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This book is for the four most important girls in my life:


Maura, Caroline, Elise and Karen




PART ONE


1978–1990




Chapter One


Ellie McCoy often remarked that the most important events in her life had come in threes. There were her three siblings, her three children, her three boyfriends, the last of whom, Joe Plunkett, was the man she had married.


And then there were her three best friends: Caroline Drew, Fiona Bradshaw and Mags Bannon. They had met in a single week in the autumn of 1978, and had remained firm friends even though their careers had taken them in widely different directions. Occasionally they had arguments and disagreements but they had never fallen out. They had provided support for each other whenever problems arose, offering sisterly advice when romances went sour, children got sick or work was too much. And today their friendship was as strong as ever.


Ellie smiled whenever she thought back to that innocent time. She had just turned eighteen and had received the precious letter she had been waiting for since she’d finished her Leaving Cert exams way back in June. With trembling fingers she had torn it open and her heart had leaped: she had secured a place at university in Dublin to study economics. That day there had been great rejoicing in the McCoy household.


She was the first person in her family to go to college and everyone had been delighted for her, particularly her parents, who had told her what a privilege it was. University would open up her career prospects. And Dublin was such a lively, bustling city with lots of interesting people to meet. What a lucky girl she was.


Ellie enjoyed the excitement and the congratulations but as the time approached to leave home, she began to have doubts. She had grown into a pretty young woman, who stood five feet seven inches, with a slim figure and dark, shoulder-length hair. She had buckets of confidence. But she knew almost no one in Dublin.


There were a couple of distant cousins she hadn’t seen since her childhood, but she had no intention of contacting them. They had their own lives to live and, besides, Ellie wanted to be independent. But what if she was lonely? What if she didn’t make friends? What if she failed her exams and had to return home with her tail between her legs?


Finally the time came to leave. One bright morning in October she boarded the bus from the little town of Ballymount in the Irish midlands, torn between expectation and foreboding. Her family came with her to see her off: her mother and father, her two younger sisters, Aine and Ciara, and her brother Sean. In one pocket of her travel bag was the address of a landlady in Harold’s Cross, who had agreed to let her have a room and an evening meal for ten pounds a week. In another she had the letter from the university, telling her where and when to register.


She need not have worried. Her landlady, Mrs Bolger, turned out to be a plump, matronly woman, whose own daughter was working as a nurse in London. She immediately took Ellie under her wing and did her best to make her feel at home. And on her first day at university Ellie had another stroke of good fortune. As she joined the queue in the registrar’s office, she fell into conversation with a petite auburn-haired girl.


‘What are you studying?’ the girl asked, as the queue inched forward.


‘Economics,’ Ellie replied.


The other looked impressed. ‘You must be very bright to be accepted for that. It sounds terribly complicated to me.’


Ellie blushed. ‘Not really. I’m just good at maths. What are you doing?’


‘English literature. I expect it’ll be a doddle. It’s really just reading novels and poetry, writing essays and stuff.’


‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Ellie said. ‘I don’t think any university course could be described as a doddle. I reckon you’ll find they make you work quite hard.’


‘What’s your name?’ the auburn girl asked.


‘Ellie McCoy.’


‘I’m Margaret Bannon. My friends call me Mags.’


Ellie had already taken note of her accent. ‘You’re a Dubliner, aren’t you?’ she said.


‘That’s right. And you?’


‘I’m from Ballymount. It’s in County Offaly. I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of it.’


‘Of course I have,’ Mags retorted. ‘We studied geography at school, you know.’


They continued to chat till they reached the top of the line and Mags turned to Ellie. ‘Do you know many people here?’


Ellie shook her head. ‘You’re the first person I’ve met.’


‘Well, we’ll have to sort that. What are you doing after you register?’


‘I haven’t decided.’


‘I’m meeting a friend for coffee in the refectory. Why don’t you join us?’


‘I’d love to,’ Ellie replied, welcoming the opportunity to meet new people.


‘You know where it is?’


‘Yes.’


‘See you there, then. I’ll watch out for you.’


After she had registered, and had been given her timetable of tutorials and lectures, Ellie made her way to the refectory. It was crowded with students, all chatting animatedly in huddled groups, and it took Ellie some time to find Mags sitting at a corner table with a dark-haired girl in a flowing linen dress. As she approached, Mags drew out a chair for her and introduced them.


‘This is my friend Caroline Drew. We were at Holy Faith secondary school together.’


As she sat down, Ellie stole a glance at the new girl. She was wearing bright red lipstick and dark eyeshadow and had hooped earrings, like a gypsy fortune-teller. She looked very glamorous. ‘Are you doing English literature too?’ she asked.


