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For Sue




‘Niamh, you’re going to get whiplash,’ said Pierre, reaching over to hold my hand as I turned back from the door.

‘I don’t want to miss him when he comes in,’ I said, tensely.

‘Well, then, maybe you should stand beside it,’ said Pierre, sighing. I’d been snapping at him all morning and he’d clearly had enough.

I was about to apologize when I saw Finn pushing open the door of the brasserie. I leapt up and ran over.

‘Hi,’ I said, hugging my younger brother.

‘Hey there. So, come on, where’s this boyfriend you’ve been so coy about?’ he said, looking around the bar. ‘No, don’t tell me, let me guess.’ He scanned the faces in the room and a smile spread over his face. ‘Oh, yes, very you – blue shirt, sandy hair, big smile,’ he said, pointing to a jolly-looking, round-faced guy in the corner.

I shook my head. I was afraid to speak. I felt sick with nerves.

‘I was sure it was him,’ said Finn. ‘OK, I give up.’

‘Over there,’ I said, pointing at Pierre.

Finn squinted. ‘In the red jumper?’ he said, sounding surprised, as he stared at a middle-aged man with glasses in a scarlet sweater.

‘No,’ I whispered. ‘There, in the green jumper.’

Finn’s jaw dropped.

‘Oh, Jesus, you’ve really done it this time!’





[image: Penguin Walking Logo]


1

Dublin, September 1998

I heard laughing behind me. Then a voice said, ‘This is priceless, Tom. Listen. “The difference between men and women: I was out for lunch with two male colleagues yesterday. The conversation went as follows. Male 1: ‘I can’t believe you ordered the burger. You’re a fat fuck.’ Male 2: ‘Yeah, well, I’d rather be fat than an ugly fucker who hasn’t had sex in a year.’ Male 1: ‘I had sex last week.’ Male 2: ‘Dogs don’t count.’ Male 1: ‘She wasn’t that bad.’ Male 2: ‘She looked like Danny De Vito.’ Male 1: ‘Only smaller.’

‘“They both roared and began to talk about the Manchester United v. Chelsea game.

‘“I was gobsmacked. If one of my female colleagues called me a fat bitch for ordering a burger, not only would I never speak to her again but I’d stop eating, become anorexic and die of food deprivation.

‘“If she told me I was ugly, I’d enter the witness-protection programme where I’d undergo an extreme makeover: eyebrow lift, cheek implants, Botox, lip-plumping and veneers (yes, I have thought about it before). A year – and a lot of pain – later I’d come back and confront her as a stunning supermodel type with pearly white teeth.” ’

‘Niamh, that’s your column he’s reading,’ said Emily, a fellow journalist I was having coffee with. ‘Go over to him.’

‘No way,’ I said, shrinking back in my chair.

Emily peered over the top of the couch and gasped. ‘He’s gorgeous – you have to go over.’

I shook my head. I was far too embarrassed to stroll over to some complete stranger and say, ‘Hi, I’m the journalist who wrote that.’ But before I could stop her, Emily stood up.

‘Sorry to interrupt. I couldn’t help overhearing you laughing at that column and I wondered if you’d like to meet the woman who wrote it. She’s right here beside me.’

‘I’d love to,’ said the voice. He had an English accent.

I blushed and thumped Emily’s leg. ‘Stop it,’ I hissed.

‘Come and join us,’ said my ex-friend.

I heard movement, then two men came over and sat down. I stared into my cup, mortified.

‘This is Niamh O’Flaherty, columnist extraordinaire,’ said Emily.

‘Very pleased to meet you,’ said my fan, proffering a hand. I looked up – and froze. In front of me was one of the handsomest men I’d ever seen.

‘I’m Pierre and this is Tom,’ he said, introducing his not-so-attractive older friend.

‘Pierre?’ said Emily. ‘You don’t sound French.’

‘I moved to England when I was ten, so my accent is long gone.’ He smiled. Then, turning to me, he asked, ‘So, what’s in store for next week’s column?’

‘Oh, I’m not sure,’ I mumbled, trying not to stare at him.

‘Maybe you guys can give her some ideas,’ said Emily. ‘Let’s order some coffee and brainstorm.’

‘I’d love to,’ said Tom, ‘but I have to go. I’ve a lecture in ten minutes. I’m sure Pierre will give you plenty of material. Nice to meet you,’ he said, and hurried out of the door.

‘Are you a journalist too?’ Pierre asked Emily.

She sighed. ‘Kind of. I write the obituaries. I’m still waiting for my big break.’

‘I’m sure it’ll come soon,’ he told her.

‘What about you?’ Emily asked him.

‘Nothing as glamorous as Fleet Street, I’m afraid. I’m a boring old professor.’

‘That’s not boring at all, it sounds fascinating,’ Emily gushed.

‘One of my students fell asleep in a lecture today.’

‘She must be short-sighted,’ laughed Emily.

‘Is your friend OK?’ Pierre asked her, pointing to me. I was staring at the floor, trying to stop my legs shaking. I’d never felt such an instant attraction to someone. I was afraid to look up in case it was written all over my face.

‘Normally you can’t shut her up. I think she’s annoyed with me because I dragged you over,’ Emily admitted.

‘I’m not annoyed,’ I said, finding my voice, ‘but I am incredibly embarrassed. I don’t normally go around accosting people who read my column.’

‘Well, I’m glad you did. I’m a big fan. It never fails to make me laugh.’

‘Thanks, it’s really nice of you to say so,’ I said, smiling at him.

‘Where do you get the ideas from?’

‘To be honest, I spend a lot of time in coffee shops like this one, listening to other people’s conversations.’

‘Were you listening to mine?’

