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Praise for Quentins


‘[Maeve Binchy] is one of the few writers who can pull at your heartstrings … She has a touching belief in goodness, but knows that bad things happen … The author’s great skill is to draw you into the world she creates, so that reading her books is like gossiping with old friends … This is a book which would be perfect self-indulgence on a summer’s day or one to cheer a rainy one’


Daily Express


‘Absorbing and delightful … In pinning down the humdrum and the ordinary – debts, the drama of a busy kitchen, a wedding, the ache of childlessness – Binchy makes the point that the profound shift in emotion or spirit can take place while peeling potatoes or waitressing in a restaurant’


Sunday Times


‘Maeve Binchy is back. In exuberant fettle and fine form she’s returned to the bestselling bookshelves that everyone feared she’d forsaken … Quentins, her new book, is one for her fans worldwide to really get into: another joyful, absorbing Binchy read with lots of heart’


Irish Times


‘Binchy fans will be pleased to see characters from her other books, as well as new additions … Tragedy and triumph are recounted with her characteristic humour and warmth’


Family Circle


‘All the warmth, humour and insights you expect from Maeve Binchy’s writing are here … Her fans will recognise some of the participants – such as Ria from Tara Road, the twins from Scarlet Feather, and the Signora from Evening Class – but her new characters are equally memorable’


Choice


‘Full of characteristic humour and warmth, a lovely read’


Sunday Mirror
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To my dear good Gordon.
Thank you for a lifetime of generosity,
understanding and love.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


When Ella Brady was six she went to Quentins. It was the first time anyone had called her Madam. A woman in a black dress with a lace collar had led them to the table. She had settled Ella’s parents in and then held out a chair for the six-year-old.


‘You might like to sit here, Madam, it will give you a full view of everything,’ she said. Ella was delighted and well able to deal with the situation.


‘Thank you, I’d like that,’ she said graciously. ‘You see, it’s my very first time here.’ This was in case anyone might mistake her for a regular diner.


Her mother and father probably were looking at her dotingly, as they always did. That’s what all the childhood pictures showed, anyway … complete adoration. She remembered her mother telling her that she was the best girl in the world, and her father saying it was a great pity he had to go off to the office every day, otherwise he would stay at home with the best girl.


Once Ella asked why she didn’t have sisters and brothers like everyone else seemed to. Her mother said that God had only sent one to this family, but weren’t they lucky that it was such a wonderful one. Years later, Ella learned of the many miscarriages and false hopes. But at the time the explanation satisfied her completely, and it did mean that there was no one she had to share her toys or her parents with and that had to be good. They took her to the zoo and introduced her to the animals, they brought her to the circus whenever it came to town, they even went for a weekend to London and took her picture outside Buckingham Palace. But somehow nothing was ever as important as that first visit to a grown-up restaurant, where she had been called Madam and given a seat with a good view.


The Bradys lived in Tara Road, in a house which they had bought years ago before prices started to rocket. It was a tall house with a big back garden where Ella could invite her friends from school. The house had been divided into apartments when the Bradys bought it. So there was a bathroom and kitchenette on every floor. They had restored most of it to make it a family home but Ella’s friends were very envious that she had what was like a little world of her own. It was a peaceful, orderly life. Her father Tim had a twenty-two-minute walk to the office every day, and twenty-nine minutes back on the return journey, because he paused to have a half-pint of beer and read the evening paper.


Ella’s mother, Barbara, only worked mornings. She was the one who opened up the solicitors’ offices right in town near Merrion Square. They trusted her utterly, she always said proudly, to have everything ready when the partners arrived in at 9.30 a.m. All their mail would be on their desks sorted for them. Someone to answer early-morning phone calls and to imply that they were already at work. Then she would go through the huge collection in what was called Barbara’s Basket, where they all left anything at all to do with money. Barbara thought of herself as a super-efficient book-keeper, and she controlled the four disorganised, crusty lawyers she worked for with iron rules. Where was this receipt for transport undertaken in the course of a case? Where was that invoice for the new stationery that someone had ordered? Obediently, like small boys, they delivered their accounts to her and she kept them in great ledgers. Barbara dreaded the day when they would all become computerised. But it was still far away. These four would move very slowly. They would have liked the quill pen to work with had they been given a choice!


Barbara Brady left the office at lunchtime. At first she needed to do this in order to pick Ella up from school, but even when her daughter was old enough to return accompanied only by a crowd of laughing girls, Barbara continued the routine of working a half-day only. Barbara knew that she achieved more in her four-and-a-half-hour stint than most others did in a full day. And she knew that her employers realised this too. So she was always in the house when Ella returned. It all worked out very well. Ella had somebody at home to provide a glass of milk and shortbread and to listen to her colourful account of the events of the day, this drama and that adventure. Also, to help her with what homework needed to be done.


This system meant that Tim Brady had an orderly house and a good cooked meal to return to when he got back from the investment brokers where he worked with ever-increasing anxiety over the years. And when he came home every evening at the same time, Ella had a second audience for her marvellous people-filled stories. And the lines of care would fall gradually from his face as she followed her father around the garden, first as a toddler then as a leggy schoolgirl. She would ask questions about the office that her own mother would never dare to ask. Did they think well of Daddy at the office? Was he ever going to be in charge? And later, when it was clear to Ella how unhappy her father was, she asked him why he didn’t go somewhere else to work.


Tim Brady might have left the office where he was so uneasy, and gone to another position, but the Bradys were not people to whom change came easily. They had taken a long time to commit to marriage, and an even longer time to produce Ella. They were nearly forty when she arrived, a different generation from the other parents of young children. But that only deepened their love for her. And their determination that she should have everything that life could possibly give her. They did their basement up as a self-contained flat, and let it to three bank girls in order to make a fund for Ella’s education. They never did anything just for themselves. In the beginning a few heads were shaken about it all. Was there a possibility that they did too much for the child? some people wondered. That they would spoil her totally? But as it happened even those who had forebodings had to agree that all this love and attention did Ella no harm at all.


From the start she seemed able to laugh at herself. And everyone else. She grew into a tall, confident girl who was open and friendly and who seemed to love her parents as much as they loved her.


Ella kept a photograph album of all the happy events of childhood, and wrote captions under the pictures – ‘Daddy and Mam and the Chimp at the zoo. Chimp is on left’ – and would peal with laughter at it every time.


Even at the age of thirteen when other children might have wriggled away from scenes of family life, Ella’s blonde head pored over the pictures.


‘Was that the blue dress I wore to Quentins?’ she asked.


‘Imagine you remembering that!’ Her father was delighted.


‘Is it still there?’ she asked.


‘Very much so, it’s got smarter, more expensive, but it’s certainly still there and doing well.’


‘Oh.’ She seemed disappointed to hear it had become expensive. Her parents looked at each other.


‘It’s a long time since she’s been there, Tim.’


‘Over half her lifetime,’ he agreed, and they decided to go to Quentins on Saturday night.


