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      Prologue

      
      November

      
      BUY ONE, GET ONE FREE

      
      Caroline Walker straightened her vintage Gucci skirt and looked around furtively at the muddle of harried office workers,
         discombobulated tourists and street entertainers milling about in the cobbled road. Covent Garden at lunchtime. The same as
         usual. Except … Not the same.
      

      
      She didn’t look any different either. She had the same air of stylish, successful entrepreneur that had made her a favourite
         of glossy fashion magazines the world over – the creative genius behind one of the most glamorous global luxury goods brands,
         and retail’s most lucrative legends in the making. She was the poster girl for a generation who believed they could have it
         all – beauty, babies and business acumen – and who, by and large, had achieved it.
      

      
      But behind the familiar sleek facade, soignée Caroline Walker was finding her current circumstances a bit challenging. Caroline
         prided herself on coping with any situation work or play threw at her – but right now, she was feeling more than a little anxious. She looked up nervously at the Boots store in front of her. The fact that she had made a trip
         to the pharmacy at all was unusual: if she needed anything during the day, it was generally Trudi, her loyal PA, who popped
         out to pick it up. But today’s ‘anything’ wasn’t exactly standard. And it certainly wasn’t the kind of thing she’d ask an
         assistant to pick up for her. Well, not at this stage in her life, at any rate.
      

      
      A glamorous twenty-something, dressed head to toe in Topshop Unique, bashed Caroline’s left shoulder and tutted as she barged
         past her. Caroline shook herself. She detested ditherers – the type who dallied uncertainly in shop doorways or in the middle
         of busy pavements – and yet dithering was precisely what she was doing right now. She ran a manicured hand through her glossy
         raven hair, and stepped decisively into the pharmacy.
      

      
      Once inside, she narrowed her lively green eyes to make out the signs above the shelves of toiletries. Bath collections, shampoos,
         conditioners, feminine hygiene products. None of which she was looking for. Caroline felt mild hysteria well up inside her.
         The fluorescent store lights started to dance and the signs blur. Oh please! Not a panic attack, surely … She took a deep
         breath and gripped hold of a display stand of lipsticks for support. She felt completely out of her depth – something Caroline
         Walker had become totally unaccustomed to.
      

      
      Looking around wildly, she caught the eye of a bored-looking store assistant standing behind the electronics desk chewing
         gum and suddenly began to feel more hopeful. Tentatively, she gravitated towards her. An unwieldy point-of-purchase stand
         prevented her getting too close to the counter, and Caroline had to lean across to make herself heard. The girl sighed irritably and tried to avert her gaze.
      

      
      Caroline cleared her throat. ‘I’m looking for the pregnancy tests,’ she half whispered. The word ‘tests’ caught as she spoke,
         coming out as a little choke. She smiled, but twitchily, and she was certain it looked more like a grimace.
      

      
      She shouldn’t be doing this at forty-two. She shouldn’t be doing this at all.

      
      The girl sighed again, this time in defeat, and leaned across the counter towards her. Caroline felt a wave of relief: the
         girl had obviously realised her embarrassment at her current predicament and was going to help her. Help her get out of this
         hellish situation.
      

      
      ‘Kath, where are the pregnancy tests?’ the assistant bellowed in a shrill monotone to a colleague several aisles away.

      
      The woman turned around and raised her eyebrows as she took in Caroline’s expensively blow-dried hair, chic designer outfit
         and red face.
      

      
      ‘Over here, Mandy, next to the Durex,’ she hollered back, pointing very obviously at the next aisle. She gave Caroline a kindly
         look – and then raised her voice even louder. ‘You came on the right day – there’s a buy one, get one free offer on!’
      

      
      Caroline shrank into her Balenciaga biker jacket as every one of the shoppers in her section of the store turned to stare
         with interest at the posh forty-something who was looking for a pregnancy test.
      

      
      Cheeks burning even more now, Caroline thanked the girl in a strangled voice and started her walk of shame down the aisle.
         Past the packets of folic acid, past the rows of condoms – why would anyone ever want to browse so many different kinds of johnny? she thought absently – and along to the rack of pregnancy
         tests.
      

