
Dorothy Lyle

In

Clarity 

Book 5 of:

The Miracles and Millions Saga

––––––––
[image: image]


A Series of Novels

By

Ella Carmichael

Copyright © 2017 

Ella Carmichael

All rights reserved

This book is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the author, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly. This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.



––––––––
[image: image]


Friends will keep you sane. Love could fill your heart. A lover can warm your bed, but lonely is the soul without a mate.

~David Pratt~
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Dorothy Lyle

Berates herself

For her own Foolishness

After a Moment of blinding Clarity
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Diane O’Keefe twirled in front of her bedroom mirror, and admired the way the dress clung to the curves of her body. The silky garment had by no means been a bargain purchase, although this had not stopped her handing over the two hundred euro asking price.

She was determined to wow at her birthday party, and was firmly of the opinion that a mediocre ensemble from the high street would not hit the right note. She slipped her feet into the sandals she had chosen to complete the outfit, and walked up and down her bedroom floor experimentally.

‘Not bad, if I do say so myself,’ she said, then walked a little more for good measure. When she was satisfied there were no potential pitfalls with the new outfit, she carefully slipped off the dress and hung it up safely in the wardrobe.

It would be another two hours before Emily arrived, and two more before they were due to set off for Howth. Pure excitement had woken Diane earlier than usual and, rather than wasting the morning sitting around doing nothing, she had cooked a decent breakfast for herself and Josh in honour of the day.

She was already starting to feel peckish again, and resolved to order a couple of pizzas at lunchtime for the four of them to share. Two or three slices would be enough to keep them going until such time as the caterers had finished setting up the food. It promised to be a magnificent spread, and Deco was already looking forward to it. Standing only in a set of utilitarian blue underwear, Diane critically regarded her semi-naked reflection in the mirror.

‘Stumpy little legs and boobs bigger than you have any right to expect,’ she said aloud. ‘I have no objection to inheriting my mother’s breasts, but why couldn’t I have gotten Dad’s long legs like Josh did? It’s so not fair.’

The sound of her brother’s raised voice in the distance recalled her to her surroundings, and she quickly pulled on pink shorts and a matching T-shirt over the underwear. Slipping her feet into a pair of plimsolls, she opened her bedroom door and frowned at the tall bookcase standing at the end of the hallway.

Josh had faithfully promised to pack away the top four shelves, but had neglected to do so. Her brother had clearly forgotten they were due to move within a matter of days. The last thing Diane wanted to face when she was recovering from the excesses of the party was packing up books and DVDs. Josh was not exactly renowned for his forward planning, and in all likelihood intended to fling everything into a black sack at the eleventh hour.

Determined to spend the interval before Emily’s arrival on something worthwhile, Diane opened the tall cupboard next to her bedroom and located the stepladder. She carefully unfolded it and set it up under the bookcase. Then she went back to her room and fetched the strongest of the storage boxes from her small collection.

She was sure it was sturdy enough to hold at least thirty books, and maybe even a couple of the DVDs as well. She would not be able to carry it once it was full, but was confident Deco would move it for her when he showed up, which would undoubtedly be within the hour. 

She set the box down and went to fetch her iPod. After locating her favourite playlist, she shoved the buds into her ears and the gadget into the pocket of her shorts. After grabbing a handy duster, she climbed the stepladder and set about sorting through the books on the top shelf.

Five minutes later, she had already dusted twelve books and slotted them into the box. She had identified a further six that could safely be consigned to the charity box and set them to one side, determined not to be side-tracked from the task she had set herself.

Feeling pleased with what she had accomplished so far, Diane ran her hand along the length of the top shelf to make sure she had not missed a stray novella. I hope there aren’t any dead spiders or creepy crawlies up here. Or live ones for that matter. I don’t think we’ve dusted this shelf since the week we moved in. 

She touched the spine of an errant paperback, grasped it with the tips of her fingers and edged it towards her. She brushed away a rogue cobweb with one hand as she pulled the book down off the shelf with the other. She turned it over in her hands, rubbing the cloth over the surface as she did so.

As she absorbed the words on the front cover, she lost the ability to breathe normally. Her heartrate seemed to slow, and the girl found herself trapped inside a bubble of grief and pain. No no no no no. She opened her limp fingers and allowed the book to slip through them. She was unaware of it hitting the floor as the music pounding in her ears extinguished all other sound.

Somewhere at the outer corners of her vision, the darkness beckoned. It’s my birthday. Girls like me don’t faint on their birthday. Putting her hand to her head, she felt herself topple from the stepladder only to be caught by her brother before she hit the floor. Josh stared at her in shock, all the while holding her in his arms as if she weighed nothing.

Diane quickly pulled the buds from her ears and eyed him warily. ‘I slipped,’ she said lamely. ‘Thanks for catching me, you’re very strong.’

Josh set her on her feet but kept a hand on her back as if he was afraid she might succumb to weakness again. 

‘You’re very light,’ he said. ‘Good thing I noticed you wobbling like jelly. Maybe I should clear the rest of the shelf. It might be a good idea for you to stay off the stepladder. Mum will blame me if anything happens to you.’

‘Whatever you like,’ his sister leaned against him for a microsecond. ‘I’m excited at the thoughts of moving and I wanted to clear the shelf. Maybe I should focus on getting ready for the party and forget about housekeeping for one day. I’m as bad as Mum.’

‘Yes,’ Josh was watching her face like a hawk. ‘Dad wants to talk to us this morning because he knows we’ll be mad busy for the rest of the day. He’s going to Skype us in five minutes. Come on into the kitchen, I have my laptop set up in there. I’ll make you a cup of coffee seeing as how you made breakfast.’

‘Is Dad all right?’ Diane asked.

‘He’s in a strange mood,’ her brother replied drily. ‘He keeps wittering on about what beautiful babies we were, and how he can’t believe he’s father to a couple of twenty-one year olds. I think it’s fair to say he’s feeling a tad emotional. Thank God he won’t be at the party. Big sap.’

The exasperated expression on her twin’s face made Diane giggle, and she immediately felt better. She patted Josh’s chest then trotted towards the kitchen still chuckling to herself at the idea of Declan becoming soppy.

Josh loitered behind long enough to pick up the book which had been the cause of his sister losing her balance and almost falling. Love Letters in the Sand: The Love Poems of Kahlil Gibran. Frowning, he opened the cover and read the flyleaf. 

To Twiglet, on the occasion of her 18th birthday, from your friend Horace Johnson. Who would sell me one beautiful thought for a hundred pounds of gold?

