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About the Book




Ash O’Halloran knows she should be having the time of her life. She’s twenty-nine, single and self-supporting. So shouldn’t she be out there every night, swilling Chardonnay and falling in love? Or if she isn’t, at least having a great time moaning about it with her friends?




Doesn’t she know how to be a single woman?




Trouble is, Ash likes things as they are. She doesn’t do impulsive and relationships scare her to death. At the first hint of commitment, it’s goodbye. No way is she going to let herself get hurt.




But as Ash watches Dan Morland – who employed her to cook the ultimate dinner the night he proposed to his girlfriend – trying to sort out a life with the woman he loves, she begins to wonder if being Miss Self-Contained-and-Secure might also mean Missing Out . . .
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Chapter 1

Vegetable Stir Fry

Peppers, mushrooms, green beans, carrots, baby corn

Fry briefly in oil over hot flame


Ash was packing five dozen mini-pizzas into foil containers when the buzzer sounded. She swore softly and glanced at her watch. Molly was early. Ash hadn’t bargained on her aunt being early when lateness was a family trait, although not one she possessed herself. She covered the remaining pizzas with paper towels and stacked the full boxes on the counter. She’d have to finish packing them when Molly was gone even though she’d planned to sort them out before her aunt arrived. Now she had no time to tidy herself up. Ash could hardly believe that Molly had picked today to be early for the first time in her life.

She glanced in the mirror as she walked into the living room. Her pale pink lipstick had faded, there was a smudge of flour across her cheek and a lock of hair was trying to escape from the ribbon that had held it back  while she was working. She didn’t bother to retouch her lipstick but she rubbed at the smudge of flour and pulled the thin black ribbon from her hair, allowing it to flow loosely around her shoulders in a sheen of white-gold. She looked OK, she thought. Not hassled, which was the main thing. She always felt it was important not to look hassled in front of Molly.

She pressed the intercom.

‘It’s me,’ said Molly. ‘Let me in, Ash. It’s starting to rain.’

‘Not again.’ Ash had been too busy to notice the change in the weather. ‘This is turning into the wettest autumn in living memory.’

She held the door open and waited while her aunt walked up the stairs to the fourth floor of the apartment building. A silver and grey cat streaked past her. He sat by the window, licking his front paw and rubbing it behind his ear accusingly.

‘Sorry, Bagel.’ Ash looked at him apologetically. ‘I would’ve let you in earlier if I’d realised it was raining again.’

‘Hi, Ash,’ Molly gasped as she stopped outside the door. ‘Those stairs get steeper every time!’

‘Give me your bags.’ Ash held out her hand and took some of the carrier bags from the older woman. Molly had hit almost every shop in the Jervis Shopping Centre. Ash couldn’t bear the thought of trudging around so many crowded shops in one day, but Molly enjoyed it. Nevertheless, her aunt sighed in relief as she handed over the bags and walked into the apartment.

‘You’ll have to get over this phobia about lifts, Molly,’ said Ash sternly. ‘One day you’ll have a heart attack walking up the stairs. Especially when you go on shopping sprees like this.’

‘It’s a keep fit thing,’ said Molly. ‘Although I think I may have overdone it this time. My feet are killing me, even in my flat shoes.’

‘Never mind,’ said Ash as she placed the bags in a neat row along the wall, making sure that they were grouped according to the store. ‘Why don’t you give me your jacket, sit down and I’ll get you a drink.’

Molly took off her jacket and handed it to Ash who hung it on the brushed steel coat rack beside the door. Molly stretched her legs out in front of her and wriggled her toes. ‘You know, I don’t usually feel any older,’ she told Ash, ‘but a day tramping around the shops takes it out of me.’

‘Buying up half of Dublin would take it out of anybody. And you don’t look a day over fifty,’ said Ash loyally.

Molly, who was fifty-nine, made a face. Thanks.’

‘I like your hair,’ added Ash. ‘Shorter suits you.’

‘It’s easier to manage,’ said Molly. ‘And grey hair looks better short.’

‘It’s not grey, it’s white,’ objected Ash.

‘I suppose so,’ Molly said. ‘At least it makes me look so pathetic it sometimes gets me a seat in the bus!’

Ash laughed. ‘You could never look pathetic. You’re far too strong a woman to look pathetic.’ She stepped  over to the maple sideboard and opened one of the opaque glass doors. ‘What would you like to drink?’

‘What have you got?’ asked Molly.

‘I’ve got everything,’ Ash told her. ‘Gin, vodka, Bailey’s, Jemmy . . .’ She looked round at Molly and shrugged.

‘Jameson would be nice,’ said Molly.

‘On the rocks?’ asked Ash.

‘And ruin a good whiskey?’ Molly grinned. ‘Neat is just fine.’

Ash poured the amber liquid into a crystal glass and handed it to Molly. ‘It’s nice to see you again,’ she said.

‘And you,’ Molly replied. She looked around at the cornflake-yellow walls of the apartment. ‘You’ve had this done up since last time I was here.’

The last time Molly had visited, a few months earlier, the walls had been maroon and covered with charcoal drawings of old Dublin.

‘It was too dark before,’ explained Ash as she sat down beside Molly, a glass of white wine in her hand.

‘What about the drawings?’ asked Molly. ‘They were nice.’

‘Oh, I gave them back to Kieran,’ Ash told her. ‘I didn’t want to keep them and I really only bought them as support.’

‘And how is Kieran?’ Molly sipped her whiskey and looked curiously at Ash.

She shrugged. ‘Fine, I guess. I haven’t seen him. Well, I wouldn’t, really, Molly. We don’t tend to go to the same kind of places these days.’

‘You did for nearly six months,’ said Molly tartly.

Ash sipped her wine. ‘Too long,’ she said lightly, after a pause.

They sat in silence for a moment. Ash glanced at Molly who was surveying the apartment. Ash preferred the new decor, she hadn’t really liked it in maroon. It was too old-fashioned for a riverside place that was only a couple of years old but it had suited her mood while she’d been going out with Kieran. He was a dark, brooding kind of man and he’d made her feel dark and brooding too. When they’d split up she immediately redecorated.

‘Why did you break up with Kieran?’ asked Molly.

Ash sighed. ‘Oh, Molly, he just wasn’t for me. I liked him but not enough for it to go anywhere.’

‘Maybe you didn’t give it a chance,’ suggested Molly.

‘I gave it plenty of chance.’ Ash shook her head. ‘Can you imagine me living with a man like Kieran for the rest of my life? It’d be so depressing.’

‘There are worse men out there, Ash.’

‘That’s not saying much.’ Ash stood up. ‘Food in ten minutes,’ she told Molly. ‘Salmon cutlets. Stir-fried vegetables and a light sauce. It was my summer special this year. Salmon was such a good price and nobody likes eating heavy food when it’s hot.’

Molly glanced at the window where the rain was running down the floor-to-ceiling glass in torrents. Ash laughed. ‘Well, it was hot last month.’

She went into the galley kitchen, followed by Bagel, while Molly sat on the sofa and sipped her whiskey. The  cat jumped lightly onto the deep windowsill and watched Ash as she slid the cutlets under the grill.

‘How’s Michelle?’ Ash called out to Molly. ‘I keep meaning to ring her but I’ve been so busy lately . . .’

‘She’s fine.’ Molly pushed herself out of the sofa and padded to the kitchen door. ‘She was complaining that she hasn’t seen much of you since the christening.’

‘It’s my fault,’ admitted Ash. ‘I keep saying that I’ll ring or call out there and I just don’t.’

‘You should.’ Molly watched while Ash tipped green beans, slivers of carrots and peppers into a wok. ‘It’s not as though she can drop everything and visit you, Ash.’

‘I know.’ Ash bent down to take plates out of the warm part of the oven. She stood up, pushed her hair out of her eyes and smiled apologetically at Molly. The older woman bit her lip. The gesture was pure Julia, she thought, as she looked at her niece. Even if Ash’s unusual combination of fair hair and brown eyes suggested somebody else completely.

‘Sit down and I’ll bring the food out,’ said Ash. ‘What train are you getting home, Molly?’

‘The later one,’ Molly told her. ‘We’ve plenty of time.’

‘Particularly since you were early.’

Molly smiled. ‘I knew you’d notice. I slowed down specially when I got to the quays but I wasn’t slow enough.’

‘I didn’t mind you being early,’ Ash lied. ‘Although you have to admit it was a bit out of character.’

‘I ran out of energy,’ said Molly. ‘I was standing in  Debenhams and there were hordes of people round me and I just thought that I’d had enough. But I bet I threw your timetable into total disarray.’

‘That’s how I feel in shops all the time. And I didn’t have a timetable.’ Ash handed her a pepper mill. ‘Here, eat your food.’

