at a music festival and bundled it

  into the back of my wardrobe before Pandora had the chance to have a go at me. It’s been sitting there ever since.




  The cape is also hidden at the back of the wardrobe in a thick plastic bag. Sometimes I take it out, press it against my face and breathe in Mum’s smell – warm and musky. I close my

  eyes and imagine she’s holding me tight against her chest. Then I fold it up, put it back in the bag and seal it up carefully again with thick elastic bands. I try not to take it out too

  often these days. After fifteen years Mum’s scent is faint, so slight I wonder if I’m imagining it, as if there’s some part of my brain that now associates pink tweed with musk.

  Maybe the mere sight of the cape triggers a scent memory. Tears and musk, for ever mingled.




  ‘And guess what’s in here,’ she says tantalizingly, stroking the dress carrier.




  ‘Are you actually going to unzip that thing, Pandora?’ I ask. ‘I could really use a coffee break.’




  ‘You poor doll. Run off your feet all morning from the look of things.’ Pandora sweeps her hand around the completely empty shop. ‘Eager bargain hunters throwing themselves at

  you, begging to be shown our secret stashes of Chanel and Versace. Mayhem was it?’




  I’m not in the mood. ‘Just get on with it. Show me the dress and then let me grab some caffeine. And please tell me it’s not another Coast number. We’re up to our eyes in

  safe mother-of-the-bride-dresses already.’




  ‘It’s not Coast, I can promise you that. And is it caffeine you need, or a handful of painkillers?’ Pandora raises one carefully filled-in eyebrow. She over-plucked during her

  teens and is still suffering. ‘You shouldn’t drink so much, Jules, it can’t be good for you. And if it puts you in such a bad mood the next day I really do think—’




  ‘Jesus, sis, stop with the lecture. I don’t need this, not today. In fact, you know something? You can stuff your stupid job. I’m not that broke.’ Total lie, I really am

  Stony Broke McBroke. I yank open the drawer under the computer, pull out my bag and sling it over my shoulder huffily. ‘I’m going home.’




  Pandora is strangely unmoved by my outburst. ‘Calm down, Jules, don’t be so tetchy. I’ll show you the dress and then you can take an extra long break, say twenty minutes,

  OK?’




  Then she quickly zips open the carrier and pulls out the most exquisite thing I’ve ever seen. It’s a lush dark pink, with layers of silk chiffon floating towards the floor.




  ‘Holy moly,’ I murmur, immediately transfixed. I chuck my bag back in the drawer and put my hand out to touch the delicate material. ‘You’re right, it’s

  extraordinary. Almost too perfect. It needs . . . something.’




  I stare at the dress for a second, then tilt my head, thinking. ‘You know those Joe Faircrux pieces?’ I say. ‘They’d look amazing with it. Wait there.’




  I fetch a jewelled belt and necklace from one of the glass covered display tables and lay them down carefully on the cash desk. Both have large, irregularly cut semi-precious stones in muted

  shades of pink, red and purple, set in gold plate. They’re real statement pieces, and so OTT we’ve had trouble shifting them, even to Sissy who loves a bit of bling.




  Pandora smiles. ‘You’ve a good eye, Jules. The colours are perfect together and the belt will make it a bit more edgy. Here, take it for a second while I find some heels to go with

  it.’




  She hands me the dress, which is as light as a feather, and while she looks for shoes, I hold it up against me. It’s a little long, hitting my leg just above the ankle bone – it

  would look best mid-calf. A faint smell wafts up, delicate perfume, fresh, like a summer meadow.




  Pandora walks back with a pair of gold Jimmy Choo sandals.




  ‘I don’t think it’s been cleaned, Pandora,’ I say.




  She looks around, then satisfied there’s nobody looking, sniffs under the armpits, and then down the bodice.




  ‘You really are some sort of bloodhound, Jules, I can’t smell a thing. And dry cleaning will only stiffen the material. It’s perfect.’




  ‘It is beautiful all right,’ I say, playing the material through my fingers like water.




  She smiles back; it’s so rare we agree on anything.




  ‘Will you try it on for me, Jules? So I can see how the material falls. Slip your feet into the heels so you don’t stand on the hem. Go on, humour me.’




