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      For all teachers, but particularly mine.

      Mrs Bateman, Mrs Frobisher, Mrs Hegarty, Mr Todd.

      Mrs Newns, the first person who made me believe I could be a writer.

      And Mr Brown and LJL, for everything.

       

      Mr B, you told me to dedicate something to you one day. Here it is.
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      There were a few ways that Eva had imagined she might mess up her twin sister’s anniversary party. Something like calling her sister’s husband by Hanna’s ex-girlfriend’s name, or a poorly timed sneezing fit, perhaps. Unavoidable lateness, that was an old favourite, though it didn’t seem nearly grand enough for the occasion.

      She didn’t imagine, not even for a second, that there was a chance she would have ruined the day with a bit of casual arson. That hadn’t been on her list at all.

      And yet here she was, standing in the car park of a beautiful four-star hotel with her equally bewildered family, each wrapped in a foil blanket, as a paramedic nodded sagely at Ciocia Irenka’s bilingual ranting and held an oxygen mask firmly to her face. In the background, small licks of flame fought the flow of the firefighters’ hoses as smoke spiralled up the old stone walls and spat small flecks of ash at the assembled crowds from high up in the sky.

      It would probably have been fair to say that Eva was shocked at how the day’s events had unfolded, but she wasn’t surprised. Not one bit.

      Because she, Eva Mallory, was the unluckiest woman in the world.

      It had all started with her great-grandfather, Jozef Mallory. He’d been Jozef Malinowski in those days, but, exiled from his home country in a post-war resettlement camp and still reeling from the years of horror he’d endured, he’d set about the process of changing his surname.

      He’d told his family that it was because he wanted them to fit into the land they’d unexpectedly found themselves permanent citizens of. And maybe that was the reason, in part. It was a good enough reason as any. Certainly as good as trying to escape from a past that he could never have made his peace with.

      He’d seen it on a street sign on the bus ride to the registry office.

      Mallory Avenue.

      It had seemed like fate, like a sign from God or something like that, that his eyes had darted towards the sign at just the right time to see it, and how he’d noticed the similarity between Mallory and Malinowski quickly enough to scribble it down in the small leather-bound journal that he always carried.

      ‘Jozef Mallory,’ he’d repeated to himself in a strongly accented whisper, a huge smile spreading across his face as his mind whirled with the possibilities of this bold new beginning.

      Two weeks later he was dead.

      How could he have known, with barely enough English to get by, that he had chosen to saddle his family with a name which literally meant unlucky?

      How could he have known, on that crisp winter morning, that decades later his great-granddaughter would not be a bit surprised that she’d accidentally burned down a hotel because she had become so accustomed to a life of back-to-back misfortunes?

      ‘It was me,’ Eva blurted, trying her hardest to maintain eye contact with the dark-haired police officer who was taking her statement. ‘I did it. There was a candle on our table, and I think my necklace or maybe my handbag might have caught on the tablecloth, because when I stood up to leave, everything was fine, and then I looked back two minutes later and the whole table was in flames.’ The smallest of sobs crept up her throat. ‘Are you going to arrest me?’

      ‘Don’t worry, Miss Mallory,’ the officer replied, his brows nipping into a frown. ‘You’re not under suspicion.’ He scribbled in his notebook for a few more moments before shoving it, along with his pen, into a pocket. ‘There’ll be an investigation, of course, but from the other witness statements it’s clear to me that this was an accident.’ A small smile softened the hard lines of his face. ‘Just a bit of bad luck.’

      Try an entire lifetime of bad luck, Eva wanted to say, but she didn’t. She didn’t think it wise, not with how she’d just escaped a criminal record. Instead she returned the officer’s smile and thanked him, noticing how her words made his smile widen, just a little, and how that seemed to transform his entire face.

      He was handsome, she thought to herself, but she didn’t voice that either, just nodded once and turned back to her family, now huddling like foil-wrapped potatoes on a fire.

      ‘How long do we have to stay?’ her sister was asking as Eva re-joined the group. At that, their mother’s eyes darted towards Ciocia Irenka, still giving the paramedic an entirely misdirected piece of her mind. ‘Can we leave her here?’

      Eva couldn’t help but smile at her tone. Hanna had always been the outspoken twin.

      Their mother found no such amusement. ‘Hanna!’

      ‘Can we though?’ Hanna’s voice was strained, as if she were fighting a tut, and there was a certain fury to the way she stomped at the ground. ‘She’ll be fine, you know what she’s like.’

      Irenka, their paternal great-aunt, had been on the brink of expiring the entire time the twins had been alive, but was much too stubborn to actually die. She liked instead to flirt with the afterlife, occasionally going almost all the way into the light before suddenly and dramatically recovering from her deathbed, doling out insults like Halloween sweets as her family, once again, relaxed their vigil.

      ‘We can stay,’ said a steady voice to Eva’s right, and that made her smile, too. Hanna’s husband Owen was a good egg. It helped that he had not yet been subjected to one of Ciocia Irenka’s near-death jaunts, and as such had significantly more sympathy for her than the average member of the family.

      Hanna shot her husband a look but softened almost immediately, still firmly in the grip of the honeymoon phase at 364 days of marriage. ‘Fine,’ she huffed, no edge to it this time. ‘We can stay.’ She tightened her foil blanket around herself, a smirk creeping onto her face. ‘But can we at least talk about how Eva just nearly got arrested for burning down a stately home.’