‘This looks delicious,’ said Molly. ‘You really didn’t have to go to all this trouble, Ash.’

‘It’s no trouble.’ Ash looked surprised. ‘I could do this in my sleep, Molly.’

‘I’m more interested in your waking life,’ Molly said. ‘Is there anyone in it now? Post-Kieran.’

Ash shrugged. ‘Brendan.’

‘Tell me about him,’ said Molly enthusiastically.

‘There’s nothing to tell,’ Ash said. ‘I like him but . . .’

‘But what?’ asked Molly.

‘But – oh, you know how it is. You meet someone at a party, you have a few drinks, they seem perfect . . .’ Ash sighed. ‘Then you go out with them a few times and you realise that they’re not.’

‘Oh, Aisling.’ Molly looked disappointed. ‘How long have you known him?’

‘A few weeks,’ Ash was noncommittal.

‘Is he good-looking?’

‘Molly, how he looks makes no difference,’ said Ash. ‘Maybe I just meet the wrong sort of man.’

‘Maybe you’re looking for the kind of man who doesn’t exist, Ash. You want somebody who’ll fit your life perfectly and that’ll never happen. There has to be a bit of give and take, you know.’

‘I know,’ Ash said sharply. ‘But I don’t want to do all of the giving and none of the taking.’

Molly’s expression was worried. ‘It would be nice, though, if you did find someone special soon,’ she said hopefully.

‘Oh, Molly!’ Ash laughed. ‘Just because Michelle is married with a squadron of kids! I’m happy, really I am.’

‘I don’t doubt you think you’re happy,’ said Molly.

‘But you don’t want to be on your own for ever. You can’t keep going through men like a box of tissues.’

‘Don’t be so old-fashioned.’ Ash dropped a flake of salmon onto the maple floor and Bagel, who’d been sitting under the table expectantly, ate it in one gulp.

‘It’s not old-fashioned,’ protested Molly.

‘I’m twenty-nine,’ said Ash. ‘I’ve loads of time to find Mr Perfect.’

‘I was married with three children at twenty-nine,’ said Molly acidly.

‘That was then,’ said Ash. She dropped another flake of salmon onto the floor.

‘What about Michelle?’ added Molly. ‘She has three of her own and she’s only a few months older than you.’

Ash shrugged. ‘She’s different to me. She’s your daughter, Molly. That’s why she’s into the whole family thing.’

‘I worry about you,’ Molly told her. ‘And don’t laugh at me for worrying about you, Ash.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of laughing at you,’ said Ash seriously. ‘But you’ve got to understand, Molly, that  I’m perfectly happy the way I am. I enjoy my work, I know loads of people and I can go out anytime I like—’

‘Then you come home to a solitary bed and your cat,’ finished Molly.

‘Not always.’ Ash’s eyes twinkled at her.

Molly flushed. ‘I don’t really want to know about your sex life,’ she said.

‘I’ve no intention of telling you about it either.’ Ash grinned at her. ‘I know we’ve always got on, Molly, but I draw the line at that. You don’t have to worry, I don’t sleep with all of the men in my life. And I quite enjoy spending evenings alone with my cat too.’

‘What worries me is that you seem utterly incapable of staying with anyone for any length of time,’ said Molly tartly. ‘I’m all for playing the field, Ash, and I agree that women now don’t have to settle down and start having kids at twenty. But you need someone.’

‘I haven’t met one special person,’ said Ash reasonably. ‘And I don’t need anyone. If I find a bloke, fine. If I don’t – so what?’

She stood up and took the plates into the kitchen. Bagel padded after her and mewed as she scraped her leftover salmon into his bowl. She rubbed his head and he purred furiously.

‘I don’t mean to nag you,’ said Molly as Ash came back into the living room.

‘I know.’ Ash looked at her appraisingly. ‘You’re just afraid I’ll end up like Julia, aren’t you?’

Molly flushed.

‘Oh, Molly, I can read you like a book!’ Ash laughed. ‘You know perfectly well that I’m nothing like Julia.’

‘In lots of ways you’re very like Julia,’ objected Molly.

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Ash hotly. ‘Much as I loved her, Molly, she was the most disorganised, flightiest, silliest woman I’ve ever known. I am certainly not like Julia.’

‘You’re not disorganised or silly, I’ll admit,’ said Molly.

‘I’m not flighty either,’ cried Ash.

‘Not in the sense that Julia was flighty,’ admitted Molly. ‘But she couldn’t settle with one man, Ash, and neither can you.’

‘For completely different reasons,’ Ash pointed out. ‘She started out on this free love thing. And then she did a one hundred and eighty degree turn and thought all men were prospective husbands! I’m not like that at all.’

‘Ash, you do the same thing as Julia only in a completely different way,’ said Molly.

‘That is so untrue,’ said Ash furiously. ‘I don’t sleep with hordes of men and I haven’t yet got pregnant by someone who I can’t even remember!’

There was an awkward silence.

‘Look, Molly,’ said Ash eventually. ‘I loved my mother to bits. She did her best for me no matter how daft she was. But she never settled in one place and she fell in love at the drop of a hat. Do you know how many blokes were in her life after I was born? I’ve lost count! And she really thought that each one of them was the right man for her.  When actually none of them were. It was insane, Molly. Absolutely insane.’

‘I know.’ Molly looked at her niece sympathetically.

‘And then she goes and does something incredibly stupid like—’ Ash broke off. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter now. Water under the bridge and all that sort of thing. But I’m telling you now and telling you for the last time, I will settle down with someone when I know for sure, when I’m absolutely certain that he’s the right one and the only one.’

Molly sighed. ‘I understand that, Ash. I really do.’

‘So we don’t need to talk about this any more, do we?’

‘I guess not.’ Molly shook her head.

‘Great.’ Ash stood up. ‘I’ll get the desserts. After such a healthy main course I thought you might like some pure indulgence.’ She went into the kitchen again. Bagel was sitting beside his empty bowl and he looked anxiously at her. ‘Still hungry?’ she asked. ‘Even after the salmon?’ She took a foil packet out of a cupboard and tore it across the top, making a face as the smell of cat food escaped. ‘This is so disgusting you’re bound to love it,’ she told the cat. ‘Liver and kidney with a touch of mouse.’ She emptied it into his bowl and he pushed her hand out of the way. She took two plain white plates from the dresser and eased her speciality, sticky toffee pudding, onto them.

‘You wretch!’ Molly smiled at her as she carried the plates to the table. ‘You know that’s not on my list of allowable items.’

‘Special treat,’ said Ash.

Molly dug her spoon into the pudding. It came apart in a waft of sweet sauce and golden sponge. ‘A minute on the lips,’ said Molly resignedly.

‘Oh, you probably walked it all off earlier,’ said Ash. ‘What did you buy today? Were there sales on?’

‘In some of the shops. I got some really pretty beach wraps, a gorgeous cashmere cardigan and a really lovely pair of trousers. Nice swimsuits too – I picked up a few in M and S.’

‘Molly, there are about a hundred bags in the corner. I wish I could stand being in shops, then I’d have more than just white T-shirts and black jeans in my wardrobe. What else did you buy?’

‘Oh, things for the children, you know. Tops. Sweatshirts. Jumpers. Lovely dresses. I love buying things for the kids, everything is so cute!’

‘I’m sure the boys won’t thank you for calling them cute,’ said Ash.

‘But Shay junior is only nine months old.’ Molly beamed. ‘You can buy some awfully cute things for babies. And I like to get things for the others too. Michelle hardly has the time and the other two are so fussy.’

Ash shrugged. Having lived with Michelle since she was eleven years old, Ash still found it hard to believe that her cousin had three children. She frowned as she tried to remember the ages of the other two.

‘Lucy is six and Brian is three,’ said Molly helpfully.

‘I knew that.’ Ash was annoyed that Molly knew what she was thinking. ‘Would you like some coffee?’

Molly nodded. Ash brought the cafetière in from the kitchen. When she’d poured the coffee, Bagel, who’d followed her, jumped onto her lap and started to knead her stomach furiously. Ash winced as his claws penetrated her cotton top.

Molly spooned some brown sugar into her coffee. ‘How’s business?’ she asked.

‘Booming.’ Ash liked talking about her business as a freelance chef. She worked mainly for corporate customers who needed people to cater for business lunches and dinners, although she also did a lot of cooking for private dinner parties. In the five years since she’d left the small restaurant where she started out, her business success had exceeded her wildest expectations. ‘I’m booked up every day. The summer was incredible. I thought things would drop off because they often do when it’s warm, but any slack on the lunchtime work was taken up by doing garden parties and things like that. Today I was baking for a rugby club fundraising do tonight. Fortunately I don’t have to be there. It’s all nibbles and someone will be along later to pick them up.’

‘What did you cook?’ asked Molly.