Cursing under his breath, but not wanting to be caught with the offending item, Josh opened his bedroom door and flung the book inside. It hit the radiator on the far side of the room and landed on Deco’s camp bed. He resolved to hide it later or better yet burn it so Di would never stumble across it again. 

Then he hurried into the kitchen where his sister had already made the coffee and was giggling at her father’s face on the laptop screen. Josh grabbed a chair and shared a grin with his dad, grateful yet another small crisis had been averted. Horace Johnson certainly had a lot to answer for.
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Horace held up the supersized towel and examined it critically for flaws. The shade could best be described as daffodil yellow, he decided. It looked perfect so he folded it neatly and carried it into the recently refurbished bathroom. He had spent two weeks working on a wooden unit especially for the accessories, and constructed it in such a way it fit perfectly into the shallow nook behind the bathroom door. This had the advantage of freeing up the maximum amount of floor space for the new tub and shower.

He placed the folded yellow towel on the second shelf down, and stood back to survey his handiwork. The vibrant shade popped against the white painted pine, and added a cheery air to the monochrome bathroom. Satisfied he had chosen well, Horace left the room and went to see what the postman had delivered in his absence.

In addition to a machine-generated plea from the charity responsible for training guide dogs for the partially sighted, there was a bill for electricity. Only two envelopes. Yet again, nothing from Dorothy. It had been two weeks since the funeral of her driver, Liam McCormack, and in the interim, she had not so much as messaged him.

‘What the hell was I thinking?’ Horace demanded of the envelopes. ‘Showing up like that uninvited and upsetting her? I’m an absolute bloody moron. Is it any bloody wonder she’s pissed with me?’

There was a tap on the front door. He threw the letters on the table and opened it to find Amanda on the other side. She was wearing a dark pink dress and the designer sunglasses which had been a gift from Dorothy. Her highlighted hair glistened in the spring sunshine and she reeked of expensive perfume.

‘You’re wearing Joy,’ Horace temporarily forgot his manners in the surprise of the moment.

Amanda removed her shades and arched a perfectly groomed eyebrow at him. ‘It’s a shame you don’t know as much about funeral protocol as you do about plants and perfume,’ was her sarcastic comment.

‘I’m paying for my sin,’ he looked ashamed. ‘I haven’t heard a peep out of Dorothy since I had the gall to show my face at Glasnevin. Not as much as a single text, never mind a phone call.’

He stepped back as he spoke and gestured for his neighbour to come inside. She stepped gingerly over the threshold and landed safely on the stone flags of the kitchen. She was carrying a plastic bag, which she set down on the kitchen table. Then she looked up at him and scowled.

‘If I were you, I’d send her a grovelling email and carve her one of your little animals,’ she told him in severe accents. ‘Do you not think the poor woman has enough on her plate right now without you showing up when least expected and wreaking havoc. Her protection officer said you reeked of whiskey. Is that true?’

‘He said that?’ Horace looked startled. ‘Bugger the fecker anyway.’

‘There’s no sense in blaming James. He was only doing his job,’ Amanda replied crossly.

‘Who’s James?’ Horace looked bamboozled.

‘The protection officer who asked you to leave,’ Amanda snapped. ‘His name is James Kirwan-Taylor. He’s a former SAS captain Dottie recruited last month. The other lads call him Jimmy.’

To her surprise, Horace chuckled. ‘I wonder how he feels about that. He certainly didn’t strike me as a Jimmy. More of a Tarquin or a Rupert.’

‘I know what you mean,’ Amanda grimaced. ‘I’ve only spoken to him once or twice, but there’s something about him I don’t like. I’m not suggesting he’s a bad man or anything dramatic like that. It’s just he’s so cold and distant.’

‘Ice water running through his veins,’ Horace grinned down at her. ‘I know the sort. You should have heard him asking me to leave the cemetery. My own father couldn’t have made a better job, may the old duffer rest in peace.’

‘Dorothy did mention you seemed taken aback when he approached you,’ Amanda ventured.

‘To be perfectly honest with you, Mandy, I was totally fucking gobsmacked,’ Horace stated categorically, making her giggle.

‘I wonder what Jimmy’s parents are like,’ she pursed her lips. ‘These top drawer British families don’t always give their children the affection they need. Perhaps his mother didn’t hug him enough when he was growing up.’

‘Oh, that’s nice,’ Horace glared as he moved away from her. ‘It makes me very cross when folks start blaming the parent for the faults of the child. I’m sure this Jimmy chap has a perfectly divine mother.’

‘Eh...,’ Amanda opened her eyes very wide. ‘Was your mother blamed for something you did?’

Horace first shrugged and then folded his arms across his chest. He looked sullen. ‘They blamed her for spoiling me,’ he said morosely. ‘They said she made me soft. Just because I liked...,’ he trailed off and shook himself, as if he was throwing off bad memories.

Amanda crept up closer to him and rubbed his arm. ‘I’m sure she was a lovely woman,’ she said gently. ‘I’m so sorry you lost them.’

To her shock, she saw tears spring to his eyes. ‘Never mind all that,’ he dashed them away. ‘It’s all in the past now. I admit I have been thinking about them far more than usual since that dratted funeral.’

‘Did it bring it all back?’ Amanda enquired gently.

‘It certainly did,’ he sniffed. ‘I can literally go for months on end without thinking of my family, and then one little burial sets me back five years.’

‘I expect it’s partially the shock of hearing about the gunmen as well,’ Amanda said reasonably. ‘Hence the very handsome but slightly odd SAS man and his partner, the former Scotland Yard inspector.’

‘So he has a partner,’ Horace looked interested in this piece of gossip. ‘Dorothy must be in a lot of danger if she needs a former copper and a man like Captain Kirwan-Taylor watching out for her. Do you think there’s something she’s not telling us?’

Amanda backed up to the kitchen table and leaned her backside against it for support. An expression of unease crossed her features. ‘Now you say it, I can’t shake the feeling Dorothy isn’t being entirely honest with me,’ she frowned. ‘Why would she need two commandos and a policeman to protect her from one stalker? It doesn’t make sense. There must be more to the situation than she’s letting on.’

Horace examined his neighbour’s face. ‘You know something you’re not sharing with me,’ he said accusingly.

‘It’s just a weird notion I got into my head one day when I was watching the news,’ Amanda replied defensively. ‘I have no proof, and I’m probably totally wrong. It might have been a complete coincidence.’

Horace did not bother to reply. He strode over to the dresser and took his iPad from its usual drawer. He ran his finger along the screen to activate it, then opened up a search engine. He handed the gadget to his neighbour and said, ‘If it was on the news, it will be online. Why don’t you bring up the story, and I’ll tell you whether or not I think you’re barmey?’

