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Chapter One


Lily Ryan weaved her way through the glamorous, post-work crowd, waving excitedly when she spotted her best friend Dee already seated on a high stool at the bar.


‘You really need to work on your entry, you know. That wave was far too energetic,’ Dee said with a sarcastic eye roll.


‘I know, sorry. I’m just glad it’s Friday,’ Lily said, wrapping her friend in a big hug. ‘My boss caught me on the phone to my sister in Dublin at lunchtime and was totally passive-aggressive with me all afternoon, and she said I’m short one vacation day for the Italian trip so she’s docking my wages. I swear to God she’s on a personal crusade to ruin my life. She’s such a miserable cow.’


Lily sat heavily on the stool alongside Dee, hanging her bag on a hook directly underneath the bar. They had arranged to meet at the Monkey Bar, a retro-chic cocktail bar and restaurant in the high-profile East 54th Street neighbourhood of Manhattan. The Monkey Bar had long been a favourite of publishing and entertainment executives, but a feature in the hugely successful Sex and the City sitcom brought it to the attention of the younger, up-and-coming executive crowd.


‘You’re looking very glam,’ Dee said, raising her glass of wine to her lips. ‘What’s that all about?’


‘Are you joking? I have to make an effort when you pick a place like this, and unlike you I’m not dressed in a power suit with sharp edges and fancy jewellery all day. God, it’s so swanky, isn’t it? Look at these people,’ Lily said, turning to scan the well-heeled crowd.


‘Yep, you can smell the money. All these powerful midtown types. Honestly, these chicks spend more on their outfits than I do on my monthly mortgage payment,’ Dee said, glancing around the crowded, dimly lit bar. ‘It’s not really my thing,’ she shrugged, ‘but it’s close to the office, so it takes less time to get to my first post-work drink.’


‘I think it’s fabulous! I can pretend to be glamorous and sophisticated for a couple of hours, before I head home, put on my PJs and order Thai food online.’ Lily grinned. ‘But not tonight – I’m meeting Peter for dinner after this at Marea.’


Dee raised an eyebrow in mock disdain. ‘Swankier still!’


The bartender placed a monogrammed coaster on the bar in front of Lily.


‘What will it be, ma’am?’ he asked, with a friendly smile.


‘I’ll have a vodka Martini, please.’


‘How would you like it?’


‘Sorry? Oh right, yeah. Um … dry, please, and um … with a twist. Thanks,’ she replied, feeling her cheeks flush.


‘Coming right up.’


Jesus, Lily … Vodka Martini, dry with a twist. How hard is it to say that all in one go? she said to herself with a loud sigh.


‘Since when do you drink Martinis?’


‘I’ve been practising.’


‘How do you practise drinking a Martini? I mean, what is there to practise?’


‘I had to get out of my pink drink phase,’ Lily said, nudging her stool closer to the bar. ‘It just reeks of girly drinks. Peter drinks Martinis, so I thought I’d see if I could like them.’


She cringed inwardly as she heard the words come out of her mouth. The look of disapproval from Dee was instant and unmistakable.


‘Eh … since when do you drink what Peter drinks?’ Dee asked, frowning slightly.


‘I don’t!’ Lily said defensively. ‘I just like the glasses. Don’t go all “women’s rights” on me. I just needed a more grown-up drink to go with my new life as a successful copywriter. Cheers!’


‘Ah, that’s right. Cheers to that. New job, new man, new drink of choice. Got it. So, are you still madly in love?’ Dee asked, referring to Lily’s boyfriend of six months, Peter.


‘Yes, but it’s costing me a fortune in lingerie. I had to dump my entire underwear drawer. Nothing matched any more. So now I think I’m contributing significantly to Victoria Secret’s EBITDA this quarter.’


‘Okay, first of all, you do know you can wash and re-wear your knickers, right? You don’t have to don new undies every time you see the man. Second, since when do you know or care about EBITDA?’


‘Oh, I had to learn all this new financial language at work. I’m attending the senior team meetings now and I felt like a total dope when they started talking about finances. So, I paid one of the junior finance guys to teach me what I’d need to know in order to survive the senior team meetings. I paid for drinks a couple of nights a week for three weeks and now I sound smart!’ she said, proudly. ‘Man, this Martini is good!’


‘You’re sounding more American by the day,’ Dee laughed.


‘So, did you get your tux?’ Lily asked, her eyes not leaving her Martini glass as she raised it slowly to her lips.


Dee rolled her eyes. ‘No, they screwed up the order. I really don’t want to talk about it, I’ll just get into a rage in my head again. Anyway, they’re a bunch of imbeciles. I should have known better than go to a department store in the first place,’ she said, shaking her head.


‘What?’ Lily screeched. ‘So, what are you going to do now? You’re getting married in a few weeks.’


‘Yeah, don’t remind me. Why did I ever let Morgan talk me into a fancy wedding in Italy? We should have just gone to City Hall and buggered off afterwards to Bora Bora, or something like that … Hang on a second,’ she said, placing her right hand on Lily’s arm. ‘Excuse me!’ she said, signalling the waiter. ‘Can I have another one of these, please?’


‘Coming right up, ma’am,’ he said with a nod.


‘So, what are you going to do now?’


‘Oh, Morgan has stepped in.’


‘Uh-oh. Is she displeased with you?’ Lily asked, with a grin.


Morgan, Dee’s soon-to-be wife, had a notoriously short fuse and a wicked temper. She was used to the finer things in life and would stand for nothing short of exceptional service. Morgan was sophisticated, successful and loyal to a point, but incompetence and sloppiness were easy triggers for her rage.


‘No, she has just sworn off said department store for life. She took the matter in hand and went directly to her stylist at Tom Ford.’


‘Tom FORD?’ Lily shrieked. ‘Tom Ford is like, a thousand dollars for a pair of pants!’