‘Party food,’ Ash told her. ‘Sausage rolls, vol-au-vents, pizza, that sort of thing.’

‘Is it profitable?’ asked Molly.

‘Very.’

‘And you’re kept busy.’

‘I’m so busy you just wouldn’t believe, Molly,’ said Ash. ‘I’m thinking of getting someone else with me but I’m not sure. I don’t want to lose the personal thing, you  know. And then you get someone working with you and next thing you know they’re pinching your clients – so I haven’t made up my mind yet.’

‘It might take some pressure off you, though,’ said Molly.

‘Maybe,’ Ash conceded. ‘But it brings a whole new set of pressures and I don’t know if I want them. The way things are now, I can be booked up every single day if I want. I try to keep a balance between regular bookings and special events.’

‘I wish I knew where you got it from,’ said Molly. ‘I can cook, but not like you, Ash. And Julia—’

‘Was good at takeaways,’ Ash interrupted her. ‘More coffee?’

Molly shook her head and changed the subject. ‘Any plans for Christmas yet?’

‘Give me a break, Molly, it’s only the end of September.’ Ash looked aghast.

‘I know you,’ said Molly. ‘If I open your diary you’ve probably got every day planned until December the twenty-fifth.’

‘I have my bookings filled in,’ said Ash defensively. ‘I have to do that, Molly. And they’re not in a diary, they’re on my computer. I’m a technology-minded chef, you know. I set up my own website last month.’

‘Whatever.’ Molly hated anything to do with computers. ‘You’ll still have it all planned. So what do you plan for Christmas?’

‘I always come to you, don’t I?’ said Ash. ‘The traditional O’Halloran-Rourke family gathering?’

Molly nodded.

‘So why should this year be any different?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Molly. ‘Maybe I think that you’re fed up with us.’

‘Of course not!’ Ash looked shocked. ‘Of course not,’ she repeated.

‘It’s just that you visit us less and less,’ said Molly. ‘Shay was only saying so the other day.’

‘Yes, well, I don’t often get the time to go to Drogheda,’ Ash said. ‘I’m too busy during the week and Saturdays – well, the last month I’ve had a function every single Saturday night. Which means that it’s late when I get up on Sundays and the train service isn’t all that wonderful . . .’

‘You don’t have to explain,’ said Molly. ‘I’m merely telling you that you don’t see us very often. That’s fine. You don’t have to.’

‘It’s not because I don’t want to,’ sh said. ‘It’s because I—’

‘I know,’ said Molly. ‘I do, Ash. Honestly.’

‘You don’t know,’ said Ash fiercely. ‘You think you know everything, Molly, but you don’t.’ She bit her lip. Bagel looked up at her and leaped from her lap. He sat by the window again while Ash folded and refolded the linen napkin she’d left on the table.

‘Michelle and her family are coming of course.’ Molly returned calmly to the subject of Christmas dinner. ‘And the boys and their wives.’

‘That’s a lot of people.’ Ash looked up from the napkin. ‘Are you sure you want that many people?’

‘I’ve done it before,’ said Molly. ‘When everyone was at home.’

‘I know,’ said Ash. ‘It was different then.’

‘It’s only a meal.’ Molly grinned. ‘You told me that, Ash, the first time you cooked for us.’

Ash’s smile wobbled slightly. ‘I remember.’

‘It was fantastic,’ said Molly.

‘Turkey isn’t difficult.’ Ash shrugged. ‘Let’s face it, you just shove it in the oven and leave it there. Christmas dinner is all about timing, nothing else.’

‘Who better than you, in that case?’ said Molly wryly. ‘But I promise you, Ash, you don’t have to cook. You’ll be sick of it by then anyway, I’m sure.’

‘Probably,’ admitted Ash. ‘But I like doing it, Molly. I feel—’

‘You don’t have to do it because you want to be useful,’ said Molly. ‘Or out of some misguided sense of gratitude.’

Ash felt her cheeks redden.

‘I love you,’ said Molly. ‘When you love someone you don’t have to keep doing things to prove it.’

‘You did rather a lot for me,’ said Ash.

‘You’re Julia’s daughter,’ said Molly. ‘What did you expect?’

Ash sighed. ‘It’s just that I sometimes wonder what it’d be like not to have been Julia’s daughter.’ She rubbed the back of her neck. ‘When your mother was like Julia – well, you can see how people would look at you and expect you to do something odd sooner or later.’

‘I suppose Michelle’s said something,’ surmised Molly.

‘Michelle is always saying something,’ said Ash ruefully.

‘Don’t let it bother you,’ advised Molly.

‘I don’t,’ said Ash. ‘I know she’s your daughter, Molly, but she gets under my skin sometimes.’

‘I know,’ said Molly.

‘Is there anything you don’t know?’ asked Ash. Molly laughed. ‘I don’t know how I’m going to get out of this chair and back to the train station. I haven’t eaten as much in ages.’

Ash laughed too. ‘I’m glad you enjoyed it,’ she said.

‘You’d want to be insane not to enjoy your food,’ said Molly ruefully. She yawned then stood up from the table. ‘Give Michelle a call, Ash. She’d love to hear from you.’

‘Sure,’ said Ash. ‘I will.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘You’ve loads of time.’

‘I’m trying to be more like you,’ said Molly. ‘Punctual to the second! Besides, with this rain . . .’

‘You should get a taxi,’ said Ash. ‘I’ll phone.’

‘It’s a ten-minute walk to Amiens Street at the most,’ Molly told her. ‘You’re out of your mind if you think a taxi will call here just to cross the river.’

‘Maybe,’ said Ash. ‘But let me come with you. I can carry some bags.’

‘You don’t have to.’

‘No. I want to.’ Ash took a long waxed jacket from the coat stand. ‘I haven’t been outside today, the walk will do me good.’

‘What about the person collecting the party food?’  asked Molly. ‘Won’t you need to be in the apartment in case they call?’

Ash glanced at her watch. ‘Not for another hour,’ she told Molly. ‘It’s fine.’

Molly shrugged and then waited as Ash turned off all the electrical equipment in the apartment. ‘You’re only going to be out for a few minutes,’ she told her niece. ‘You don’t need to unplug the TV.’

‘I know. But I feel better if I do.’ Ash took as many bags as she could and pressed the lift button. ‘Come on,’ she told Molly. ‘It takes about five seconds. And I’ll be with you, you don’t need to worry.’

‘I just don’t like it,’ said Molly. ‘I’m not worried.’

She got into the lift with Ash and squeezed her eyes closed while the lift glided downwards.

‘I like it that you’re afraid,’ Ash told her as they got out on the ground floor. ‘It makes you seem human.’

‘Me – human!’ Molly laughed nervously. ‘I’m super-human, girl, didn’t you know? Raising all of you? What else would you call it?’

Ash smiled. ‘Super-human. Naturally.’ She pushed open the door to the apartment building and looked out. ‘Not too bad,’ she told Molly. ‘Drizzling, but otherwise OK.’

Molly followed her outside. The lights along the quayside reflected onto the puddles of water on the street as well as onto the black water of the River Liffey. On the other side of the river the buildings of the financial services centre were bathed in the green and white lights that played on the façades. The wind was  easterly, from the mouth of the river, and Ash shivered as she scurried across the road, Molly’s bags bumping against her legs.

They walked quickly and in silence past the entrance to the gleaming office buildings and along Amiens Street to the mainline train station.

‘Plenty of time,’ said Ash as they entered the concourse.

‘Told you.’ Molly smiled at her. ‘Thanks for dinner, Ash.’

‘You’re welcome.’

‘You will phone Michelle?’

‘I told you I would.’

‘And you’re OK for Christmas?’

‘Molly, I’ll definitely be talking to you before then.’

‘You’ll look after yourself, Ash, won’t you?’

Ash nodded. ‘Sure, I will.’

‘And maybe you’ll even give this Brendan guy a chance?’

‘Oh, Molly!’ Ash looked at her in exasperation.

Molly smiled. ‘Sorry, sorry. It’s your life. I know.’

‘Yes,’ said Ash firmly. ‘Please don’t worry about me, Molly. I’m fine. I always have been.’

‘I know.’

‘So, here, take your bags and get on your train. Tell Shay I was asking for him. And Rob, if you see him.’

‘I see Rob every day, Ash.’

Ash shrugged. ‘Well, you know, tell everyone I was asking for them.’

‘It’s not much of a journey,’ said Molly. ‘You know you can come anytime.’

‘I’d probably come more if it was more of a journey,’ said Ash wryly. ‘When people aren’t that far away you tend not to bother. I’m sorry, Molly. I will try and visit before Christmas. But you know you can come and stay with me anytime you like.’

Molly nodded. ‘I know.’

‘Great.’ Ash kissed her on the cheek. ‘It was really lovely to see you.’