      ‘Hanna!’ Eva shrieked in reply, sounding much more like her mother than she’d like. ‘It is not a stately home. And I’m not getting arrested, the policeman said so.’ Her anxiety about the whole situation hadn’t lessened any, and she started to feel the familiar grip of it around her throat. ‘Plus it wasn’t even my fault. It was the curse.’

      Sylvia laughed a little, tightening her own foil blanket even thought it was early evening on a perfectly mild August day, nowhere close to being cold. ‘Oh my God, Eevs, I forgot about the curse!’

      They all looked at her then, all at once; Eva’s mother and her mother’s German husband, Hanna and Owen, and sweet old Ciocia Nelka, all with varying degrees of concern on their faces as Eva herself spiralled into a pit of confusion.

      ‘You forgot?’ she asked, the words clumsy and slow. The very idea was incomprehensible. The curse sank its icy fingers into every day of Eva’s life. In fact, she couldn’t think of a single day – not one – where something hadn’t gone wrong.

      She looked up and five expectant faces looked back, each hovering a different distance between intrigued and concerned.

      Like always, it was Hanna who broke the silence. ‘You know,’ she said, tucking a strand of her perfectly curled dark hair behind one ear, ‘I feel like I’ve had much less bad luck this year.’ Her eyes moved to her husband, who shrugged gently back at her. ‘I can’t remember the last time something even went wrong.’ The smirk returned, and she motioned to the smouldering wall of the hotel behind them. ‘Except for this whole business, obviously.’

      ‘You broke the curse,’ Sylvia said, her voice quiet and confident as she pushed her purple-rimmed glasses up her face with the heel of her hand. ‘It was the same for me when I married Stefan. Everything just started’—she shrugged, as if searching for the right words—‘going to plan.’

      Eva couldn’t process what was happening. ‘But bad things still happen, all the time.’ She motioned to the smoking mess behind her. ‘I mean—’

      ‘It’s you,’ Hanna interrupted. ‘Bad things happen when you’re with us. When you’re not here, everything’s gravy.’

      Sweet old Ciocia Nelka, who hadn’t said a word up until then, straightened up to her full height of not-quite five feet. ‘Gravy is good, yes?’

      ‘Yes, ciocia,’ Owen said with a smile, resting a hand on her foil-covered shoulder. ‘Gravy is good.’

      Ordinarily, Eva would have been cheered by her elderly great-aunt’s unexpected knowledge of slightly out-of-date slang, but at that particular moment she was feeling much too discombobulated to even react.

      ‘Are you saying’—she almost couldn’t get the words out—‘that it’s just…’

      Sylvia’s mouth hitched into a smile. ‘Gone?’

      ‘Well, for us it’s gone.’ Hanna stretched her arms out aimlessly, the foil blanket crinkling and creasing as she did. ‘It’s the Mallory curse. You’re the only Mallory left. Well, you and Ciocia Irenka, but I doubt she’s cursed.’ One of her immaculately groomed eyebrows lifted. ‘She’s the one who curses.’

      Eva felt her blood run cold, a shiver which started at the base of her neck and then crawled outwards, down her arms and around her ribcage. A secret she’d been suppressing suddenly sank sharp claws into the pit of her stomach.

      Because there had been a time when she hadn’t been a Mallory either. She’d changed her name once, by deed poll, when she was barely out of her teens. She’d chosen Smith, figuring that there were so many Smiths in the world that they couldn’t all be either lucky or unlucky. A Smith curse would surely already have spelled disaster for the whole population.

      So she walked out of the registry office one day as Eva Smith, and on that very day, her father dropped dead.

      There was nothing they could have done, Sylvia had told the girls. No way they could have known. It was just one of those things.

      Just random chance.

      But Eva didn’t believe in random chance. Only in the curse. And the curse, she was quite sure, was what had actually killed her father. That, and the fact that she had tried to outsmart it. Which meant, of course, all added up, that there was only one possible conclusion that a young Eva could possibly have come to.

      She had killed her dad.

      She changed her name back the day after his funeral, never telling a single other soul about the change while she submitted to a life of bad luck and small annoyances. It had been her penance, an extra weight draped across her shoulders as a reminder that she couldn’t side-step the curse, nor could she outrun it.

      It was here to stay.

      At least, that was what she’d thought for the remainder of her thirty-one years.

      But her mother had escaped the curse, and now so had her sister. Which must mean, she reasoned, her brain frantically grasping at ideas while her family looked at her with expressions of increasing concern, that it wasn’t the change of name that the curse had objected to, but the fact that she had cheated fate.

      It all made perfect sense in Eva’s mind. She believed wholeheartedly in such things, in fate and in chance. In the stars lining up, and conversely, in bad omens and destiny, whichever way the needle spun. But Eva was also a teacher, and she knew enough primary school level maths to know that in a sample size of three, two good outcomes was not something to ignore. And in their sample size of three, one of those things had not been like the others.

      Which all added together to give one hypothesis: that the curse must see changing your name by deed poll as cheating, because taking someone’s name in marriage was, thus far, the only known way to break the curse.

      She sucked in a breath, holding it a moment before exhaling slowly and looking back up at her family, all now looking at her expectantly, blue lights flashing reflections in their silver capes. And in that moment, in the ridiculousness of that situation, she knew exactly what she had to do.

      She didn’t need to live in the shadow of the curse at all.

      What she needed was a husband.

      And fast.
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      ‘A husband?’ Ciocia Irenka shrieked from the wingback chair in her living room later that evening. ‘Kochanie, we did not think it would ever happen. Did we, Nelka?’ She looked over at her sister, perched like a tiny, delicate bird on the ageing sofa opposite, before looking back at Eva with a single eyebrow raised. ‘Nelka has sold her hat.’

