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    This one’s for my sisters, Kate and Emma.








  



    

       

    




    ‘Make good use of bad rubbish’


    Elizabeth Beresford
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    Chapter 1
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    Molly




    The minute Anita walked through the door of Happily Ever After bookshop that fateful Monday morning, Molly knew that something was up. Although Anita looked perfectly normal – her long red hair tied back in its customary loose chignon, her floor-sweeping black jersey dress clinging in all the wrong, bumpy places – there was a strange expression on her face. Her usual Monday wrinkled brow looked a little less furrowed and her gait was loose and almost girlish, unlike her more normal heavy-footed loaf. She smiled at Molly as soon as she swung open the door, sending the small bell into wild reverberations.




    ‘Hi Molly, how are you this fine morning?’




    Molly studied her boss carefully. Was Anita really smiling? It suited her: more’s the pity that she didn’t do it more often.




    ‘Anita. You’re early. I wasn’t expecting you until lunchtime.’




    Although Anita lived in an apartment directly above the bookshop, she wasn’t know to be an early riser. She rarely lifted her head from her anti-allergy pillow until after ten, and without exception never made it down the stairs and through the shop door before noon, though she was usually just in time to be taken out to lunch by whichever publisher’s rep was currently courting her. Anita was crotchety and ill-tempered at the best of times but she also had an unerring talent for spotting bestsellers. Every day she received at least ten couriered packages or jiffy bags containing manuscripts and proofs from various publishers – some from as far away as America and Canada. She was the best-kept secret in Irish bookselling and, as publishers had been telling her for years, she’d missed her calling as an editor. What they didn’t know and what she’d never divulged was that she had worked as an editor for a large British publisher many moons ago and the experience had been enough to put her off the publishing business for life.




    Anita sniffed. ‘Yes, well, I have some news. Where’s the other poor unfortunate?’




    ‘In the back going through the Eason’s order.’




    ‘I see,’ Anita said dreamily.




    Molly looked at her carefully – Anita was behaving most strangely this morning.




    The bell on the door finally stopped ringing and Molly breathed a sigh of relief, grateful for the peace once again. As if to compensate, Anita picked up a stapler off the counter and began to play with it – pressing it together and watching as closed staples fell uselessly onto the fake pine with whispery rattles.




    Molly coughed. Anita looked at her. She knew how much Molly hated her fidgeting. They’d had many minor arguments about it over the past few years. Molly had been working in Anita’s bookshop for nearly six years now – ever since she’d left college – progressing from lowly part-time assistant to the lofty heights of shop manager. She and Anita were like chalk and cheese and it was amazing that they hadn’t killed each other yet.




    Molly brushed the wasted staples onto her right hand and dropped them purposefully into the bin under the counter. She resisted the temptation to pull out the duster to polish the fake pine. It was only ten o’clock after all and they’d only just opened. Not even one greasy customer fingerprint to warrant such action yet.




    ‘Felix came in especially early this morning to get the new orders processed,’ Molly said. Felix was the other full-time staff member. ‘It’s really busy at the moment what with the Rosemary Hamilton reading and the Book Club meeting, both on the same day.’ She looked at Anita pointedly.




    Anita ignored her and instead picked up yesterday’s copy of the Sunday Ireland newspaper and began to flick through it. Molly sighed and went back to cutting up The Times book pages, continuing her usual Monday morning review selection for the bookshop’s large notice board. Anita had booked Rosemary to read and sign, forgetting that it would clash with the Book Club, which met religiously on the first Saturday morning of every month. And by the time Molly had realized the mistake, it had been too late to cancel Rosemary’s event. Meaning yet more work for Molly. Still, she was looking forward to meeting the popular American writer.




    Rosemary Hamilton was starting to break through in Ireland and the UK. She wrote big, generous, kind-hearted romantic sagas, exactly the kind of books that both Anita and Molly liked to read. It was one of the few things that they actually had in common. Rosemary had been described as an ‘American Maeve Binchy’ and there had been terrific response to the event which they’d advertised in the local press and which had been picked up by some of the nationals, even the Irish Daily who weren’t exactly renowned for their love of romantic fiction.




    Anita Vickers had opened Happily Ever After to cater for readers like herself – voracious readers of popular fiction, especially romantic fiction, thrillers and crime novels. And although the shop had a decidedly female slant, including its very own pink-couched ‘Romance Room’ packed full of all kinds of women’s fiction from Mills and Boon to Jane Austen, they also had many loyal male customers who travelled to Burnaby Village, to find books by their favourite American crime writers which were difficult to come by in mainstream bookshops.




    Happily Ever After was just off Burnaby’s main street, tucked between Coffee Heaven, and Slick Harry’s – Irish floral-design legend Harry Masterson’s shop which specialized in unusual plants and shrubs and catered to the well-heeled market. Burnaby Village, nestled on the south Dublin coast, was a Mecca for shoppers with a taste for the unusual. Hidden within its windy, cobbled laneways was the tiny yet perfectly formed print and art gallery, Halo; Presents of Mind, a gift shop crammed full of all kinds of delights including a miniature stone Buddha carved from pink, black and white marble; funky American cloth bags decorated with Andy Warholesque prints for the discerning grocery shopper; not to mention Baroque, the uber-trendy shoe emporium stocking everything from Converse and Camper, to Gina and Jimmy Choo.




    The bell rang and Molly looked up. Their first customer of the day.




    ‘Morning.’ She smiled at the tall, white-haired woman.




    ‘Hello. Have you got the new Ivy White book? I believe it came out today.’




    ‘You might be in luck. We’ve just received an order of new titles and it should be in one of the boxes. Let me check for you.’




    ‘Thanks,’ the woman said gratefully. ‘I’m going on my holidays today and I was hoping to take it with me.’ Molly went into the back room to find it for her.




    ‘It’s good,’ said Anita thoughtfully while the customer waited. ‘She writes wonderfully about affairs of the heart, don’t you think?’




    ‘Yes.’ The woman nodded. ‘Quite.’




    Molly came out smiling, holding the spanking-new book out in front of her. ‘Here we are. The very first copy. We haven’t even priced it yet.’




    After the woman left, happily swinging her dark pink Happily Ever After bag by her side, Molly looked at Anita. ‘What were you saying about having news? I got distracted by a scathing review of Paddy O’Hara’s new thriller.’




    ‘I’m not surprised, it was very harsh indeed,’ said Anita. ‘And completely undeserved, poor man.’




    ‘Your news?’ Molly pressed.




    ‘Ah, yes. I was just coming to that. Can you get Felix?’




    ‘Can’t you tell me first? Please.’




    ‘Of course.’ Anita smiled easily, unnerving Molly yet again. ‘I’ve just sold the shop.’




    ‘You’ve what?’ Molly stared at her incredulously.




    ‘Sold the shop.’




    ‘You can’t have.’




    ‘Ah, but I did.’




    ‘To who?’




    ‘To whom, you mean?’




