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Dedication

To every woman struggling in a soul-destroying relationship.
For having the courage to try,
the strength to survive and, hopefully,
ultimately, the bravery to walk away.




Prologue

The day was perfect. Just as she had known it would be. From her window in the Armstrongs’ villa, Babs inspected the clear blue sky without a cloud on the horizon and noted, with satisfaction, the wisp of a breeze that would temper the already building heat. Before her, the deep, settled blue of the Mediterranean stretched as far as the eye could see.

It was simply a perfect day for a wedding, although for added certainty, she had put the Child of Prague statue out on the windowsill last thing before going to bed. The old Irish custom of putting the much-loved statue of the baby Jesus outside the night before a wedding warded off all manner of inclement weather, it was held, never mind global warming. This might be sunny Spain, but weather conditions were changing everywhere and it didn’t do to take anything for granted.

Despite her seventy-five years, at seven o’clock in the morning Babs was up, dressed and ready for action. Not in her wedding outfit, of course: that would come later.

Looking at the delicate ensemble of coffee-and-cream chiffon hanging regally on the front of the wardrobe door, she felt a sudden rush of emotion.

Only nine hours to go, and they would fly. Nine hours until the wedding of any girl’s dreams. It was going to be magnificent. Well, it was going to be, fullstop, and that in itself was a blessed relief.

Little Ali, she mused, the minx of the family, the first of the girls to be married. The three Armstrong girls were like her own. She’d been a part of their lives for twenty-three years, after all.

Feeling suddenly tearful, Babs sat down on the bed and allowed herself a trip down memory lane. It genuinely seemed like only yesterday she had come into their lives.

‘I’ve come about the ad.’ Babs was still slightly out of breath after her cycle up the rather steep road to the Armstrongs’ semi-detached house in the newly built development.

‘And I hope you don’t mind, but I like to wear trousers when I work. I cycle, you see.’ There, she had said it. Better to get it out in the open straight away. Some of those snooty society women she’d worked for in the past had actually told her they would prefer if she wore a dress or skirt while she was working for them. A maid’s uniform and lots of curtseying was what they’d really been dreaming about. Mind you, that had been a good few years ago, back in the old days.

But though Babs hadn’t worked outside the home in a while because she’d been raising her own children, she had learned a thing or two in her time, and one of them was to get things straight with a prospective employer right from the start. Babs Buckley, mother of five, oldest of ten and who’d grown up the hard way, was nobody’s fool.

‘Oh, you’d like to wear trousers,’ said the rather startled-looking young mother who opened the door. ‘Of course, that’s perfectly fine. Wear whatever you’d like. It’s that, I, um, wasn’t expecting anyone so soon, but please, do come in. You’ve caught me on the hop, I’m afraid.’ She wiped her hands hurriedly on the tea towel slung over her shoulder.

Babs relaxed. This attractive young woman with her chestnut curls and wide, welcoming smile was clearly not a society matron with notions of grandeur.

‘I know I should have rung to say I was calling,’ Babs checked to make sure her bike was parked safely against the wall, ‘but I saw the ad in the newsagent’s and seeing as I only live around the corner, I thought I’d just come straight up. Strike while the iron’s hot, you know, that’s my motto. If it’s inconvenient, I can always come back later.’

‘No, no, not at all, please, come in,’ the woman said eagerly. ‘I was just about to make a cup of tea before I feed the baby, would you like one?’

‘I’d murder one.’

‘I’m Carrie, by the way, Carrie Armstrong.’ She held out a hand that Babs shook firmly.

‘Nice to meet you, Mrs Armstrong. I’m Annie Buckley, but I’ve been called Babs for so long now it’s all I answer to.’

Babs followed Carrie across the hall and into the cosy kitchen, where a small girl sat at the scrubbed pine table wielding a crayon across a brightly coloured page, her tongue poking out of the side of her mouth in concentration. Looking up, she fixed Babs with big solemn brown eyes, smiled shyly, and went back to her drawing.

‘Well who have we here?’ said Babs, sitting down at the table opposite her.

‘This is Hope,’ said Carrie, smiling over at her little girl as she turned on the kettle and reached into the overhead cupboard for two cups. ‘She’s our eldest. Say hello to Mrs Buckley, Hope,’

‘Hello.’

‘And an artist, too, so I see.’ Babs peered over at the drawing, making noises of appreciation. ‘What a lovely picture. What is it? I’m not very good without my glasses.’

‘It’s a car. My daddy’s getting a new car today, so I drew a picture for him when he gets home.’

‘Well isn’t that a lovely thing to do. And how old are you, Hope?’

‘I’m going to be seven next week.’ She looked up at Babs with a serious expression. ‘How old are you?’

Babs grinned. ‘Oh, I’m very old, very old indeed.’

The crayon paused in mid-air as Hope studied her.

‘Hope!’ Carrie protested, laughing. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said to Babs. ‘Hope, you mustn’t ask grown-up people how old they are. It’s not polite.’

‘Why not?’ Hope asked curiously.

‘Why not indeed,’ said Babs, chuckling. ‘I’m fifty-two, love, and I don’t mind telling you or anybody. Age is only a number, you know.’

Hope continued her study of Babs, her head tilting to one side as she regarded her from across the table. ‘You have funny hair.’

Babs snorted with laughter, as Carrie, looking alarmed, placed two cups of tea and a plate of biscuits on the table. ‘That’s enough, Hope.’

‘Funny is the right word for it, young lady. It has a sense of humour all its own, my hair.’ Babs ran a hand through the wiry shock of grey hair that stood up relentlessly. It had once been a fiery red and then, overnight almost, decided to turn grey, not that Babs had minded. She’d never bothered much with looks or worrying over her hair, and Larry, her late husband, had always said he loved her just the way she was. ‘I gave up fighting it years ago.’

‘Come along, darling, into the playroom. Mummy wants to talk to Mrs Buckley—’

‘Babs,’ interjected Babs.

‘Er, to Babs. Take your drawing into the playroom like a good girl, and I’ll come and see it in few minutes.’

‘Okay, I’m nearly finished anyway.’

‘Good girl,’ said Carrie as Hope gathered her crayons and paper and slipped off the chair, walking quietly from the kitchen through a glass door that led to another room where a big television had pride of place and a lot of toys were scattered.

‘We built the playroom on last year,’ explained Carrie. ‘It’s been a lifesaver.’