Amanda accepted the gadget and typed in the necessary details. It only took a couple of seconds for the item to appear. She silently handed the tablet to Horace and he rapidly scanned through the article.

‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph,’ he said, as soon as he finished. ‘There was a sniper after Dorothy in London, and Jimmy the Iceman got to him first. Is it any wonder she didn’t share it with you? He killed the chap in cold blood.’

‘You seem very sure about that,’ Amanda looked shocked.

Horace snorted. ‘Something tells me if I google Captain Kirwan-Taylor, I’ll discover his prowess with a rifle,’ he said darkly. ‘I can understand why she didn’t feel able to share the details with you, but does this mean there have been other incidents she hasn’t felt able to disclose?’

Amanda had taken the tablet out of his hands and was busy typing away on it. She gasped in shock and stared at him wide-eyed. ‘This Jimmy person is a marksman,’ she spoke in hushed tones. ‘He has tonnes of medals and awards for services to crown and country.’

‘A decorated war hero working for Dorothy Lyle,’ Horace sounded thoughtful. ‘We should be grateful she has him looking after her, although I have to say, it’s a rather odd job for a military man.’

‘That remark illustrates how little you know about such matters,’ Amanda replied crossly. ‘It’s quite common for retired military from all branches to take up employment as close protection officers. I had a chat with Keith about it recently. He’s a lovely man.’

‘That’s the managing director of the security company?’

‘Yes,’ she sighed dreamily. ‘He gave me a little tour of the Barns building. It’s amazing, Horace, you need to get back into Dorothy’s good books so you can go over there and see it for yourself. A massive big Victorian house that’s had literally hundreds of thousands spent restoring it. She hasn’t spared any expense. Teak windows, a lift, two amazing apartments, two locker rooms, a canteen and a boxing ring. I can’t remember half of what’s over there. Of course I was rather distracted by Keith on the day.’

‘You liked him?’ Horace blinked a few times in confusion.

‘I certainly did,’ she chortled. ‘Talk about a hunk. I’d take a shot at him, except I’m pretty sure I’d be wasting my time. I’m neither tall nor skinny enough for him.’

‘He must be very fussy,’ Horace replied gallantly.

‘That’s men for you,’ Amanda grinned at him, and gestured towards the bag she had left on the kitchen table. ‘There are a few things in there for you. It’s only a pot of jam, a fruitcake, and a bottle of gin my mother came across when she was cleaning out the kitchen cupboards. She thought you might appreciate them, what with being an old bachelor. She found a few old towels as well. I was on the verge of taking them for Trotsky, but I remembered you still have the box of stuff Dorothy gave you before she left.’

‘That’s very kind of her,’ Horace nodded politely.

‘Ulterior motive,’ was the cheerful reply. ‘My dad watched a show about topiary last week, and he’s keen to give it a go. I promised to ask you about it. I don’t suppose you have any skill in that department?’

‘As it happens, I was taught the craft by one of the UK’s acknowledged experts in the field.’

‘Seriously,’ Amanda looked intrigued. ‘Who?’

‘My mother.’

‘Gosh,’ she looked impressed. ‘Any chance you could throw a few tips Daddy’s way?’

‘I’d be delighted,’ he replied solemnly. ‘Why don’t you text me his number and address. I’ll pop over to his neck of the woods and get him started.’

‘That’s very kind of you,’ she smiled at him gratefully. ‘Seeing as you’re being so gracious, I’ll put in a good word for you with Dorothy. Fortunately, she’s not one to hold a grudge so she’s bound to come around soon. She might even send something nice for your birthday.’

‘Make sure she knows I’m sorry and it will never happen again,’ he said earnestly. ‘And tell her I’m keeping a close watch on the new tenants.’

‘Is it just me, or do them seem very boisterous compared to Marek and Bozena?’

‘You mark my words,’ he replied grimly. ‘Those two will end up causing trouble before they’re finished. There’s no need to mention that to Dorothy. As you point out, she has quite enough on her mind already. I can’t tell you how shocked I am about the chap trying to shoot Bel at the funeral. I heard the weapon being discharged, but assumed it was a car backfiring. I never for a moment suspected there was a gunman in the car park. Trotsky and I kept on walking.’

‘It’s just as well you didn’t turn around and go back,’ Amanda replied. ‘Bel was totally shaken up by the episode, although she’s getting over it now. It’s been a terrible couple of weeks for Dorothy because her entire family witnessed the incident. They’re trying to persuade her not to leave the house until the men are caught. She’s getting sick and tired of explaining to them she has no intention of becoming a prisoner in her own home, gun or no gun.’

‘Do you think the scoundrels will be apprehended?’

‘I do not,’ Amanda scoffed. ‘The Gards are under-resourced at the best of times. Where are they even supposed to start? The two young fellas were wearing crash helmets and gloves. It’s not as if they left a trail of evidence behind them.’

‘This is a very serious business,’ he sounded worried. ‘I feel terrible about adding to her troubles. She must think I’m nothing but a jackanapes.’

Amanda sniggered. ‘You can take the man out of England but you’ll never take England out of the man,’ she mocked. ‘Jackanapes indeed. I’d better go, lots to do.’

He opened the door and assisted her up the step. Once outside, she popped her sunglasses back on her face and smiled at him. ‘Any update on the coffin weaving business?’

‘I’m struggling to get orders,’ he told her ruefully, as he stroked his beard. ‘I’ve decided to try my hand at making pet coffins instead. Wooden ones, not wicker. That’s proving to be a more profitable enterprise, albeit not as much fun as the weaving. I receive regular orders from a large pet cemetery in Wicklow. They pay me piecemeal.’

‘Do you not find that a little creepy?’ she watched his face closely.

‘There’s nothing creepy about death, Amanda,’ Horace replied gravely. ‘It’s as natural as breathing. We all have to face it in the end.’

‘Hopefully not too soon,’ she laughed merrily and turned to go.

‘Why don’t you stay for tea and cake?’ he asked, finding he did not want her to leave.

‘I have a date tonight so I have to get on,’ she smiled at him kindly. ‘He prefers mature women. Shame he’s a bit of a fuckwit, but a girl can’t have everything.’

‘In that case, I won’t keep you,’ Horace replied politely. ‘I hope you enjoy your evening. Please be careful. Young men can be very unpredictable, especially around an attractive woman. There’s a fine line between courtship and rape, that’s what my father always used to say.’

Amanda threw back her head and laughed in delight. ‘You’re so funny sometimes,’ she poked him in the ribs. ‘I can take care of myself, Hairy Bear, there’s no need to worry. Enjoy the cake. See you soon.’