    ‘Anita!’ Molly was reeling with shock and didn’t need a lesson in grammar right now.




    The bell on the door rang again and Molly cursed inwardly. This was unbelievable. Anita was Happily Ever After, the bookshop wouldn’t exist without her. And Anita almost wouldn’t exist without the shop – the shop was her whole life.




    Molly heard a discreet cough. Anita was staring at her. Patricia Simons, the Trinity publisher’s sales rep was standing in front of them, glammed up to the teeth as usual in a perfectly-pressed navy suit with cream and red pipe-edging, a dazzling sheen on her immaculately bobbed blonde hair and her lips painted a perfect rosebud pink. ‘Penny for them,’ Patricia smiled.




    Molly looked at Anita’s face which somewhat unnervingly wasn’t betraying any emotion at all, and back at Patricia. ‘Sorry, I was miles away,’ she said. ‘Anita just told me some rather surprising news.’




    ‘Oh, really?’ Patricia’s eyes lit up. She loved news, and she loved being the purveyor of it to all her customers. Nothing like a juicy bit of gossip, ahem, news to make the day go a little faster.




    Anita glared at Molly. Had Molly taken leave of her senses? Telling Patricia anything guaranteed that it would be all over town in the blink of an eye. Bush fires had nothing on this publisher’s rep.




    ‘Well?’ Patricia tapped her red nails on the counter-top impatiently.




    Molly could feel the heat of Anita’s stare and chose to ignore it. She wasn’t stupid – she knew exactly how big Patricia’s mouth was and she had no intention of telling the woman anything. She just wanted to make Anita sweat. ‘Harry Masterson is thinking of opening a lap dancing club in the basement of Slick Harry’s. What do you think of that?’




    ‘Really?’ Patricia asked with unabashed interest. ‘But that’s just beside you. It could bring in some interesting new business, I suppose.’




    Molly laughed. ‘Could do. But I’m only joking! Harry isn’t exactly the lap dancing type.’




    Patricia frowned. Molly often poked fun at her expense and she didn’t like it one little bit. She sniffed. ‘He’s a business man though. It wouldn’t be the worst idea in the world.’




    ‘Would you like some coffee?’ Anita interrupted. She knew there was no love lost between the two women.




    ‘Love some,’ Patricia smiled gratefully. ‘But why don’t we pop next door? My treat. I have a manuscript that I’d love you to read. A young Irish author straight out of college that Trinity’s looking at acquiring.’




    Anita looked at Molly who shrugged her shoulders. ‘We’ll have that meeting as soon as I get back,’ promised Anita. ‘I won’t be long.’




    ‘Fine. I have plenty to be getting on with.’ Molly turned towards Patricia. ‘Are we doing the order for the December new titles today?’




    ‘I’ll do the order with Anita if that’s all right. There’s nothing of much importance, to tell the truth. December is a pretty dead month for us.’




    ‘Fine,’ Molly said curtly. It was her job to order the new titles for the shop from the sales reps and Patricia knew this. Patricia was no fool. The experienced rep knew she’d get a far larger order than was strictly necessary from Anita – who always got carried away in the face of glossy new fiction titles and blew their budget for the month with one single publisher. Which was precisely why Anita and Molly had agreed years ago that Molly would do all the ‘front list’ or new title ordering.




    As soon as Anita and Patricia had left the shop Molly picked up the phone and dialled nine for an outside line.




    ‘Paige? Pick up if you’re there. It’s Molly.’




    Paige, a Burnaby County Councillor and Molly’s best friend, was notorious for screening her calls. She said it was a necessity in her business when all the local nutters had both her work and home numbers and were likely to call at all hours of the day to complain about anything that took their fancy – from blocked drains and leaking pipes, to noisy neighbours and dog poo on the streets.




    ‘Hi, Molly. How are you this fine morning?’




    ‘Do you have me on speaker phone again?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘You do, don’t you?’




    ‘Well yes, but I’m in the middle of typing a document and . . .’




    ‘No buts. I demand your 100 per cent concentration. It’s important.’




    Paige picked up the receiver. ‘OK, you have it. Now what’s up?’




    ‘I can’t believe you never told me about Anita selling the shop.’




    ‘Happily Ever After?’




    ‘Yes! What other shop would I be talking about?’ snapped Molly.




    ‘Keep your shirt on. I didn’t know. I would have told you if I’d heard anything.’




    ‘But you know everything about Burnaby!’ Molly protested. ‘That’s your job.’




    ‘And you’re sure she’s sold it?’




    ‘Yes! She told me herself only a few minutes ago.’




    ‘Why didn’t you ask her who she sold it to then?’ Paige said trying not to sound condescending. She regretted the question as soon as she’d asked it.




    ‘I would have if she hadn’t left the building. She’s gone out for coffee with Patricia Simons who walked in as soon as Anita had broken the news to me, bloody nuisance of a woman. And she’ll be gone for a while I imagine. I’m dying of curiosity here. I thought you might be able to put me out of my misery.’




    Paige sighed. ‘I’m sorry I can’t be more help. It must have been a private sale. But it seems a bit out of the blue. Two weeks ago she was telling me about her plans for the October events. Is she selling it as a going concern?’




    ‘A what?’ Molly was confused.




    ‘You know – will it still be trading as a bookshop?’




    ‘Goodness, I hadn’t even thought of that.’ Molly sat down on the stool behind the counter and began to run her left fingers up and down the coiled flex nervously. ‘You mean the new owners might close the shop? And I might lose my job? I’m hardly qualified to do anything else. That would be terrible. What would I do?’




    ‘Stop right there,’ commanded Paige. ‘There’s no point worrying about things that may never happen. Anita’s no fool. There’s no way she’ll see you out in the street – or Felix for that matter. Talk to her as soon as she comes back. I’m sure she’ll put your mind at rest.’




    ‘You’re probably right. But what if . . .’




    ‘Molly!’




    ‘Sorry. Listen, I’d better go. I can see a customer approaching out the window.’




    ‘Ring me when you’ve talked to Anita.’




    ‘OK.’




    ‘Promise?’




    ‘Promise.’




    ‘And Molly?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Stop worrying. I’m sure your job is safe.’




    The bell on the shop door rang, interrupting their conversation.




    ‘I’ll try. I have to go.’ Molly put down the phone and smiled at the man in front of her. ‘Hello, how can I help you?’




    ‘Are you Molly?’




    She studied the short, shiny-headed man in front of her. He was wearing an expensive-looking black wool polo neck and dark brown cords and as he held out his hand, a heavy gold bracelet slid down his wrist towards his hairy hand. She nodded. How on earth did this stranger know her name?




    ‘Yes, how can I help you?’




    ‘I’m Milo Devine, the new owner of this shop, since you ask. And the question is – how can I help you?’




    Molly stared at him without saying a word. She could feel the blood drain from her face and her palms began to feel cold and clammy.




    ‘Are you all right?’ Milo asked with concern. ‘You seem a little pale.’




    ‘Um, yes, fine,’ she mumbled.