Ella looked at everything with her sharp young eyes. The place looked a lot more luxurious now than the last time. The thick linen napkins had an embroidered Q on them. The waiters and waitresses wore smart black trousers and white shirts, they knew all about every dish and explained clearly how they were cooked.


Brenda Brennan had noticed the girl looking around with interest. She was exactly the teenage daughter that Brenda would have loved to have had. Alert, friendly, laughing with her parents and grateful for being taken out to a smart place to eat. You didn’t always see them like that. Often they were bored and sulky and she would tell Patrick later on in the night that possibly they had been lucky to escape parenthood. But this one was every mother’s dream. And her parents didn’t look all that young, either. The man could be sixty, he was tired and slightly stooped, the mother in her fifties. Lucky people, the Bradys, to have had such a treasure late in their years.


‘What do most people like best to eat, are there any favourites?’ the girl asked Brenda when she brought them the menu.


‘A lot of our customers like the way we do fish … we keep it very simple, with a sauce on the side. And of course many more people are vegetarian nowadays, so Chef has to think up new recipes all the time.’


‘He must be very clever,’ Ella said. ‘And does he talk to you all normally and everything while he’s working? I mean, is he temperamental?’


‘Oh, he talks all right, not always normally; then of course he’s married to me, so he has to talk to me or I’d murder him.’ They all laughed together and Ella felt so good to be treated as one of the grown-ups. Then Brenda moved on to another table.


Ella saw both her parents looking at her very intensely.


‘What’s wrong? Did I talk too much?’ she asked, looking from one to the other. She knew she was inclined to prattle on.


‘Nothing’s wrong, sweetheart. I was just thinking what a pleasure it is to bring you anywhere, you get so much out of everything and everyone,’ her mother said.


‘And I was thinking almost the very same thing,’ her father said, beaming at her.


And as Ella went on to high school she wondered if it was possible that they might care too much about her. All the other girls at school said that their parents were utterly monstrous. She gave a little shiver in case suddenly everything went sour. Maybe her parents wouldn’t like her clothes, her career, her husband? It was going dangerously smoothly so far. And it continued to go well during what were meant to be the years from hell, when Ella was sixteen and seventeen. Every other girl at the school had been in open warfare with one or both parents. There had been scenes and tears and dramas. But never in the Brady household.


Barbara may have thought the party dresses Ella bought were far too skimpy. Tim may have thought the music coming from Ella’s bedroom too loud. Ella might have wished that her father didn’t turn up in his nice safe car and wait outside the disco to take her home at the end of an evening, as if she were a six-year-old. But if anyone thought these things they were never said. Ella did complain that her father fussed over her too much and that her mother worried about her, but she did it lovingly. By the time Ella was eighteen and ready to go to university, it was still one of the most cheerful, peaceful households in the Western Hemisphere.


Ella’s friend Deirdre was full of envy. ‘It’s not fair, really it isn’t. They haven’t even got annoyed with you for doing science. Most parents refuse point-blank to let you do what you want.’


‘I know,’ Ella said, worried. ‘It’s a bit abnormal, isn’t it?’


‘They don’t have rows, either,’ Deirdre grumbled. ‘Mine are always on at each other about money and drink … everything, in fact.’


Ella shrugged. ‘No, they don’t drink, and of course we rent out the flat so they have plenty of money … and I’m not a drug addict or anything, so I suppose they don’t have any worries.’


‘But why are they all on red alert about everything in my house?’ Deirdre wailed.


Ella shrugged. She couldn’t explain it … it just didn’t seem to be a problem.


‘Wait until we want to stay out all night and go to bed with fellows, then it will be a problem,’ Deirdre said with her voice full of menace.


But oddly when that happened it wasn’t a problem at all.


In their first year at university, Ella and Deirdre had made a new friend, Nuala, who was from the country and had her own flat. Right in the centre of the city. So whenever anything was going to be too late or too hard to get home from, the fiction of Nuala’s flat was used. Ella wondered if her parents were truly convinced, or did they suspect that she might be up to some adventure? Perhaps they didn’t want to know about any adventures, so they didn’t ask questions to which the answers, if truthful, might be unacceptable. They just trusted her to get along with everything as they always had. Occasionally she felt a bit guilty, but there weren’t all that many occasions.


Ella never fell in love during her four years at university, which made her unusual. She did have sex, though. Not a great deal of it. Ella’s first lover was Nick, a fellow student. Nick Hayes was first and foremost a friend, but one night he told Ella that he had fancied her from the moment she had come into the first lecture. She had been so cool and calm while he had always been over-eager and loud and saying the wrong thing.


‘I never saw you like that,’ Ella said truthfully.


‘It’s got to do with having freckles, green eyes, and having to shout for attention as a member of a large family,’ he explained.


‘Well, I think it’s nice,’ she said.


‘Does that mean you fancy me a bit too?’ he asked hopefully.


‘I’m not sure,’ she said.


He was so disappointed that she couldn’t bear to see his face. ‘Couldn’t we just talk a lot instead of desiring each other?’ she asked. ‘I’d love to know about you and why you think science is a good way into film-making, and, well … lots of things,’ she ended lamely.


‘Does that mean that you find me loathsome, repulsive?’ he asked.


Ella looked at him. He was trying to joke, but his face looked very vulnerable. ‘I find you very attractive, Nick,’ she said.


And so they became lovers.


It was less than successful. Oddly they weren’t either upset or embarrassed. They were just surprised.


After a few attempts they agreed that it wasn’t all they had expected it to be. Nick said that it was his first time too, and that perhaps they should both go off and get experience with people who knew all about it.


‘Maybe it’s like driving a car,’ he said seriously. ‘You should learn from someone who knows how to do it.’


Then she was fancied by a sporting hero, who was astonished when she said she didn’t want to have sex with him.


‘Are you frigid, or what?’ he had asked, searching for an explanation.


‘I don’t think so, no,’ Ella had said.


‘Oh, I think you must be,’ said the sporting hero in an aggrieved manner. So then Ella thought it might be no harm to try it with him, since he was known to have had a lot of ladies. It wasn’t any better than with Nick, and there was nothing to talk about, so it was probably worse. She had the small compliment of being told by the sporting hero that she most definitely wasn’t frigid.


There were only two other brief experiences, which, compared to Deirdre and Nuala’s adventures, were very poor. But Ella wasn’t put out. She was twenty-two and a science graduate; she would find love sooner or later. Like everyone.


Nuala found love first. Frank, dark and brooding. Nuala adored him. When he said that he wanted to join his two brothers in their construction business in London, she was heartbroken.


This called for an emergency dinner at Quentins. ‘I really and truly thought he cared, how could I have been so taken in, so humiliated?’ she wept to Deirdre and Ella when they settled at their table.


It was meant to be an Early Bird dinner, where people came in at six-thirty and left by eight. It was intended for pre-theatre goers, and the restaurant hoped to be able to have a second sitting for the table. But Deirdre, Ella and Nuala showed no signs of leaving. Mon, the lively little blonde waitress, cleared her throat a couple of times but it was no use.