      
      As she looked at the boxes stacked up in front of her, the brand names started to blur and merge together. How on earth did
         you choose one make over another? wondered Caroline. Was there an optimum brand? How many did you need – was there a call
         for a back-up option? And did they have different quirks? Caroline picked one up and studied the packaging. It seemed this
         one actually spelled out the word pregnancy for you: that seemed rather brutal. Conclusive, yes – but what if it wasn’t the
         word you wanted to see …?
      

      
      Spotting ‘Kath’ eyeing her with undisguised curiosity, Caroline shoved the box back on the shelf, and picked up one advertising
         a blue line on the front. She recognised the brand. That was the classic tried-and-tested version, wasn’t it?
      

      
      Caroline made her way back to the till. Mandy took the test from her and ran the bar code under the scanner.

      
      ‘This one’s buy one, get one free,’ she said to Caroline, and pressed a buzzer under the till.

      
      ‘Oh, that’s fine, don’t worry,’ muttered Caroline, rummaging in her bag for her soft toffee-coloured leather Sapphires & Rubies
         purse. Why was everyone so set on giving away pregnancy tests?
      

      
      But Mandy didn’t hear her. ‘Jules! Can you get me another pregnancy test?’ she called. ‘It’s a …’ she looked down at the
         box for confirmation. ‘It’s a Clearblue one. A three pack.’
      

      
      Caroline looked at her in horror, and then dropped her gaze to the box in the assistant’s hand. It was, indeed, a three pack.
         Mandy’s colleague brought over the free product.
      

      
      
      ‘That’ll keep you busy,’ she said with a wink.

      
      Caroline felt another rush of heat to her cheeks. She pulled a ten-pound note out of her purse and handed it to the cashier.
         She had to get out of here!
      

      
      The cashier looked back at her. ‘That’s £19.99, not £9.99.’

      
      Caroline stared at her. Twenty pounds? How on earth could anyone afford to find out if they were pregnant or not? She dipped back into the bag and pulled out her purse again. She rarely carried
         much cash. There was a loud clatter as a pile of loose change fell from the coin section and scattered all over the floor.
      

      
      Cursing her clumsiness, Caroline bent down to pick up the coins. Her face was bright scarlet now, and the blood was pulsing
         around her ears in shame. As she stood up, the cashier’s mildly pitying look made her blush even more furiously.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ she said meekly, exchanging the cash for the plastic bag containing the tests. Caroline shoved them into her
         pale pink suede bag – her own design – and pulled the zip closed. Or at least attempted to. She pulled and pulled, but it
         wouldn’t budge. The leather fringing was well and truly caught in the zipper. Design fault. Her fault. Hands trembling with shame and exertion, Caroline dipped her head and, Boots bag and belongings spilling out of her
         handbag, hurried out of the store.
      

      
      She turned right and took a deep breath of cold November air. As the lunchtime crowds swallowed her up on her way back to
         the boutique on Floral Street, Caroline felt herself relax and she shook her head in disbelief at the state she’d got into.
         So she’d bought a pregnancy test. So what. So did thousands – millions – of women every day. What made her any different?
      

      
      She blocked out the voices that immediately flooded her mind. Because you’re forty-two. Because you’re meant to be done with all this. Because it’s you. Instead, she picked up speed along the cobbles to the smart black shop front with the Sapphires & Rubies logo etched
         in gold, and pushed open the door.
      

      
      The boutique had the library calm of a very exclusive store. The grey-green panelled walls set off the cream armchairs dotted
         around to give the effect of the smartest Kensington drawing room – comfortable, welcoming, but oh-so-stylish – and subtle
         lighting picked out handbags, purses, stationery and shoes carefully spaced along the shelves. The smell of the finest leather
         permeated everything: subtle, chic, expensive.
      

      
      But instead of finding the sanctuary she’d hoped for, Caroline realised that the boutique was the last place she should have
         come. Coming back here to do The Test was never going to be easy: to reach the staff bathroom upstairs, she would have to
         navigate her way past at least three well-heeled regular clients, and her two perky assistants. Caroline felt panic rising
         again as the urge to race through the store, to be on her own and lock the door, overwhelmed her. Fighting it, she tidied
         her overflowing bag, pasted on a practised, businesslike smile to disguise her racing pulse and strolled through her store
         as if she’d popped out for nothing more significant than a skinny latte.
      