‘It could be more actually, and yes, the tuxedo is costing four thousand dollars. But apparently that is okay because a) it is my wedding, and b) it’s a bargain because it’s off the rack.’


‘Sweet Jesus, that’s two months’ rent.’


‘Trust me, it’s easier to spend the money than listen to Morgan.’


‘I suppose so,’ Lily said, her eyebrows raised in disbelief. ‘Right, so what other details do we need to finalise? I haven’t had to do anything as your maid of honour yet.’


‘This is why people go to the registry office.’ Dee grimaced. ‘All this wedding crap. I never wanted any of it.’


‘Yeah, well we both know you don’t have a say in the matter.’ Lily laughed. ‘Should I get a second one of these, or would that be bad?’


‘Eh, sorry, excuse me? Since when do you question having a second drink? I hope this man isn’t changing you too much, Lily Ryan!’ Dee said in her thick Dublin accent. Turning to catch the barman’s eye, she motioned to the two glasses. ‘We’ll take another round when you have a chance, please.’


The barman gave a wink in their direction. ‘Sure thing, ladies. Settling in for the night?’


‘Could be.’ Dee nodded. ‘Do you have any nuts or anything?’


‘I’ve got popcorn. I’ll get some right over to you.’


‘Awesome, thanks.’


‘And you say that I’m the one sounding more American?’


‘Listen, I’ve been here twenty years. That’s one year longer than I lived in Dublin, so I’m allowed say “awesome”.’ Dee laughed. ‘Christ, do we have to talk about this wedding? It’s all we talk about at home.’


‘Well, if you want me to help, then yes, we do.’


‘Okay, so I have to finalise the ceremony details. Morgan wants nothing to do with that part. She’s taking care of the resort, music, food, all that stuff. I’m doing the wine – there’s no way I was letting her choose the wine. We’d be flying in some reserve bottles from France if she had her way.’


‘God, yes, she’d lose her mind altogether with that,’ Lily said, as the barman placed another round of drinks and a bowl of warm popcorn in front of them.


‘No, we’re going Italian and we’re going local. I put my foot down.’


‘Wow, how did that feel?’ Lily asked with a frown, as she carefully lifted her second Martini glass.


‘Terrifying,’ Dee said, throwing her had back with her signature raucous laugh. ‘Anyway, I have to do the ceremony and I don’t actually know what’s involved. I googled foreign weddings but all I get is all this soppy crap and hymns. I’m looking for the basic requirements here to actually get out the other side of this.’


‘Um, I’m not sure if I’m allowed ask this question, but why is this the first time I’m hearing about this? Have you done anything for the ceremony yet?’


‘Don’t start. We just had a disastrous quarter and I had to claw back forty million dollars from our budget, so I’m really unpopular at work and given the state of the economy, fintech in general is screwed right now. My life’s a mess.’ She shook her head. ‘I really don’t have the head space for any of this ceremony shit so yes, I need your help.’


Dee was chief financial officer for Paratee Financial, a publicly traded financial technology platform, and so was ultimately responsible for the finances of the 200 million-dollar company.


‘Funny, I always think of shark costumes when I hear “fintech”,’ Lily said, grinning.


‘Not helping, Lily!’


‘No, I know, sorry. Okay, so what can I do? I could find some not-too-soppy readings or verses, or whatever they’re called. Ooh, what about music? I could google some songs for the violinist to play. You booked a violinist, didn’t you?’


‘No, she has since been replaced with a string quartet, and that’s Morgan’s remit so I’m not messing with that. Can you just find some readings that are not too vomit-inducing? I don’t want any of that perfect love stuff. Just some normal love stuff.’


‘Normal love stuff. Got it.’ Lily nodded in support.


‘Right. I’ve got to head. I’m meeting Morgan at Nobu.’


‘Okay, me too. I’m meeting Peter in twenty minutes,’ Lily said, her face brightening into a wide smile.


Peter was older than her by twelve years and divorced with two sons whom he rarely saw. He ran his own headhunting company, which was massively successful, and was very well connected in the New York social scene, as connections were imperative for his business. While Lily wasn’t easily impressed by money, she had to admit that the past few months had been a fun rollercoaster ride of great restaurants, fine wines and some lovely pieces of jewellery.


‘So, are you wearing new underwear for your date?’


‘Yep! Teal green. He says it brings out my eyes.’


‘But you don’t have green eyes.’ Dee frowned.


‘Yeah, I know, I think he might be colour-blind, but I don’t want to ask. I like the compliments, even if they’re for eyes of a different colour. I don’t want to put him off!’ Lily giggled.


‘That’s not weird at all … Okay, so do you want to meet for brunch tomorrow or are you fleeing to the Hamptons?’ Dee asked, signalling for the bill.


‘Can’t, I have that goddamn baby shower tomorrow.’


‘Christ, do people still have those? I thought they went out with the nineties?’


‘I wish. Nothing worse than sitting in a room full of new mothers all congratulating each other on how clever their babies are, and my favourite part is when they give me a sympathetic smile and tell me that my time will come too,’ Lily said, rolling her eyes. ‘I think I’ve caught your eye-roll habit.’


‘Condescending bitches. Just because they’ve got a sprog stuck to their hip they assume that every other woman on the planet wants the same thing.’


‘So, you don’t fancy coming with me then?’ Lily joked.


‘I’d rather shove chopsticks under my nails.’


‘So, that’s a “no”?’


They both laughed.


‘I’ve got this,’ Lily said, pushing Dee back and handing her card to the barman. ‘I think I’ve been a crap maid of honour so far, so at least let me pay for the drinks.’


‘Okay, just make sure you find some half-decent poems or whatever,’ Dee said, picking up her purse and making way for the four well-heeled women hustling to land on her bar stool first. ‘Try not to drop any babies tomorrow. Doesn’t look good on a résumé.’