Finally Ella approached Mrs Brennan. ‘I’m very sorry. I know we are meant to be Early Bird and the cheaper menu, but one of the birds at our table has a terrible crisis and we are trying to pat down her feathers.’


Brenda laughed despite herself and despite the people waiting in the bar for the next sitting.


‘Go on then, pat her down,’ she said good-naturedly.


‘Send them a bottle of house red, with a note saying: “To help the crisis”,’ she told Mon.


‘I thought we were meant to be dislodging the Early Birds,’ Mon grumbled.


‘Yes, you’re right, Mon, but we have to be flexible too in this trade,’ Brenda said.


‘A whole bottle, Mrs Brennan?’ Mon was still confused.


‘Yes, a very poor wine, one of Patrick’s few mistakes, sooner it’s drunk the better,’ Brenda said.


They were overjoyed at the table.


‘As soon as we get some money, we’ll eat here properly,’ Ella promised.


And they settled down to the plan of war. Should they just murder Frank now, or go to his house and threaten him? Should Nuala find another lover in the next two hours and taunt Frank about it? Should she write him a hurt, sad letter that would break his heart and unsteady his hand for the rest of his working life? None of these things proved to be necessary, because Frank came into the restaurant looking for Nuala. He was greeted with a great deal of hostility by the three girls. He seemed very bewildered. Yet they were ranged against him and there was no way of talking to Nuala alone.


‘All right, then,’ he said, with his face red and almost tearful. ‘All right, it wasn’t what I had planned, but here we go.’ He knelt down and produced a diamond ring.


‘I love you, Nuala, and I was waiting for you to give me an indication of whether you would mind coming to England with me. When you were so silent, I thought you wouldn’t come with me. Please, do please, marry me.’


Nuala stared at him with delight. ‘I thought you didn’t love me, that you were leaving me,’ she began.


‘Will you marry me?’ he said, almost purple now.


‘Frank, you see, I thought you wanted a career more than …’


A vein was moving dangerously in Frank’s forehead.


‘I was so upset I had even been looking up jobs in London …’


Ella could bear it no longer. ‘NUALA, WILL YOU MARRY HIM … YES OR NO?’ she shouted, and the whole restaurant watched as Nuala said that of course she would, then everyone cheered.


Deirdre and Ella were to be the bridesmaids three months later.


‘Maybe I might meet my own true love at Nuala’s wedding,’ Ella said to her mother. ‘I’ll certainly be hard to miss in this awful tangerine-coloured outfit she has insisted we wear.’


‘You look well in anything,’ Barbara said.


‘Come on, Mam, please. We look like two things dressed up to sell petrol in a garage or to give away sweets for a charity.’


‘Nonsense, you’re much too hard on yourself …’


‘Deirdre was saying that again only the other day, she says you both give me everything I want and praise as well, that I’m a spoiled princess.’


‘Nothing could be further from the truth.’


‘But Mam, you don’t even nag me about not going to Mass.’


‘Well, I will if you like, but what good would it do? Anyway Father Kenny says we should look after our own souls and not everyone else’s.’


‘It’s late that Father Kenny and the Church have decided that, what about the Crusades and the Missions?’


‘I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me that you think poor Father Kenny was personally involved in the Crusades and the Missions,’ Barbara said with a smile.


‘No, of course not, and I will be polite and respectful all during the wedding ceremony, though I think Nuala’s crazy to go for the whole church thing.’


‘So when the time comes for you, we won’t have to alert Father Kenny?’


‘No, Mam, but by the time the time comes for me, it could be the planet Mars that might be the in place to get married.’


Ella didn’t meet her true love at Nuala’s wedding, but Deirdre did meet and greatly fancied one of Frank’s married brothers, who had come over from London for the wedding.


‘Oh, Deirdre, please don’t. I beg you, put him down,’ Ella had said.


‘What on earth do you mean?’ Deirdre’s eyes were wide open with innocence.


‘I’m worn out covering for you and that fool of the first order, delaying photographs and everything until the bridesmaid comes back dishevelled with one of the ushers, what are you thinking of?’


‘It’s okay, it’s a bit of a laugh. Nuala would laugh too – will laugh, in fact.’


‘No, Deirdre, you’ve got it so wrong, that’s her brother-in-law now. Someone she’ll be seeing with his wife twice a week in London. Nuala won’t laugh, and what’s more, she won’t know.’


‘Oh, God, you’re so disapproving! That’s what people do at weddings, that’s what weddings are for.’


‘Adjust your dress, Deirdre, more piccies to be taken.’ Ella had a voice like steel.


‘What do you mean, adjust my dress?’


‘Well, pull it down at the back, it’s all caught up in your knickers.’ Ella had the satisfaction of watching Deirdre’s worried face as she beat around hopelessly at the back of her dress, which was, as it happened, not caught up at all.


At the wedding, Ella met Nuala’s cousin, a woman she had not met for years. She was just about to leave her job as a science teacher; did Ella know anyone looking for a job?


Ella said she’d love the job herself.


‘I didn’t know you were going to teach,’ the woman said, surprised.


‘Neither did I, until this minute,’ said Ella.


Her parents were very surprised at the news also. ‘You know you can go on at university and take more degrees, the money is there for you,’ her father said, nodding towards the downstairs flat, where the three women bankers were happy to pay for the privilege of living in a good address like Tara Road.


‘No, Dad, really, I’ve been to the school, they’re nice. They don’t mind I’ve no experience. They seem to think I’ll be able to manage the kids; well, I’m tall physically … that’s a help, if it comes to arm wrestling,’ Ella said with a smile.


‘You got a good degree as well,’ her mother reminded her.


‘Yeah, well, that helped, I suppose – anyway I just have to do this teaching diploma, which means lectures in the evenings … and since the school is over that way near the university, I was thinking …’ She wondered how to put this to them. That it was time to leave home. They took it very calmly.


‘We had wondered if you’d like to live in the basement flat eventually?’ Her father was tentative.


‘You’d be free to come and go like the bank girls there are,’ her mother said. ‘Nobody to bother you or anything.’


‘It’s just the distance, Mam, it’s not about people bothering me. You never have.’


‘You know, days could go by without your having to see us, just like the tenants. And there are big, strong walls …’


She knew this was their last plea, then they would give in. ‘No, I’m not worried about your hearing my wild parties, Dad. Honestly, it’s only to make it all quicker and easier. And I’ll be at home often, even staying for whole weekends if you want me.’


The deal was done.


‘I don’t believe you, your own place and a room at home, that’s pure greed. Why should you get it all, Ella Brady?’ Deirdre said.


‘Because I’m reliable, that’s why,’ Ella replied. ‘I’m no trouble. I never have been. That’s why I have such an easy life.’


And it all did go easily. Ella liked the school, the other young teachers warned her of the pitfalls, the staffroom bores, the danger of getting sucked into campaigns, how to cope with parent–teacher meetings, how to lobby for better equipment for the lab. She liked the children and their enthusiasm. It seemed only the other day that she was in a classroom on the other side of the desk. The lectures were easy too, and she found herself a flat in a leafy road only five minutes from the school.