      
      ‘Hi there Tamara, how are things? Those peeptoes are so you! Mrs Fothergill – it’s been a while since we had the pleasure.
         Have you seen our new range of ostrich-skin clutches? Jenny, could you show Mrs Fothergill … thank you. Denise! How are
         the twins? Excuse me while I just—’
      

      
      
      Still smiling, Caroline backed up behind the counter, through the door and up the tiny, winding, windowless staircase to the
         reception of her offices above.
      

      
      It was aesthetically a million miles from the cosy, subtly lit chic of the boutique below. The focus of the bright, open plan
         reception was a long, cream low-slung coffee table and cream leather sofas. The gently curved reception desk – also cream
         – bore the weight of a huge vase of oversized lilies. Behind it, floor to ceiling glass gave on to open plan offices beyond,
         housing Caroline’s small but perfectly formed team of design, marketing and financial talent. Plush camel carpet led to Caroline’s
         own glass-fronted office in the corner of the room, but for once this wasn’t her first port of call. Nodding at Trudi, her
         personal assistant, she veered off to the bathroom to the right of the reception desk and locked the door gratefully behind
         her.
      

      
      From the depths of her bag, her phone rang. Dismayed, she rummaged around in it. Three rings. Four rings. Her voice-mail would
         click in another ring … Just in time, she pulled out her BlackBerry. As she saw the caller ID, her heart sank. Babs. Her
         mother. How did she know?
      

      
      Fortunately, the voicemail cut in before she had to reject the call. Caroline could just imagine Babs, tutting furiously at
         the phone before leaving a clipped message. She hated it when she couldn’t get hold of her daughter. Which, let’s face it,
         was often. Feeling shaken, Caroline sat down on the closed toilet lid and took a deep breath. She pulled the packet from her
         bag and stared at it. The instructions blurred as she read them, and she was surprised to find her hands shaking as she unwrapped
         the first test. Ridiculous really, to be doing this cloak-and-dagger routine for the first time at her age.
      

      
      
      The test done, Caroline sat back on the toilet seat and waited. As the seconds passed and she gazed at the unmistakable blue
         line appearing on the stick, her heart sank.
      

      
      Forty-two years old. A successful international entrepreneur. A divorced single mother. And pregnant. The question was: by
         whom?
      

   



      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Nine months earlier

      
      SO THAT WAS THAT, THEN

      
      ‘You did great today, my darling. I’m so proud of you.’

      
      Behind the wheel, Caroline Walker turned to her pretty seventeen-year-old daughter in the passenger seat and smiled indulgently.
         Rachel smiled back uncertainly from underneath her heavy dark fringe.
      

      
      ‘Yeah? Do you really think so, Mum?’

      
      Caroline felt her heart go out to her daughter who, for all her 2011 bluster, glossy-magazine grooming and feigned self-confidence,
         was so similar to herself at that age. Tall, slender Rachel had the same dark, shiny straight hair, emerald green eyes and
         fine-boned features – but the likeness didn’t end with looks. Like her mother before her, Rachel was a straight-A student
         who was happiest with her head in a book. (When she wasn’t obsessively texting, Facebooking or tweeting, of course.)
      

      
      ‘Honestly, darling. I don’t know anyone else who could have handled questions on whether a slug can think, or how many aeroplanes are flying above Oxford RIGHT NOW, with such aplomb. Those entrance interviews have got even harder since
         I applied all those years ago. It sounds to me like you will have rocked their world.’
      

      
      She turned briefly to her daughter again, and they shared a hopeful smile.

      
      Then a shadow passed over Rachel’s face and she returned to texting on her iPhone. ‘Shame Dad didn’t make it, though.’

      
      ‘Oh, darling, I know. He was so disappointed. But don’t be too hard on him – I can’t think of another time he’s let you down
         like that. You know he always puts you before everything else – whatever his business meeting was today, you can be sure it
         was very important indeed.’ Caroline indicated to turn right, feeling unsettled at the mention of her husband. An unfamiliar
         knot appeared in her stomach, and she tried to shake off the feeling of dread which had suddenly overcome her. Les never missed
         anything that was important to his daughter, despite his position as CEO of TSBB, the most successful private banking division
         of any UK high street bank. Yet this morning he’d announced he’d be unable to accompany them to Rachel’s interview for a coveted
         place at Oxford because of an urgent business meeting with a Scottish client in Edinburgh.
      

