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For Kate Thompson,



who convinced me there was life beyond slogans and jingles, and who, over a memorable lunch, persuaded me to write that first full of page A4.



Prologue


‘Problem at table twenty-two,’ the young French waiter murmured discreetly in Dom’s ear.

‘So deal with it.’ The handsome proprietor smiled in greeting as a well-known actress and her new husband swept past him en route to their table.

‘They’re asking for you.’ The waiter kept a smile fixed on his face.

‘On a scale of one to ten?’ Dom continued to glance through the reservations list.

‘Twelve.’

‘We’ve never had a twelve.’ Dom raised an eyebrow.

‘We do now.’

‘What is it?’

‘WUT.’ This was restaurant shorthand for Woman Under Table. Dom had learned the lingo during the many years he’d spent working in the restaurant business, honing his skills until he’d finally realised his dream of setting up on his own.

‘At table twenty-two?’ Dom did some quick mental arithmetic. The table in question comprised an elderly heiress, Mrs Randolph Fitzgerald, and her son and daughter, both in their sixties – they were regulars. No love was lost between them and they had been drinking steadily since they arrived. The heiress, celebrating her eighty-ninth birthday, had been putting away an impressive number of double gin and tonics.

‘How bad is it?’ Dom glanced towards the table, where, sure enough, only the man and woman were visible. They looked remarkably unperturbed and were continuing with their meal, the place between them vacant. The immaculately starched white linen tablecloth that reached to the floor clearly concealed their absent mother. Dom was glad he’d decided on long tablecloths. They were not only elegant, but also convenient, it turned out.

‘Never settle for anything but the best,’ his mentor, Marco, had told him in L’Aurelius on the Place des Vosges, Paris. L’Aurelius was one of France’s great restaurants, with three Michelin stars, where Dom had earned his restaurant stripes.

‘How bad is it?’ Dom asked now.

‘Pretty bad.’ The waiter fingered his collar and coughed. ‘She was complaining of chest pains.’

‘Oh, shit.’

‘Precisely.’

‘Is there a doctor in the house?’ Dom’s eagle eye swept the room. Everything was just as it should be. It was Friday and they had a full house, as usual. The perfectly choreographed staff were weaving their way between tables, discreetly serving and taking away the dishes that were effusively referred to as the best food in Dublin in the hottest new restaurant. So far, nothing appeared to be amiss, and that was the way Dom intended to keep it.

‘Yes, P.J. O’Sullivan, table three. I’ve mentioned we might need his help.’ The waiter indicated the doctor, who made eye contact with Dom. He was ready to act.

‘Thank Christ for that!’ Dom took a deep breath. At least that was something. ‘You’ve called an ambulance?’

‘It’s on its way, five minutes, no sirens.’

‘Good. No disturbances, you know the drill. Code Red. Alert all staff.’

‘This is a first.’ Small beads of sweat broke out on the waiter’s forehead.

‘That’s what this business is all about,’ Dom smiled grimly. ‘Just follow the drill. Have Tanya take over on the desk.’

As he moved smoothly towards table twenty-two, nodding and smiling at well-known diners, no one in the restaurant could have guessed that beneath his cool exterior, the much-admired proprietor had a cold trickle of sweat running down his back.

Dom Coleman-Cappabianca was charm personified. He was kind to girls, decent to men, gave money to beggars and couldn’t pass a charity ticket seller without buying two. Dogs crossed the street to be petted by him. He was, as his mother never ceased telling him, a big softie. He was also utterly professional. This particular Friday evening, he was going to have to employ both qualities to the very best of his ability.
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‘Watch it, lady!’ yelled Carla Berlusconi, skipping nimbly aside and narrowly avoiding being drenched by a passing SUV. The driver, blonde, imperious and unconcerned, mouthed into her mobile phone, cruising through the vast pothole, spraying water and pedestrians alike in her wake. ‘Bitch,’ Carla muttered, pressing on quickly, the cold November rain making her feel more irritable than usual.


Dublin, she had decided, was not a good city for pedestrians. Oh, sure, you could walk most places, but there were way too many cars. In her native New York, people used the subway, although granted, there was no decent public transport here. It was cool, though. She liked to walk. It reminded her of Rome, her spiritual home. Carla could never understand why her parents had moved to New York, both of them, before they had even got married; it was where they had met each other. If you could live in Italy, where else was there? In Rome, young people walked everywhere or raced around on scooters, but here, it was four wheels or nothing.


It was just as well she lived centrally and liked to walk, and it did keep her toned. Carla would never be one of those skinny girls. She was all Italian curves. She had inherited her mama’s hourglass figure and that was just fine with her. Too bad Gino, her erstwhile boyfriend, had mentioned he preferred thinner girls. Was he history or what! Carla loved her food and wasn’t going to play the skinny game for anyone. Anyway, she was through with men, which was one of the reasons she’d come to Dublin. Her father was the other. She’d had to get out of New York if she was ever going to strike out on her own, and Dublin had seemed as good a place as any to get some space.


Carla liked Dublin and the people, who were friendly, but also curiously shy. She also liked the fact that people didn’t pigeonhole you according to what you did for a living or where you came from. Just as well in her case, Carla smiled. If they’d known about her background, she would never have got away with her present job, waiting tables in the hottest restaurant in town.


That wasn’t the only hot thing about it – the proprietor, Dom, the guy who’d interviewed her and given her the job, was drop-dead gorgeous. She smiled, remembering the interview just over six weeks ago, when forcing herself to be positive despite the gloomy economic forecast, she had walked in off the street determined to get a job. Answering his questions, it had been all she could do to stop herself from staring at him he was so beautiful. He made her think of the Italian statues she’d seen when she’d visited her grandparents in Italy. He had dark brown eyes, with a slightly hooked nose and dark hair that fell over his forehead. He was half Italian too, on his mother’s side, which would account for the olive skin. But looking at Dom was as much as she was going to do. She’d had it with men and careers. Neither had worked for her so far. Apart from Mr You Could Lose a Couple of Pounds, the few serious relationships she’d had thus far had all bitten the dust because of her dedication to work and the unsocial hours it had demanded of her. Getting to the top of the heap career-wise had left her lonely and frustrated and had culminated in the spectacular family row that had seen her leave New York.


Carla sighed. She’d had enough. No men and a complete career break were what she had decided. She had told Dom that she had worked in restaurants pretty much all her life, and that, at least, was true.


‘When can you start?’ he’d asked her.


‘Right now, if you like.’ She couldn’t help smiling at the way his face broke into a wide grin.


‘That’s the spirit I like in my staff.’ He had shown her around the restaurant and introduced her to the others. She had allowed herself to wonder if that was all he might like about her, but only for an instant. This was work, she reminded herself.


Dominic’s had been the right choice. It was fun and her co-workers were great – everyone, that is, apart from Tanya Sherry, Dom’s girlfriend. It hadn’t taken Carla more than one minute in Tanya’s presence to work out that the manageress was a tough cookie and was one of those women who viewed all other women as competition. Carla hated that type of thing. Tanya reminded Carla of those icy New York women with perfect manicures on the lookout for a man to bankroll them. But that aside, something told her Tanya wasn’t quite what she seemed, that beneath her perfectly groomed exterior, she wasn’t as assured as she appeared. Nobody that uptight could be.


Tanya was a public relations executive who had somehow assumed the front of house position. This seemed to mostly involve entertaining her friends and contacts on a regular basis and reminding Dom just how indispensable she was to him. The staff loathed her almost as much as they loved Dom. Privately Carla had come to the conclusion that far too much of Dom’s profits were being eaten up by Tanya comping her friends for lunch and dinner. But who was she to comment?


All the same, yesterday Tanya had noticed Carla looking speculatively at a table of her friends as yet another bottle of good wine was sent over – none of it paid for. Tanya had quickly sent Carla to the storeroom on an errand, dismissing her with a steely smile. Mind you, Tanya’s ice-cold demeanour had come in useful last week when that old lady had died. The poor woman had had a heart attack right at the table – or was it after she had slipped under it? Apparently she had been so comatose with alcohol she wouldn’t have felt a thing, the doctor had said. He’d been really nice, the doctor, kind and concerned, preserving the old lady’s dignity right up to the end. Her family, on the other hand, had been horrible about her. They hadn’t even seemed upset. That was the trouble with family feuds, she thought sadly – you could take them too far. Nothing was worth that.