‘Now,’ said Babs, ‘let’s get down to business. I’ve worked as a cook and a housekeeper all my life, and I’m good at it, if I say so myself. The references say the rest and I have them with me.’ She pushed a collection of papers across to Carrie. ‘My last position was in an embassy, but that was ten years ago. I have my own family, all grown up now of course and on their way, but I wanted to be at home for them when school got tough and they were doing the exams and so on, so I gave up working. Of course, Larry was out working then too, my husband, one of the head gardeners he was, up in the Botanic Gardens. He died just over a year ago and—’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ Carrie interjected awkwardly, her eyes full of sympathy.

‘Thank you love, it was sad. He was young, you know, two years younger than me, so it came out of the blue, but then cancer does that. But we had a great life together and a great marriage, and five lovely children, and he spent his days doing what he loved best, out in the fresh air, foostering with his old plants and flowers.’ Babs sniffed and took out a tissue to blow her nose before continuing. ‘The children, as I said, are all grown up, three in Canada, one in America and then my youngest, Annie, had to go and marry a Guard who’s been posted up to Donegal.’ Babs paused. ‘I was finding it a bit lonely in the house on my own, and I’m not about to go galivanting off to America or Canada to live at my age, although the invitation’s offered regularly, so I thought I’d go back to work, get a bit of routine going again. I’m a great believer in routine.’ She took a drink of her tea. ‘Now the ad said you were looking for a home help, but that can cover a multitude. What exactly is it that you are looking for?’ She fixed Carrie with a direct gaze.

‘Oh, well, I, um, that is, my husband and I, well, we have three young children now, and Rob, that’s my husband,’ Carrie explained, ‘well, he’s working all the hours God sends these days, and suddenly, well, that seems to involve a lot of entertaining, you know, bosses, prospective clients, that sort of thing, and trips away at short notice, everything has to be ship shape …’

‘Don’t I know it well,’ said Babs, nodding.

‘I thought I could cope with it all, but with the girls, and the new baby, well, it’s just that Rob said that we, I mean, I, could do with an extra pair of hands.’

‘And what ages are the other two?’

‘Hope, who you met, is seven next week, Ali, her younger sister, is five, and the baby, Stephanie, is three months old tomorrow.’

‘And what about you?’ Babs looked at her keenly. ‘What do you think about all this needing a pair of extra hands?’

Carrie let out a deep sigh. ‘Well, it would be lovely in theory, but,’ she bit her lip, ‘I feel, I suppose I feel that I shouldn’t need help. I should be able to cope on my own. It’s just that …’

‘Just that what?’ Babs probed, listening attentively.

‘Well, my own mother stayed at home with six of us, and she managed perfectly, and I only have three and already I’m finding it difficult, and, and …’ her voice wavered, ‘well, she died, too, just six months ago, and I thought I’d be able to cope without her, but she was brilliant with the girls, and always ready to step in for me, but now I’m finding it so hard, all the sleepless nights, and Rob’s always working and I, I feel that I’m just not making a good job of it any more.’

‘There, there, now, don’t go getting yourself all upset,’ Babs said kindly, patting Carrie’s hand. ‘Don’t I know well what having three young children is all about, and easy it’s not. It’s just that nobody ever tells you that. And things today are different. Oh I know, it may be the 1980s and all that, but there’s pressures now on young families that we never had to cope with in the old days. I blame it on the breakdown of community, myself. But you know, nothing can ever make up for the loss of a mother, and why should you be expected to cope with that because you have a young family of your own? Is your father alive?’

‘No, heart attack.’

‘Ah, I understand more now. You see, you’re nobody’s daughter any more, and that’s quite a wrench to come to terms with,’ Babs nodded to herself. ‘Especially when you have your own young family.’

Carrie looked surprised. ‘Yes, yes, that’s it exactly. I could never quite put it into words, but now you say it, that’s exactly how I feel. And Rob, well, men aren’t good at that sort of thing, everyone’s been very sympathetic and everything, but it’s hard to explain, and I feel I’m not being good enough for Rob, or my children.’

‘It sounds to me like you could do with some help. How many days a week were you thinking of?’

‘Oh, well, I hadn’t really thought it through, to be honest, Rob thought—’

‘Never mind Rob for a moment, it’s you who has to deal with another body in your house and under your feet. What feels right to you?’

‘Twice a week, mornings?’ Carrie ventured.

‘How about Monday and Friday, that way you have a nice clean house for the weekend and a clean-up after it, and I can help out with the entertaining when you need it. Then we can see how it goes from there?’

‘That sounds great,’ said Carrie, smiling.

‘Now you have my references, you can give them a call, and let me know when you’ve interviewed any other applicants and had a bit of a think about it.’ Babs drained her tea.

‘Oh, that won’t be necessary,’ Carrie said, ‘I think we’ll get along perfectly. Would you like me to show you around the house?’

‘That would be lovely, but what I’d really like is to see the baby. I know she’s sleeping, but just a peek maybe?’

‘Of course.’ Carrie’s face lit up. ‘Come on, I’ll show you around.’

Babs followed Carrie out of the kitchen and upstairs, noting how clean and well-kept the house was, if a bit untidy. She liked that, liked knowing that a house was a home and somewhere to be lived in, where life with all its ups and downs and untidiness unfolded, and not just a showpiece.

Along the way through the typical, if luxurious, three-bedroom semi-d, Carrie pointed out the bedrooms. The larger, of course, was hers and Rob’s, and the second, done up in pinks and purples with two twin beds, was Hope and Ali’s. Babs chuckled when she saw the makeshift wicker fence between the beds separating the room into two halves.

Carrie shook her head and laughed. ‘Honestly, you wouldn’t believe the pair of them. Ali’s a tearaway and throws her clothes everywhere and Hope is a neat freak. The only way of keeping the peace was for their father to put up this “fence”. If they hadn’t pestered him so much, I wouldn’t have believed he’d do it myself.’ Carrie laughed at the memory of Rob putting it up. ‘But for the moment, it keeps them quiet.’

‘Everyone needs their own space and a place to express themselves. I think it’s a great idea.’

Then they came to the smallest room, where the door stood slightly ajar and a faint night light shone dimly. Carrie gently opened the door and Babs followed her quietly, almost tiptoeing behind her. Beside the window stood a large cot with white wooden bars and a colourful mobile of birds and stars floating above it.

‘This is Stephanie,’ Carrie whispered. ‘This is our baby.’ She moved over so that Babs could get a good look at the sleeping child.

Babs took out her glasses, placed them firmly on her nose and looked over the cot at the loveliest little face she had seen in a long time.

Lying on her back, arms thrown out to the sides, and buttoned up to the chin in a sweetly patterned babygro, the baby lay with her head turned to one side, breathing softly, dark wisps of hair framing her face, and the longest eyelashes Babs had ever seen making a perfect fan on her lightly flushed cheeks. Looking at her, Babs thought the child was the nearest thing to a living doll she had ever seen.