    ‘I’m sorry, my dear, has Anita not told you about me?’




    Molly shook her head. ‘No. Not a word.’




    ‘Ah, I see.’ He looked a little embarrassed. ‘Maybe I should have waited . . . but still, now that I’m here, why don’t you show me around? Tell me about the kind of books you stock. I’m not much of an expert on romance I must admit, but I have seen Gone With the Wind.’




    Molly had been decidedly unsettled by Milo’s unannounced visit and, in Anita’s continued absence, had rung her friend Paige again to discuss it. Paige had sighed, saved her half-written document on the computer and picked up the receiver. Molly gave her a description of the man – gold chains, wide Hollywood smiles and all – and told her what he’d said in one breathless gasp.




    ‘Milo Devine, first of all, what kind of name is that?’ Paige scoffed when she’d heard the details. ‘Sounds like a dodgy American detective.’




    Molly laughed. ‘It does rather, I suppose, but he’s actually Irish. He gives me the creeps to be honest. He reminds me of a wide-boy car salesman – all smiles and platitudes but always on the make. I have a bad feeling about him, Paige, I really do. He mentioned a few of his plans for the shop, but it’s what he didn’t say that I’m worried about.’




    ‘When’s Anita back?’ asked Paige looking at her watch and biting her lip. Much as she loved talking to Molly she really did have rather a lot of work to do today.




    ‘Soon, I hope. I have a lot of questions to ask her.’ The bell rang again. ‘Damn, I have to go.’




    ‘Ring me later,’ Paige insisted. ‘But not for about an hour if you don’t mind, I have to get this bloody document finished before lunchtime. This is better than EastEnders. I’m dying to hear more.’




    ‘Excuse me. Have you seen my dad?’ a deep, treacle-rich voice asked Molly as soon as she’d put the receiver down.




    Molly looked up. This day was getting stranger and stranger. There in front of her was the face of an angel – a rugged, no-shoes and dirty-faced kind of angel, but an angel nonetheless. His dark blonde hair hung in messy curls around his strong square face. Molly had read about ‘chiseled cheekbones’ in many of her romantic novels but she’d never come face to face with them in real life. His must have been carved by Michelangelo – they were that sharp and that perfect. One of his front teeth was slightly chipped and his full dark-pink lips were lopsided – all adding to his attraction in Molly’s eyes.




    Stop staring and say something, she told herself.




    ‘Um, your dad?’ Brilliant, Molly, just brilliant. Inspired.




    ‘Milo Devine?’ The man smiled. ‘I was supposed to meet him in here but I’m running a bit late.’ He coughed nervously and glanced at his watch. ‘Well, very late actually.’




    The new owner’s son. This was all she needed. ‘He was here but he left a while ago,’ Molly said. ‘Sorry.’




    ‘I see. I’m Sam. And you are . . . ?’




    ‘Oh, sorry.’ She could feel hot prickles running up the back of her neck and spreading towards her cheeks. ‘I’m Molly,’ she managed eventually. ‘Molly Harper. I’m the manager.’




    ‘Ah, yes, of course. I’ve heard all about you from Anita.’ He smiled again.




    Molly noticed that the pocket on his dark blue shirt was torn and had an irrational urge to touch it, and an even more irrational urge to offer to take it home and mend it. What was happening to her?




    ‘This must all have come as a bit of a surprise to you – the shop being sold and everything,’ he said kindly.




    She nodded. ‘Yes.’




    ‘But Dad’s only going to make one or two minor changes. And I’ll just slot in – you’ll see. You won’t even notice me. Of course I’ll need your help at first – I’ve never run a bookshop before. But I’m sure I’ll get the hang of it quickly enough.’




    Molly felt decidedly faint. What did he mean – run a bookshop? She was the manager here. Did he not know that? She’d had enough. Was no one going to tell her anything? Wait until she got her hands on Anita, she’d had an emotional roller coaster of a morning thanks to her.




    ‘Have I said something wrong?’ He looked at Molly carefully. She was staring at him and her large blue eyes seemed to be swimming with moisture.




    A large tear dropped from her right eye and twinkled down her cheek. She wiped it off swiftly with the back of her hand, mortified. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured. ‘Something in my eye. Excuse me.’ She brushed past him, pushed open the door at the back of the shop and stepped through it.




    Felix looked over. He was sitting outside the back door catching a few surreptitious rays of morning sun.




    He stood up quickly. ‘Are you all right, Molly? I’m just waiting for the Macmillan delivery. The driver rang to say he was on his way.’




    ‘I’m fine, thanks. I don’t want to disturbed.’ Molly walked past him and into the office, closing the door behind her.




    Felix shrugged his shoulders and sat back down. He’d been working in the bookshop for almost five years now, so was well used to Molly and knew to keep out of her way when she was angry or upset. After a moment, he heard a knock on the door which led on to the shop floor. ‘Hello, is anyone there? Molly?’ A tall figure walked through the doorway and blinked in the brightness. Felix stood up again. ‘Can I help you?’




    ‘Do you know where Molly went?’ the man asked.




    Felix gestured towards the wide open back door. ‘She went out, mate,’ he lied smoothly. ‘Gone to get a coffee, I’d say. I’m just on my way in to look after the shop. Can I help you?’




    ‘No, never mind,’ he said. ‘Tell her Sam said goodbye.’




    ‘Sam. Sure thing.’




    Sam turned swiftly on his heels, took one last lingering look at the dark pink bookshelves and left the shop, the bell ringing loudly behind him.




    As soon as Molly heard the bell she gingerly opened the office door a slit. ‘Is he gone?’ she asked Felix in a low voice.




    ‘Sam?’




    ‘Yes.’




    Felix nodded. ‘He said to say goodbye.’




    ‘Thanks,’ she said. What a relief. The tears had stopped just as soon as they’d started and she felt stupid. It was just a reaction to the sudden news, she told herself, nothing to worry about, just shock. She still felt a little funny though.




    ‘I’ll look after the shop for a while,’ Felix said, noticing the slightly manic look in her red-rimmed eyes. ‘You stay in the office. I’m sure you have work to do.’




    ‘Thanks.’ She smiled gratefully. Felix never asked questions, that was one of the reasons she liked him so much. A silver-haired early retiree from the civil service who had got bored at home, he’d been working in Happily Ever After for almost as long as she had, pottering along at his slow yet solid pace, getting everything done and rarely making a mistake.




    Half an hour later Anita opened the door of the office and found Molly rifling through one of the drawers of the tall grey filing cabinet – the top drawer where Anita kept all her private papers.




    Anita coughed quietly. Molly jumped.




    ‘I was just looking for . . .’ Molly began and then stopped.




    ‘For what?’ prompted Anita.




    Think of something, Molly willed herself. Anything. She couldn’t – her mind had gone completely blank. ‘I was looking for information about the sale,’ she said truthfully. ‘About Milo and his son. About my job.’ She stared at the dark blue carpet tiles, bit her lip and willed the tears away. Could this day get any worse?