She thought affectionately about her own family: her old-fashioned, fiercely protective father and her three handsome, hot-headed brothers. She was still furious at their outdated and downright stupid machismo attitude towards her proposition. Well, that was their problem. They would find out just how much she had done for them in their own good time – without her. She was going to stick to her guns come what may, but all the same, she hadn’t bargained on missing them quite as much as she did.


Reaching the restaurant, she ran down the side alley and keyed in the security code that let her in through the staff entrance. At ten o’clock in the morning, Dominic’s was already a hive of activity. Carla avoided the kitchen and its cacophony of shouts and crashing pots and pans and made for the staff room. She was deliberately early for her shift and enjoyed the twenty minutes or so of calm before the inevitable storm began.


‘Howya, gorgeous?’ Paddy, the elderly kitchen porter looked up from his paper, grinning at her as she stowed her coat and pulled off her boots, replacing them with her work shoes.


‘Wet,’ Carla said, pouring herself a cup of steaming coffee and hungrily eyeing the plate of pastries that Astrid, the Austrian pastry chef, put down on the table.


‘Have one.’ Astrid pushed the plate towards her. ‘I’ve tweaked my recipe.’


Carla sat down, bit into a feather-light puff and shook her head. ‘Oh my God,’ she sighed. ‘This is divine. What did you put in it?’


Astrid smiled. ‘I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.’


‘You’re killing my waistline for sure. I’ve put on at least ten pounds in the last month.’


‘Nothing wrong with a few curves on a woman,’ Paddy interjected. ‘In my opinion, women only slim for other women. Men like something to hold on to.’


‘Yeah, well, I’d quite like to hold on to my figure, or what remains of it.’


‘At least your skin doesn’t suffer,’ Astrid said moodily. ‘Mine has gone berserk since I started working here. Dry one day, greasy the next, and look at this!’ She pointed to an offending spot on her forehead.


Privately, Carla had to agree Astrid wasn’t looking her best. She had lost weight, her fair colouring had become sallow and deep purple shadows nestled underneath her beautiful eyes.


Despite Astrid’s protestations, Carla knew full well it had little or nothing to do with work, and everything to do with her on-again, off-again relationship with the larger-than-life Rollo, Dominic’s temperamental and egotistical head chef.


‘Full house again?’ Carla asked.


‘Yes, both sittings,’ Astrid said. ‘Thankfully I get to escape this afternoon, my weekend off. I don’t think I could stand another moment of Tanya sticking her nose in and getting under everybody’s feet. I have no idea what purpose she serves here.’


‘Search me,’ said Carla, agreeing with Astrid’s bewilderment, ‘but Dom seems to think she’s vital.’


‘Pah,’ Astrid scowled. ‘He’s a man, what would he know? In any of the restaurants where I trained, someone like Tanya would have been thrown out faster than yesterday’s leftovers.’


As if on cue, they heard the click clack of stiletto heels that heralded Tanya’s arrival. She popped her freshly blow-dried head around the door and despite her bright smile managed to look disapproving. ‘Ah, there you all are. I was wondering where you were hiding. Paddy, somebody’s parking in one of our spaces, be a dear and shoo them off, would you? And Carla, Socialite’s booking has increased by three, see that the place settings are organised, will you? They’re at the corner table, as usual.’


‘It’s already full. We’ll have to move them.’


‘Nonsense, I’ve promised them the corner. There’s plenty of room for three more, just whoosh them all up a bit. They won’t mind being cosy.’ She pointedly checked her watch. ‘Whenever you’re ready, of course,’ she added briskly before disappearing.


‘That’s crazy,’ Carla muttered. ‘They’re going to be packed in there.’


‘They won’t care,’ Astrid said witheringly. ‘All that crowd wants to do is drink for the afternoon. Food is wasted on them. It’s the same every Friday. Anyway,’ she said, getting up, ‘I’m out of here. See you Monday.’


When Paddy and Astrid had gone, Carla cleared away the pastries and changed quickly, putting on her working outfit of freshly pressed black shirt and tailored trousers covered by an immaculate white apron. She pinned her hair up, cursing at the fact that it was frizzing nicely thanks to the earlier shower she had got caught in. Then she went to work setting and checking her tables.


The restaurant interior, she had to admit, was spectacular. In its previous incarnation, Dominic’s had been an old furniture shop and storeroom. It was impossible to believe now, after being lavishly refurbished by the celebrity Italian architect, Lorenzo Benadutti. The ambience was understated and modern. Gleaming terrazzo floors and cool white walls formed a uniform palette for the array of simple but beautifully designed walnut tables. Cleverly disguised and adjustable lighting ensured just the right ambience at midday or in the evening. The walls were hung with modern Irish art belonging to some serious collectors, on loan from their owners for public exhibition who thereby enjoyed the generous tax break it allowed them. Cleverly positioned mirrors ensured diners could discreetly see and be seen.


At the back of the room and to the left was the pièce de résistance, the state-of-the-art bar where every type of alcohol known to man was arranged in tiers against a mirrored wall. The designer bottles stood row upon row in a pyramid effect, backlit by a host of changing coloured lights, giving rise to its name, Chameleon. The bar, in contrast to the stark styling of the main restaurant floor, was intimate, with an array of comfortable tub chairs and sumptuous sofas, covered in opulent silks and velvets, the low tables in between lit by pretty candle lights.


Satisfied that her tables were in order, Carla risked poking her head into the kitchen.


‘Hey,’ she said, ducking out of the way as Pino, a Latvian sous chef, rushed past, a tray of garnishes held above his head as he made for his station.


‘Not a good time,’ he muttered as Carla followed him. ‘He’s depressed today. Says it’s the fucking rain, but he and Astrid are fighting again.’ He glanced meaningfully in Rollo’s direction, who was shouting at a new assistant, the poor boy cowering in fright.


‘What’s new?’ Carla said. ‘That looks good.’ She sniffed at a whole salmon gently poaching in a fragrant court bouillon. ‘I didn’t think salmon was on the menu today.’


‘It’s not. It’s for that stupid party we’re catering tomorrow,’ Pino said as he chopped a row of spring onions with vehemence. ‘I come to learn from an acclaimed chef and end up doing party food a monkey could prepare.’


‘Shit. I forgot,’ Carla said, her visions of her Saturday night off at the movies shattered.


‘Yup. You and me, babe, and the assistants we’ll have to babysit. The latest three don’t even speak English.’


‘Last I heard, speaking wasn’t a requirement. What was it Dom said? Perfect food and drink, perfectly timed, perfectly served, and we are to glide seamlessly through the rooms, catering to every whim of our host and hostess.’


Carla had been surprised when Dom agreed to cater this particular party, given by one of Dublin’s elite business tycoons to celebrate his fiftieth birthday. Dominic’s didn’t usually cater, unless it was for a valued customer or a close friend of Dom’s, but on this occasion, according to Astrid, who had overheard the conversation, Tanya had been adamant.


‘It’s such a high-profile gig, Dom. Money’s no object and half of Dublin’s invited, or so I hear,’ Tanya had said. ‘Television coverage too, lots of media types. It’ll be a good PR exercise. I’ll be there, of course, to make sure everything’s up to scratch.


‘All right,’ Dom had acquiesced, ‘just as long as it doesn’t interfere with the rest of the kitchen – and no matter what, I will not, under any circumstances, have to attend said party.’


Tanya had pouted. ‘Oh, Dom. Just for a half an hour or so – it would be such fun.’


‘Not a chance. I can’t stand the man, he’s an ostentatious git. In fact,’ he’d scowled, ‘I’m not sure we should be having anything to do with it. It’s not exactly the type of image I want Dominic’s to be associated with.’


‘We need the money, Dom,’ Tanya had said, playing her trump card.


‘Fine, whatever,’ he’d sighed. ‘You organise it.’


‘She totally manipulates him,’ Astrid sighed when she relayed the conversation to Carla. ‘He’s too nice a guy for her.’


The discussion about the fiftieth birthday party had been weeks ago and Carla had clean forgotten that she and Pino had signed on to head up the team of staff that would cater the function. If nothing else, the extra money would be useful.


‘What time’s kick-off?’ Carla asked.


‘We have to be at the house at ten tomorrow morning. I’ll pick you up. Make sure you don’t forget your costume.’


‘Costume? What are you talking about?’


‘For the party – it’s themed, you know, fancy dress.’ Pino grinned as he whisked a béchamel sauce. ‘Luckily for me, I’m a chef and already wear a uniform – I refused on health and safety grounds to wear anything else. You, on the other hand, are a mere . . . what was it?’ Pino frowned in mock concentration. ‘Ah yes, a serving wench – that was what Tanya said. I believe she is collecting your costume as we speak.’


