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For my parents with thanks for the love, the food and the stories




Beppi’s Recipe for Melanzane alla Parmigiana

This is so easy. Why do you even need a recipe? My daughters were helping me with this when they were children. You just make the Napolitano sauce. What do you mean you don’t know how? Cose da pazzi! OK, I’ll explain it to you. This is what you will need:

2 aubergines 
1 onion 
1 jar of tomato passata 
2 eggs 
plain flour 
salt 
pepper 
fresh basil 
lots of grated Parmesan 
a little grated mozzarella 
olive oil 
vegetable oil



This is my way of doing it. The best way, of course. First you cut the aubergines into rounds - not too thick but not too thin. Salt them and leave in a colander for an hour to drain. Then wash off the salt with cold water and pat dry with a clean cloth.

Now make the Napolitano sauce. Chop an onion finely, fry it in olive oil and then pour on the jar of tomato passata. Add basil, a little salt and pepper and then simmer the sauce for twenty minutes. Now your kitchen is smelling wonderful, eh?

Next beat two eggs with a little salt and pepper. Dip both sides of each aubergine round in plain flour, then in the beaten egg and shallow fry in vegetable oil until golden brown. Oh, and don’t be mean with the oil. Mannagia chi te muort, you  people, always so worried about the oil. Pour it from the bottle properly - don’t just dribble it in.

Layer the fried aubergine in a shallow oven dish - four layers maximum - and cover each layer with some Napolitano sauce and plenty of grated parmigiano. Sprinkle mozzarella on the top and bake for twenty minutes at about 150ºC.

(Yes, yes, I know two aubergines will be too much, but who can resist tasting a few pieces as they come out of the frying pan?)

 

Addolorata’s note: Papa, I don’t believe this. No wonder you have high cholesterol.
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The mannequin was propped up in the corner of Pieta’s attic room. The dress she’d put on it was nothing more than a roughly stitched calico toile but Pieta could see what it would become. The fine beading, the fall of the train, the sash tied at the waist. It was going to be magnificent.

This was the time Pieta loved most. When both the gown and the bride’s future held so much promise. Later there might be disappointments, or even heartbreak. But right now, with the dress no more than a plain shape and all its beauty still locked away in Pieta’s imagination, was the best time of all.

Usually Pieta knew the dress before she got to know the bride. Her vision of what she would create with her rolls of lace, tulle and silk was nearly always complete in her head by the end of the first consultation. It was later, at the endless fittings, that she would bend the bride to her will, but so gently and persuasively they always seemed to think it was their idea. Forget the fabric flower on the hip; get rid of the handkerchief hemline. Yes, yes, that’s what you want.

At the final fitting, when the bride stood in the Mirror Room and they slipped shoes on her feet and put a veil in her hair, Pieta always felt sad. She was sending her creation out into the world and who knew how it - and the woman who wore it - would fare. For there were worse things than torn lace and grubby hems, Pieta knew that.

And this dress, the one clothing the mannequin in her bedroom, was different. More important than any that had gone before, more difficult to let go. Pieta sat in bed, propped up on pillows, and stared at the calico toile. This plain-looking thing  was to be her little sister’s bridal gown and everything about it had to be perfect.

Pieta heard a door open and close and footsteps on the wooden floors below. She wondered who it was. Her sister Addolorata, too excited about all her plans for the future to sleep? Or their mother, who had gone to bed hours ago but might have woken and realized she’d forgotten to take whatever pill or potion she was relying on these days?

The footsteps sounded heavier now and there was another noise - a banging and crashing of pans and crockery in kitchen cupboards. It must be her father Beppi then. He was too restless, too busy in mind and body, ever to sleep a whole night through. And of course he’d be in the kitchen, nowhere else. In the morning, when Pieta went down to make her first cup of strong black coffee, there would be freshly-made pasta drying on the kitchen table, or a stock pan filled with a sauce of tomatoes and slow-cooked beef.

As if there wasn’t enough food already. There were bundles of his carefully dried pasta wrapped in linen tea towels in the kitchen cupboard, and containers of his sauces and soups neatly labelled by her mother and packed away in the deep chest freezer. And still Beppi kept on cooking.