Caroline raised her finely plucked eyebrows. ‘I’m studying drama, actually. I’m going to be an actress. I’m planning to go into films.’


Ellie stared at her in awe. She had never met an actress before, not to mention a potential film star. ‘Really? That sounds fantastic. I’ll bet there was a lot of competition to get on that course.’


Caroline tossed back her mane of raven hair. ‘It was way oversubscribed, and they turned down most of the applicants.’ She shrugged. ‘But I was lucky. I did a very good interview.’


‘Oh, come off it,’ Mags said, elbowing her friend in the ribs. ‘You don’t have to pretend. It had nothing to do with luck. You’re very good. That’s the reason you got the place.’


Caroline pulled a face. ‘If you say so.’


And they all laughed.


***


It was a couple of days before Ellie met her third friend. By now she was beginning to find her way round the university campus and had attended her first lecture. She was coming out of the library one afternoon when she was stopped by a tall, thin, studious-looking girl, with a pile of books under her arm. ‘I wonder if you can help me,’ she said, in a polite English accent. ‘I’m afraid I’m a bit lost. I’m looking for the students’ union building.’


By coincidence, Ellie had arranged to meet Caroline and Mags there. ‘That’s where I’m going. Why don’t you come with me?’


As they walked together, the girl introduced herself as Fiona Bradshaw and said she was studying medicine. By the time they arrived, Ellie had learned a lot about her. She was from London, had been educated at a private girls’ school in Twickenham, and her father and grandfather were doctors. She was renting her own flat in Blackrock.


Caroline and Mags were waiting for Ellie on the steps of the union building. She introduced Fiona and they chatted for a few minutes. As the little party was breaking up, Mags said, ‘We’re meeting at three o’clock in the refectory for coffee. You’re welcome to join us, if you like.’


‘That’s very kind,’ Fiona said, her face brightening. ‘I’d love to.’


It became a pattern. As the weeks passed, Ellie got to know more people. There were the students who attended her lectures and tutorials, and others she got to know in the library and at the clubs she had joined. But Caroline, Mags and Fiona were her closest friends. Before long they had formed a tight little circle and each day Ellie looked forward to three o’clock when they would meet in the refectory to chat. When December arrived and the university broke up for Christmas, she was surprised to find she was sorry to be leaving Dublin and going home to Ballymount.


***


The new term brought another development. One day as they were walking back from the library, Fiona said to her, ‘I’ve been thinking. I’ve got a whole flat to myself. It has a kitchen, bathroom and living room. And I’ve got a spare bedroom. Why don’t you come and share with me?’


‘The rent must be enormous,’ Ellie said regretfully. ‘I don’t think I could afford it.’


Fiona waved her hand. ‘You don’t have to worry about the rent. My dad takes care of that. He was so pleased I got a place in medical school that he’s happy to pay.’


‘So how would it work?’


‘We’d share the expenses. Things like food, heating, electricity. What do you pay in your digs?’


‘Ten pounds a week.’


‘That should easily cover it. It’s a lovely flat and Blackrock is a charming little town. It’s only twenty minutes on the bus from there to here. I’d really appreciate your company. Why don’t you come out and take a look at it?’


By now, Ellie had settled into Mrs Bolger’s digs and was quite happy there. Although her room was tiny, the food was good, the rent was reasonable and her landlady fussed over her as if she was a member of her own family. But there were also drawbacks: the house was quite small, and there were other lodgers coming and going so there was little peace for her to study. And although she had her own key, Mrs Bolger expected her to be tucked up in bed by midnight.


‘Okay,’ Ellie said. ‘I’ll come this afternoon.’


When her last lecture was over, she met Fiona and they travelled out to Blackrock. She stared from the bus window at the beautiful gardens flashing by, with manicured lawns and tall, majestic trees. When they reached their destination, Fiona led Ellie along several streets till they came to the seafront and a large Victorian house staring out at Dublin Bay. ‘Here we are,’ she said.


‘It’s very grand,’ Ellie said, looking up at the imposing building.


‘Let’s go inside and I’ll show you around.’


They walked up the steps to the front door. Fiona took a bunch of keys from her handbag and let them in. They entered a large hall with a wide staircase facing them.


‘The house has been divided into three flats,’ Fiona explained. ‘I’m at the top.’


They climbed the stairs to the top floor where Fiona selected another key and opened a door. They stepped into a room flooded with afternoon sunlight from a large bay window. Ellie was immediately struck by the scene before her. The room was furnished with a sofa and comfortable armchairs. A couple of impressionist prints adorned the walls. In a corner beside the windows, a pile of medical textbooks lay on a table.