      
      ‘Well, his loss,’ said Rachel, still sulky. ‘He missed out, big style.’

      
      ‘I’m sure you’ll have plenty of opportunity to show him Oxford, should you decide to go there,’ said Caroline firmly. She
         was determined this wasn’t going to be blown out of proportion, especially as earlier Rachel had seemed to shake off her disappointment
         pretty quickly with all the excitement of exploring her potential new university town. ‘Anyhow, you know how fractious he gets shopping. It was probably a good thing
         he wasn’t there.’
      

      
      Rachel turned and grinned conspiratorially at Caroline: the restaurant lunch and shopping trip that accompanied a day out
         together was a long-held tradition and one they both treasured. ‘He’s been acting weird for ages, Mum – and you know what?
         I’m glad he wasn’t there.’
      

      
      Caroline breathed an inner sigh of relief as the cloud over Rachel lifted. The last thing she needed at the moment was an
         atmosphere at home.
      

      
      As she turned into Adelaide Road, however, Caroline found herself unable to shake her feeling of unease at Les’s absence.
         She’d tried to dismiss it as irrational, but now it seemed logical. Caroline thought back over the past few months, to their
         October half-term holiday in the Maldives, when they had rowed more than ever before, and when Les had seemed unaccountably
         irritable and restless. Since then, there had been frequent and unexplained absences at dinnertimes. Les’s breath was often
         tinged with alcohol as he crept into bed after yet another late business meeting or international conference call. When he
         was home, he seemed distant and preoccupied. God, even last weekend at their Cotswold home, rather than spend Sunday morning
         lounging around over papers and coffee, he’d disappeared off on a long walk on his own.
      

      
      Caroline bit her lip. Never since she’d met Les, when she was a green Cambridge graduate applying for TSBB’s trainee scheme
         and he was already a senior part of the bank’s DNA, had she ever had to fight for his attention. Bewitched by her beauty and her brilliance, he had quickly swept unworldly twenty-two-year-old Caroline off her feet – with his power, his
         money and his charm, how could he have failed to? – and he’d become her first lover. Their courtship had been a romantic whirl
         of idyllic picnics, weekends away, and high society parties, until, six months later, Les had proposed in Greenwich Park.
         He’d taken her hand on the same bench she’d sat dreaming on season after season, year after year, as she grew up from a fairytale-focused
         little girl into an idealistic young woman.
      

      
      The doomsayers, sore at the disappearance of one of London’s most eligible bachelors from the society dating scene, had been
         quick to predict the relationship’s end. How could it fail to fail? Even forgetting the twenty-year age gap, there was no
         chance a mere slip of a girl – however pretty – could hope to keep a man like Les happy for long after the honeymoon.
      

      
      But, last they had. Something about Caroline had not only unearthed Les’s inner romantic, but his domestic side, too, and
         he’d been keen to start a family as quickly as possible. Rachel had taken a couple of years to arrive, but once she did, Caroline
         had been happy to abandon her fledgling career in finance for a life as a devoted – and super-privileged – stay-at-home mum.
      

      
      ‘It’s on the right here, Mum. Mum?’

      
      Caroline jumped as Rachel’s voice brought her back to the present, and she realised she’d almost overshot the Washington pub,
         the scene of her daughter’s party tonight and their current destination.
      

      
      ‘Sorry, darling, I was miles away.’ She pulled over, braked, then leaned across and kissed Rachel’s freckled nose. Her daughter wrinkled it delicately and looked worriedly out of the
         car window at the group of girls gathered outside the north London nightspot. ‘Mum! Honestly.’
      