      Ciocia Nelka waved her away, always hating to make a fuss. ‘I can buy another one.’

      ‘You always go straight to the hats.’ Eva chuckled. ‘I have to find him first.’

      Ciocia Irenka did not acknowledge her words at all, just stuck steadfastly to her train of thought. ‘At your age we thought you were the other kind, you know? Hitting at the other players? How you say?’

      ‘Batting for the other team,’ Stefan said, calmly, his accent clipping the tone of his perfect English.

      Eva rolled her eyes.

      Irenka ignored him completely. But that was nothing new. She consistently refused to acknowledge Stefan’s presence on account of him being German.

      ‘There was a war, kochanie,’ she’d said to Sylvia the first time the ciocias had met him, Irenka’s brows drawn into a heavy line above her eyes. ‘I don’t know if you heard of it?’

      ‘He wasn’t even alive in the war,’ Sylvia had replied, with the patience of a saint. Dealing with Irenka demanded such a thing.

      Stefan had smiled, his manners impeccable. ‘I wasn’t born until 1958,’ he’d offered, with a docile shrug, but Irenka had pretended she hadn’t heard him at all, a habit she had stuck to faithfully ever since.

      ‘There was maybe no war for you,’ the old woman had said, addressing Sylvia. ‘And there was maybe no war for him.’ Her nose had crinkled in disgust at the acknowledgement, though she hadn’t even looked Stefan’s way. ‘For us, there was a war.’

      ‘It’s OK,’ Stefan had said then, to his future wife. ‘I understand.’

      And that had set the tone for their entire relationship. Irenka, though she had never directly acknowledged a single word Stefan had ever said to her, had not complained about his presence once since that first time, and Stefan, endlessly respectful and persistent, had never stopped talking to the older woman as if nothing at all was wrong.

      ‘Batting for the other team, Irenka,’ Ciocia Nelka parroted eventually, the self-appointed go-between for the two of them.

      ‘Yes, Nelka,’ Ciocia Irenka replied, stressing her sister’s name as she always did whenever she was actually replying to Stefan. ‘That is just what I am saying.’

      Eva sighed. ‘I’m single, ciocia, I’m not gay.’

      ‘And even if she was,’ Hanna piped up from across the room, legs draped over the arm of one sofa. ‘It’s not against the law.’

      Ciocia Irenka’s false teeth flew clean out of her mouth in shock. ‘It’s not?!’

      ‘Irenka!’ Nelka scolded gently, her brow tugging into as much of a frown as her temperament would allow. In truth both of the sisters were at least forty years behind modern thinking and values, but Ciocia Nelka, to her credit, at least knew well enough to be quiet.

      Hanna sank her head back against the sofa cushions, doing a very poor job of hiding her rage. She’d dated a number of girls in the past who her old great-aunts had consistently refused to acknowledge as her girlfriends, referring to them instead as some variation of ‘your lovely friend’.

      Irenka tutted loudly as she searched her lap for her dentures, eventually popping them back in with an unholy slurp which only seemed to rile Hanna even more.

      ‘Urgh, you know very well that it’s not. We’ve been through this.’

      Sylvia coughed once from across the room, raising one eyebrow as she caught her daughter’s eye.

      Hanna begrudging relented. ‘Anyway, we were talking about Eva. Who isn’t gay. But is horrifyingly single.’

      In an instant, Ciocia Nelka’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, we can help!’

      ‘Oh no.’ Hanna snorted a laugh. ‘I’m not sure your help is what she needs.’

      But maybe, Eva thought to herself, sitting on her great-aunt’s ancient woven footstool with the acrid taste of smoke still at the back of her throat, it was.

      Maybe that was exactly what she needed.

      She’d had a few overwhelmingly disastrous romantic encounters in her youth, and some less frequent but no less disastrous flings more recently, but she’d always shied away from the idea of settling down. The truth was that she just couldn’t face the idea of condemning any of her hypothetical loved ones to a life with the Mallory curse. But, if the curse could theoretically be lifted, then maybe that was less of an issue than she imagined.

      Which meant that maybe she had a shot at happiness after all.

      And, let’s face it, at the speed she was hoping to find and wed said husband, she was going to need all the assistance she could get.

      ‘I’d love your help, Ciocia Nelka,’ she said, breaking into a huge and hopeful smile. ‘I’d love everyone’s help, actually. Consider this “Mission: Get Eva Married”!’

      Four faces lit up in response.

      Ciocia Irenka’s face rarely moved from light disdain and today was no different.

      And Eva’s twin sister was looking at her as if she had fully lost her mind.

      ‘Eevs,’ Hanna said, almost carefully, as if the wrong word might cause a complete meltdown. ‘I’ve got a couple of people I can set you up with. Are you sure that’—she lowered her voice, casting a glance around the assembled family members—‘putting yourself out to tender is what you want? What if it’s a catastrophe?’

      Eva couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Han, my entire life has been one catastrophe after another. What’s another disaster or two to add to the pile?’

      ‘She’s not wrong,’ their mother piped up from across the room, delight in her eyes the like of which Eva had rarely seen before. Sylvia had been gagging to matchmake her youngest daughter for the majority of Eva’s adult life.

      And after that all hell broke loose.

      ‘I’ve got a friend you might like,’ Owen offered, with a shrug.

      Stefan nodded along. ‘My nephew is single, and very handsome.’

      ‘Is that incest?’ Hanna muttered, before being lightly elbowed in the ribs by her mother.

