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      Hello, and welcome to The Little Irish Gift Shop, a Village of Ballydara prequel—and the beginning of my Emma Carey trilogy!

      If you’ve already read some of my books, thank you so much! And if you’re familiar with my Ballydara short story, The Christmas Visitor, you’ve met Hazel Carey, Emma’s beloved  sibling…the little sister who is a big part of Emma’s journey.

      If my Irish novels are new to you, I appreciate you taking a chance on The Little Irish Gift Shop, set in Lock’s Point, Washington.

      Despite this new locale, Emma’s future is very much connected to the wee town of Ballydara, in County Galway, Ireland. While you won’t find yourself in the deep green hills of Galway in this book, you’ll be transported to the Emerald Isle in the next two novels of Emma’s trilogy, Becoming Emma and The Fairy Cottage of Ballydara!

      Back to Lock’s Point… Some longtime Washingtonians may recognize the real-life inspiration behind this seaside community—and the story’s fictional Irish gift shop: Seattle’s Galway Traders. Sadly, it closed a few years ago—its lovely old Craftsman building was demolished to make room for new condos.

      But before moving to the country, I visited Galway Traders and was utterly entranced by all the lovely Irish goods. More than a few items from the store now have pride of place on the old-fashioned whatnot shelf I inherited from my Irish grandmother.

      And you just might see some of those knickknacks in the pages of The Little Irish Gift Shop!

      As always, I’m grateful for insights and comments from readers about my characters, storylines and books! Many thanks for your support, and I would love to hear from you at

      www.susancolleenbrowne.com

      Or you can get in touch via my Little Farm Writer newsletter…

      And now, on to Emma’s story!

      

      Warm wishes,

      Susan Colleen Browne
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      If you’re visiting Dublin for the first time—maybe you’re a starry-eyed tourist setting off on a Grand Tour of the Emerald Isle—you probably know quite a lot about Ireland’s picturesque medieval capital.

      You’ve likely been poring over maps and guidebooks; maybe you’ve already visited the city’s most famous museums and heritage sites, awestruck by the ancient castles and dazzling cathedrals, and soon you know more about Dublin than your average Irish person. Or even your average Dubliner.

      For instance, you may have discovered there’s a mysterious crypt beneath Christ Church Cathedral containing a mummified cat and rat; and that Bram Stoker, of Dracula fame, was married in a lovely old church (just like any other Irish guy might do) right in the middle of Dublin’s poshest shopping district. Maybe you’ve learned about the longtime legend connected to Trinity College’s Campanile Tower: every time a virgin walks beneath it, a bell rings…but the bell hasn’t made a peep since 1909!

      Tootling around the city in a big tourist coach, or taking in the sights on foot, you likely haven’t noticed the nondescript office blocks where your average worker bees spend their days. On the other hand, most Dublin pen-pushers probably aren’t thinking of their city’s historical and cultural marvels.

      Emma Carey, a cubicle-dweller in an office block more nondescript than most, certainly isn’t. On this dreary March afternoon, she’s gazing longingly out the nearest window, at the tiny bookshop across the street.

      The shop is one of the reasons she took this job—copywriting at a staid advertising agency. Emma had great hopes of spending her lunch hours browsing at the shop, but she has one of those demanding managers who works harder than everyone else in the office and makes sure they know it. So most of Emma’s lunches are rushed, work-at-your-desk affairs.

      Still, on one of her rare visits to the bookshop—a charming little nook that’s surprisingly well-organized—she discovered their wee travel book section. Not that Emma is a great one for traveling. At her dad’s urging, she studied abroad for a year—and though Emma was game for some distance from her eccentric, boisterous family, she was so homesick for her little sister Hazel she couldn’t wait to come home to Ireland.

      And now it’s her only sister who’s the big adventurer of the Carey family. Hazel no sooner got her Leaving Cert and she left Dublin and home, and before long, was off to New Zealand.

      Naturally, Emma had to visit the bookshop for consolation, and curious to learn what drew Hazel so far from home, luckily happened upon a New Zealand travel guide. Although she would never go for her sister’s nomadic life, she read it as avidly as she would an Austen novel.

      She didn’t envy Hazel, not exactly—but at this very moment, turning back to her screen to mechanically reply to a quasi-urgent email (according to her manager, all emails were urgent), Emma yearned for a job with more…well, variety. Yearned to do something else. Be somewhere, anywhere else—

      Another email popped up. From…Fitz?

      Hey there, you wouldn’t believe what’s happened. Been working on great business opportunity IN AMERICA and Dad’s helping me sort it! What do you say?

      Although Emma hadn’t seen Fitz Higgins for months, they’d been friends since forever. Emma tried to focus on the boring email she was meant to send off straightaway, but curiosity got the better of her. And her nosy manager was out of the office. She grabbed her phone and texted,

      Got your email—what do I say to what?

      Fitz replied straightaway. Aren’t you between jobs as usual?

      Gazing past her cramped cubicle, Emma pulled a face. The firm had been in this office since like, the Dark Ages, and entire place was wall-to-wall beige—if you didn’t count the dusty gray window blinds, and the mud-brown carpet that still held a whiff of cigarette smoke, though indoor smoking had been a no-no for ages. The low hum of voices from the surrounding cubicles was punctuated by someone’s hacking cough.

      And since the management pretty much discouraged any creativity from the ranks, her job made her feel beige too, when Emma secretly believed that inside, she was more jewel-toned—emerald, ruby, maybe peacock blue. Or at least pastel. Still, she wasn’t quite ready to admit to Fitz she’d been secretly champing at the bit to leave. At least not until she found out more about his likely wild-eyed idea.

      Well, that’s not an insult, replied Emma.

      Come on, don’t be like that. I’ve always wanted to run my own business and here’s my big chance!

      Ignoring the flutter she felt at big chance, she texted,

      As a matter of fact, I’m gainfully employed. Just saying.

      Well what do you think of scarpering to give this biz a go with me?

      Seriously?

      That’s right!

      Emma stared at her screen. With a glance at the lone photo on her desk, she carefully keyed,

      Leave Dublin to work with you. In America.