      
      Caroline laughed and put her hands back on the cream leather steering wheel of the BMW X5. ‘Don’t worry, darling, your street
         cred is still intact – none of your friends would have seen that! And anyway, you’ve got to humour me for the next few months.
         I won’t be able to kiss you goodbye every time you go out when you’re at university. Or provide you with on-tap taxis, come to that.’ She and Les had been determined to keep Rachel’s privileged upbringing as down
         to earth as possible, and whereas some of her private-school friends had chauffeur-driven cars to ferry them from party to
         party, Rachel had been brought up to value the time out that her parents took to make sure she got home safely. She’d learnt
         the importance of telling them where she was, and not outstaying her curfew. Caroline felt a pang as the prospect of Rachel
         leaving home became that little bit more real. Another rite of passage nearly completed: her baby really was growing up.
      

      
      Rachel laughed and patted Caroline’s knee. ‘It’s Dad who’s going to miss out on all the taxiing around,’ she reminded her
         mother. ‘He’s the one who normally does the late shifts after all!’
      

      
      With that she clicked off her seat belt and clambered out of the car. ‘I’ll see you later!’

      
      ‘Make sure you text me in good time when you want to come home,’ called Caroline to Rachel’s disappearing figure, and she
         got a wave in response. Rachel didn’t even turn her head. Caroline smiled to herself and pulled off, driving carefully through the spring evening streets on the short way back
         to her Primrose Hill town house.
      

      
      Caroline turned into the gravel drive outside her smart stucco-fronted home, pulled on the handbrake and sat gazing unseeingly
         at the ornamental bamboo in front of her, lost in the Enid Blyton bubble of Rachel’s early years. From there the bigger picture
         of family life drifted into view. Sometimes she struggled to reconcile her current ambitious, successful self with the twenty-five-year-old
         who’d been happy to give up all her prospects for a life of unwavering domesticity. But with her time spent between their
         homes in London, the Cotswolds and New York, life had hardly been run of the mill – and it had never been boring. Yes, of
         course Les could be a control freak and occasionally overbearing – but that was part and parcel of his enormous drive, after
         all. He might not be spiritual or particularly intellectual, but he was searchingly analytical and also fun, spontaneous and
         romantic – with the bank account to back up even the most extravagant gestures. And not only was he a loving, attentive daddy
         to Rachel, he was also, Caroline supposed, the father figure she herself had always craved, and as his cherished and mollycoddled
         wife, she had every material possession she could ever have wished for.
      

      
      A bang on the back windscreen startled her and she jumped in her seat as a face peered in at the window.

      
      ‘Evening, Caroline.’ She let out a sigh of relief. It was Christian, a recently unemployed banker from across the road turned
         neighbour from hell. He’d ploughed all his newfound spare time into local activities, creating a new church coffee morning, reviving a Neighbourhood Watch scheme and generating an unholy level of gossip. ‘Are you taking up residence in
         there?’
      

      
      Caroline shook her head and pointed at her BlackBerry, as if she’d been caught out on a call. It seemed to satisfy Christian,
         and he disappeared. She’d been parked up for several minutes now. Shaking herself out of her reverie, Caroline clambered out
         of the 4×4 and walked purposefully to the door. Motherhood was hardly the easy way out for anyone, she reminded herself, chiding
         her omnipresent inner critic for bringing up the spectre of her long-forgotten dreams of a career in finance. For despite
         her academic success, she’d been dead set on following in her absent father’s footsteps as a City trader. Why, she still couldn’t
         fathom – it wasn’t as though she’d ever really known him – but deep within her burned an instinctive desire not just to follow
         in his footsteps, but to overtake them – to show him she was as good, if not better, than him. And to prove, once and for
         all, that he’d been a fool to walk out on her and her mother.
      

      
      Instinct. Caroline kicked off her classic tan loafers and placed her keys and her handbag on the mahogany hall table, next
         to a large round vase of pink stargazer lilies. She breathed in their familiar scent. Pink for home, white for the office,
         she recited absent-mindedly. (White were her favourite, but Les said they reminded him of funerals, so what seemed like a
         hundred years ago they’d settled on pink.) Caroline pulled her mind back to what was really bothering her. Instinct. It had
         got her where she was today, she reminded herself. She’d relied on it throughout school and university, when all around her
         friends were having their heads turned by ponies, or fashion, or boys – faltered by drink and drugs – and she’d kept her head down, doggedly studying for the highest grades.
         She’d used it to get through the first taxing stages of the graduate interviews for TSBB. And most importantly, she’d used
         it to transform a fusty old leather goods brand into Sapphires & Rubies, a coveted luxury label producing shoes and bags owned
         by every It girl around the globe. Instinct. Something was wrong with Les, she knew it – but she just couldn’t put her finger
         on what.
      