Pieta loved the food her father made but there was always so much of it. Sometimes she dreamed of leaving the big four-storey house they all shared, living alone and making her own meals. And then dinner would be a simple soup of Swiss chard, flavoured with a little bacon and eaten in peace instead of the extravagant portions her father served up amidst the noise and fuss that accompanied whatever he did.

Yawning, Pieta took a last look at the calico toile. Mentally she adjusted the neckline slightly and made the shoulder straps wider. Then she turned out her light, wriggled down under the covers, closed her eyes and was asleep in minutes.

[image: 001]

Early the next morning Pieta came downstairs to find the kitchen exactly as she’d expected. Yellow ribbons of fettucine covered one end of the long pine table, dusted with flour and spread out erratically. The other end was crowded with thin shards of lasagne, and in the middle there was the tiniest space, where Pieta’s mother Catherine had put her cereal bowl and a mug of tea.

Pale and tired, her greying hair pulled back harshly from her face, her flower-sprigged robe wrapped round her, Catherine spooned cereal into her mouth disinterestedly.

‘Good morning, Mamma. How do you feel today?’ Pieta pushed open the kitchen door and headed straight for the coffee pot.

‘Not so good, not so bad.’

‘Do you want some coffee?’

‘No, no, I can only drink tea in the mornings, you know that.’ Catherine jabbed an angry finger at the confetti of pasta covering the table. ‘And anyway, I don’t know where you’re going to sit to have your breakfast. Look at this!’

‘It’s fine.’ Pieta shrugged. ‘I only want a coffee and a cigarette. I’ll sit on the back doorstep and have it.’

‘Smoking, always smoking,’ Catherine lamented. ‘When are you going to give up, eh? Your sister doesn’t smoke. I don’t know what made you start.’

It was the same every morning. Her mother was always the first to wake and would sit with the newspaper, clucking over the bad news stories, as the milk soaked into her cornflakes. Pieta would find her at the kitchen table, her mouth pursed as though she were eating something slightly bitter, and often she would read aloud a story that particularly displeased her.

If Addolorata had been working late at the restaurant she would usually come down and join Pieta on the doorstep for a quick coffee and an illicit puff of her cigarette before going back to bed to snatch a little more sleep.

But it was when their father Beppi got up that the whole  house seemed to wake for the day. If he was in a good mood he would burst through the kitchen door, sweep away his wife’s half-eaten bowl of cereal and rattle it in the sink, noisily pour himself coffee, all the while calling, ‘Good morning, my bella Caterina, and good morning, Pieta. Are you out there smoking? Come inside and eat some breakfast like a good girl before you go to work.’

It was different if he had woken in a bad mood. Then he would shuffle round the kitchen, pinching the bridge of his nose between a forefinger and thumb, and groaning noisily.

But this morning it was just Pieta, sitting on the step, drinking her coffee as she looked out over the small patch of garden where her father grew his vegetables, and listened to her mother turn the pages of her newspaper.

In the background, as always, was the rumble of London traffic but Pieta barely noticed it. She had been born in this tall house in the back streets of Clerkenwell and had lived in it all her life. When she sat here in her favourite place, eyes half-closed and the morning sun on her face, she heard only the sounds she wanted to hear - birds singing in the trees of the churchyard opposite, children shrieking in the little playground. This high-walled garden, with every inch of its earth cultivated and useful, was the safest place she knew. But she couldn’t stay here all morning. One more cup of coffee, one last cigarette, and then it would be time to go. She felt the usual sense of dread at the thought of the day ahead.

‘What’s wrong? You look a bit pale this morning, Pieta.’

Her eyes flew open. It was Addolorata, of course, bending down to take the cigarette from her hand and sucking on it greedily.

‘Nothing’s wrong.’ Pieta shifted sideways and her sister jammed herself in beside her. ‘I was just thinking about something, that’s all.’

‘Worrying about something, you mean.’

Addolorata topped up Pieta’s coffee cup from her own and  took a regretful last pull of the cigarette before handing it back to her.

The two girls didn’t look like sisters. Addolorata was her father’s child, all curves and untamed curly hair, with round cheeks and small brown eyes. Pieta had lighter eyes and darker hair that she wore in a neat bob, the heavy fringe grazing her eyebrows. In temperament they were just as different, and yet, while they had fought with each other all their lives, they had always stayed the best of friends.