‘Isn’t she precious?’ Babs murmured. ‘You know, it doesn’t seem so long ago my own were all that age. You have to enjoy them while you can, they grow up so quickly.’

Just then the doorbell rang loudly and little Stephanie stirred and began to whimper. ‘I’d better get that,’ said Carrie, sounding flustered. ‘It must be Ali, she’s being dropped back from ballet lessons. Would you keep an eye on Stephanie for a minute?’

Babs nodded. ‘Of course I will, take your time.’

Seconds later, footsteps tore up the stairs and a pink flash raced by and then doubled back, peering around the door at Babs, who by now had picked up a crying Stephanie and was rocking her gently in her arms.

‘Who are you?’ demanded the small ballerina in a pink tutu, entering the room, ‘and why are you holding our baby?’

‘I’m Babs, and she was crying. You must be Ali.’

‘How did you know that?’ Ali looked perplexed and not altogether pleased.

Before Babs could answer, Ali yelled out in a piercing voice, ‘Mummy, baby’s crying again.’

‘I’m coming, I’m coming,’ Carrie called from downstairs.

‘Stupid baby,’ Ali said scornfully, ‘she’s always crying.’

‘Well,’ said Babs, ‘that’s what babies do a lot of the time. You probably did a lot of it yourself, I don’t doubt.’

‘Sorry about that,’ Carrie said breathlessly as she came back into the room. ‘Now Ali, go and get changed and put your tutu on the bed nicely so I can hang it up.’

‘Won’t,’ Ali proclaimed defiantly. ‘I’m keeping it on for Daddy. Daddy hasn’t seen it yet and he promised he’d be home in time to see me twirl. See?’ Ali performed a series of rather enthusiastic twirls, nearly hurtling into Babs, who handed little Stephanie hurriedly over to her mother. The baby had stopped crying now and was regarding her unsteady sister with interest.

‘Ali, please. Be careful! You’re going hurt somebody, and you’ll ruin that tutu if you don’t take it off.’ Carrie raised her eyes to heaven and looked helplessly at Babs. ‘Everything’s a battle with that child and she’s only five. I dread to think what she’ll be like at fifteen, and she is such a daddy’s girl.’

‘Aren’t they all at that age, bless her. She’s certainly high spirited.’

‘That’s one way of putting it. Gosh, look at the time, Rob will be home any minute and I haven’t even fed Stephanie. I’m so sorry, I’ve kept you far too long.’

‘Not at all, it’s been a pleasure,’ said Babs as they made their way downstairs. ‘I can see you have your hands full. Give me a call when you’ve checked my references and I’ll see you on Monday.’ She held out her hand to take Carrie’s.

The sound of a car door slamming and a key in the door was followed by a triumphant shriek from Ali, who hurtled down the stairs behind them. ‘Daddeeee, daddeeee.’

Babs smiled as Ali flung herself at the tall, attractive young man who came in the door, and noted fondly that Carrie’s face lit up at the sight of her husband.

‘Well, well, well, what have we here, it’s my prima ballerina!’ Rob picked Ali up and swung her around to more delighted shrieks.

Babs stood back and watched the exchange with interest. The girls and Carrie were hanging on his every word and glance. Rob Armstrong was one of those people who brought a sudden sense of energy with him when he entered a room, the kind that made people light up and feel they had something to look forward to. This was a man who oozed self-confidence, unlike his wife, Babs noticed, who was considerably less self-assured. She wouldn’t, she mused, have put them together as a couple, although God knows people claimed opposites attract. Personally, Babs wasn’t so sure about that.

‘Hi,’ Rob leaned over and kissed Carrie on the cheek before turning quizzically to Babs.

‘Rob, this is Mrs, er, I mean, Babs,’ explained Carrie. ‘She’s going to be starting with us next week.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Babs, shaking the hand that Rob wrested away from Ali.

‘That’s great! Welcome to the madhouse, Babs. I see you’ve met the family.’ He grinned wickedly at her. And Babs grinned right back. You couldn’t help grinning at a man who looked at you like that – whatever age you were. Rob was a charmer and no mistake, although Babs wasn’t so sure she’d have relished being married to one. In her experience, they were trouble.

‘I have, and they’re lovely.’

‘Hope you still think so this time next week.’

‘Daddy,’ Hope tugged at his sleeve, proffering her picture. ‘Look, I’ve done a picture for you.’

‘What? Oh hello, darling.’ He ruffled her hair. ‘That’s lovely, I’ll look at it properly later, Daddy has to go out again. Sorry,’ he mouthed at Carrie. ‘I just came back to drop the new car off, Frank’s picking me up in twenty minutes, we have to go back into town to meet the English guys, I’ve got to shower and change.’

‘But Daddy,’ Hope protested, when suddenly Ali snatched the picture from her hands and pushed Hope roughly away from Rob.

‘Ali, stop that, or it’s bed immediately,’ Carrie protested as Hope almost fell over and Ali burst into noisy sobs, flinging Hope’s picture on the floor. ‘Want to see Daddy’s new car, want to go in Daddy’s new car,’ she wailed.

‘Tomorrow, darling, I promise,’ said Rob, making his escape up the stairs.

‘I’d better be on my way,’ said Babs, throwing Carrie a sympathetic look. ‘I’ll let myself out, see you Monday.’

‘Oh, would you?’ Carrie smiled gratefully, ‘and thanks again for coming by.’ Carrie reached for Ali’s hand with her free one, ‘Come on girls, bath time, and then if you’re very good, we might have a Barney video before bed.’

‘Not at all,’ said Babs, closing the door behind her.

Outside the front door, Babs reclaimed her bicycle, and mounting it, set off along the downhill ride to her little home in the council estate around the other side of the village. What a lovely family, she thought to herself. It would do her good to be in the company of other people again. The young mother was a lovely person, she could tell. Babs always prided herself on being a good judge of character. And the husband seemed a nice man too, and good-looking, in that offbeat sort of way that was so attractive to women. It was plain they all adored him, although she’d bet he could be a real character. Why, if she hadn’t known better, she’d have said he was flirting with her, even if she was old enough to be his mother.

But try as she could, even much later that night when she was making a cup of cocoa to take up to bed with her, she couldn’t forget the image of the eldest little one, Hope, picking up her picture from the floor, and carefully folding it into four, and the forlorn look on her face as she followed her mother slowly upstairs.

Babs shook herself back to the present.

The Spanish morning sun was heating up and there was work to be done. The day was going to fly by before they knew it, and whatever any of the family said, she wasn’t having anyone setting out for a wedding without a good breakfast inside them. It would be no time at all before hairdressers and make-up people were descending on them, not to mention photographers, and then there would be pandemonium.