‘No – should I have been?’ I asked.

‘Tom and I were talking about phonetics. I don’t think even you could make that funny.’

‘It’s not actually the subject matter that counts, it’s the way it’s being discussed that can be humorous,’ I said, batting my eyelids, just a little.

‘Even a conversation about auditory phonetics and speech perception?’ he asked, leaning closer.

‘You might have me there,’ I said, giving him a flirty raised eyebrow.

‘Will you look at the time!’ said Emily. ‘I have to run. I’ll talk to you later, Niamh. Nice to meet you, Pierre.’ She winked at me as she left.

‘I’ve never met a real-life columnist before,’ said Pierre.

‘I hope you’re not going to stalk me.’

‘Do you have many stalkers?’

‘Tons.’

‘Men?’

‘Yep.’

‘Young?’

‘And handsome.’

‘So I’ve a lot of competition?’

‘’Fraid so.’

‘How do I get to the front of the queue?’

‘Flattery, diamonds and furs.’

‘Can I start with flattery?’

‘Sure.’

‘Tu es très amusante.’

‘What happened to belle?’

‘Isn’t funny better than beautiful?’

‘Not even close.’

‘Men like witty women.’

‘As friends.’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘When was the last time you went out with a woman who looked like a horse but made you laugh?’

‘I’m about to.’

‘Excuse me!’

‘A beautiful, witty colt.’

‘You need to work on your technique.’

‘I’m out of practice.’

‘Are you married?’

‘No.’

‘In a meaningful relationship?’

‘No.’

‘Seeing someone casually?’

‘No.’

‘Gay?’

‘No.’

‘Pervert?’

‘No.’

‘Police record?’

‘No.’

‘So what’s the catch?’

‘There is none. Are you always this suspicious?’

‘No.’

‘So why are you giving me the third degree?’

‘Because you’re a thirty-something professor who’s very easy on the eye. How come you’re single?’

‘How come you are?’

‘How do you know I’m not in an incredible relationship?’

‘You wrote about being single last week.’

‘Me and my big mouth.’

‘It’s serendipity.’

‘What is?’

‘This. The fact that I happened to be reading your column while you were sitting at the next table and you heard me laugh and we met.’

‘It could just be a coincidence.’

‘Cynic.’

‘Realist.’

‘Tu es la plus belle femme du monde.’

‘Much better.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Still room for improvement, though.’

‘Is there?’

‘You could say, “Tu es the twin of Claudia Schiffer.” ’

‘I prefer Gisèle.’

‘She’ll do.’

‘Can I ask you a personal question?’

‘Depends how personal.’

‘I think you’ll find it acceptable.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

‘As a phonetician I’m fascinated by accents and yours is fantastic. You speak English with an English-Irish accent peppered with Irish sayings.’

‘That’s because I’m a mongrel.’

‘That makes two of us. What’s your excuse?’

‘Born and bred in Finchley, North London, of Irish parents. I spent my youth constantly surrounded by Irish relatives and family friends. I came to Dublin to study and never went back. You?’

‘Born and raised in Paris until I was ten when we moved to Oxford. Parents are from Martinique. That’s where the tan comes from.’

‘I was wondering about that.’

‘But too polite to ask.’

‘Didn’t want to be politically incorrect.’

‘Very thoughtful.’

‘I try to be.’

‘Dinner?’

‘Love to.’

‘Eight o’clock in Gatsby’s?’

‘Perfect.’

‘Excellent.’

‘Pierre?’

‘Yes?’

‘Do I call you African-French?’

‘Martinique’s in the Caribbean.’

‘Caribbean-French?’

‘No. Just plain black.’
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I don’t remember going home. I was floating. No one had ever had such a strong impact on me. As I caught my reflection in a shop window I smiled. Thankfully I had to interview a cute up-and-coming actor that morning so I’d got dressed up and put on makeup. If Pierre had met me on a normal day – tracksuit bottoms and T-shirt – he’d have run a mile. Maybe it was serendipity. I’d never been to that coffee shop before. And what were the chances of him sitting beside me reading my column? It was all a bit freaky.

Normally I met guys in pubs or nightclubs and they never seemed to have real jobs. My last boyfriend, Sean, had been an apprentice jockey. The fact that he was a foot shorter than me hadn’t bothered me too much. The fact that he weighed a stone less than I did bothered me a lot. I could never bring myself to sit on his knee because I’d have crushed his legs – which wouldn’t have been great for his career.

Whenever Sean and I went out for dinner – which was rare – he’d comment on everything I ate and inform me how many calories each forkful contained. He was permanently dieting to try to meet his target weight. Eventually we stopped eating out. Sitting across the table from someone who’s eating a plate of lettuce is no fun. Food – or lack thereof – affected every aspect of our relationship. When we went to the cinema, I couldn’t have popcorn, when we went for coffee, we had to have skinny-milk lattes, which tasted rotten.

Sean also had an unhealthy obsession with his horse. He talked about Prancing Queen as if she was another woman. He was always going on about how beautiful she was, how elegant and sophisticated, fit and feisty. I actually found myself becoming jealous of an animal!

Things came to a head one day when I walked into my apartment to find him wrapped in clingfilm doing star jumps in the living room, sweating all over my new rug. I was going out with an anorexic midget who preferred his horse to me. It was time to call it a day. But before I could get the words out, the cellophane man said, ‘I’m sorry, Niamh, but it just isn’t working. Prancing Queen has to come first and she needs my full attention. I just called over to tell you that and to borrow some clingfilm. I’ll see you round. I’m off for a ten-mile run. I need to lose five pounds before my weigh-in on Saturday.’

