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  Prologue




  ROSE PULLS OPEN the heavy outer door that is already slick with rain.




  She pushes her foot against the jamb, balances briefcase and handbag, and struggles to fold her umbrella. She almost has it when the wind gusts, slamming down hard against the metal ribs. The

  fabric suddenly inflates: gaudy pink and yellow roses widen, distort, strain angrily away from her. She tries to get a firmer grip on the wooden handle. At the same time she can feel her bag begin

  to slip from her shoulder, the briefcase slide from her grasp. It can’t be helped: the gaily patterned umbrella wrenches away from her, flails its way across the car park. It bounces

  occasionally against the puddled tarmac. Rose watches its overblown, full-bellied bid for freedom. She knows that there is no point in chasing it. And so, she lets it go. She is reminded, once

  again, of this April day, this morning, this time, eight years ago. Her husband stands before her in the kitchen of their home. Eggs boil in a saucepan; she wipes away the splashes. Ben’s

  face is vivid now, his words bubbling just underneath the surface of her memory.




  ‘I don’t love you any more,’ he is saying. And then he’s gone, bag packed with twenty years of marriage. Buggers off, just like that. Rose doesn’t think about it

  much these days. She certainly doesn’t try to remember. But once every year she allows herself that one indulgence.




  She closes the door behind her now, shrugs out of her damp jacket, hangs it up in the hallway. Sarah appears, keeping the inner door open against her hip.




  ‘Morning, Rose. Foul day. You okay?’




  Rose nods and rummages in her handbag. ‘Morning, Sarah. Fine, thanks. Just lost my umbrella, though. The wind took it while I wasn’t looking.’




  Sarah grins. ‘Yeah – we saw it leave! Looked impressive in full flight, I have to say. Do you want any of us to chase it for you?’




  Rose smiles. She knows how much Sarah hates the rain.




  ‘Nah – I’d say it’s blown inside out by now. But thanks.’ She looks in the mirror and begins to brush her hair. ‘Probably high time I got a new one,

  anyway.’




  Sarah waits while Rose touches up her lipstick. ‘Remind me: are you up to full capacity today?’




  Rose shakes her head, snaps her bag shut. ‘Nope. I’m taking tomorrow and Monday off, remember? I’m mostly fiddling about with paperwork this morning: I’ve to see Sam

  later on.’




  ‘Betty or Angela due in?’




  ‘I gave them the day off. Why?’




  Sarah looks at her archly. ‘Our birthday party for tonight has just increased by yet another twenty. We’re already out the door. Can you help? Just for a couple of hours before

  lunch?’ She stops and grins. ‘And maybe an hour or so after?’




  Rose sighs in mock exasperation. ‘You’re a slave driver. Did I ever tell you that?’ She follows her into the spotless kitchens. ‘Bring it on: kill the willing

  horse.’




  Sarah smiles her thanks. ‘You’re a star. This always happens when you’re doing someone a favour, doesn’t it? They dump stuff like this on you at the last minute.

  Let’s grab a cup of tea first and then we’ll get started.’




  Sarah’s sisters, Claire and Katie, are already absorbed in their work, standing behind a phalanx of canapé trays. Serried ranks of tartlets, brioches and tiny croquettes line the

  stainless steel counter to either side. Spice of Life never cuts corners, never compromises. Rose feels that she has learned a lot from Sarah and her sisters over the years: they have done their

  market research, kept up with food’s changing fads and fashions, kept their costs down.




  Claire looks up as Rose passes. ‘Morning, Rose,’ and then her head is bowed again. Katie waves distractedly. She is chopping and grating as though her life depends upon it. The three

  sisters always work with speed and great economy of movement: perfect teamwork, Rose has often thought, with a twinge of guilty envy.




  ‘My expertise will cost you, of course,’ Rose says calmly, pulling the large white teapot towards her. She makes sure to catch Sarah’s eye before the younger woman reaches for

  her mobile. Sarah looks over at her, waits.




  ‘Go on, then,’ she says cagily.




  Rose pours boiling water, stirs, gives the teabags a final, thoughtful squeeze.




  ‘How about a new umbrella?’




  







  PART ONE




  







  Chapter One




  EVEN AFTER FIVE YEARS, Rose still got a small thrill of ownership every time she saw the signs above the door: ‘Bonne Bouche Catering’ and

  ‘Spice of Life’. She liked it, too, when Sarah and her sisters arrived in the mornings before she, Rose, did. Their presence warmed up the industrial drabness, made her feel almost as

  though she was coming home.




  She sipped at her tea now, flicking through the previous day’s invoices. ‘How come tonight’s birthday party has suddenly got so much bigger – again?’ she demanded,

  as soon as Sarah finished her call.




  ‘Oh, you know how it is,’ Sarah was trying not to smile.




  ‘A severe attack of the TFGs?’




  ‘The very one. The “intimate family celebration” has now tripled in size since last week. They’ve cousins coming out of the woodwork and everyone has to be invited

  or one side won’t speak to the other for the next ten years. If it was my family, I’d consider that a bonus.’




  ‘Well, bless ’em all, every one,’ said Rose, stuffing papers into her briefcase. ‘It’s great for business. Don’t know where we’d be without Traumatic

  Family Guilt.’ She put on her white jacket, tied back her hair. Quickly, she scanned the list that Sarah had just handed her.




  ‘That’s fine,’ she said. ‘We have most of this in the cold room already. I’ll give you a shout if there’s anything missing. Which do you want me to get stuck

  into first – the salmon roulade or the beef tagine?’




  ‘The roulade,’ called Sarah, and lunged across the kitchen as her mobile shrilled again. ‘Nobody does it better!’




  Rose pulled a fish kettle off the stainless steel hook above her head and caught sight, briefly, of her own distorted reflection, waving and shimmering across the metal’s cloudy surface.