  Normally I’d tell her where to go. I’m not some sort of human mannequin. But there’s something magical about the dress that makes me nod wordlessly and toddle off to the

  changing rooms, the chiffon laid out over my outstretched arms like a bale of precious material, the slim straps of the barely worn Choos hooked over my fingers.




  I untie my tassel belt, peel off my top, wiggle out of my skinny jeans and carefully lower the dress over my head. There it is again, the subtle summery scent. The chiffon drifts down over my

  hips and pools slightly on the wooden floor. The matching pink zip is carefully hidden to one side and I pull it up gently, making sure not to catch any of the delicate material in its teeth;

  Pandora would murder me. I slide my feet into the sandals; they are at least a size too small and my toes poke out over the sole but it’s only for Pandora. I take a deep breath, and turn

  around.




  I stare in the mirror, my mouth falling open in a wow. Then I start giggling to myself. Is that really me? The glamour puss in the drop dead gorgeous dress, the deep pink zinging colour into her

  pale, hung-over face – surely it can’t be me? I put one hand behind my head and wrap my long curly hair into a messy chignon.




  ‘Va va voom!’ I whisper, sticking my hip out and kicking up my back foot. I pout and say ‘Happy Birthday, Mr President,’ in a breathy Marilyn Monroe voice. ‘Like to

  give me one, Mr President?’ I wink at myself in the mirror and catch Pandora’s face staring back at me. I swish around.




  ‘What are you playing at, Jules?’ She’s stuck her head through the grey silk curtain and her face is a picture.




  My cheeks flame. ‘Nothing.’




  She stands beside me. ‘You forgot these.’ She fastens the necklace around my neck, hooks the heavy belt around my waist, and then rearranges the material, gliding her hands down my

  hips. ‘Come outside so I can get a better look at you.’




  I protest but she grasps both of my hands and guides me out towards the large gilt-framed mirror propped against the wall. Then she positions me in front of it, stands back and whistles. The

  belt has made the skirt the perfect length and the belt and necklace glitter in the shop lights like wet pebbles on the beach.




  ‘Where have you been hiding those curves, Julia Boolia?’ She shakes her head. ‘You look a million dollars. Grecian goddess meets Hollywood.’




  I grin. Pandora isn’t one for compliments.




  ‘Who designed it?’ I ask, unable to tear my eyes away from my own image. ‘I forgot to check the label. And how much are we selling it for?’




  ‘It’s by Faith Farenze. She’s from Chicago originally, used to work for Prada; set up on her own two years ago in New York. Jennifer Aniston wore one of her dresses at the

  Oscars last year. No one sells them over here – Kathleen bought it in Barney’s. It’s worth three grand, but she’s happy to sell it for twelve hundred. She’s donating

  the proceeds to the Red Cross; her brother works as a field doctor in Ethiopia and I’ve promised her we won’t charge any commission.’




  She stands back and looks me up and down again. ‘Could you do a window, Jules? Use this as the centrepiece. Maybe it will tempt people in.’ She sighs. ‘If we could find more

  dresses like this, I’m sure it would make a difference. Show-stoppers in the window always bring people in. Remember those Louboutin courts we dangled on a fishing line? The red ones? They

  went in a flash –’




  She breaks off and looks at me closely. ‘What is it? Are you OK? You’ve gone very pale. You’re not going to puke, are you? If you are, take the dress off first.’




  There’s a very real chance that I might do just that. Because framed in the shop’s doorway is Lainey Anderson. A ball of pain and anger careers around my stomach like a Catherine

  wheel. I can barely look at the girl, let alone speak to her. Luckily she doesn’t seem to have spotted me yet. She’s doing that ring twisting thing she does when she’s nervous,

  only this time it’s an engagement ring she’s playing with.




  ‘Cover for me,’ I say in a low voice. ‘Tell her I’m not here.’




  Pandora’s face darkens. ‘Don’t you worry, I’ll happily give Miss Anderson a piece of my mind. But for God’s sake, don’t get sick on the Farenze.’