And with that, he jogged out of the door and down the road, leaving a trail of sweat in his wake. How dare he dump me for his horse? It doesn’t get more humiliating than that. I cried for weeks afterwards. My already fragile self-esteem was completely shattered. I couldn’t even bring myself to write about it in my column, I was so ashamed.

So here I was, having just met a normal man who drank coffee with full-fat milk, had a proper job and was incredibly attractive. Where was the catch?

My phone rang. It was Emily.

‘Hi.’

‘So, what happened after I very discreetly left you?’

‘Thanks for that.’

‘To be honest, the sparks between you were so hot I was afraid I’d get burnt.’

I giggled. ‘Was it that obvious?’

‘Serious sexual tension.’

‘He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?’

‘I think he’s one of the best-looking men I’ve ever seen.’

‘I know, so why’s he interested in me?’

‘Come on. You look great at the moment, thanks to the jockey. Going out with him did wonders for your figure.’

‘At least something good came out of it. Pierre asked me out to dinner tonight.’

‘Lucky you.’

‘It’s too good to be true. There must be something wrong with him.’

‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, don’t jinx it. Just enjoy it.’

‘I’m really nervous.’

‘I’m not surprised. I’ve never seen you so smitten. You were dumbstruck.’

‘That’s what’s freaking me out.’

‘It’s serendipity.’

‘That’s what he said.’

‘Niamh, just get dressed up, go out and have a great time. Otherwise, I’m going instead of you.’

I spent ages getting ready. I wanted to look as good as I possibly could, so that he wouldn’t take one look at me and run off in the opposite direction screaming, ‘Sorry, mistake.’

When I arrived at the restaurant he was sitting at the table drinking a glass of wine. He stood up and kissed my cheek. My stomach flipped. He was gorgeous.

‘You look great,’ he said, smiling at me.

‘Ditto.’

‘Wine?’

‘Large glass, please.’

‘Thirsty?’

‘Nervous.’

He filled a glass to the brim and I slugged it back.

‘Better?’

‘Much, thanks.’

‘So…’

‘So…’

The waiter came over and we ordered our food. When he’d left, Pierre leant over. ‘I have a confession to make.’

‘I knew it, you are married.’

‘I’m forty-two.’

‘Botox?’

‘Good genes. You?’

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘Young!’

‘Do I look older?’

‘No, you act it.’

‘Is that a good thing?’

‘For an old codger like me, yes.’

‘Makes you feel less like a paedophile.’

‘You could say that.’ He laughed.

‘OK, my turn to confess. This is my first date with a man who is black, over thirty-five and has a proper job.’

‘That’s a lot of firsts.’

‘Tell me about it.’

‘What did your previous boyfriends do?’

‘Confession number two. There haven’t been very many previous boyfriends. There was an apprentice jockey, an out-of-work actor and a photographer.’

‘Photography’s a proper job.’

‘You didn’t see his photos. You?’

‘Boring, really. Went out with the same girl for nine years. We broke up six months ago.’

‘Reason?’

‘It just fizzled out and I moved to Dublin.’

‘Define “fizzled”.’

‘We realized it wasn’t meant to be.’

‘Who realized first?’

‘I suppose I did.’

‘Was she English?’

‘French.’

‘Ugly?’

‘Good-looking.’

‘Obese?’

‘Slim.’

‘Thick?’

‘Doctor.’

‘Selfish?’

‘She works for the Red Cross.’

‘I’m just going to pop outside and shoot myself.’

Pierre laughed. ‘She wasn’t funny.’

‘Funny’s all very well, but it has to come as part of a package. I’m not beautiful, French or intellectual. I hate flies and creepy-crawlies so I could never go and save people in Africa even if I was a doctor. Besides, my hair goes fuzzy in the humidity and I look worse than normal. So maybe you should save yourself a few quid on the dinner and we’ll call it a day now.’

‘I think you missed the part about Brigitte and me breaking up.’

‘And I think you need your head examined. She sounds amazing.’

‘She was in lots of ways, but she wasn’t right for me. I’m sure she’ll make someone else very happy.’

‘Pierre, you need to understand something here. I’m not a clown. I’m not funny in the morning or, truth be told, for most of the afternoon. I can occasionally be amusing in the evening – alcohol units depending – and in my column. But that doesn’t mean I’m a barrel of laughs to be with. In fact, I can be a right grumpy old cow.’

‘I happen to think you’re gorgeous, sexy, very clever and witty. Maybe you won’t save the world, but I can live with that.’

‘What did your family think when you broke up with your girlfriend of nine years?’

‘My parents were fond of Brigitte and I think they hoped we’d settle down, but it was my decision and they respect that.’

‘What about your brothers and sisters?’

‘I’m an only child.’

‘Oh.’

‘That’s bad?’

‘Very.’

‘Why?’

‘Only children are used to undivided attention, not having to share their toys and are bossy.’

‘And this is based on?’

‘Observation.’

‘I’m forty-two. I’ve learnt to share my toys.’

‘That remains to be seen.’

‘How many siblings do you have?’

‘If my father had had his way I’d have ten. But my mother put the skids on after three children. I’ve one older sister, Siobhan, and a younger brother, Finn.’

‘Middle child!’

‘Yes.’

‘Don’t they tend to be chippy and resentful because they have an undefined place in the family?’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘How did your family feel about your break-ups?’

‘The only one I bothered to tell them about was the jockey because my dad’s mad into horse-racing. He had high hopes we’d be going to Cheltenham celebrating Gold Cup winners. He was a bit put out when I told him I’d got dumped for a horse. Needless to say, the rest of them thought it was hilarious.’

Pierre roared laughing.

‘I was quite upset at the time.’

‘Sorry.’

‘It’s OK, I’m over it now.’