  She hardly recognized herself.




  Katie’s face suddenly loomed beside hers. Rose jumped.




  ‘I’m nipping out for a smoke. Big Sister Sarah is putting us all under pressure.’ Katie grinned, tapping on the slim metal box in her pocket. ‘Down to two cheroots a day

  from ten. Not bad, is it?’




  ‘Not bad at all,’ Rose agreed. ‘You’re becoming a paragon of virtue.’




  ‘Don’t worry: I won’t get carried away. Claire and Sarah have enough virtue for all of us.’ And she was gone, rolling her eyes up to heaven. Rose smiled as the back door

  slid quietly closed behind her.




  Claire looked up from her chopping board across the room and caught Rose’s eye. ‘I’m doing the first run and the set-up around midday. Will you come with me? That means Sarah

  can stay and finish the desserts with Katie.’




  Rose nodded. ‘Of course. I’ll be well finished with the roulade by then – and I’ll leave the tagine on low. It can look after itself while we’re gone. Just give me

  a shout when you’re ready, and we can load the van.’




  Claire smiled her thanks.




  Three hours later Rose manoeuvred her van as close to the kitchen door as possible. Then Claire began to pass her boxes of plates, bowls, cutlery, ticking each one off her list as she did so.

  ‘I hate this bit,’ she said, with a vehemence that surprised Rose. Claire was normally the quiet one, the non-complainer. ‘Loading and unloading the van’s a killer on

  the back, it really is.’




  ‘I know. I have to confess, I usually get Betty and Angela to do it. There have to be some compensations for being their boss.’




  Claire laughed, her good humour restored. ‘They’re not that bad.’




  Rose made no comment.




  ‘That’s the last of the white wine – that’s got to go in the fridges as soon as we get there: remind me in case I forget.’ Claire consulted her list once more.

  ‘Just the tablecloths and napkins and all the usual party paraphernalia left. At least they don’t weigh much.’




  Rose looked at her, alarmed. ‘We don’t have to decorate the place and blow up a million balloons, do we?’




  Claire shook her head. ‘No – we’re just supplying the bits and pieces. The birthday girl’s friends are supposed to be meeting us there in half an hour. The marquee was

  set up last night, and they’ve already started on the balloons.’




  ‘Oh, thank God for that,’ said Rose. ‘Okay, let’s go. Let’s see if we can beat our record for set-up.’




  Claire finished counting. ‘That’s fine – twelve trestle tables, each seating ten. Let’s give the surfaces a rub-down and then we can begin to get them

  ready. The cleaning stuff is in box number ten, the last one to go in the van.’




  ‘I have it here,’ said Rose, ‘along with the cloths, napkins and centrepieces.’




  Claire grinned at her. ‘Now you see why I wanted you with me!’




  They worked quickly and with concentration, pausing only to corral the balloon-blowing girls into the furthest corner of the marquee. Quietly but firmly, Claire insisted that they stay where

  their raucous good humour would not interrupt the work in progress. ‘It’s that, or come back at seven tonight,’ she told them. ‘We can’t have you under our

  feet.’




  ‘They can sure shriek, can’t they?’ remarked Rose, reminded of her own teenage daughter, Lisa, and her high-pitched friends.




  They smoothed the white tablecloths, made sure the settings were spaced adequately, even made allowances for awkward table legs. Claire consulted her seating plan, matching place cards to her

  numbered list. Finally, she nodded, satisfied.




  ‘Okay, let’s do a walk-around and make sure there are no hazards for the waitresses.’




  ‘I think this is pretty tight,’ said Rose, indicating a group of tables in front of the stage. A young man with very long hair and arms crowded with tattoos was setting up the sort

  of disco equipment that Rose knew would make her ears bleed.




  Claire frowned. ‘It’s a very difficult angle for turning. We’d better get the most sylph-like girls to serve this end of the marquee.’ She made a note on her floorplan.

  ‘Okay, I think that’s it for this run.’




  ‘Wine,’ said Rose suddenly. ‘White wine – in the fridges here. You said to remind you.’




  ‘Done and dusted,’ said Claire, putting her pen in her top pocket. ‘And,’ she paused, looking at her watch theatrically, ‘I think we can say our record remains

  unbroken. Let’s head for the hills.’ She looked at Rose archly. ‘That’s only because you don’t need to slip away for a secret smoke every half-hour.’




  Back at the Bonne Bouche, Rose took a chair outside into the early afternoon sunshine. Without a word, Claire brought her a mug of tea. ‘That’s it, Rose,’ she

  said. ‘We’ve caught up with ourselves. We’ll bring your roulade and the tagine when we’re on the last run tonight. Thanks a million. You really made a difference.’




  ‘A pleasure,’ said Rose, smiling up at her. She sipped at her tea gratefully, and Claire disappeared back inside.




  What I used to do for love I now do for money.




  The sudden thought surprised her. She hadn’t felt like that in a long time, not for years, not since the early days after Ben left. Back then, her life had been filled with loaves, bread

  rolls, pizzas: all that leavened dough rising steadily in the heady, emotional heat of her own kitchen. Her days had become a steamy routine of mixing, kneading, proving. All around her, while

  everything else rose and grew and doubled in size, she watched herself shrink and shrivel, disappearing onto the sidelines of her own life. After almost two years she’d had enough; she needed

  to be somewhere else, somewhere she could breathe. She’d grasped at the first straw that floated her way: premises for rent, somewhat run-down and ill-equipped, to be sure, but close to home,

  cheap and just meant to be hers. She knew it; she could feel it.




  ‘I have to get out, Pauline.’ Rose remembered the way she’d paced the floor of her solicitor’s office. It had been a long, discouraging meeting. ‘I can’t

  stand being cooped up inside my own four walls any longer. I’ll go mad. There’s no distance – no dividing line between home, work, kids, life. I feel like one of those horrible

  gerbil things on a treadmill, just manically going round and round and getting nowhere. Besides, the Health Board regulations are getting tougher. I need a proper place.’