      ‘No, it’s not incest, for goodness’ sake,’ Sylvia whisper-shouted, before abruptly changing her tone and chirping, ‘Eevs, I have so many ideas about where we can find you a date!’

      Ciocia Nelka smiled so widely that her eyes vanished from sight entirely, but she didn’t say anything. No doubt she was mentally compiling a list of young, eligible Polish bachelors who frequented the Sunday morning mass she liked and might be open to taking a wife.

      Only Ciocia Irenka was silent, casting her cool grey eyes over her assembled family members as age-worn fingers thumbed the buttons of her cardigan.

      ‘That is not how love works,’ she said, after a pause, her eyes narrowing at nobody in particular. ‘You cannot arrange a marriage.’

      Hanna huffed a laugh. ‘You literally can. Half the world does exactly that.’

      The old woman’s undirected glare snapped immediately to Hanna. ‘I’m not saying what half the world does. I’m saying only what I know.’ Her accent caught at her words, adding extra consonants where they did not belong. ‘That love comes when it wants to, like English buses. You cannot make it here sooner or to stop when it turns up.’

      Nobody said anything for a moment, shocked, perhaps, as Eva was. Ciocia Irenka had never married, and Eva was not sure she had ever previously heard her great-aunt speak about love. She hadn’t been entirely convinced the old woman was capable of such a thing.

      It was Stefan who eventually broke the silence. ‘That’s actually very insightful.’

      Ciocia Irenka, of course, ignored him completely, but her sister was there, as always, to relay his words.

      ‘That’s actually very insightful, Irenka.’

      ‘Thank you, Nelka,’ Irenka said, meeting her sister’s gaze deliberately. ‘You know, I have learned a thing or two in my life.’

      And though Eva longed to be able to take Ciocia Irenka’s advice, advice so rarely given, she already knew that she would be doing the exact opposite. Because, however much Eva supposed that after ninety-six years on the planet her great-aunt might be right, she didn’t have the luxury of sitting around and waiting for a husband to turn up.

      She needed to go out and flag one down right away.
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        * * *

      

      It was pitch black when Eva got home, and she could tell by Lucky’s strangled meows behind the door that it was later than she thought. Lucky got fed three times a day, at very specific times, and was very put out if those feeding times happened to stray a minute or two from the schedule he demanded.

      Any more than an hour late, and Eva would need to sleep with one eye open. When she’d adopted Lucky, named for the horseshoe-shaped patch of white on his otherwise entirely black coat, she’d had fanciful ideas of him being a talisman of sorts, but he’d turned out to be anything but. He was every bit as accident-prone as she was, and his hangriness knew no bounds.

      She fed him quickly, so as not to incite any further rage on his part, kicked off her shoes, and plopped down on her olive-green sofa with an audible sigh.

      It had been a hell of a day.

      Like all the rest of them.

      Between dropping her eyeliner brush down the toilet that morning and punching herself straight in the face while adjusting the strap on her bag, things had gone just exactly as she’d come to expect that things ever went. Though torching the venue for Hanna’s anniversary meal and almost asphyxiating her elderly great-aunt was a little out of the ordinary, it probably said a lot about Eva’s life that she wasn’t even a little surprised by the whole affair.

      But there was something else, something which had come as more of a shock. Some unfamiliar thread of hope, however small. An infinitesimal lifting of the weight across her shoulders. For the first time since her dad died, Eva felt like she had a real chance to escape the shadow of the curse. She wasn’t even dreading the shower of total weirdos which her varying family members would inevitably set her up with, though she was a little worried about Ciocia Nelka’s contributions.

      Her phone buzzed with a message then, and she swiped to read it just as Lucky announced the completion of his meal via a series of increasingly loud yowls.

      
        
        HANNA: OK, we’ve got your first husband candidate lined up. Are you free on Saturday?

        EVA: Always.

        HANNA: Then you’re going on a date! Old friend of Owen’s, I’ll send you deets later.

        EVA: That was quick!

        HANNA: You wanted quick, no?

        EVA: I guess.

        HANNA: Don’t overthink it. You’ll get on like a house on fire.

        EVA: …

        HANNA: Too soon?

        EVA: GOOD NIGHT HANNA.

        HANNA: Night Eevs xx

      

      

      Eva set her phone on the side table, unable to hold back the small smile pulling at her lips as she twisted her dark hair up into a loose bun. Her sister might be a first-class troll, but she never failed to come up with the goods. There were a million ways that Eva could imagine the date going horribly wrong, of course, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her.

      If she was being honest with herself she might have admitted to being a little concerned that her desperation was such that she would agree to marry the very first person who asked, regardless of whether she actually wanted to spend her life with him or not. But she decided that was a bridge she would cross if she came to it. For now she had to expend every ounce of her energy on finding potential husband candidates in the first place.

      She would accept her family’s matchmaking efforts where they came, but she was very aware that they probably weren’t to be counted on. She needed a plan of her own.

      And so, with Lucky contentedly twisted into a softly purring pretzel in her lap, she set about on her search for the very best advice the internet had to offer.

      How do people meet their spouse, she typed into the search engine, and clicked the first legitimate-looking link she came to, sliding on her reading glasses as she peered at the text on the screen.

      Online, the first heading read, and her lip curled involuntarily away from her teeth as she scrolled through the information.

      It was the modern way, she knew that, but there were a million potential red flags with internet dating which she just couldn’t get past. With her luck she was bound to match with someone who kept their abducted trophy women in a soundproof bunker below their house or something similar. It just seemed safer to avoid the whole thing.

      On a night out. Also hazardous, for the same kind of reasons.