‘What was the horse called?’

‘Prancing Queen,’ I said, and we both giggled.

Our food arrived and we ate in silence for a while.

‘How did you get into journalism?’ Pierre asked.

‘My auntie Nuala suggested it and I liked the idea. English was the only subject I was good at in school. So I came to Dublin to study.’

‘Why Dublin?’

‘I wanted to get away from my family. It was a bit crowded in my house before I left and I needed some space. My sister, her husband and their two kids were living with us, not to mention the steady stream of relatives that come through the kitchen door every day. We’re a very close family, which is great, but when you’re a teenager it can be a little claustrophobic. I knew my parents would be supportive of me coming to Ireland so it kept everyone happy. Then I got a job on the paper, writing about anything that needed to be covered – literally from obituaries to shaggy-dog stories. You name it, I wrote about it. It was good training and it eventually led to me getting my own column. So I stayed.’

‘Do you miss London?’

‘I miss my family but I go home regularly. What about you?’

‘Studied phonetics at Cambridge followed by a PhD. Then I decided I’d like to lecture so I went to teach in Berlin for a while, moved to Paris and now I’m here.’

‘Do you like it here?’

‘I like it more and more by the minute.’

‘I was just thinking the same thing.’

‘Dessert?’

‘Not hungry.’

‘Coffee?’

‘Not thirsty.’

‘My place?’

‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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As I walked into Pierre’s apartment I realized that this was another first. I had never gone back to a man’s place on a first date. If I liked them enough, I always brought them back to my apartment. It was safer that way. If they turned out to be a psychopath and attacked me with an ice pick, kitchen knife or some other culinary utensil, I could scream and my neighbours would hear me through the paper-thin walls and call the police.

Yet here I was, strolling into Pierre’s apartment without a care in the world. Everything about this day had been surreal. I looked around me. The place was gorgeous. Unlike the jumped-up broom cupboard I lived in, this was a proper, grown-up apartment with floor-to-ceiling glass windows that looked out on to the river Liffey. The walls were painted a creamy-beige, the furniture was chocolate brown, and beautiful rugs were strewn on the wooden floors. The walls were covered with incredible paintings and tall, striking sculptures filled the corners of the room.

The bookshelf beside me groaned under the weight of French literary greats – Flaubert, Balzac, Hugo, Maupassant, Baudelaire – plus a copy of Joyce’s Ulysses. I had had Ulysses beside my bed now for six months. But somehow, every time I went to read it, it got replaced after the first page by Dan Brown on a good day and Hello! on a bad one.

‘Welcome to my bachelor pad,’ said Pierre, coming out of the kitchen with a bottle of wine and two matching, unchipped wine glasses.

‘So this is how real grown-ups live.’ I smiled.

‘I’m sure your place is lovely.’

‘It’s a dump and you’re never going to see it. This is incredible. I feel as if I’ve stepped into another world.’

‘I’d like to take all the credit but my mother came over and helped kit it out. It’s her thing.’

‘Is she an interior designer?’

He nodded. ‘Yes, she’s been running a business for years. Very successful.’

‘I’m not surprised. She’s got amazing taste. Is this her?’ I asked, picking up a photo from the mantelpiece.

‘Yes. It was taken a couple of years ago in Paris at her sixtieth birthday party.’

‘She looks about thirty!’ I said, peering at the photo. The woman smiling back at me was beautiful, stylish and youthful. Pierre was sitting beside her. He had one arm round his mother and the other round a woman of about thirty, who looked like Jennifer Aniston, only better.

‘Is that your ex-girlfriend?’ I asked, praying he’d say it was his cousin.

‘Yes, that’s Brigitte.’

Bollox.

‘Have you read all of these?’ I asked, gesturing at the bookshelf in an attempt to divert from the stunning supermodel ex-girlfriend beaming down at me from the mantelpiece.

‘Yes. My father was a professor of French at Oxford, so French literature has always been a high priority for him. I didn’t get footballs for my birthday, I got books.’

‘Did you mind?’

‘They wouldn’t have been my first choice. But we only children don’t have anyone to kick a ball with so reading was something I did a lot of.’

‘To be so well read is such an achievement. Your dad did a good job.’

‘What did you get on your birthdays?’

‘I never got what I wanted either. When I asked for Barbie Ballet, I got Barbie with a home-made Irish dancing costume sewn on to her. When I asked for luminous pink leg-warmers, I got scratchy woolly socks that my great-auntie Josie knitted. And on my fourteenth birthday I asked for a Duran Duran T-shirt and ended up with one that said, “Éirinn go Brách” instead.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I hadn’t a clue because I never paid attention in Irish class, but my father proudly announced that it meant “Ireland for ever”. Needless to say, it never saw the light of day.’

‘Poor Niamh, you sound more deprived than I was.’

‘I was very nearly a social outcast.’

‘What saved you?’

‘My sense of humour. You?’

‘I was good at sports. When you’re a guy and you’re good at sports, you automatically have kudos.’

‘I wouldn’t say you were too shabby academically either, Professor.’

‘I got by.’ He grinned.

‘Confession.’

‘Uh-oh.’

‘I’ve read precisely none of the books on your bookshelf. I still haven’t even got round to reading Ulysses although I bought it two years ago.’

‘Don’t bother.’

‘Really?’

‘In my opinion it’s overrated.’

‘Fantastic. Now I don’t have to feel guilty every time I see it staring accusingly at me from under the bed.’

‘Confession.’

‘Go on.’

‘I didn’t invite you back here to discuss literature.’

‘And there I was thinking it was my intellect that had attracted you.’