‘Don’t bullshit me, Pino!’ Carla laughed, well used to his wind-ups.


‘No bullshit, Carla,’ Pino grinned evilly. ‘The theme of the party is the Tudors. That means you and the rest of the staff will be dressed as medieval serving wenches. I look forward to seeing you in your outfit. I’m sure you’ll look adorable.’


Carla was about to protest when she was silenced by a roar and the sight of Rollo bearing down on them, meat cleaver in hand. At six feet two inches of well-built muscle, he was an intimidating prospect.


‘Nobody speaks in my kitchen without permission!’ he roared at Carla. ‘Get out! I won’t have my chefs disturbed.’


‘Oh keep your hair on, Rollo,’ Carla replied, slipping into fluent Italian, his native language. ‘I was only checking the menu, and then I got distracted by those fabulous Capelletti,’ Carla said, referring to the cones of pasta stuffed with chicken, cheese and eggs she had spied at the other end of the kitchen. ‘How can a girl stay out of the kitchen when there‘s such temptation inside?’


Rollo’s face creased into an enormous smile. ‘My little Carlita with the J-Lo body! Always you can make Rollo smile, eh?’ He put an arm around her shoulders and bent down to whisper conspiratorially in her ear. ‘But Astrid, she no make me happy.’ He shook his head emphatically. ‘Astrid makes me sad, and that is very bad for Rollo. Sad chef, he make sad food.’


‘You could never make sad food, Rollo, even if you tried,’ Carla said. ‘And Astrid is just a bit depressed because of the weather. I think she’s a little homesick too.’


‘Why she not say that to me?’ Rollo demanded. ‘To me, she say that I no love her.’


‘She doesn’t want to worry you. You know Astrid would never do anything that might stress you, she knows how important your role is, how crucial the kitchen is to you. How we all depend on you.’


Pino and the other sous chefs within earshot hid their smiles as Carla expertly stroked Rollo’s enormous, but eggshell-fragile, ego.


Rollo nodded earnestly. ‘Yes, yes, you are right as usual, my Carlita. I will talk to Astrid this evening, maybe take her for a weekend home.’ His face lit up at the idea. ‘Then she will be happy, yes?’


‘That’s a great idea. Just make sure you give Tanya plenty of notice. Losing her chef and pastry chef for a whole weekend could be traumatic for her.’


‘I don’t speak with Tanya!’ Rollo banged his fist on the counter. ‘I answer only to Dom. He will understand that my Astrid needs holiday.’


‘Sure he will. Just don’t tell him it was my idea.’


‘My lips are sealed, Carlita,’ Rollo grinned. ‘Now, tell whoever is out there that no one comes into the kitchen before lunch until I say so.’ He swatted her on the behind with a tea towel.


‘Whatever you say, Chef!’


Just then, Tanya came through the swing door. ‘Carla,’ she began crossly. ‘I’ve been looking—’


‘I said no one!’ Rollo roared, advancing ominously in her direction. ‘Out! Everybody, out!’


Tanya rapidly obliged, followed by a grinning Carla.


Upstairs, in his apartment above the restaurant, Dom put down the phone to his mother and shook his head despairingly. He didn’t know what had got into her, and her move from the family home into the mews at the bottom of the garden was bewildering, to put it mildly, not to mention upsetting. Although he loved her dearly, she seemed to be going through what he could only describe as some sort of midlife crisis. Probably better if he stayed out of it, as his father had advised him to. In Dom’s experience, marriages were best left to their own devices, even if the one in question was his parents’.


Dom Coleman-Cappabianca adored women – simply because he had no justifiable reason not to. And the feeling, by all accounts, was mutual.


It was hardly surprising. His mother, Cici, a noted beauty with sloe eyes and the seductive gaze of Goya’s naked Maja, doted on him, and his younger sisters, Sophia and Mimi, practically hero-worshipped him. Dom had inherited his mother’s dark Italian looks and his father’s height and broad-shouldered, lean build. His looks, together with his affable, laid-back personality and his genuine delight in female company, ensured that women everywhere loved him right back – some to distraction.


It had always been that way. Even in his exclusive all-male boarding school run by an order of Benedictine monks in the heart of the Irish countryside, Dom had attracted affectionate looks and lingering, indulgent glances from teachers, matrons and cleaning ladies alike, not to mention the local village girls. On Valentine’s Day and his birthday, Dom’s post had grown to such unseemly proportions as to warrant the abbot bringing the matter to the attention of Dom’s parents, explaining that the ‘fan mail’, for want of a better description, had become a rather inappropriate and indeed unfair distraction to the other boys.


His mates, on the other hand, thought it was hilarious.


Dom was completely unaffected and great fun, and although highly intelligent, his dyslexia meant academics were an obvious struggle. He wasn’t annoyingly obsessive about sport either (apart from his beloved polo, which he played in the holidays), and, most important of all, he was more than generous when it came to setting the guys up with his numerous female contacts. As a result, his popularity only increased.


School holidays were spent travelling abroad with his family when he was younger – both Cici and James were adamant about encouraging their children to learn about different cultures and languages. Later, when Dom’s interest in food and wine became evident, summers were spent working in private vineyards in France and Italy, the US and Argentina, where he was able to improve his already competent polo playing. It was on one of these happy, sun-filled working holidays that Dom was initiated into what was to become the other great passion of his life.


Eagerly encouraged by girls his own age and several considerably older and more experienced ones, Dom became a willing and naturally talented student eager to be shown and instructed in the age-old skills of how to please a woman, happily discovering in the process that he had a God-given talent he effortlessly excelled in. It was a talent that would bring him equal measures of delight and bewilderment and not a little bother over the years.


On his eighteenth birthday, working at a chateau in the Loire and at the height of a passionate six-week affair with his employer’s wife, the very beautiful and experienced comtesse, their liaison was discovered and Dom was unceremoniously discharged and packed off home after a flurry of disgruntled emails from the cuckolded comte, leaving a tearful, but not at all remorseful, comtesse mourning his departure.


James, Dom’s father, was furious with him on hearing the news. Cici, his mother, had been philosophical and not a little amused. ‘What do you expect, James? He is a beautiful and eager young man, and half Italian,’ she had said to her horrified husband. ‘Just be thankful it’s Dom, and not one of our daughters.’ She had laughed at the horrified look on James’s face at the prospect.


Unwilling at the time to face his father’s inevitable lectures and warnings, Dom had hopped on a train to Paris, spent what he had left of his hard-earned wages renting a tiny studio apartment off the Rue Saint-Denis and got a job as a plongeur working under a female chef who liked the look of him. It was there, in the sweltering, electrically charged, stressed atmosphere of the kitchen, that Dom discovered his real calling. He vowed then that he would open a restaurant of his own and set himself a goal of ten years from that day to do it.


Now, strolling through that very restaurant to take his mind off things, Dom smiled with pleasure. They had just completed their first year in business and already Dominic’s was a thundering success with diners and critics alike. It hadn’t been easy – he and the rest of the staff had worked relentlessly – but it was finally paying off. He looked around methodically, checking every detail as if for the first time. There was no letting up in this business, where the tiniest slip could cost a restaurant dearly, and even though his staff were the best, the buck stopped with him. Today, in preparation for Friday lunch, one of their busiest sittings, everything seemed to be in order. The tablecloths were pristine and starched, the cutlery and glasses gleaming. Over in the corner, he watched as the new girl he had hired, Carla, worked quietly and efficiently.


She had been a real find, though initially he hadn’t been sure about her. At the interview she had seemed almost too polished, too competent to be applying for the job of waitress, but then, he reflected, those were exactly the qualities he was looking for in his staff. She was cheerful, too, and had proved a real hit with her co-workers and diners alike. She also bore an amazing resemblance to Jennifer Lopez, which was going down well with the male diners. Dom grinned. Having a pretty girl around never hurt, and Carla certainly was very pretty. Gorgeous, even. She looked up suddenly, caught him gazing at her, and flashed him one of her ear-to-ear smiles. Dom beamed back at her.


Even her working outfit of black shirt and trousers, covered by the traditional white apron, failed to hide her curvaceous body, and Dom found himself wondering just what those delicious curves would look like without it – then pulled himself up abruptly. That was the kind of thinking that got a man into trouble, and Dom didn’t have time for that kind of trouble any more. Besides, he was her employer. It was completely unacceptable for him to flirt with her. Those days, he sternly reminded himself, were well and truly over.