‘I told you, I have my perfect job now!’ Lily said with a proud smile.


‘Oh, that’s right. I keep forgetting that you are no longer my normal, scatty friend, but you are now successful, in love and on the path to true happiness. What’s that like?’ she said, grinning, as they reached the door of the Monkey Bar.


‘I’m living my best life!’ Lily joked, waving over her shoulder at her friend. She turned the corner and made her way down Madison Avenue.









Chapter Two


Lily arrived at the front door of Marea, an elegant seafood restaurant on West 59th Street, just before seven o’clock. Summer in New York brought searing waves of humidity that sat like a heavy cloud between the tall skyscrapers flanking both sides of every street. It only took a few blocks to go from being perfectly made up to looking like a hot, sweaty mess. Pushing through the double doors, Lily made her way through the vast lobby, keeping to the right so she wouldn’t be seen from the bar – a firm favourite of the glamorous midtown set. Elegantly dressed women air-kissed each other as friends and colleagues met for pre-dinner drinks.


‘How come none of them have moisturiser rolling down their faces?’ Lily muttered as she pushed open the solid oak door of the bathroom.


‘You’re a shiny mess, Lily,’ she proclaimed, as she patted her face with a tissue, grimacing at her reflection in the mirror.


It was the kind of establishment that considered paper towels too commonplace and instead displayed baskets of neatly rolled, miniature cloth towels. Lily soaked one under the cold tap and, reaching under her dress, dabbed under her arms, and under her bra, letting out a sigh as the cold towel touched her skin. A click behind her alerted her to the fact that an older lady in a pinstripe skirt suit had stepped out from a cubicle. In horror, Lily realised that she was flashing her underwear in the mirror as she dabbed sweat from her underwired bra.


‘Oh God, sorry! So hot out, isn’t it?’ she said, faking a smile.


The lady dropped her gaze to the floor and raised an eyebrow as she quickly rinsed her hands and breezed past Lily without uttering a word.


‘Please don’t be sitting at the table next to me at dinner,’ Lily whispered, this time under her breath, as she flipped open her purse and pulled out several pieces of rescue make-up. ‘I can’t sit next to someone who has seen my knickers in public.’


She never used to carry so much make-up, or even wear it, but then she didn’t frequent such upscale restaurants, with such a stylish crowd. Leaning in towards the gilded mirror, she reapplied some foundation and finished with some Charlotte Tilbury magic powder.


‘Much better,’ she said, with a smile, as she snapped the gold compact shut.


Trying not to limp too obviously, she walked across the foyer in the direction of the main restaurant. Her new shoes were pinching her heels. Shouldn’t have worn leather in this heat, she thought, shaking her head. Fixing her posture – chin up, shoulders back – she reminded herself to slow her pace, just as she had observed other New York women do when they walked in high heels.


‘It looks like they’ve been in training to walk like that,’ she had observed one evening to Dee.


‘They are in training. Haven’t you heard? There are twice as many single women as there are single men in this city. That’s a tough landscape to navigate for those in pursuit of a husband.’


‘No, I mean to walk that precisely, like models on a catwalk.’


‘Well they are some pretty lethal heels. I think it’s a case of either slow down or fall down. You can’t charge across a marble floor in four-inch heels. It won’t end well,’ Dee had said as she sucked the end of her mojito through her straw.


Lily smiled at the memory as she paused momentarily outside the door of the restaurant, adjusting her skirt before rounding the door in the direction of the hostess stand.


‘Welcome to Marea. How may I help you this evening?’ the hostess asked with a wide smile that displayed perfect white teeth.


‘Good evening. I’m meeting someone here. Mr Peter Allen,’ Lily replied, standing up a little taller as she looked up at the elegantly dressed woman.


‘Of course. Mr Allen is already here. Please follow me,’ she replied, with the same automatic wide smile.


The hostess turned and made her way slowly towards the back of the restaurant. Lily caught the unmistakable flash of red from the soles of the hostess’s shoes.


Louboutins! She’s wearing six-hundred-dollar shoes! she thought to herself with a pang of envy. I have got to up my shoe game.


Peter was seated at the table, speaking quietly into his phone. He winked at Lily and smiled as the hostess pulled out the chair for her to sit.


‘Enjoy your evening,’ she said, smiling her perfect smile and nodding to both of them before turning to return to her post.


‘Sorry, this will just take a second,’ Peter whispered in his soft London accent, covering his phone with his hand. ‘Get yourself a drink!’ he added, before returning to his phone call.


God! You look hot, Lily thought as she watched him gesture towards his phone.


He was immaculately dressed as always, this time in a lightweight, dark navy suit and a pale blue shirt. The tie had already been discarded and the top button opened. Lily had come to learn that this was his way of transitioning from the workday to dinner, unless of course the restaurant called for a jacket and tie, in which case he would loosen the tie just a smidge.


‘Sorry!’ he mouthed across the table.


‘No, no problem!’ Lily said, waving her hand in dismissal.


‘Can I get you something to drink perhaps ma’am?’ a waiter asked, having appeared to her right.


She recognised him but couldn’t remember his name. John … James … something like that, she thought, running through a list of names in her head.


Peter knew everyone’s name as this was one of his favourite restaurants.


‘Um … yes. Do you have a Prosecco by the glass?’


‘No ma’am, but we have several champagnes by the glass. Would you like to see the drinks list?’


‘Oh, sure, thanks,’ she said, feeling a flush of embarrassment rise up her cheeks. Of course they don’t have Prosecco, Lily, she admonished herself silently. This isn’t your friendly local. They don’t do Prosecco. They do real champagne.


The waiter returned and handed her a heavy, leatherbound drinks list, which he held open at the page listing champagne by the glass.


Sweet Jesus, the price of them! she thought in quiet horror. Normally, Peter did all the ordering as he was particular about what wines he did or didn’t want to drink, and as a result, Lily was blithely unaware of the prices.