Pierre moved in closer and kissed me. Usually I would play hard to get on a first night, but this was a whole new universe. I was consumed with lust. It took me precisely ten seconds to rip off my clothes, ten seconds to rip off his and then, thankfully, it took a little longer to have the most passionate sex of my life.

I woke up early the next morning, my eyes stuck together with mascara. Thankfully, Pierre was still asleep, so I slipped out of bed and into the bathroom to do some damage control. What I saw in the mirror was not pretty. I had smudged, panda eyes and bed hair. But not the tousled look of a woman who has just been ravished by her lover – I had the bird’s nest of someone who has over-bleached it. I rubbed my eyes and tried to find a brush but all I could see was a nailbrush, so I used that. Bad idea. Now I looked like I’d had an electric shock. I scrubbed my teeth so he’d think I woke up with fragrant breath and I patched up my makeup, so I looked less scary and ‘natural’.

I walked out to find Pierre in the kitchen, cooking breakfast. Gorgeous, clever and a cook. Was this really happening? He grinned at me. ‘Morning.’

‘Smells good.’

‘Scrambled eggs and bacon OK for you?’

‘Fantastic.’

‘Grab a seat.’

‘Do all your conquests get this treatment?’

‘Only the good ones.’

I smiled.

‘Did you enjoy last night?’

‘Average.’

‘You’re a good actress.’

‘Meaning?’

‘When you shouted, “This is the best sex I’ve ever had,” I believed you.’

I blushed. ‘Me and my big mouth.’

‘I like your big mouth very much,’ he said, kissing me. ‘Now, eat up before it goes cold.’

‘Great eggs.’

‘Thanks. So, what plans for today? I’m free until eleven. Do you fancy grabbing the papers and chilling out here?’

‘Oh, God, I’d love to but I have a twelve o’clock deadline for my column.’

‘Have you started it?’

‘I’ve sketched out a few ideas.’

‘Can I hear them?’

‘Not yet. I need to work on it first.’

‘Why don’t you do it from here? Use my computer.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course. I promise not to bother you until you’ve finished and then I may have to take you back to bed.’

‘For an old guy, you’ve a lot of energy.’

‘It’s the younger woman I’m seeing. She’s making me very frisky.’

‘Is she good in bed?’

‘Best sex I’ve ever had.’

‘Copy-cat! Come up with your own line.’

‘OK, the most passionate sex I’ve ever had.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes.’

‘Wow.’

‘My thoughts exactly. Now get on with your work. The sooner you finish, the sooner we can pick up where we left off last night.’

I wrote my column in record time.
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A month later we were having a drink in the local pub and Pierre asked me to move in with him.

‘As in live in your apartment?’ I asked.

‘Well, yes. I don’t think we’d both fit into yours.’

‘I’ve never lived with a man before. I might not be very good at it.’

‘You’ll be a natural.’

‘I have some bad habits.’

‘Everyone does.’

‘What if I drive you mad?’

‘You won’t.’

‘I can be very annoying and I’m not very chatty in the mornings.’

‘I can live with that.’

‘I like watching really cheesy TV.’

‘How bad?’

‘Melrose Place.’

‘Sounds great. What time is it on?’

‘I’m not very tidy.’

‘Nor am I.’

‘I work irregular hours.’

‘Ditto.’

‘Sometimes I wake up at three in the morning and make myself toasted sandwiches.’

‘What type?’

‘Cheese and onion.’

‘My favourite.’

‘It’s one of the only things I can cook. I’m hopeless in the kitchen.’

‘Not a problem, I like cooking.’

‘My favourite film isn’t The Mission, it’s Steel Magnolias.’

‘I knew you were lying.’

‘I find classical music boring. I prefer Kylie, it’s more uplifting.’

‘Kylie’s fine with me.’

‘I only ever read the magazines in the Sunday Times.’

‘Perfect. I never read them, so we won’t fight over the paper.’

‘Sometimes I eat chocolate for breakfast.’

‘Niamh, do you want to move in or not?’

‘I’d absolutely love to.’

‘Well, then, stop gabbing and get packing.’

So there I was, Niamh O’Flaherty, twenty-eight-year-old columnist, moving in with my forty-two-year-old professor boyfriend. And it felt so right. I was in seventh heaven. I was finally in a proper, grown-up relationship with a man who had a real job and who made me feel ten feet tall. I had never been so happy.

I unpacked my things and got a real buzz from seeing my clothes hanging beside Pierre’s in the wardrobe. One night while he was making dinner in the kitchen, I rearranged the pictures on the mantelpiece, so that a photo of Pierre and me sat in front of the one of Brigitte and his mother. No offence to his mother, but I didn’t want to have his supermodel ex beaming down at me every day.

The weird thing was that it didn’t feel strange. Living together was the most natural thing in the world. We slotted into each other’s lives like old pros. I loved living with him and he seemed to like it too.

We did everything together. We lived in each other’s pockets, it never felt claustrophobic and we never ran out of things to say. It was perfect and I was terrified. I’d never felt like this about anyone before and I was petrified that Pierre would come home one day and say, ‘It’s over.’ I was completely in love with him and totally open to having my heart broken.

I knew he liked me a lot. He had, after all, asked me to move in with him. But I wasn’t sure if he was in love with me. I began to obsess about it and then one night, after a few glasses of wine, I started to probe.

‘So, you know the way you were with Brigitte for nine years,’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘Well, you must have really loved her.’

‘I suppose I did in the beginning. But it faded.’

‘Yes, I know, but why exactly did it fizzle out? What did she do to make you want to break up with her?’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. The spark went out of it. We didn’t seem to have anything to say to each other and we were getting on each other’s nerves.’

‘What bugged you about her?’

‘I can’t remember.’

‘Try.’

‘She was very jealous.’