‘I feel free here somehow, independent,’ Ella explained to Deirdre.


‘I don’t know why you bothered, you got your meals served to you back in your parents’ place, and it’s not as if you ever brought a bloke in here, by the looks of things.’


‘How do you know?’ Ella laughed.


‘Well, have you?’


‘No, as it happens, but I might.’


‘See?’ Deirdre was triumphant. ‘I don’t know why you feel so free and independent, I really don’t.’


And in a way, neither did Ella know. She thought it had something to do with not having to think about her parents’ marriage. They were old now, in their sixties, and they still clung to work rather than retire like other people of their age did. They could sell that big house in Tara Road for a fortune and buy a much smaller place. Then Mam would not have to go in anxiously to the law firm where she suspected that she was being kept on from kindness. Dad would not have to go to what he saw as a changing world of money men.


They got on well together. Surely they did? As she had so often told Deirdre, they never had rows. Suppose they were to turn the house back into apartments, then the rent that would bring in would mean they could retire. She would say nothing yet, just let the idea develop.


She went back home to see them for supper at least once a week and every Sunday as well, but she never stayed over. She said she studied better in the flat. Some months later, she made the suggestion that they should let her room.


Never had anything fallen on such unresponsive ground. They were astounded that she should even think of it. They didn’t want to retire. What would they do with their days?


Suddenly Ella’s legendary laughter left her. She saw a very bleak future ahead. Imagine what desperate lives people must lead if these two, who were meant to be Happily Married, couldn’t even bear the thought of being side by side at home instead of going to jobs which they found tiring and anxiety-creating.


‘I’d prefer to be a nun than have a dead marriage,’ Ella told Deirdre very earnestly.


Deirdre worked in a busy laboratory where she knew a great many men.


‘You might as well be a nun, the way you live,’ Deirdre said. ‘In fact, I think you are one in plain clothes.’


And as time went by Nuala still kept in touch from London. She had decided not to get a job after all, but instead to work in the company as a receptionist. Frank said it was better to keep all the family secrets within the family, she wrote.


‘What family secrets does she mean?’ Deirdre wondered.


‘Probably that her brothers-in-law are screwing everything that moves in there,’ Ella suggested.


‘Very droll.’ Deirdre still wondered what they could be hiding.


‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Dee. Remember them at the wedding in their sharp suits and their eyes never still, moving around the room? Those fellows have never known what it is like to keep proper books or pay proper tax in their lives.’


‘You think all builders are unreliable, that’s your prejudice.’ Deirdre was spirited.


‘No, I don’t, look at Tom Feather! His family are above-board. Lots of them are. It’s just Frank’s lot make me shudder.’


‘If you’re right, do you suppose they have our pal Nuala drawn into it all?’ Deirdre wondered.


‘Poor Nuala. I’d just hate to be wrapped up with that lot,’ Ella said.


‘Now funnily enough, I’d find being wrapped up with Eric, that eldest brother, no problem at all,’ Deirdre laughed.


‘You might get your chance, they’re going to have a family gathering here in Dublin for Frank’s parents. We’re invited,’ Ella read at the end of the letter.


‘Great. I’ll get one of those suspender belt things.’


‘No, Deirdre, you won’t, it’s only three years since the wedding, they won’t have forgotten you. We’ll keep well away from Frank’s family.’


The party was very showy. There were even columnists and photographers at it. Frank and his three brothers posed endlessly as an Irish success story. They were photographed with politicians, celebrities, with their parents and their wives.


‘It’s very fancy for a fortieth wedding anniversary, isn’t it … all this razzmatazz. I think that the old folk look a bit bewildered,’ Deirdre said.


Ella pushed her sunglasses back on her head to study the party more seriously. ‘No, they’re well able for it, the mam and dad, for them it’s a triumphal celebration. It’s “Look at what a success Our Boys have made in life”.’


‘Why don’t you like them, Ella?’


‘I don’t know, I really don’t, to be honest.’


‘Do you think Nuala’s happy?’


‘I think so, a bit hunted. But she got what she wanted, so I suppose that’s happy.’


Ella always remembered that remark because just as she was saying it a man beside them was jostled against her by a press photographer. ‘Please, Mr Richardson, can we have you in the group?’


‘No, thanks all the same, but this is a family party. It’s not appropriate.’


‘It would make sure we got it in the paper?’ The cameraman was persuasive, but not enough.


‘No, thanks, as I said, I’d really much prefer to talk to these two lovely ladies.’


Ella turned at the calm, very forceful voice. And she looked at Don Richardson, Financial Consultant, whose picture was indeed often in the newspapers. But they had never done him justice. He was good-looking certainly – dark curly hair, blue eyes – but he had a way of looking at you that excluded everyone else in the room. Ella knew she hadn’t imagined this because out of the corner of her eye she saw Deirdre shrugging slightly and moving away. Leaving her alone with Don Richardson.


Ella had never been able to flirt. Her friend Nick said it was a weakness in a woman. Men just loved that come-on look from under the eyelashes. Ella was too up-front he said, lessened the magic somehow. She wished she had listened to Nick. Now for the very first time she wanted to know how to do it.


Even if she had five minutes with Deirdre – but her friend had gone to hover in the danger area of Frank’s brothers.


It turned out not to be necessary.


He held out his hand to her with a great smile. ‘Ella Brady from Tara Road, how are you? I’m Don Richardson. It’s such a pleasure to meet you.’


‘How do you know my name?’ she croaked.


‘I asked a couple of people, Danny Lynch, the property guy, he told me. He lives near you, apparently.’


Ella heard herself saying, ‘Yes, well, near my parents, actually. I’ve moved out of home, you see, and I have my own place.’


‘Why am I very pleased to hear that, Ella Brady?’ he asked. He hadn’t stopped smiling and he hadn’t stopped holding her hand.




CHAPTER TWO


Ella got home from the hotel somehow on her own. She thought afterwards that she must have taken a taxi, but she didn’t remember it. She sat down and looked around her for a long time before she took stock of it all. This was not happening to her. This was the stuff of silly movies or magazine stories, which had to have the love-at-first-sight theme running through them. Don Richardson was just a known charmer, a professional who made his money by saying Trust Me to people, by holding their hands for a little too long, by letting his eyes lock into theirs. There was obviously a Mrs Richardson in the room tonight, maybe a history of several of them. There were little Richardsons at home, all of whom would need quality time. Ella Brady was not going to go down this road. She had mopped the tears of too many friends who had told her fantasy tales of men who were going to leave their wives. She would not join their number. Women had an amazing capacity to fool themselves, Ella had seen it over and over. She would never be part of it.


He was waiting outside the school next morning. Sitting in a new BMW and smiling as she approached. Ella wished that she had dressed better. But he didn’t seem to notice.


‘Are you surprised?’ he asked.


‘Very,’ she said.


‘Can you sit in for a moment? Please,’ he asked.