‘And you,’ said Molly.

‘Talk soon,’ said Ash.

Molly nodded and walked towards the train.




Chapter 2

Pizza ai Funghi

Dough, mozzarella cheese, tomatoes, mixed herbs, mushrooms

Bake at 200° C for 20/30 minutes


The rain was coming down more heavily again and Ash pulled her jacket round her neck as she hurried back to the apartment. Traffic was heavy at the Matt Talbot Bridge and she grimaced as the rain was swept against her face by the wind. Her hair was getting wetter by the minute too.

The lights at the junction changed and she ran across the bridge, not looking at the churning river. A container lorry drove past her, spraying her with water.

‘Oh, bloody hell!’ she cried as a mini tidal wave engulfed her, soaking her from head to toe. ‘Bloody, bloody hell!’ She sprinted the rest of the way back to the apartment still cursing the rain and the lorry driver under her breath.

Viking Quay was one of the smaller blocks that had sprung up as private development of the waterside areas  of the city had begun. Ash had bought her apartment on the top floor just before prices had spiralled beyond belief, though it had still been shockingly expensive. One of the reasons she worked as hard as she did was to meet the mortgage payments that took such a chunk out of her earnings every month. But she loved having her own place and Molly had encouraged her to buy although Ash knew that her aunt had hated the idea of her moving out of the house in Drogheda. But Ash had to move; she knew she couldn’t stay with the Rourkes for ever.

She opened the door of the block and stepped into the lift, smiling as she thought of Molly’s aversion to it. Strange that Molly should hate it so much, Ash mused, when she was such a practical sort of person.

Bagel was mewing behind the apartment door. He wove his slinky body around Ash’s legs as she walked in and purred frantically when she leaned down and scratched him behind the ears. She looked round the apartment anxiously, then relaxed.

‘A shower for me,’ she told him as she took off her coat. ‘I’m cold and I’m wet, Bagel, and I hate it when those bastards in lorries drive too fast in the rain and don’t give a toss about pedestrians.’

The bedroom and bathroom in Ash’s apartment were on a mezzanine level. She hurried up the wooden stairs, peeling off her top as she went. Bagel followed, almost tripping her up when she reached the top of the stairs. She threw her clothes onto the bed and walked, naked, into the white tiled bathroom. She turned the water to its hottest so that the mirrors and the glass shower door  steamed up almost instantly. Then she stood under the jet of water and let it run through her hair.

Molly was right, she didn’t visit Drogheda often enough. Worst of all, she’d been to Belfast the previous Friday and she could have stopped on the way back to Dublin and visited Molly, Shay and the rest of the Rourkes. She’d even thought about it very fleetingly. But she’d made excuses – that she had a job on Saturday, that it was late, that she hadn’t called in advance to tell them she’d be there. She knew that these were only excuses because Molly and Shay would have loved her to simply drop in. I don’t do that, she reminded herself as she added conditioner to her hair. I don’t drop in unannounced.

Unlike Julia. Ash shivered as she thought about her mother. Julia, who’d gone through life dropping in unannounced. Julia, who couldn’t bear organisation and planning and having things mapped out for her. Go with the flow had been Julia’s motto. Ash shook her head. She hadn’t thought about her mother in ages; it had been Molly’s visit that had brought some of the memories back.

Well, she wasn’t going to think about Julia now. She took her robe from the hook on the back of the bathroom door, rubbed her hair vigorously with the fluffy white and blue striped towel, then draped it neatly back on the towel rail so that the edges of each side were perfectly aligned. Very non-Julia. She smiled to herself as she checked it again.

Bagel was sitting on the bed, his head on her jumper. He looked up at her, his green eyes wondering if she’d be  mad at him for getting silver cat hairs on her black cashmere. He leaped from the bed and ran past her. Ash sighed and plucked the cat hairs from the jumper before folding it neatly and putting it away. Then she went downstairs.

She walked into the kitchen and shrieked. Bagel was sitting on the table, sniffing at the pizzas. She scooped him up and dropped him on the floor.

‘You devil! Have you touched any of them?’ She surveyed the food. The cat had taken a bite out of one pizza but the rest looked untouched. ‘You little git!’ she shouted at him. ‘These weren’t for you! And I gave you salmon earlier!’

She looked at them more closely. It looked like he’d only sampled one, but there were half a dozen others beside it and Ash knew that she couldn’t take the chance. She visualised the headlines if she did. ‘Chef kills partygoers with deadly pizzas. Blames cat.’ Her business would go down the toilet. She scooped up the ones she thought he’d sniffed at and threw them away.

‘Little bastard,’ she muttered as he stalked into the living room, his tail high in the air. All the same, she said to herself as she packed the remaining pizzas into boxes, that’ll teach me not to get so caught up in things that I forget that I’ve left unprotected food and a cat in the same apartment. She couldn’t believe she’d actually done that. Usually she would have checked. But when Molly had started talking about Julia . . . Ash sighed deeply; she wished they hadn’t talked about Julia. She didn’t even want to think about Julia right now.

She’d just snapped the lid onto the last container when  the buzzer sounded. Laura Pearson, who was calling to pick up the food, was early too. What was it with people today!

Ash pressed the button to let her in. In the meantime she raced upstairs and pulled on a warm red jumper and pair of jeans.

‘Hi.’ She opened the door just as Laura arrived.

‘Hi.’ Laura shivered. ‘Horrible, horrible weather.’

‘I know,’ said Ash. ‘Is your car outside?’

Laura nodded.

‘OK,’ said Ash. ‘I’ve done everything you ordered. Plus, I’ve thrown in a few extra samosas. They’re light curry and I know that the blokes love them.’

‘You pet,’ said Laura. ‘I just hope they all turn up.’

‘I’m sure they will.’ Ash packed the containers into a big box for Laura to carry to the car. ‘What time are you starting?’

‘Oh, some of them are in the bar already,’ said Laura. ‘It’s casual.’ She took her chequebook out of her bag. ‘Will I make this payable to you?’

Ash shook her head. ‘Celtic Dream Food,’ she told Laura. ‘That’s the name of my company.’

‘Oh, right.’ Laura wrote the cheque. ‘Don’t lodge it too quickly,’ she told Ash. ‘Or else it’ll bounce.’

‘It better not.’ Ash threw a baleful glance at Bagel who was curled up on the sofa, completely oblivious of her. ‘I’ve a mortgage to pay and a cat to feed. Thanks for the order, Laura. Let me know how things go.’

‘I’m sure the food will be fine.’ Laura sighed. ‘Let’s face it, they’ll eat anything really.’

Ash laughed. ‘That’s my ego shattered!’

‘I didn’t mean—’ Laura broke off in confusion. ‘I’m sure they’ll love the food.’

‘Have a good night,’ said Ash. ‘Drive carefully in this weather.’

‘I will.’ Laura lifted the box and grunted.

‘Can you manage?’ asked Ash. ‘Do you want a hand to the car?’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Laura made a face at her. ‘I raised two bloody rugby players, didn’t I? I have the strength.’

Ash called the lift for her and then looked out of the landing window to make sure that Laura managed to get the box into the car without difficulty. When Laura had driven away, she went back to the apartment.

‘Peace at last,’ she said to Bagel as she flopped onto the sofa. She flicked through the newspaper to look at the TV listings and the phone rang. She groaned.

‘Hello.’

‘Hi, Ash.’

‘Jodie, how’s it going?’

‘Not bad. Well, OK.’

Jodie worked with Ash whenever Ash was catering for enough people to need a waitress. Most of the time she did, and Jodie had been working with her for the past two years. When Jodie wasn’t being a waitress she sang the blues in one of the Temple Bar restaurants where she hoped that, one day, she’d be noticed by someone who’d offer her a huge contract leading to fame and, hopefully, fortune.

‘Only OK?’ Ash said. ‘What’s the problem?’

‘It’s not a big problem,’ said Jodie. ‘Not insurmountable, Ash, but . . .’

‘But what?’ asked Ash impatiently.

‘I’ve sprained my wrist,’ confessed Jodie. ‘I’m sorry. I slipped, landed awkwardly and it’s pretty sore.’

‘Just a sprain?’ asked Ash.

‘Well, yes, but I’m struggling to use it,’ Jodie said. ‘It’ll probably be OK by next week but I thought I’d better warn you. We’re doing Chatham’s on Monday, aren’t we?’

‘Yes,’ said Ash. ‘That’s not so bad, Jodie, there’s only eight of them.’

‘I know. And I’ll be able to manage, I know I will. I might just be a little slow, that’s all.’

‘Let me know tomorrow if it’s a real problem,’ Ash told her. ‘I could always get Margaret or Seamus to do it.’