The cheapest glass of champagne was twenty-seven dollars, the most expensive an alarming two hundred dollars.


‘Um … I’ll have a glass of this please,’ she said, pointing to the least offensive option.


‘Right away,’ he replied with a smile, as he snapped the leatherbound book closed.


She sat back into her chair, admiring the soft décor of the room. It was exceedingly elegant, but welcoming, and was already filled with well-dressed people, engaged in quiet conversations. Lily shifted in her chair and flicked her long, dark brown hair back over her shoulder. She glanced down at the buttons of her dress to make sure they were still firmly in place. The second button down had threatened to pop out before she left her apartment, so she had secured it with a safety pin. She tugged self-consciously at the fabric now, as she sat casually surveying her surroundings.


‘Thank God. I’m so sorry – I thought he’d never let up!’ Peter said, slipping his phone into his pocket and leaning across the table to squeeze her hand. ‘The guy is on the west coast so it’s still middle of the day for him. Either he can’t tell the time, or he doesn’t care that I’m in New York. Anyway,’ he said, grinning, ‘you look great! Wait – where’s your drink?’


‘Thanks. I just ordered one,’ she replied, beaming.


The barman returned at that precise moment, brandishing a bottle of Louis Roederer.


‘Jamie, what the hell is that?’ Peter asked, a look of mild amusement on his face.


Jamie! thought Lily. That’s his name!


‘The lady ordered a glass of Roederer,’ the waiter replied slowly.


‘Good God, man. You should know better than that. She must have been mistaken. Bring a bottle of Billy rosé please. Thank you, Jamie.’


‘Right away, sir,’ Jamie replied, without batting an eyelid.


‘You can’t drink that rubbish!’ Peter said, with a large laugh. ‘Either drink good champagne or none at all. Nothing worse than a cheap champagne headache, my love.’


‘Cheap? That was twenty-seven dollars a glass!’ Lily exclaimed.


‘Exactly!’ Peter laughed.


‘What did you order instead?’


‘Billy. The rosé. It’s excellent. You’ll like it.’


‘Billy? That’s the name of the champagne?’


‘Well, no, Billecart-Salmon is the proper name, but everyone calls it Billy.’


‘It sounds ridiculous, like a joke name.’


Peter shrugged. ‘Yeah, I suppose, but it’s no different than calling a bottle of Dom Perignon “Dom”, or calling guacamole “guac”.’


‘Are you serious? You call guacamole “guac”?’ she giggled. ‘Honestly, for someone so sophisticated, you can sound really ridiculous at times.’


‘Thanks. That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me so far this evening,’ Peter joked.


Jamie returned and poured Lily a taste of the Billecart-Salmon champagne. Peter nodded in approval.


‘That’s lovely, thanks,’ she said, smiling across the table at Peter. ‘It is good, to be fair. Definitely not your average Prosecco.’


Peter rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. ‘Cheers,’ he said, clinking her glass. ‘You look great. Did I already say that? Well, in any case you do. How was your day?’


The conversation rolled along easily as they made their way through multiple courses, with the odd interruption of a buzz from Peter’s phone. He would remove it from his pocket, glance at the message or number, frown and tuck it back into his pocket, refusing to engage in a text-message conversation. ‘Never stops,’ he sighed, repeatedly. ‘When did people stop talking on the phone? All I get these days are these passive-aggressive text messages. Whatever happened to just picking up the phone and calling someone?’


Peter had started a headhunting firm in London eight years earlier that now employed almost sixty people globally. He relocated to New York three years later to open the US office, and the addition of an office in Tokyo last year meant that he was constantly juggling different time zones. He had an impeccable work ethic, as did most of the successful people that Lily had come across in her four years in New York, but he also seemed to thrive on being busy. Lily loved her job as senior copywriter at a hugely successful media company, but she also relished her slow, lazy weekends. Peter, on the other hand, managed his weekend as he did his weekday calendar, planning his personal training sessions, sailing, waterskiing and multiple social events that were not always entirely social, but merely another way of maintaining and enhancing his network in New York. He had bought a home in Sag Harbor in New York’s very affluent Hamptons the year he made his first million, so summer weekends were all about the Hamptons.


Lily had quickly learned that America’s seasonal rituals were written in stone. Her experience with New Yorkers had taught her that Thanksgiving was spent with family, spring break meant a trip to Florida, or preferably a Caribbean island, and once the first official weekend of summer (Memorial Day weekend) rolled around, there was a mass exodus to the Hamptons. Entire families decamped to their summer homes, some rambling mansions, others more modest versions of the American Dream. For the majority of these families, the man was the major breadwinner and so apart from his two-week vacation in July or August, he would commute to the Hamptons from his Manhattan home every Friday afternoon, returning late Sunday night or early Monday morning. The two-lane highway leading back to Manhattan was mostly filled with large, fancy cars and their sole male drivers on Sunday nights and Monday mornings.


Peter’s phone buzzed again as the waiter handed them the dessert menu.


‘Sorry, Lily, I have to take this,’ he said, shaking his head as he stood up from the table. ‘I swear to God if this guy had one single useful idea it would die of loneliness in his head,’ he ranted, placing his napkin on the table. ‘I’ll be right back.’


Lily sighed and slumped back into her chair, letting her shoulders sag. Her lower back muscles ached from having had to maintain perfect posture for the past hour and a half.


‘Famous last words,’ she mumbled, tipping back the last sip of wine in her glass.


Lily knew well enough by now that if Peter needed to leave the table during dinner to deal with a phone call, then it was serious, and he would not be ‘right back’.


The waiter reappeared to fold Peter’s napkin. ‘Another drink, perhaps?’ he asked, with a smile.


She grinned up at him. ‘God, was I that obvious?’


‘Just call it a special power that I possess.’