  





  Chapter 2




  I dash into the staffroom and close the door firmly behind me. Burnt toast lingers in the air and I wrinkle up my nose. My feet are already hurting from the sandals. I’m

  a size six and none of the posh secondhand shoes ever fit me. Rich women must have their feet bound to keep them under a size five, like they used to do to Chinese girls.




  I flip off the heels and they clatter onto the tiles. Then I unzip the dress, step out of it, and stand there in my knickers and bra, holding the chiffon carefully in my arms, looking around for

  somewhere safe to rest it. That would not be the crumb-splattered table with the knife resting across the Bon Maman pot, a blob of pink strawberry jam dripping off its blade. Which immediately

  strikes me as strange.




  Although she does like her toast practically cremated, Bird is anally tidy. And then I feel something, or someone behind me and I swing around. And there he is, sitting on the small sofa tucked

  between the fridge and the door leading to the office, looking up at me through his dark shaggy fringe, an amused look on his face. I shriek and clutch the chiffon against my practically naked

  body.




  ‘Jamie Clear, what the hell are you doing in here?’




  I’ve known Jamie pretty much all my life. The house where he grew up, Sorrento Lodge, is slap bang next to Bird’s, and his mum, Daphne, despite the twenty-year age gap, is

  Bird’s best friend.




  Jamie takes a last mouthful of what looks suspiciously like burnt toast with strawberry jam and wipes the edges of his lips with his fingers.




  ‘Long time no see, Jules,’ he says easily. ‘Actually I’m waiting for Bird. She said to make myself at home. I reset your toaster by the way, some eejit had left it on the

  highest setting.’




  I stare at him in confusion. ‘Bird? Why?’




  ‘I’m setting up electronic loyalty cards for your customers. And redesigning your very sad and dated-looking website.’




  ‘I thought you were living in Galway, working in that animation place.’




  He gives an exaggerated shrug, his blue Superman T-shirt lifting towards his ears, showing a good inch of surprisingly toned belly above his black jeans. In fact he’s bulked up a lot since

  the last time I saw him; no longer the weedy computer nerd of old.




  ‘That didn’t work out,’ he says. ‘I’m living with Mum until I can find a place in Dublin.’




  ‘I’m surprised I haven’t bumped into you yet.’




  ‘Only moved back last week. I was going to call in but, well, you know.’ He pauses for a beat. ‘Mum told me about Ed and Lainey, the engagement and everything. For what

  it’s worth, I’m sorry.’




  ‘You hate Ed,’ I remind him. In fact Ed is the reason Jamie and I haven’t spoken for years.




  ‘I know. And he’s just proved that he’s an even bigger dickhead than I thought.’ His eyes rest on mine. They’re gentle, sympathetic. I can feel tears welling up so

  I look away.




  ‘You OK, Jules?’




  ‘Fine. They’re welcome to each other.’ I quickly change the subject before I start crying. ‘Why you? To do the techie stuff I mean.’




  ‘I can design websites in my sleep and Mum promised Bird I’d help her out seeing as I’m not working at the moment. Plus I’m damn good.’




  ‘Says who?’ I say with a smile, glad the conversation’s moved away from Ed and Lainey. But Jamie’s not being big headed, he really is a computer genius. He was almost

  arrested when he was eleven for hacking into a bank’s computer system and trying to shift money around. He’d read about it in some book and wanted to see if it was actually possible. It

  was.




  He looks at me, a bemused expression on his face. ‘Are you going to stand there arguing with me, woman, or are you going to throw on some clothes? Don’t get me wrong, I’m

  enjoying the view, but your ass must be cold.’




  I blush deeply, remembering I’m wearing black knickers that I’d rescued from the depths of my underwear drawer this morning – see-through Myla ones with ribbon ties at both

  sides. A present from Ed. I was in a rush and they were the only clean pair I could find. I would have gone commando if I’d been wearing a skirt but with jeans, it’s never a good idea

  unless you’re a sadomasochist.




  ‘It’s August, Jamie. I’m fine, thanks very much.’




  I consider my options, then turn my head and spot some new stock hanging on the back of the door, waiting to be priced, so I back towards it and grab the first thing that comes to hand.