Still laughing, she took off. He remained standing in the doorway and watched her trotting across the road in her wedge heels. When she let herself into her own house and disappeared from view, he closed the front door of the cottage and pulled the cake and bottle out of the plastic bag. He put the gin into the fridge and examined the cake. ‘Looks delicious,’ he told Trotsky, who had wandered over to investigate.

Horace opened the door to the extension and wandered into his storage area. It was long and narrow with only one very shallow, albeit wide window providing natural illumination. He flicked on the old black light switch and studied the space.

On a metal rack at the end of the room, he spotted the boxes Dorothy had given him before she left Shankill and took up residence in Charlotte Quay. There was a scribbled message on the front of the top one reading: I thought these might be useful for Trotsky.

Horace ripped off the adhesive tape and opened the box. He pulled out the first item that came to hand and unfolded it. It was a large green towel. The colour had faded from forest to lime, although it was not threadbare. He grunted and left the room, returning to the bathroom. This time, he walked past the wooden accessory unit and made for the shower.

This latest feature was larger than its predecessor and the enclosure was oval shaped instead of rectangular, with a view to providing additional elbowroom. A silver metal towel ring had been screwed into a black tile on the wall next to the unit. Horace fed the green towel through the loop. ‘Good enough,’ he told it, then left the room without a backward glance.

He put the kettle on and made himself a cup of tea. Seating himself at the kitchen table with the mug, he took up the iPad again and read everything he could find on the man who had been discovered with a bullet through his brain in the apartment overlooking Claridges. When he had exhausted the supply of details, he went outside to do a spot of weeding and clear his head. That night, he polished off half the bottle of gin before bed.
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Dorothy frowned as she perused the email from Rhona. It stated that she and Stefan, the German engineer, had gone their separate ways. They had parted as friends with no hard feelings on either side. Rhona said even though she had liked him very much, her heart was nowhere near broken, consequently Dottie was not to worry about her.

Dorothy read the email through from start to finish four times, until she was satisfied her friend was being honest. There was no reason to suspect Rhona was distraught, or in any way hurt about the breakup.

Dorothy sighed. It was fantastic the way Rhona had been true to her word, and lost no time in hooking up with some guy for casual sex. After all, that was what she had encouraged her to do. It would have been even better if she had fallen in love, and the email had mentioned the possibility of bringing the man home to be introduced to her family.

Not that there was anything wrong with a bit of casual sex. It was just such a shame a wonderful woman like Rhona was not the wife of a man who adored her, and mother to his four children.

She clicked on the reply button. She was itching to ask Rhona about Damerel, the man she had been crushing on since she was seven years old. Did she still compare all men to him? Even in Africa, did she still think of him? She resisted the temptation.

Perhaps Damerel was a sleeping dog that ought to be left lying quietly in the shade for the time being. It had been scarcely four months since her friend had left for Mozambique. She might need more time to persuade her soul there were plenty more fish in the sea. Dorothy contented herself with giving Rhona the latest update on her life, and congratulated her for walking away from Stefan with her heart unscathed.