Was he pulling my leg? Who could she possibly have been jealous of? She was one of the best-looking girls I’d ever seen.

‘Of who?’

‘Anyone I paid attention to.’

‘Were you flirting?’

‘No! That’s the whole point. I’d be having a normal conversation with another woman, it could be about the weather, and Brigitte would go mad.’

‘What would she do?’

‘Oh, you know, sulk and go off in a strop. She threw a drink over me once.’

‘Wow.’

‘We broke up soon after.’

‘Were you ever jealous of her?’

‘No. Jealousy’s a waste of time. If you’re that insecure the relationship isn’t working.’

‘So you’re not a fan of drink-throwing.’

‘Definitely not. I hate couples who argue when they’re out. It makes everyone else uncomfortable. Brigitte thrived on drama. Come to think of it, we really weren’t very suited at all.’

‘How did you last so long?’

‘We lived in different countries for a lot of it. I suppose that helped.’

‘So you fell out of love.’

‘Why are asking me about a relationship that’s dead and gone?’

‘I’m just curious.’

‘Are you satisfied?’

‘Have you ever been in love with anyone else?’

He looked at me and nodded. My heart skipped a beat. ‘Sandra White. She lived across the road and was two years older than me. We snogged on my thirteenth birthday, but then she told me she’d only done it as a dare to see if black boys kissed the same as white boys.’

I laughed. ‘Poor you.’

‘It took me a long time to get over it.’

‘Anyone else, apart from Sandra?’

‘A couple of girls in university, a girl I met in Greece, an American colleague –’

I put my hands up. ‘OK, I get it. You’ve been in love a lot.’ I sighed.

Pierre leant over and took my hand. ‘I’m winding you up. The minute I met you I realized I’d never really been in love before. This is the relationship I’ve been looking for. This is what it’s supposed to be like. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, so can you please stop dredging up the past and getting yourself worked up about nothing?’

‘Do you really?’

‘What?’

‘Love me?’

‘Yes, darling, I do.’

‘Me toooooo,’ I sobbed, as he pulled me into his chest.

‘Come here, you fool.’

‘I promise I won’t go all boil-the-bunnies if you talk to other women.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it.’

‘As long as they’re under thirteen or over sixty,’ I mumbled.

Pierre loved me! I had never felt so wonderful. I no longer walked, I glided. I had a permanent grin on my face, to the point at which people in the office kept asking me if I was all right. For the first time in my life I felt beautiful. I didn’t look in the mirror and groan. I made more of an effort with my appearance. I wore matching underwear and expensive scented body lotions. I painted my toenails and shaved my legs regularly, instead of seasonally. I felt like a woman and no longer a girl. And it was fantastic.

We continued to live in our blissful domestic cocoon. Everything was perfect… until my mother rang and said she was coming to Dublin to see me.

‘When?’ I asked, beginning to panic.

I had pushed the fact that Pierre was black to the back of my mind. It didn’t matter to me, it didn’t matter to him, so who cared? My mother would. My mother would care very much. In fact, I knew fine well that she’d blow a fuse when she found out.

‘Next weekend. It’s your granddad’s birthday and I haven’t seen you in two months so I’ve booked my flights and I’ll be arriving at ten past five on Friday.’

‘OK.’

‘Well, you don’t sound very pleased,’ she said.

‘Sorry, Mum, I’m just really busy in work.’

‘I hope you can find the time for your poor mother.’

‘Of course I can. It’ll be great to see you.’

‘That’s a bit more like it. Shall I bring anything over for you?’

‘No, thanks. I have everything I need.’

‘Well, I bought a few bits for your flat, so I’ll bring them with me.’

‘What did you buy?’

‘A nice lampshade, a shower mat, and your auntie Pauline’s taken up crochet so I’ve six crochet place mats and a tea cosy for you as well.’

‘Oh, God!’

‘You have to support your relations in their endeavours,’ Mum huffed. ‘She hasn’t quite got the hang of it yet and they’re a bit lopsided, but it’s the effort that counts.’

‘Wonderful.’

‘There’s no need to be sarcastic, young lady. Besides, you need to brighten up that flat of yours. It’s so small and poky. I’m going to give it a good shake-up when I come over.’

‘No!’ I said. Damn. How was I going to explain my new living arrangements?

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t want you wasting your time cleaning my apartment. You’re coming over for a break – and I’m twenty-eight. I can do my own cleaning.’

‘Well, miracles do happen.’

‘Yes, Mum, they do,’ I said, thinking of Pierre.

‘How’s work?’

‘Good, thanks.’

‘Are you still writing those racy columns?’

‘Yes, and they’re not racy, they’re a humorous look at real-life situations.’

‘Why don’t you write book reviews or nice articles about gardening?’

‘Because I like what I do and I’m good at it. Can we just leave it at that?’

‘There’s no pleasing you today, very contrary altogether. Well, I’ll go. Your father and brother are due home any minute and I’ve to put the tea on.’

‘How are they?’

‘They’re both in good form. Sure I’ll fill you in next week when I see you – I don’t want to run up a big phone bill.’

‘OK, ’bye, Mum.’

I hung up and sighed. How was I going to explain Pierre to Mum? She’d flip. We’d only been together for three months and I really didn’t want to rock the boat or put the relationship under any pressure. This was the best thing that had ever happened to me and I was determined to protect it at all costs. I decided that it was best for Mum not to find out about Pierre yet. I’d tell her about him in a few months’ time.

My other problem was explaining to Pierre why I didn’t want him to meet my mother. I knew he’d think it was strange, so I did exactly what I shouldn’t have done and stuck my head in the sand.

That Friday, as Pierre was leaving for work, he said, ‘Let’s go to the movies tonight. I want to see that new Scorsese film.’