‘I have to get to class.’


She sat in his car. She wanted to make some kind of joke, some wisecracking remark that would disguise how nervous and excited she felt.


But she decided to say nothing at all. Let him explain what had to be explained.


‘I’m forty-one years old, Ella, married for eighteen years to Margery Rice, daughter of Ricky Rice, who is theoretically my boss, or at any rate the money in our company. I have two sons aged sixteen and fifteen. Margery and I have a dead marriage – it suits both of us to stay together, at the moment anyway. It certainly suits her father and it suits our two sons. We share a home out in Killiney, by the sea. I also have a business flat in the Financial Services Centre.


‘Margery spends most of her day golfing or running charity events. We live entirely separate lives. You would be breaking up nothing, nil, zilch, zero, if you were to say that you would have dinner with me tonight in Quentins at around eight.’ He put his head on one side as if waiting for her argument.


‘I’d like that, see you there,’ Ella said, and got out of the car. She felt her legs shaking as she went into the staffroom. Ella Brady, who had never taken a class off in her teaching life, went straight to the principal and said she had to leave the school at lunchtime, it was an emergency. She booked a hair-do, a manicure and a leg wax. She bought fresh flowers for her flat, changed the sheets and tidied the place, examining it with a critical eye. It was probably a wasted effort. But it was wiser to be prepared.


‘You got your hair done,’ he said as she joined him in one of the private booths at Quentins.


‘You went home and changed too. Long trek out to Killiney and back,’ Ella said, smiling.


‘Separate lives, Ella, either you believe me or you don’t.’ Don had an extraordinary smile.


‘Of course I believe you, Don. Now that that’s out of the way, we never have to mention it again.’


‘And do I have to get anything out of the way? Long-term loves, jealous suitors, possible fiancés in the wings?’


‘Nothing at all,’ she said. ‘Believe me or don’t.’


‘I totally believe you, what a wonderful dinner we are going to have,’ he said.


The evening passed too quickly. She reminded herself over and over that there must be no brittle jokes about it being time to send him home.


He had dealt with that side of it already. They were meeting as free agents or not at all. He told her about a lunch they’d had in the office today with outside caterers for the first time, and how it must be the hardest job on earth preparing and clearing up after businessmen who all wanted endless vodka and tonics without letting their bosses see just how much they were knocking back.


They were marvellous kids, he said, ran the thing like clockwork, he’d get them more work. Didn’t even want to be paid in cash, said they had some accountant who went ballistic over VAT and everything. Ella said that she thought everyone did.


‘Sure they do, of course they do. I was only trying to give these two at Scarlet Feather a break.’


‘Oh, Scarlet Feather, I know them! Tom and Cathy, they’re great people,’ Ella said, pleased they had someone else in common.


‘Yes, they seemed fine. I’d hire them again. They’re not going to get rich quick, but that’s their business.’


He seemed for a moment to think less of them because they weren’t going to get rich quick. A shadow came over it all. Maybe Rice and Richardson only liked people who made lots of money.


‘How do you know the builders, Eric and his brothers?’ she asked.


‘Oh, business,’ he said quickly. ‘We handle a few investments for Eric and the boys. And you?’


‘My friend Nuala is married to Frank, the youngest brother,’ she said.


‘Some small city. Imagine you knowing that catering couple as well. Anyway, Angel Ella, now tell me about your lunch.’


She told him about the elderly teacher who was afraid they would all get radiation from the microwave, and the sports teacher who had lost his front tooth biting into a hard French roll. She told him about the Third Years sending up a petition about school uniform being a danger to girls as they were maturing, since it made them objects of ridicule. None of these things had happened today because Ella had been racing around getting her flat cleaned and her body prepared for what might lie ahead. But as stories they were real incidents from other lunchtimes in the staffroom, and they made him laugh. And with Don Richardson it was going to be important to keep him laughing.


If you wanted to be his friend or whatever there would be no place for moody.


No place at all.


He drove her back to her flat.


‘I enjoyed this evening,’ Don Richardson said.


‘Me, too.’ Her throat was tight and her chest constricted. Did she ask him in? They were free agents. Or was it sluttish? And why should it be sluttish for the girl, not the man? She would wait and take her timing from him.


‘So, since I have your telephone number, maybe we can go out again, Angel Ella?’ he said.


‘Yes, please.’ She kissed his cheek and got out of the car while she still had the strength to do so.


He waved and turned the car.


She would not spend any time wondering would he drive eleven miles south to Killiney and the dead marriage or one mile north into the city to the bachelor pad.


She let herself into the flat and looked accusingly at the vase of expensive fresh flowers she had arranged before she had left.


‘Fine lure you were to get him back here,’ she said.


The flowers said nothing.


Maybe I should get myself a cat or a dog, something that might grunt at me when I come back here alone, Ella thought. But then she might not always be coming back here alone.


It was her father’s birthday next day. Ella had bought him a gift voucher for a hotel in Co. Wicklow. An old-fashioned place with a big, rambling garden. When she was a child, they sometimes drove down there for Sunday lunch. He used to point out the flowers to her and she would learn the names. Ella remembered her mother smiling a lot there, sitting and pouring out afternoon tea in the garden.


Maybe it would be a nice peaceful place for them to go and stay. The voucher covered dinner, bed and breakfast. It could be taken up any time in the next month. Surely they would like that?


They loved the idea, both of them. Ella felt tears at the back of her eyes to see such gratitude.


‘What a wonderful gift, just imagine it,’ her father said, over and over.


Ella wondered why had he never thought of such a thing himself if it was so great. Her mother was delighted too.


‘The three of us all going down to Holly’s and staying the night!’ she said.


Ella realised with a shock that they thought she was going with them as well.


‘So when will we go?’ Her father was excited now like a child.


‘A Friday or a Saturday?’ she suggested. She couldn’t ruin it all now by explaining that she hadn’t meant to come with them.


‘You choose,’ Father said.


Don wouldn’t ask her out on a Saturday, that would surely be family time.


They fixed to go the following Saturday. Just as Ella was about to call the hotel and make the booking her mobile phone rang.


‘Hallo,’ Don Richardson said.


She noted that he hadn’t said his name. It was arrogant in a way to assume that she knew who it was. But she was no good at playing games.


‘Oh, hallo,’ she said pleasantly.


‘Is it okay to talk?’ he asked.


‘Oh, it’s always okay,’ Ella said, but she got up and moved out towards the spiral steps down to the garden at the same time. She gave an apologetic shrug to her parents as if this were a duty call she had to take.


‘I wondered if you’d like to have dinner Saturday?’


She looked behind her into the sitting room. Her parents were examining the brochure for Holly’s as if it were some kind of map of a treasure trove. She could not cancel it now.


Ella held on to the wrought-iron rail. ‘I’m so sorry, but I’ve just arranged something, literally in the last few minutes, and it would be a bit difficult, you see, to …’


He cut her off.


‘Never mind, it was on the off chance, there’ll be other evenings.’