After she had clicked send, she checked her watch. Her next diving lesson was not scheduled for an hour, which meant she had time to email Simone. It would soon be low season in New South Wales, meaning now would be an opportune moment to hint at the possibility of a visit. How to do it without sounding pushy, that was the question.

~~~

From: Dottie8888@chatulike.ie

To: SRedmond@chatchat.com

Date: April, 26th, 2012

SUBJECT: FROGS LEGS AND COUSCOUS

G’day Simone,

I’m glad you like the recent pics of the palace. The landscaping has made a huge difference. Ralph has considerably more lawn and flowerbeds to care for, although he doesn’t seem to mind, especially as Roy takes care of all the technical stuff, and Jack cleans the fish tanks. Can you believe May is almost upon us?

To answer your question, Bel is getting over the terrible incident at the funeral and is feeling better. She was very sad about the way Liam died, and felt terrible for Gerald’s family. Don’t forget, she was the one who encouraged Liam to come back to Ireland and apply for the job with me. I suppose a part of her feels if she had left well alone, he would still be alive and well and living in Hampshire.

That was quite enough to be coping with without a gun being pointed at her. There’s no doubt she would have been shot except James was standing near her. He threw her to the ground and flung himself on top of her in the nick of time. The close call almost finished the poor woman off. I don’t think she even got around to thanking James for saving her life, although in all honesty, he is not a man who requires constant reassurance about how brave and capable he is.

Anyhoo! The doctor gave Bel strict orders to take it easy for a couple of weeks, which means I haven’t seen much of her, although she has promised to go out for dinner with me on the May bank holiday weekend because Gerald has a rugby dinner. We will go to the Tiger’s Roar because we haven’t been for a while. I wonder if the menu is still a bit mad. Frogs legs and couscous anyone? I know I’ve been quiet recently, but we’ve had a busy fortnight here.

Horace turned up at the funeral and sort of hung around gawking at the mourners in a vaguely creepy manner. Diane spotted him and looked as if she was on the verge of fainting. I had to send James over to tell him to feck off. James said he reeked of whiskey. I am still very cross about it all and haven’t spoken to Horace since then, or even emailed him. It’s his birthday next month and I am so annoyed about his behaviour, I have a good mind not to send him anything.

How could he upset Diane like that? Surely he must have guessed how she would react. The only positive outcome of the gun incident was she very quickly forgot about Horace and started worrying a lot more about scumbags with weapons. It was the first time the twins were around when something truly bad happened, and hopefully it will be the last. They got a terrible shock and think I should hire more staff, which brings me to:

Marco Kelly is my new driver and stylist. He is settling in nicely as mistress of the wardrobe and general carer of yours truly. He and Jack are much more comfortable together, which is a huge bonus. When I first met Marco, I thought he was the shy, retiring sort, but nothing could be further from the truth. He never shuts up!

He is very athletic. Bunny says he is like Tigger from Winnie the Pooh, because he is always bouncing around. I even caught him walking across the hall on his hands yesterday. I asked him to teach me how to do it once my upper body strength improves. I can still only do fifteen push-ups, hence it may be a while yet.

I found out how the poor boy ended up living on the streets. When he was released from prison, he starting seeing a young entrepreneur who was well off. That’s how he officially learned to drive and got his licence. They were together for a few years and I think Marco was genuinely happy in the relationship. He became addicted to drugs while in prison, and the man he was living with used to do a lot of cocaine, which made it almost impossible for Marco to kick the habit.

After a few years, your man threw him over for a newer model who could get a visa to the U.S. Marco is limited in where he can travel, which is sad because I would dearly love to visit the States, and I don’t especially want to leave him behind. After that, he moved to a bedsit, but couldn’t get a job because of his criminal record.

Within six months, the rental property was repossessed or something like that and he was evicted. He was already in with a bad crowd because of his drug taking, and started to squat with them, and then he sort of got into the habit of living rough. I suppose he just got caught up in a cycle that was difficult to break.

He was eventually forced out of the squat by the legitimate owners, and that was when he made the decision to kick the drug habit once and for all. One of the rehab charities found him a residential placement for four months, which was a turning point for him. He still couldn’t find a job or a permanent place to live, and did a spot of couch surfing whenever he could.

The homeless charities were always offering to find him a bed in a hostel. He tried it a few times when he was desperate, but he hates those places because there are a lot of drug users there, and he was determined to stay clean. In the end, he stopped using them and literally started sleeping in doorways. He was doing that for over ten months on the night we found those creeps trying to burn him alive. The only reason he was on the Lansdowne Road that evening and not in the city centre, was because he was looking for a pal he had known in prison.

He used to smoke a few packs of cigarettes a week when he could afford to buy them, but I managed to knock that habit on the head. I also made sure he gave up any claim to state benefits since he is now officially on the payroll. Rosa helped him to open a bank account. That can be tricky for an ex-convict/ex-homeless person as well. Fortunately, my best friend, Ken, at the Irish Citizens’ Bank is keen to keep me happy, which means keeping Rosa happy.

Rosa also helped Jack open a bank account and now he has his green card he is paid legally. He’s none too happy about it because he has to go and withdraw cash every week instead of having it handed to him. Then he moans because it’s hard to find a hole in the wall that will let him take out a decent sum. Jack requires a significant amount of beer and cigar money each week. Paddy Power also must receive his cut of the Tinman’s salary. At least he is keeping some Irish businesses afloat.

Rosa and Keith are working well together. They are very different personalities and at first I wondered if they would clash, although they seem fine. I worry about Keith sometimes because I see him watching Rosa in what I can only describe as a fond manner. If you knew Rosa, you would know Keith is so not her type. She goes for high-flying executives in very sharp suits who drive very expensive cars.

Keith is more like dad-about-town with his brown shirts and five-year-old Audi. The pair of them have done a considerable amount of interviewing for new CPOs and I was called in to meet the shortlisted ones. We now have a new protection team for the palace called Noel and Olsen (Nolsen). They are nice normal sized men who will blend in nicely when required, and I look forward to having them accompany me when I’m out.

We also found three guys called Paul, Tony and Harley who seem very good. Paul and Tony are only about thirty, and Keith says he likes the look of them for the twins. I guess he has a point. If we allocate two guys in their fifties to the twins, they are liable to stand out like sore thumbs. We were lucky enough to be able to recruit two women called Jane and Samantha who have vast experience, and I’m positive will make a fantastic addition to the company.

I had a long chat with Jack, Rosa and Keith about the possibility of running the women’s mini-marathon again this year. You can imagine their response. They can just about keep me safe at a cemetery. Imagine how difficult it would be if I was surrounded by forty thousand other women? I was very brave about it and only shed one tear. Last year, we promised each other that, come what may, we would all run again this year. Now I have to tell the girls I can’t do it. It fecking sucks, so it does.

We discussed the possibility of going to the villa in Mallorca for a week, but that was also vetoed. Between training the new staff, trying to get the business up and running, and Jack’s high levels of paranoia, I will be lucky to get as far as the Titanic exhibition in Belfast. We are heading off to Otter for a few days snorkelling instead. Jetsetter. LOL.

We are now the proud owners of a fishing boat for the house. It’s one of those you can either row or use with a small engine, so naturally we have both. I know Jack and Ralph have taken it out a few times, because I can see them from my bedroom window. They sit there for hours with their rods dangling in the water. I never seem to see any fish, but maybe I’m eating the catch and don’t even realise.

Ralph would want to be careful because one of these days, Jack is going to start rowing and get distracted, and Ralph will find himself casting his line in Wales. We are looking into getting something called a PortaBote for Otter because it can be launched in shallow water. We are getting the biggest size that’s available as there are usually four of us out doing our nautical wet stuff. As the name suggests, it can be folded up and is extremely portable. We can buy something called a fishing deck and a ladder for scuba diving and various other accessories to go with it, even oars and an outboard motor. Joey will go mad when he hears about it, but that’s just tough, he can buy his own!

I saw Martin, Patrick and Helen about a week ago; they spent all day with us. Martin and Marco really took to each other, although I don’t think it’s a sexual thing between them. They seem more like friends. I’m not so sure about Patrick. I suspect he may have a crush on one or both of them because he keeps referring to them as ‘His beautiful boys’. Certainly, Marco is beautiful with his wavy hair, black eyes and sallow skin, which turns brown after two minutes on the sunbed, but I’m not so sure about my cousin, Martin, with his auburn frizz and big nose! LOL.

I discovered Helen flirting outrageously with Jack and chatting to him in Italian. How many languages does the man speak for heaven’s sake? When I asked him about it, he said when we start dating seriously, at least I know I can go ahead and book a surprise vacation to Italy for the two of us because we are both fluent. He would have you in stitches.

Marty has been around a few times and we have been out quite a lot, even to the ballet, which was different. I am not sure what he made of Jive accompanying us because he was just getting used to Kellena. I have the best story about Jive ever!!! I nearly forgot! Where is my head these days? If anybody tells you having tonnes of money is all about being lazy, they are lying. I have never been so busy.

So the Jive story: As you know, they spend more time than they ought to across the road from Barns at the Paddy Power shop because of Alice, the one ‘who looks like she would be a good cook’. A couple of days ago, they went over in the late afternoon after their boxing match, or whatever it was they were all doing in the training room.

I heard afterwards that Alice was working away, not paying any attention to the boys. Suddenly a young fella appears in the shop, wearing a half-mask over his eyes like the Lone Ranger. He pulls out a gun (oh yes) and fires it into the air. Then he walks up to Alice and points the gun in her face. The shop is laid out in a very modern way so even though she was behind the counter, there was no bulletproof glass or anything of that nature to protect her.

The bad guy threw a little sack at her and told her to fill it with cash. He started shouting at the customers, warning them if they moved, Alice would be ‘whacked’ and all that dramatic stuff. Clive says he was wasted on the oul drugs, otherwise he wouldn’t have assumed he would get away with a stunt like that in the middle of the day.

So naturally enough, Jive do their silent communication thing, then tackle the little scrote and take the gun away. Within two minutes of walking into Paddy’s, the lad was lying on the ground with a gag in his mouth (he was swearing a lot) and cable ties around his feet and hands. Of course Jive didn’t find it much of a challenge because he was young and inexperienced, but Alice didn’t know that.

She was super-impressed and, naturally, very upset by the whole gruesome episode. So James gives Clive a little nudge and, taking the hint, he goes in behind the counter to ‘comfort’ her while the manager calls the police and shuts the shop and all that annoying stuff that gets in the way of romance. The first I heard of it was when James appeared at a run in my office to tell me they had to give a statement to the Shades so they would be delayed, and was there any of Clive borrowing a car so he can drive Alice home?

Marco had just arrived in the Merc so we left it for Clive, and Jack drove us home in the Range Rover. I would have asked Marco to act as chauffeur, except I thought it might be more romantic if they were alone. I told James to make sure to tell Clive to strike while the iron was hot and ask the woman out for dinner. Which he did. They are going out tonight!

Clive was upfront and confessed all to Alice about his alcoholism. At first, she was a shade dubious. It transpires in his younger days, her dad was quite the heavy drinker and gave her mother a few very bad years. Apparently, this is one of the reasons Alice never touches the evil gargle herself and is still single at thirty-seven (too many years around a bad marriage).

However, when she discovered Clive hasn’t taken a drink in six years, she expressed herself delighted to have found one of the few non-drinkers in Dublin and is very proud of Clive by all accounts. He is gobsmacked. Thrilled, but gobsmacked. You have to admit that is a great story!

Naturally we told James it’s now his turn to find a respectable woman, but he stunned us by saying Irish women are too skinny. Marco showed him a picture of Beyoncé Knowles and he said if she was fifty pounds heavier she would be a fine looking woman. We don’t know if he is serious or what! We are hoping Paddy Power doesn’t reward the guys with bottles of booze for their little feat of heroism.

BTW, I spoke with your mother recently. I met her at a little do Mum was throwing for one of her age action groups. She is hoping yee will be home during the summer or for Christmas at the very latest. I don’t want to interfere, but if you’re worried about flying (horrible), I can have Rosa arrange first class travel for everyone.

We put the latest pics you sent into the digital frame and Bunny loves them. We have it set on slide show and now Roy says we should link it to the network. I think that means if we plug the frame into the server, we will be able to see our slide show in every room. Pretty cool, huh?

I had better go because I have a diving lesson and then I have to watch Marco packing for Otter, in case he gets carried away. Roy has upgraded the security there, but we are taking Jive as a precaution. I feel a bit mean separating Clive from Alice, but it’s only for a few days and Jack will be less tense if they are around. Anyhoo! Jack says my diving is improving, but I need to try out the platform just once to prove I can do it. Love to all. Dot xxx
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Dorothy smiled at the picture of Donal wearing a pair of Hawaiian shorts and holding the new King Charles spaniel puppy he had given Amy for her birthday. For the past six years, she had been promising herself a puppy of her own. Horace had offered on many occasions to assist with the choice and research, warning her she would have to be careful not to get caught out by the multitude of substandard puppy farms that had sprung up all across the country.

There was a part of Dorothy which could never bring herself to take the final plunge and actually make the purchase. She justified the decision to Horace by saying as long as she worked fulltime and the house was empty all day, it would be unfair on the animal.

Horace had pointed out in his reasonable way that he would be on hand to keep tabs on the pooch during the day, hence there would be no need to worry. Yet still she hesitated until he eventually stopped mentioning it, sensing she needed more time.

After her big win, Dorothy told herself the move to the new house would present the ideal opportunity to make the long awaited canine purchase. That was before the advent of gun-toting scumbags. There was no way she was going to give the Radleys, or anybody else for that matter, the opportunity to hurt an innocent animal as a means of getting to her or causing her pain.

No animal was going to suffer on her watch. Not if she could help it. The puppy would have to wait until she was in a safer place in her life. She brushed away a tear and began to type.