    Anita put her hand on Molly’s shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Sam rang my mobile and left a message. He was worried that he might have upset you.’




    Molly pushed her back against the drawer, sending it clattering home. ‘When were you going to tell me about the new owner?’




    ‘This morning,’ Anita said gently. ‘You know that. Milo just pre-empted me, that’s all. He’s quite . . . um, how will I put this?’




    ‘Pushy?’ Molly suggested.




    ‘Not exactly the word I was going to use. Forthright I suppose.’




    ‘Pushy,’ Molly said again.




    Anita ignored her. ‘His son seems nice though – Sam. Did you like him?’




    ‘Sam, the new manager, you mean?’ Molly glared at her.




    ‘Is that what he told you?’




    Molly nodded silently.




    ‘I see. You’d better sit down.’ Anita waved at the sofa opposite the desk.




    Molly did as requested.




    ‘Sam will be working here with you. You will be the Book Manager – in charge of everything to do with the books and the events – just as you are now. Sam will do what I’ve been doing – staff rotas, holidays, the accounts, tax returns, that kind of thing. His official title will be Shop Manager, but it doesn’t mean he’s over you. Not at all. Milo promised me that we’d all keep our jobs and that the shop would stay as it always has been with one or two minor changes, nothing drastic, he promised.’




    ‘We?’ asked Molly. ‘Are you staying?’




    ‘Yes, I’ll be working at the weekends and on Thursday evenings. Just to keep my hand in. And I’ll still be living upstairs so you’ll see me all the time. Now do you feel any better? I’m so sorry you’ve had such a stressful morning, my dear. I didn’t mean for it all to come out this way.’




    ‘I understand. But you should have told me earlier.’




    ‘I know.’




    Molly cocked her head to one side. ‘One more question. Why did you sell to him?’




    ‘He offered me a good price,’ said Anita honestly. ‘He’s taken early retirement and has always wanted to own a bookshop in the area.’




    ‘And?’




    ‘And what?’




    ‘Don’t give me that, Anita. There must be another reason. You love this place.’




    ‘No other reason, honestly.’




    ‘There is, and I know it. And if you won’t tell me I’ll find out anyway.’




    Anita smiled. ‘You’ll be disappointed.’




    ‘We’ll see.’




    ‘Feeling better now?’ Anita asked. She put her hand on Molly’s shoulder and gave it an affectionate squeeze.




    ‘Yes,’ Molly said. ‘Much better. But please tell Felix before Milo or Sam get to him, OK?’




    ‘I’ll tell him right now.’ Anita smiled. ‘I promise.’








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 2
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    Kate




    Kate looked up, sipping her lukewarm coffee and saw the man she assumed to be her new client, Angus Cawley. He’d described himself on paper as ‘tall and dapper, with an eclectic dress sense’. Eclectic, she thought, looking him up and down, more like downright bad. He was wearing what she presumed were once black jeans but which had now turned an unsavoury shade of greeny-grey, a grey cotton polo neck and the pièce de résistance – a black silk waistcoat decorated with what looked like bright red cherries. To top it all he was also wearing red suede brothel creepers on his large feet and some of his hair was greased back in a type of poor man’s duck’s-ass, the rest falling lankly around his face. Kate sighed. She had her work cut out for her with this one.




    Kate had been running ‘Dublin Dummy Dates’ (‘Dummy Dates’ for short) for over six months now and it hadn’t been quite the ‘nice little earner’ she’d imagined when she’d set it up. In fact, most days it was downright disheartening – there were a lot of sad lost male souls out there all too in need of her services. After an initial consultation, like this morning’s meeting, she took men out on dummy dates and put them through their paces – from grooming and clothes, to conversational openers (otherwise known as ‘chat-up lines’) and learning to listen without interrupting – building their confidence and preparing them for future ‘real’ dates. Many of the men on her books had gone on to have successful ‘real’ dates and one, Ken, had even announced an engagement a month after meeting his ‘ideal woman’, a dog groomer from Rialto, which, although it had been cancelled after three weeks, still counted as an engagement (on Kate’s promotional blurb anyway).




    Her plan had been to start the company, get it running smoothly and then fade back into a purely administrative role, allowing her hand-picked employees to deal with the actual dates. But herein lay the problem. The company hadn’t actually made enough money for Kate to employ anyone, so she’d ended up taking out all the clients herself, which wasn’t exactly ideal. Alex and Matty O’Connor, the sibling owners of Coffee Heaven where she held most of the initial meetings with the prospective dates, thought she was some sort of compulsive man-eater until Kate had explained what her work entailed.




    In the afternoons and on Saturdays, too, Kate worked in Baroque, the local designer shoe shop, but mornings and evenings she turned into Ms Dummy Date. She advertised her services in the local newspaper, Burnaby People, and in several Dublin magazines. The phone hadn’t stopped hopping from the second week on after she’d appeared on the Brenda Jackson morning radio show talking about her services. Brenda had been intrigued and had sent her intrepid reporter Missie O’Donaghue along on a dummy date with Kate and one of her clients – a rather showy man from Howth called Bryan – ‘Bryan with a y, mind, not an i, mind’. Bryan had turned out to be a compulsive liar, the most sexist man either woman had ever encountered and was basically a lost cause. Awful as he was, he had made compulsive radio listening and the company had gained the best free nationwide advertising ever. After the show, Kate had been interviewed by Sunday Ireland, the Irish News and the Dublin People.




    She raised her hand and waved at her new client who was looking around the coffee shop anxiously. He caught her eye and smiled. Kate smiled back. He made his way towards her, tripping over a buggy and slopping a mug of coffee all over a table. ‘Sorry,’ he murmured to the owner of the coffee who was glaring at him.




    Kate tried not to sigh. An awkward, socially inept specimen – she’d seen it all before. He probably had a stutter or a stammer and voted Green Party to boot. Stop it! She chastised herself. That’s not nice. You are here to help this man, not to make fun of him. Just because you had a disagreement with Trina already this morning doesn’t mean you can take it out on this poor individual, even if he is pathetic.




    Trina was the rich and rather batty owner of Baroque whose taste in shoes was, as Kate liked to say rather crudely, ‘up her ass’, and who couldn’t tell a Manolo Blahnik from a Gina Couture – quite a failing in a designer shoe buyer. She had far more money than sense and Kate was convinced that Trina’s husband, Dublin and London property magnate Farrell de Barra, only bankrolled the shop to keep his darling wife out of his hair and away from his office. Trina ran the shop with the help of her ‘VBF’, Cathy Philips, another trophy wife, married to snooker hall and leisure plex owner ‘Flames’ Philips. Unlike Trina, who was Burnaby old-money born and bred, Cathy was from Limerick and had worked as an Aer Lingus air hostess for three years before serving ‘Flames’ champagne on a memorable trans-Atlantic trip. He’d whisked her away from her life in green, but after two children (‘Axel’, boy and ‘Lolita’, girl) she’d decided she needed to get out of the house more and going into cahoots, otherwise known as ‘business’ with Trina seemed like a good idea at the time.