He was about to go. She knew she must not begin to burble at him but she was so very anxious to keep him on the line.


‘I wish I didn’t have to …’


‘But you have,’ he said crisply before she could cancel her parents’ outing and go with him wherever he suggested. ‘So catch you again.’ And he was gone.


All during dinner her heart felt like a stone. And later, she helped her mother with the washing up and they had the most extraordinary conversation.


‘Ella, you couldn’t have done anything that would please your father more, it’s just what he needs. He’s been very pressured at work.’


‘Then why didn’t you take him to Holly’s, Mother?’ Ella hoped her tone was not as impatient as she felt inside. Her mother looked at her, amazed.


‘But what would we have done there together, just the two of us looking at each other? We might as well just stay here looking at each other if there was to be just the two of us.’


Ella looked at her mother in shock. ‘You can’t mean that, Mam?’


‘Mean what?’ Her mother was genuinely surprised.


‘That you don’t have anything to talk about with Dad.’


‘But what is there to talk about, haven’t we said it all?’ Her mother spoke as if this were the most glaringly obvious thing in the world.


‘But if that’s the way it is, why don’t you leave him, why don’t you separate?’ Ella stood with the dinner plate in her hand. Her mother took it away from her.


‘Oh, Ella, don’t be ridiculous, why on earth would we want to do that? I never heard of such nonsense.’


‘People do, Mam.’


‘Not people like me and your dad. Come back inside now and we’ll talk about this great visit to Holly’s.’


Ella felt as if a light warm woollen blanket had been put over her head and was beginning to suffocate her.


She went to the cinema with Deirdre and for a drink afterwards. They talked normally as always. Or so Ella thought. Then Deirdre ordered another drink and asked Ella, ‘They’re serving sandwiches. Do you want one?’


‘What?’ Ella said. ‘Oh, yes, whatever.’


‘I’ll get you one with mouse’s dirt and bird droppings in it, then,’ Deirdre said cheerfully.


‘What?’


‘Oh, good. Welcome back, you’re awake again,’ Deirdre laughed.


‘I don’t know what you mean.’


‘Ella, you saw none of the movie, you haven’t said a word to me, you’ve bitten your lip and shuffled about. Are you going to tell me or are you not?’


She had told Deirdre everything since they were thirteen, but she couldn’t. It was odd, there was too much to tell and too little. Too much in that she had fallen in love with an entirely wrong man and that her own parents’ thirty-year marriage, which she had always thought was very happy, was fairly empty. And yet too little to tell. To Deirdre it would all be simple. She would say that Ella should go for the man, married or not. Take what she wanted and not get hurt. And Deirdre would say that everyone’s parents had rotten marriages, it’s just the way things were.


‘Nothing, Dee, just fussing, ruminating, being neurotic … that’s all it is, honestly.’


‘That’s all it ever is, honestly, but you always tell me,’ Deirdre grumbled.


‘You’ve got such a great, uncomplicated way of looking at things. I’m envious.’


‘No, you’re not, you think I’m sexually indiscriminate, that I have a hard heart … come on, you’re not envious.’


‘I am. Tell me of your latest drama, whatever it was.’


‘Well, I had a great session with that Don Richardson, you know, the consultant guy you see all over the papers. Very good he is too, insatiable nearly.’


Deirdre held her head on one side and watched Ella’s face. After a few seconds she was contrite. ‘Ella, you clown, I was just joking.’


Ella said nothing. She had both hands on her head as if trying to clear it.


‘Ella! I didn’t, I never even met him, you silly thing, I was only on a fishing expedition to see if that’s who you fancied.’


Ella took her hands away from her face.


‘And it seems as if I was right,’ Deirdre said.


‘How did you know?’ Ella’s voice was a whisper.


‘Because I’m your best friend, and also because you couldn’t take your eyes off him when he came up to you at Nuala’s do the other night.’


‘Was that only the other night?’ Ella was amazed.


‘Will I get a half-bottle of wine?’ Deirdre suggested.


‘Get a full bottle,’ Ella said, some of the colour coming back to her face.


The next Saturday the Bradys left Tara Road in the middle of the afternoon so that they could take a tour of Wicklow Gap before going to Holly’s. Ella was determined to do it well if she was doing it at all. Give them a day and night out to remember. Oddly, Deirdre had seemed highly approving that she had refused the date with Don for Saturday night. To have agreed would make Ella too available. He would call again, mark Deirdre’s words, she knew about such things. Ella had brought a flask of coffee and three little mugs and they stood in the afternoon sunshine to admire the scenery. There was bright yellow gorse on the bare hills, and some flashes of deep purple heather. Here and there a thin vague-looking sheep wandered as if bemused that there wasn’t more green grass for them to eat.


‘Imagine, you can’t see a house or a building anywhere and yet be so near Dublin, isn’t it amazing?’ Ella said.


‘Like the Yorkshire Moors. I was there once,’ her father said.


Ella hadn’t known that. ‘Were you there too, Mam?’


‘No, before my time.’ She sounded clipped.


‘It’s a bit like Arizona too, all that space, except it’s red desert over there,’ Ella said. ‘Remember the time you gave me the money for the Greyhound Bus Tour? When Deirdre and I went off to see the world.’


‘You were twenty-one,’ her mother remembered.


‘And you sent us a postcard every three days,’ her father said.


‘You were very generous. I saw so much that I’ll never forget, thanks to you. Deirdre had to work for the money and borrow some, I don’t think she’s paid it all back yet.’


‘Why have a child if you can’t give her a holiday?’ Barbara Brady’s lips were pursed with disapproval of those who didn’t take parenting seriously.


‘And what is money when all is said and done?’ said Tim Brady, who had spent all his working hours, weeks and years advising people about money and nothing else.


Ella was mystified. But she remembered Deirdre’s advice about not killing herself trying to understand them, there was probably nothing to understand.


Holly’s Hotel was buzzing with people, most of them having driven from Dublin for dinner. But the Brady family had their rooms, time to stroll in the gardens, have a leisurely bath and then meet in the chintzy little bar for a sherry while looking at the menu.


‘I must say, this is a marvellous treat,’ her father said over and over.


‘You are such a thoughtful girl,’ her mother would murmur in agreement.


Ella told them that she loved looking at people in restaurants and imagining stories about them. Like that couple near the window, for example, they were drug pushers back in Dublin, just come for a nice respectable weekend to know what the Other World was like.


‘Are they?’ Her mother was alarmed.


‘Of course not,’ Ella said. ‘It’s only pretend. Look at that group over there – what do you think they are?’


Slowly her parents got drawn into the game. ‘The older couple is trying to get the younger ones to go halves in buying a boat,’ said Tim Brady.


‘The younger couple is telling the older ones that they’re bankrupt and asking for a loan,’ said Barbara Brady.


‘I think it’s a group sex thing, they all answered one of Miss Holly’s ads for wife-swapping weekends,’ Ella suggested.