Dom had had many romances, but sooner or later every girl had begun to put pressure on him, with one or two taking it to quite frightening levels. He remembered one girl in particular who had rung him and told him she’d taken an overdose after he had gently ended their relationship. Although it had only been a few of her mother’s Valiums and it hadn’t been serious, Dom had rushed over and called an ambulance. He still shuddered to think of the awful day. No matter how nice or gentle he was about it to women, they just couldn’t seem to cope when he felt it was time to move on and reacted with varying degrees of petulance or hysteria. So Dom had decided women were off the menu – at least for a while – until he’d met Tanya.


Tanya was different from his other girlfriends. She was attractive, naturally, but was also cool, calm and very collected. She never shouted at him or threw hissy fits if he was late or was unavoidably detained by work. She made things easy for him too, organising the decoration of his flat, which he had never got around to, and making sure he didn’t forget his mother’s or sisters’ birthdays. She was also doing an amazing job with the PR for the restaurant – the reviews they were getting were consistently fabulous. Although Dom knew they were deserved, he also knew a lot of it was due to Tanya’s relentless work on his behalf. And so far, she seemed perfectly content to take their relationship one day at a time, which was only about as far as Dom could think lately. Their relationship was very civilised, he reflected. No demands, no screaming at him, no tempestuous outbursts. It was a nice change.


The restaurant began to fill promptly at quarter to one, with a seemingly automated file of glamorous patrons processing through the doors. There were a few early birds, not regulars, who had taken their places at half past twelve to get ahead of the rush so they would be seated comfortably to watch the parade of beautiful, high-profile diners guaranteed to make an appearance every Friday.


Dom was there to greet them all.


There was the usual crowd, of course – Tanya’s weekly group of PR people and journalists, jovial, enthusiastic, back-slapping guys and thin, hungry-looking, accessory-laden women. They would eat little, consuming only who was in attendance, who they were dining with and whether or not they were worth writing up. Food would be toyed with, many bottles of champagne and wine ordered, and at some stage of the afternoon, they would stagger on to either the Shelbourne Hotel or Doheny & Nesbitt’s pub, possibly followed by the Four Seasons Hotel to bolster their stamina for the long Friday night ahead.


The real diehards would continue clubbing. Reynard’s for the older set, and Krystal for the young celebrity wannabe’s: models, actresses, sports personalities, all who would be photographed outside looking nonchalant and spend what remained of the wee hours eagerly awaiting the Sunday papers and glossies that would hopefully feature them. To his left Dom noticed a famous Irish rock star, clearly on a visit home as he lived in London. He was accompanied by a very attractive blonde, not his wife, who was stealing surreptitious glances in the mirror to make sure people had noticed them.


Dom was annoyed. Tanya should have tipped him off, and she hadn’t. Rick Waters expected special treatment, and that included an obsequious welcome on arrival. He always reserved a table under his code name, and it would have been in the book. Dom made a mental note to check the database – these kinds of slip-ups could cost a restaurant dearly.


‘Mr Waters!’ Dom greeted him respectfully, although of course they were on first-name terms. ‘To what do we owe this honour? Haven’t seen you in a while, can I get you a drink?’


‘Howya, Dom.’ Rick smiled up at him and winked. ‘Champagne’s already on the way, thanks. This is Melanie.’ He waved towards his companion by way of introduction. ‘She’s my new sound engineer, aren’t you, love?’


Melanie smiled obligingly. ‘I’ve been dying to come to Dominic’s,’ she said, clearly overawed. ‘I couldn’t believe it when Rick said he was bringing me here. It’s not even a special occasion or anything.’


‘I can think of two good reasons, eh, Dom?’ Rick stared pointedly at her generously displayed cleavage nestling in a black, fluffy, low-cut jumper and laughed loudly at his own humour.


Dom’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. He hated men who treated women like accessories to be flaunted, even if the woman in question, as was clearly the case here, was more than happy to oblige.


Luckily the champagne arrived just then, followed closely by Tanya. ‘On the house of course, Mr Waters,’ she murmured as the waiter poured a tasting glass.


‘Good girl,’ Rick said, delighted to see that Melanie, his date, was clearly impressed.


Dom made his escape. ‘Enjoy your lunch. If you need anything . . .’


‘Don’t worry, mate, I’ll holler.’



I don’t doubt for a minute you will, thought Dom, smiling as he moved away.


He made his way through the room greeting customers, appearing for all the world like the delightfully charming host he was. But behind the welcoming words and gracious manner, he was alert, constantly monitoring the apparently effortlessly choreographed show that unfolded before him with military-like precision.


Dominic’s had attracted the fun crowd for sure, but the food was taken seriously.


Food was Dom’s passion. Ever since he could remember, Dom had been in love with good food. He understood it, so much so that he realised early on in his training that although he could cook well himself, he lacked the extra five per cent that would have made him a great chef, and Dom wouldn’t settle for anything less. In the kitchen, he firmly believed, as he had been taught, that ‘good is the enemy of great’, and Dom wasn’t afraid to admit he didn’t have what it took. He didn’t have the fierce determination, the drive, the particular kind of genius that makes a revered chef. Dom’s strengths lay in motivating the team that made up his kitchen, seeking out unusual ingredients, fusing together ideas, techniques and styles and, of course, dealing with the public, who adored him. In short, Dominic Coleman-Cappabianca was too nice to be a great chef, but he made a fantastic restaurateur. Which was just as well, because he certainly wasn’t cut out for the family business.


James Coleman, Dom’s father, had made a fortune in computers in the early 1980s. One of the few successful entrepreneurs who held on to his business and didn’t sell out to the big guys, he had become one of the big guys himself through diversifying into software and other techie stocks. Not unnaturally, it was his father’s dream, or rather assumption, that Dom would follow him into the rapidly expanding business that was Coleman Technologies Ltd. But it wasn’t to be. Apart from being dyslexic, Dom loathed studying, although he had loved school, and had graduated with little in the way of scholastic results, but with a great deal of laid-back charm. This, coupled with his stunning, dark good looks, made him a happy target for every young woman in Dublin upon his graduation. And Dom was willingly seduced by what was to become the other great passion in his life.


Now, focused as he was on the job in hand, Dom, as usual, was unaware of the female diners whose glances trailed him as he wove through the tables. Today, wearing an immaculate charcoal grey Jermyn Street suit and a crisp, pale pink open-necked shirt that set off his dark colouring beautifully, he looked more handsome than ever. His hair, freshly washed and damp around the edges, was just beginning to wave, the unruly forelock falling into his eyes at regular intervals. It made more than one woman present want to reach up and tenderly brush it back.


He was chatting briefly with an up-and-coming politician and the journalist who was buying him lunch in the hope of garnering an interesting political titbit when the occupant of a table to the side caught his attention.


There was no mistaking P.J. O’Sullivan, the infamous doctor. He was well built, with shoulders like a prop forward, a handsome, craggy face and shaggy, greying hair. It seemed that half the restaurant knew him and were waving hello. Rick Waters, the rock star, had even left his table to go over and greet him.


P.J. was a friend of Dom’s father, and although he had only met him once or twice socially, he had done Dom a great favour in helping him out so discreetly last week when the unthinkable occurred and Mrs Fitzgerald had departed this world, slipping elegantly underneath her table right there in the restaurant. Dom would never forget it. He made a mental note to make sure P.J. got a very good bottle of whatever he was drinking on the house. By any standards he was a good-looking man, if dishevelled. He was a little heavier, maybe, a little worn looking, but nothing a bit of TLC wouldn’t take care of. Then Dom remembered hearing that he had lost his wife to cancer about five years back. That would account for it. They had adored each other. He seemed slightly uncomfortable too, which wasn’t like him, as if he felt too big for the table he sat at, hiding behind his menu and taking a quick swig of the glass of red in front of him. In fact, if Dom hadn’t known better, he’d have said he was nervous, but that was ridiculous. Or was it? As the doctor’s lunch companion strolled into the restaurant and joined him, Dom realised that it was Alex O’Sullivan. They were father and son, although he would never have put the smooth, suave financial adviser and P.J. O’Sullivan together. It just went to show.


Dom glanced over at the other corner table, today set for eight. It was already full except for one vacant seat, and its occupants were chattering ten to the dozen. Today, they were a gay milliner, whose outrageously chic hats were the crowning glory to every outfit; a property developer; not one, but two members of Viper, the biggest band on the planet; a well-known social diarist; a sports commentator; and a model turned vocalist who was enjoying a number one hit single in the UK. The champagne had arrived and there was an air of eager anticipation around the table. Dom checked his watch. Of course she’d be the last to arrive. It was all part of the theatre.