      Spot. On.

      She set down her mobile face down, absently admiring the sparkly space nebula on her phone case—the only sparkle she had in her life these days. Fitz, though, seemed to be overflowing with it.

      But this wasn’t the first nutter idea from Fitzwilliam D’arcy Higgins, as her second best friend Tracy would attest. He’d been hers and Tracy’s mate from secondary school, then university. They called him Fitz, over his objections, because he wanted to be known by his middle name.

      “You’re keen to be known as an Austen nerd?” Emma would tease. “Everyone does love a Regency hero.”

      “Well, there’s that,” Fitz would allow, “but with a name like D’arcy—especially with the apostrophe and all—people will think I have that Byronic vibe, ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know.’”

      Every time he said that she and Tracy would explode in gales of laughter, because Fitz had curly chestnut hair, cherubic features, and was a bit stout. He also had a certain puppyish demeanor despite being a year or so older than they were.

      Fitz could be overly sensitive, though, so she and Tracy could only make sport of him so much.

      Especially since the pair of them were his only confidants when it came to matters of the heart. Fitz had the unfortunate tendency to spend pots of money on a girl, then get way too serious with her, way too early in the relationship. Hardly weeks after taking out someone new, he’d start hinting about rings, invariably scaring them off.

      And it would be up to Emma and Tracy to console him after yet another girl had dumped him.

      Some months ago, he’d been dating a much younger blonde with trophy-wife potential, and he was sure she was Absolutely The One. After their inevitable split-up, Emma had given him a consoling hug. “Fitz,” she said gently, “you let girls walk all over you—you’re just too gullible.”

      At that, Tracy hooted, “There’s the pot calling the kettle black!”

      “Are you saying I’m gullible?” Emma bristled.

      “Worse than poor Fitz here!” said Tracy, still giggling.

      Emma opened her mouth to tell Tracy off, but Fitz was already grumbling, “Girls, aren’t we sorting my situation tonight?”

      “All right,” said Tracy, resigned, though Emma was sure her friend would much rather dissect Emma’s personality quirks. Fitz went on to replay how badly this girl had Done Him Wrong in great detail. Before he got too maudlin, though, Tracy cut him off.

      “By the way, did I mention I’m up for another promotion?”

      You told me, thought Emma. “That’s super!” she said anyway. Not that she was jealous of Tracy’s success—not exactly. Her own career problems were mostly because of liking her actual work far too little, and liking her bosses far too much.

      “No, you didn’t,” said Fitz, diverted. “Tell us!”

      “Well, the promotion could take a while,” began Tracy. “You know, to get approved by a load of higher-ups. But I’ll be in charge of a new department…”

      Emma actually didn’t mind hearing about it a second time. Like Tracy, she was much keener on getting ahead professionally than hearing about Fitz’s failed romances. (The reason Emma dressed in neat, tailored suits for work, when everyone else, even her manager wore jeans, her low-heeled pumps polished to a glossy shine. Oh, Emma wanted to move up the ladder, just not at this job.)

      Yet for all Fitz’s romantic misadventures, with the right encouragement, he could be laser-focused on his career.

      Although he had an artistic soul (or so he said), he was always on the lookout for the next job or scheme where he could be a grand success—one that would make his parents proud, but also allow him to occasionally faff about with his head in the clouds.

      Strangely enough, Fitz wasn’t a complete snowflake; he had a practical side too, and had always been a good listener when Emma would come to him after another job meltdown. Now, she re-read Fitz’s last text:

      Meet me for coffee straightaway?

      Emma looked round her cubicle again. Leave this uninspiring but safe job, in the city where she’d lived all her life. For a leap into the unknown. She gazed at the photo of her sister. What would Hazel think?

      Before she could talk herself out of it, she tapped out a reply…
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      Emma was very keen on journaling.

      As a book lover, she felt like journaling was as close as you could get to creating a book. In fact, her second most favorite shops were stationary purveyors—though happily, many of the bookshops she frequented had a stationary section!

      Anyway. After regular visits to every stationer’s shop in Dublin, by the age of thirty Emma had collected at least a dozen lovely clothbound journals, and stacked them in a special display on her nightstand. She even purchased an expensive cartridge pen just for the purpose, and set the timer on her mobile for scribbling an entry each night before bed.

      Her problem was, she never actually wrote in the journals.

      She’d go through her day, mentally composing the best, the most awesomely articulated entries. They were more like essays, really, cataloging the high points, the little epiphanies and on those rare but lucky occasions, the stunning realizations.

      Emma would tweak these mini-essays in her head until they positively sparkled—and would actually remember them, nearly word-for-word, and not just that same evening. Days later, she could recall what she almost wrote. The date of the entry too—which practically made her a journaling savant! Really, she’d absolutely zero excuses for not doing it.

      Once in a while, Emma would open one of the clothbound books, grasp her fancy pen with purpose, and stare at the empty page. Then think, Oh, it’s gotten too late, my mind’s like overcooked porridge, all the while knowing she would avoid journaling tomorrow just like she had every other day.

      Now that her sister Hazel—her real best friend—was a world away, working at an organic farm on the North Island, their only contact was by email. Since Hazel was quite wise for someone of her tender age, every so often Emma would email her sister bits of the entries swimming round her head.

      Which, she told herself, was sort of like journaling.

      This aspirational journaling worked best when Hazel actually read the entry within a week or two after Emma had sent it. But as a very unconventional girl who hadn’t a mobile phone (at nearly twenty, Hazel wasn’t the least bit interested in owning one, nor did she have any intention of ever acquiring one), she was in touch only when she could get to an internet café. So Emma was accustomed to their sporadic correspondence.

      Some months ago, Emma had been on the horns of a dilemma (she’d gotten too fond of the boss—again—and decided she had no choice but to leave her job). Desperate for some sort of guidance, she’d typed a little essay to share with Hazel:

      When it comes to life implosions, I think there are two schools of thought. One is that of course you saw it coming—“it” being a complete meltdown of your life as you know it—but you chose to ignore all the signs. Or two, that despite all the signs, you’d absolutely no idea your life was falling apart. In which case, if you were that out of it you deserved whatever you got.