      
      Hearing the pad-pad-pad of Pusspaws, the family tabby, crossing the polished walnut floor, Caroline turned and bent to stroke
         his furry ears, then strolled through into the state-ofthe-art kitchen and pulled a sachet of cat food from the cupboard under
         the sink.
      

      
      ‘Three guesses what you want, eh Pusspaws?’ The sound of her voice echoed around the spacious kitchen and unsettled her: the
         house always felt eerily empty when both Les and Rachel were out, and Caroline was glad of the old cat’s company, even if
         he did have an ulterior motive. She smiled as he purred loudly, winding himself around her ankles and through her legs in
         anticipation. She placed the bowl of food on the cat mat and, moving over to the silver Smeg fridge, pulled out a half-full
         bottle of Chablis. Pouring herself a glass, Caroline took a sip and half-heartedly checked out the contents of the fridge.
         Some limp celery, a mouldy block of Black Bomber cheese, and an ancient jar of chutney. Lucky she had little appetite, really.
      

      
      As she closed the fridge door, Caroline heard the whir of the fax machine from the study across the hall and wandered across
         to it.
      

      
      
      The compact bookshelf-lined study, with its tiny window overlooking the rose-covered side alley between theirs and the next
         house, smelt overwhelmingly of Les. It was where he dealt with their affairs, paid the bills, filed all their papers. Les
         had joked in the past, with an undercurrent of concern, that if anything should happen to him, Caroline, for all her business
         nous, would not have the first idea where to find even his will. Long ago, when she was setting up Sapphires & Rubies, Caroline
         had spent days at a time in here, but now she had the smart offices above her Covent Garden shop she hardly ever came in.
         She smiled nostalgically as she remembered the adrenalin-fuelled days and sleepless nights of trying to turn around a fossil
         of a business.
      

      
      The fax machine finally spat out the paper, and Caroline turned it over: a memo from a faceless HMRC clerk about one of Les’s
         business concerns. She placed it on the leather-bound desk for Les to look at the next day, and was about to leave the office
         when a half-opened drawer in the bureau caught her eye. She leaned over to push it closed, but it wouldn’t budge. It was wedged
         full of bank statements. Placing her wine glass on the desk, Caroline pulled out the top few to try and free up the drawer.
      

      
      As she uncrumpled the papers to replace them neatly, Caroline frowned at the unfamiliar logo. The statements were in the name
         of Les Walker, but they weren’t for any of their normal family Coutts accounts. Instead, they were from a small independent
         high street bank – a former building society – that Caroline wasn’t aware she and Les even banked with. Her heart started
         pounding uncomfortably. Loyalty to Les told her not to read on – to put the papers back where she’d found them and not to pry any further. But something else – that dratted instinct again – drew her eyes like a magnet
         back to the pages and the transactions recorded on them.
      

      
      With mounting horror, Caroline read down the statement. It was a current account, with what looked like a healthy balance
         topped up by a generous monthly sum paid in from another account. The banking reference was ‘entertainment’, and the account
         number looked familiar, but even with blood rushing around her ears, Caroline refused to let loyalty overrule suspicion. Instead,
         she reluctantly – but compulsively – read on.
      

      
      Several large and frequent payments were listed, to hotels and restaurants around the country. Nothing odd about that. Les
         loved hotels. He loved to dine out. In fact, she and Les spent a great deal of time – and money – indulging their love of
         fine wine and Michelin-starred food. The only odd thing about this list was that Caroline had never been to any of them.
      

      
      Trying to focus logically on what this all meant, Caroline took a gulp of wine and scanned the dates again. Not one meant
         anything to her. She couldn’t for the life of her place any of them, or work out what she, Rachel or Les might have been doing
         on those days. Perhaps it was simply some kind of business expense account: an ‘entertainment’ fund from which Les wined and
         dined his many senior clients.
      