As if on cue, a slight hush descended as the whole restaurant looked up for a split second to acknowledge her arrival.


The Sophia Loren lookalike stood at the top of the steps and paused for just enough time to show off her outfit, which was, Dom had to admit, magnificent. A figure-hugging midnight blue silk suit clung to every curve, the scooped out neckline of the jacket showing off her décolletage to perfection. The skirt was to the knee and tight. The collar and cuffs were trimmed in matching navy fur, and a pair of navy suede high-heeled boots encased the famous legs. On her head sat one of the aforementioned milliner’s creations: a midnight blue, wide-brimmed hat that curved dramatically around her face, emphasising the already spectacular bone structure. No one else could have carried it off.


‘Cici!’ the milliner cried, leaping up from the table and rushing to greet her. ‘You look fabulous.’ He air kissed her on both cheeks.


She sauntered down the steps, nodding and smiling to staff and friends alike until she reached Dom, when she paused again, making a great show of removing her navy silk gloves and proffering her cheek to him, which he duly kissed.


‘Hello, darling,’ she beamed at him. ‘Don’t you look nice today. That shade of pink is divine on you.’ She patted his cheek fondly.


Embarrassment crawled all over him. ‘Hello, Mum.’


‘Well, aren’t you going to escort me to my table, darling?’


‘Sure,’ he said glumly.


Now the real work would begin. If Cici had arrived, then Friday lunch at Dominic’s had officially begun.


‘Damn,’ James Coleman cursed under his breath as he sliced his third drive of the day.


‘You’d want to get that shoulder of yours seen to,’ his partner, Mike, said, shaking his head. ‘Your game’s shot to pieces, and in case it’s slipped your memory, the club championship’s less than three weeks away.’


‘You’re right, and I haven’t forgotten. I’m going to pull out.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Mike’s swing stopped in mid-air. ‘We’ve won it for the past four years. One more and we get to keep the trophy. Just get your bloody shoulder sorted.’



If only it were that simple, thought James.


‘Let’s call it a day,’ Mike said, not pushing it. ‘I’ll see you back at the clubhouse?’


‘Sorry,’ James turned away and slotted his driver into the bag. ‘I’ve got a meeting. Have to dash. I’ll call you tomorrow.’


‘You work too hard, you know that?’ Mike looked at him quizzically. ‘Should take things a bit easier, James. You’re not yourself these days. Surely the company can survive without you for a while? You should take a holiday, take that gorgeous wife of yours away somewhere exotic and chill out – after the championship, of course.’ He chuckled. ‘How is Cici, by the way?’


‘She’s great.’


‘Tell her I said hello. We should have dinner soon, just the four of us. It’s been too long. I’ll tell Janet to organise it.’


‘Sure, great, whatever.’


‘Well don’t sound so enthusiastic.’ Mike sounded hurt.


‘Really, Mike, I’ve got to go.’ James was already making long strides towards the clubhouse, golf bag slung over his shoulder. He turned briefly. ‘Dinner would be great.’


Mike shook his head as he watched his friend walk away. Something was up. James Coleman was most certainly not his calm, courteous, collected self these days. He wondered what it could be. Not business problems anyway; James’s company was huge and doing better than ever. He was worth millions. Normally the man was utterly unflappable, but lately his behaviour seemed distracted at best, strained at worst. In fact, Mike reflected, it was downright worrying. He thought about calling him now on his mobile and pinning him down, asking what the hell was going on with him. Instead he shrugged. Who was he to be nosy?


James turned his sleek black Mercedes 600 coupé into Wellington Square and pulled up outside number 15. The car had been chosen only after careful consideration, the same consideration that he applied to everything in his life. James Coleman was not a man who rushed into things. On the contrary, whether in his personal life or his business dealings, James moved with the utmost deliberation only after analysing every minute detail and nuance of the matter in question. It made for a straightforward life. Consequences to potential actions had to be anticipated or mayhem ensued. The Rules applied at all times, and if you followed them, desired results were achieved – or at least they had been up till now.


He walked up the steps to his home and reached for his key, taking a barely perceptible breath before inserting it in the lock and turning it.


Inside, the long hallway greeted him as always. The warm timber floors, polished to perfection, were covered by an intricately patterned Persian runner leading to the base of the stairway. The narrow Edwardian hall table held a large silver salver containing the day’s post, and a vase of elegantly arranged flowers stood in pride of place. The large mirror that ran the length of the table had been found at an auction at Adam’s and hung now above it, dutifully enhancing the width of the rather narrow space. James caught sight of himself in it now and frowned. His face seemed shrunken to him, pale and rather pinched against the bold dark red backdrop of the walls. He took off his long navy cashmere overcoat and threw it on a hall chair, not bothering to hang it, and watched it slither to the ground. He walked into the drawing room, straight to the drinks cabinet, and poured himself a large gin. He sat there, sipping it mechanically, for fifteen or twenty minutes before realising the room was in complete darkness. He turned on a table lamp and tried, for the umpteenth time, to make sense of the mess that had become his life.


If there had been warning signs, he certainly hadn’t seen them. Looking back, he still saw nothing that would have alerted him that all was not as it should be. In fact, as far as he could tell, things had been good, better than good even.


‘Darling,’ Cici had said to him one evening after dinner.‘I think the mews could do with a makeover. It’s looking a bit tired these days. I was thinking of redecorating it. What do you think?’


‘I think that’s a great idea.’ He had looked up from his laptop and smiled at the enthusiasm in her voice. ‘Go right ahead, I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job. Just don’t expect me to get involved, you know how I hate all that stuff.’ He went back to his share portfolio. ‘Only please, no builders around the house, I beg you.’


‘Of course not, sweetie. It will be my little project. You won’t even know it’s being done. I’ll surprise you with the finished result.’


‘Cici, you never cease to surprise me, as you well know. And you’re right, redecorating the mews will be a good investment. Maybe we can rent it out. It’s silly to have it lying there empty, unless one of the children wants it for a while, of course.’


‘Unlikely, darling. Dommy has to be near the restaurant, and the girls, well, they’re gone for this year at any rate. It’s just you and me now,’ she had said.


He remembered, with a rueful smile, the first time he had set eyes on her. He had wandered into the Shelbourne Hotel after a boring business pitch over dinner at his club nearby and made straight for the famous Horseshoe Bar, where a friend of his had arranged to meet him. There was no sign of the friend, but sitting at the bar was a stunning young woman gulping champagne as she endeavoured, in heavily accented English, to tearfully relate to the barman, who was listening, enthralled, the story of her first miserable day in Ireland.


Perhaps it was the fact that she was in evening dress that intrigued him, or that the white chiffon confection plunged in a Grecian neckline to enhance the most incredible breasts James Coleman had ever seen that made him approach her and ask if he might join her and buy her a drink.


She had turned towards him then and the slanting, chocolate brown eyes had surveyed him, looking up at him from under thick, curling lashes. Suddenly she smiled and crossed her legs, allowing the dress, which was full length, to shift, revealing a thigh-high split that displayed long, shapely, olive-skinned limbs.


‘I’d be delighted,’ she said.


After that, everything had happened very quickly.


They’d had a few more drinks, champagne for Cici, but when James had been about to order a martini, Cici had interjected.


‘Please, let me choose for you.’ She had let those eyes rove over him again and a playful smiled curved suggestively. ‘A Carpano, for my new friend,’ she instructed the amused barman. ‘An Italian drink for an Irish gentleman, yes? A martini is too . . . James Bond. Too predictable. And you, James, I think are not so predictable as you would like me to think, no?’


James, captivated and wildly flattered, had no intention of disillusioning her. And he hadn’t been predictable, not that night.


‘Has anyone ever told you that you look remarkably like Sophia Loren? A very young Sophia Loren,’ he added hastily.


‘All the time.’ It was true; there was no mistaking the resemblance. ‘But you,’ she said, ‘you are too aristocratic looking to be a movie star.’


‘Well I can assure you I am not an aristocrat, and much as I wish I had a magnificent castle in the depths of the country to lure you away to, I’m afraid I do not,’ James said equally playfully. ‘How long are you here for?’


‘I had planned to stay for a week, but now I must go back to Italy tomorrow. I would go sooner if I could,’ she scowled.