‘This is the living room. It’s where I study. I find the view across the bay very calming – even when it’s raining, which it seems to do a lot of the time.’ Fiona laughed.


They left the living room and, in quick succession, Ellie was shown the bathroom, kitchen and Fiona’s bedroom. Finally, Fiona pushed open another door and they entered a smaller room with a single bed, chest of drawers and a built-in wardrobe. From the window, there was another view of the sea. The floor was covered with a soothing blue carpet while a print of Picasso’s Guernica stared down from the wall beside the bed. Compared with her cramped little room at Mrs Bolger’s, this was luxury, Ellie thought.


‘So, what do you think?’ Fiona asked.


‘I’m bowled over. It’s fantastic.’


Fiona smiled and led Ellie back to the kitchen where she produced a bottle of wine from the fridge and poured two glasses.


‘How much does this flat cost?’ Ellie asked, still coming to terms with what she had just seen.


‘I told you my father pays the rent but I believe it’s one hundred and fifty pounds a month.’


‘And you’re willing to let me live here for ten pounds a week?’


‘Because we’re friends. I said I’d appreciate some company. I’m a stranger to Dublin and it can get lonely here, particularly at weekends. So what do you say? Will you take it?’


‘Of course I will! I’m going to love living here.’


The following morning, Ellie told Mrs Bolger she would be leaving at the end of the week. She felt guilty because the landlady had been very good to her but Mrs Bolger didn’t seem surprised. ‘You’ve found a flat, haven’t you?’


‘Yes,’ Ellie admitted. ‘One of my friends has offered me a room. How did you know?’


The landlady laughed. ‘I’ve been in this business for twenty years and I’ve learned a thing or two about students. Most of them can’t wait to strike out on their own. It’s all part of growing up, I suppose.’


***


On Saturday morning, Ellie packed her bag, said goodbye to Mrs Bolger and set off for her new home in Blackrock. It was midday when she arrived and Fiona was waiting to let her in and help her unpack. When they had finished, she suggested they go out for lunch. ‘It’s a sort of celebration, the start of a new chapter, if you like. I’ve a funny feeling we’re going to have a ball.’


Of course, once Caroline and Mags heard the news, they were envious and wanted to move in too. They thought it was the height of sophistication to be living in your own flat away from the watchful eyes of your parents. But there were no more spare rooms and, besides, their parents could see no good reason why they should subsidise a bohemian lifestyle in some student flat, particularly as they were already shelling out for college fees. But Caroline and Mags often stayed over at weekends, sharing a sofa bed in the living room.


Fiona’s prophecy proved true. They did have a ball. The parties they threw, the handsome men, the love affairs that began and ended in that flat in Cumberland Terrace, Blackrock, became the stuff of university folklore.


And as time went by, Ellie’s early fear of failing her exams and going back to Ballymount in disgrace proved unfounded. She was a good student, with an aptitude for economics, and easily passed each test that was set for her. She had settled down in Dublin and loved the excitement of university life and the buzz of the city. Only one thing troubled her: so far, she had failed to find a suitable man.




Chapter Two


Her first boyfriend was a young history student, called Henry Boylan, whom she met in the college library soon after she’d moved in with Fiona. He invited her to have coffee, then asked her out on a date.


Henry was tall and very handsome. He was a snappy dresser and had wonderful manners. He also had his own car, which was a novelty among students at that time, a second-hand Mazda hatchback. He was an only child and lived with his widowed mother in a large, red-brick house in Glenageary.


On their first date he took her to see a movie at the Carlton cinema in O’Connell Street. He bought her a box of expensive chocolates and held her hand. Afterwards he drove her back to Blackrock, and as she got out of the car, he delivered a warm, lingering kiss to her lips. Ellie thought it was all very romantic.


Soon they were going out every weekend and spending their evenings studying together in the college library. Before long, she was convinced she was in love. All her friends told her how jealous they were. Henry Boylan was a hunk. She was so lucky to have hooked him. Ellie floated around the campus on a pink cloud.


But, slowly, the dream began to dissolve. As she got to know him better, she realised that Henry had one big flaw. He was riddled with indecision. He couldn’t make up his mind and was constantly asking her opinion on even the simplest things, like what tie he should wear. At first, she thought this was just politeness on his part, but eventually she realised that his good manners masked a distinct lack of self-confidence.


Ellie had always wanted a man she could look up to and respect, someone with firm opinions and a mind of his own. The magic between them began to evaporate.