‘Are you working today?’ Pieta tossed the spent cigarette onto the concrete path and stubbed it out with the toe of her slipper.

‘Mmm, yes, and I need to get in reasonably early. I want to try something new. I’ve been thinking about orechiette pasta with broccoli and leeks braised in a little chicken stock, some lean bacon, maybe even some chilli and a tiny squeeze of lemon.’ Addolorata’s voice sounded almost dreamy as she described the dish. ‘Why don’t you come by the restaurant for lunch and I’ll make it for you.’

‘Maybe. I’ll see if I’ve got time.’

‘Just come in for half an hour. He can’t expect you to work all the time. Even he must see that you’ve got to eat.’

‘We’ve got brides coming in all day for consultations and fittings. I have to be there.’

Addolorata rolled her eyes. ‘Honestly, I don’t know why you do it. He steals your ideas, expects you there all hours, makes you do all the work.’

‘I know, I know. But he’s Nikolas Rose so he can do whatever he likes.’

‘Leave him, Pieta. Go out on your own. You know you can do it.’

‘Not yet.’ Pieta shook her head. ‘The time’s not right. I’m not ready.’

‘If it’s money you’re worried about, Papa will help you.’

‘I know. He reminds me at least once a week. Just leave it,  will you?’ Pieta tossed another cigarette at her sister, who put it in her pocket.

Almost on cue, Pieta heard a rattling of pans in the kitchen and smelt an onion frying. And then, scissors in hand, her father appeared in search of fresh herbs, almost tripping over his daughters as he erupted out of the back door.

‘Girls, why do you have to sit out here like peasants, eh? Why do you think I bought those kitchen chairs? Go and sit on them like normal civilized people. And Pieta . . .’ He raised his voice. ‘Have some breakfast. You need to eat more.’

‘No time, Papa, sorry. I have to get to work.’

‘Well, in that case come home at a reasonable hour tonight. I’m going to make a beautiful lasagne and I want all my family around the table to share it with me.’ He beamed at her happily and waved his little bunch of freshly-cut herbs in the air.

Pieta kissed him quickly on the cheek. As she hurried back through the kitchen and headed upstairs to be the first in the shower she heard her mother complaining: ‘Always the smell of cooking in this house, Beppi, even first thing in the morning. ’

Not for the first time, Pieta wondered why her father had left Italy all those years ago. Why would such a brightly-coloured man fall in love with a washed-out woman like her mother? But then, what made any man fall for any woman? Pieta was nearly thirty and still she didn’t know.
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‘Tell me about your wedding style.’

It was the first question Pieta asked new brides. And the reply was what gave her the first glimmer of an idea for the dress she would design.

Today’s bride was blonde with perfect skin, although she had too mean a chin to be truly beautiful and barely a teaspoon of hair. She was perching on the very edge of the white sofa in the Chandelier Room, looking around at the ivory-clad mannequins and shelves full of accessories that lined the walls. Pieta sat opposite her in a high-backed chair, a block of white paper on her knee and a pencil in her hand.

‘Oh, I expected . . .’ The young bride looked confused. ‘Are we starting now? Only I thought we’d be waiting until Nikolas Rose arrives. I don’t mind waiting.’

Pieta gave a half-smile. ‘I’m sorry. I thought it had been explained to you. I take care of the first consultation and the initial sketches. Then Nikolas takes the design and refines it. That’s the way it works with every Nikolas Rose gown. So, tell me . . . your wedding style?’

The bride took a sip from the glass of chilled champagne Pieta had poured for her. ‘Well, my fiancé’s family are Catholic and so the wedding will be a big one in a very grand church and afterwards there’ll be a feast with music and dancing. It will be very traditional. But the thing is . . .’ She gulped down a little more champagne. ‘I want to feel glamorous on my wedding day. Like I’m on the red carpet at the Oscars. That’s why I’m here, at Nikolas Rose, because everyone told me he does the most exquisite gowns.’

Pieta’s pencil was already moving across the white paper. ‘So we want something classic but still quite sexy,’ she mused. ‘Not too much décolletage or shoulder on display but fitted to your figure, do you think? You have such a lovely shape it would be a shame not to show that off.’