‘What on earth for?’


‘My boyfriend, he is . . . how you say . . . a Don Juan, a cheat, a liar.’


‘Then why go back to him?’


‘He is here. I came over to be with him. That is the problem.’


James listened as she related her romance with the handsome army officer who was now a famous member of the Italian show-jumping team. James wasn’t well up on things equestrian, but even the dogs on the street knew it was Horse Show week in Dublin. The yearly event brought traffic to a standstill and was the highlight of the social season every first week of August, when, after the day’s competitions, a series of glamorous balls were held in various hotels in Ballsbridge, close to the Royal Dublin Society, where the Horse Show was held.


‘But . . .’ he racked his brain to remember, ‘today was the Aga Khan trophy, the Nation’s Cup. The Italians won, didn’t they?’


‘Yes, they did, and as we speak he and the rest of the team are celebrating at the ball that I left.’


‘But why did you leave?’


‘He didn’t know I was coming. It was to be a surprise. I arrived at the hotel and went to the bar, where they were drinking before the ball. I could tell by the faces of his teammates that it was a mistake. And then I saw him with the girl who was supposed to be his ex-girlfriend. He had invited her to the ball.’


‘What did you do?’


‘I picked up a drink and I threw it in his face. Then I left. But now,’ she grinned defiantly, ‘now I am glad that it happened. Otherwise I would not be sitting here with a very handsome Irishman.’


‘I’m very glad it happened too. He may be an accomplished horseman, this boyfriend—’


‘Ex-boyfriend,’ she corrected him.


‘But he’s clearly a complete fool in every other sense.’ James checked his watch. It was half past ten, almost closing time. ‘Have you eaten?’ He was suddenly ravenously hungry.


‘No. But perhaps I should, so much champagne . . .’


As it was Horse Show week, James knew they would have no chance of getting into a restaurant at that late stage.


‘I live quite close by,’ he risked. ‘If you want, we could have something to eat at my place. I can’t say I’m a good cook, but I’ll fix us something.’


‘But I am.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘I am a very good cook. We go to your place and I cook for you, yes?’


So they had. James had automatically gone to look for a taxi, but when Cici learned that his flat was in nearby Baggot Street, she insisted on walking.


‘But you can’t,’ James protested, ‘not like that, in your beautiful dress and those sandals.’


‘Of course I can. Come, let’s go.’


So he had taken off his jacket, placed it around her shoulders and they had strolled the ten-minute walk to the Georgian house where he had his flat. And she had cooked for him – she made the best spaghetti puttanesca he had ever tasted in his life.


He had somehow persuaded her to stay on for the week in his flat. There was nothing inappropriate; James was far too much of a gentleman to suggest anything untoward. Cici stayed in the second bedroom and they spent a wonderful week together as James showed her around Dublin and proudly introduced her to his clearly astounded and envious friends. Before she left, he proposed to her and she accepted. She went back to Rome to make the appropriate arrangements. Her parents, she informed him, had been killed in a car crash and she lived with an elderly aunt who would not be sorry to see her go, and the feeling, she assured him, would be mutual.


They were married three months later, in a quiet ceremony in the Irish College in Rome and returned to Dublin, where James set about building his fledgling computer business and Cici, in true Italian fashion, settled down to babies and cooking, embracing domesticity as passionately as she did everything else in her life.


They had three children: Dominic, Sophia and Mimi. All of them had inherited their parents’ dark good looks, but it was Dominic who was most like his mother in temperament. The girls, on the other hand, took after their father. They had done well at school and were presently abroad, Sophia studying art history in Florence and Mimi travelling the world on a year out from her political science degree at the Sorbonne in Paris.


Dominic, of course, had his restaurant, where by all accounts Cici was spending far too much time in the company of the kind of people James would rather not think about. It wasn’t that he was jealous as such – he was too hurt, too miserable, too genuinely bewildered at the extraordinary turn events had taken. Why had his beautiful, devoted and adored wife, at forty-nine years of age, suddenly announced she wanted a trial separation? And had plotted to conduct that same separation in their newly revamped mews house under his very nose? It was . . . James searched for the appropriate word and failed. Bizarre was the closest he could manage.


What was he supposed to do? What would he say to people? My wife has left me and she’s living at the bottom of the garden. If it weren’t so bloody tragic, it would be funny.


He drained the remains of his drink and wandered down to the kitchen. He wasn’t hungry, but he knew he should force himself to eat something, and the fridge, as always, would be well stocked by their Filipina housekeeper, who was carrying out her duties as usual. If she knew of her mistress’s whereabouts, she made no mention of the matter. James was thankful for that at least. It was bad enough to come home to and wake up to the relentless loneliness of a house he had once regarded as a happy, love-filled home without fielding embarrassing questions.


Despite himself, he felt the familiar siren call of the kitchen window, which looked out onto the back garden and from where he could see the downstairs windows of the mews. He knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t help himself. He peered out and saw the mews lit up, looking warm and inviting, the outlines of several people moving about, glasses in hand. Cici was in residence, and obviously entertaining. James wanted to feel angry, enraged even, but all he could feel was the knife twist of loneliness that cut him to the quick. Then the curtains were pulled.


Just at that moment, his mobile rang.


‘Dad?’ he heard Dominic’s voice. ‘If you, er, don’t have any plans, Tanya and I were wondering if you’d like to join us for a bite to eat this evening?’


Trying to inject a semblance of levity into his voice, James assured his son that he would be delighted to.


Never, for as long as he could remember, had an invitation been so welcomed.
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P.J. O’Sullivan was not a man made for sleeping alone.


Yet this was exactly what he had been doing for the past five years.


Today, another bleak late-November morning, was, as he knew it would be, the worst – the one he steadfastly resisted waking up to.


Every year it was the same. No matter how much he drank, how late he stayed up or what kind of pill he took, he tossed and turned, dreaming fitfully. Sometime towards dawn, the gnawing emptiness would invade his artificially induced sleep and consciousness would return. Then he would feel keenly, as always, the sense of loss afresh.


Today would be her fifth anniversary.


Five long years without Jilly. A sixth about to begin.


He shoved the palms of his hands into his eyes and groaned. A headache was hovering if he thought about it and he had a crick in his neck. Hardly surprising when he realised the awkward angle he’d been sleeping at – on his stomach, one arm caught under his rib cage, the other stretching out across the empty bed as if reaching for her would bring her back.


Not to think, that was the trick. Definitely not to think.


He would focus on the throbbing in his temples, taste the bitter dryness of his mouth, dismiss the erection that deserted him as quickly as his dreams of her.


He would not think about the amazing life they had had together. The chaotic, colourful life that had been his – his and Jilly’s. Nothing else had mattered. Together they had been an island of their own.


Wonderful, warm, spontaneous, exuberant Jilly. Wife, lover, soul mate. A woman who made everybody happy, and without whom life was unbearably lonely. No, he would definitely not think about that.


The alarm clock beside his bed told him it was 6:30 a.m. It was earlier than he usually woke, but this wasn’t a bad thing. The sooner he got on with it, the sooner this day would be over, and he truly hated this day.


Downstairs, he opened the door to the kitchen and was greeted by Bones, his golden Labrador, who at ten years of age was, like himself, overweight and out of condition. Neither of them cared. P.J. let him out and made the first of the many cups of coffee he would drink that day.


Back inside, after his morning amble, Bones sat beside him, alert now, looking wistfully at the toast P.J. spread thickly with butter, which Jilly would have reproved him for.


‘Don’t listen to what they say, Bones,’ he said, throwing his dog a piece he caught deftly and wolfed down, ‘cholesterol is great.’ Bones thumped his tail in agreement.


Mind you, P.J. thought, it had got the better of that poor old dear who had pegged it in Dominic’s last night. He shook his head at the memory of the bizarre turn events had taken the previous evening in his favourite restaurant. He had to hand it to Dom – he and his staff had handled the whole thing superbly. Without a hint of the drama unfolding, they had managed to resurrect the old lady from under the table and prop her up, and while staff had gathered discreetly to conceal the activity, P.J. and Dom had managed to hold her up between them and get her out to the ante room, where the paramedics took over. She had been pronounced dead from a massive heart attack. P.J. had been rather impressed. As a way to go, eating and drinking with gusto in a first-class restaurant before slipping quietly under the table showed a certain amount of brio. Very convivial, really – by all accounts, it was the way she had conducted most of her life.


P.J. and his dog sat there for a while companionably, long-time breakfast partners taking comfort from the ritual that began their day.