    Shoes, after ‘Flames’, were Cathy’s great passion – and the more expensive the better. Kate had no complaints about Cathy’s taste, it was Trina who had chosen the bright orange ’70s inspired wedge sandals and the chunky ‘Bjork’ inspired white tap dancers with the thick dark brown heels and soles for this season, when all their customers were clamouring for was sexy dark pink stiletto sandals and neat ‘50s peep-toes with kitten heels.




    Angus stuck out his hand in front of her face. ‘Kate, I presume? Sorry I’m late.’




    ‘Not to worry. Please sit down. I’ve ordered you a coffee.’




    He pulled the chair back from the table, catching the back legs on the wooden floor with a loud dragging noise. ‘Sorry. I’m a bit nervous.’




    ‘No need to be.’ Kate said kindly. ‘I’m here to help you. Think of me as your sister.’




    ‘I haven’t got a sister,’ he admitted as he sat down.




    ‘Your aunt then.’




    He shook his head again.




    This man was beginning to annoy her and he’d only just arrived. ‘Your mother then.’ She fixed a smile on her face. ‘You have one of them, don’t you?’




    Angus looked down at the table. ‘I did. She died last year.’




    Kate’s heart sank. Please let him not be a crier, she pleaded. I couldn’t deal with that today.




    ‘But she was a great woman,’ he continued looking up and smiling back.




    ‘You have nice eyes,’ she said, studying him properly for the first time. His quiff had collapsed, dark brown hair tumbled shapelessly around his face. His steel-rimmed Germanic glasses did nothing for him, but his dark brown eyes shone brightly and intelligently from his slightly sallow skin. Maybe Angus wasn’t going to be such a difficult nut to crack after all. She glanced at her watch and jotted down the time at the top of her foolscap sheet. ‘Bang on quarter past ten – let’s get started shall we?’




    ‘Fine.’




    Alex arrived at the table with a large mug of coffee and placed it on the table in front of Angus. Terminally nosy, she always enjoyed having a look at Kate’s latest client. ‘Enjoy,’ said Alex looking him up and down. She wasn’t impressed. Too skinny and what was with that hair?




    ‘Thanks,’ he said, oblivious to Alex’s critical gaze.




    ‘Thanks, Alex,’ added Kate.




    Alex lingered within hearing distance, flicking a cloth ineffectually at the table beside them and rearranging the milk jug and sugar bowl several times. But Kate was having none of it. She waited patiently until Alex had sniffed audibly and retreated into the kitchen, allowing Angus to take a few calming sips of his coffee before continuing. She promised her clients absolute confidentiality and that was what she gave them.




    ‘I just need to get one or two details from you before we begin our session,’ she said poising her pen at the top of the page. ‘How old are you, Angus, if you don’t mind me asking?’




    ‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘I’m twenty-nine.’




    ‘Really?’ she raised her eyebrows. Her clients had a habit of stretching the truth a little and he looked a lot younger than that.




    ‘OK,’ he admitted, ‘I’m twenty-six. But I much prefer women who are a few years older than me, so I usually say twenty-nine just to be on the safe side.’




    Kate looked him in the eye. ‘Let’s get this straight from the very start. I’m here to help you. You’re paying me to be honest with you. The process won’t work unless you tell me the truth – do you understand?’




    He nodded. ‘Yes, I’m sorry, I understand, really. Please continue.’




    She tried not to laugh. He really did look rather contrite; his head hung low, almost disappearing into his shoulders and his hands were clasped on the table in front of him.




    ‘Do you work?’ she continued.




    ‘Yes, um, well no.’




    ‘Which is it – yes or no?’




    ‘I’m not sure. I went back to college to take my teaching diploma which I’ve nearly finished. I’m working part-time in a primary school at the moment as work experience – does that count as work or not?’




    ‘Yes, I guess so. Are you training to be a primary school teacher?’




    He nodded sheepishly.




    ‘You’re embarrassed by this?’ she asked.




    ‘A little.’




    ‘Why?’




    He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Not very manly is it – teaching four- and five-year-olds?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ Kate said thoughtfully, ‘some women like men with a sensitive side. It’s a very useful job and you’re obviously not in it for the money.’ She looked him in the eye. ‘Why are you in it exactly?’




    He held her gaze for a few minutes and then looked away. ‘My mother was a primary school teacher. I like children and I think I’ll be a good teacher. I know it’s not very fashionable and to be honest, I get more than my fair share of snide comments from people who don’t know me, which frankly I find a little upsetting. Implying . . . well, things.’




    ‘I can imagine,’ Kate said. She was ashamed that she’d been thinking along the same lines herself. ‘I’m sorry, but I need to get to know you a little so that I can help you.’




    ‘I understand. But honestly, I want to be a teacher for all the right reasons. Trust me.’




    Something in those eyes made her believe him without question. She scribbled some preliminary notes on the foolscap pad. In this job, her two years studying psychology in UCD came in extremely useful – not that she could remember many of the technical terms. Training to be primary school teacher, she jotted down. Wears heart on sleeve. Over sincere? Could be a problem. Too intense? Scaring women away? Mother complex? Oedipus thingy?




    ‘What are you writing?’ asked Angus.




    ‘Just notes, nothing for you to worry about.’




    ‘I’ll stop trying to read upside down, then.’




    She smiled. ‘Yes. Better not to. Where are you studying?’




    ‘Trinity College.’




    ‘And your last date was?’




    ‘Excuse me?’




    ‘Your last date – when was it exactly?’




    ‘That’s a bit personal isn’t it?’




    ‘Angus, it’s only me you’re talking to.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Kate from ‘Dummy Dates’, remember? I’m not here to judge you. I’m just trying to help, honestly.’




    ‘Sorry,’ he murmured. ‘I know. OK, it was last year.’




    ‘Can you give me some of the details? How do you feel it went?’




    ‘Terribly. We had nothing to talk about and halfway through the meal she excused herself to go to the Ladies.’ He stared at his hands.




    ‘And?’ Kate asked gently.




    ‘She never came back. I waited for half an hour and then left. I never saw her again.’




    ‘Right,’ Kate said a little more brightly than she’d intended. ‘That does happen. Two of my other clients have had exactly the same experience. One in a cinema and one in Wales.’




    ‘In Wales?’




    ‘Yep. They went over to Wales on the ferry to spend a romantic weekend in a hotel. My client’s date excused herself while they were having a drink in the hotel bar and Bob’s your uncle.’




    ‘What happened?’ he asked with interest.




    ‘She’d gone upstairs, packed her bag and got the last ferry back to Dublin.’




    ‘No!’




    ‘Honestly. He was devastated. Poor man.’




    ‘I can imagine.’




    ‘But he got over it. In fact he got engaged to a lovely girl only two months later.’




    ‘Really?’




    ‘Yes, really. So, you see, there’s hope for you all.’ She thought it prudent not to mention that the engagement had been broken after only a few weeks.