The bride looked nervous. ‘I brought some pictures I’ve cut out of magazines but I wasn’t sure if Mr Rose . . .’ She dipped into a big handbag and produced a folder full of glossy pages.

Pieta tucked the folder beneath her block of paper. ‘That’s fine,’ she said, her pencil still scratching down ideas. ‘Nikolas will be happy to take a look at it. Now what about colour themes? Had you thought about what you might like your bridesmaids to wear? And flowers. What are you thinking of having in your bouquet?’

‘I ... I’m not sure. There’s so much to think of, isn’t there?’

‘That’s all right. We can help you with ideas for all of those things if you need us to. So the next step is for me to take some measurements and a few quick photographs of you. And then, as soon as I’ve consulted with Nikolas, we’ll make another appointment for you.’

She’d just placed the measuring tape round the bride’s waist when she heard him coming. He must have thought she was alone. ‘Pieta, Pieta, Pieta,’ Nikolas was calling petulantly. ‘Pieta, have you seen my—?’

When he realized she was with a client he stopped and rearranged his expression. He was wearing narrow-legged pin-striped trousers, a black shirt and a long black jacket with a red gerbera in the buttonhole. In one fluid movement he crossed the room, turned the bride to face the mirror, gathered her fine hair in his hands and piled it on her head and then gazed at both their reflections. ‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘Just lovely.’

‘This is Helene Sealy,’ Pieta informed him. ‘She is getting  married next summer and she is going to be dressed by Nikolas Rose.’

‘Of course she is.’ Nikolas allowed the bride’s hair to trickle out of his fingers and glanced down at the sketches Pieta had made. ‘I see her in something fluid, fabric that moves when she moves, nothing too stiff and formal. I see white orchids in a bouquet hand-tied with a simple mint-green ribbon. And maybe the hair up and some white flowers and pale green leaves right here by her ear. Yes, yes, lovely. I’ll leave you to it, Pieta.’ He turned on his heel and was gone just as quickly as he’d appeared.

‘That was Nikolas Rose?’ The bride seemed dazzled.

‘Yes, that was him.’

Pieta continued with the things that needed to be done - the measurements and the photographs for her files, the filling-in of forms and, last of all, presenting the bride with her business card, which read ‘Pieta Martinelli, Assistant Designer’.

‘Oh, you’ve got an Italian name.’ Helene sounded pleased.

‘Yes, my father is Italian,’ Pieta told her.

‘That’s a coincidence. My fiancé is Italian, too. His name is Michele DeMatteo. Isn’t that lovely? Soon I’ll be Helene DeMatteo . . .’

Pieta stood very still and let the young bride talk on until she was sure she had complete control of herself. It took a few moments and she wondered if it was obvious there was something wrong.

‘And your fiancé,’ she said at last, ‘does he know you’ve come to Nikolas Rose for your wedding gown?’

‘Oh no, of course not. It’s meant to be a surprise, isn’t it? A big surprise.’

Pieta nodded. ‘Oh yes, it will be a surprise,’ she said softly. ‘I can promise you that.’

 

She slipped out without even telling Nikolas. If he’d known she was going he’d have found countless ways to hold her up  and most likely made a list of things for her to bring back for him. And Pieta couldn’t wait. She had to go to Little Italy and see Addolorata at once. She couldn’t keep this news to herself for very much longer.

Little Italy had once been the narrowest of restaurants with barely enough room for a waiter to slip between the tables. There had been no menu and no choice. Instead the customers ate whatever Beppi had decided to cook for them. Perhaps a pasta soup, followed by a plate of slowly-braised meat and peperonata with a glass of rough red wine and a communal basket of hard, chewy bread on each table. At first only Italians had eaten there but slowly word had spread and now, all these years later, Little Italy had expanded into three of the adjacent shops. There was a big white canopy over the pavement at the front with silver aluminium tables and chairs beneath it, and planters filled with trimmed green bushes to separate the diners from the bustle of the street market that was always there on weekdays. This was where Beppi, who had supposedly retired years ago, could be found on warm days, playing cards with his friends and keeping an eye on Addolorata as she chalked up the menu on the blackboard each morning and fed their customers all day long.