  Pauline had been calm, professional, just like her father. ‘I understand that, Rose, but these premises you’re considering just aren’t suitable. Think about it for a minute:

  why are they so cheap? Why have they been on the market for such a long time? As your solicitor, it would be remiss of me to let you sign this lease. There are more holes in it than a

  colander.’




  Rose had flung herself into the old-fashioned armchair then, angry, defeated. Pauline was right, of course. And that was just one of the many things that made everything feel so much worse.

  They’d sat in silence until Rose’s impotent fury had crackled and fizzled its way to nothing, like a child’s cheap sparkler at Halloween.




  Pauline had waited her out, and then remarked mildly: ‘If Lisa sat there with a face like that, you’d kill her.’




  ‘How come you’re never wrong?’ Rose had demanded, laughing in spite of herself at the thought of her daughter’s bright, open face.




  Pauline smiled at her, looking over the tops of her glasses. ‘That’s what you pay me for. Let this one go, okay? Trust me. There’ll be others.’




  Rose had given in, not without a show of reluctance. But had she been really honest, she would have had to acknowledge that relief had already begun to take the place of frustration. She

  couldn’t allow herself to be cheated, not then, not ever. She’d already had enough betrayal to last her a lifetime.




  Pauline’s voice had remained quiet, reassuring. ‘Let’s draw up a list of what you need, and a budget. Then you can do some systematic searching. Right now you don’t know

  what you want. All you can think about is escape.’




  It had taken almost twelve months, but Rose eventually did it: she found what she’d been looking for.




  ‘It’s perfect, Pauline. This time I’ve got it just right, I’m sure of it.’




  Then she’d been unable to sleep, lying rigid throughout the anxious nights, waiting for Pauline to close the deal. Attention to detail, she’d kept insisting every time Rose phoned

  her, tried to hurry her. ‘It’ll pay off in the end, I promise you; it’ll be so watertight you’ll hear it squeak. But these things can’t be rushed. Now just get back to

  work and let me do my job.’




  Finally, they’d sat together in Pauline’s office once again, Rose perched on the edge of the old leather chair. Her arms were folded; she hugged her elbows close to her body, trying

  to contain her excitement.




  ‘You’re right: this one’s the business.’ Pauline was looking very pleased. ‘It’s the first let, a great location, plenty of private parking.’ She leafed

  through the pages of the lease, referring to her own pencilled notes in the margins. ‘After a bit of horse-trading, we’ve got nine years nine months with no breaks, and the rent is

  reasonable. I think it’s good you’ll be sharing, too. Keeps costs down all over. The only thing we haven’t yet considered—’




  Rose looked up at her, concerned.




  ‘—is how you’ll get on with the other tenants.’ Pauline took a sip of her coffee, watching Rose steadily as she did so.




  ‘I think it’ll be okay, I’ve already spoken to them.’ Even to her own ears, Rose’s voice sounded too eager, almost childlike. She caught Pauline’s look.

  ‘I’ll be careful, don’t worry. I know that sharing could be a minefield. And if I’m not happy about something, I’ll get in touch with you straight away –

  before it becomes a problem.’




  Pauline raised her cup. ‘Well, here’s to you, then: new premises, a full order-book and a few quid in the bank for a rainy day. Go get ’em, girl.’




  Rose could still recall the first morning she’d arrived at the new premises in Santry, apprehensive, excited, terrified all at once. Sarah and the others had arrived before her on that

  occasion, too, their van parked right outside. Spice of Life, it proclaimed, the words unfurling across its side like an old-fashioned banner rippling in the breeze. The letters were

  cinnamon-coloured on a cream background, shaded by paintings of tiny nutmegs, allspice, cardamoms.




  Rose had felt instant dismay. Their name was so much more professional, so much catchier than hers. Bonne Bouche Catering had seemed tired, somehow, almost cumbersome, old-fashioned by

  comparison. Even her van looked discouraged: grimy, rain-streaked, in need of a good wash.




  I can’t just stand out here all morning looking at vans, she’d thought finally. I’ll have to go inside sometime. She took a deep breath, settled her bag more firmly on her

  shoulder and went for it.




  When she opened the door, she’d been met by a blizzard of activity. Tiny white nuggets of styrofoam – thousands of them – had launched themselves onto the stainless steel

  counters, the floor, even into the sinks. The draught from the open door seemed to give them a life of their own and they took sudden flight, scattering everywhere on Rose’s entrance. She

  looked around her, surprised. Whatever she had expected, it certainly wasn’t this.




  Three women were unpacking cardboard boxes with a speed that reminded Rose of the rapid, jerky movements of old home movies. They were calling out to one another at the same time, opening and

  slamming cupboard doors, answering mobiles. There was a cloud of energy in the room so intense that Rose could almost taste it.




  One of the women looked up, as though sensing Rose’s presence. She wiped her hands quickly on a paper towel and made her way down towards the door, smiling. Rose had felt a sudden wave of

  relief. The other woman’s hand was extended in greeting, her face open and friendly.




  It’s okay, thought Rose. We’re going to get along.




  ‘You must be Rose Kelly. I’m very pleased to meet you. I’m Sarah Greene. We spoke on the phone.’




  ‘Pleased to meet you at last, Sarah. I’ve just been admiring your van – and your logo: what a great name!’




  ‘Yeah, well, the name’s ours all right, but that’s about the only thing. All the rest belongs to the bank! Come and meet the other Lifers.’




  Rose shook hands with Katie and Claire, momentarily confused at the similarities between them: the same dark hair, fine angular features.




  Katie grinned at her. ‘It’s all right – everybody thinks we’re triplets.’