‘Do you have this by the glass?’ she asked, gesturing to the empty bottle of wine in the wine cooler. ‘The bottle is gone … sad face,’ she said, mimicking the sad face emoji.


‘Of course! I’ll be right back,’ the waiter said with a wink.


Lily couldn’t help but giggle to herself. The waiters all knew Peter well by now, some of them even well enough to recognise his telltale traits and nuances. ‘I’ll be right back’ could mean as much as twenty minutes before Peter reappeared. She pulled out her phone and scrolled aimlessly for the next fifteen minutes. She had seven WhatsApp messages from Ellen back home in Ireland, all referencing Dee’s upcoming wedding in Ischia and the fact that Ellen was more than ready to run away from her husband and five children. Each of the messages was filled with multiple grin and sunshine emojis.


‘Someone’s excited for our trip!’ Lily giggled, as she sipped her new glass of wine.


There were two Instagram messages from Kitty in London, both of which showcased outfits that she had seen advertised and deemed suitably ‘island chic’. It was clear to Lily that Kitty had sent them in the hopes that Lily would actually buy them for the trip and up her wardrobe game. The glaringly obvious sentiment made Lily smile. She hadn’t seen Kitty in months – in fact, not since she’d started dating Peter six months ago.


Kitty was the more glamorous of the group of five girlfriends, which also included Dee, Ellen and Morgan. They were all in their thirties, except for Morgan who, at forty-one, was the oldest of the group and considered herself to be the most sophisticated. Lily, Dee and Ellen had been schoolfriends in Dublin, while Kitty joined the group in their university years, having transferred from London to Trinity College Dublin. Several years later, following Dee’s move to New York, Morgan was eventually added to the group.


‘Sorry about that. Are you okay?’ Peter gushed, as he leaned over and kissed her cheek. ‘That guy’s an idiot. He has got to go. Okay … how about an espresso?’


‘Sure, I think I have two sips of wine left,’ she agreed, as Peter signalled the waiter for two espressos.


He pulled his phone out again and frowned at the screen.


Jesus, now what? she wondered, stifling a sigh as she watched him scroll.


‘So … ’ he said, slowly drawing out the word. ‘It looks like I can leave town as early as four o’clock tomorrow. Can you get out early? I can swing by and pick you up.’ He grinned up at her from his phone.


‘No, I can’t go tomorrow. Remember? I have that baby shower Saturday morning.’


‘Are you kidding me? You’re blowing off a weekend in the Hamptons for a baby shower?’


‘I know. I’m really allergic to the idea of it, but I have to go.’


‘If you don’t want to go then why are you going?’ he asked, matter-of-factly.


Peter was nothing if not pragmatic, and he could never understand people who sacrificed their time, especially leisure time, for something they felt compelled to do.


‘Peter, I have to go. She’s my boss. Well, okay, not my actual boss, but she’s definitely superior to me and I don’t want to piss her off.’


‘Oh, come on,’ he cajoled, taking her hand across the table. ‘I’m taking the boat out tomorrow, it’s set up already. I was going to give you that waterskiing lesson. The weather is absolutely perfect this weekend! And it’s the first time in weeks that we don’t have visitors, so we’ll have the whole place to ourselves.’ He winked. ‘I do recall you liked that faux fur rug in the den … ’ His voice trailed off provocatively.


‘You are very convincing, but I RSVP’d so I have to go. I’ll follow you out in the afternoon.’


‘Baby shower,’ he said, as he raised his glass in a mock toast. ‘What a nightmare. I’m very grateful that part of my life is behind me.’ He tipped back his espresso and asked the waiter for the bill.


‘What do you mean you’re grateful that’s behind you? It’s just a baby shower, Peter, no one is asking you to adopt it,’ Lily said, a slight frown forming on her face.


‘Kids. Jesus. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I love my kids, but I’m glad they’re practically grown up. I’m so done with that period in my life. I was definitely hoodwinked into that.’


‘What were you hoodwinked into? I’m not following.’


‘Having kids! Raising kids! The whole experience is bloody chaos from start to finish. I don’t know, maybe my ex-wife made it harder than it needed to be, but I can’t say it was more pleasure than pain. I swear to God, Lily, it’s like coming out of a haze or a fog when they finally start to morph into real people. The lack of sleep is brutal, perhaps bordering on torturous. Anyone who doesn’t admit that to be the case, frankly, is lying to you.’


‘But you said your kids had nannies growing up.’


‘Yeah, and it was still like living in an aquarium and having to come up for air every so often. If it wasn’t for the nanny, I don’t think we’d have lasted as long as we did. My ex-wife wasn’t exactly the level-headed type. She was born without a coping mechanism. Everything was unnecessarily dramatic. Without the nanny, everything would have imploded years earlier,’ he said, shaking his head as he gestured with both arms up over his head.


‘That’s more like exploded,’ Lily replied, mimicking his gesture. ‘Imploded would have been much more subtle.’


‘What?’ he asked, squinting at her as if trying to follow this new direction in the conversation.


‘Nothing,’ she snapped, shaking her head in an attempt to disperse the cluster of confusing thoughts lodged in her brain.


‘What the hell happened? I left the table for five minutes to take a very important call and I came back to a raging shit-storm?’


The incredulity of his accusation, along with his sarcastic tone of voice, sent Lily from simmering to boil in seconds.


‘Firstly, you were gone for more than twenty minutes, not five, and secondly, every goddamn call you ever take is always “very important”,’ she said, using the two-fingered fake air quotes that she despised so much. ‘If I’m not mistaken, you just told me, casually over dinner, that you’re done having kids. Like, that’s not something you think you should have, I don’t know … shared at some other point? We’ve been together for six months, Peter. Why hasn’t this come up before?’


‘Lily, please keep your voice down. I’m not getting into an argument with you in this restaurant. We are finished with this conversation,’ he said firmly, signing the bill with a flourish.