There was a pause. Jodie didn’t want anyone else to do her job. Ash paid well and she made a lot more money working for her than she did singing in Temple Bar. ‘I’ll be fine,’ she assured Ash.

‘OK. Well, call me tomorrow anyway.’

‘Sure,’ said Jodie. Her voice brightened. ‘Why don’t you come to the restaurant tonight? I’m on in about twenty minutes.’

Ash glanced at the clock. It was after nine. She didn’t feel like going out again and, besides, she wanted a night at home. ‘I’m having a night in,’ she told Jodie. ‘Me and Bagel are curled up on the sofa watching the telly.’

‘Oh, Aisling!’ For a moment Ash could almost believe  she was talking to Molly again. ‘I swear to God you prefer that cat to humans.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ said Ash mildly.

‘Why don’t you give Brendan a call?’ suggested Jodie. ‘I can’t believe you’re not going out with him on a Saturday night.’

‘I don’t want to see him,’ said Ash sharply. ‘And I certainly don’t want to give him a call.’

‘Why not? He’s your boyfriend, isn’t he?’

‘I don’t want to go out with Brendan tonight,’ said Ash firmly.

‘Come to the restaurant then,’ begged the younger girl. ‘You shouldn’t be at home on your own at the weekend.’

‘I’m alone by choice,’ Ash said. ‘It’s not something that’s been forced on me. Besides,’ her tone was warmer, ‘my aunt was here earlier and I walked to the train with her. I got soaked, I’ve just had a shower and I honestly don’t feel like getting dressed again.’

‘Oh, all right.’ Jodie conceded defeat. ‘It’s just that I don’t like to think of you being lonely.’

‘Jodie, being alone doesn’t mean being lonely,’ said Ash. ‘I’m fine. I’ll see you on Monday.’

‘OK,’ said Jodie. ‘But I’m going to insist that you go out next weekend.’

Most nights Bagel went out, but the wind and the rain meant that when Ash opened the kitchen window to allow him outside the cat turned round and immediately ran upstairs. I should have just chucked you out of the window, she muttered to his retreating tail, for nibbling  on that pizza. And cats aren’t supposed to like olives or cheese!

The kettle, which she’d filled earlier, clicked itself off and she took down a jar of instant hot chocolate. She heaped three large spoonfuls into her mug and poured hot water over it. Then, to undo all of the good work that its being fat-free might have given her, she broke off a square of Cadbury’s milk chocolate and dropped it into the drink. She wrapped her hands round the mug as she carried it back to the living room and sat down. She hoped nobody else would ring tonight. She really and truly did want to be on her own even though all of the magazines and books she read told her that she should be out there having a good time, swilling Chardonnay and meeting Mr Right. Or, at the very worst, sitting in with all her best friends to moan about the fact that she wasn’t out there having a good time, swilling Chardonnay and meeting Mr Right. Oh well, she thought as she ate a piece of chocolate, at least I’m comfort eating.

Bagel woke her the following morning, kneading her stomach with his claws and mewing raucously to tell her that he wanted to go out. Ash blinked a couple of times and then realised that the rain and the clouds had cleared away – she could see clear blue through the skylight of her bedroom.

She pushed the duvet from the bed and pulled her dressing gown round her. Bagel raced down the stairs ahead of her and jumped onto the windowsill.

‘Wait,’ she said as he head-butted the glass. ‘For goodness’ sake, give me a minute! And, by the way, don’t think I’ve forgiven you for last night yet.’

The cat stepped outside, then leaped gracefully onto a nearby ledge and ran vertically up the wall to the roof. Sometimes he wandered across the roof and sat on the bedroom skylight, which both amused and terrified Ash.

She yawned and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. These last two weeks had been so busy she hadn’t had time to relax. She’d had a lunch every day and a dinner almost every night and she knew that she was stretching herself too thin. But when you worked for yourself and you only got paid every time you cooked a meal the temptation was to accept every booking. Jodie encouraged her to take every booking too, on the basis that Ash would never know just when she might have a very important guest who could take her on as a private chef. Jodie thought that Ash agreed with her that working as a private chef would be great, but Ash didn’t think so. She liked having the freedom to plan for herself, to be in control of her own work every day. If she worked for someone else then she’d have to listen to their ideas of what was a good menu, stick to their faddish eating habits, do things someone else’s way. Ash didn’t want that.

She went upstairs and stepped under the shower, this time protecting her blonde hair under a shower cap. She didn’t feel fully awake until she’d stood under the jet of water but too much washing made her fine hair unmanageable. On Sundays she liked to have breakfast in Bewley’s in Grafton Street. She would buy the papers on  her way, sit at one of the dark wooden tables and read the supplements while drinking their frothy coffee and eating fresh croissants. Sometimes, in the depths of winter, she’d even have a mixed grill for breakfast and feel guilty about it for ages afterwards.

Since she’d met Brendan he’d often joined her for her Sunday breakfast. At first she’d enjoyed his company but now he seemed to take it for granted that they’d meet every Sunday and Ash didn’t want to meet him every Sunday. She didn’t quite know why because, despite the fact that they enjoyed different things, he was fun to be with and had a nice sense of humour. Everyone said that it was important to have a boyfriend with a good sense of humour. It was practically mandatory in the Lonely Hearts columns. And it was a refreshing change from Kieran who’d had no sense of humour whatsoever.

She opened the kitchen window and whistled for Bagel. There was no sign of him and she hadn’t really expected that there would be. When he spent the night in he always liked to prowl around for a few hours the following day. Besides, he knew that she was still pissed off with him. She closed the window again and pulled on her fleece. Then she checked the apartment.

Ash knew that what she did was irrational. But she couldn’t help it, she was afraid that if she forgot to check one item before she went out it would bring her bad luck. Last night, going to the train with Molly, she’d worried that she’d left the immersion heater switched on and she’d been afraid that the whole thing would explode from overheating before she got back. She’d worried about  it all the way to the train station and back again even though she knew that she was being stupid.

She began her ritual by ensuring she’d switched off the central heating. She checked to see that the taps weren’t dripping. She checked that all the right electrical sockets were switched off. And, finally, she checked to make sure that the kitchen worktop surfaces were clear of any mess and that the alarm was on. One day, she murmured, as she clicked off the socket to the kettle, I’ll walk out and leave everything switched on. One day. But not today.

She loved the streets of the city on Sunday mornings. When she’d first bought the apartment there were very few people around before midday. But in the last couple of years the streets were busier and Ash loved the buzz that they created. She walked past Trinity College where a couple of American tourists were arguing about whether or not they’d have to queue to see the famous Book of Kells, past the bronze statue of Molly Malone – Ash’s aunt emphatically denied being named after the city’s most famous probable prostitute – and along the red-brick pavement of Grafton Street, with its cornucopia of shops where she bought her newspaper supply. Ash loved the Sunday papers. She bought the Irish ones and the English ones and sometimes, to keep up the Italian she’d learned in school, she bought the Italian ones too.

There was an autumn theme to the Grafton Street window displays, she noticed, and the clothes were now in muted shades of green and grey. She stopped in front of Brown Thomas and wished she could justify spending  nearly a thousand pounds on a red wool coat with a black velvet collar which she knew would look well on her. She pulled the warm grey fleece round her. Better value at a tenth of the price, she told herself, and probably far more practical.

Bewley’s Café was as noisy and clattery as always and enticed her with its aroma of freshly ground coffee. She looked around for Brendan and saw him checking out the coffee display.

‘Hi, Ash!’ He waved at her. ‘You’re late.’

She looked at her watch. She was exactly on time. She was always exactly on time. Why was it that people were suddenly turning up early?

‘Hi,’ she said, turning her head slightly as he kissed her so that his lips brushed her cheek and not her lips as he’d intended.

‘I’m starving,’ he told her. ‘I’m having everything. How about you?’

She shook her head. ‘Coffee and croissants.’

‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get a table.’

She chose a table in the corner while he ordered their food.

‘Guess what?’ He beamed at her.

‘What?’

He reached into his jacket and pulled out an envelope. ‘That’s what.’

She looked at him in surprise and slid her finger under the flap of the envelope. A shiny blue ticket folder was inside.

‘Go on.’ Brendan grinned. ‘Open it.’

The tickets were to the Canaries. They were made out in her name and in Brendan’s.

‘What on earth is this about?’ Her brown eyes looked at him in puzzlement.

‘What do you think?’ He laughed. ‘It’s a holiday. I’ve booked it.’

‘You’ve what!’ She stared at him.

‘You said last week that you hated the idea of autumn and the evenings closing in and the weather getting cooler. Not, mind you, that anyone expected it would get this cold this quickly! A friend of mind works in the travel agent’s. He told me about this deal and I took it.’

‘For us?’

‘We’re the named parties. It’ll be great fun.’

‘Brendan, I can’t possibly go on holiday with you,’ said Ash.