      Through family and friends. She smiled to herself, putting a mental tick in that box. Hanna had already come good on that front, and she had no doubt that the others would have no shortage of options for her, too. Of course, she couldn’t rule out the very real possibility that the men in question might be completely horrifying, but she was willing to give them the benefit of the doubt. So far as she could see, she was not in a position to be fussy.

      In the gym. Eva laughed out loud at that one. The last time she’d set foot inside a gym, she’d fallen off a stationary bike in a spinning class and broken both her wrists. That had been a dark time.

      And then there was the last section.

      At work.

      Eva’s instinct was to laugh at that suggestion too, but she didn’t. It just seemed so unlikely. She’d taught at the same small primary school in the same area of suburban Leeds for the past ten years, and other than a brief crush she’d had on the peripatetic cello teacher, it had barely brought friendship into her life, let alone romance.

      Her colleagues were overwhelmingly female but for Mr Myrtle, the year five teacher who was a stone’s throw from retirement, and Monsieur Dubois, the overly flamboyant language lead. And when the cello teacher had failed to return after a low-key scandal in the regional choir event some years ago, she had mentally abandoned the idea of ever seeing the place as anything more than a place of employment. So finding love there seemed a bit of a non-starter.

      Perhaps Mrs Abbott, the robust teaching assistant in Eva’s class, could set up a date with one of her sons? Eva was sure they were around her age. She made a mental note to make subtle enquiries when they were in doing the back-to-school prep the following week.

      She huffed a little to herself, disrupting Lucky, who wriggled and stretched in her lap. The internet had been no help. She was going to have to just see where her hunt took her.

      Just hope for the best.

      All while knowing that, inevitably, the universe would provide the worst.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The evening of her first date arrived, not without incident of course, but Eva was well used to that. She’d planned to arrive an hour early, knowing that small misfortunes would inevitably delay her, as they always did. By the time she walked into the bar, albeit missing her umbrella and much of the thumbnail on her right hand, she was just about on time.

      Hanna had chosen a bar a short walk from Eva’s flat in Meanwood for that first meeting, and Eva fully expected her sister and brother-in-law to turn up at some point, probably in some kind of ridiculous disguise. It was quite a laid-back place, all bare wood and houseplants, with macramé hangings here and there among simple ink drawings of the bar itself in past times.

      At the bar, three of the six wrought iron stools were occupied, though none of them, apparently, by Eva’s date.

      None of the people idly sipping craft beers and cocktails in the worn leather Chesterfield sofas appeared to be Eva’s date either.

      In fact, he was nowhere to be seen.

      She checked her watch again, face falling into a frown. Three minutes past seven.

      She wouldn’t write him off right away, she decided, heading to the bar to offset her anxiety about being in the place alone, not to mention her pre-emptive hurt at the idea that she might have been stood up. Still, if anyone understood unexpected delays, it was Eva. She was the queen of them.

      The bartender slid her drink towards her with a sombre nod, as if he might have read her mind, and she took it gratefully, scanning the room for an inconspicuous corner to sit in, before realising there were none. She hopped up on the furthest left of the bar stools instead, studying her phone in a weak attempt to feel less awkward as she hoped and prayed that Owen’s friend would make an appearance.

      Greg, that’s what Hanna had said his name was. It seemed like a perfectly normal name, and the picture Owen had forwarded to them was nice enough too: just a reasonably good-looking man standing beside a landmark that she didn’t recognise with a big, beaming smile on his face.

      It would be fair to say that Eva was approaching the date, on the surface, with a healthy amount of cynicism, certainly the right amount for the unluckiest woman in the world, but bubbling beneath that was something altogether more positive: a deep-seated hope that this was it, that she might meet the love of her life tonight, and with that, her fortunes may just turn around.

      She’d even gone so far as to dress up for the occasion, borrowing an emerald-green dress and heeled boots from Hanna, and allowing her sister to do her makeup – classic winged liner and ruby-red lips. She’d even freed her dark hair from its signature messy bun, and it hung in glossy waves down past her shoulder blades. She ran her fingers through the ends. She’d forgotten what it felt like to dress up, as opposed to her usual state of being half-covered in poster paint and playdough.

      She scanned the bar one more time before turning her attention back to her phone, taking a long, slow sip of her drink as she tapped out a message to her sister.

      EVA: He’s a no-show at the moment.

      EVA: Just my luck.

      ‘Excuse me,’ came a voice from beside her, so deep and smooth that for a moment she could do nothing but breathe, a knot of relief forming in her belly. ‘Is anyone sitting here?’

      Greg, her mind whispered, but when she turned to look, the man standing beside her bore no resemblance at all to the solid, outdoorsy man in the photo she’d seen. This man had deep russet hair where she had been expecting sandy brown, and his hazel eyes, a million miles from Greg’s perfectly pleasant blue ones, reached deep into her chest as his mouth hitched into a smile, a grip on her throat so tight she felt as if she could barely breathe.

      It was as if the earth had shifted a little, as if she were off-kilter now somehow, in a way that she couldn’t quite explain. There was a buzz behind her breastbone which she wasn’t sure she could explain away as mere nerves. It hadn’t been there when she’d walked into the bar.

      ‘Not at the moment,’ she said, hoping she was smiling, but much too out of sorts to have full control over what her face was doing. ‘I’m waiting for someone, but they haven’t shown up yet.’

      The dashing stranger’s smirk widened into a full smile, and that did strange things to Eva’s insides too. ‘A date?’ he asked, and she didn’t miss the slight raise of his eyebrow as he spoke.

      An involuntary blush crept along her cheekbones. ‘First date, actually.’