He stood without waiting for her to answer. He had clearly made the decision for her. They both gave the waiter a fake smile, thanked him and headed for the door.









Chapter Three


The heat outside was oppressive as they walked the four blocks to Peter’s apartment in silence. Lily knew that she was prone to a short temper, and she was usually quick to apologise, but she fumed as she played back the conversation in her head. Had he actually just told her that he didn’t want children? Out of the blue over dinner?


Peter pushed open the door to his apartment, the cool, air-conditioned room a welcome respite from the humidity of the city streets. His phone buzzed in his pocket, but he ignored it.


‘Drink?’ he asked, opening the door of the drinks cabinet. He pulled out a bottle of Japanese whisky. Lily didn’t like whisky and he knew that.


He’s just being a prick now out of spite, she seethed. ‘Yes. A gin and tonic, please,’ she said shortly. He sighed, as she knew he would. Peter loved to host parties but despised mixing drinks.


He said nothing as he pulled out a tall tumbler and poured the gin over ice.


‘So, hello? Are we going to talk about this like normal humans or are you going to put me on mute like you do your employees who misbehave?’ she asked, sarcastically.


‘Christ, Lily. We’ve talked about this. We’ve had this conversation. What exactly do you want?’ Peter asked, exasperated.


‘What do I want? Are you serious? I want to know what the hell you meant when you said you were done having children. That’s what I want, Peter. I want to understand what the fuck is happening here. I also want someone who wants to be in a relationship with me, and everything that comes along with that. What I don’t want is to subscribe to a predetermined map of the future according to Peter Allen. I thought we were doing okay. Was I wrong? Did I just imagine it, Peter?’


Peter sighed and ran his hand over his mouth. ‘It’s my fault. I wasn’t vocal enough about this, obviously.’ He shook his head and reached out his hand to her. ‘Lily, it’s okay. Calm down, please. It will be okay.’


‘What do you mean by that? How will it be okay? And do not tell me to calm down, Peter. I hate being told to calm down. You’ve just told me that you don’t want to have kids. Just like that, out of the blue after being together for six months – and I’m supposed to calm the fuck down?’


‘Are you being serious? Lily, this can’t be a complete surprise to you. I’ve been really clear from the beginning. This is not new news. This should not be a surprise to you after all this time.’


‘I shouldn’t be surprised? Why, because you’ve got two arrogant, entitled sons who piss you off – your words, not mine – and you had a shitty parenting experience, and now you live this perfectly choreographed life, so you’re done and you’re not going back? Is that it? You’re just done?’ Her voice was loud now, and she could feel herself getting upset. Do not cry, Lily. Do not cry, she repeated silently, digging her fingernails into the palms of her hands to distract her thoughts.


Peter slammed his glass on the coffee table.


‘Yes, that’s exactly right. I am done, Lily, and I believe that I made that perfectly clear to you early on in this relationship. It’s not like this is the first time we’ve had this conversation. Lily, we talked about this months ago at a restaurant and you’re the one who got all fidgety and changed the conversation. Don’t you remember?’


‘Can you please stop using my name like that? You’re using it in every sentence, and it sounds like you’re scolding me. And what are you talking about? That is precisely the problem – it is the first time we’ve talked about it. Does this sound to you like someone hearing for the first time that her boyfriend of six months is dead set against having children? We’ve had a conversation about maybe moving in together in the next few months, and yet you evade the baby conversation! If you were so goddamn set against it then don’t you think you should have mentioned it before now? You know, just casually drop it into a sentence: “Oh hey, Lily, pass the salt, please, oh and by the way I don’t want to have any more children.” Or, “Lily, do you want another glass of wine, and by the way, I’m never having any more kids.” ’


Peter stood and stared at her. ‘Are you serious?’


‘About being pissed off? Yes, I’m serious,’ she replied, feeling the rage start to well within her now.


‘No, Lily, are you seriously telling me that you think this is the first time we’ve had this conversation? You honestly think I’d keep something that significant from you and not address the issue straight up?’


‘Oh my God. The issue? This is about the most personal thing we could talk about right now and you’re calling it an issue? Are you out of your mind?’


Peter looked at the floor, put his hand over his eyes and pinched his nose. It was a signature move that he used when he was frustrated or angry. Up until now she had thought it was endearing, but then she hadn’t been the cause of the frustration. Now even the move annoyed her.


‘Lily … ’ he said slowly.


Another signature move. He always spoke slowly and calmly as if he were in charge and was taking back control of the conversation. This bugged her now, too.


He had run his hand through his hair in frustration and part of it was now sticking up on the left side of his head. She instinctively wanted to reach out and flatten it but decided that he could look ridiculous instead. She folded her arms across her chest.


‘Lily, we did talk about this. Don’t you remember? The night at Bistrot Aix, a few months ago. Remember, the table alongside us with the toddler twins going absolutely nuclear?’


Lily stared at him incredulously. ‘The twins? The ones who flung chunks of baguette at the waiter because they weren’t buttered and then roared hysterically when their dad gave out to them? That scene? The one where you said something about them being a nightmare? They were a nightmare, Peter. They were two-year-old brats – what did you expect? What does that have to do with any of this and your big, massive declaration that you don’t want to have any more children?’


Peter sighed again and shook his head. ‘I definitely recall saying something along the lines of “What a nightmare, I’m so glad I’m done with that,” and you said, “Done with what?” To which I replied that I’m so glad my kids are grown up and I don’t have to deal with that shit any more.’


‘What?’ she asked, her voice rising to a high-pitched squeal. ‘That’s the conversation you think covered the fact that you are done with kids for the rest of your life? What? Yeah, that was so clear.’


She could hear her voice rising and knew that Peter detested arguments, always claiming that he had had more than his fair share with Betty, his ex-wife, but she couldn’t stop it, nor did she really want to.