The décor hadn’t changed. The white stucco walls were covered in large black-and-white prints of the old days: Beppi as a child eating spaghetti at the dinner table; the whole family dressed for church on a Sunday morning; Beppi and his sister, Isabella, laughing as they rode a borrowed Vespa together. The tables were covered in red-checked cloths and the food served in big white bowls. This was how it had been at Little Italy since the very beginning.

Now, slowly, Addolorata was making small changes, adding new flavours and textures to dishes: a handful of walnuts thrown into a creamy risotto, a pinch of cumin seeds in a lamb ragu. Between his games of cards, Beppi would come inside and taste a spoonful of sauce or a ladleful of soup, and  often that was when voices would be raised most loudly in the kitchen.

But today Pieta found her father at his favourite sunny outdoor table, stripped down to his white vest and deep in a card game with Ernesto Bosetti.

‘Are you winning, Papa?’ she called out.

He looked up, frowning. ‘Well, I might have a chance if this stronzo would stop cheating.’

Ernesto threw his cards on the table and his hands in the air. ‘Porca la miseria, thirty years I’ve been playing cards with you and you can’t forget that one mistake all those years ago.’ He looked up at Pieta and shook his head. ‘I don’t know why I still play with him, cara, really I don’t. Anyway it’s good to see you. Find a chair and join us for lunch.’

She patted him on the shoulder. ‘I’d love to have lunch with you but I’m going to eat with Addolorata. She has some new dish she wants to try out on me.’

‘New dish?’ her father muttered. ‘Don’t eat too much now, Pieta.’

Exasperated, she laughed. ‘But only this morning you told me I need to eat more.’

‘Si, si, but remember the beautiful lasagne I have made for dinner tonight. I want you to have some appetite left.’

‘Don’t worry, Papa,’ Pieta called over her shoulder as she headed inside. ‘Your beautiful lasagne will get eaten, I’m sure.’

The restaurant was busy today. All the tables outside were occupied and there was barely an empty one indoors. Noise levels were high and white-clad Italian waiters darted about delivering steaming plates of food and clearing them away again once they were almost wiped clean. The older waiters all had moustaches and the younger ones wore long hair in ponytails, gold studs glinting in their ears.

Frederico was the head waiter and had been there almost since the beginning. He was serving bowls of black squid ink risotto when he noticed Pieta. With a nod of his head, he  motioned towards an empty table. ‘Ciao, bella. Sit down and I’ll tell your sister you’re here.’

As she waited she watched people enjoying their food. The risotto table were regulars. They ate with gusto, dabbing at their squid-ink-stained mouths with red napkins and swigging at glasses of Chianti. Beside them was a man in a suit, eating alone while he read the newspaper. He was making his way through the one dish Addolorata always left on the menu - venison shanks slow-cooked in lots of onion and tomato with a silky sauce that seeped into a big mound of potatoes mashed with roasted garlic. Pieta could tell from the expression on his face that every mouthful was heaven.

When she appeared, Addolorata was flushed from the heat of the kitchen and in her hands were two white bowls filled with the pasta dish she’d been perfecting all morning.

‘Here, try this. Tell me what you think. I’ve made so many different versions of it but I think I’ve finally got it right.’

Pieta tasted a spoonful. It was more of a light soup really. The broccoli was cooked the old-fashioned way, until it was soft and breaking apart, the leeks fried in olive oil and then braised gently in a little of the broccoli water until they were almost melting. There was a hint of chilli and lemon, and some roughly-chopped black olives, a few pine nuts and thick shavings of pecorino cheese mixed in with the little ears of pasta to add flavour and bite.

‘You left out the bacon,’ Pieta observed.

Addolorata spooned a little into her own mouth, tilted her head and shrugged. ‘It didn’t feel as though it needed bacon in the end. You like it?’

Pieta tasted a second spoonful and then a third. ‘Mmm, I do. I like it a lot. You should definitely put it on the menu. Serve it with a big slice of crusty bread so people can mop up all the juices.’

‘Is it too liquid? Does it need a little potato to thicken it up maybe?’

‘No, no, it’s better like this, light and healthy. Don’t put potato in.’