Thank God she had brought all the makings of a real Irish out with her – bacon, sausages, black pudding, proper butter and brown bread – the works. She was prepared to relent and use the Spanish eggs that were stocked neatly in the fridge and those nice big sunny tomatoes that fried up so well, but that was it.

And whatever notions Ali had of not eating would be firmly quashed. Supermodel or no supermodel nonsense, there was nothing like the smell of sizzling bacon to get those girls, and indeed their parents, up and out of bed. God knows what time it would be before they all ate again.

And then it would be on the yacht, which, from what she had seen of it, looked more like a ship. Babs desperately hoped she wouldn’t feel seasick or anything dreadful like that. She knew the yacht would be moored and not careering off on the high seas, but all the same, things could be unsteady. Babs had sailed only once before when she and Larry had taken the ferry to Holyhead and a gale force storm had ensued. She had there and then vowed never to set foot on a boat again as long as she lived.

Why they couldn’t have had the whole thing on dry land like normal people was beyond her. Although, she reflected, there was precious little normal about the Armstrong family these days. Still, a wedding reception on board the Excalibur would be a once-in-a-lifetime experience and there was no way she would miss it. Why, real live movie stars and royalty had sailed on her in her heyday. And Ali would make the most beautiful bride of any of them. It would all be like a wonderful fairytale. But just to make sure, she would bring her seasickness tablets in her handbag, along with the Alka Seltzer and the safety pins. After all, she might not be the only one who needed them. Babs didn’t believe in leaving anything to chance, and weddings could be unpredictable affairs at the best of times.

She checked her watch. It was seven thirty on the dot, time to make for the kitchen. The day had been planned out with military precision. The countdown had begun.
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(Four months earlier)

Carrie Armstrong awoke to the crisp brightness of a perfect February day and for a moment lay perfectly still. Allowing her eyes to wander around the room, she carefully took in the unmistakable luxury of her surroundings: the silk moiré wallpaper, the huge gilt framed mirrors, the Italian marble mantelpiece, the lavishly draped windows through which the sun now streamed, casting a pool of light onto the Persian carpet, beneath which the jewelled colours seemed to glow.

The exquisite trappings of luxury, the thought came to her, but not for the first time. Sitting up slowly, she noted the barely disturbed sheets and the vast expanse of the otherwise empty bed.

Today, she thought suddenly. Today I am going to do it. She got up quickly, fuelled by the momentum and purpose of her decision.

In the bathroom, she regarded her reflection critically, but not without kindness. She was still in good shape. She had worked hard at that, and it showed. Her breasts were full and shapely, thanks to the implants, and constant sessions with her personal trainer kept everything else reasonably where it should be. But after three children, gravity had taken its toll, workouts or not. Nonetheless, she looked good for her forty-eight years. Or rather, forty-nine. It was her birthday and she had almost forgotten, despite herself. She smiled.

Her face, she still thought, was a nice face, slightly long in the nose, above a generous mouth, although she would have liked fuller lips. Her teeth were straight and white, her skin clear and well maintained and her chestnut curls groomed and shaped regularly every six weeks in a style her hairdresser reliably informed her softened her features. Only her soulful, big green eyes hinted that there was any pain behind Carrie Armstrong’s smile.

She showered quickly, pausing only to dip her head, allowing the steaming hot jets of water to ease the tension that lately seemed to hold her shoulder blades together in a vice-like grip. She didn’t bother to dress, just wrapped the white towel robe around her and applied a modicum of makeup. Passing the dressing room, the wall-to-wall wardrobes on her side remained steadfastly shut.

On Rob’s side, a door stood ajar and a faint smell of aftershave hinted at his obviously recent departure. She must hurry if she was to catch him. Down the stairs she went, barefoot, feeling the softness of the carpet beneath her. She remembered, with sudden vividness, the three threadbare stairs at the top of the flight in the four-bed semi where she had grown up. The mad race between her and her five brothers and sisters to be the first to get to the bathroom used to drive her poor mother demented. Back then, Carrie would have killed to have a soft-as-silk pure wool carpet, never mind a choice of bathrooms. Now she had them, and where had it got her?

Strange, she thought, how the most trivial of things crept into your mind when you were facing a life-changing moment.

The aroma of fresh coffee wafted towards her, and taking a deep breath, she walked into the kitchen.

Rob was sitting there, calmly reading the paper.

For a split second, she almost lost her nerve – was almost overpowered by the ever familiar wave of love that enveloped her whenever she saw him.

By any standards, Rob Armstrong had always been a good-looking man. But now, at fifty, the combination of maturity and acquired confidence made him more lethally attractive than ever. The slightly unruly hair, now streaked with grey, the frown of concentration that creased between the eyes that were by turns hazel, or as she had often mused, treacle coloured, shaded now by the half-moon reading glasses. She felt the urge, which still took her by surprise, to reach out and gently stroke his face.

Hearing her come in, he looked up from his paper.

‘You’re up early.’ It was a statement, not a query, and he returned his attention to the morning’s news.

For a moment, rage threatened as Carrie swallowed back a tart response. What the hell time would he know that she got up at? He was never there. Never mind the separate bedrooms they had occupied now for several months; their lives had become as diverse as the many beds she knew he had shared over the years, with many other women.

But recriminations would get her nowhere now. Enough had been said. Now it was time to act.

She sat down opposite him at the table, rested her chin in her hands and looked at him, willing him to see her – really see her.

‘What?’ The slight edge of irritation was audible as he looked up.

‘I want a divorce, Rob.’

The words, slowly enunciated, seemed to come from another person, another reality. So often rehearsed, so often threatened, their very utterance now seemed to her unreal. Only the slight trembling of her hands, her fingers still firmly linked together under her chin, indicated how very much she meant them.

Her husband of twenty-nine years sighed a long, exasperated sigh. The corner of his mouth slid downwards, in that mildly amused way, as if he was talking to a recalcitrant teenager.

‘What is it?’

For a split second, his eyes flickered from irritation to wary.

‘What’s upset you this time, Carrie?’ He folded the paper and set it down on the table, then checked his watch and stood up.

With immense effort, Carrie held her temper and said nothing. There was nothing more to say, nothing that hadn’t been said a thousand times before.

‘Look, whatever it is, we’ll talk about it tonight.’ His eyes lingered on hers as a note of warmth crept into his voice.

For moment, she almost wavered. It was the warmth that did it, just as he knew it would. When he would sound like the old Rob, the one who’d loved her, made her feel beautiful, desirable, as only he could. He could play her like a cat plays with a mouse.