      In my observation, most life implosions start with a failed love affair. (I realize “love affair” is a terribly old-fashioned phrase, but I’ve always liked it.) Or more likely, unrequited love. In fact, so unrequited that you never got round to the sex part. (Now that I think of it, didn’t poor W.B. Yeats have that problem with Maud Gonne?)

      You want to think this person will be the love of your life—although how can someone be the love of your life if you’ve never slept with them, and you know in your heart of hearts you never will? All the same, whatever went down, you know perfectly well the whole mess is entirely your fault.

      And when it happened to me, the only way I could sort it out was to start at the beginning.

      

      First problem: Emma never did go back and start at the beginning.

      Second problem: as soon as she had composed this mini-essay, she knew it was absolute blather. Worse, she had the uneasy feeling that it was too personal, even for her sister. Hazel hadn’t any reluctance to talk about gory things like sheep giving birth, but if you brought up sex she’d look really uncomfortable. (Emma supposed it was because Hazel had never seemed interested in having a proper boyfriend. Nor a special girlfriend, come to that.)

      Mentioning her sister’s childhood was also verboten—not that Hazel forbade it or anything, but the times Emma had ever ventured on the topic, her sister’s face had closed up rather alarmingly. So in her almost-journal, Emma avoided their shared past too.

      As for this email, she ended up saving but never sending it. After all, she’d told herself, I’m done with life implosions…

      Now, under oppressive late-winter skies, Emma left the office, resisted nipping into the little bookshop (although they did carry a small variety of blank journals), and clambered onto the bus to meet Fitz. For years, she’d almost journaled about him dozens of times—wouldn’t someone with a name like that make a perfect subject?

      When they were back in school, and Emma was rereading Pride and Prejudice yet again, she’d imagined the start of an entry:  Can you credit it? I’m no Elizabeth Bennet, but I’m friends with an actual real person called Fitzwilliam D’arcy!

      She settled into her seat, gazing at the office block she’d just left with new eyes. With Fitz dangling this opportunity in front of her—the chance to leave Dublin and reboot her life—maybe it was time she finally got serious about journaling. And not for writing crap, but proper self-investigation.

      While she was at it, she could work out a few things about Fitz on paper too, since going into business with him could really complicate their friendship. At the very least, she’d have to stop thinking of him as the nerdy gom she’d grown up with.

      She couldn’t help grinning to herself. Wouldn’t Tracy have the laugh, if, after all these years, Emma had to treat Fitz with a little respect?
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      Instead of his favorite hole-in-the-wall café in Temple Bar—Fitz had always preferred the artsy, Bohemian vibe of the district north of Trinity College—they met at a new place, round the corner from St. Stephen’s Green.

      Stepping inside the bright, shiny juice bar, Emma blinked, peering round for Fitz. Since she hadn’t seen him for a while, she couldn’t help being glad she’d worn one of her classier outfits, hopefully making her look like someone ready to go places.

      And there he was, watching her with his usual puppy-dog eagerness. After their hello hug and placing an order, Emma glanced at the steel tables and chairs reflecting the light. “This doesn’t seem like your style.”

      “It is now,” Fitz assured her with a wide smile. He did have gorgeous teeth. “I’m reinventing myself as an up-and-comer.”

      Fitz was the only person she knew who could say that with a straight face. She didn’t burst out laughing, though, because she really was eager for a fresh start, and why see him at all if she didn’t want to hear him out? “So tell me about—”

      “You know,” interrupted Fitz, squinting at her, “you’re looking very posh these days. Nice hair.”

      “Well. Thanks.” Emma self-consciously touched a strand of her gold-streaked, tawny brown hair. She could hardly say, I have it colored this way to hide my roots but it costs a fortune.

      “You’re a bit skinny though.”

      “Oh,” said Emma uncomfortably. Fitz generally didn’t make personal comments to her. “Well, you know what they say, ‘you can never be too rich or too thin.’” As Fitz gave her another considering look, she rushed on, “I was going to say, tell me about this so-called business opportunity.”

      “Go on, it’s not so-called.” Fitz’s face clouded. “It’s the real deal.”

      “Sorry,” said Emma, and touched his hand. “So. Let’s hear it.”

      Fitz’s eyes sparkled. He was going to manage a gift shop in Seattle! Not just any gift shop, but an Irish one, with art, textiles, and a few knickknacks, all straight from Ireland.

      “It’s owned by an Irish couple, the Flannigans, friends of my parents, as an overseas investment,” said Fitz. “Their longtime manager retired and the shop’s been closed. They—well, I should say, Mrs. Flannigan, since she’s the mover-and-shaker—have decided to reopen it, and are keen for me to hire Irish staff—”

      “You mean me?” Emma quickly held up a hand. “I’m no shopkeeper, Fitz. I’ve done all sorts of work but I haven’t much retail experience. And it’s not my thing anyway.”

      “But you’re good at everything you do,” said Fitz. “I’ll need help managing the place.”

      “Well thanks, but Seattle is a long way to go to be a shop manager.”

      “We wouldn’t be just managers,” said Fitz. “Dad wants to invest a bit in the place too. And Mam’s all for it.”

      Mrs. Higgins quite doted on her youngest child, and given her predilection for romantic fantasies—why else would she name her son Fitzwilliam D’arcy?—she clearly saw Fitz through rose-colored glasses. All the same, Emma found it hard to believe that the woman would want her little boy to leave Ireland, but maybe his parents were more than ready to have him fly from his comfy nest—currently the small flat on the top story of the family house.

      “Invest?” Emma raised her brows.

      “Yeah. Dad’s putting up a few thousand for new inventory and a bit of marketing. And since I can’t do business errands on a bicycle, he’s getting me a car.”

      “Sounds reasonable,” said Emma. She’d heard that America cities were bisected every which way with motorways, so you couldn’t get round properly without your own vehicle.

      “Did I mention the Flannigans are rather elderly?” asked Fitz. “The missus is very keen on getting the place in good shape for their heirs. It’ll be a proper turn-key operation, she said.”