  ‘Here, steady on,’ objected Claire. ‘I’m the youngest – less of this triplets business.’




  ‘And I’m the eldest,’ said Sarah sternly, ‘so these two do what I tell them.’




  Rose had looked from one lively face to the other. ‘In your dreams,’ she’d said.




  All three laughed.




  ‘I can see we’re going to get on just fine,’ said Sarah. ‘We’ve the kettle on. Cuppa before we all get stuck in?’




  ‘Yes, please,’ said Rose.




  ‘Have you others starting today?’ Katie asked, as she rummaged for mugs in the box in front of her.




  ‘Yes, two part-timers – Betty and Angela.’




  As though on cue, the door opened and two young women entered. Betty hovered uncertainly by the door. Angela pushed past her and made her way towards Rose. Her small face was bright,

  confident.




  ‘Morning, Ms Kelly.’




  ‘Morning, Angela,’ said Rose. ‘Meet Sarah, Katie and Claire. They call the shots around here. This is Angela, everyone.’




  Rose looked around. Betty still hadn’t moved. The girl looked uncertain, almost frightened. ‘Come and introduce yourself, Betty,’ Rose called. Awkwardly, the younger girl made

  her way into the kitchen. She’s like an unmade bed, Rose had thought, filled with sudden misgiving. She’d taken a chance on the girl, moved by her air of eager thoroughness, her

  willingness to please. Now she wasn’t so sure.




  ‘Hello,’ said Betty, looking down at her scuffed shoes. Her voice was barely audible.




  ‘O-kay,’ said Katie briskly, after a small silence. ‘Let’s have this first, then we can all muddle about together.’ She handed around the mugs of steaming

  tea.




  Sarah lifted hers in mock salute. ‘Right, everyone, here’s to the start of a beautiful friendship.’




  ‘Amen,’ said her sisters.




  I’ll drink to that, Rose had thought.




  Now she felt that these days, more often than not, she hovered somewhere on the margins of cautious happiness. She’d kept the roof over her children’s heads. And she’d plenty

  of work for the next six months.




  Not a bad place to be, eight years later.




  She could only hope that Sam had no nasty surprises waiting for her that afternoon.




  ‘Okay, Sarah, I’m off. Katie, Claire, see you all on Tuesday.’ Rose called out to the various corners of the kitchen as she hung up her white jacket, searched

  in her handbag for the keys to the van.




  Sarah emerged from the cold room, her arms laden with vegetables. ‘Half four already! God. Where does the day go?’ She grinned at Rose. ‘I know, I know, I sound just

  like my mother. You have a great weekend – and thanks a million for the roulade. It looks wonderful.’ She dumped scallions, peppers, tomatoes onto the counter in front of her.




  Rose reached out quickly and caught a large red bell pepper just before it fell.




  ‘No problem. Don’t forget to check on the tagine. It dries out if you take your eye off it.’ She looked at Sarah slyly. ‘Enjoy the celebrations this evening, won’t

  you?’




  Sarah snorted. ‘I’ll be out of there just as fast as I can. Friends of the family can be very dangerous animals: they’re always the first ones to complain, even if

  there’s nothing wrong.’ Grimly, she began tearing the outer leaves off the lollo rosso. She looked up at Rose for a moment. ‘It’s their way of keeping you in your place, you

  know? In case you’d get above yourself.’




  Rose smiled. ‘You have my sympathy. I’ll spare you all a thought this evening as I read my book – with my feet up, sipping a glass of good red wine.’ She started to make

  her way towards the door. ‘Just the one thought, mind you,’ and she waved, theatrically, over her shoulder. ‘Bye, now! I’m off to rediscover weekends!’




  ‘Have a good one!’ Sarah called after her.




  ‘See ya, Rose!’ called Claire and Katie. In unison. As ever.




  Rose pulled out into the late-afternoon traffic. A passing motorist flashed his lights and slowed down, allowing her into the long line of cars ahead of him. She waved, surprised at this small

  courtesy. Such gestures were thin on the ground in Dublin, these days.




  She glanced at her watch. Half an hour with Sam, collect Lisa from swimming, pick up a few things in the supermarket and then home. Shoes off, feet up.




  No baking. No brewing. No boiling. No cocktail parties to cater. Just peace and quiet.




  She could hardly wait.




  Rose made her way carefully up the steep flight of granite steps. At the top she paused and combed her hair energetically with her fingertips. She pushed open the door. As she

  did so, watery afternoon sunlight glanced briefly across the glass and she suddenly saw herself again: a little wind-blown, a little startled this time. What is the matter with me? she thought.

  That’s the second time today. As soon as she stepped inside, her reflection disappeared, slipping away into the hush of the closing door. She couldn’t help grinning to herself. Now,

  what sort of an omen was that?




  A young woman looked up as Rose approached, smiling at her, too brightly, from behind a vast mahogany desk. Must be new, Rose thought. Haven’t seen her before. ‘Good

  afternoon,’ she said firmly. ‘I’ve an appointment to see Sam McCarthy at half past three. My name is Kelly; Rose Kelly.’




  She waited while the receptionist consulted her screen. The young woman’s face was a mask, a smooth palette of perfectly applied make-up. Rose wondered where she’d got that shade of

  lipstick.




  ‘That’s fine, Ms Kelly. Please, take a seat. Mr McCarthy will be with you in just a moment.’




  ‘Thank you.’ Rose sank into a comfortable armchair, glad of the opportunity, finally, to do nothing. But Sam was there instantly, smiling warmly, his hand already extended in

  greeting.




  ‘Rose – good to see you!’




  She stood up and shook hands, wondering what this sudden display of formality was all about. He seemed a little nervous this afternoon, almost flustered, as though she had just caught him off

  guard.