No, she screamed inside, don’t weaken, not now, not again. Those eyes, that voice, they did such terrible things to her. Made her believe the tantalising promise they held that hinted I still care for you, I still come home to you, it’s you I’ve stayed with, isn’t it?

And it was that very thing that was destroying her, his staying with her despite everything.

She remained silent. She simply didn’t trust herself to speak.

‘I have to go now,’ he said. ‘Oh shit, I forgot, I’m in London tonight. Meetings with the new tax guys, I won’t be back ’til tomorrow. It’ll have to wait ’til then, okay?’ His voice was apologetic, placating, but she recognised the impatient twitch of his mouth. He was eager to be gone, to be away from this uncomfortable, accountable situation. Rob, she had learned long ago, didn’t do accountability. ‘I promise, whatever it is, we’ll sort it out then.’ He grabbed his briefcase and mobile and made for the door. ‘Gotta go, love.’

Love, she almost laughed aloud. That was pushing it, even for Rob. She hadn’t been his ‘love’ for a long time. He had dispensed with endearments as easily as he had fidelity, unless, of course, he wanted something, and wanted it badly.

She listened, immobilised, as the front door closed behind him, as he revved the engine of the Aston Martin and drove out the gates as if nothing at all had happened, as if it was a perfectly normal way to start the day.

Carrie knew she had done the right thing, without a doubt. She had been thinking of nothing else for the last two years, ever since, well, ever since …

Still, thirty years, loving, living with the man she had given her heart to, her hopes, her dreams … Stop, screamed the voice, don’t think about it, don’t go there.

Of course she was doing the right thing. Why, he hadn’t even remembered that today was her birthday. Not that that mattered anymore, one of the kids always reminded him, or his secretary, and there would be the usual perfunctory present and, if things weren’t too volatile, even a family dinner in the latest hip restaurant in town. It meant nothing.

She had done the right thing, of course she had. It was just that, why then, she wondered, if she had done the right thing, was she fighting for breath? Why was she crying?

Jay Farrelly manoeuvred her brand new Mercedes McLaren out of the car park and onto the road. She had just spent a very enjoyable and expensive morning in one of Dublin’s most exclusive boutiques and was heading home with her spoils. Beside her on the passenger seat were bags bearing Cavalli dresses and a YSL shirt, heart-stoppingly expensive all. She’d also bought some new underwear. When you were heading for fifty and everything was heading south, you needed serious help in the sucking-in department. Petite and curvaceous, Jay’s figure would, if allowed, develop a mind of its own unless it was very definitely rerouted.

Driving slowly along a narrow street, she turned left and hit the main road, grinning as the accelerator responded eagerly to the tentative pressure she applied. The car had been delivered to her only yesterday, and she was still unfamiliar enough with it to tame her usual recklessness on the road for at least a day or two.

Not that it would matter if she wrote it off – she would just go straight out and order another one. It was the first of many items she – or rather, her husband, Frank – was going to treat her to. He just didn’t know it yet.

Thinking of Frank made Jay’s stomach clench in a manner that was becoming all too regular of late. This time he was overstepping the mark big time. This time he was being beyond stupid. And Jay was going to put a stop to it all right now. Regardless of his enviably blithe disposition towards their marriage, even Frank would have to acknowledge the unmistakable message she would be sending him loud and clear through her avenging lawyers if he continued with this latest dalliance. After all, she could ruin him – that’s all there was to it. It wouldn’t come to that, of course. Jay had been preparing all her married life for a moment such as this.

Frank needed to be pulled up in his tracks, and the sooner the better. He wouldn’t put up much of a fight – he never did. He couldn’t afford to, not taking into account all that was at stake. That was another one of the nice things about being married to a mega rich husband, reflected Jay. There was so much more for him to lose.

It was ironic, really. You would think that the more money a man made, the more he could afford to part with some, but it didn’t seem to work that way. Whether they were worth two million or two hundred million, they all seemed to want to cling to every last cent of it. Well, that suited her just fine.

Whatever thoughts this avaricious little hussy had put into his head would soon be put out of it. After all, whoever the foreign floosie was (Jay made a mental note to meet next week with the private detective), she had no idea who she was dealing with. Because if there was one thing Mrs Jay Farrelly had no intention of tolerating in her marriage, it was the ‘D’ word. Divorce. However, extreme situations called for extreme measures, and this was as extreme as it got. Not so long ago, Jay reflected – well, it felt like not that long ago – she would have been consumed with guilt at the idea of hiring a private detective to spy on her own husband. But she and Frank had come a long way since their early, innocent beginnings, and if hiring a detective was what she had to do to get to grips with the current situation, then there was no point berating herself about it.

‘Golf at the K Club’ had been Frank’s code for a night away with a woman, Jay had discovered for the first time ten years ago, when a well-intentioned ‘friend’ had informed her she had seen Frank and another woman enjoying a very cosy dinner in the exclusive club. Jay had confronted him and after a few unsuccessful attempts to evade and deny any accusations, Frank had come clean and confessed – even to the fact that they had stayed overnight, which Jay hadn’t realised. That was the trouble with Frank, she thought. He never knew when to stop.

Then she had been shocked. Shocked and hurt. After everything they had been through together, she’d sobbed, crouched on the floor in her mirrored dressing room, surrounded by everything and having nothing.

‘How could he?’ she’d sobbed, Estée Lauder cried off, her face raw. But Jay Farrelly was made of strong stuff. Somehow, she’d picked herself up off the floor. She and Frank were meant to stay together. It was that simple. She needed to know what he was up to in order to stay in control. Because control was what it was all about for Jay. Sheer drive had dragged her out of Ballybonane and transformed her into a considerable force to be reckoned with in the upper echelons of the society circuit.

Pulling up outside the imperious Tudor-style mansion nestling in one of Dublin’s most exclusive suburbs, Jay waited as the imposing set of electric gates slid obediently open for her. She parked the car, gathered her parcels and let herself in the front door. She would just have time for a quick shower and change of outfit and then she’d make her way to the charity lunch.

Stomping up the stairs and into her bedroom, she dropped the bags to the floor before stretching to ease the ache in her back and kicked off her shoes. Four-inch heels, she thought grimly, were definitely not the ideal footwear for a shopping spree, but Jay had worn high heels ever since she had had to smuggle them out of the house as a teenager, hidden in a handbag, away from her mother’s razor-sharp eyes. If she stopped wearing them now, she rationalised, not only would she concede the vital inches added to her petite five-foot frame, but her calves would probably fall off.