      “Turn-key?”

      “You know,” said Fitz with a knowing air. “All set for customers! We won’t have to lift a finger to get started, except open the door and turn on the cash register.”

      “I’ll be honest, Fitz,” said Emma. “Even if I thought this was the greatest idea ever, I haven’t any money to invest for my share.”

      “You wouldn’t need to,” said Fitz eagerly. “You’d run the shop with me, and I’d pay you a proper salary.”

      “You’d be my…boss?” Now Emma was having trouble keeping a straight face.

      “Well, officially, I suppose, but unofficially, we’d be partners. Equals.”

      “Hmm,” said Emma, pulling her mobile from her handbag. Fitz being her boss, even only in name, would take some getting used to. She and Tracy had always led him around by the nose something awful—he simply didn’t have a take-charge personality.

      “You’ll be a real asset to the shop,” added Fitz. “Dad thinks so too.”

      The waitress came by with Emma’s coffee, and a big glass of green stuff for Fitz. Emma stared at his glass, bemused. “You’re not having a smoothie?” Fitz’s tastes ran to buns of all sorts, gooey ones especially, the sweeter the better.

      “Yeah, I’m on a slimming programme these days.”

      “Never!” Suppressing a giggle, she couldn’t wait to tell Tracy—this slimming bit would likely last about as long as his other schemes. “So, Seattle. What’s the name of the place?”

      “The Galway Shoppe.” Fitz took a gulp of the green goo and pulled a face. “Double p’s.”

      A “shoppe” spelled with two p’s was never a good sign, thought Emma, doing a quick search. “They can’t be serious,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?”

      “They haven’t even a proper website,” said Emma. “Only a Facebook page, can you believe it?”

      “No website?” Fitz patted his pockets. “Oh, forgot my mobile. Anyway, that’d be our first move, getting an online store going.”

      “The lack of a website might be the least of their problems,” said Emma. “There’s the name of the shop—do people in America even know where or even what Galway is?”

      “They do in Seattle—Galway City is their sister city!” said Fitz triumphantly. “Besides, Dad and I are renaming the shop. It’ll be called,” and he blocked off imaginary words in the air, ‘The Little Irish Gift Shop.’ What do you think?”

      “Okay, it does sound cute,” admitted Emma. “But Seattle! Where will all the so-called Irish fans or customers come from?”

      “You keep saying so-called,” said Fitz, a reproachful look in his eyes. “But the owners have a massive mailing list. Dad and I have researched this…er, extensively.”

      Turns out, Fitz told her, there were Irish folk aplenty in every nook and cranny of Seattle—and a thriving Irish-American community as well. Fitz and his dad were counting on the immense popularity of the Irish pub scene in Seattle, factored in the strong Celtic element up in Vancouver, British Columbia to the north, and decided that was enough for them to plunge right in. Especially since Seattle put on a St. Patrick’s Day celebration that put any party in Ireland to shame. “They call Seattle the Emerald City, did you know that?”

      “Hmm,” said Emma again. Emerald City meets the Emerald Isle? Maybe this isn’t such a stretch… “The Galway Shoppe’s Facebook page says they’re ‘in the heart of Seattle.’ What’s the address?”

      Fitz patted his pockets again, and after much ferreting around, produced a slip of paper. “Here you are.”

      Emma mentally rolled her eyes—Fitz was as disorganized as ever. Keying in the address and pulling up a map, she checked out the city’s merchant’s association. “The shop’s nowhere near downtown Seattle—it’s way up at the north end. A neighborhood called Lock’s Point.”

      “Right.” Fitz nodded. “Dad and I already checked out the area—Lock’s Point is on a bay, and there’s a big marina. Plus people have loads of cash around there, and it’s very trendy.”

      Emma pulled up another site, reading quickly. “Also very Norwegian—there’s a big Scandinavian-American community there. The Irish haven’t their own spot, as far as I can tell.”

      “People will come,” said Fitz, a confident look on his face. “The shop’s really a lovely place,” he added, just as Emma clicked on an image of it.

      She stared at the photo. “Oh…my.”

      The shop’s entry, flanked by dark pink flowerpots overflowing with blooms, was an inviting little nook, stone walls and steps with a sunny yellow handrail. “It’s…charming.”  She couldn’t stop looking at it. “The place looks straight out of Ireland,” she added, showing the photo to Fitz.

      “It does, rather,” said Fitz. “The shop’s in a historical district—well, historic for America.”

      “But I don’t see the actual shopfront…”

      “It’s at the top of the steps,” said Fitz, shifting his chair so he could see her screen. “Not on the main footpath, but tucked above the street level.”

      She swiped through a few more images, then finally found a photo of the shop itself. It had a wooden door with a glass inset, the window frame painted a rich kelly green. The shop was fronted by what looked like a cozy little plaza shaded by small trees, a couple of wrought iron tables and chairs beneath the trees, the plaza’s flagstones dotted by the same pink pots as the nook.

      As picturesque as it looked, she tried to be practical. “If the place is so tucked away, how will we get foot traffic?”

      “Oh, that’s the beauty of it!” said Fitz, and pointed to a yellow door next to The Galway Shoppe. “Our nearest neighbor is a takeaway pie shop—now that’s how you get people to come round!” His face clouded a bit. “Though I understand they’re remodeling at the moment.”

      “Right…” Emma was back to staring at the plaza photo. She could imagine stepping outside on her breaks, settling into one of the chairs to read or scribble in her journal, a soft wind rustling the leaves overhead…

      She thought of where she’d be tomorrow morning—in a windowless cubicle in a dingy office building. At the job she yearned to leave, but not wanting to tell her dad yet another situation wasn’t working out, had put off looking for another.

      Emma gazed at the darling stone nook again. Who wouldn’t want to come to work every day in a lovely spot like this? She could imagine watering the pots every summer morning with a matching dark pink watering can, opening the shop door wide to let the sea breeze in…

      “By the way Emma…”  She blinked as Fitz interrupted her reverie. “Did I mention we’re expanding the shop’s Irish book section?”

      “They also have a little bookshop?”