Eventually he took her home one evening to meet his stern-faced mother, who interrogated her for an hour in the living room and never once smiled. Ellie felt she was on trial for the crime of going out with the woman’s son. It was the last straw. How could she have any respect for a man who couldn’t even choose a girlfriend without his mother’s approval?


She met Charlie Timmons just after she had graduated. They had been introduced by one of Fiona’s friends. By now, she had secured her first job as an economic researcher for a small firm of stockbrokers called Lombard and Brady, with offices in the city centre. Charlie was a trainee solicitor at a big Dublin law practice.


He wasn’t as tall as Henry Boylan or as handsome but he didn’t lack self-esteem. Indeed, Ellie discovered that he had an extremely high opinion of his own importance. At the beginning, Charlie was very attentive. He bought her flowers and presents, rang every day to ask how she was, remembered her birthday and held out her chair for her whenever they went to a restaurant. It wasn’t till several months had passed that Ellie realised she was going out with a control freak who was so self-willed that it bordered on egomania.


Soon Charlie was insisting on having his own way in everything, and sulking if she objected. For the sake of peace, she put up with it as he dragged her all over Dublin to dinner parties with his lawyer friends and their snobbish spouses. But it grated on her. Why did she have to be the one who made all the compromises? Why couldn’t Charlie occasionally do what she wanted?


She made up her mind to confront him. They were having dinner one evening in a smart Italian restaurant at the back of Trinity College. Charlie had chosen it and had even suggested what she should eat. As they were tucking into their veal scaloppini, Ellie said, ‘Charlie, you and I have got to talk.’


He wiped some sauce from his chin with his napkin. ‘What about?’


‘Us.’


He grinned. ‘What’s to talk about? I think we’re very well suited, don’t you? I’m very fond of you, Ellie.’


‘You’ve got to change.’


Now he laughed. ‘Change? Me?’


‘Yes. I’m fed up with the way you make all the decisions in this relationship. You never consult me. You never ask what I want. It’s always your way. That sort of behaviour doesn’t show much consideration for me.’


He waved his hand. ‘You’re imagining things, Ellie.’


‘Am I? Would you like me to give you some examples? I can give you half a dozen straight off the top of my head.’


The smile was replaced with a scowl. ‘Keep your voice down. People can hear us.’


‘I don’t care.’


‘I didn’t know you felt like this,’ he growled. ‘It’s just that somebody has to make the decisions. It’s easier if it’s me.’


‘And why is that?’


‘Because I’m a man and men are natural leaders.’


Ellie felt as if she was going to explode. ‘That’s utter nonsense. You treat me as if I had no mind of my own. Why do you go out with me?’


‘I like you. I enjoy your company.’


‘You’re behaving as if I was just something you carry around with you, like your briefcase. You don’t treat me as a real human being. I’m fed up with it, Charlie.’


‘A briefcase? What do you mean?’


‘I mean you don’t respect me.’


By now, several heads had turned in their direction.


‘Okay, okay, calm down.’ Charlie wiped his mouth again. ‘I hear what you’re saying. I’m listening.’


‘You’d better be,’ she said.


Within weeks, he had slipped back into his bad old ways and Ellie knew that Charlie was never going to change. The crisis broke one evening at a dinner party in Foxrock hosted by one of Charlie’s senior legal colleagues. Ellie was practically ignored once the rest of the group heard she was a mere economic researcher and came from a hick town called Ballymount.


She endured it till the dessert course was served, when she shocked them all by standing up and announcing that she was going home. She would always remember their stunned faces as she walked to the hall, put on her coat and went out into the night in search of a cab. When Charlie had the nerve to ring the next morning to demand an apology, she told him to get lost and put the phone down.


There followed a period when Ellie found herself sinking into despair. She began to doubt if she was ever going to meet the right man. She’d had two unsatisfactory experiences but her friends kept telling her that was just the luck of the draw. She had to keep trying and the right guy would turn up eventually.


Sometimes she wondered if this was true. Was there really a Mr Right out there for every woman who wanted one? And would it be such a big deal if she never found him? She wanted someone loving and caring, someone with a bit of dash and verve, someone who knew his own mind but wasn’t so self-centred that he turned into a monster, like Charlie Timmons.


She wanted someone she could respect and admire, a man with principles and standards, someone she could rely on. She wanted a man with a sense of humour, who would bring a bit of excitement and drama into her life. He didn’t have to be startlingly handsome but he did have to be someone she could trust. She knew it was a tall order.