And they were all laughing at the whole crazy notion of it in this of all places when Ella looked up and saw Don Richardson and his family being ushered from the bar into the dining room. He looked over and saw them at that moment. It would be frozen for ever in Ella’s mind. The Bradys all laughing at one table and Don at the door holding it open for his father-in-law, his sons aged sixteen and fifteen, and his wife Margery who only lunched for charities and otherwise played golf. Margery, who was not large, weather-beaten and distant-looking, but who wore a smart red silk suit and had one of those handbags which cost a fortune. Margery, who was petite, smiled up at her husband in a way that Ella would never be able to do since she was exactly the same height.


Ella’s father was very engaged by the menu. Would smoked trout salad be too heavy a starter if he was going to have Guinness, steak and oyster pie?


Ella wondered if she might possibly be going to faint. Was this a sign that since she had refused to go out with him Don had decided to play the rare role of family man? Was this self-delusion of the worst kind? Did he think less of her for being with her parents? Or quite possibly more? Would he acknowledge her in the dining room? Ella ordered absently and chose the wine. It was too late now to ask if they could eat upstairs in the bedroom. She had to face it.


In the dining room they were quite a distance from the Richardson party and it was the two teenage boys and their grandfather who faced them, the couple with the dead marriage had their backs to the Bradys.


Ella’s parents were still playing the ‘let’s imagine’ game about people. The two women over there were planning a shoplifting spree, her mother thought, or they were discussing putting their father into an old people’s home. Ella’s father thought they had hacked into a computer and made a fortune and were wondering how to spend it.


‘What do you think, Ella?’


She had been thinking about the body language of Don and Margery Richardson as they sat together easily. They were not stroking each other or hand-holding but they didn’t have that stiffness that couples often have when there is a distance. Like her own parents had. Every night except tonight when they seemed to be very relaxed.


‘Go on, Ella, what do you think they are?’


She glanced briefly at the two retired women who obviously treated themselves out to a meal and a gossip twice a year.


‘Lesbians planning which of them should be inseminated this time,’ she said, forgetting she was talking to her parents rather than to Deirdre. To her surprise they thought it was very funny and when Don turned around slightly to look for her as she had known he would, there they were all laughing again. Ella felt a touch of hysteria. She wanted to stand up and scream to the whole restaurant that at best life was just one ludicrous, hypocritical façade. But you’d need to be a brave person to lose control at Miss Holly’s. Ella thought that he would say hallo, stop by the table and say something smooth and pleasant. Just be prepared for it and behave accordingly. Nothing glib or too smart.


Her father removed his glasses and seemed pleased to be able to identify at least one of the fellow diners. ‘My goodness, that’s Ricky Rice, of Rice and Richardson Consultants,’ he said.


‘Oh, do you know them, Dad?’ she asked, her mouth hardly able to form the words.


‘No, no, not at all, but we all know of them. Dear Lord, do they have clients,’ he said, shaking his head with envy.


‘How did they get such great business, do you think?’ Her mother was peering over at the table.


‘Know all the right people apparently,’ her father shrugged, his face defeated and sad.


Ella was determined to raise the mood. She asked them about property prices in Tara Road. One house there had sold for a fortune recently.


‘Didn’t you do well to buy a house there, Dad?’ she said.


‘We wanted a place with a nice garden for you to grow up,’ her mother said. ‘And wasn’t it marvellous? Still is, of course.’


‘But you don’t live there any more,’ her father said.


‘No, Dad, not full-time, but I’ll come back and see you as I will always do while you’re there, or wherever you are.’


‘What do you mean, wherever we are?’ Her mother sounded very anxious.


Please, please, may he not look around again now and see them all frowning and anxious. ‘I meant, Mam, that some day you’ll want to sell Tara Road and buy a smaller place, won’t you? Won’t you?’ She looked from one to the other eagerly.


‘We hadn’t ever thought …’ her father began.


‘Why should we leave our home?’ her mother said.


‘You know that guy Danny Lynch who used to live in Tara Road? He says this is the time to sell.’


‘Well, he left his wife and children – he’s no role model,’ her mother said.


‘No, but he is an estate agent.’


‘Not any longer.’ Her father spoke gravely. ‘Apparently he and his partner got into a lot of funny business,’ he said very disapprovingly.


‘And anyone who would cheat on his wife like he did isn’t worth listening to on any subject,’ Ella’s mother said.


There was a movement two tables away. Ella saw him stand up. She knew he was coming over. Make them laugh, she told herself.


It was a tall order. She had about thirty seconds.


‘Don’t mind me, Deirdre says that I’m obsessed by property. That’s another game I play, I pretend houses aren’t what they seem to be. Apart from Holly’s Hotel here being the wife-swapping centre of Europe, I think Mam’s law office is money laundering big time. And wait till I tell you what I think Dad’s firm is up to …’ She stopped just as he arrived at the table. It had worked, they were both looking at her with eager smiles to know what she would say next.


‘Hallo, I’m Don Richardson. We met at Frank and Nuala’s party this week.’


‘Oh, that’s right. Don, these are my parents, Tim and Barbara Brady.’


His handshake was so firm, his tone so warm, she felt nothing but gratitude to him. He was being so genuinely pleasant to two strangers. He was not speaking to this couple as a man who was about to seduce their daughter, betray his wife; she saw him as someone who had come to rescue the conversation. She explained it was her father’s birthday; he explained that it was a celebration because his son had scored a winning goal in a match. In the few short moments that he stayed he managed to discover the name of, and praise, her father’s firm, he even knew of the office where her mother worked when it was mentioned and said they were highly respected lawyers. And then he was gone.


They spoke of him admiringly.


‘Very hard-working man. That’s why he got where he is. People used to say it was all his father-in-law but the firm was nothing until he got into it,’ her father said.


‘And very easy with people too,’ her mother said.


Ella felt it was very foolish to be as pleased as she was that they liked him. And she felt very pleased indeed at the way he smiled at her as he left the dining room. She knew he was going to call her again soon. But she hadn’t known that he would call her at midnight.


‘I hope I didn’t wake you,’ he said on her mobile phone.


‘No. I was reading, there’s a kind of window seat here, I was actually looking at the shapes of the bushes and flowers more than reading.’


‘Bushes? Flowers? Where are you?’ He sounded confused.


‘How quickly men forget. I’m in Holly’s, we met here about four hours ago.’


‘In Holly’s?’ He sounded very disappointed.


‘Don, you know I am. Is this a game?’


‘If so, I’ve lost,’ he said.


‘Where are you?’ she asked.


‘I’m parked in your road. I was hoping you’d ask me in for coffee.’


‘So your son’s celebration is over?’


‘And your father’s continues?’


‘That’s life, I suppose.’ She was smiling now, he was outside her door back in Dublin. He had not gone back to his Killiney home with the wife in red silk. His ties to his home must be very loose, as he had said. He had driven all the way in to Dublin on the off chance of seeing her. He must fancy her.


‘You could come in for coffee another night. Like tomorrow,’ she said.


‘Tomorrow’s bad for me – a big political fund-raiser – I have to be there glad-handing people.’ He sounded regretful.