      “That’s right!” Fitz beamed. “I want you to…um, curate it.”
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      “It’ll be a disaster,” Tracy predicted darkly.

      Two days later, over a glass of wine at Tracy’s beautifully furnished flat—as stylish and polished as Tracy herself—Emma told her friend all about the shop (with the phrase curate the book section still singing in her head). Emphasizing that the place was all set to operate, Emma added, “There’s even going be a book department! You know I’ve always thought about working in a bookshop.”

      “Ha,” said Tracy. “You’ve always dreamed of being a writer and seeing your book in a shop window, more like. And a ‘Little Irish Gift Shop’ isn’t a proper bookshop anyway.”

      “Well, whatever,” said Emma, trying not to sound resentful, because Tracy wasn’t half wrong. “The point is, the job will be a change of pace.”

      “I stand by my first impression—a catastrophe,” said Tracy.

      The day before, Emma had hit the email jackpot with Hazel: her sister had fortuitously visited the internet café after Emma had sent her a message about her new job, and was entirely supportive. To have Tracy slag the idea, then, was really sticking a pin in Emma’s balloon. “How?”

      “Oh, where do I begin?” said Tracy. “First off, and most important, there’s the money.”

      “What money?” Emma took a sip of wine—a little Dutch courage to make her case. “The only funds I’ll need to take this job will be my plane fare. And before you say I’ll be going to a completely unfamiliar place and I’ve never liked traveling, I’ve heard Seattle’s fantastic—they call it the Emerald City!” Oh, God, she was quoting Fitz. “Anyway, the scenery’s gorgeous too—the sea, forests and mountains all around.”

      “Yeah, you’re dead keen on the great outdoors,” said Tracy drily.

      “Still,” insisted Emma, “it’d be a right adventure to live there.”

      “I’ve heard Seattle’s fantastic too,” said Tracy, “but the U.S. work visa requirements could be super-complicated.”

      “I know that,” said Emma loftily. She’d researched the whole alphabet soup of American visas until her head spun. “Fitz and his dad have his visa already sorted, and Fitz is helping me with mine. There’s a class of visas that should work—E’s, I think.” Or was it H’s? “Anyway, the paperwork’s a small price to pay for my fresh start.”

      “Holy God, are you hearing yourself? This is our Fitz you’re talking about, who’s so absent-minded I’m surprised he can get his trousers on straight. And you’re entrusting him with not only your immigration status, but your career?”

      “Working with Fitz won’t be a career,” Emma said, stung. “It’ll be a fun break from the Dublin office grind—three months if I can’t stay, but if I can, a year—maybe longer.” Since Hazel was going to be abroad for the foreseeable future, Emma thought she might as well be in America as Ireland.

      “Okay, but there’s trusting him with your living arrangements. Even if he’s paying for a place for you. I mean, the man has never found a flat for himself.”

      Emma didn’t say anything for a moment. Okay, her Dublin lease was up soon, and having to depend on Fitz—since he would be the only living soul she’d know in a foreign country—was an admittedly scary proposition, but why admit it? “It makes perfect sense for Fitz to live in the existing flat above the shop,” she finally said. “I mean, it’s furnished and everything. He says it’s quite roomy.”

      “I’m talking about the fact that he’s never had his own place.”

      Well, there has never been any reason for him to have a flat, Emma could have said but kept to herself, when he’s been so cozy up on the top floor of his parents’ house. “His dad’s helping him find a place for me, along with all the other details.”

      “Here we go again,” said Tracy. “His dad, taking charge.”

      “Why shouldn’t he? He’s a successful businessman, he’s used to getting things done.” Emma’s cheeks heated with annoyance. “I have to say, I’m feeling really harangued here.”

      And she knew exactly why she was irritated. Tracy was making valid points, and Emma’s resolve to go to Seattle was starting to get a bit…wobbly.

      Tracy’s expression softened. “I’ve really been raking you and this whole plan over the coals, haven’t I?” She picked up her wineglass, then set it down without drinking. “If you don’t mind my saying…” She paused. “My biggest worry for you is that you’ve got the elder sister syndrome, just like me.”

      Emma opened her mouth to speak, then swiftly closed it.

      “When things go wrong,” continued Tracy, “we’re the sort who cleans up the mess, because we always want to make everyone’s life work out. As for Fitz…well, that last girl hit him hard. You know how he is.”

      “Come on, it’s been months since that blonde one threw him over,” said Emma.

      “Oh, please,” retorted Tracy. “You haven’t forgotten all the others?”

      Holding up a hand, she ticked off Fitz’s breakups the last few years, but Emma tuned her out. Tracy was only recounting what they’d already talked about a million times before: after each split Fitz would go off on some ill-advised scheme and soon be in over his head, then he’d immediately look round for the next girl to take his mind off the big muddle he’d created, blah, blah, blah… “You know it’s true,” Tracy finished.

      Emma met her eyes. “Well…maybe.”

      “And I don’t want you to muck up your plans, your life, because Fitz is once again going off the deep end.” After a long moment, Tracy reached for Emma’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Sorry it’s hard to hear. You and me, we’re all right then?”

      “Yeah, we’re okay,” said Emma, smiling ruefully. “I am really up for this.” Say it enough and you’ll believe it. “I’m only going so I can get out of a rut. I promise.”

      Tracy grinned at her. “You won’t get too sucked into Fitz’s co-dependent life?”

      “Never,” said Emma stoutly.

      “Then off you go to your big American adventure,” said Tracy. “I didn’t tell you before, but I found out today my promotion came through—I’m being posted to Brussels next month!”

      Tracy’s steady climb up the ladder had often daunted Emma, but now… “That’s amazing,” she said, meaning it. “You totally deserve it!”

      She could be generous, since being in charge of her worklife for the first time (since you couldn’t really take Fitz too seriously as a boss) would be a promotion of sorts.

      “It would’ve been great,” said Tracy, “if you could’ve have sublet this flat—”

      “What? That’s not why you tried to talk me out of this?” Emma pretended to be outraged, then spoiled the effect by laughing.