And what would she do if he didn’t come along? Well, she would just get on with her life. There were plenty of women who didn’t have men – she could think of dozens. And they all seemed happy with their lot. Her father’s sister, Aunt Bridie, was a perfect example. She’d never married and never had children yet she had led a full and contented life. For fifteen years she had managed the local credit union in Ballymount, with a staff of eight assistants, and had made a big success of it.


She reminded herself that she had a good job and could look forward to a successful career. She would be quite capable of looking after herself. And, of course, she would always have her wonderful friends. If she didn’t meet Mr Right, it wouldn’t be the end of the world.


And then she ran into Joe Plunkett and everything changed.




Chapter Three


When Ellie first set eyes on Joe, he was a dashing twenty-seven-year-old reporter, whose career seemed destined for stardom. Despite his age, he was already head and shoulders above his colleagues. His reports were regularly splashed across the front page of the Gazette, Ireland’s leading tabloid newspaper. And he was in constant demand from radio and television stations to provide background analysis of breaking stories and current affairs.


People said that Joe had his finger on the pulse of the nation. He appeared to have contacts in every area of public life from the police to the government to big business. One cabinet minister confessed that the first thing he did every morning when he got into his office was read the Gazette to see if Joe had written anything about him.


Joe was first with the news and his reports were always accurate. If Joe predicted that something was going to happen, the other papers scrambled to follow: Joe Plunkett never got his facts wrong. Already, people were saying that it wouldn’t be long before he was scooped up by one of the big international broadcasting corporations for a six-figure salary.


Ellie first met him in Neary’s at the top of Grafton Street on a balmy spring evening in 1983. She had come with Caroline, who was appearing in a play at the Gaiety Theatre just around the corner and had said that Neary’s was a great place to meet interesting men.


The pub was crowded. Ellie pushed her way to the bar and managed to order their drinks while Caroline went off in search of seats. As she waited, she became aware that someone was speaking to her. When she turned, she found herself staring into a pair of dark brown eyes. On closer inspection, she saw they belonged to a man with a rugged face and jet-black hair. ‘I beg your pardon?’ she said.


‘I said I don’t remember seeing you in here before,’ the man replied.


‘That’s because I’ve never been here before.’


He smiled. ‘That explains it. I usually remember a pretty face.’


Ellie flushed. He was chatting her up. She couldn’t believe it. She was barely in the door and a good-looking man was hitting on her already. Caroline was certainly right about this place.


The barman put her drinks on the counter. As she pulled out her purse, he waved her money away. ‘It’s already taken care of. Mr Plunkett paid.’


‘Mr Plunkett?’


‘The gentleman you were speaking to just now.’


She turned around but the dark-haired stranger was gone. Curiouser and curiouser, she thought, as she carried the glasses through the crowded pub to the seats Caroline had managed to find. ‘You’ll never believe what just happened,’ Ellie said. ‘This guy at the bar paid for the drinks. I’ve never had that happen to me before.’


‘I told you this place is good!’ Caroline laughed, sipping her gin with a contented sigh. ‘Did he introduce himself?’


‘No, and he was gone before I could thank him. The barman called him Mr Plunkett.’


‘About six feet tall, broad-shouldered, dark hair?’


‘That’s him.’


‘It must be Joe. He comes in here quite often.’


‘You said that as if he was someone I should know.’


‘And so you should. Joe Plunkett is only Ireland’s most successful journalist. He’s never off the television. Don’t you ever read the papers?’


‘Not as often as I should, obviously.’


***


Later that night, in bed, she thought about the incident. She was sorry now that she hadn’t had more time to speak to the handsome stranger. She sometimes had to put up with men pestering her at bars when they were half drunk but Joe Plunkett had been entirely sober and seemed quite respectable. And he certainly hadn’t pestered her.


Apart from telling her that she had a pretty face, which was a compliment, he hadn’t attempted to press himself on her at all. Indeed, he had been very pleasant. Oh, well, she would have to mark it down as another missed opportunity. Since she had broken up with Charlie Timmons, missed opportunities were becoming increasingly frequent.


A few days later she was busy preparing an urgent financial report when her phone rang. She picked it up and heard a man’s voice: ‘Ms Ellie McCoy?’


‘Speaking.’


‘This is Joe Plunkett, Ellie. Remember me? We met in Neary’s?’


She caught her breath. ‘How did you get my name … and my phone number?’


He was laughing. ‘That’s my job, Ellie. Getting information is what I do for a living. Believe me, finding your name and number was much simpler than most of the things I’m required to do. Now, I hope I’m not disturbing you.’


‘What do you want, Mr Plunkett?’


‘For a start, I’d like you to call me Joe, like my friends do.’


‘You haven’t answered my question.’