She showered quickly, making sure the jets of water avoided her from the neck up in order to protect her professionally applied make-up and just blow-dried feathered bob. Afterwards, she slipped quickly into the charcoal suit which hung obediently on one of the mirrored doors of her dressing room. Drawing herself up to her full height – five feet, five inches in five inch heeled new boots – she regarded her reflection appraisingly. The couture suit clung to her curvaceous figure from every angle, and she had to agree with the personal shopper in the store who’d advised her that dressing in monochromatic shades, including, of course, your chosen tights or stockings, made one seem instantly streamlined and taller.

She wondered fleetingly if anyone would have heard of Frank’s latest exploits. The city was such a hotbed of gossip these days.

With determination born of experience, she immediately put the thought out of her head. Who the hell cared? She was Mrs Frank Farrelly, wife of arguably Ireland’s richest businessman. That was all that mattered. And she was going to make sure that was the way it stayed.

Whatever rumblings might be doing the rounds on the subject of their marriage would be easily deflected. Nothing like a brand new Mercedes and an obscenely large, emerald-cut diamond ring to take the eyes out of any malicious women who might be sitting at her table.

Jay’s jewellery collection was notorious and expanded randomly according to Frank’s peccadilloes, and indeed her own voracious appetite for all that glittered. If she had to go and do battle at a ladies’ charity lunch today, she was going to do it in full body armour. Boadicea had a metal breastplate and warrior bodyguards – Jay Farrelly had YSL, Glanz knickers that held her stomach in and jewels to make Harry Winston drool.

Twenty minutes later, Jay pulled up outside the Four Seasons Hotel, handed her keys to the parking valet and marched as fast as five-inch heels would allow into the lobby. Turning left at reception, she headed for the ladies’ room for a last minute once-over.

Inside, it was empty. Most of the women, she correctly deduced, would already be at the champagne reception prior to the lunch, swigging back a few glasses of bubbly, catching up on who was wearing what and checking out the table list. She needed to do neither. That’s how it was when you were an A-lister on the circuit.

Besides, Jay was very careful about drinking alcohol at these types of lunches. She prided herself on her self-disciplined approach to life and couldn’t bear any kind of ‘sloppy’ behaviour. That’s how she had got to be where she was today, and God knows, with the amount of predatory young women on the prowl, a woman such as she, with so much to hold onto, so much at stake, had to keep her wits about her. Today would be no exception. Nobody was going to see Jay tripping up or weaving around the Four Seasons hallways.

She popped into a vacant cubicle, opened her handbag and pulled out a one hundred euro note. Then, slipping the small packet from the inside leg of her silk stocking, she emptied just the right amount of white powder onto the toilet cistern, rolled the note and deftly hoovered up the magic powder. It hit her, as she knew it would, that lovely feeling when the fear evaporated and everything was just as it should be.

Outside, she checked her reflection for any tell-tale signs and smiled prettily at the mirror. Everything was perfect, from the top of her immaculately blow-dried hair to the tips of her softest suede, high-heeled boots. She looked amazing and felt invincible, which, of course, she was.

She made a late, perfectly timed, and much-noted entrance into the large ballroom and graciously acknowledged the flurry of greetings that ensued as she wove her way through the maze of tables until she reached her own.

One of her closest friends, Carrie, was already seated across the table from her. Jay smiled hello at everybody, but the smile reached her eyes for Carrie. She hadn’t seen her friend in a while and had hoped to sit next to her, but they would catch up once the meal was finished. It was hard to believe it was almost twenty years since they had first met, since she and Carrie had formed an unlikely friendship that, in the intervening years, had developed into a very important mutual support system.

Jay could still vividly recall the day that she had rushed into class late, as usual. ‘So sorry I’m late!’ She had breezed into the room, a small powerhouse of energy, in such a way that everybody knew she wasn’t sorry at all. Carrie, along with the rest of the class of post-baby-flab-fighting mums, had watched in admiration as Jay strode to the front, unrolled her mat, twisted her hair into a chignon and pinned it up while simultaneously sliding into a textbook-perfect leg stretch. Everyone, including the teacher, sat up a little bit straighter and focused that little bit harder. Jay knew she just had that effect on people.

Jay, for all her carefully cultivated bravado, was no stranger to feelings of inadequacy, particularly in light of having been recently thrown in at the deep end of nouveau riche Dublin society, thanks to the burgeoning success of her husband Frank’s electrical wholesale company; she was just better at hiding it. Act as if had become her mantra. And she did. So much so that sometimes she even fooled herself. When she had literally bumped into Carrie one day as they both made for the door after class, causing Carrie to drop her bag and stammer an apology to Jay, Jay had looked at her strangely.

‘You shouldn’t apologise,’ she said coolly, bending down to help Carrie gather the spilled contents of her bag. ‘It was my fault, I wasn’t looking where I was going, as usual.’

She appraised Carrie thoughtfully as the two women stood up and Carrie smiled nervously and proffered a hand.

‘I’m Carrie,’ she said, shyly. ‘I never look where I’m going either.’

‘Fancy a coffee, or are you rushing?’ Jay suddenly asked.

‘I’d like that.’

The coffee after class had become lunch once a week, both women finding solace in the total opposite of each other’s character. Where Jay was assertive and tended to adopt a sledgehammer approach to life, Carrie was reserved and intuitive. Both learned much from their differences. Soon the friendship extended to include their respective ‘others’ and Frank and Rob made up the foursome. Neither one slow to miss an opportunity, the two men were soon putting deals together, Rob’s charm and ruthless ambition happily marrying with Frank’s unerring nose for a deal and peerless business acumen. But Jay knew her friendship with Carrie was the real thing, while Frank and Rob’s was merely a mutually beneficial business arrangement.

Now, observing her friend from the opposite side of the table, Jay thought she wasn’t looking her best. Oh, she was beautifully turned out, as always – slender in a black and white trouser suit with her chestnut hair in a sleek knot – but Carrie’s face was pinched and drawn looking. Athough she was smiling and chatting to the woman next to her, Jay noticed that Carrie was throwing the champagne back as if it was going out of fashion.

Hmmm, she thought, I wonder what that’s all about? Husband trouble, no doubt, Jay hazarded a shrewd guess.

Jay and Carrie moved in the same circles, wealthy circles, where having your own helicopter or ‘timeshare hours’ in a private jet was as natural as going to Royal Ascot for the racing or Cowes for the sailing. Although Jay, and indeed Carrie too, preferred to keep a lower profile. It was the boys who insisted on flashing the cash. Why, look at her Frank, Jay thought now with exasperation. The man had bought the biggest yacht in the Med – and he couldn’t even swim! Not a lot of people knew that, she mused, grinning inwardly. And to christen that same yacht Excalibur, after the magical sword in the Arthurian legends – well, the irony of that had surely escaped him. Although she had been warned by a friend of hers who sailed that it was considered very bad luck to rename a boat, a superstition that went back to the ancient mariners’ times. Jay hadn’t paid much attention. She didn’t hold with luck – in her opinion, you made your own.