‘Peter, all toddlers are like that, for Christ’s sake. I figured you were just losing your mind over the chaos at the next table, not making some declaration about the rest of your life.’


‘And you know this how, exactly? Because your experience with children is so vast?’ Peter responded sarcastically.


‘Are you deliberately trying to be an asshole now?’


‘I’m sorry. Look, at least you remember. I’m not playing games here, I meant it then and I mean it now.’


‘But Peter … ’


‘What?’ Peter prompted.


‘That was … I don’t know … we were like, five weeks into the relationship. I didn’t really know you like I know you now. I thought you were just being cranky about the nutty kids. How was I supposed to realise that your throwaway comment was actually a prophecy about your future?’ Lily looked up at him now, biting her bottom lip in an attempt not to get teary. ‘I had no idea that I was unknowingly agreeing that night to sign away or waiver or whatever the proper legal term is … ’ She paused and shook her head.


‘Waive what?’ Peter asked, a confused look on his face.


‘Any right or option to have children … with you, I mean.’ She clasped her hands together and dug the fingers of her right hand into her palm, the pain temporarily distracting her from the threatening tears. ‘What I’m trying to say is that I didn’t think that was what you meant. I know a lot of men who aren’t keen to have kids, but then they meet the right person, and something changes. I suppose I just thought that was what it was. Or hoped, or something. I don’t know.’ She paused and looked up into his face. Peter stared at her, shaking his head.


‘Lily … ’ His voice trailed off as he sat down alongside her. ‘I can’t believe this is happening. I can give you everything but that one thing. I didn’t think you even wanted kids.’


‘I don’t know whether I do or not … not for certain, but I didn’t think I’d have to decide right now. But if I stay with you then you are making that choice for me. You’re closing it off to me.’


She looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. Clearly no woman had ever had any impact on the colour scheme or the furniture in this apartment. It was decidedly masculine. How had she not noticed this before? She had been in this room dozens of times in the past six months. The cool, dark colours had been a welcome retreat from the searing heat of summer, and she had loved nothing more than to sink into one of the oversized love seats and wait for the air conditioning unit to return her Irish skin to something resembling a more normal tone. Now she stood looking around the elegant room with its cool, dark undertones, realising it was all him. His suits were exactly the same simple, cool, dark colours. There was no doubting his power or his success when he dressed for work. Impeccable three-piece suits that he wore with a great deal of confidence.


Here, in this new penthouse apartment, he was back in full control of his life, with his ex-wife fully out of the picture and his kids off to college. He knew exactly what he wanted and where he was going, and it was becoming clear to her that he was not willing to adjust course.


‘Wow, I really got this all wrong, didn’t I?’ she said slowly, looking back down at her hands again.


‘Lily, you don’t have to decide any of that now. Come on,’ he implored. ‘Just come out with me to the Hamptons tomorrow, blow off the stupid baby shower and we’ll have a nice, quiet weekend and we can talk about everything.’


‘You’re not going to change your mind, are you?’ she asked, her gaze steadfastly down.


‘Not on this one, no,’ he replied quietly. ‘I’m sorry. Everything else is up for grabs but I can’t do that again. That part of my life is over.’


‘Well, then I believe you just decided that for us.’









Chapter Four


The United Airlines flight from New York touched down at Naples International Airport just after seven o’clock on Friday morning. The past two weeks had been a disaster on so many levels. Once Lily had made it clear that she wasn’t simply being dramatic, but rather she was serious about wanting to keep her options open, Peter announced that there was no way forward for them and he immediately switched from adoring lover to silent menace.


As part of their earlier plan to build an Italian holiday around Dee’s wedding in Ischia, Peter had booked business-class round-trip flights to Naples for both of them. The day after the disastrous argument, Lily received an automated email informing her that her flight had been cancelled. Later that same day, Peter’s assistant emailed her a UPS tracking number for the personal belongings she had left at his apartment that were being boxed up and shipped to her. She hadn’t heard a single word directly from Peter since she had stormed out of his apartment. It was clear he had cut her off.


With less than two weeks to the wedding, Lily had to rebook her flight and cash in her coveted American Express points for a middle seat in economy. It was that or pay 2,400 dollars. Now, bleary eyed from lack of sleep and one inflight gin and tonic too many, Lily stumbled off the plane and into the chaos of the international airport, joining the massive queue for passport control. Hundreds of people converged into one single, meandering line that curled around a series of rope borders, reminding Lily of images of sheep or cattle being herded through county marts on their way to be sold or slaughtered.


‘Amal Clooney doesn’t have to put up with this shit,’ she muttered, as she rooted in her bag for her mobile phone. ‘No signal. Of course, there’s no signal. Good thing I printed that bloody thing,’ she moaned, referring to the details of the chauffeur service Morgan had booked to take her from the airport to the ferry terminal. ‘One drink in the air equals two on the ground, meaning you had six G&Ts last night you idiot. You should have known better, Lily. It’s not like this is your first flight ever,’ she sighed, pulling a crumpled A4 page from her carry-on bag.


The cavernous, impersonal room was stifling hot and tragically devoid of air conditioning. The stale air smelled of people who hadn’t showered in hours, if not days. ‘Why would a country in southern Europe not have air-conditioning? It smells like feet in here,’ she moaned, checking her phone for the second time. ‘Nothing … no signal. Piece of shit,’ she hissed at the phone. She was desperate to power up her phone to see if Peter had tried to reach her. In reality she knew it was unlikely, as he was stubborn to a point, but a small part of her still hoped that he would reach out. She missed him desperately, but she knew that she had to stand her ground. This hadn’t been an ordinary argument that had been blown out of proportion. She had meant what she had said about wanting to be able to choose in the future, but it was becoming increasingly apparent that Peter stood by his own words just as rigidly.