      “Well, yeah, a little,” said Tracy, unrepentant. “But I also didn’t want to worry about you, being so far away.”

      Now that Tracy was leaving Dublin, Emma had yet another reason to give Seattle a go.  “You’ve absolutely no need to worry,” she said. “I’ll be grand.”
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      Inside the Dublin Airport terminal, before heading for the security queue, Emma lingered with Fitz’s parents. Her own dad had offered to drop her at the airport, and her brother Gavin actually wanted to come along. “I have got to see if you’re really going through with it.”

      Emma pulled a face at her younger sibling. “Don’t you just wish you were off to America.”

      But Mr. and Mrs. Higgins had insisted on giving her a lift as a thank you for joining forces with their son. So, on an overcast May day, Emma bade her parents and brothers goodbye as Fitz’s parents waited for her in their roomy BMW. Once they arrived at Dublin Airport, the couple also accompanied her inside to help her check her luggage and say goodbye. Making small talk with the Higginses was a bit of an effort, though—Emma was knackered from the whirlwind of the last weeks.

      While Fitz had left for Seattle soon after he’d finalized arrangements with his new boss Mrs. Flannigan, Emma stayed behind to wind up her job and train her replacement. At the same time, she had to do her visa paperwork, move out of her flat, separate out what she was bringing to America, then muck out a corner in her parents’ attic for a place to store the rest of her things.

      What kept her going was that every so often, she’d gaze at the photo of the shop’s little stone nook, such an implausible spot in a modern American city. She loved the fact you couldn’t see what was at the top of the steps—you had to imagine it. Which made the whole venture seem full of potential…of possibility. And she just knew she’d made the right decision…

      Emma blinked as Mr. Higgins was saying, “…And we know you won’t let Fitz get his head turned by any nonsense.”

      “Nonsense?”

      “Ah, you know,” said Mr. Higgins. “One of those ‘flavor of the month’ management theories. When it comes to business, you keep your eye on the ball!” His face got a bit red. “It’s cash flow, cash flow, cash fl—”

      “Now love, no reason to go into all those business yokes,” broke in Mrs. Higgins. “Emma, we’re just so happy you’ll be there for our Fitz.”

      Well, I will from ten to six, except on my days off. “No worries, Mrs. Higgins. And thanks again, for seeing me off.”

      “Away in America, a responsible girl like you is just what my son needs.”

      Emma winced inwardly. What he needs is to grow up a bit. “I’m sure he’ll be great.”

      “I hope so,” said Mrs. Higgins.

      “Right then,” said Mr. Higgins, and patted Emma’s shoulder. “You’d better be off.”

      His wife gave her a kiss on the cheek. Emma smiled at them, and just as she turned to go, Mrs. Higgins added, “Because you know how he is, right after a girl splits with him.”

      Emma snapped her head back to Fitz’s mother. “Wait—there was a girl?” Another one? And Fitz never mentioned her?

      Mrs. Higgins said sadly, “Gave him a proper heave-ho, poor boy.”

      “All past,” said Mr. Higgins hastily. “Keep well, Emma.” Grasping his wife’s arm, he hustled her away.

      A girl. Was that why Fitz’s parents were so grateful to her? Emma stared after them, feeling the first frisson of true alarm since Fitz had first emailed her. Had Tracy’s prediction been spot-on, after all?
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      The next 24 hours were a blur.

      Emma slept sporadically on the flight, losing all sense of time. Trying to factor in all the time zone changes, she couldn’t remember how long the flight to Seattle was meant to be—nine, ten hours?—but it felt like forever. She’d no clue how Hazel endured the far longer flight to the South Pacific.

      When the plane finally landed, the sun was low in the sky. She saw a massive mountain not far from the city that seemed close enough to touch, the slanting light turning the summit an ethereal pink-gold. But she was in too much of a mental fog to appreciate it. After ringing Fitz and slogging to the baggage claim, she set her luggage near the ground transportation doors and perched on the biggest bag to watch for him.

      He’d said it would be awhile. Sea-Tac airport was well south of the city, and he had to drive from the north end. She pulled the Seattle guidebook she’d just bought from her carryon and opened it, but instead, drifted into a light stupor.

      A stream of impressions ran through her tired brain—the ache in her bum from sitting so long, the blathering person behind her plane seat who hadn’t stopped talking the entire flight, and saying goodbye to Mr. and Mrs. Higgins. Her eyes popped open.

      You know how he is, after a girl splits with him.

      Oh God. Hadn’t Tracy tried to remind her, but Emma didn’t want to hear it? What if this new business turned out to be simply another one of Fitz’s short-lived, in-over-his-head schemes— the kind that would suck her in and completely ruin her new life re-boot?

      Emma struggled to her feet, pushing the unwelcome thought away. Mr. Higgins’ long-distance supervision would ensure that Fitz stayed super-focused on this enterprise, and his money would keep things afloat until the shop’s revenue picked up. Keeping an eye out for Fitz, she kept her vision firmly in her mind: the darling little shop and the sea breeze and the riot of color in the pink flowerpots—

      And suddenly there was Fitz coming through the doors, familiar and solid and happy to see her. She blinked. He’d actually lost some weight. And if you narrowed your eyes a bit, Emma thought in woozy amazement, he faintly resembled that dreamy vicar in the BBC mystery series she and Tracy watched. He enfolded her in a bear hug, and before she knew it, he’d collected her two biggest bags. After an interminable walk through a ginormous, multi-level car park, he trundled them and herself into a spanking new mid-size Ford.

      “Nice car,” said Emma, grateful she hadn’t had to sort her own ride.

      Fitz patted the dashboard. “One of Dad’s investments—it’s an Escape.”

      “Really,” said Emma. Escape. The name seemed prophetic. Wasn’t that what she was doing? Not exactly the greatest life plan…

      “It was cheaper than a commercial van, but luckily there’s room for stock in the back...” said Fitz. He proceeded to burble on about the car and the new signage he and the owner Mrs. Flannigan had organized and other peripheral sorts of details that zoomed right over Emma’s head.  As the car passed under the lights of the ten-lane motorway and a series of massive overpasses—the size of which she’d never seen the like before—she saw his face was bright with enthusiasm.