    Angus considered this for a brief moment. ‘For us all, you mean?’




    ‘No, for you all. All my clients.’




    ‘Have you already found your own true love then?’ he asked.




    ‘My own true love?’ she repeated slowly. She had a right one on her hands here.




    ‘Yes, you know, your soulmate.’




    Kate smiled indulgently. ‘Let’s crack on, shall we?’




    ‘Maybe you’ll tell me later?’




    She raised her eyebrows and ignored him. ‘Can you tell me a little about your previous dating history? Before the one who did the legger.’




    ‘OK, point taken. We’re here to talk about me not you, right?’




    She nodded curtly. ‘Dating history?’




    ‘Right, well, there hasn’t been a huge amount of it to tell the truth. I find it very difficult to talk to women. I tend to get nervous and clam up.’




    ‘You’re talking to me,’ she pointed out.




    ‘But that’s different. You told me to pretend I was talking to my mother.’




    ‘True. Sorry, continue.’




    ‘There was Sandy in school, we went out for two weeks just before the debs. She was in the Computer Club with me.’




    ‘And what happened?’




    ‘She dumped me at the debs for a guy from the debating team. Then there was Dina.’




    ‘Dina? Tell me about her?’




    ‘She was from Bangor. I studied Computer Science in college and I met her there. We were together for two years. Dina was special.’




    His voice became wistful and Kate allowed him time to collect his thoughts.




    ‘She married my best friend last summer. I’d asked him to keep an eye on her while I was in Germany for two months working on my Master’s. I never believed he’d betray me like that. Anyway he did and after that, there was the legger woman as you called her and that’s about it.’




    Let down and hurt badly by friend and ex-girlfriend (‘Dina’), Kate jotted down, self-esteem problems?, honest, seems sincere.




    ‘Thank you for sharing that with me,’ she said, putting down her foolscap pad. ‘And now can I ask you – what are you looking for in a woman? What qualities do you find important?’




    Angus considered for a moment. ‘Honesty,’ he began hesitantly. ‘I’d like someone I can trust, and someone kind. She’d have to like children, I guess, and have a big heart. Someone a bit pretty maybe, but I’m not too bothered.’




    ‘You said you liked older women?’




    Angus shrugged his shoulders. ‘I don’t know why I said that to tell the truth. I just thought someone a little older might be less inclined to judge me and might accept me for who I am.’




    ‘And is that important to you – acceptance?’




    ‘Of course, isn’t that what everyone wants – to be accepted and loved for who they are?’




    ‘I suppose so.’




    He stared at the table and then looked up again. ‘This isn’t how I thought it would be, you know.’




    ‘What?’ she asked.




    ‘You, I suppose. All this. I thought you’d just give me some hints on how to dress and some killer chat-up lines.’




    ‘But you could get that from a book or a magazine. I try to get a little deeper, get down to the root of the problem.’




    ‘And what’s my problem, Doctor?’




    ‘I’m not sure yet,’ she said honestly. ‘You seem a very decent young man and . . .’




    ‘Why did you call me that?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘Young man? You can’t be much older than me.’




    ‘I don’t know why,’ she replied. ‘I don’t suppose I am.’




    ‘To establish professional distance?’ he suggested.




    ‘Maybe.’




    ‘What age are you anyway?’ he said. ‘If you don’t mind me asking.’




    ‘Actually I do. And as I keep reminding you, I’m not the one we’re here to talk about, am I?’




    ‘Sorry, I just find other people far more interesting than myself, I guess.’




    ‘So do I. But I get paid for finding out about other people and you don’t. So let’s move on.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘We only have another ten minutes before this session is over.’




    ‘What’s next?’




    ‘I’m going to advise you on your appearance and then we’re going to set up a dummy date so that I can get a feel for how you behave on a first date. Then I’ll give you a full report with some recommendations.’




    ‘And then?’




    ‘It’s up to you to use the information I’ve supplied.’




    ‘And will the dummy date be with you?’




    ‘I’ll have to check my diary. I think all my employees are pretty much booked up for the next few weeks. I presume you’d like the date as soon as possible?’




    ‘Yes.’




    ‘Well then it will be me all right.’




    ‘Good.’ He smiled.




    ‘So, appearance,’ she said trying to veer the conversation back onto safer ground. ‘What do you think women like men to wear?’




    ‘I’d say they like them to look smart and coordinated. And clean,’ he added as an afterthought.




    ‘Good. And what type of clothes do you wear generally?’




    ‘This kind of thing,’ he said gesturing to his chest. ‘Although I keep this waistcoat for special occasions. Normally it’s just the polo neck or maybe a checked shirt.’




    ‘I see.’ Kate bit the top of her pen.




    ‘You don’t approve of the waistcoat, do you?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Why not?’




    ‘Honestly?’




    He nodded.




    ‘It’s too loud. And not very fashionable.’




    ‘Oh. Mum made it for me. It’s my lucky waistcoat.’




    ‘Right.’ She could hardly tell him how awful it was now.




    ‘If I said it was a post-modernist joke would I get away with it?’ He tilted his head to the side.




    ‘Not really.’




    ‘I see. I won’t wear it again then.’




    ‘I didn’t say that. Just don’t wear it on the first date, OK?’




    ‘Understood. And how about the shoes? You don’t like them either, do you?’




    ‘Truthfully?’




    He nodded again.




    ‘No, I think they’re terrible,’ she said.




    ‘They’re going in the bin then. I’ve no major attachment to them and besides they’re not all that comfortable. What about the jeans?’ He looked at her face. She was wrinkling her nose slightly. ‘Another no-no. So give it to me straight – what should I be wearing?’




    ‘On a first date you want to look smart yet not too formal. Clean, classic, ironed clothes always impress. As you’re twenty-six I’d suggest something fashionable but not too over the top. Think Next or TopMan rather than cutting edge. A nice white shirt, a pair of jeans that fit properly – Levis, or something like that, not cheap chain store jeans, girls hate them; brown or black boots, and, if the budget will stretch to it, a nice simple well-made leather or suede jacket. And you’ll need to get a haircut and maybe think of changing the frames of your glasses for something less severe.’




    Angus whistled. ‘Serious make-over stuff. I’m way off the mark, aren’t I, Kate?’




    ‘Just a little,’ she admitted.




    ‘And does all that really make a difference – the haircut and the clothes?’




    ‘Yes, it really does. Most people judge on first appearances whether they admit to it or not. It can make or break a first date.’




    ‘Well, I’ll have a go. I have jeans that might be OK and runners, are runners acceptable?’




    ‘Not really. They can be a bit scruffy.’




    ‘I think the budget might just about stretch to a pair of boots and a haircut. I have a white shirt – I’ll get it pressed in the dry cleaners. And I have contacts instead of the glasses, should I wear those?’




    ‘Definitely.’




    ‘Then I’m pretty much set.’ He smiled widely. ‘This is going to change my life, Kate, I can feel it in my bones.’