Rob, Carrie’s husband, was a player, and a very charming one. The trouble with being married to a man like that was that you couldn’t help wondering how many of the women at your table – no, make that the entire room – they had slept with, including your so-called friends.

Jay had long since stopped letting it get to her. After all, she was holding the reins of her marriage very firmly within her grasp and fully intended to continue doing so. But Carrie, she knew, was softer and took it all far too much to heart. Despite Jay’s in-depth coaching over the years on the subject, Carrie was a gentler soul.

Mind you, Jay conceded, it was hard for Carrie: Rob was very attractive, not to mention sexy, and had that uncanny talent of making any woman he spoke to feel as if she was utterly unique in the entire universe. And Carrie, of course, was still madly in love with him. Frank, on the other hand, had not improved with age, but his appetite for extracurricular activities, coupled with his ever-growing business empire, made him a perennial prospect for marital disturbances.

It wasn’t that she was still in love with him, Jay mused, although she must have been, she supposed, at some stage. But all that was so long ago – they were just kids then, the pair of them – gawky, insecure sixteen-year-olds, from the wrong side of the tracks. Looks had never been Frank’s strong point. In fact, before he had become insanely rich, he had been the one who felt grateful to have her around. But they got along well, they were a good team, and Frank, she acknowledged, had been a good provider and a generous husband, if not an ideal one. The money more than made up for any other shortcomings. All the same, you had to be tough. But coming from a small town in the hinterland of Ireland, long before anyone had ever heard of Celtic Tigers or the like, was a good exercise in character formation.

She and Frank had met when they were teenagers. She’d lived in a small town outside Portlaoise, while he came from thirty miles away. His parents had a tiny, down-at-heel farm. He’d whistled at her from the old stone wall beside the pub where all the local lads would gather of an evening to watch the girls go by. This had been followed up by a lewd, if appreciative comment.

‘Will ya look at the arse on the small one!’ Frank had yelled. ‘I wouldn’t mind parking me bike there, lads!’

Jay had promptly clocked him with her handbag and a mutual, if grudging respect had developed into an unimaginative courtship and predictable marriage three years later. It was then, with a baby at home and Frank spending too much time on the road driving his truck, delivering his electrical gadgets, that Jay had insisted on moving to Dublin and chasing her dream of prosperity. The rest was history.

Although even Jay wouldn’t have believed it could happen so quickly. Frank’s old pick-up truck had been exchanged for a series of bigger and faster Mercedes and they had moved house five times in as many years. And that was before they’d made the really big time.

Prosperity had been attained, but not without a price, Jay reflected, albeit one which she had been happy to pay and would do so again. Some things, however, were non-negotiable, and having stuck with Frank through the lean times, Jay was not, in any manner, shape or form, going to relinquish her marriage just as she was enjoying reaping the financial rewards of her hard work. After all, she’d seen what it had done to her own mother, struggling and scrimping to bring up a family on her own.

Never rely on your looks or a man, her mother had often said to her wearily. They can both run out on you when you least expect it. And Jay hadn’t, vowing there and then to hold on to both as if her life depended on it. Looks were easy: why, she was a walking testimony to the miracle of modern science. But the man thing – well, that was another kettle of fish.

Single parenthood had turned her mother into an old woman and heralded, Jay felt sure, her sudden and untimely death, leaving Jay to step into the role of caring for and rearing her younger brother and sister. And she had done it, and made a good job of it too. Responsibility didn’t frighten Jay; losing it did.

It was terrifying really, how little marriage counted for these days, she often thought, and husbands, especially rich ones, were not to be treated lightly. They simply had too much going for them, and if you didn’t watch it, they walked all over you. Well that wasn’t going to happen on her watch, Jay thought as she dabbed her mouth with her napkin.

As soon as the meal was over and people began to table-hop or slip outside for a cigarette, Jay slipped into the seat next to Carrie. ‘What’s up? You’re not in good form, are you?’

‘You could say that, I suppose.’ Carrie looked slowly around the room. ‘I’ve come to the conclusion,’ she took a swig from her glass and signalled for a waiter to refill it, ‘that I don’t really like these lunches – these armies of women. In fact, I’m sick to the bloody gills of them. This is officially the last one I will ever attend – you heard it here first.’

‘How’s Rob?’ Jay ignored the former comment.

‘How would I know?’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Jay warned, smiling in case anyone should overhear, or God forbid, lip read. ‘What’s going on, Carrie?’

‘I’ve told him I want a divorce. I’ve had enough, Jay. I can’t do it any more.’

‘Are you out of your mind?’ Jay was incredulous.

‘On the contrary, I’m trying to reclaim a small part of it.’

‘Come on, Carrie, I’m getting you out of here. You’re drunk. I don’t know what’s going on with you and Rob, but I do know you’ll regret it if you make any decision in the state you’re in now. Come out with me to my car and we’ll drive somewhere and talk.’

‘You won’t make me change my mind.’

Jay ignored her. ‘Come on.’

Once the car had been delivered to them by the parking valet, Carrie obediently slid into the passenger seat and Jay drove away from the hotel, taking the sea road. ‘Now,’ she said briskly, ‘what’s all this nonsense about a divorce?’

‘I told you. I’ve had enough, that’s all there is to it.’

‘What’s he done this time?’ Jay glanced at her friend, who was gazing steadily out of the passenger window. ‘He’s messing around again, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, but this time he’s in love.’

‘Oh for God’s sake, Carrie!’ Jay almost laughed with relief. ‘What the hell has love got to do with it? Haven’t you listened to anything I’ve said to you over the years? You must know the drill by now, why—’

‘Shut up, Jay,’ Carrie’s voice was steady. ‘This is about me, not Rob, and love happens to have everything to do with it.’ She took a deep breath. ‘You see, I love him, I always have, despite everything, all the infidelities, all the hurt. I could tell myself the others didn’t matter, that they were passing flings, but not this time. This time he’s in love and I can’t …’ Her voice was breaking. ‘I can’t bear the pretence any more, the hypocrisy. I suppose, too, I can’t stand knowing he’s as unhappy as I am. We’re both locked in this ludicrous façade of a marriage, a marriage that’s run out of reasons or excuses to exist.’