      “Not much longer to Lock’s Point,” he said as they left the rush of the motorway. The roads were still choked with cars, but as he turned onto quieter streets Emma felt a rush of homesickness. After being in transit so long, she longed to settle on her own little turf.

      She yawned. “So…are my lodgings very near the shop?”

      Fitz had sent her a photo of a stately Victorian home.

      I’ve a line on the top floor flat with a view of the bay and the Space Needle. Great neighborhood too, Queen Anne Hill.

      Emma had gazed at the house admiringly—a far cry from all the nondescript Dublin flats she’d lived in. Queen Anne sounded completely lovely too. Perfect, really.

      “Your new place?” Fitz cleared his throat. “I meant to mention…that.”

      Alarm bells, far louder than the ones about Fitz’s recent breakup, rang in Emma’s head. “Is something the matter with the house?”

      “Uh. Well.” He coughed. “I was all set to sign the lease.”

      Dread pressed on the top of Emma’s head. “And then?”

      “Housing here is terribly dear,” said Fitz. “I mean, the costs of places to let will make your hair stand on end. And if you’ve got a view…”

      Emma tried to keep her voice level. “What happened.”

      “They wanted the first month’s rent and the last and a massive security deposit, for something no bigger than a bedsit. Almost six thousand dollars.”

      “Holy God,” murmured Emma.

      “Dad said—I mean, I just couldn’t spend…” His voice trailed away.

      Emma grew hot with annoyance. “So. Your dad’s making all the decisions. What place did he decide would do for me instead?”

      “That’s not how it is,” said Fitz defensively. “I got right on finding you another flat, and you’re on a waiting list.”

      “A waiting list,” repeated Emma.

      “It’s a great place, I promise—we’ll drive by tomorrow so you can get a look. It’s super modern.”

      Modern. Her dream of living in a Victorian house with a view faded into black. “And where am I to stay until this other flat is ready?”

      “Well.” A pause. “With…me?”

      “In the shop flat?” Emma’s voice rose in outrage. “Share a place with you?”

      “Hey, you don’t have to sound like that!” Fitz stopped at a red light. “You know I’m a good flatmate, and it’ll just be temporary. We’ll save money too!”

      An angry lump grew in Emma’s throat. “I thought I was an—” Her voice cracked. “An asset,” she said as fiercely as she could manage. “Someone you and your…” bloody, interfering “…dad were investing in!”

      “You were! I mean, you are! Only it’s been hard to sort everything exactly the way we planned, in a foreign country. Can’t we just take things one at a time?”

      Fatigue surged over Emma, stronger than before, and her fury evaporated. Being angry was too exhausting right now. “All right.” She slumped into the seat.

      She could feel Fitz looking anxiously at her, then as the light turned green he launched into a travelogue about Lock’s Point and its Norwegian heritage, and speaking of, there’s an interesting park just there—I think that sculpture yoke’s meant to be a mushroom…

      Please shut up, Emma wanted to say, but he was trying to be nice, make it up to her. She tried to focus on the tree-lined streets and lovely old brick buildings of her new neighborhood. Everything was quite nice, especially if you liked places with a nautical theme—it seemed the name of every other restaurant or pub had something to do with boats: sloop, ship, keel…

      She saw a high stone archway up ahead, but before they reached it Fitz slowed the car, turned a corner, then immediately turned again into an underground car park. “Not long now,” he said. “The shop’s just across the way.”

      Arriving in a dark, concrete car park didn’t jive with her lovely vision of the stone nook and the picturesque little plaza. But as Fitz went round to the hatchback, Emma, with great effort, forced herself out of her slump and opened the door. “I’ll just need my carryon bag. I’ll get the others in the morning.”

      As she and Fitz set off, up the ramp, she pulled her bag from his grasp. “Hey, you don’t have to carry that, you’re not my boyfriend.”

      “Er…no,” said Fitz. They crossed the street into a short alley, and emerged into the now-familiar little plaza, a vintage-style streetlight shining onto the iron tables and chairs. Fitz steered her toward a metal door on the side of the building, a bare bulb above the door. “Here we are.”

      It was a bit depressing. Emma said, “I was hoping we could come in like our future customers will, up the pretty stone staircase.”

      “Maybe next time,” said Fitz, fumbling with the deadbolt.

      Emma looked round. “Is there a different way to the flat?”

      Fitz seemed to be taking an inordinate amount of time to turn the lock. “Well, you could go all the way round to the steps, go up that way and across the plaza to the front door, then back to the storeroom here. But that seems like extra…trouble.” Pushing the door open, he ushered Emma inside. It was black as pitch.

      “Can’t you turn on a light?”

      “Sure, sure,” Fitz said hurriedly. He switched on the light from his mobile and holding out his arm, shone it in front of them. They were in a pathway between piles of boxes, hardly wide enough for one person. For a small shop, it seemed like a lot of boxes.

      “No, I meant a proper light.”

      “Um, I think it’s out.”

      Great. With Fitz right behind her to illuminate the way, she carefully stepped forward lugging her carryon, her bag thumping against the boxes.

      He touched her arm. “There’s the stairs to the flat, just there.” He shone his tiny torch to her right.

      Just then, Emma detected another windowless door in front of her, and felt a ripple of excitement. “That leads to the shop, right?”

      “Emma, don’t—I mean, there’s tomorrow—”

      “Oh, but I can’t wait to see it!” With fresh energy, she reached for the doorknob, pulled the door open and peered inside. A fusty smell of stale air hit her nostrils. The streetlamp shone faintly through the front window at the opposite end, with just enough light to give her a strange, overpowering sense of… oppression.

      As she felt around for a switch on the wall, Fitz said, “Wait, don’t bother with the lights! Please, let’s just go upstairs—”

      “No, I’ve got it—” Emma found the switch, turned it on. And gasped.

      Then promptly burst into tears.
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      As light penetrated her eyelids, Emma pulled the covers over her head, feeling drugged. She’d no clue where she was. Her eyes were strangely scratchy, her head was throbbing, and her foot ached…

      Then it all came back to her.