‘Still . . .’ Addolorata stirred her soup. ‘Maybe it does need bacon . . .’

This was one of the things that divided her family. Her sister and father lived for food. They could eat it greedily and talk about it passionately all day and half the night without ever getting bored. But Pieta, although she was enjoying the soup of vegetables and pasta, would have been just as happy with a poached egg on toast.

‘So what do you think?’ Addolorata prompted her. ‘Bacon or no bacon?’

‘Never mind that.’ Pieta leaned across the table. ‘I have news.’

‘Oh?’ Addolorata tore herself away from contemplating the contents of her bowl. ‘What?’

‘We had a new bride come in this morning for a consultation and guess who she is marrying.’

‘Tell me.’

‘Michele DeMatteo.’

Addolorata dropped her spoon into her bowl. ‘No! Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

‘Does she know who you are?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘My God, are you going to say something to her? Old man DeMatteo will have a fit when he finds out.’

Pieta nodded. ‘I know but I don’t see how I can say anything. Apart from anything else he’s seen her already.’

‘Nikolas?’

‘Yes, he came in while I was measuring her. So I can hardly put her off now, can I? He never forgets a customer. He’s already decided what colour ribbon she should have in her bouquet.’

‘So, what will you do?’ Addolorata pushed her bowl aside and rested her elbows on the table.

‘I don’t know. Just carry on, I suppose, and design a gown for her. It’s going be rather beautiful, I think. She wants to go discreetly sexy and glamorous.’

‘And what about her? Is she sexy and glamorous, too?’

‘She’s pretty, blonde and younger than Michele by a good few years, I think. But not glamorous exactly.’

Addolorata looked thoughtful. ‘You know, I always thought Michele DeMatteo was sweet on you when we were at school.’

‘No!’

‘Really I did. He always seemed to be trying to attract your attention.’

Pieta laughed and shook her head. ‘He used to tease me, you mean. And sometimes he would steal my lunch.’

Frederico came over and raised an eyebrow, and Addolorata nodded a yes for him to clear away the plates. Minutes later he brought them tiny cups of espresso with a square of dense chocolate cake balanced on the side of the saucer. Pieta bit into hers before touching the coffee. She loved sweet things.

She sipped her coffee and shook her head again. ‘Michele was never interested in me that way, and even if he had been, what could have happened? Papa and old man DeMatteo would have had fits if we’d gone anywhere near each other. Don’t tell him, Addolorata. Don’t say anything about Michele’s bride coming to me. It’ll only cause more trouble.’

‘Well, there’s going to be trouble eventually, isn’t there?’ Addolorata looked glum. ‘I thought weddings were supposed to be happy things but it seems to me there’s always some sort of a drama.’

‘Not with yours, though,’ Pieta promised. ‘Your wedding will be perfect. I’m going to make sure of it.’

 

She was late back from lunch. Nikolas would be furious. Hoping her next appointment hadn’t yet arrived, Pieta hurried along the crowded pavements back towards the bridal salon.

Nikolas Rose Couturier occupied a series of interlinking rooms on the top floor of an old mansion block in Holborn. Right now, if Pieta were very unlucky, the great man himself would be in the Chandelier Room making conversation with a bride who had come in for her final fitting. Her gown was hanging ready for her in the Mirror Room but Nikolas wouldn’t think to take her through. That was Pieta’s job. He liked to appear at the very end, brush the bride’s hair, fluff the train of the gown and then disappear into the Design Room next door until another bride appeared and he needed to switch on his charm again.

The most important room at Nikolas Rose Couturier was the Make Room, and the five older women who worked there, in cramped conditions around a long sewing table, were the main reason Pieta found it so difficult to walk away from the salon and set up on her own. They were the finest seamstresses in London, producing gowns with the exquisite cut, fine stitching and hand-beading for which Nikolas Rose was renowned. Often they could just glance at a design and see a detail she had missed. On quiet days, if Nikolas was not around, they’d play around with fabrics on the mannequin and help her dream up ideas for the ready-to-wear collection she planned to launch some day. Pieta thought she knew what she wanted. Just a capsule collection at first, no more than eight simple styles that each bride could customise a little to make their own, and inside each one would be a label that read ‘Pieta Martinelli, Bridal Designer’.