      He nodded slowly, and his fingers went to his face, finding the light brush of stubble on his jaw. ‘I see.’

      There was something about his expression which riled her, or maybe it turned her on. She wasn’t quite sure which. ‘He’s not that late.’ She checked her watch. ‘Only ten minutes. People get held up for all sorts of reasons.’

      She knew it only too well.

      He didn’t say anything at that, just nodded again, and he didn’t take his eyes off her either. It was driving her to distraction.

      ‘You can sit if you want,’ she said, desperately trying to come across as if she didn’t care either way while also trying her hardest to tear her eyes away from the draw of his gaze. Her skin was on fire, goosebumps pricking at her arms and the back of her neck as her mind went straight to the gutter.

      There was an intensity to his stare, those warm hazel eyes boring into her, undressing her. She coughed down a rush of emotion. It had been a long time since any man had looked at her like that.

      He slid onto the stool beside her, and his scent hit her like a fist, fresh and warm and masculine. She needed to pull herself together.

      ‘I’m waiting too,’ he said, a lilt to his accent that she hadn’t noticed before. Northern, for certain, and familiar in a way she couldn’t quite place. ‘I’m supposed to be meeting my friends here, but they’re late.’ There was a difference in his smile, then, the confidence replaced by something deeper. ‘I should have known. Very unreliable.’

      Eva couldn’t help but laugh. ‘My sister is the same way. We actually call it Hanna time. You have to tell her to be somewhere half an hour before you actually want her to arrive.’ She sipped her drink and set it back carefully on the bar, wiping at the condensation on the glass with one thumb. ‘We’re twins, actually. But we couldn’t be more different.’

      He’d been watching her while she talked, his mouth falling a little way open, as if he were intoxicated by her, too. ‘You have a twin?’ he asked, a grate to his voice which made it at least twice as sexy.

      Her heart leapt at the sound of it, and she smiled to herself as she took another sip. ‘Cool it, Romeo. She’s married.’

      He shrugged, unapologetic. ‘Just expressing my approval that there are two of you out in the world.’

      It was definite. He was flirting with her. The most attractive man in the whole bar was flirting with her. She dug deep for whatever game she might possess while she quietly thanked the universe that she was looking her very best on this particular day.

      ‘We’re not identical.’

      He raised an eyebrow. ‘Shame.’

      Another blush crept up her face. ‘Maybe she’s the hot one?’

      That had been said before. Hanna was certainly the glamorous twin.

      ‘Maybe.’ He didn’t break eye contact through a long sip of his beer, the purse of his lips around the bottle drawing her attention far more that it really ought to. And when he set his bottle back on the bar there was something different in his expression, something that made a warm shiver ripple its way down Eva’s spine.

      ‘What’s that look for?’ she asked, her voice little more than a whisper.

      He huffed a little breath of a laugh. ‘I was just thinking that there’s no way in hell I’d stand you up.’

      Her body roared to life, desire flaming in her belly. ‘What about you? Your friends still not here?’

      ‘No,’ he said, mouth hitching into a smirk as he scanned the room. ‘But they will be.’ He snapped his gaze back to Eva. ‘We’re celebrating.’

      ‘Celebrating?’

      He nodded, slowly, the perfect curve of his smile turning her insides to molten metal.

      She cleared her throat. ‘Celebrating what?’

      ‘I was offered a new job today.’ His eyes lit up, and it made him look younger somehow. Younger and crushingly, devastatingly handsome.

      Her chest tightened. ‘Oh really?’

      ‘Yep.’ There was something like pride in his tone. ‘I start next week.’

      She couldn’t help but smile in response. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘What do you…’ She tailed off. She had been curious to know what his new job was, what it was that had made his whole face brighten, but just then, at that exact moment, she spotted an almost-familiar figure over his shoulder. ‘Oh crap.’

      His brow furrowed. ‘What?’

      ‘I think my date is here.’

      He checked his watch, raising an eyebrow dramatically. ‘Only twenty-seven minutes late.’

      She smirked. ‘Your friends should be here soon, then.’

      A laugh burst from him, his eyes dropping to her lips for a moment or two before they met hers again, dark and intense. ‘Want to escape with me and pretend you were never here?’

      Eva had rarely felt more conflicted in her life than deciding whether to blow off her carefully laid plans – not to mention definitely piss her sister off – just for the chance to spend more time with this alluring stranger.

      She didn’t even know his name.

      But then she caught sight of Greg again, now casting panicked eyes around the bar, and her conscience kicked in, however hard her body was begging it not to. ‘Urgh, I kind of do want to do that, but I can’t.’

      The stranger looked at her with fire in his eyes, and began to lean towards her. For a moment, she thought he was going to kiss her, but he didn’t. Just brought his lips to her ear and whispered ‘He’s a lucky guy’, before sweeping off into the buzz of the bar, leaving Eva breathless.

      But as it turned out, he wasn’t.

      Greg Wilson was, in fact, a very unlucky guy, even by Eva’s standards.

      He was still apologising for his delayed appearance an hour into their date, though Eva had thought it best to forgive him almost immediately after hearing the story of how a deer had run straight under the wheels of the train he was on, bringing it to a standstill just outside of the station for forty straight minutes, and all of this happening after his car, which he had originally planned to drive, had completely failed to start. It was definitely something that might have happened to her.

      ‘This is just my life,’ he’d said, a lopsided smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. ‘I have the worst luck.’

      That was the first red flag. Eva had enough catastrophes of her own. The last thing she needed was a share in someone else’s.