The kitchen had been Jilly’s favourite room, ‘the heart of the house’, she said, where they had retreated to cook, eat, drink, laugh and entertain and, when they couldn’t make it upstairs, have wonderful sex.


The spacious old room had captivated her and responded eagerly to the hours of painstaking restoration she had undertaken with the help of various workmen, students and friends. Lino had been pulled up to reveal impressive flagstones, walls stripped and replastered and painted warm colours. Original brickwork was exposed and cleaned and, best of all, a hidden stone fireplace unveiled.


The ramshackle larders had been stripped out and a large, American-style stainless-steel fridge-freezer installed along with a huge, comfortable sofa. The old cream Aga had also been overhauled and proclaimed functional. It sat now, as it always had, radiating heat between the two large picture windows that looked out onto the square.


‘Won’t it be awfully posh?’ A note of worry had crept into Jilly’s voice despite her excitement at the thought of moving into the wonderful old house.


‘Not once we’re installed,’ P.J. had retorted, grinning.


It had come as a complete surprise that his dotty old maiden aunt, Barbara, rumoured to have been a hell-raiser in her day and who studiously avoided all her relatives bar P.J.’s late father, her brother, had left him her splendidly decaying old house in Wellington Square upon her death. And so, ten years ago, with their two children, Alex, twenty, and Bella, just ten, they had become the latest residents of the elegant and much-sought-after location that was Wellington Square.


Even then, riding on the back of the soaring Celtic Tiger, the prices the houses fetched were thought ludicrous at five, even six million. Now you wouldn’t get one for ten. Some of them had a mews at the back, which made them even more valuable. Theirs also had a granny flat to the side.


Along with the house, his aunt had left P.J. a decent sum of cash, which meant that with a loan on top they could actually manage to undertake most of the work needed on the old place. Of course, it wasn’t nearly as grand as some of the houses on the square, all recently renovated as they changed hands or long-time residents took advantage of increasing their ever-escalating property interests, but he and Jilly had achieved the home they had dreamed of, even though it had meant living in what felt and looked like a building site for a long time, managing with a kettle and a microwave in an upstairs bedroom.


It had been fun. But then, everything had been fun with Jilly.


From the moment he had set eyes on her, he knew she was the one.


Knebworth House, 1979, Led Zeppelin belting out across the grounds, but P.J. was hearing a different kind of music. Catching sight of her, dressed in wellies and a charmingly inappropriate vintage summer dress, she was a vision of loveliness amongst the crowd of heavy metal rockers and early punks. Taking in her masses of long copper and blonde-streaked curls, her golden skin, the wide sensual mouth, head thrown back as she laughed uproariously at something her mates were saying, P.J.’s breath caught. The girl was sex on long, lissom legs. She had turned suddenly then, caught him gazing at her, and smiled at him. He left his friends and walked over to her. She seemed a little out of it, and so was he. He took her hand. It felt like the most natural thing in the world.


She was a psychology student, had just taken her final exams and was waiting for results. When he told her he was a med student, she had laughed and said he looked far too sexy.


‘That makes two of us,’ he replied.


‘I like you,’ she said, her eyes crinkling at the corners when she smiled.


They split from the others, walked, talked, got high, talked some more, got hungry and grabbed a burger and chips from a catering van. They spent the night in his tent, and the next, and though the rock concert had come to an end, P.J. knew something much, much better had begun.


He didn’t want to leave her, but he had to get back. One of his mates had a car and they were heading back to Holyhead to catch the ferry.


‘Can I have your number?’ he’d asked her.


‘Sure.’ She pulled a piece of paper from the back pocket of her jeans and wrote it down.


‘Don’t you want mine?’ he heard himself bleat.


‘If you want to give it to me,’ she grinned.


‘Come to Dublin,’ he said.


‘Maybe I will.’


‘I’ll call you.’


‘Of course you will.’ She had kissed him then, lightly, and turned, swinging her backpack over her shoulder.


P.J. felt as if someone had kicked him in the guts.


Back home, he told himself he would forget about her, that in time she would fade into one of the many hazy, happy, soft-focus memories that formed his summer breaks.


She didn’t.


His mates gave him a hard time. Rugby-playing students like himself, they took full advantage of this rare opportunity to wind him up mercilessly. He thought he was hiding it well. They told him he was pathetic.


He tried, he really did. There were other girls, other nights. University resumed and he made the Rugby Firsts, but he never stopped thinking about her.


‘She’s really got to you, hasn’t she?’ his best mate, Joey, said, looking at him quizzically. ‘Pity she’s English. I mean, if she was here, there’d be some hope,’ he went on as P.J. scowled at him, ‘but what’s the point? You’ll probably never see her again. Best forget her, mate.’


She called him that night.


‘I’m in Dublin,’ she said. ‘I think we’d better meet. I’m pregnant.’


He met her in town. She was standing, as they had arranged, outside the Bailey, a pub off Grafton Street that was considered way too posh and expensive for any of his student mates to frequent. He saw her first, as he turned the corner.


She didn’t look pregnant. She looked beautiful, her slim, long legs encased in flared jeans, a multicoloured woolly hat pulled over her blonde curls and a matching long, skinny scarf wound around her neck. When she saw him, her face lit up and suddenly nothing mattered, nothing at all.


‘I wasn’t sure you’d come,’ she said, pulling back finally from the lingering kiss their initial tentative peck had become.


‘Try and stop me,’ he grinned. ‘C’mon, let’s go inside, we can talk.’


At three in the afternoon, the pub was fairly empty.


‘I’m sorry about this,’ she began.


‘Don’t be,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault.’


‘I was on the Pill, but I’d had food poisoning. I suppose that did it. It must be an awful shock for you.’ A line of worry creased between her eyes.


‘For you too.’ He wanted to reach out and stroke the line away. ‘How, um, how far along are you?’ Stupid question! his brain screamed. Do the maths! You’re studying to be a doctor, for Christ’s sake. ‘Sorry, sorry, stupid question – I didn’t mean—’


‘No, it’s okay. Two months, a couple of weeks ago.’


‘Two months eleven days then?’ he grinned.


‘You’ve been counting too?’


‘I couldn’t get you out of my head. I can’t stop thinking about you.’


‘Me neither.’


‘Have you told your parents?’


‘Yes. They’re okay, they’re cool.’


Cool parents? It was an oxymoron, a thought he couldn’t quite get his head around. Not when your twenty-one-year-old daughter suddenly announced she was pregnant.


‘Have you?’ she asked. ‘I mean, will you?’


‘Not yet. I thought we should meet first.’ He didn’t want to contemplate that prospective discussion – not yet.


‘That’s what my parents said. That I should tell you and we should talk it over, see, um, what we want to do. They’ll support me whatever we decide.’ Her eyes were clear and certain.


‘That’s, er, very decent of them.’ It was – decent, sensible, considerate. P.J. tried to imagine these liberal, calm-sounding people and couldn’t.


‘Will your parents . . . be upset?’ she ventured.


He tried to search for the appropriate word and couldn’t. ‘It’ll be a surprise,’ he said brightly. ‘They’ll get used to it.’ It was time for the million-dollar question. ‘What do you want to do?’


‘I don’t want to get rid of it – you know, have an abortion.’


‘No, no, of course not.’


‘I don’t want to get married either. That would be silly. I don’t mean, you know . . .’


‘No, I know what you mean.’ He didn’t know anything, really, but he hastened to assure her, this beautiful creature with her wide, innocent gaze and clear thinking, who was – the thought both terrified and beguiled him – carrying his child.


‘What about you?’ she asked. ‘This can’t have been on your list of things to do before you’re thirty.’ She smiled, but she was searching his face. ‘What do you want to do? I mean it’s crazy, you don’t even know me.’


‘But I want to.’ He didn’t have to think about it – he just had to say it. ‘I want to get to know you.’


The concern left her face and was replaced by something light and hopeful. ‘That’s good, because I want to get to know you too.’


He reached across the table to take her hand, and they sat there, grinning foolishly, like the young, idealistic people they were, with their whole lives stretching before them.


His parents were not cool about it. Astounded, dumbfounded, disbelieving, certainly. Not cool.


‘She’s trapped you, you stupid boy,’ his mother cried. ‘This – this girl, whoever she is. She’s ruined your life.’


‘You bloody fool!’ His father shouted. ‘You’re a medical student for God’s sake! What were you thinking?’ He was pacing up and down the drawing room.