~~~

From: Dottie8888@chatulike.ie

To: SRedmond@chatchat.com; ANorris@talkalot.com

Date: May, 5th, 2012

SUBJECT: KERRY LAND MINES

Hello Girls,

It’s a bank holiday weekend here and the weather is bright, although a little chilly for the time of year. One of these days I won’t have to bother with spray tans. I rarely use the sunbed because it really is bad for the skin, but I’ve noticed Marco regularly flings himself in there, and even Jack has been observed sneaking in when he thinks nobody is paying attention. He has so much scar tissue, most of his torso won’t tan, although his arms face and legs have a good colour.

Marco is looking much better these days. He has a few scars and red marks on his ankles and lower calves from where he was burned, although they are not noticeable unless you are looking directly at them. The only thing that lets his face down is his teeth. They are not the pearly whites of a man who has been well taken care of, either as a child or an adult. He keeps staring enviously at my veneers and I don’t blame him, for they are fabulous.

Keith and Jack had a bit of a barney a few weeks ago and, in the way of men, are now firm friends. I am not sure what it was all about and I am not sure I want to know, but at least some good has come of it. Jack’s bruises and black eyes have faded, his nose is back to its normal size, and he is as handsome as ever.

When we got to Otter, Eddie and Elaine were a little shocked at the state of him, but they soon got used to it. Fortunately, Keith didn’t knock out any of his teeth so it didn’t stop us snorkelling and generally having a good time. I think it hurt Jack a little to wear the diving hood, but he is so stubborn he went ahead and put it on anyway. Oh to be a tough guy. You will be relieved to hear there was not a bother on Keith and his hammer fists. LOL.

Jive were happy enough with Otter and spent a considerable amount of time walking the full five acres, presumably checking for landmines which are, of course, a major issue in Kerry. The only thing that seemed to throw them was the greenhouse. Maybe they found a dangerous plant in there? Jack didn’t seem bothered by it anyway. In fact, I saw him laughing, or at least chortling, since he rarely laughs.

In other news, Keith and Rosa have recruited another SBA by the name of Aonghus. He is a tattooed, pierced, shaven-headed, scary looking critter and no mistake. He would remind you of a bulldog, and not a handsome one either because he sort of has a perpetual frown. Keith says he has a very good reputation in the security business and we should give him a chance.

This weekend, for the first time ever, all the SBAs are working but not for yours truly. Keith has a friend who runs a small security firm in Dundalk who keeps about fifteen staff on his books. Between maternity leave, paternity leave, getting married leave, sick leave and annual leave, he is down to a mere six. That might not be a major issue except there are celebrities in town! A bunch of A-Listers are shooting a couple of scenes on location here, and they need extra security for the next two weeks.