      The second red flag was when he said, some time later, that he thought marriage as a concept was flawed, and that he didn’t need a piece of paper to prove that he loved someone. Eva respected it as a viewpoint, but it wasn’t going to help her mission any. She idly wondered what the handsome stranger from the bar’s views on marriage were, right before she accidentally caught his eye over the top of Greg’s head. Now surrounded by his friends and clearly a few drinks in, he smiled and raised his glass at her.

      She snatched her gaze away before Greg noticed, though couldn’t help the small smile which pulled at the corner of her mouth as she did.

      ‘What did you think about the—’ Greg was saying, though as she looked back over at him, he accidentally inhaled a mouthful of his drink rather than swallowing it, and immediately launched into the most dramatic coughing fit that Eva had ever seen, which, considering that she had already worked with four-year-olds for a full decade, was really saying something.

      She did her best to interpret his frantic signals, and after the ninth or tenth thump of his back his breathing seemed to settle a little. A few moments later, he sat back in his seat, smiling weakly over at her though streams of tears.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, his voice still thick and awkward. ‘God, I’m so embarrassed. Who chokes on liquid!?’

      Eva did, all the time. And seeing as the man in front of her appeared very much to be the male embodiment of her, she imagined that it was not an isolated incident for him, either.

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said, as gently as she could. ‘These things happen.’

      He smiled a response, though she noted that it didn’t quite reach his eyes this time. ‘I’m such an idiot,’ he said, his brows tugging together. ‘You must think so.’

      Eva shook her head. ‘Not at all.’

      And that was the truth. But it was also, quite unfortunately, the third red flag. These things did happen. They happened to her all the time. And she simply couldn’t face the idea of being with someone who couldn’t take such misfortunes at least slightly in their stride.

      Still, Greg seemed like a nice enough guy, and she did enjoy his company, so when he suggested another drink, she was happy to agree to it. And after that, when he asked if he could see her again, the tone of his voice told her that he had already knew that her answer would be no.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘Because you seem lovely, and I’ve really enjoyed tonight.’

      His expression fell further, if that were possible.

      ‘But I’m a really unlucky person,’ she continued, with a shrug. ‘And I’ve noticed that you are, too. I just don’t think that it would be very wise for either of us to pool that bad luck.’ She chuckled a little to herself. ‘I’d be worried that the universe might implode or something.’

      He looked a little cheered by that. ‘You’re unlucky too?’

      ‘So unlucky,’ she said, laughing again. ‘Just on my way here this evening I tripped, twice, got my thumbnail caught in the button you press at a pelican crossing’—she held up her thumb, nail ripped off at the quick—‘and I dropped my umbrella down a drain.’

      ‘Down a drain?’ His eyes widened, clearly unused to dealing with someone of similar fortunes.

      She nodded. ‘One of those metal grate ones in the road. Just slipped right down. Plop!’ She laughed a little to herself. ‘You wouldn’t even have thought it would fit.’

      He laughed too. ‘That is unlucky.’

      ‘That’s me all over.’

      ‘Same,’ he said, acceptance in his voice, and then he reached a hand out just as she moved to hug him, and accidentally punched her in the stomach. ‘Oh God, I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ she replied, just a little winded, taking his outstretched hand and shaking it. ‘It was lovely to meet you, Greg.’

      He beamed. ‘It was lovely to meet you, too. I hope that we both find ourselves more fortunate people to date in the future.’

      She laughed at that, and as she said goodbye to Greg and watched him push back out of the door of the bar, her eyes darted to where she had last seen her handsome stranger.

      He was nowhere to be seen.

      ‘I take it he’s one to cross off the list?’ a familiar voice asked from the sofa next to hers, and Eva turned to see her sister, dressed fully in black, wearing gigantic sunglasses and the most ridiculous wig she’d even seen. She couldn’t hold in her snort of laughter.

      ‘Have you been there the whole time?’

      Hanna removed her sunglasses theatrically. ‘Long enough. Poor Greg.’

      ‘Poor Greg,’ Eva agreed, with a nod. ‘He was nice.’

      Hanna shook her head. ‘Nice isn’t going to cut it, Eevs. You need mind-blowing.’

      ‘Mind-blowing?’

      Hanna nodded, definitively. ‘Eviscerating.’

      ‘Maybe not eviscerating,’ Eva said, smiling at her sister. ‘The way things go for me it’d be literal.’

      Hanna huffed a breath out, putting her ridiculous sunglasses back on. ‘I’m just saying that you should be with someone who makes you feel like you’re on fire.’ Her glossed lips cracked a smile. ‘Ideally not actual fire though. You have got previous.’

      Eva fixed her sister with a look, and it made Hanna laugh out loud.

      ‘Come on, babycakes. I’ll walk you home.’

      And then the sisters linked arms and swept out of the bar, Hanna chatting about all the other avenues they had left to explore, while Eva made a mental note to cross anyone whose surname was Wilson off her list of potential husbands, just in case.

      Not that her list was particularly long at the moment. In fact, it consisted of only one name.

      Or at least it would, had she found out what his name actually was.

      Oh, and the small matter that she was probably never going to see him again.

      Just her luck.
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      Eva’s list of names did not stay short for long.

      By the following Friday, between the efforts of Hanna, Stefan and Ciocia Nelka, it was running at eight names, and Eva couldn’t resist trying to round up to ten as she sat sticking labels onto seemingly endless stacks of exercise books and reading folders. Mrs Abbott, her no-nonsense TA, had offered her help with setting up for the new term, even thought it was quite clear that the older woman would rather be almost anywhere in the entire world.