‘I want to ask you out for a date.’


‘But we don’t even know each other.’


‘Isn’t that the whole purpose of a date, to get to know one another? I told you I usually remember a pretty face and it’s a long time since I came across one as pretty as yours. Now, what do you say? Will you allow me to buy you dinner some evening?’


He had caught her completely off guard and now she was confused. She should really put the phone down but something about his cheeky confidence made her hesitate. Then another thought occurred to her. What would happen if her boss, Mr Brady, came in and found her chatting to some strange man on the phone? She’d better get rid of him fast. ‘I’m very busy, I have to go now.’


‘Just say yes.’


‘When are we talking about?’


‘Tonight? What time do you finish work?’


‘Six o’clock.’


‘Why don’t I see you in Neary’s at half past? Will you recognise me again? I’ll certainly recognise you.’


She heard footsteps approaching outside. Mr Brady was coming. She had to get Joe Plunkett off the line. ‘All right,’ she agreed. ‘Half past six.’


***


Afterwards, when she had more time to think about it, she wondered if she had given in too easily. Did it make her appear too keen? That was always a bad way to start. But he had been so insistent. And he had bought her those drinks the first time they’d met. He was good-looking and well-mannered and, well, she’d been lonely since she’d dumped Charlie Timmons.


He had certainly gone to some trouble to track her down. She wondered where he had got her details. But perhaps that showed he was the one who was keen. Yes, that was the way she should look at it.


When she had a spare moment she rang Caroline to tell her but she was in rehearsals and couldn’t come to the phone. Now Ellie couldn’t wait for six o’clock to arrive, and when it did, she was out of the office like a shot.


As she was passing Bewley’s in Grafton Street she went in and made straight for the Ladies, where she spent ten minutes brushing her hair and putting on her makeup. She wished she had something more glamorous to wear than her work clothes – white blouse, dark skirt and jacket. But when she’d got dressed that morning she hadn’t known she was going to be asked out on a date.


When she had finished, she went into the café, sat for ten minutes and drank a cup of coffee while she watched the minutes tick away. She had already allowed him to bounce her into this date but she’d be damned if she was going to arrive before him. By the time she got to Neary’s it was twenty to seven.


He was sitting alone at the bar. He got up as she approached and took her hand. ‘Thanks for coming, Ellie. You look fabulous. Won’t you sit down?’


He was just being polite. She knew she didn’t look fabulous. The whole affair had been too rushed and unplanned. But it was gallant of him to say so. ‘You don’t look so bad yourself,’ she remarked, letting her eyes roam over his face. He was wearing a light blue suit, with matching shirt and tie. And he was freshly shaved. He must keep an electric razor at work for occasions like this, she thought.


His dark eyes twinkled. ‘Thank you. So what’s your poison?’


‘Gin and tonic, please.’


‘Coming up.’


He spoke to the barman, then turned back to Ellie. ‘How did your day go? Busy?’


‘Probably not as busy as yours,’ she replied, with a toss of her head. ‘Now, before we begin, I want to know who gave you my name and telephone number.’


He put his hands up and grinned. ‘I can’t do that, Ellie. Golden rule of the newspaper business. I can’t reveal my sources. I’d lose my union card if I did that.’


‘You’ve got an answer for everything, haven’t you?’


‘Let’s say I’m tenacious. I don’t give up easily.’


‘I know that already,’ she replied tartly.


‘So you’re an economist. Ever think of going into journalism? There’s a big demand for financial journalists right now. The pay isn’t bad and you might enjoy it.’


She stared at him. He was beginning to sound like a private investigator. What else did he know about her? ‘You really have done your homework on me, haven’t you?’


He paused and gazed deep into her eyes. Ellie’s heart fluttered.


‘When I want something, I can be quite dogged, Ms McCoy. And, right now, I want you terribly.’


***


He brought her to a restaurant on Dame Street called Le Cirque. There was a burly man in a dress suit on the door, turning people away, but when he spotted Joe and Ellie, he quickly waved them through. The head waiter led them to a quiet table in a corner where they could see everything that was going on.


‘Ever been here before?’ Joe asked, as they took their seats.


She shook her head. It was way outside her price range.


‘It’s been getting great reviews,’ he continued. ‘The food is very good.’


Ellie looked around the room. It was eight o’clock and the restaurant was packed. She recognised several diners because she’d seen them on television – a politician in conversation with a group of sober-suited businessmen, a well-known fashion designer, a rock musician and various minor celebrities. ‘They knew you at the door. Do you come here a lot?’ she asked.


‘Quite a bit. They’ve just hired an exciting new chef from Paris. I thought you might like it.’