‘Of course you can,’ he said.

‘I have a business to run,’ she told him. ‘When I take holidays I have to work it out very carefully.’

‘Oh, live a little,’ he said carelessly.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Live a little, Ash. Sometimes you’re so tensed up. I know you’ve got your own business. So have lots of people these days. But they find that it gives them more flexibility, not less.’ Brendan worked in a credit union.

‘Don’t be so silly,’ said Ash tartly. ‘I can’t believe you just went and did this, Brendan.’

‘I did it because I want to be with you,’ he said. He reached across the table and took her hand. ‘I really care about you, Ash.’

She swallowed. She liked him even though they were so different. But she didn’t like him enough to go on holiday with him. And she definitely didn’t like the way he thought she would drop everything and do what he wanted. Who the hell did he think he was?

‘I love you,’ he said.

‘You hardly know me.’

‘I want to spend more time with you. Alone. That’s why I booked it.’

‘Look, Brendan, I’m really sorry.’ Ash bit her lip. ‘I – I’ m flattered that you feel like this. I really am. But I’m not ready to do something like this with you.’

‘What do you mean, something like this?’ he demanded.

‘Going on holiday.’

‘But—’

‘You should have asked me first.’

‘And what would you have said?’

She bit her lip. ‘I’d have said no.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m not ready.’

‘It’s only a bloody holiday! It’s not a declaration of undying love,’ he said.

‘You said you loved me just now,’ she pointed out.

‘I know. And I do. But it’s still only a holiday. Ash, you can’t possibly ask me to cancel it.’

‘Brendan, I didn’t ask you to book it.’

He stared at her. ‘Most girls would love to be taken on holiday.’

‘I’m not most girls,’ she said.

‘I know.’ He sighed. ‘I’m sorry. That was patronising. Look, Ash, think about it. Don’t just say no without thinking about it.’

She pushed her blonde hair behind her ears. ‘I have been thinking about it,’ she told him. ‘I’d been thinking about us, anyway. And I don’t think it’s working out, Brendan.’

‘What?’

‘I like you,’ she said. ‘You’re fun to be with. But, well . . .’ She shrugged.

‘I don’t believe you.’ He looked at her in surprise. ‘You’re breaking up with me? Because I booked a holiday?’

‘Not really. But—’

‘I just wanted for us to have a good time together. I thought it would be fun.’

‘It’s not that it wouldn’t be fun,’ she told him. ‘But I—’

‘You just don’t want to have fun!’ He stared at her. ‘You don’t give a shit about me, do you? You never really did.’

She sighed. ‘It’s not like that.’

‘I don’t bloody well know what it’s like then,’ he said finally.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

He was silent. He picked up the navy blue wallet. ‘Thanks for letting me make a complete arse of myself.’

‘You didn’t,’ said Ash. ‘I know you probably feel bad about it now, Brendan, but I swear to you I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m not ready for the commitment thing.’

‘It was only a damned holiday.’

‘I know.’

‘I thought you enjoyed being with me,’ said Brendan. ‘I thought we had fun.’

‘We do. We did. It’s just that I’m not ready to be with anyone long-term.’

‘I’d hardly call us long-term,’ he said.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again.

‘Right.’ Brendan got up from the table just as the waitress arrived with his breakfast. He took twenty pounds from his wallet. ‘This should cover it,’ he said.

‘I’ll pay,’ said Ash hastily.

‘Don’t bother,’ he snapped.

‘Goodbye, Brendan,’ she said as he turned and walked away.

She sat for five minutes before leaving the café, skimming through the newspaper headlines and trying to ignore the rapid beating of her heart and the tingling sensation at the tip of her nose. But the words on the pages were just a jumble of letters and she knew that she couldn’t sit still for very much longer.

She walked out of the café and hurried down Grafton Street. I’m OK, she told herself. I’m calm. I’m relaxed. I’m fine.

She stepped off the pavement at Suffolk Street and jumped back again as the driver of a Rover blasted her with the horn. She hadn’t noticed him, hadn’t realised that the lights were against her. He was gesticulating at her, angry that she’d stepped out in front of him, probably relieved that he hadn’t run her over.

Stay calm, she told herself as she waited for the lights to change. Stay cool. There’s no need to get hassled.

But she could feel the panic welling up inside her. She could hear her heart beating faster and feel her legs begin to tremble and then the sudden sensation of floating out of her body that always scared her. She clenched her fists until she could feel her nails digging into her palms.

You’re OK, she said under her breath. You’re fine, you’re OK, you’ve nothing to worry about.

Her lips were starting to tingle now and her heart was skipping beats. She told herself that it wasn’t really skipping beats, Dr Mullen had explained it all to her years ago. And she’d read a lot about it since then. She knew that it was the adrenaline rushing through her body that made her feel the way she felt. There was no other physical reason. She wasn’t going to faint, she wasn’t going to collapse and she wasn’t having a heart attack. Dr Mullen had told her that a heart attack was like a golf bag thrown onto your chest. She didn’t feel as though a golf bag had been thrown onto her chest.

She recited recipes as she walked alongside Trinity College, along Poolbeg Street, towards George’s Quay. Reciting recipes helped her to focus on the fact that she wasn’t about to die.

Chicken main courses. She was good at chicken main courses. Chicken breasts. With pasta. Chilli pepper. Cumin. Oregano. Red peppers. Garlic. Chopped tomatoes. Fromage frais. Fresh basil. Put the chicken in a food bag with oil, the spices, herbs and seasoning. Rub together. Leave for a while. Cook pasta. Stir peppers and  garlic in heated oil. Mix tomatoes and peppers in some water. Cook for five minutes. Add basil and fromage frais. Add pasta. Sizzle chicken strips on pre-heated pan. Turn. Serve on top of pasta. That was a comfort recipe. An easy one. Looked good, didn’t take long.

She crossed the road at City Quay and began to count her footsteps. Counting was her other way of dealing with the panic attack. She knew it was exactly six hundred and three paces to her apartment. Five hundred and ninety, she said under her breath as she passed the office building next door. Six hundred. And one. And two. Six hundred and three. Her hands were shaking as she put the key in the lock. She forced herself to breathe slowly, to calm herself down. Finally the door was open, she ran up the stairs, let herself into the apartment and grabbed the brown paper bag that was on the side unit.

She held the bag to her face and breathed in and out. She always felt stupid doing this, as though she was a fraud. There was nothing wrong with her. She didn’t have a fatal disease. She didn’t have asthma, emphysema or cardiac problems. She was simply hyperventilating. Dr Mullen said it was nothing to be ashamed of. Lots of people hyperventilated when they were worried or anxious or upset. When she’d been younger, when Molly had brought her back to Ireland, it had happened a lot. Now the attacks were much rarer but they still scared her all the same. Mostly they happened when she broke up with someone, or if she was very late for an event or, sometimes, after she’d met Michelle.

But breaking up with someone shouldn’t upset her any  more. She’d broken up with so many people by now that it should be easy! What would Brendan think if he could see her now with her head stuck in a paper bag? He’d be glad he’d managed to make her feel this way, she supposed, and she couldn’t really blame him. It was a nice gesture, booking the holiday. It really was. But he shouldn’t have done it. He shouldn’t have tried to pressurise her. She didn’t like being pressurised. Anyway, she thought as she finally took the bag away from her face, they would have split up sooner or later. And better now, before she got to care for him too much. Before she got some mad idea like maybe he was The One. Before she made a complete fool of herself. Like Julia.

Besides, this feeling only lasted a few hours. It was horrible when it was happening but she could cope with it. And she knew she could cope because she’d learned to cope. She’d had to.




Chapter 3

Chicken with Tarragon

Chicken, lemon, tarragon, white wine, crème fraîche


Roast at 200° C until cooked through (a little over an hour)


Sometimes Ash got up very early and went to the fruit and vegetable market in Smithfield. She liked wandering around the stalls, looking at huge boxes of vegetables and breathing in the smell of bananas, oranges and ripening fruit. She liked the noise and the bustle and the fact that the market was so close to the Four Courts and the legal centre of Dublin. The contrast between the greengrocers appraising the merchandise and the legal eagles striding around the streets later on in the day always amused her. And she liked, too, the fact that it was an area of the city that had been regenerated over the last few years, with new apartment blocks and people living in renovated buildings that had once been derelict.

But Smithfield was usually for the high summer months,  when she used lots and lots of salads and enjoyed getting out of bed at dawn. Once September came, Ash reverted to buying her fruit and vegetables in Moore Street, which was where the people who’d gone to Smithfield earlier actually sold their goods. Fruit and vegetables were inexpensive in Moore Street and Ash wouldn’t have dreamed of buying them anywhere else.