  ‘Hi, Sam. Keeping well?’ She had to say something, to dispel the sudden awkwardness she could feel hovering like a fine mist somewhere above their heads.




  ‘Fine, fine,’ he replied. ‘Come this way.’




  She followed him across the blue carpet and into his office. Once he’d closed the door, he seemed to regain his composure.




  ‘Would you like a cup of tea, or coffee?’




  ‘No thanks, Sam. I’m okay. A bit pressed for time, to be honest.’




  ‘Have a seat – this won’t take long.’ He eased his large frame into the swivel chair opposite, and looked at Rose inquiringly. ‘So, how have things been at the

  Bonne Bouche?’ He began to rummage on the desk for his reading glasses, still looking over at her.




  Rose grinned at him, wrestling a sheaf of papers from her briefcase. ‘I thought you were going to tell me!’




  He pulled a thick manila file towards him, opened it and handed her a couple of pages stapled together. ‘That’s the account summary for the past few months. I think you’ll see

  lots of room for optimism.’ He smiled at her as she took the pages and scanned them quickly. ‘There’s no need to look so terrified – you’re making good money again.

  The bad old days are over.’




  Rose ran a finger rapidly up and down the neat rows and columns. She could hardly believe what she was seeing. Almost a year ago she had come to Sam, looking for advice. His prescription had

  been brisk, blunt, no-nonsense.




  ‘Stop all these dinners for ten and twelve people,’ he’d told her. ‘Your profit margins are way too small, particularly when you look at all the work involved, and

  the fact that your overheads stay the same no matter what size the party is. Go for the bigger events: weddings, corporate entertaining, trendy food.’




  Rose had looked at him in dismay. ‘But I’ve never done that sort of work – I couldn’t possibly handle that kind of volume on my own, with just two part-timers.’




  ‘I agree, but hear me out. First of all, let’s look at the current situation. The market is changing, Rose: you’ve told me so yourself. You’ve already seen that your kind

  of home entertaining is becoming less fashionable – people are eating out more.’ Sam had leaned back in his chair, watched her carefully.




  Rose hadn’t answered at once, but she couldn’t deny the impact of his words. The past five or six years had seen an explosion of restaurants all over Dublin: all fashion and fusion,

  and all stuffed to the gills with impossibly beautiful people. Rose hardly recognized her native city any more. It had had some sort of a designer makeover while she wasn’t looking, become a

  place for the dotcom wünderkinder with brash cash in their pockets and an appetite for some serious spending.




  Nobody seemed to want her First Communion lunches any more, her budget birthday parties, anniversary buffets for friends and family.




  ‘You might be right,’ she’d admitted, finally. ‘I’m not sure what sort of change I can bring about, but I can’t just go on as I am, with money leaking away as

  if there’s no tomorrow.’




  Sam had raised a cautionary hand. ‘Don’t get too despondent – you have the basis of a very healthy business here, still. You just need to do some tweaking. Why not see if Sarah

  and the others would be interested in joining forces, particularly for the bigger events?’




  Sam had drafted some rough figures on the page in front of him. ‘I think it could be profitable for everyone. If you wanted to, you could still retain a measure of independence by holding

  onto some of your own, more profitable clients as well.’




  Rose had nodded thoughtfully. ‘That’s a very interesting suggestion. It could well be the best of both worlds.’




  As it happened, Sarah had been more than pleased to have Rose join forces with her and the other Spice of Lifers. It was an arrangement that quickly grew to suit everybody. Rose did decide to

  hold onto some of her loyal, more long-standing clients, but more and more, she and Sarah worked as a team. Now, almost a year later, it seemed that the strategy was finally paying off. She looked

  over at Sam, who was watching her intently.




  ‘You’re sure I’m really out of the woods?’




  He nodded. ‘Positive. You’re back on track – in fact, you’re ahead of yourself. Your contracts are solid and your cash flow is very healthy. You’ve really turned

  things around. Congratulations.’




  Rose sat back in the chair, conscious of a powerful wash of relief. ‘You’ve no idea how glad I am to hear that. I mean, I knew I was getting there, but I wasn’t sure I’d

  done enough. I was afraid I might have run out of time. Of course, I should never have let it happen in the first place.’




  She shifted a little, uncomfortably aware once more of the sneaky proximity of financial failure. She should have been able to see it coming: it had stalked her once before, in the wake of her

  husband’s departure. She couldn’t afford to hope that it would never do so again.




  ‘Stop beating yourself up,’ Sam said gently. ‘Business isn’t an exact science, you know. Losses happen to the best of us.’




  ‘Maybe.’ Rose inclined her head, only in half-agreement. ‘But I certainly took my eye off the ball. And with three hungry mouths at home, I was in no position to make

  mistakes.’




  ‘“A woman of genius makes no mistakes. Her errors are volitional and are the portals of discovery.”’ Sam was grinning at her widely now.




  She looked at him in astonishment. ‘What? Who said that?’




  Sam tried to look offended. ‘I just did.’




  Rose laughed at his expression. ‘I know, but who said it before you? And I bet they weren’t talking about a woman, either!’




  Sam sighed. ‘It was James Joyce, actually. Someone once quoted it to me after I’d lost my shirt. I took a small measure of comfort from it. And you’re right.’ He rubbed

  both hands through his shock of greying hair. ‘He did say “man of genius”, meaning himself, I suppose. But what would you expect? It doesn’t mean that it can’t apply

  to you.’




  ‘Well, well, what do you know?’ Rose teased him. ‘A literary and philosophical accountant: whatever next?’




  ‘A self-forgiving mother and businesswoman?’ Sam shot back.




  They both laughed. Rose put the stapled pages into her briefcase, folding them carefully first. When she looked up, she was aware that the room had grown suddenly still. She spoke quietly, her

  words carefully measured out and weighed beforehand.




  ‘I haven’t ever thanked you properly for all you’ve done over the last few months, Sam. I couldn’t have got through them without your help.’