‘I’m not around.’

‘You never said.’

‘Yeah, I forgot.’

‘What’s on?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing really. My mum’s over and I’m meeting her in my grandparents’ house for dinner.’

‘Hold on a minute. Do you mean to say your grandparents live here and you never mentioned it before? And now your mother’s coming over and you forgot to tell me that too?’

‘It’s no big deal,’ I mumbled.

‘Yes, it is. What’s going on?’

‘It’s all very last minute. Mum only rang me last night to say she was coming,’ I lied.

‘If my grandparents lived here you’d have met them weeks ago, and if my mother was coming to see me, you’d be the first person I’d want her to meet. So why am I only finding out now?’

‘You don’t understand, my family’s not very…’ How was I going to explain tactfully that my family were going to go absolutely ballistic when they found out that my boyfriend was black?

‘You mean they won’t be too thrilled when they find out your new squeeze is black.’

‘They may need a little time to adjust to that fact.’

‘Introducing me to them is the best thing to do. Once they see how much I love you, they’ll come round.’

‘The thing is, Pierre, they’re kind of old-fashioned. My dad would freak if I went out with a Protestant, so a black agnostic is going to be tough for him to accept. We need to tread very softly. Trust me.’

‘That’s why we need to work on your mother first. I’m great with mothers. They love me. Once we have her on-side, your dad will follow.’

He just wasn’t getting it. ‘To be honest, my mother isn’t going to like it either. She has high hopes that I’m going to end up with a nice Irish Catholic doctor. You have to let me break it to them very slowly.’

‘How slowly?’

‘Very.’

‘Hours.’

‘I said slowly.’

‘Days?’

‘Months.’

‘Joking?’

‘Deadly serious.’

‘That’s ridiculous.’

‘Believe me, it’ll be easier in the long run. Let me do it at my own pace. I know my parents and I know how to deal with them. This is going to be a big shock for them.’

‘You were born and bred in England. How realistic was the chance of you ending up with an Irish Catholic?’

‘I’m the only person in my family – and I have nine married cousins – to live with someone not of Irish descent and Catholic.’

‘You mean to tell me that none of your cousins have gone out with non-Irish Catholics?’

‘No. One cousin, Dermot, went out with a Swedish girl for a while but it didn’t last. My uncle refused to speak to his son or the Swede until they broke up. He eventually married an Irish Catholic.’

‘That’s insane.’

‘That’s my family, Pierre. My father and his brothers are obsessed with keeping things traditional. So far, they’ve succeeded.’

‘Why move to London? Why not stay in Ireland?’

‘There were few opportunities here in the sixties. They emigrated to make a better life. If they could have stayed at home in Ireland they would have.’

‘My parents emigrated for a better life too, but they integrated into French and then English society. They didn’t try to create a Martinique ghetto and force their offspring to intermarry.’

‘It’s different.’

‘Why?’

‘From what you’ve told me, your parents couldn’t wait to get out of Martinique and never wanted to go back. My father still gets tears in his eyes when he talks of his childhood. He plans to move back to Ireland when he retires. And the other difference is that your parents are both only children.’

‘What’s that got to do with it?’ asked the only child.

‘My father and his four brothers all emigrated and work together. Their wives became friends and we went everywhere with our cousins. It was a ready-made social life. Everyone we knew growing up was Irish, our doctor, dentist, accountant, milkman, butcher. You name it, they were Irish.’

‘That defeats the whole purpose of emigrating. You’re not making the most of your new life. You’re not integrating.’

‘They don’t see it that way. They think their values, morals and principles are better than anyone else’s and they’re trying to protect their children.’

‘But you can’t protect a child from outside influences.’

‘You can try very hard.’

‘Isn’t it stifling to live that way?’

‘Yes and no. On the one hand it’s lovely to have such a big network of people who love you. Whenever anything happens to one person in the family, everyone comes together to help them. You can’t buy that kind of love and loyalty. On the other hand you never get a minute to yourself and it can be claustrophobic and overbearing at times, which is why I left. I needed to breathe by myself.’

‘Wouldn’t Australia have been better – further, more adventurous?’

‘Yes, but then I wouldn’t have met you.’

‘No, but you might have met a nice Australian-Irish Catholic boy, which would have been an easier sell.’

‘I’ve never taken the easy road.’

‘How difficult is it going to be for them to accept me?’

‘Scale of one to ten?’

‘Yes.’

‘Eleven. But you’re worth it.’

‘Can I do anything to help?’

‘Be patient and trust me. I love you and I will tell them all about you. But you have to let me do it my way.’

‘OK. But don’t wait too long. I’d like to meet them before I’m old and grey.’

‘You are old.’

‘OK, grey, then.’


Irish Daily News

‘The Blind Date Set Up’

Niamh O’Flaherty

Jane, Fred and Paul are discussing Paul’s upcoming blind date with Fiona. Jane and Fred know Fiona. Paul doesn’t.

PAUL: ‘What’s she look like?’

JANE: ‘Oh, she’s lovely. She has the most amazing skin. She tans so easily.’

PAUL: ‘Skin?’

FRED: ‘Skin?’

PAUL: ‘Who gives a toss about skin? Is she a minger?’

JANE: ‘No! She’s really attractive. And good skin is a huge deal.’

FRED: ‘No, it isn’t.’

JANE: ‘Really?’

PAUL: ‘Trust me, I don’t care about how good a tan she gets.’

JANE: ‘All that money I’ve wasted on fake tan.’

PAUL: ‘Is she good in bed?’

JANE: ‘I don’t know!’

FRED: ‘She looks a bit gamey. She’s not exactly Angelina Jolie, I’d say she’d be grateful for a shag.’