      With that in mind, it probably wasn’t the ideal time for Eva to ask if there was any chance she could be set up with one of the Abbott sons, but ideal times were rare in Eva’s life, and she simply could not afford the luxury of waiting for one now.

      She pulled a new set of books towards her as she went in for the kill. ‘How are your boys doing these days?’

      Mrs Abbott stopped abruptly, eyeing Eva with thinly veiled suspicion from beneath her blunt-cut fringe. And then, as if she could read Eva’s mind, she simply said, ‘They’re both married,’ before she returned to her stickering as if she’d never stopped.

      So much for that.

      ‘Oh, congratulations,’ Eva chirped, her bright tone as forced as the smile on her face.

      Mrs Abbott nodded once, before falling immediately back into her routine. She’d been a teaching assistant in the reception class for as long as anyone could remember, and it was fair to say that she saved every last scrap of joy in her personality for the little ones. It was rare that she so much as smiled at Eva, but Eva had become used to it over the years they’d worked together. What Mrs Abbott lacked in warmth, she made up for in efficiency, and Eva had the most organised classroom in the entire school.

      Not to mention that Mrs Abbott deployed her stern front to maximum effect with the rest of the staff, too, which afforded Eva a certain level of protection from the coven further up the school, as well as guaranteeing that she never ran short of laminating pouches.

      They didn’t speak for a while then, falling into not so much an uncomfortable silence as a functional one, which Eva didn’t mind one bit. She’d learned over the years not to take it personally, not to mention that the peace gave her time to ponder her mission a little more, and to dwell a while on the faceless list of names with which she had been presented.

      Two offerings from Hanna, two from the combined efforts of her mother and Stefan, and a lightly concerning four from Ciocia Nelka, who had taken her assignment very seriously and handed over an actual list, handwritten in her spidery cursive on paper which smelled like the inside of an old cupboard. Eva had breathed it in with a smile, catching perhaps the slightest hint of the lilac-scented perfume which Nelka had religiously bought from the same seller on the outdoor market since the late seventies.

      She didn’t recognise any of the names, but they seemed harmless enough, and she aimlessly tried her name out with each of the surnames to see if anything struck a chord. There was a Wozniak and a Wright, a Nowak and an O’Leary. Two Wisniewskis, a Lewis and a Schwarz.

      None of them jumped out at her, but none seemed offensive, either, and Eva sighed to herself as she pulled a differently coloured stack of books towards her and reached for the stickers just as the unmistakeable scratch of the deputy head clearing his throat came from her doorway.

      She plastered a smile on her face before she looked up. Dealing with Nigel Carter demanded such niceties.

      ‘Eva,’ he said, by way of greeting, the edge of condescension in his tone managing to make her hate the sound of her own name. ‘I trust we’re all on track for Monday?’

      Nigel, she had once worked out, couldn’t possibly be older than his mid-thirties, but he acted as if he were twice that, not helped in the slightest by his slightly awkward dress sense or the steely determination with which he tried to conceal his thinning hair.

      Her eyes flicked to the awkward thatch of his fringe by habit. ‘Of course,’ she said, before her to-do list popped into her head. ‘Hey, have you seen Kelsey around today? I have a couple of additions to the handover notes I gave her in July.’ The impossibly glamorous year-one teacher was flaky at best, but it wasn’t like her to not show up at all, not when there was so much left to be done. She must be working somewhere else in school.

      Nigel visibly stiffened in the doorway. ‘Oh no, haven’t you heard?’ He toed the floor with his scuffed brown loafers, not looking at her. ‘There was an incident. Anyway, it was decided that Miss Martin would not return for this school year.’ He looked up at that, straight at Eva. ‘We’ve secured temporary cover for her position until we can properly recruit.’ And with that, he turned on his heel and strode off down the corridor, no doubt on his way to ruin someone else’s day.

      ‘Wow,’ Eva said, to no one in particular, and she turned as she heard the small sound which escaped Mrs Abbott in reply – something between a huff and a tut.

      ‘Well,’ the older woman said, not looking at Eva. ‘I hope she finds a position which is more…’ She paused a moment, weighing her words. ‘Suitable. For her skills.’

      Eva nearly swallowed her tongue. Mrs Abbott was staunchly anti-gossip, and Eva had never heard such a scathing comment on her lips in all the time they’d worked together. She narrowed her eyes. ‘What do you know?’

      But Mrs Abbot only shook her head as she stood, heaving the pile of books she’d been stickering into her arms before meeting Eva’s eyes with a stern look. ‘Maybe you should ask her,’ she said, stiffly. ‘I don’t think it’s my place to say.’

      Eva laughed, just about to make a silly joke to ease the tension when her left hand twitched inexplicably, drawing the edge of one exercise book along the side of her thumb and leaving a familiar sting in its wake. She yelped, her thumb going automatically to her mouth as Mrs Abbott, who had just deposited the books into a drawer, whipped back to look at her, one eyebrow raised.

      ‘Paper cut,’ Eva muttered around the digit in her mouth, and the older woman nodded once before wordlessly retrieving an antiseptic wipe from the first aid box in the high cupboard. She tore open the packet and threw it into the bin without so much as a glance in its direction.

      ‘There are more germs in your mouth than in any other part of your body,’ Mrs Abbott said firmly, handing the wipe over, and Eva took it as obediently as if she’d been one of the children, pressing it onto her finger and grimacing at the familiar burn of the alcohol on her fresh wound.

      ‘Jesus,’ she said, through the grit of her teeth, ‘I still can’t believe we use these on the kids, they’re like
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