    ‘Great. Your time’s up, I’m afraid. When would you like your dummy date?’




    ‘How about next Wednesday night?’




    ‘Fine.’




    ‘Where would you suggest?’




    ‘It’s usually best to go somewhere casual on the first date. I wouldn’t always suggest dinner, unless you’re confident that you can eat and talk without getting too nervous. Women do like to be taken out to dinner but sometimes a drink can be a little less intimidating for you both. Arrange it for the early evening – say sevenish – and if you’re getting on well with your date you can always suggest dinner after the drink. Or maybe she’ll even suggest it – if she’s interested.’




    ‘And how will I know that?’




    ‘I’ll explain how to read the signs on the dummy date.’




    ‘Great. So how about seven in O’Connor’s pub on Wednesday?’




    ‘Perfect. I look forward to it.’




    ‘Really?’




    She smiled at him. ‘Sure. Now I’m afraid I have a lunch appointment so you’ll have to excuse me.’




    ‘A date?’




    ‘Angus!’ She laughed. Maybe she should try setting him up with Alex – they were as bad as each other.




    ‘Sorry.’ He stood up and held out his hand.




    She took it in hers and shook it. His grip was surprisingly firm. ‘Bye, Kate. See you on Wednesday.’




    ‘See you.’ She watched as he walked towards the door, managing to reach it safely and without incident this time.




    Alex buzzed over to Kate’s table as soon as he’d left. ‘Well, what’s he like?’




    ‘As always, Alex, I’m afraid I can’t tell you. Client confidentiality and all that. But I would like a Chicken Caesar Salad and a fresh cup of coffee, thanks.’




    Alex sniffed. ‘Fine,’ she said and flounced away.




    Kate reached into her bag and fished out her Irish Times. She loved Thursday’s edition – the property pages and the new film reviews – lots to interest her. She began to read about a bijoux cottage in Burnaby, which sounded about as big as a shoebox, which was selling for over three hundred thousand euro. She’d never be able to afford to buy in Burnaby at this rate. The townhouse she shared with Molly was tiny and they spent the whole time trying not to get under each other’s feet – which was difficult as there wasn’t even enough room to pass comfortably in the hall and they shared a tiny shower-room. Damn, she remembered, I promised Molly I’d get a new bulb. The bathroom had no window and they’d been having showers by candle light for the last two days – romantic but not very practical. She got on well with her housemate but sometimes Molly could be a little anal about cleanliness and tidiness. It was best just to keep out of her way when she was on one of her regular ‘spring, summer, autumn or winter’ cleaning sprees.




    Kate had arrived back in Dublin nearly a year ago, after ten years living and working in Boston. But that was all in the past. Her new life lay in Burnaby – making enough money to buy a house in the area that felt like home, near her beloved Granny Lily. She got on fine with her mum and dad who had moved to Connemara after her dad had retired, but it was Lily who she’d always felt closest to. Her parents had had a rather tempestuous marriage when Kate was growing up, and she had loved staying in her granny’s peaceful and cosy Burnaby house, away from her parents’ continuous arguments and shouting matches. Her father, Billy, had always been a bit of a bully, with a furious temper, which had mellowed with age, thank goodness, and Cleo, his wife and Kate’s mum, had walked out on him several times over the years. But she always came back and they’d stayed together, mainly for their daughter’s sake. Now, in their early sixties, they seemed to have come to some sort of strained truce.




    Kate had written to Lily every week when she was in the States, and once her granny had learnt how to use the Internet at evening classes there was no stopping her. They conversed every day on-line, sometimes several times a day. In fact, it was Lily who had advised her to come home to Ireland before ‘all the good men are snapped up’, as she’d put it. If only Lily knew the whole story. Kate had no intention of letting a man get close to her ever again – American, Irish or any other nationality for that matter. But she was enjoying being home and knew she’d made the right decision. Besides, Lily hadn’t been all that well recently and Kate wanted to be there for her – especially as she was her only grandchild.




    ‘Here you are,’ said Alex.




    Kate moved the newspaper to allow Alex to place the steaming mug of coffee and large white plate in front of her. The plate was heaped full with light green lettuce, croutons and strips of juicy looking chicken. The dish was topped with a generous amount of Parmesan shavings and dusted with freshly ground black pepper – just the way Kate liked it.




    ‘Thanks, Alex,’ she said. ‘That looks great.’




    ‘Have you any more clients coming in today?’ asked Alex hopefully.




    ‘No.’ Kate smiled.




    ‘Pity,’ Alex said, walking away.




    Kate tucked into her salad with relish and thought about Angus. He was an interesting one all right. She really was quite looking forward to Wednesday to tell the truth – in her professional capacity of course. She wondered what he’d look like with a haircut and contacts. As she speared a piece of chicken with her fork she remembered that she’d have to talk to Trina again today about the shoe lines that weren’t selling. She’d tried talking sense into the woman earlier this morning, but they’d ended up arguing. Kate had pointed out that it made no sense waiting until the end of the summer season to sell skimpy sandals and white shoes – they might as well cut their losses early. Maybe that way they’d shift them all before July was out but Trina was having none of it, control freak that she was.




    Sometimes Kate wished she had Molly’s job – books could be returned to their publisher with no questions asked. Light bulb! she thought suddenly. She’ll kill me if I forget again. She pulled a blue ballpoint out of her bag and wrote the word in capital letters on the back of her left hand. LIGHTBULB!!








  



    

       

    




    Chapter 3
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    Paige




    ‘What do you mean you’re closing “Little Orchard” for August?’ Paige demanded. ‘You can’t close for a whole month – what will I do?’




    Clodagh sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Paige, but we can’t get staff to cover us in August, and me and Ethel badly need a holiday.’




    ‘What about Connie? Will she not be around? You must be able to do something!’




    ‘Connie’s going back to Sydney for the month. And before you ask, Marta’s English isn’t good enough yet to run the place. Even if it was, she’s only been here three months and she’d need at least six staff to keep the place open. We just can’t do it – I’m sorry – we have tried, believe me.’




    Paige felt bad – it was hardly Clodagh’s fault she had to close. ‘No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to jump down your throat. It’s just I rely on you to be able to work, that’s all.’




    ‘I understand, honestly. But there’s nothing we can do.’ Clodagh, who ran the crèche and after-school club had had this exact conversation with many of the parents. But her hands were tied – she had to give her staff holidays. She couldn’t afford to pay them as well as she would like to, so a month’s holidays in the summer was the least she could do.




    ‘Do you have any suggestions?’ Paige asked. ‘Is there somewhere else open that you can recommend?’




    ‘Not really,’ said Clodagh. ‘You could try Nora Hilton’s place in Sandybay but I think it’s full to tell the truth.’




    ‘Do you have the number? I’ll give it a try.’




    Clodagh flicked through the large desk diary, wrote down Nora’s number on a yellow sticky note and handed it to Paige.




    ‘Thanks, I appreciate it,’ said Paige. ‘And you’re open again . . .?’