They had barely sat down when a waiter appeared at their table to take their order. She was hungry so she ordered Caesar salad to start and followed it with prawns in a tomato sauce. Joe, who said he’d had a big lunch, went for grilled sea bass. Since he was driving, they restricted themselves to a glass each of Chardonnay.


Throughout the meal, the waiter was never far away, enquiring if they were enjoying the food, topping up their water glasses, ready to swoop at the slightest indication that they might require some small service. Ellie was convinced he had been told to look after Joe and make sure he was happy. When they had finished the main courses, they were offered dessert, which they declined.


She sat back with a contented sigh.


‘Happy?’ Joe asked, with a boyish grin.


‘I most certainly am. That was terrific. I can see why you come here so often.’


He smiled. ‘Do you dine out much, Ellie?’


‘On my salary? You must be joking.’


‘There are even better places I can take you, like Valentino and the dining room at the St Claire Hotel. They’ve both been awarded Michelin stars.’


She reached out and laid a hand on his. ‘Joe, you’ve been more than generous and I’m grateful. I’ll remember this meal for a very long time. But I couldn’t impose on you.’


He leaned close and whispered, ‘Let me tell you a secret. I’m not paying for this. The Gazette is.’


She was amazed. ‘How do you mean?’


‘I have an expense account for entertaining people who provide me with information. I pick up the bill and give it to the accounts department and they reimburse me.’


‘So that’s how it works?’


He nodded.


‘And how will you describe me?’


‘I’ll put you down as a potential source in the financial sector.’


‘Well, excuse me. If I’d known that I might have ordered a bottle of Dom Pérignon.’


‘Maybe next time.’ He laughed.


***


Outside, the evening air was crisp and fresh. There was a lively buzz about the streets. Lots of people were still around as the pubs were emptying.


‘Where do you live?’ he asked, as they walked along the cobbled pavements to the car park.


‘You mean you don’t know?’ Ellie asked playfully. ‘You seem to know everything else about me.’


‘Give me time and I’ll soon find out.’


‘I live in Blackrock. I share a flat with a friend.’


‘That’s handy. I’m in Monkstown. I can drop you off on the way.’


It took them twenty minutes to get there.


As they said goodnight, he gently drew her towards him and pressed a kiss to her lips. His were soft and warm. She felt a thrill shoot down her spine.


At last, he released her and pushed open the door. ‘Sleep tight,’ he said. ‘You’ll be hearing from me.’


When she got into the flat, she found that Fiona had left a note saying she had gone out with some friends to a concert and would be home late. Ellie had a shower and slipped into bed. Outside her window, the streetlights were casting a soft glow into her room. She drifted off to sleep with thoughts of Joe Plunkett’s kiss fresh in her mind.




Chapter Four


The next morning, on the bus into work, she went over the events of the previous evening, like a detective searching for clues. As far as she was concerned, the date had been a great success. The meal had been wonderful and Joe an entertaining companion, regaling her with jokes and little snippets of gossip. But how had he felt? Had he enjoyed it too?


‘You’ll be hearing from me,’ he had said, as she got out of the car. She wished he had been more definite. It was the hint of another date but without any commitment. What if it was a polite way of giving her the brush-off?


She was already missing him and anxious to see him again. Once she got into her office, she buried herself in work in an effort to keep her mind occupied.


At eleven o’clock, Caroline rang. ‘You were looking for me yesterday,’ she began. ‘Sorry I couldn’t take your call but we were rehearsing all day, and when I finally got a chance to ring you back, you’d left the office.’


‘I just wanted to chat,’ Ellie replied. She was glad now that she had failed to reach her friend. If she’d told her she had a date with Joe Plunkett, Caroline would want to know now when she was seeing him again and that would be embarrassing. Instead, she talked for a few minutes about the play and how the rehearsals were coming along.


‘It’s like working on a building site,’ Caroline moaned. ‘You’ve no idea. Everyone thinks acting’s glamorous but it’s bloody hard graft, I can tell you.’


‘But it’s all worth it,’ Ellie said encouragingly. ‘Keep thinking of the thrill when the lights go up at the end of the performance and the audience roars its approval.’


‘And what if they boo us off the stage?’


‘C’mon, Caroline, you know that’s never going to happen.’


‘Want to bet?’


They finished their conversation with Caroline promising to keep her a ticket for the opening night. Talking to her friend had cheered Ellie up. Caroline was forever complaining about her job but it was mainly for dramatic effect. Ellie knew she wouldn’t swap her career for anything.