      Fitz. Seattle. The shop. And the biggest mistake of her life…

      Last night, as the lights went on, she’d cast a horrified look round her new workplace and sobs exploded from her. Dropping her carryon straight on her foot, which she hardly noticed, she wailed, “What have I done? Tracy was right!”

      Fitz lunged for the switch with his free hand, then pulled her out of the doorway and closed the door. “Come on,” he said, patting her shoulder ineffectually, the tiny light from his mobile dancing on the boxes surrounding them. “It’s not that bad—”

      “It is that bad!” Emma cried harder. “How could you do this to me?”

      “Really,” and Fitz awkwardly slung his arm round her, “I promise you, the place looks better in the daylight…”

      Too completely done for to shake Fitz off, Emma flung herself at him instead and buried her face in his chest. There in the dark storeroom, she babbled about dreams and plans and a fresh start for her career and a darling little shop that in reality was a horrible kip, when Tracy had gotten a huge promotion!

      Fitz simply carried on patting her back and murmuring soothing somethings until she was too exhausted to cry anymore. Her sobs dwindled into spasmodic hiccoughs.

      Finally, he gently pressed her away from him. “You’re knackered,” he murmured. “We’ll sort it all later.” Picking up her carryall, he helped her up the stairs and opened a door at the top. Turning on a hall light, he led her into a little room that she took no notice of except that it didn’t make her recoil in more disgust. She sat on the bed, and Fitz fetched her a glass of water. “Now, have a sip,” he coaxed.

      She drank obediently, feeling that rather drunken sensation you get from crying so hard.

      “Do you want to clean your teeth? Or use the loo?”

      Emma shook her head, then closed her eyes and lay back on the duvet, fully dressed.

      “I promise, things really will be better in the morning,” said Fitz. He removed her shoes and covered her up with something soft and comforting.

      “Tucking me up? You’ll make a great dad,” Emma said sleepily, and promptly passed out…

      Now, shuddering with the awfulness of her enormous and most spectacular blunder ever, Emma pulled the cover off her face. The light was so bright against her closed lids she was sure it must be noon. Forcing her dry eyes open, she blinked once, twice, to ease the stinging, and looked round.

      A bedroom. Unlike the horribleness that awaited her downstairs, this space was quite…nice. Carefully, she sat up, her head aching from her crying jag, and dimly recalled stumbling to the bathroom some time in the night.

      The queen-sized bed beneath her was covered with an old-fashioned quilt of gaily-patterned pastels. Fitz had tucked a throw over her of fine wool, knitted Aran-style, and Emma had the sudden thought if this lovely blanket came from the shop’s stock, the place couldn’t be that bad. The nightstand next to the bed had a small Tiffany lamp on it, with a box of tissues, and, set at a careful angle, an illustrated biography of W.B. Yeats. Emma almost smiled. Fitz had remembered.

      The floor was of polished wood, and across the room sat a cushioned glider next to a lace-curtained window. Peering through the wavy glass, Emma could see a few shop roofs across the street—one of them actually had a rooftop vegetable garden.

      She carefully slung her feet over the edge of the bed for a better view, and discovered that just below was the pretty plaza, and one of the trees was a lilac in full bloom. Craning her neck a bit, she saw a narrow shaft of silver between two buildings that had to be the sea!

      Shifting to make herself rise, she caught her reflection in a small mirror above the chair. Holy God, she looked desperate! And her mouth was as dry as the Gobi desert.

      Right. First things first. She’d make herself presentable, to feel properly human again instead of a washed-out shell. She was perishing from hunger too, so while she was at it, she’d get something to eat

      Then talk to Fitz. And decide what to do about that ghastly kip downstairs.
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      After digging in her carryon for her toilet bag and the clean knickers she never left home without, Emma crept to the bathroom for a shower. Relieved she hadn’t encountered Fitz, she found the bathroom was done up as nicely as the bedroom she’d slept in, with a roomy tub under a large translucent window. Forgoing the shower, she filled the tub with hot water, undressed and slid in.

      With a sigh of pleasure, Emma lay back, enfolded in the steaming water. She wanted to stay here forever. Ready to doze off, she twitched as a disturbing image popped into her head: the shop’s interior she’d seen last night.

      A hoarder’s paradise.

      Emma jerked upright, bathwater sloshing to the edge of the tub. The shop’s utter awfulness, burned into her brain, made her stomach twist like it was being wrung out by two giant hands. Her head pounded even harder. She’d always hated clutter—having never stayed long enough in one place to have all that many possessions—so this place was like a knicky-knacky nightmare.

      In her one, brief glimpse, she could see mountains of jumble and rubbishy crap—there was no other word for it—most of it plastic and green, alongside cardboard boxes stacked to the rafters. It would take her and Fitz forever and a year to clear it! If they couldn’t reopen the shop right away, they couldn’t produce any income, certainly nothing to pay her wages, and she’d be utterly skint.

      It would be exactly the disaster Tracy had predicted and her friend would be right to say I told you so while she enjoyed her lovely Brussels promotion. Worse, her dad would look at her reproachfully for taking such a chance, as Emma’s life went completely down the toilet…

      Her mind churned round and round in circles, and she felt her poor judgement become an utter calamity…

      “Stop it!” Emma muttered, and squeezed her eyes shut. She took a deep breath, and remembered something from an online meditation she’d tried once. Start where you are…

      She opened her eyes. Okay. Starting here… She turned on the tap to heat the bath a bit more, and discovered the flat apparently had an endless supply of hot water, another far cry from a lot of the places she’d lived in. She was warm, and clean—or she would be, as soon as she mustered the energy to wash—and had a roof over her head. No, better: she was in what seemed to be a very sweet flat. Soon, she’d have something to eat. And she wasn’t alone in all this—she had Fitz, to shoulder half the burden—

      “Emma, you’re up?” Fitz called. “I’ve lunch for you.”

      Dear old Fitz. She’d nearly forgotten how considerate he could be. “Be out in a bit,” she called back, and her stomach started to calm down. As she scrubbed
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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