  He spread his hands, palms upward: an expansive, inclusive gesture. ‘It’s all part of the service. You did the donkey work yourself, you know. Don’t ever forget that.’ He

  pointed towards the bundles of pages in Rose’s hand. ‘Is that more paperwork for the bookkeepers?’




  She slid them across the desk to him. ‘Yes. I checked everything earlier today and there’s nothing missing. Things are looking very solid for the next six months. They’re even

  verging on the hectic. We’ve no big events on until next week, though, so I’m taking a long weekend off while I still have the chance.’




  He nodded in approval. ‘Good for you. You deserve it. Any particular plans?’




  Just then, the phone rang, startling them both. With an exclamation of irritation, Sam answered it. ‘Yes?’




  Rose was surprised at his tone. It was brusque, almost curt. She busied herself needlessly with her briefcase, checked her watch, looked out of the window.




  ‘I asked not to be disturbed. Tell him I’ll call him back within the hour.’ He hung up abruptly. There was something in his expression that Rose had seen once or twice before,

  had failed to read. Whatever it was eluded her this time, too. She stood up. Time to go. The man was under pressure: so was she.




  ‘Must fly. Thanks again, Sam. See you next month?’




  He pushed his chair back. ‘Same time, same place. Keep up the good work. You know what to do.’




  Rose began to itemize, using her fingers. ‘One, write everything down, no matter how small the transaction; two, daily internet bank balance reconciliation; three, keep on top of credit

  control; four, keep on top of credit control. It’s my Wicca-word, my morning mantra.’




  Sam looked at her, puzzled. ‘Wicca? Isn’t that some sort of old crone?’




  Rose shook her head in disapproval. ‘Modern, Sam, modern. No such thing as an old crone any more. Witches are young and vegetarian these days. “Wicca” is how I remember my

  homework: Write, Internet, Credit Control, and then Credit Control all over again.’




  ‘What about the final “a”?’




  ‘Can’t you guess?’




  He shook his head.




  She looked at him, trying hard to be serious. ‘You’re in the wrong profession, then. It’s “a” for “Be anal” about it.’




  He laughed. ‘I can see I’ve taught you well. I can relax now, my duty is done.’ He opened the door for her. ‘Drive safely.’




  ‘I will.’ Rose made her way back down the steps towards the street, feeling lighter, happier.




  No matter what, it was always a relief to have your survival confirmed by somebody else.




  ‘Mum? Is it okay if I go over to Carly’s?’ Lisa was at the kitchen table, texting frantically, her long fingers whizzing around the keypad of her mobile

  phone.




  Rose was trying to fit too many vegetables into the bottom of the fridge. She looked up, surprised. ‘I thought you said you had a load of homework to do. You were grumbling about it all

  the way home from the pool.’




  Lisa’s phone beeped. She began texting again almost at once.




  ‘Lisa – I’m speaking to you.’




  ‘I know, I know. I was just in a bad mood. None of it is for tomorrow.’




  ‘Lisa . . . ?’ Rose’s tone had an edge of warning to it.




  ‘I’m serious, Mum. Look, I’ll show you my homework journal, if you like.’ Lisa leapt up from the table and dived onto the sofa, where she began rummaging at once in her

  schoolbag. Rose knew the routine. Soon, her daughter would produce incontrovertible evidence of no homework. She’d fill the kitchen with her energy, circle her mother, move in for the kill.

  Rose sighed. Sometimes she didn’t know whether she had the stamina for yet another fourteen-year-old.




  She looked at the blank page her daughter now waved in front of her.




  ‘See? I told you. There’s nothing due for Friday.’




  ‘So, how long do you need to spend studying over the weekend, then?’ Rose demanded. She felt it was time to seize the advantage. ‘Let’s agree it now, in advance, so that

  there’s no argument. Don’t forget, you’ve three tests next week – you told me so yourself.’




  Lisa opened her mouth, took one look at her mother’s face and closed it again.




  ‘I mean it, Lisa. It’s my first long weekend off in ages and I’ve no intention of spending any of it fighting with you.’




  ‘Okay, okay – don’t go off the deep end,’ said Lisa crossly. She tossed her long hair back from her face, grabbed a pen off the kitchen table and scribbled something in

  her homework journal. She thrust it at her mother.




  Rose looked at it quickly. ‘“Saturday morning, eleven to one; afternoon, four to six. Sunday, provisionally, eleven to one.” Why provisionally?’




  ‘Cos I might get everything done on Saturday, mightn’t I?’ Lisa looked at her mother, head cocked to one side, smiling wickedly.




  Moods like the weather, Rose thought. As changeable as an Irish summer. ‘Here, sign it,’ she said, handing her daughter the rather dog-eared journal.




  Lisa sighed. A very eloquent sigh, Rose thought, indicative of her daughter’s great disappointment at having a mother who neither understood her nor trusted her.




  Lisa signed her name with a parliamentary flourish. ‘Satisfied?’




  ‘Don’t be cheeky. Give it here to me, please. There – I’ve signed it, too. That means it’s a deal, okay? And deals thus agreed cannot be broken. Right?’




  Lisa rolled her eyes. ‘Yes, mother. You’re always right.’




  Rose grinned at her. ‘You’d better believe it. Now give me a kiss. Back home at nine, okay?’




  Lisa almost strangled Rose in a bear hug. ‘Ten.’




  It was a well-worn routine. They both knew the drill.




  ‘It’s a school night. Half nine.’




  ‘Okay.’ Chirpy again.




  ‘What about dinner?’




  ‘Can I have it later? I’m not hungry.’




  ‘Fine. In that case, definitely home by half nine – not a minute later.’