  ‘Close your eyes,’ I say firmly. We used to be like brother and sister, but even so.




  He grins, then clamps down his eyelids. I hang the chiffon dress carefully over the hook and wriggle the new one over my head and down my hips.




  ‘OK, you can open them now,’ I say.




  ‘Kickin’ outfit.’ He’s smiling at me again, his green eyes twinkling.




  I’ve chosen a red lycra number that’s at least a size too small for me and looks more like your average swimsuit than a dress. It just about covers my bum and looks exactly like

  something Sissy would wear and she’s all of a size zero. In fact it probably is Sissy’s. I hope it’s bloody clean. I don’t want Sissy’s dead skin-cells anywhere near

  me, her idiocy might rub off.




  I grab a white shirt, throw it over the dress and knot it at the waist.




  ‘Very Pretty Woman,’ he adds.




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Pretty Woman. Julia Roberts borrows one of Richard Gere’s shirts to make her outfit look less, well, less hookery.’




  ‘Hookery? Is that an actual word?’




  The door swings open and Bird bustles in wearing a shell-pink Chanel jacket over skinny jeans (which look surprisingly good on her) and black ballet pumps. There’s a white silk scarf

  looped through the top of her jeans as a belt and tied in a jaunty bow over her left hip. I smile to myself. It’s an outfit I styled for her two weeks ago when the shop was quiet.




  Bird looks at me, Jamie, and then back at me. ‘What are you two talking about?’ she says in her distinctive clipped, cut-glass voice. Bird has lived in Ireland all her life,

  but retains the Anglo-Irish accent that her parents had before her. Bird scandalized her family by marrying a Roman Catholic, although her new husband wasn’t in the least bit bothered about

  religion – said it had caused quite enough nonsense in Ireland already – and gave her his blessing to bring Mum up as Church of Ireland, even though it wasn’t the done thing at

  the time.




  I can’t really remember Mum’s voice, but Pandora says she sounded like a softer, watered-down version of Bird. In fact, Pandora can sound a bit marbles in the mouth at times, but

  I’ve made it my business to make my voice sound as Irish as I possibly can.




  ‘Hookers,’ I admit.




  She tut-tuts. ‘I do hope you’re not being rude about our clients again, Julia.’




  I laugh. ‘No, Bird. Jamie was making charming comments about my clothes.’




  She looks me up and down. ‘He’s right, my darling. I’m not sure it’s quite you. Unless you add some cowboy boots and call it ironic trailer trash. And even then,

  you’d be stretching it. But aren’t you supposed to be out on the floor, not testing new outfits out on Jamie?’




  She turns to Jamie. ‘And as for you, come along, dear boy. We have work to do, n’est-ce pas? You and Jules should catch up later. She’d love to see you, wouldn’t

  you, darling? She’s been feeling a little—’




  ‘Bird!’ I snap.




  ‘I’m just saying,’ she continues, unabashed. ‘You have been rather a misery guts the past few weeks . . .’




  I scowl at her. The woman is impossible. ‘Stop!’




  ‘And she could do with a friend.’




  ‘I mean it, Bird.’




  She’s unrepentant. ‘It’s all right, darling, I’ve finished what I was trying to say.’




  Jamie is smiling. He’s well used to Bird, and his own mum’s just as bad. They can’t seem to help interfering.




  Jamie and I exchange a look and I suddenly realize how much I’ve missed him. He’s so easy-going, so uncomplicated and, most importantly, after everything that happened, he’s

  still talking to me. I feel a stinging surge of regret that he’s not in my life any more. I know for a fact that the past is best left alone but, for a split second, I wish things could be

  different.




  He gets to his feet, still beaming at me. ‘Later, Jules. Bird’s right, we should catch up. I’ll call in sometime, yeah?’




  I feel so grateful, so utterly pathetically grateful, that tears prick the back of my eyes and I have to stare at the wall for a second and blink them back.




  ‘I’d like that,’ I say, trying not to sound too needy. But ‘Tonight?’ is out before I can stop it.




  He’s looking at me, an expression I can’t quite make out on his face.




  ‘Sure,’ he says finally, then follows Bird out the door.