For the lunch she was doing at Chatham’s stockbrokers on Monday morning, Ash had planned chicken with tarragon sauce, green peas and baby potatoes. Chatham’s didn’t want anything heavy for their once a month board meeting lunch, and Ash had a rota system of six different dishes which she cooked for them. As well as the regular lunch, though, she also cooked for them whenever they entertained clients, which was usually at least one other day during the month. But not everyone came to those lunches and she had a different set of menus for them.

She liked her bookings with Chatham’s. The people were friendly and relaxed and they paid her well. Some of the partners had also asked her to do the catering for them when they had dinner parties at home, which was even more lucrative. And potentially the most lucrative of all, Ash thought, as she turned on her computer before going out to pick up her produce, was the fact that she had an account with Chatham’s stockbrokers which allowed her to buy and sell shares for herself.

She’d asked Kate Coleman, the girl who had first booked her to do the lunches five years earlier, exactly what buying and selling shares was all about. And Kate  had explained it to her and told her that, in the long term, shares were nearly always a good investment.

‘I don’t have any long-term money,’ Ash had said gloomily. ‘Right now I don’t even have any short-term money.’

‘When you have you should buy some,’ Kate advised her.

By the end of that year, Ash had amassed more savings than she’d expected because her career as a self-employed chef had really taken off. It wasn’t a huge sum but it could have paid for a very nice holiday. Instead, she’d kept Kate’s words in her mind and she’d listened at the lunches when the partners were talking about different companies and how well they were doing and what that might mean for the share price. She started to read the financial pages of the newspaper and relate the stories she saw there to the discussions that she heard at lunchtime. She never tried to eavesdrop on the partners, but if she heard an interesting piece of information she stored it away in her head.

At Christmas, when Kate gave her an envelope which was an additional gift cheque for her work during the year, Ash asked her about opening an account. Kate told her it was a great idea and set it up for her with Steve Proctor, one of the junior dealers. Ash, having decided that interest rates were coming down and that that was good news for anyone in the financial sector, bought some shares in the major banks. By January, she was in profit. By February, she’d made enough to go on a much more expensive holiday than she could have done previously. By July,  she’d made enough to go away again during the winter. Sometimes, though, she lost money and she’d feel panicky and scared. But she kept Kate’s words in her head, that it was a long-term investment, and she never put more than a few hundred pounds into shares.

She clicked on the folder called ‘my portfolio’. She always smiled to herself at the term portfolio, which sounded far too grand for what it really was, but all of the stockbrokers called their clients’ holdings portfolios and so that was what she called it too. It was linked into prices that were fed from the stock exchange through to Chatham’s which meant that, at a glance, she could see whether her shares had gone up or down in value. Ash got a kick out of watching her share prices move even though, in the whole scheme of things, it wasn’t that much money.

There were no big moves so far today so she closed ‘my portfolio’ and opened the Chatham company folder instead. She’d known it was the chicken and tarragon month but she wanted to check all the same. Ash knew that she had a reputation for thoroughness. She liked to live up to it. She printed off the menu with the little boxes beside it where she filled in the price of everything she’d bought and folded the sheet of paper into her Filofax. Despite her love of technology, Ash hadn’t quite got around to an electronic personal organiser yet. She put the Filofax beside her bag while she did her check of the apartment. Then she picked up her bag, checked to make sure that her purse was in it, and opened the door of the apartment.

Bagel came running up the stairs and she swore as she nearly tripped over him. ‘Where did you come from?’ she demanded. ‘I opened the kitchen window for you earlier but you couldn’t be bothered to show up! You’ll make me late.’ The cat wound himself round her legs. ‘And who let you in the front door?’ she asked. ‘You know I hate you wandering outside the front of the apartment block and along the quays.’ Bagel’s green eyes regarded her thoughtfully. ‘I suppose you want food,’ Ash said as he bounded into the apartment and headed directly for his bowl. She opened a fresh tin of tuna and salmon and heaped some into it. ‘here,’ she said. ‘Enjoy.’

Bagel stuck his face into the food and began eating. Ash sighed. ‘You are a pig,’ she told his round body. ‘An absolute pig. I asked for a cat and I got a porker in disguise. An insane pizza-stealing porker!’ And if anyone heard me talking out loud to you right now, she thought ruefully, they’d probably have me admitted to the funny farm. ‘Goodbye,’ she said as she let herself out again. ‘Behave yourself until I get back. Fortunately you haven’t yet learned to open the fridge.’ Or they’d think of me as a poor, demented single girl living a sad and solitary life with her cat, she murmured aloud, and then wondered if they’d be right.

There was a new receptionist at the desk in Chatham’s. Ash had to wait while the girl checked with Kate that Ash was who she said she was. I wonder if she thinks I’m going to hold the place to ransom with a bag of tomatoes and some overripe bananas, mused  Ash. It was an interesting image but, before she had time to plan her takeover, the receptionist handed her a swipe card that allowed her access to the fourth floor where the dining room and kitchen were located. The real work went on in Chatham’s on the second floor where, Ash knew, they huddled in front of computer screens for ten or twelve hours a day.

Ash shuddered at the idea of sitting in front of a computer screen from eight in the morning until eight at night. She couldn’t imagine anything more soul-destroying than working with numbers all day long. She could understand the buzz they got when the shares they bought went up – she got a buzz out of that herself – but all day, every day! That was surely more than most people could take.

She put down her bags at the security door on the fourth floor and swiped her card. The door clicked open and she carried the bags into the kitchen. Her job was much more satisfying than reading pages and pages of research before buying and selling, she thought. She could pick up her ingredients and look at them. Turn the peppers over in her hands and marvel at the fact that a couple of days earlier they’d been picked in Spain. Sniff her mushrooms and know that they were freshly out of the earth. Crack open her eggs and know that she’d actually been to the farm where they came from. Cooking was creating. What the people in Chatham’s did was just bean-counting.

Although, she had to admit, the bean-counting certainly seemed profitable. Chatham’s offices were luxurious and the kitchen was one of the best she’d ever  used. The double oven was a top of the range Neff with a gas hob, there were two microwaves, an American-style fridge and freezer and her favourite cool granite worktop surfaces. Chatham’s also had a wine cooler which kept up to 140 bottles stored at the perfect temperature.

She stood at the kitchen window and stared across the river. From here, she could see the corner of her apartment building, the rest of it hidden behind yet another office block. But she could also see the Dublin mountains and the spires of the churches as well as the cranes that still jutted up from the building sites around the city. Black clouds scudded across the sky. It looked horribly like it would rain again.

She turned away from the window and put on an apron. Then she poured herself a glass of Ballygowan, dropped a slice of lemon into it, and started to prepare her ingredients.

She was rubbing the chicken with lemon when Jodie arrived. Ash smiled as the dark, elfin girl pushed open the kitchen door, then winced as she saw the heavy strapping on her wrist.

‘I thought it was a sprain,’ she said accusingly.

‘It looks worse than it is,’ said Jodie. ‘And I know I can manage.’

‘You won’t be able to serve vegetables,’ Ash said. ‘You’ll never hold a serving dish and manage with the cutlery.’

‘I thought you could put them on side plates instead of in serving bowls,’ said Jodie.

‘What about drinks?’ asked Ash. ‘How are you going to pour drinks?’

‘I’ll manage with their aperitifs,’ said Jodie. ‘But I thought, maybe, you could pour the wine.’

‘Me!’

‘Oh, come on, Ash. Just at the start. And I’ll let you know when they need to be topped up.’

‘I’ll be doing dessert when they need to be topped up,’ said Ash.

Jodie looked at her pleadingly. ‘The strapping will be off soon. Please, Ash. I really need the work.’

Ash rubbed her forehead. She didn’t want to get someone else – she couldn’t today in any event, it was far too late – but it would be almost impossible for Jodie to wait on the table properly with her wrist in that condition. Ash could feel a sense of panic welling up inside her and she clamped down on it. Whatever she felt inside, it wouldn’t do any good to panic in front of Jodie who hadn’t ever seen her with her face in a paper bag! She counted to ten. Jodie was a good waitress, dependable, personable and efficient. She knew when to engage the diners in a little conversation and when to melt into the background so that they forgot she was there. And if Jodie thought she could manage then Ash felt as though she owed her the benefit of the doubt.

‘We’ll give it a go, I suppose,’ she told her. ‘Only please take care. Don’t spill anything on them!’

‘I won’t,’ Jodie assured her. ‘I’ve been practising all weekend. I filled an empty vodka bottle with water and  tried pouring it with my left hand. I’m quite good by now.’

Ash laughed nervously. ‘In that case everything’s fine.’

‘Well, not quite,’Jodie conceded. ‘I dropped the bottle a couple of times. But that was at the start.’

‘How did you sprain it?’ Ash pushed the remainder of the lemon and some tarragon into the chicken cavity.