  Lisa blew her a kiss from the doorway. ‘Admit it: you’re thrilled to be rid of me for a few hours. You’ll snooze on that sofa there all evening.’ Lisa suddenly

  struck a dramatic pose, threw her head back, placed the back of her hand on her forehead. It was perfect silent-movie-speak for female distress. ‘Then you’ll tell me: “I never

  slept a wink.” ’




  Rose threw the tea-towel at her. Lisa ducked, catching it easily, and flung it back at her mother, who missed. Shrieks of laughter as the cloth landed on Rose’s head and draped itself over

  her eyes.




  ‘Nice burka, Mum!’ And she was gone.




  ‘Don’t you be late!’




  The front door slammed.




  Rose put Lisa’s journal away safely and left her schoolbag in the hall. She picked up the plastic swimming bag, full of damp towels, and thought about loading the washing machine. Then she

  hesitated, changed her mind. She kicked off her shoes, loosened her skirt and sank gratefully onto the soft cushions of the old, familiar sofa.




  She decided to close her eyes and rest, just for a few moments.




  The tapping was insistent, coming from somewhere very far away.




  Rose jerked awake, her heart pounding for no good reason. She felt dislocated, groggy. She must have slept for far longer than she’d intended. The tapping started again, more insistent

  this time. Then she realized: there was someone at the front door. Whoever it was had no intention of going away. Rose scrambled off the sofa, her knees obeying her with difficulty. As soon as she

  put her foot to the floor she could feel the numb, warm tingling of pins and needles.




  Crossly, she made her way down the hallway, ready to shout at Lisa for forgetting her key. As she approached the door, something about the silhouette of the figure on the step made her pause,

  made her heart speed up. Only then did she realize that she was clutching the bag of towels close to her chest, holding onto it as if there was no tomorrow.




  It couldn’t be.




  It was the milkman – someone collecting for charity – a political canvasser. Rose reached out slowly, cautiously, as though something was about to explode in her hands. She saw his

  face through the glass a split second before he saw hers. From nowhere, the most tremendous feeling of calm descended upon her.




  Ben. It was Ben.




  In slow motion, she dropped the towels into the corner, until later. Everything around her seemed to have liquefied; it was like running under deep water. All she could think of was putting down

  the towels. She couldn’t handle this and dirty laundry at the same time. Something had to give.




  She noticed her hand shook as she reached up to open the door.




  She was conscious of nothing else but him and her, standing there, each facing the other in a perfectly ordinary way on a perfectly ordinary evening. Time was full of the present moment; there

  was no room for anything else. No past, no future, no anger. Not yet.




  No recriminations, no distress.




  All she knew was, he was back.




  Some part of Rose had been waiting for his return, had prepared for it, for eight long years now. Seeing him there on her doorstep was a shock, but she couldn’t say it

  was in any sense a surprise.




  ‘Hello, Rose,’ he said.




  Was his tone gentler than she remembered? There was a lightness around the corners of his mouth. Not quite a smile, but something that could perhaps become one in time. He looked smoother than

  he used to: his thinning hair sleeker, darker than she would have expected. Rose thought of the shiny-headed seals she had recently seen on a nature programme. She had a brief, blinding vision of

  her husband standing on that step, just as he was now, more than eight years ago. Then, his face had been brick-red with astonishment and disbelief that his wife had, finally, locked her door

  against him.




  ‘Hello, Ben,’ she said now, quite coolly.




  There didn’t seem to be anything else to say. She looked at him with mild detachment. She had been married to this man. She had loved him and minded him and relied on him, once upon a

  time. She had had her children with him, and now he seemed to her like someone she had once met long ago, briefly, in another, previous life.




  She kept probing to see if she felt anything, any emotion at all. Like a tongue worrying a sore tooth, she would have been reassured to feel the pain of its presence. Instead, all feeling seemed

  to have been extracted, just yanked out of the way, leaving not even the smallest gap as a reminder of its previous troubled existence.




  What do I do now?




  The question was suddenly clear in Rose’s mind, as though some inner voice had just articulated it rather sharply, prodding at her, impatient at her lack of action.




  ‘May I come in?’ he said. ‘Or perhaps . . . we could . . . go out . . . somewhere for a drink?’




  She stood back, opening the door wider, aware of some absurd emotion just beginning to stir deep inside her chest. It was like the hopeful, frantic flapping of a caged bird. ‘Please, come

  in.’




  He followed her down the hallway into the kitchen. Rose indicated the sofa, hoping that her voice had acquired confidence, the easy authority of ownership.




  ‘Take a seat.’




  She watched him carefully before he sat, as he smoothed out the warm wrinkles on the cotton throw. He kept pulling and straightening until the whole surface was bland and featureless, all traces

  of warmth and familiarity disappeared. By the time he sat, his face was almost as smooth, but disapproval lingered where the contours of a smile had, almost, recently been.




  He can’t help himself, she thought abruptly. The shard of realization sliced through her resentment like a scalpel through flesh. He hasn’t changed a bit. He still thinks I’m

  nothing but wife and housekeeper – keeper of his house, wife to some long-ago, ever-present Ben: discarded, unwanted, but still, somehow, irrevocably his.




  Stop it, she told herself severely. You don’t know what he’s thinking.




  Nevertheless, the small voice that sometimes refused to be silenced, whose presence had grown more and more insistent over the years, now whispered sadly to the inside of her head: Oh, but

  you do, you do.




  Ben handed her a bottle of wine. The movement was an abrupt one, coming out of nowhere, like a conjurer’s trick. She almost expected to see a bunch of fake flowers blossom suddenly in his

  outstretched hand, or a startled, pink-eyed rabbit, suspended by long white ears. Slowly, she took the bottle from him. She hadn’t noticed it in his hands while he stood at the doorway.




  ‘I’ll get the opener.’ Rose walked over towards the cupboards, glad of the opportunity to turn her back on her husband. She felt cold all over. Memories crowded all around her,

  their clarity splintering like ice. When Ben spoke again, his voice was quiet, almost hesitant.