‘Signora, no!’ a uniformed attendant said sternly, shaking her head as she pointed at Lily’s mobile phone.


Lily shoved the phone back in her bag. ‘Don’t worry, it doesn’t work anyway. No signal in this bloody place.’


Kicking the carry-on bag forward with her foot, she held her suit bag in one hand and a half-empty bottle of water in the other. Morgan had insisted she transport her official maid of honour outfits in a suit bag, rather than risk losing them in her checked suitcase.


‘Look, you can buy another swimsuit or pair of flipflops, I’m pretty sure they sell all that stuff there, but you are not going to find another couture dress or outfit on a small Italian island,’ Morgan had admonished in her strong New York accent. ‘And honey, I don’t mind telling you that if those outfits go missing you will not be standing in official photographs wearing some local strappy sundress and a pair of wedge sandals. You will be pointedly M.I.A.’ Morgan had said it with a smile, but there was no mistaking the tone of voice.


‘Goddamn stupid awkward suit bag,’ Lily moaned, yanking the hangers from the palm of one hand and into the other.


Kicking her carry-on bag another couple of steps forward, she squinted at the small print on her confirmation document, advising her that her driver would be waiting for her with a sign at Arrival Door C once she cleared passport control.


‘Door C, okay,’ she mumbled, shuffling slowly forward in the queue.


Her moisturiser was beginning to run down her face. She drained the bottle of water and wiped beads of sweat from under her eyes. When her turn came, the immigration officer gave a cursory glance at her passport and waved her through.


‘Jesus, at least make it look like this massive queue was worth it. He didn’t even look at it!’ she said with a tsk sound of disapproval.


Retrieving her overloaded suitcase from the luggage carousel, she made her way to Door C, fatigued and dehydrated. She saw the sign with her name on it and made her way gratefully towards it. The holder of the sign was built like a rugby player and greeted her with a massive grin.


‘Ah, Signora LeeLee!’ he said, moving towards her and taking her suit bag and suitcase. ‘Sono Giuseppe. Piacere,’ he said, shaking her hand. ‘I take the bags.’


‘Grazie,’ she said, rubbing her fingers under her eyes for fear that layers of smudged post-flight mascara languished beneath them.


‘Andiamo, signora!’ he said, grinning again, as he took off towards the exit.


She followed him through the crowd towards a waiting Mercedes.


Thank God for Morgan! she thought, sinking into the cool interior of the car while Giuseppe loaded her luggage into the boot.


‘Ecco, Signora LeeLee,’ he said, indicating towards the bottled water and cool face cloth wrapped in plastic.


Lily smiled at the exaggerated pronunciation of her name and opened the mirror function on her phone.


Mother of God, look at the state of you, she thought, as she pulled her hair from its current knot and ran the cool cloth over her face. ‘Time for some emergency repair work,’ she mumbled as she whipped out her travel make-up kit.


Giuseppe took off at breakneck speed and Lily devoted the first few minutes to applying some undereye concealer and fresh mascara. Fixing her hair in a more refined knot using a clip, she finally sat back and breathed a sigh of relief as Giuseppe lurched through one-way streets and trundled across tram lines for the next twenty minutes. Lily peered out of the window, noticing that the buildings got taller and grander the closer they got to the ferry terminal.


‘Your ferry, she leave at ten o’clock, no?’ Giuseppe asked, turning to look over his shoulder at her.


‘Um … yes, ten o’clock,’ she replied nervously. Just watch the road, Giuseppe, she thought as she instinctively reached for the handle above the window. I don’t want to be roadkill in Naples.


‘Ah, perfetto. This is good. You will have time for a coffee. You would like a coffee, no?’


‘Oh God, like a camel in the Sahara, Giuseppe.’


‘Good. I take you there. No problem, Signora LeeLee.’


The car lurched around corners and shot through roundabouts for another twenty minutes.


‘We have to make detour, so I go this way … to Il Lungomare … is the road of the sea. Is nice, no? Il mare,’ he said, pointing to the sparking blue sea that opened up before them.


Lily made an involuntary and audible gasp as she took in the spectacular scene before her. The sea was phosphorescent and glittered as though winking at her, inviting her in. The city of Naples curved around the bay before splintering off into narrow streets, each of which rippled up into the hills behind, giving the impression that the city itself was like a mini Vesuvius, the famed volcano that towered over it. As they made their way along the Lungomare, the land to her right jutted out like a pointed finger, far into the Bay of Naples beyond. The neighbourhoods along the peninsula were some of the more affluent areas in the region, with elegant villas dotting the lush, green landscape. Her eyes traced the small villages, with terracotta roofs and church steeples gathered in sporadic clusters, until the land suddenly appeared to drop precipitously into the sea. To her left, a series of grand hotels lined the wide street with elaborate balconies that must have dated back to the 1800s. As they rounded the corner, the street opened up into a vast piazza with at least a dozen pizzerias, each with signs claiming to make authentic Pizza Napoletana.


‘The pizza. Is from Napoli. Is originally from Napoli. You know this?’


‘No, I didn’t know that. I just thought it was … like, from Italy, in general.’


‘Ah no, signora, the pizza is from Napoli, from the year of 1889. The Queen of Italy, Queen Margherita, she come to Napoli and a chef … he make the pizza in her honour. He … ahh … come si dice … make the pizza same colour as the flag of Italy, with the colours … ahh … red, white and green. The red, is pomodoro … how you say … tomato. The white is mozzarella, and the green is basilico … basil! Sì. He … ahh … make this pizza for the Queen Margherita and he call it the Pizza Margherita,’ Giuseppe announced, with a flourish of his right hand.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Catherine Mangan



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Catherine Mangan

One
Ltalian

Dutatnet

EEEEEE





OEBPS/images/9780751579888.jpg
Ttelan

5me

Can Lily’s dreams come true
on a sun-drenched
island escape?