Jodie blushed and didn’t answer.

‘Jodie?’ Ash smeared butter over the chicken then seasoned it with sea salt and ground pepper.

‘I was fooling around with Chris,’ she admitted.

Ash looked at her. ‘Fooling around with Chris?’

‘You know.’ Jodie looked embarrassed. ‘We were playing games and I slipped. And I can tell you,’ she added quickly, ‘that it’s not very easy to get dressed and go to hospital when you’re covered in baby oil and your wrist hurts.’

Ash exploded with laughter. ‘At least you were having fun!’

‘I can’t even remember the fun part,’ said Jodie. ‘And Chris was less than amused afterwards. We were waiting in casualty for four hours before anyone saw me.’

‘I suppose the enjoyment had worn off by then.’ Ash put the chicken into the oven.

‘Somewhat.’ Jodie sighed. ‘Still, he was nice to me yesterday. Brought me breakfast in bed and everything.’

‘Lucky you,’ said Ash. She refilled her glass with Ballygowan.

‘What about you?’ asked Jodie.

‘What do you mean, what about me?’

‘Do anything nice yesterday? Go anywhere with Brendan?’

Ash grimaced. She hadn’t even thought about Brendan since yesterday. She never did think about them once she’d got over her panic attack at breaking up with them. It was as though they’d never even existed as far as she was concerned. She never wished that she’d done it differently because she always knew that she’d done the right thing. Even though Molly would be mad at her, and her cousin Michelle would make some barbed comment about her rate of attrition with men the next time she saw her.

‘We split up,’ said Ash shortly.

‘Oh, Ash!’ Jodie looked at her. ‘I liked him.’

‘Well, I didn’t,’ said Ash.

‘I thought you did! How did he take it?’

‘He wasn’t over the moon,’ said Ash. ‘He’d wanted us to go on holiday together.’

‘And you split up because of that!’ Jodie shook her head. ‘Ash, you know that’s weird, don’t you?’

‘He booked it and everything,’ said Ash. ‘I don’t like being pushed around.’

‘But – he was sweet, Ash.’

‘You only met him once,’ Ash told her. She looked at her watch. ‘Get a move on, Jodie, it’ll probably take you twice as long to set the table today. The starter is mixed salad and there’ll be eight for lunch.’

Jodie knew when she was beaten. Ash wasn’t going to talk any more about her relationship with Brendan, just as she never talked about her relationships with any of the others. Ash was the most private person that Jodie  had ever met. Occasionally she would mention the name of someone she was going out with but invariably the relationship didn’t last. She’d only been going out with Brendan for a few weeks. Jodie liked Ash but she thought that her boss was clueless about men. Except, Jodie mused as she walked into the dining room, Ash always seemed to be the one to end the relationship. Jodie had never seen her plunged into the depths of despair over a failed romance. Maybe there had been someone in the past but whoever it was had obviously scarred Ash for life because – and Jodie was sure of this – despite her offhand manner about boyfriends, Ash was certainly wary of them. One day, Jodie told herself as she set the Newbridge cutlery on the table, one day I’ll find out everything there is to know about Ash O’Halloran. But not today by the look of things.

She cast an appraising eye over the table. It looked good. She liked the floral arrangement that had arrived earlier in the morning. Chatham’s had a standing order with their florists for new arrangements every Monday, one for the reception area, one for the managing director’s office and one for the dining room. Sometimes the florist went a little crazy and sent weird and ultra-modern designs that Jodie liked but she knew the partners didn’t. This one, she knew, would suit them both.

She went back into the kitchen where Ash was washing fruit. The aroma of roasting chicken had begun to waft through the room.

‘So, we’ve nothing tomorrow but we’re doing Butler’s  on Wednesday, Bank of Hamburg on Thursday and Houghton and Company on Friday,’ she said.

Ash nodded. ‘I’m cooking more party food tomorrow,’ she told Jodie. ‘A twenty-first. I’ll be delivering it tomorrow evening but, thank God, don’t have to stay.’

‘Don’t tell me you’re feeling your age.’ Jodie grinned.

‘Sometimes,’ admitted Ash. ‘But twenty-firsts were never my thing.’

‘I enjoyed mine,’ said Jodie. ‘It was the first time I ever got legless in front of my parents.’

Ash smiled but said nothing. Jodie grimaced. She hadn’t meant to mention her parents; she hated talking about them in front of Ash who, when Jodie had first asked about them, had simply stated that her parents had died. She’d said it in such a way that Jodie knew there was no point in even trying to find out how long ago it had happened. Jodie couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have lost your parents as a child and, because of that, she made allowances for Ash’s too-serious way of looking at life sometimes. And her habit of breaking up with boyfriends far too regularly.

The partners arrived at a quarter to one for lunch. Jodie carefully poured their drinks – two mineral waters, two gins and tonics, two tomato juices with a dash of Worcester sauce, and two orange juices. Her left arm ached afterwards. She handed around dry roasted peanuts and wondered, as she always did, what it would be like to be the person being waited on instead of the person doing the waiting. She’d never been a diner at a lunch in a private  dining room in a busy company where the conversation was all about business and all about making money. Jodie didn’t care about money, not in the same way as the suits did. Jodie wanted enough to live on. Enough so that she could make some demo tapes that might, one day, lead to a recording contract. Which in itself might lead to untold riches and fame but, and this was the important point, she often said to herself, that would just be the very nice side effect of someone appreciating that she could sing.

‘I think we’ll sit down now.’ Ross Fearon, the prematurely bald managing director, nodded towards the table and the other partners took their places. Jodie slipped back into the kitchen and told Ash that they were ready.

‘If you come out and pour the wine now, I’ll dish out the salads,’ she said.

Ash nodded. Mixed salad was boring, she knew, but she’d intended to keep one of the quiches she’d made yesterday to go with the salad for today’s lunch. Bagel had put paid to that because she’d had to include the quiche with Laura Pearson’s order to make up for the loss of the mini-pizzas.

‘Am I OK?’ she asked Jodie. ‘No stray bits of tarragon in my hair? No splodges of butter anywhere?’

Jodie grinned at her. ‘You look great,’ she said. ‘As always. I wish I knew how you do it. If I ever cook I always end up red-faced and flustered. While you, you cow, you look as though you’ve just stepped out of Vogue.’

‘That’s a bit extreme.’ Ash smoothed back her hair which was tied in a tight plait and secured by one of her  many black ribbons. ‘I’m wearing an M and S T-shirt and an ancient pair of trousers. And no make-up. So I really don’t think that I’d get past the before and after pictures in any magazine!’

‘It’s just that you look so cool,’ complained Jodie.

Ash laughed. ‘I wish.’

She carried the bottle of wine into the dining room. It was a rectangular room with a long, narrow table which seated ten. Ross Fearon sat at the top, as always, with John Minihan, the financial controller, at the other end. Ash knew the others by sight but she couldn’t remember all of their names. The only two she knew for certain were Adrian Leigh who specialised in Japanese shares and Dan Morland who spoke to her about her account when Steve Proctor wasn’t around. Ash liked Dan who was usually easy to talk to and never minded the fact that she had only a few hundred pounds to invest at any one time. She knew that some brokers wouldn’t be bothered to talk to anyone with less than a few thousand. She stood beside him and poured wine into his glass. As she finished, he turned abruptly in his seat and jolted her arm. Wine glugged onto the table before she could do anything about it, spreading across the polished walnut in a golden pool.

‘Shit.’ The word was out before she could stop it and she flushed. It didn’t do to swear in front of the clients. It made them uneasy.

‘Oh, sorry!’ Dan looked at her. ‘My fault, honestly.’

‘It’s OK.’ She tried not to appear annoyed although she couldn’t believe that Jodie was the one with the  sprained wrist but she’d actually managed to spill wine. She was normally so careful, attuned to the movement of people around her, alert for something untoward to happen. But she hadn’t been paying enough attention, she’d been watching Jodie struggling with the plates of salad. ‘I’ll get a cloth,’ she said.

She could feel her cheeks burning as she went into the kitchen and returned with a white napkin. There was no way she was using some bedraggled dishcloth to mop up the spills in Chatham’s dining room.

‘It was my fault,’ said Dan as she wiped the table. ‘I was about to adjust the blinds on the window behind me. I didn’t notice you there.’

That’s me, she thought. Trying so hard to be unobtrusive that I’m bloody invisible. And how can you say that you didn’t notice me when I even asked you whether or not you wanted wine.

‘No problem,’ she said calmly. ‘And at least your glass is still full. I hope you enjoy lunch.’

‘I’m sure I will.’ He smiled at her and his face was suddenly softer. Less dynamic suit and more, well, she thought, still dynamic suit really. None of the guys around the table looked anything other than businessmen, dressed to impress.
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