But it wasn’t easy to break away from Nikolas Rose. She would miss those five experts in the Make Room and she would miss other things, too: Nikolas Rose’s reputation; the wealthy brides who came to him ready to spend money on beautiful fabrics and intricate work; and, surprisingly, Nikolas himself. For, although he was capricious, infuriating and demanding, often he had flashes of brilliance. He could take a perfectly lovely design Pieta had created and make it truly special.  Every day she worked there she learned something new. And that was why she couldn’t leave and set up on her own. Some day, yes, but she wasn’t ready yet.

Pieta was in such a hurry she ran up the six flights of steep stairs in her high heels. The old lift with its double doors and creaking wooden panels took forever to arrive and she didn’t have the patience to wait. More importantly, neither did Nikolas.

She was breathless as she pushed open the door of the Chandelier Room. As she feared, both the bride and Nikolas were waiting for her there. They looked a little flushed and there was a half-finished bottle of champagne on the low table between them.

‘I’m so sorry I’m late.’ Pieta tried to steady her voice. ‘I had to go out to take care of a few errands and I was held up.’

Nikolas gave the tightest of smiles. He wouldn’t let his anger show in front of a client. ‘Miss Laney is anxious to see her finished gown, Pieta. Please take her through to the Mirror Room.’

This bride had been difficult. She had changed her mind about fabric and style countless times; cried about the shape of her arms and the thickness of her thighs; lost weight, then regained it and lost it again. The gown had been through endless alterations but Pieta had guided the bride through the whole fraught process with a steady hand and now she wondered if the finished gown wasn’t one of the most beautiful they had ever created.

The wedding dress was hanging where she’d left it in the Mirror Room. It was full-skirted, made from finest silk satin, with long buttoned sleeves, matching covered buttons down the back and finished with a floor-length black satin bow. The bride’s eyes filled with tears when she saw it. ‘Oh, Pieta, you and Mr Rose have made all my dreams come true.’

Pieta smiled gently. ‘Let’s try it on you one last time to make sure it fits perfectly. A Nikolas Rose gown shouldn’t  pinch, slip or ride up when you move. It should be the most comfortable thing you’ve ever worn as well as the most exquisite. ’

There were more tears as the bride stood before the mirror in her gown and Pieta handed her the large box of soft tissues she kept in the Mirror Room for emotional moments like these.

‘It’s perfect, isn’t it?’ she said.

‘Oh yes.’ The bride seemed overwhelmed. ‘Am I really going to be allowed to take it home with me?’

‘Not until Mr Rose has seen you in it and we’ve made sure he is entirely happy.’ Pieta rang the decorative brass bell that hung in the corner of the Mirror Room.

Nikolas waited a few moments before making his entrance. Today he was wearing fitted trousers, with black suede ankle boots and a tight black shirt. He was an impish man with a slender figure, a thick head of spiky, prematurely silver hair and a sulky pout to his mouth.

He stopped in the doorway, his bad mood forgotten. ‘Pieta darling,’ he breathed as he surveyed the gown. ‘I really do think this may be the most divine thing we have ever created.’

‘I think so, too.’

He moved forward and touched the sleeves that had been cleverly draped to disguise the bride’s upper arms. ‘It’s so modern, so now and so original. I am happy, very happy indeed.’

The bride’s tears were flowing steadily. ‘This is the most beautiful gown I’ve ever seen in my whole life. I never want to take it off.’

He smiled at her. ‘Every Nikolas Rose bride is beautiful. We wouldn’t have it any other way.’

And then he was gone, leaving Pieta to take the final payment, slip the gown into a protective bag and put it, and the bride who would wear it, into a taxi and send them home. In a few weeks’ time they would receive an envelope of  photographs of the bride on the steps of a church, clutching her bouquet and looking even more beautiful and joyful than she had today. Pieta could almost feel tears forming in her own eyes as she imagined it.

‘Good luck, be happy . . . and don’t forget to have the gown dry-cleaned and wrapped in acid-free paper after you’ve worn it.’ Those were always the last words Pieta said to her brides as they and their gowns disappeared towards their new lives.




End of sample
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