There were no more personal calls for the remainder of the morning. At one o’clock she nipped out for a quick break and ate a tuna sandwich at a snack bar near the office. When it came to six o’clock and time to leave, Joe Plunkett hadn’t called. Ellie went back to Blackrock, picked up a Chinese meal on the way home and ate it with a glass of wine while she watched an old black-and-white movie on television.


Fiona came in at nine o’clock, exhausted after a long day at medical lectures and studying in the hospital. She had a cup of tea with Ellie, a quick bath and went straight to bed. Ellie followed soon after. She tossed and turned and tried to get comfortable but it was after midnight before she fell asleep.


Joe Plunkett didn’t ring the following day or the one after. By now, she was growing desperate to hear his voice again. But as each day passed and she heard nothing, her hopes began to fade. If he was really interested in her, surely he would have called by now.


She felt a cloud of depression descend over her. It was becoming clear that the date had been a one-off. There would be no follow-up. She had been foolish, too eager, too easily impressed by his smart talk, his expense-account dining and his flashy man-about-town image. She had allowed herself to be swept away by his breezy manner and the compliments he had paid her. She had been too naive.


She knew she could always ring the Gazette office and ask to speak to him but her pride wouldn’t allow her to do that. It would be too demeaning. Besides, it wouldn’t work. If Joe really wanted to see her again, he had her number. Oh, well, she thought, I’ll just have to put it behind me and get on with my life.


She worked so hard over the next few days that Mr Brady was moved to remark on her commitment and dedication. Every time the phone rang, she reached for it eagerly, hoping to hear his voice, and every time she was disappointed. Each evening, she went home feeling so tired that she had barely enough energy to eat before tumbling into bed and falling asleep. At least it had the effect of driving Joe Plunkett from her mind.


Then one evening as she was leaving the office she was startled to hear someone call her name. She turned. There he was, striding purposefully along the pavement towards her, the tails of his overcoat billowing behind him. She looked at him as if she was seeing a ghost.


‘Ellie, I was hoping to catch you before you left work.’


‘Where have you been?’ she asked. ‘Why didn’t you call me?’


‘I’m sorry, but I’ve been away. Have you time for a quick drink? I’ll explain it all to you.’


Before she could answer, he had taken her in his arms and his warm lips were pressed to hers.


They went to a pub close by. It was empty, apart from a couple of men chatting over pints of Guinness at the bar. Joe chose a table and went to collect their drinks. She waited, trembling with excitement now that he was back again. All thoughts of recrimination had vanished from her mind.


‘I owe you an apology,’ he began, as he put down the drinks. ‘I had to go off to Liverpool at short notice. I barely had time to pack my bags. That’s why I didn’t call.’


‘You could have called me from there.’


‘But I was busy. I’m working on a big story involving fraud and important people in the business world. It’s going to cause a sensation when I publish it.’


‘You don’t have to explain, Joe. I know you have to do your job.’


‘But I want to. There’s something I must tell you, Ellie. The newspaper business is unlike anything else. It’s chaotic. Events can happen suddenly and you just have to drop everything and go for it. I got a phone call that a contact in Liverpool had important information for me.’


‘So, is it finished now?’


‘Not quite. There’s one more person I need to see.’


‘Why are you telling me this?’


He took her hands and looked deep into her eyes. ‘So that you understand the disruptive life you can expect if you get involved with me.’


***


After that, events moved very quickly. Joe had an apartment in Monkstown but it wasn’t like the one Ellie shared with Fiona. Joe’s home was in a modern purpose-built block and everything was spanking new. It had a large open-plan kitchen-cum-dining room, a living room with views towards Dun Laoghaire, a magnificent bathroom and two spacious bedrooms, one of which he had converted into an office so he could work from home. The block was in a secure complex with gates and well-tended gardens. What was more, Joe wasn’t renting. He owned the apartment.


‘It’s magnificent,’ Ellie said, while Joe was proudly showing her around. ‘Who chose the fabrics and furniture? You didn’t do it yourself, did you?’


He grinned like the Cheshire Cat. ‘I’m afraid my talents don’t extend to interior design, Ellie. I paid someone to do it for me.’


‘Anyone I might know?’


‘A young designer called Melanie Power.’


The name was familiar. Ellie was sure she had read about her in some of the fashion magazines. ‘She certainly did a good job. It’s beautiful. It’s the nicest apartment I’ve ever seen.’


‘Thank you.’


‘It must have cost a packet.’


‘It wasn’t cheap, that’s for sure. I had to take out a mortgage.’


‘How much?’


He told her and she rolled her eyes. ‘That’s enormous. With a mortgage like that I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night.’
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