Carrie bit her lip as the memories flooded back, all thirty-odd years of them. It had always been her and Rob. There seemed to be so few memories that didn’t contain him. From the moment she’d first set eyes on him, hanging out with the cool crowd, lounging on his motorbike, one long leather-clad leg steadying it as he leaned in to take a light from a mate, and looked up to catch her gazing at him and smiled that lazy smile that would enslave her for ever. She couldn’t help it, could never help herself always wanting him.

‘Fancy a ride?’ he’d said that first night.

Carrie had flicked back the long chestnut curls that brushed her shoulder blades and said primly, ‘I don’t ride with strange men,’ her heart thudding alarmingly.

‘Maybe you should make an exception then,’ Rob had replied, still smiling.

And she had.

After that she hadn’t heard from him, despite giving him her phone number, and had been at first desolate, then furious. Until a month later, when he showed up again and she had been determined to ignore him, chatting animatedly with her best friend Clara, who, much to Carrie’s annoyance, went all fluttery when Rob strolled up to talk to them.

‘Don’t I know you from somewhere?’ he’d said to Carrie, grinning infuriatingly. And despite herself, she had laughed.

It had begun as it would continue: Carrie always wanting Rob, cajoling Rob, pleading with Rob. He had never wanted her in the same way. In her heart she had always known it, but somehow she had believed if she held on long enough, if she could make him see that she loved him more than anyone else ever would, if she was always there for him when other girls refused to put up with his casual, non-committal attitude, she would eventually win out.

Getting pregnant hadn’t been deliberate, although Carrie had been thrilled to bits. But she had never forgotten the look on Rob’s face when she’d told him. A shadow had passed across his eyes, taking with it the light of freedom that was as much a part of him as living and breathing. Bottles and nappies weren’t part and parcel of roaring around on a sleek Kawasaki motorbike. He’d never wanted a baby, she knew, of course she knew. She had, but he hadn’t. Carrie had got what she wanted, but she had also made her first mistake of their partnership.

Seeing the look of despair on her friend’s face, Jay pulled off the road and parked in a quiet spot that overlooked the sea. She sighed as tears rolled silently down Carrie’s face.

‘Look,’ Jay said with as much patience as she could muster, ‘I know this is tough, believe me, I do, but you can’t, you mustn’t think like this, Carrie.’

‘So what am I supposed to do? Go on turning a blind eye? Sleeping on my own? Lying awake at four in the morning wondering if he’s with her? And worse, knowing that when he isn’t, he’s wishing he was?’

‘Have you been going to counselling?’ Jay asked.

‘No.’

‘Good. For a minute you had me worried.’ Jay didn’t approve of counselling. Why talk when you can act was her motto. ‘Carrie,’ she went on, ‘this is no time for victim talk. You’ve got to get tough and deal with this. Rob’s an idiot – they’re all fecking idiots – but there’s nothing we can’t sort out, including Rob and his latest inamorata. Speaking of which, who is she? Tell me everything you know.’

‘You’re not listening to me, Jay,’ said Carrie. ‘It doesn’t matter who she is. The point is, I can’t do this any more. I can’t fight to make someone love me who never will and probably never did. I realise that now.’

‘Tell me anyway,’ Jay said softly, deciding to back off a bit. Clearly Carrie was too upset to think for herself, so in the meantime, Jay would have to do it for her. Otherwise God only knew what would happen. Why, if Carrie allowed Rob to just walk off into the sunset after twenty-five-plus years of marriage, and far too many millions, it would make serious ripples for others – herself included. Imagine Frank thinking that leaving was an option! Jay shuddered. But Frank was an old softie at heart, an easily led softie, mind you, but whatever he was up to, he wouldn’t seriously consider leaving. Besides, Jay couldn’t and wouldn’t let that happen.

‘What do you know about her?’

‘Well,’ Carrie began listlessly, ‘she’s a journalist and looks like a supermodel. What else do you want to know?’

‘Typical,’ snorted Jay. ‘A career woman who forgot to get a man so she’s after one of ours – a money-grubbing gold digger.’

‘Actually, she’s not. I wish it were that simple. It would make it easier for me.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I suppose you could say I’d have liked her if we’d met under different circumstances. Actually,’ Carrie went on, ‘I admired her, until I found out she’d been sleeping with my husband.’

‘You’ve met her?’ Jay stared at Carrie as if she was on drugs. Thinking of which, she could have done with another line of coke if she had known she’d have to listen to this extraordinary account of events. Something to settle her nerves would have helped.

‘Let’s just say I know all about her,’ Carrie said with a grim smile. ‘She’s divorced, has no children, lives in a beautiful house and drives a sports car. She also has her own television show. They call her the thinking man’s sex symbol,’ she added, sounding as if she almost enjoyed dropping the bombshell.

‘You’re talking about Olwen Slater?’

‘Yes, it’s her.’

For once, Jay was stumped for words. No wonder Carrie was sounding defeated. Olwen Slater was the television poster-girl for intelligent beauty. A political commentator, she’d worked in America and London and was a respected journalist, a celebrity, albeit a reclusive one. In other words, your basic nightmare.

Seeing Jay’s face, Carrie allowed herself a small sad smile. ‘Now do you understand? I can’t compete against that. I never could have.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Jay snapped. This was worse than she’d thought. ‘Of course you can. What about the children?’

‘The children, as you so charmingly refer to them, are no longer that. Stephanie was twenty-three this year and they’ve all got their own lives now. That’s perhaps why I’ve made this decision. Now I only have myself to think about.’

‘You know what I mean,’ Jay pushed on. ‘That’s not the issue. It’s the family that’s at stake here, you know they’ll side with you. The girls are not going to stand by and see their mother made a fool of.’

‘Oh really?’ Carrie’s face tightened. ‘And what exactly do you think I’ll look like if I sit back and take all this? Do you know one of my own daughters has even told me to sort out my marriage? Do you know what that feels like? To realise my own girls have more self-respect than I have?’

‘Oh, for God’s sake, Carrie! They’re all self-righteous little prats at that age. Give them a few years and a marriage of their own to deal with and you’ll see them change their tune.’ Jay didn’t have daughters, but she knew enough from her own four boys and their ever-changing rota of girlfriends to see that young people today were not interested in putting in the hard work that was undoubtedly required in a long-term relationship.

‘That’s just it, Jay. I don’t want them to change their tune. I don’t want them to ever have to go through a marriage or relationship where they feel they have to hang on for dear life, where they feel second best, inadequate, as though they never quite measure up. I sometimes think that over the years the only thing I’ve been qualified to be is Rob’s pimp.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ Jay blinked. She’d never heard Carrie speak like that before.

‘I can go into any room, walk down any street, and mentally pick out the girls he’ll go for, the ones he’ll find attractive. Have you any idea how soul destroying that is? Probably not. I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.’
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