PAUL: ‘So she’s a minger who gets a tan in the summer.’

FRED: ‘No, she’s not a minger, she scrubs up well. Sticky-out ears. Looks a bit like your one in Spiderman.’

JANE: ‘Kirsten Dunst? No, she doesn’t.’

FRED: ‘She looks like her uglier sister.’

PAUL: ‘Uglier sister, your one’s no supermodel.’

FRED: ‘Nice rack, though.’

PAUL: ‘I like big tits.’

JANE: ‘She has the most amazing wrists – they’re tiny.’

FRED: ‘Wrists?’

PAUL: ‘Wrists?’

JANE: ‘It’s incredible, they’re so delicate. She can never find a bracelet small enough to fit her.’

Fred and Paul look at each other and sigh.

PAUL: ‘Good legs?’

FRED: ‘Hockey legs.’

PAUL: ‘Chunky?’

FRED: ‘Fraid so.’

JANE: ‘She does not have chunky legs. They’re half the size of mine.’

Silence.

JANE: ‘Jesus, do I have big fat legs?’

Silence.
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London, June 1985

Growing up is difficult enough when you’re not blessed with beauty or brains, but it certainly didn’t help with a father who insisted on re-creating rural Ireland in the middle of London. Trying to fit in and make friends is not easy when your house is a shrine to Ireland. My father thought that if he only allowed his three children to live, breathe and think things Irish, we would somehow be saved from the perils of becoming English.

We had a tricolour hanging from a flagpole in our garden, the hedge was cut in the shape of a shamrock, we had leprechaun gnomes with fishing-rods sitting round the pond and the doorbell was set to the tune of ‘Danny Boy’.

We were known as the ‘mad Paddies’. My father spoke Gaelic to us when we were out in public, even though none of us could understand a word he said. Well, my saintly sister Siobhan pretended she understood him, while I begged him to keep his voice down in case anyone heard him.

‘You should be proud of your heritage,’ he’d say. ‘You come from the land of saints and scholars. Hold your head high and proclaim your Irishness.’

It was all very well for him, but I was a fourteen-year-old trying to blend in. Besides, I didn’t feel Irish. I was born and bred in London. England was the only home I had ever known and I liked it. What was the use of learning Gaelic? No one else spoke it. I hated everything Irish. It made us stand out and I was desperate to fit in.

The problem was that my older sister Siobhan loved all things Irish. She also happened to be good at Irish dancing. In fact, she was brilliant. She’d come second in the Great Britain Irish-dancing Championship the year before and my father had almost burst with pride. He’d kept saying it was the best day of his life, until he felt the weight of my mother’s glare, and added that, of course, his wedding day had been the best day, this was the second best.

I hated Irish dancing with a passion. It was about as cool as train-spotting. You had to wear ridiculous dresses that looked suspiciously like they had been made out of curtains – even Fräulein Maria in The Sound of Music would have had a hard time making dresses as hideous as those.

Then there was the hair-curling. You had to have ringlets, no matter what. You were forced to sleep with damp hair in curlers with the big pins drilling holes through your skull. No sweet little rags tied in bows like Nellie Olsen in The Little House on the Prairie for us – it was Roller City. When you woke up the next day, in my case with fuzzy clumps of knotted hair from thrashing about in the bed trying to find a comfortable position to sleep in, the torture really began. The rollers had to be extracted from the knots, and my mother was not blessed with the patience of a saint or, say, Caroline Ingalls (neighbour of the Olsen family, wife of Charles and mother of Laura, Mary, Albert and Carrie). The rollers were ripped out of my head, pins and lumps of hair in tow, while she huffed and puffed about unruly hair and bloody ringlets.

You see, secretly my mother hated doing the ringlets and found Irish-dancing competitions very dull, but she knew how much they meant to my father so she played along. I heard her telling my auntie Nuala one day that her idea of a perfect Saturday afternoon was to curl up on the couch with a good book. Instead of which, she spent all her weekends sitting in cold town halls watching curly dancing curtains jump about the stage with their hands pinned to their sides.

Anyway, while my sister’s hair bounced out of the rollers in perfectly formed ringlets that Shirley Temple would have coveted, mine always hung in limp clumps. So I’d end up having them tied back in an enormous bow (made of the same bright green curtain material as the dress) and then we’d go to the competition. Siobhan, looking angelic, would leap gracefully about the stage, twisting and clicking her legs like Michael Flatley on speed, while I would try to do the same but end up like someone with a bad case of St Vitus’s Dance. I just couldn’t – no matter how hard I tried – keep my hands still. It wasn’t natural and they always flew up as I danced. I also wasn’t blessed with a huge amount of co-ordination, and dancing in general was clearly not my forte. I wasn’t sure what my forte was – if, indeed, I had one – but I was damn sure it wasn’t Irish dancing, and at fourteen years of age, time was running out and I wanted to explore other possibilities.

I decided I’d have to tell my father so I ran my speech by Siobhan and Finn.

‘Dad, I’m sorry but I don’t want to do any more Irish-dancing lessons. I’m not good at it and I hate it,’ I said, frowning into the mirror.

‘You must be mad,’ said Siobhan, admiring her legs. ‘He’ll do his nut if you stop. You know what he’s like.’

‘Niamh,’ my younger brother, Finn, said, ‘you’re going to have to come up with something better than that. Otherwise he’ll hit the roof. Think of a good reason why you can’t do it any more – like a new hobby. Tell him you want to take tin-whistle lessons to learn the old Irish songs, or concentrate on camogie or something like that.’

My brother Finn had got out of having to do Irish dancing by excelling at hurley. He said Irish dancing was for fags and
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