No fewer than three of them have stalkers, isn’t that awful? They’ve even had kidnap threats made against them. Keith is going along as supervisor or team leader or whatever it’s called. Rosa is super-excited about raising her first sales invoice. Let’s hope it all works out. As a result of this, I only have Jack and Marco to take care of me until Sunday, but have no doubt I will be safe and sound with the gruesome twosome.

I am meeting Bel for dinner at the Tiger’s Roar and am really looking forward to it. It will be busy of course, because it always is on a Saturday, although that might mean Jack will blend in a little better than usual. It’s like being accompanied by a bear sometimes. Folks often just stop what they are doing and stare at him.

I almost forgot to say it’s the twins’ twenty-first birthday on June 23. They asked if they could have their party here at the palace. I was a tad surprised because I offered to pay for it at any hotel or castle of their choice, throughout the length and breadth of the land, but they want it here. We had a meeting and everybody agrees that even though it will be difficult to keep the palace safe from marauding young people, at least it will be a secure location.

Keith is making sure at least four staff are available that night, and Jack has promised to be home just in case. What to do with my precious piano?? They will be taking over the basement, the pool house and the pavilion. There will be nowhere safe to put it.

On a lighter note, we found them each an apartment, but only after much tearing of hair and beating of chests. They will be living in the same block on Mount Street Lower, but not on the same floor. Deco will be sharing with Josh because my son cannot bear the idea of living alone. Diane hasn’t said anything about asking Emily to move in with her, although I wouldn’t be surprised if she did. I would prefer she didn’t live alone.