  ‘How are the kids? How’s Damien?’




  Rose opened the drawer, rummaged noisily for the bottle opener. ‘Damien doesn’t live here any more.’




  What else could she say?




  It was a bottle of good red wine, but the cork was plastic, she noticed. That was more and more common these days. Something to do with contamination, she’d heard . . . Stop it, she told

  herself. Get a grip.




  ‘He’s had a place of his own for the past year or so. He’s sharing with a couple of friends.’ Let Damien tell his father, if he wanted to. She wasn’t going to fill

  in all the years for him.




  ‘Really?’ Ben looked surprised.




  Rose began to pour. The glass shuddered for a moment, and she steadied its base with her free hand. The fingers were trembling slightly, she noticed. She considered the information in a detached

  way, as though the hand belonged to someone else.




  ‘He’s twenty-four years of age, Ben.’




  ‘Of course, of course.’




  Rose saw his face tighten. Watching the expression she knew so well, it seemed clear to her that she had a choice: she could kill him now, either with the corkscrew, or arsenic in his wine. Or

  she could instead pretend to be calm, blasé, woman-of-the-world. It wouldn’t be too difficult. She already had the impression of watching herself from a frozen distance, waiting while

  her emotions skulked somewhere in the wings. She took a long sip of her wine, tried harder for chattiness.




  ‘And Brian is quite the academic star. He’s just finishing first year at college – computers and languages. He’s hoping for a first. He’ll be working with IBM in

  Paris for the summer.’




  Ben looked gratified. Rose understood that look. My son, it seemed to say. My favourite child. Of course he’d do well. Didn’t he have me for a father? Rose felt rage flare suddenly,

  a bright coil of it, spooling upwards from the depths she’d kept so carefully covered for eight long years.




  ‘And Lisa?’




  Did he really find it all perfectly normal, to learn like this about his children’s lives, strangers’ lives, in a polite but cursory telegrammese that acknowledged no absence, no

  sense of anything at all missing on his part?




  Rose’s smile was bright and brittle. ‘Quite the young lady. Fourteen going on forty. Thinks the world was created for her entertainment. She’s fine – as self-centred and

  moody as the next fourteen-year-old.’




  ‘I’m looking forward to seeing them.’




  Rose thought there was a question in there somewhere. She decided not to acknowledge it.




  ‘More wine?’




  She poured recklessly, wishing he would go, wishing he had never come back, wishing she had never known him, that her children had somehow been transported to her through the medium of the

  spirit world. She could feel her thoughts becoming wilder. Her fear of what her husband’s return must mean grew and grew beyond her control. The frozen air she’d wondered at earlier had

  now begun to thaw. It felt like a hole in the permafrost, a hole in the ozone layer – an unwelcome, almost toxic return of sensation that brought her dangerously close to tears.




  ‘Why have you come back, Ben?’ The directness of her question surprised even her. Something – perhaps the wine – had given her false courage.




  He placed his glass carefully on the coffee table, even more carefully not looking at her. ‘Things have changed for me, as I’m sure they have for you.’ He ran his finger

  reflectively around the rim of his wine glass, making it sing.




  The sound was somehow inappropriate, Rose thought: this was not a night for musical accompaniment. This was all harsh lights, hard words, harder feelings.




  ‘I’d like to move back to Dublin. There are some . . . opportunities . . . here I’d like to pursue. Celtic Tiger, and all that.’




  His smile was ghastly, Rose thought, like a death’s head. He had paused slightly before and after the word ‘opportunities’ too, as though giving the word a capital letter,

  allowing it to occupy a larger, more significant space than usual.




  He needs money, she thought suddenly, shocked by the brutal clarity of her realization. That’s why he’s back. He wants me to sell the house.




  ‘Opportunities.’ She nodded, seeming to consider this. ‘I see.’ She said nothing more, comfortably allowing the silence to grow between them. It could grow for as long as

  it wished, now that she knew.




  He shifted a little on the sofa. When he spoke again, his voice was softer. He’s been practising this, she thought. Someone has schooled him in how to get what he wants. By negotiation,

  this time.




  ‘I believe . . . I feel that it’s time we . . . regularized our position – financially . . . and . . . with regard to the children, the house – everything, in

  fact.’




  These were not his words. They did not fit comfortably inside his mouth. They tumbled out as soon as he spoke, recklessly, glad to escape. He must have held them prisoner ever since he first

  came across them, planning to use them as hostages in getting what he wanted: what he believed to be his, felt was his due. Rose could imagine him leafing through some awful American self-help

  manual, perhaps with a title like Divorce: Negotiating So Everyone Wins. Except that everyone couldn’t win. Everyone hadn’t won. She’d already lost more, far more, than

  anyone could ever give her back. Particularly Ben.




  ‘Really? And what “position” might we be in need of regularizing?’




  Careful now; careful. Don’t blow it. Keep your temper.




  The corners of his mouth drooped. His shoulders hunched a little as he leaned forward, literally on the edge of his seat. He examined the dregs of his wine, his eyes fastening the rich, red

  liquid as it swirled its way around his glass.




  ‘I didn’t behave well, Rose. I know that. But I felt backed into a corner. I felt that I had no choice.’




  He looked at her directly now, his eyes not flinching from hers.




  ‘And what do you think it was like for me, Ben?’ Rose kept her voice even. ‘A rather crowded corner with three children in it, don’t you think? No support –

  financial or otherwise – and the need to keep a roof over all of our heads? How do you think that felt for the past eight years? And you have the gall to talk to me about

  choice!’




  She couldn’t stop herself. She hurled her final words across the table at him, filled suddenly with enraged astonishment at all the assumptions, all the expectations that had had to

  underpin his return.
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