  I watch them leave. Then I stand there for a second, lost in thought, the memories flooding back. For some reason I suddenly remember Jamie’s sandpit. His dad built it before he did a

  runner with a woman from work, and it was huge, with a thick wooden ledge around all four sides to sit on. We used to spend hours building our own little world in the sand, complete with roads,

  houses, and ‘people’ (my Sylvanian Family animals who were permanently dripping sand out of their arm and leg cracks because of it). We progressed to playing Superman saves Lois Lane,

  and Indiana Jones versus the Nazis, and Jamie sometimes let me be Indiana, even though I was a girl. When my family moved into Sorrento House with Bird, Jamie and I became inseparable, and stayed

  that way until a certain Ed Powers came into the picture.




  The last time I saw Jamie was Christmas two years ago, when Ed and I were still together. Jamie was back from Galway for the holidays and we’d bumped into each other in Finnegan’s

  pub while Ed was talking to someone at the far end of the bar. We said hi to each other politely and exchanged a few words about the weather, about Bird and Daphne being as mad as ever, and how

  frantic Christmas was, but we hadn’t mentioned the elephant in the room: the fight when Ed had nearly killed him.




  Then Ed came back, glared at Jamie wordlessly, slipped his arm around my waist proprietorially, and guided me away.




  Jamie is a year younger than me, and two years younger than Ed. When I’d started college – Business Studies in Dublin City College, more because I couldn’t think of anything

  else I wanted to do and DCC was rumoured to have the best social life, including the busiest student bar – Jamie was still in school. I’d met Ed in the DCC bar during Freshers’

  Week. It was surprising we hadn’t already met. He was a Glenageary boy, lived in Silchester Park, a ten-minute cycle from my house.




  He’d taken a year off to travel before college – a gap year – and was dripping with self-confidence. I was instantly drawn to him. He’d been travelling around Europe for

  the past few months in a camper van and was full of stories of his exploits. Quickly we became a couple, and I admit that at first I was a little obsessed.




  It was Jamie’s Leaving Cert year. He hated exams but was determined to get onto a cutting-edge computer course in Galway, one of the best in Europe, so he made himself study. And I hate to

  admit it but I pretty much abandoned him during my first term at college. I didn’t answer his calls, stopped dropping in, and when he arrived on the doorstep, wondering what was happening,

  worried about me, I just turned him away saying I was busy studying, which was a total lie . . . I wasn’t doing a thing. What I was busy with was partying with Ed, Monday to Friday, and

  collapsing at the weekends, exhausted.




  That first Christmas Ed and I were together, something happened. On Christmas Eve, Ed and I had spent all day and night in Finnegan’s and were high as kites on Christmas spirit and

  spirits. Ed had been flirting with this girl we both knew from college all evening and on the way home I gave him a hard time about it.




  ‘What?’ he’d demanded. ‘It was a drinking game, Jules.’




  ‘Ed, when I got back from the loo you had your tongue stuck down her throat. And when I slapped you, you just pulled away and grinned and wiped your mouth on the sleeve of your hoody.

  Nice.’




  ‘Don’t take it so seriously, babes. Honestly, it didn’t mean anything.’




  ‘It was insulting, Ed. I was mortified.’




  We stopped outside my house and then went around the side. He grabbed his bike from where he’d left it against the oak tree in the garden, under my tree house, and made to leave.




  ‘Are you not coming up? I left a bottle up there like we planned.’ The tree house had become our den. It was perfect, no one bothered us there, and when I pulled up the ladder and

  closed all the hatches and doors it was like our own special kingdom. Years ago I’d dragged up an old rug, a cot mattress I’d found in the shed, plus blankets and cushions and had

  created a really comfy seating area. It was my haven, my escape.




  I used to share it with Jamie; we pretended to be prince and princess of Treelandia, and had all our own laws and everything. We used to spend hours up there, inventing our own fantasy world.

  Jamie drew up this amazing map of our kingdom, and we had ‘subjects’ – we were the Tree Dwellers, the royalty of Treelandia. Then there were the Dalkey elven folk who made all our

  leather and gold clothes and shoes, the Animalati, an animal army who could talk. They kept the kingdom safe from the evil Dalkey Islanders, bloodthirsty vampire Vikings, who were always trying to

  invade Treelandia and enslave our subjects. Jamie’s drawings were incredible and we had books and books of them, kept in an old wooden box Bird gave us that smelt of tea.