‘For Christ sake stop crying Maureen!’ He snapped at his wife, who was perched on the edge of a Chippendale chair, wringing her hands.


His father’s voice was cold. He was an intimidating man at the best of times but now, angry and taken aback, P.J. sensed for the first time that he was not someone to be crossed.


‘Do something!’ His mother was hysterical now. ‘You’re a doctor aren’t you – a surgeon. You have contacts – can’t she . . . you know . . .’


‘No!’ P.J.’s voice surprised him, sounding as firm and decisive as it did. ‘That’s out of the question. Jilly is – we . . . we’re having this baby.’


‘And how, precisely, are you proposing to support a wife, and a child, as a fourth year medical student?’


‘That’s another thing, we’re not getting married either. It would be stupid.’


‘Oh, sweet Jesus,’ his mother moaned. ‘The girls, your sisters, what an example to them – they’ll be ruined. Tell him, Charlie, tell him. You’ll have to get married if you’re having this child, it’s the only thing you can do.’


‘We don’t and we won’t.’ P.J. was feeling weary now. He was all out of fight.


‘You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you?’ His father leaned against the mantelpiece. ‘Well I wish you luck young man, I really do. You’re going to need it.’


‘We’ll manage.’


He left home the next day.


There wasn’t much to pack. His books were the biggest problem. Otherwise, he just needed some clothes and his guitar. Joey had borrowed a small van and was waiting outside as arranged, looking sheepish.


‘That’s it.’ P.J. said, hoisting the last of the boxes in. ‘Hang on for a mo’ will you, I’ve just got to go back inside to . . . you know.’


P.J. went upstairs and knocked on his parent’s bedroom door. His mother had taken to bed and had not been seen or heard all day.


‘Mum,’ he called, softly. ‘Can I come in?’


There was no reply. He sighed. ‘I’m off now, Mum, I’ll be in touch, okay?’ He thought he heard a sniff, but he wasn’t sure. He went back downstairs. His twin sisters were standing in the hall still in their school uniforms, silent, for once, looking worried and much younger than their seventeen years.


Shit, this was going to be worse than he had expected.


Lydia, the younger of the pair, by five minutes, opened her mouth to say something and then, to his horror, began to cry.


‘You’ll come back, won’t you?’ blurted Jane, the elder. ‘I mean, it’s not like you’re gone for ever or anything?’


‘No, no, ‘course not. Don’t be mad! C’mere.’ He hugged them awkwardly.


Just then the door to his father’s study opened and his father emerged looking grim and, P.J. noted with a pang of guilt, as if he had aged overnight.


For a moment they regarded one another.


‘You’re off then?’ his father said.


‘Yes, Dad, I am.’ He met his father’s eyes and saw something flicker briefly, something he didn’t recognize.


‘Right. Well, then.’


His father reached into his jacket pocket and withdrew an envelope. ‘Take this P.J.’ He held it out.


‘No, Dad. Thanks, it’s good of you, but I . . . I can’t.’


‘Of course you can, man.’ His father was brusque but P.J. could see the emotion in his eyes. ‘Dammit, this is no time for pride. You have a child to support now, and the rest of it. It’s just to get you on your way. I still think you’re a fool, but you might as well learn the hard way, if that’s what you want. Don’t give up on your studies, son.’ His voice almost caught. ‘You’re a born doctor.’


‘Thanks, Dad.’ P.J. croaked.


‘And P.J.?’


‘Yes?’


‘This has all come as a terrible shock to your mother but if you get into difficulties . . .’ He paused. ‘You know we’re always here for you. You can always come home – the three of you.’


For a horrible moment P.J. thought he was going to cry, as the full implications of what he was doing hit him. And then, thankfully, his father retreated back inside his study and closed the door.


Outside, P.J. climbed into the van.


‘Are you right?’ asked Joey.


‘Yeah, let’s hit the road.’


‘Was it heavy?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Jaysus, I don’t envy you, P.J. I mean, sorry – that’s not what I mean, y’know . . . Did the folks throw the head?’


‘Yup. Big time.’


Joey shook his head in awe, ‘Respect, man. I mean, it’s tough stuff, y’know, we’re all behind you mate.’ He shook his head again. ‘Jaysus, I hate to think what my folks would do to me. Ma, well, she says she thinks you’re mental but you know what mothers are like.’


‘Yeah,’ said P.J., darkly. ‘I do.’


Things happened very quickly. They found somewhere to live through a friend of a friend’s mother. The parent network had gone into action, it seemed, fuelled either by genuine sympathy or the huge collective relief that it wasn’t one of their children having to negotiate this unfortunate turn of events. Sympathetic enquiries were made about the young couple, genuine advice offered and many knowing looks exchanged across dinner tables. To their credit, not one parent ever came out and said ‘I told you so’ or ‘now you see why we’re always telling you to be careful. They didn’t have to – they could see the sobering effect this sudden visitation of adulthood and its attendant responsibilities produced on their own offspring. Besides which, everyone was inordinately fond of P.J. He was bright, funny, respectful and totally unaware of his good looks.


In fact, the only real tragedy, it was agreed among the womenfolk, was that P.J. was a terrific catch and more than a few mothers had harboured hopeful ambitions to acquire him as a son-in-law, an ambition their daughters had happily concurred with. Now, the disappointment was palpable.


‘It’s such a waste,’ said Clodagh McLaughlin, Joey’s mother, as she doled out a chicken casserole with more force than usual. ‘He would have made some girl a wonderful husband, and from such a good family too. His parents must be devastated, poor things, I must ring Maureen this week, see how she is.’


‘He is making someone a wonderful husband, isn’t he?’ Her husband interjected.


‘Oh they’re not getting married, dear, just living together, you know, shacking up, isn’t that what you young people call it?’


‘Same thing,’ Vicky, Joey’s sister, threw her mother a resentful look. ‘She’s got him hasn’t she? So much for your warnings about playing fast and loose Mum, hasn’t done this Jilly any harm.’


‘It won’t last kissing time.’ Clodagh McLaughlin sniffed. ‘Mark my words, they’ll be history before the baby’s a year old. And he can say goodbye to his career. She’s ruined him, that’s what she’s done, that English tart.’


‘Why don’t you just shut up! All of you!’ Joey stood up angrily from the table. ‘Jilly’s a lovely girl, and stunning looking, P.J. couldn’t be happier. I for one would consider myself more than lucky if I could meet a girl half as fabulous as Jilly.’ And he stormed from the room.


‘Well!’ exclaimed his mother, ‘I knew it, I just knew that all this would be a bad example for the rest of them.’


Vicky opened her mouth to protest but her mother glared at her.


‘I think the less mentioned about young P.J. and his circumstances the better, for the time being at any rate,’ said her husband, his mouth settling in a thin line of disapproval.


It shouldn’t have worked, but it did.


Once he had organised a flat, P.J. borrowed a van and got the ferry to Holyhead and drove down to Oxford to pick Jilly up.


He had found his way easily to the picturesque, orderly village on the outskirts of Oxford. Their house was just as she had described it: a pretty, regency home overlooking a weir where swans glided by serenely.


Jilly opened the door to him, grinning, and brought him inside. In the sitting room, her parents rose to greet him, if not effusively then with considered interest. There was no chilliness, no undercurrent of resentment.


Jilly’s mother was Swedish, a teacher, and had passed on to her daughter her Scandinavian good looks. Her father was good-looking too, in that aristocratic, even-featured English way, and was a professor of classics. By the time lunch was served, everyone had relaxed a little.


‘I can see what Jilly sees in you,’ her mother said to him matter-of-factly in her lilting accent as she regarded him. ‘You have a lot of sex appeal.’


P.J. nearly choked on his roast beef, although there had been no trace of suggestiveness in the remark.


‘Er, thank you, I think,’ he said colouring and feeling hugely embarrassed.


Her husband allowed himself a smile. ‘Really Freda! Steady on old girl! Young P.J. won’t be as used to your direct manner as we are.’


‘But I am right, no?’ she laughed at them as she and Jilly got up to clear the table.


Then it was time to set off. Jilly’s belongings were loaded into the van and goodbyes were said. As Jilly hugged her parents warmly and kissed them both, P.J. was again astonished at how unlike his own family they were. How un-affected, demonstrative and loving they were, and so generous to him, a stranger, taking away their only daughter.


‘Good luck,’ said Jilly’s father to them. ‘Be kind to each other.’


And then they were waving to them, to the receding village, to the landscape they were leaving behind as they set out for Dublin, and their first home together.
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