‘Oh, well.’ She made herself shrug.


‘Monday night?’ he offered.


Deirdre had told her not to be too available. ‘Bad for me, Tuesday or Wednesday are fine, though.’


‘Tuesday then, I suppose, since it can’t be earlier. Suppose I brought a bottle of truly lovely wine, would you cook me a steak?’


‘It’s a deal,’ said Ella, who wondered how could any human get through the number of hours between now and Tuesday at eight o’clock.


They had the Full Irish Breakfast, and Miss Holly came to talk to them. ‘Nice to meet Don Richardson last night.’ Ella’s mother wanted to show that they were anyone’s equal.


‘Ah, yes, wonderful family man, Mr Richardson,’ said Miss Holly, nodding in approval. ‘You see it all in this business, Mrs Brady, believe me, so many of our so-called business leaders don’t have the same standards as they used to, no indeed.’


‘Brings his family here a lot then, does he?’ said Ella in a strained voice, stabbing at the sausage on her plate as if she wanted desperately to kill it.


‘Well, no, he works so hard, you see. Usually it’s just his wife and her father and the children, but Mr Richardson always rings and orders them some special wine, and when he can he’s with them.’


‘That’s nice,’ said Ella, suddenly feeling a great deal better.


She kissed them goodbye at Tara Road and refused to think about the fact that they might spend a lonely wordless afternoon now that she was no longer there to be the central point of their life. She had done her best to get them to sell this big place. To liberate some money so that they could go on a cruise, get a better car or whatever they might like. She knew that it wouldn’t matter where they lived or how much money they had, they were not going to take their future in their own hands and make the best of it. Which was what she, Ella, was going to do. She was going to get involved with this dangerously attractive man, no matter how many turnings there would be in the road ahead. And if she got hurt then she got hurt, that’s all there was to it.


Her phone rang. She pulled in to the side of the road but it wasn’t what she had hoped. It was Nick, her old mate from college.


‘Oh, Nick,’ she said.


‘Well, I’ve had warmer receptions,’ he said.


‘Sorry, I’m coping with traffic,’ she lied.


‘No, you’re not, you fibber, you’ve pulled in, I’m in the car behind you.’


‘Is this a police state or what?’ she said and leaped out of the car to give him a hug.


‘I saw you ahead of me and I wondered if you’d like a late lunch.’


‘Like it? I’d love it, Nick.’


They sat companionably as he told her all about the dramas in his life and she told him nothing about the dramas in hers. Nick was such an easy person to talk to, such a friend. No need to explain anything or wonder about what he was thinking. It was all there on his handsome, freckled face and in his big green eyes. He was wearing a black leather jacket and sunglasses on his head. It would have been so uncomplicated to love someone like this instead of what she had got herself into. She looked at Nick affectionately. He would never know what she was thinking.


When they had last met he had just set up a small independent film production company called Firefly Films with two others and they were doing quite well. Much better than they had hoped. They still did a fair bit of bread and butter work like videos of weddings and advertising things, a lot of word of mouth. That’s what it was all about in Dublin today – Nick had been able to point a job to Tom and Cathy who ran a catering company called Scarlet Feather. And apparently it had gone well so now Tom and Cathy in return had got him a job to film and edit a big fund-raising event tonight. Huge money, the guy wanted to pay in cash but, hey, that was okay too.


‘Tonight?’ Ella’s eyes were dancing.


‘Yeah, he wants a nice, neat fifteen minutes of the highlights showing as many celebs as possible and literally just the best sound bites, no long tedious speeches … we could do it in our sleep.’


‘Nick, can I come with you? To help. Please.’


‘Hey, Ella, you don’t want to be involved in any of this kind of business!’ Nick was startled.


‘Please. I beg you. I’ll get you coffee, I’ll carry your bags.’


‘Why?’


‘I just want to, we’re friends. You wanted to have lunch with me and I said yes, why can’t I say I want to go on this gig with you tonight and you say yes?’


‘You’d be bored.’


‘Please, Nick.’


‘Okay, but you do get to carry my bags, do you hear?’


‘I love you, Nick.’


‘You love someone certainly; you’re as high as a kite,’ he said. ‘But it’s not me.’


She met them outside the hotel later in the evening. She hardly recognised Nick, he was so businesslike and efficient.


‘This is Ella. She knows nothing but she’s here to help,’ he said casually.


Ella grinned. ‘I always wanted to be in movies,’ she said, joking.


‘Well, you picked the wrong team, tonight’s only video,’ said a small, earnest-looking girl who did not at all like the tall, blonde Ella coming in on the act.


‘Look, I promise I won’t be in the way.’ Ella concentrated on the girl, the two men were no trouble and couldn’t have cared less about her. ‘Just tell me what to do or to get out of the way and I’ll do it.’


‘Well, okay, thanks then.’ The girl was gruff.


‘What’s your name?’ Ella asked.


‘Sandy.’


‘Well, Sandy, I mean it, anything I can do?’


‘Why are you here?’ Sandy was blunt. She fancied Nick greatly and probably in vain. But as far as she was concerned, Ella was a threat.


‘Because I’m keen on someone who’s going to be here and it was the only way I could get in.’ There is never anything as good as total honesty.


Sandy believed her immediately.


‘And is he keen on you?’


‘Not enough,’ Ella answered, and they were friends for life.


She tidied away their gear into corners, got a pot of coffee from the kitchen, asked the office to let them have three photocopies of the seating plan rather than the one they had been given. And was in fact quite useful and helpful until she saw Don Richardson come in with Margery on his arm.


This time she wore dark green silk and what looked very like real emeralds. She knew everyone and they were all kissing her on the cheek. Today was a Sunday yet she looked as if she had come straight from the hairdresser, she must have somebody come to her house. She was like a little porcelain doll. Ella felt tall, ungainly, sweaty, and out of place. From behind a pillar she watched as Don spoke swiftly to Nick telling him what needed to be done, where to position himself. And then she did no more to help anyone in Firefly Films, she stood there twisting a table napkin around in her hands and watching Don Richardson. He had said tonight was bad for him to meet her because he had to do a lot of glad-handing.


She wasn’t even sure what the words meant.


Now she knew. It was shaking hands and at the same time gripping the other person’s arm firmly above the elbow. It was looking into their eyes and thanking them for their support. It was turning to introduce them to other people with a fixed smile of gratitude. And Don Richardson did it very well.


Ella had no idea how long she stood there while others in the great dining room ate through a five-course meal. But Don didn’t sit down either, he moved from table to table, talking here, laughing there, always nodding imperceptibly at Nick if he wanted him to turn the camera on groups. Margery sat at a table and talked easily with politicians and their wives. Margery’s eyes never roamed the room looking for him, wondering was he hesitating too long at this table, laughing too animatedly with the two bosomy women who did not want to let him go. Was this because she knew how to play it? Giving him a long lead meant he always came home? Or had he been telling Ella the truth, that they really did lead separate lives?
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