  But I was eighteen by then, too old for all that stuff, and now Ed was my tree-house prince.




  Ed snorted. ‘No way, babes. Not with you in this mood.’




  ‘Ed! It’s Christmas Eve. Come on. It’s not even twelve yet. I thought we were going to see in Christmas Day together.’




  He shrugged. ‘Changed my mind.’




  I grabbed his arm. ‘Please. I’m sorry. I’ll forget all about it, I promise. Just come up.’




  He shook off my arm and pushed me away. I don’t think he intended to be rough, but I tripped on a root and fell backwards, hitting my head on the tree trunk. The next thing I knew Jamie

  scrambled down the rope ladder and stood glaring at Ed.




  ‘You hit her,’ he said. I think he’d been laying into my vodka, because his eyes were glassy and he didn’t seem himself.




  Ed just looked at him and laughed. ‘Shut up, squirt.’




  ‘What were you doing up there, Jamie?’ I stood up straighter and stopped rubbing my skull. It hurt like hell, but I didn’t want Jamie to see it.




  ‘Waiting for you. It’s Christmas Eve, remember? We always see Christmas Eve in together, Jules.’




  ‘I haven’t seen you in weeks,’ I said, confused. Did he really think I’d want to spend Christmas Eve with him instead of Ed now. Was he deranged?




  ‘Just get lost, Clear,’ Ed said, putting his arm around my shoulders. ‘Julia’s with me now. Find someone your own age to play with.’ He looked at Jamie and started

  to smile nastily. ‘I get it, you’re jealous. You’d love to get into Jules’s knickers, but I got there first, and man she’s hot, really—’




  Bang. Jamie landed a punch across Ed’s nose, making it bleed instantly.




  Ed put a hand up to his face, took it away and stared at it, blood dripping down his fingers.




  ‘You little fucker,’ Ed muttered. And then they started laying into each other, pulling, kicking and punching. Ed was a good six inches taller than Jamie and within minutes had him

  pinned to the ground, and was pounding his face, over and over again, as I screamed and tried frantically to pull him off but it was no use.




  Suddenly Bird appeared out of nowhere in a billowing white nightie and threw a basin of water over the pair of them, making Ed stop mid-punch. But then he shook off the water and threw another

  one.




  ‘Get off him for God’s sake, Ed.’ Bird hit Ed over the head with the basin, hard, and then raised it again.




  Ed put up his hand to protect himself. ‘Jesus, what the fuck?’ He stopped hitting Jamie and twisted his head to stare at Bird.




  ‘Watch your language, young man,’ Bird snapped, her eyes flinty.




  While Ed was distracted, Jamie landed a thump on the side of Ed’s face. We could all hear the crack. Ed climbed off Jamie, and hopped around the garden, holding his nose.




  ‘Shit, shit, shit. I think you’ve fucking broken it, you moron.’




  Jamie crawled to his hands and knees, his face dripping blood. ‘That’s what you get for pushing women around and being an arrogant prick, you, you, fucker.’




  ‘Jamie Clear!’ Bird thundered. ‘While your sentiments are admirable, brawling is never acceptable. And for pity’s sake, language! Now, Julia, go and fetch my car keys.

  We’d better take your sorry excuse for a boyfriend to casualty. Oh and happy Christmas everyone. It’s just turned midnight.’




  I stood staring at her.




  ‘You heard me, Julia,’ she ordered.




  I opened my mouth to apologize but she cut me off. ‘I don’t want to know. Not another word from any of you until you’re sober, understand? Now get my keys. And Jamie, that cut

  on your eyebrow looks bad. You’d better come with us. And I want utter silence in the car, understand, or there’ll be hell to pay.’




  We all nodded silently. Ed was staring at Bird, a dark look on his face, but he kept his mouth firmly shut. At that moment I felt about an inch tall. From that night on I refused to speak to

  Jamie Clear, mortified at what he’d done, furious at him for breaking Ed’s nose, angry at him for picking a fight in the first place. If Bird hadn’t intervened, who knows what

  might have happened.