I had better go and shower so Marco can make me presentable for my big date with Bel. He is trying to persuade me to wear a skirt. Yeah right, like that will be happening. I hate skirts and have no idea how one ended up in my wardrobe. I’m sure I will find a home for it. Love to all. Dot x

~~~

Dorothy had a favourite booth at the Tiger’s Roar which she always made a point of requesting due to its location. It was close to a small table in a shadowed corner where her protection officers could sit comfortably and keep an eagle eye on her and their surroundings.

Jack was currently sitting alone because Marco had been dispatched to take care of a few things. Dorothy had no idea what those things might be, but could not have cared less. She was feeling relaxed and secure, safe in the knowledge he was only a few feet away.

Most fortuitously, the glass of wine she had guzzled along with the first course had taken the edge off nicely. She had taken a chance on the rabbit appetiser, but was still trying to make up her mind if she would ever order it again.

Bel Kinsella exuded all the signs of a woman with something on her mind. She drained her white wine and then signalled a waiter to freshen both their glasses.

‘Is everything all right, Bel?’ Dorothy asked, hoping there was no trouble in the Kinsella marriage. Bel fixed her dark blue eyes upon her friend. ‘I’m worried about you, Dottie,’ she said quietly, ‘and the company you’re keeping these days.’

Dorothy was taken aback by this unexpected comment. ‘What do you mean? I thought you liked Marty.’ She hoped her boyfriend had not inadvertently offended her pal, for Bel could be a tiny bit sensitive at times, and Marty did tend to get carried away when he was in one of his more rambunctious moods.

‘I’m not talking about Marty, Dottie love.’ Bel was making an obvious effort not to snap. ‘I’m talking about Rosa, Glenda, Shelly and Ralph, so say nothing of the attack dog over there who hangs around your neck like a limpet. As for your new assistant. I heard from a reliable source he is not the sort of man any woman should have living in her house, especially not one with your wealth.’

Glad of the reprieve, Dorothy silently watched the waiters remove the first course dishes. She was troubled by her friend’s words.

‘Do you never wonder, Dottie,’ Bel continued in a low voice, ‘why all your troubles seem to have started as soon as you hired Rosa Barnett, and then five minutes later, Glenda De Graffe? I don’t mind telling you, Gerald and I are extremely concerned.’

She paused to sip her wine and Dorothy regarded her steadily and asked, ‘What would you and Gerald have me do, since you’re both so concerned?’

‘Get rid of them all!’ Bel cried triumphantly. ‘Every last one of them. You know nothing about any of them. You have no idea whether or not they are the ones at the heart of your troubles. Why take a chance? Wipe the slate clean as soon as possible. Even if you’re not ready to sell the Howth house, we think you should shut it up and move to the apartment on Edward Place we’ve been dying for you to buy since last year. You’d be living close to us and it would be fantastic.

‘Gerald and I would be only too glad to help you find a couple of staff to take care of you. Say a housekeeper and a driver. Maybe we could even hire a married couple from England. An ex-butler from a stately home or something like that would be lovely.’ Bel paused and sipped her wine again, clearly mulling over the notion of staff who would not look out of place in a costume drama.

‘That’s a very interesting idea,’ Dorothy chose her words carefully, ‘but it’s hard for me to imagine leaving Howth. I’ve settled in far better than I thought I would and, despite everything, I’m happy there. Besides, I would be a lot more vulnerable if I didn’t live in my big fortified house, don’t you think?’

‘No, I do not think that, Dorothy Lyle.’ Bel’s voice was so sharp, Dorothy flinched. ‘If you feel vulnerable at the moment, and the Lord above knows you should feel that way, it’s because you’ve surrounded yourself with strangers. People who do not have your best interests at heart. About whom you know next to nothing, I might remind you.’

Dorothy nodded sadly. ‘Some of what you say is true and I understand why you’re so worried after everything that’s happened during the past few months. But I really don’t want to leave my beautiful house or get rid of my staff. I’m very fond of them.’

‘Fond of them?’ Bel’s tone was incredulous. ‘Fond of them? When for all you know, they might be the ones who are trying to hurt you, or kill you, or kidnap you! How do you know they’re not trying to lull you into a false sense of security so they can take advantage?’

Dorothy’s face fell. ‘I suppose I don’t know that for sure, Bel hon, but at the end of the day I have to have a bit of faith. I simply cannot believe that any or all of these people are out to harm me. I simply can’t go there. I understand what you’re saying, and maybe if I was sitting where you are right now, I might be saying something similar. But that doesn’t mean I’m ready to give it all up. I’m sorry, Bel, I don’t want to fall out over this.’

Bel’s face creased in annoyance, although she refrained from speaking. Feeling uneasy, Dorothy looked about her and racked her brains for a diverting topic of conversation. Perhaps she should risk a discussion about Charlie’s age and Simone’s continued absence. 

Initially, Bel and Viv had been as shocked as she when they saw photos of the boy-child, but as time went by they had ceased to mention the situation except on rare occasions. It was a case of out of sight out of mind, and in many ways she did not blame them. After all, it was not as if they could do anything about it.

Even if they arrived en-masse at Boomerang Beach and demanded that Simone come to her senses and give up the toy boy, they were bound to be met with a chilly reception, and would undoubtedly risk losing Simone’s friendship forever. Their hands were effectively tied. The only practical thing they could do was encourage Simone to visit and hope that, one day, things would return to normal.

Idly playing with her fork, Dorothy reached the conclusion that, if by the middle of May, Simone had made no firm commitment to come home for a visit, she would invite herself to Boomerang Beach and see first-hand what was going on in her best friend’s new life.

Of course, she would have to clear it with Jack, but perhaps he could be persuaded to go along with the plan if she agreed to bring him, Nolsen and Jive along. Some of the new recruits could be assigned to take care of the house in their absence, since much of Roy’s time was now spent at Barns, and Bruno was out in the field.

At the small table close by, Jack Maddox knew by the set of her shoulders that his number one priority had something on her mind, and it was making him fidgety. He felt a flutter in his chest, and watched as Dorothy lifted her hand and absentmindedly touched the area around her heart.

He caught Belinda Kinsella throwing him a few evil looks, and hoped she was not trying to poison the boss against him. It would go badly for her if she was. He was beginning to ask himself if he should invent a crisis at the palace which would necessitate them having to leave in a hurry, when his escape plans were interrupted by a scream.

Dorothy instinctively looked around for the gunman and moved closer to Bel for comfort and support. For once, she was neither the target nor the problem. Across the room, a large party were midway through their main course. The women had noticed them earlier, but made a gargantuan effort not to stare, as some of the faces were familiar from the news bulletins and Sunday papers.

The man seated at the head of the table was attractive in a sleek, executive-type way, and Dorothy found her eyes straying towards him on more than one occasion before Bel launched into her little tirade. He was not looking especially suave at present, however, because he had collapsed on the floor and after a single twitch, was making no sound or movement.
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‘Does anybody know CPR?’ Fergus Kelleher, the head chef, had been summoned from the kitchen by the scream and now stood in the middle of the restaurant, his countenance a picture of dread. Seeing not one person as much as twitch, Dorothy turned to her head of security.

‘Please, Jack,’ she pleaded, her eyes full of dismay. Noting his face was set like concrete in his stubborn expression, she jumped up out of the booth. ‘Please,’ she touched his arm.

With a snarl of frustration, he leaped up off his chair, picked up Dorothy and threw her back in the booth. Pulling off his jacket, he flung it at her.

‘Cover yourself and don’t move from that spot,’ he snarled. ‘Up!’ he barked at a couple seated nearby, and when they leaped up in fright, lifted their table and moved it out of his way. He grabbed the fallen man and placed him where the table had previously been, only a few feet from where Dorothy and Bel were seated, spellbound.

‘Get these chairs outta here. Make sure an ambulance is on its way. Somebody get me the AED from the kitchen. Boss! Raise your hand!’ As Jack barked out his orders, he was ripping the shirt off the inert customer and, having checked his airway, had already started chest compressions, his big hands sure of what they were doing. Dorothy obliging raised her hand.

‘I’m gonna seriously hurt any bastard who gets too close to that woman, so be fucking warned, all of yee,’ he snarled again. ‘Now where’s the fucking AED? Am I talking to my fucking self here?’

‘Got it,’ said a voice, and a massively built young man flung himself down near Jack, pushing the power button on the yellow box as he did.

‘See if there’s a face mask and a razor in there, kid,’ Jack told him. 

The boy, who looked to be in his early twenties, fished in the pocket of the bag and triumphantly produced both items.

‘Outstanding,’ Jack said with a note of satisfaction, ‘see if you can get some of that hair off his chest while I try a bit of breath work.’

Quickly assembling the mask, Jack placed it over the man’s face and proceeded to give him mouth to mouth. From where she sat, Dorothy could not see his chest move at all and rubbed her arms fretfully. ‘Please, Lord, don’t let him die,’ she whispered.

‘Okay, kid, slap on the pads like they taught you at school,’ Jack ordered. The young man quickly obeyed, sticking one pad below the patient’s rib cage on the left-and side and another on his recently shaved right breast. In accordance with the spoken instructions from the defibrillator, both men removed their hands from the prone figure.

‘Clear,’ the boy called out, and waved his arms in a very business-like manner. A shock ran through the inert form as the machine did its work. Jack tried some more mouth to mouth while the boy took over the compressions.

Once again, the machine told them to clear, and once again they removed their hands as he was shocked. Jack took the opportunity to look over at his employer. ‘I hope you’re having a good chat with that god of yours, Boss,’ he told her grimly. ‘This guy is not responding.’

‘Please don’t give up,’ Dorothy pleaded. ‘He’s got six children. Maybe there’s food lodged in his throat. You might have worked it loose with the compressions.’

Jack whipped off the mask and tilted the head back as far as he could without hurting the unconscious customer. ‘Anybody got a flashlight?’ he barked at the room. 

A small man came scurrying over with a tiny pen light on his keychain, being careful to avoid getting close to Dorothy as he moved. Jack grabbed the implement and shone the light down the patient’s throat. He grunted at what he saw there. ‘Boss, you got that famous pink tweezers of yours?’

She desperately groped in her bag and produced them with a sigh of relief. She threw them at Jack and, without turning his head, he caught them in mid-air. He pushed the metal prongs as far down the man’s neck as he was able. As he slowly withdrew the device, they clearly saw a piece of meat caught in the pincers.

The AED’s robotic voice ordered them to clear yet again, and he and the young man obediently pulled back. The third shock ran through the patient and this time it was followed by a faint moan. Jack placed his head on the bare torso.

‘He’s breathing,’ he said in satisfaction. 

Dorothy clearly heard gasps of relief from the party who had been his dinner companions. Several of the women began to cry. Jack sat back on his heels and surveyed his accomplice. They shared a grin as the door burst open and two medics bearing a stretcher appeared.

The ambulance crew were amazed to discover the patient breathing and apparently stabilised. The driver was quick to tell the assembled group that in his twenty-five years of working as a paramedic, he had not once reached a scene and found anybody administering CPR. 

‘Most people are either not trained, or too scared to try it,’ he said, as he shook hands with Jack and the young man, then speedily departed with the stretcher and the AED, which he promised to return as soon as the memory card had been read by the physician.

Every patron in the restaurant exhaled loudly with relief, and most of them took a large swig of their drinks. One man, who was clearly a close friend of the unconscious customer, accompanied him in the ambulance, but the six who remained returned to their seats and began to consume large quantities of alcohol in very short order. In the meantime, Bel had gone as white as
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