    ‘Monday the third of September. The first day of school for most of the older children. I’ve booked Alfie and Callum in already – Alfie into the baby room and Callum into Montessori and afternoon care – is that right?’




    ‘Yes.’ Paige nodded. ‘We’ll see you on Monday. And sorry for being short with you.’




    Clodagh smiled. ‘Not to worry. I know how busy you are, Paige. I read all about the proposed refugee centre on Burnaby Crescent. Good luck with it anyway.’




    ‘Thanks. I hope it gets resolved soon. Everyone’s getting a little heated about the whole thing.’




    ‘But the Crescent would be ideal for the families wouldn’t it? I know a lot of them have young children and it’s just beside the park. I can’t really see what the problem is.’




    ‘Not everyone sees it like that,’ Paige said evenly. ‘I have to represent all my constituents and they have all kinds of views. Especially the Crescent residents.’




    ‘I can imagine. Mrs Calloway from the gallery lives there, doesn’t she?’




    Paige nodded but said nothing. Connie Calloway was the current thorn in her side and the over-opinionated woman was calling into Paige that very evening – a prospect that didn’t exactly fill her with joy. ‘Anyway, I’d better collect my little monsters before they think I’ve abandoned them.’




    Clodagh led her towards the baby room at the back of the building. Paige looked through the glass at the top of the door and studied the row of baby seats, looking for Alfie. She spotted him almost immediately. He was crying and Marta was crouching beside him, offering him a bottle. He hit her hand away, sending the bottle flying across the room.




    ‘He’s been a bit cranky today,’ said Clodagh leading her in. ‘Teeth coming through I expect.’




    Paige sighed. ‘Tell me about it. He was like a demon last night – wouldn’t settle at all. His poor little gums were sore and he was dribbling like a dog. We didn’t get a wink of sleep. I was hoping he’d be better today.’




    ‘You never know,’ Clodagh said kindly as they walked towards him. ‘He might be all right by this evening. Fingers crossed.’




    Paige bent down, unclipped Alfie from his chair and lifted him up. ‘There, there, little man. What’s bothering you?’ He’d obviously been crying for a while – his face was red and blotchy and his breath was uneven. Paige felt a stab of guilt pierce her heart. She shouldn’t have left him here all day. He hadn’t been happy this morning when she’d got him ready and he’d cried all the way to ‘Little Orchard’. She was a terrible mother. She held him close to her.




    Marta handed her another bottle. ‘Try this one,’ she said gently in her accented English, ‘it’s nice and warm.’




    ‘Thanks, Marta.’ Paige swung Alfie around so that he was nestled in the crook of her left arm and put the teat in his mouth. He sucked immediately, his crying forgotten.




    ‘He would have been the same at home,’ said Clodagh, as if reading Paige’s mind. ‘He’s just having a bad day. Marta’s been great with him – rocking him in his seat and walking him around the room in the buggy. He was in good hands.’




    Paige could feel tears prick the back of her eyes. Clodagh really was a find – she knew exactly the right thing to say at exactly the right moment. ‘Thanks,’ she murmured gratefully.




    Clodagh smiled. She knew how difficult it was for working mums. ‘That’s what I’m here for. Now, let’s find Callum, shall we?’




    Clodagh helped Paige gather together all Alfie’s bits – baby bag, bottles, food containers, buggy and baby seat. She clicked the seat into the buggy expertly and pushed it in front of Paige who was still holding Alfie.




    As they entered the other, larger room Callum came crashing towards them and hurled himself at his mother’s legs.




    ‘Callum!’ she scolded. ‘You nearly knocked me over and I’m holding Alfie.’




    ‘Sorry, Mum.’ He looked up at her, beaming. ‘Can I see Alfie?’




    ‘Sure.’ She bent down and showed Callum his brother’s face. ‘Now don’t poke him or anything, he’s not a very happy camper today.’




    ‘Why not?’ asked Callum. ‘Does he have a poo in his nappy?’




    ‘No, he doesn’t!’ Paige tried not to laugh. ‘His little teeth are coming through his gums, that’s all. But if he did have a smelly nappy I’d make you change it.’




    Callum wrinkled his nose. ‘Yucky!’




    ‘Let’s get you both to the car,’ said Paige. ‘Say goodbye to Clodagh now and go and put your coat on, there’s a good fellow.’




    ‘Bye, Clodagh Woda,’ he shouted as he ran towards the coat pegs. ‘See you later, alligator. Not too soon, you big baboon.’




    ‘Hey, that’s my line.’ Clodagh laughed.




    ‘Sorry,’ Paige said. ‘His manners are getting really bad.’




    ‘I’m quite used to it. He’s by no means the worst. He’s just lively.’




    Paige smiled. ‘I’d love to ask you who was but I’m sure you wouldn’t tell me.’




    ‘Try guessing,’ Clodagh suggested with an evil glint in her eyes.




    Paige lowered her voice. ‘I’d say Axel and Lolita Philips, am I right?’ naming the ultra-spoilt children of one of Burnaby’s best know socialites, Cathy Philips, co-owner of Baroque shoe shop.




    ‘I couldn’t possibly say.’ Clodagh gave a tiny nod and grinned widely.




    ‘You’ve made my day.’ Paige laughed. ‘I’ll see you on Monday morning.’




    ‘Bright and early.’ Clodagh opened the main door for Paige and helped her down the three steps with Alfie’s buggy.




    ‘Bye poo-face,’ Callum said loudly as soon as she closed the door behind them.




    Paige glared at him. ‘I hope she didn’t hear that. You are a very rude little boy and there’ll be no telly for you this evening. Do you hear me? Tea, bath and straight to bed.’




    ‘Muuumm!’ he moaned. ‘That’s not fair.’




    ‘Quiet!’ she snapped. ‘Mummy’s tired and she won’t take any more nonsense from you, young man, do you hear me?’




    He nodded.




    Alfie began to cry again.




    ‘Now look what you’ve done.’ Paige pushed the buggy down the gravel drive towards the car. Callum trailed behind her. ‘Sorry, Mummy. Can I have a treat on the way home?’




    ‘What do you think, Callum?’




    ‘Yes?’ he asked, his little face upturned hopefully.




    She ignored him, unlocked the car, unclicked Alfie’s seat from the buggy and lifted it onto the back seat, all the while listening to his ever-increasing roars. ‘Please, let me just get home sane,’ she murmured. ‘You’re OK, Alfie,’ she soothed, lodging his bottle into his mouth and cupping his plump pink hands around it. ‘Here’s your bottle. There’s a good boy.’ He looked at her for a moment, contemplating whether to continue crying or not, then decided he was actually quite hungry and began to suck. ‘Thank you, baby.’ Paige let out a sigh of relief. She turned around to tell Callum to get in beside his brother but he’d disappeared. She put her hand to her head. Not again. Callum had a habit of playing hide-and-seek at the most inopportune moments. Her nerves were frayed enough as it was today, she didn’t know if she could take any more.
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