  Ed and I broke up later that day over the phone. He said I hadn’t defended him in front of Bird, had let her fawn over Jamie in the hospital, like he was some sort of hero. I was

  distraught. For months I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, everything seemed pointless. I didn’t bother taking most of my first year summer exams, knew I’d fail. Which I did. In

  spectacular form.




  The following Christmas Eve we got back together, in Finnegan’s ironically enough, although that night Jamie was conspicuously absent.




  That punch up marked the end of my friendship with Jamie. The summer after the fight, as soon as he’d finished his Leaving Cert exams he went to America to intern with Pixar and, when he

  returned, went straight to Galway to start college. It’s only now, after years of reflection, that I finally appreciate what he tried to do for me.




  I shake off the memories, rub my damp eyes with my knuckles and then concentrate on flicking through the rest of the clothes hanging on the back of the door, hoping to find

  something more suitable to wear. My head throb now taking on epic proportions. The door suddenly flings against me, the wood smacking against my temple, exactly where the throbbing is at its worst.

  It’s really not my day.




  ‘Ow!’ I yell, rubbing my skull. ‘That hurt.’




  Pandora sticks her head around. ‘It took me ages to get rid of Lainey. She’s bloody stubborn sometimes, but she’s finally gone. You owe me one, Jules. And where’s the

  Farenze dress? I don’t trust you with it.’




  ‘Charming.’ I hand it to her. She gives it a quick once-over and, satisfied, leaves.




  The door opens a second time. It’s Pandora again. ‘Sorry, forgot to ask. You all right?’




  I nod silently and, satisfied with that, she disappears again. I stand there and sigh. I’ve a good mind to sneak out the back way, jump on my bike and skedaddle, if it wasn’t for the

  fact that I have no shoes, unless you count the Choos and Pandora would kill me if I scuffed the heels from cycling in them. I’m also wearing what Jamie so delightfully referred to as a

  ‘hookery’ outfit. Instead I decide to sneak back to the changing room, grab my jeans and then hotfoot it home. Yes, Pandora will probably sack me, again, but at this stage I just

  don’t care.




  I open the door, check there’s no one around and then sprint to the changing room, where my jeans, shoes and top are still on the floor where I left them. I whip the curtain across and

  start untying the knot in the shirt. I hear a familiar voice outside and my back stiffens.




  ‘Pandora Schuster, you had no right to make my sister cry.’ It’s Karen Anderson, Lainey’s oldest sister, in full swing. Karen prides herself on being direct and is

  always, always right; Lainey hates it and tends to avoid all confrontation with her because of it. And from the sound of things, Karen’s on the war path. I pull the curtains open a crack and

  peek out. There she is, leaning over the cash desk, in a purple Juicy tracksuit and runners, her hair pulled back into its usual face-lift ponytail. When she’s not minding her perfect blonde

  (perfectly ghastly) children, she spends her life at the gym or playing tennis.




  Pandora is standing her ground. ‘After what she did to Jules, she deserves it.’




  Karen plants her fists on her waist. ‘Says who? Lainey and Ed are in love and now they’re making a proper commitment. Jules shouldn’t be acting like such a child. Anyone would

  think she’s still in love with him. Maybe she wants him back.’ She cocks her head and gives Pandora a ‘what do you say to that?’ look.




  But she’s underestimating Pandora, who, like Bird, is always calm under pressure. My sister narrows her eyes. ‘Karen, Jules is no fool, she knew Ed saw other people while she was

  away, they had an understanding. But while she was avoiding the rain in Wellington, your darling sister had her beady eye on Ed, and once she seduced him, she stuck to him like a limpet. And

  didn’t even have the decency to tell Jules about it until months later. Jules got shafted by both Ed and Lainey, and we both know it. Ed, well, OK he’s a man, but you don’t

  betray your best friend like that, Karen. You just don’t. And you’re wrong, Jules has no interest in that worm, not after everything he’s done to her. Now kindly leave my shop.

  None of your family is welcome here.’
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