      
      Trying to ignore the doubting voices in her head, and the sick feeling deep in the pit of her stomach, Caroline carefully
         folded the papers over and went to open the drawer to put them away. There would be a reasonable explanation for this. She
         would put it to Les as soon as he arrived home tomorrow, and he would tell her what it was, and they would laugh together at her idiocy. Rather than being angry at her worries, Les would, she concluded, be touched that after twenty years
         together he could still make her feel like a gauche schoolgirl in the first flush of love with him.
      

      
      As Caroline pulled at the drawer, she noticed another stray piece of paper lodged at the top. She tugged at it, ripping it
         slightly as she pulled it free. It was folded into three, but it was thicker than the statements; better quality paper, and
         cream rather than recycled white. As she unfolded it, a discreet logo appeared from underneath a PDQ receipt stapled to the
         top left corner.
      

      
      Caroline let out a small cry and covered her mouth with her hand, knocking her wine glass on to the tiled floor, where it
         landed with a tinkle of broken glass. She fell back into the leather office chair and read the bill through again, a low moan
         emanating from deep inside her as she did. The words seemed strange, alien, as if written in a foreign language. But the meaning
         was crystal clear.
      

      
      The receipt was for drinks, dinner and a hotel room. For two people. In a double room.

      
      The date was Les’s birthday the previous month. The very same birthday he’d claimed to be celebrating with a boys-only golf
         weekend.
      

      
      Caroline’s instinct, as always, had been spot on. Here was the irrefutable proof she’d subconsciously been seeking.

      
      Les, like her father before him, had let her down. Abandoned her.

      
      Les was having an affair.

      
      Caroline folded the receipt carefully and tucked it into her jeans pocket. Too dazed to do anything but sit, too numb even to cry, Caroline stayed seated at the desk as darkness crept into the room around her. Paralysed by shock, she let a multitude
         of emotions wash over her – hurt, of course, an asphyxiating, disorientating hurt. But there was also white anger, at how
         Les could betray her; a gnawing fear, at what lay ahead; and strongest of all, a searing sense of loss.
      

      
      Eventually, she lifted her head and stared blankly into the darkness outside.

      
      So this was it, then.

      
      This was divorce.

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      EXTREME DIVORCE

      
      ‘I’m still not convinced, Maz … are you sure they’re not too “mutton”?’

      
      Caroline turned right and left, looking at her gold leather Balmain trousers worriedly. They were tighter, shinier and shamelessly
         sexier than anything she’d worn in the past decade. Undoubtedly, they fitted her beautifully, clinging to all the right places,
         and matched with a loose-fitting chiffon blouse with a keyhole neckline, a superfine gold necklace and black suede shoe boots,
         were perfect for a night at a Soho bar and club. Perfect for someone in their twenties, that is. Maryanne looked her up and
         down appraisingly, then threw her head back and laughed. In spite of her current dilemma, Caroline smiled at her best friend’s
         infectious throaty cackle.
      

      
      ‘Honey, if I looked half as good as you do in those, I’d still be ruling Hollywood.’

      
      Caroline tutted and sent her a despairing look. Maryanne was lying back on the day bed in the dressing room of her luxury
         Mayfair apartment twirling a martini between thumb and forefinger, her thick red hair spread around her like a gorgeous Titian mane. Maryanne’s big brown eyes, petite Pre-Raphaelite
         beauty and Carry On curves were the polar opposite of Caroline’s tall, slender beauty, but there was no doubt she was still a head-turner – even
         if LA’s casting directors had long ago dismissed her unfashionable voluptuousness and relegated her to ‘character actress’.
      

      
      ‘If you hadn’t thrown in the towel at the first hurdle, you mean.’

      
      Maryanne sat up in mock outrage, picked up the nearest inanimate object – a French Sole ballet pump – and threw it at Caroline.

      
      ‘Take that, you witch! How dare you insinuate that I have no gumption or staying power?’

      
      Caroline whistled softly. ‘Well, let’s look at the evidence. At university, after nearly three years of study you sodded off
         weeks before your finals to chase the bright lights of Hollywood.’
      

      
      Maryanne held up her hand in acknowledgement. ‘Guilty as charged, m’lud,’ she said cheerfully. ‘And look at the splash I made
         over there! Million-dollar movies, a BAFTA, even an Oscar nomination …’
      

      
      ‘… and then you shipped out the minute your star was on the wane,’ reminded Caroline.

      
      Maryanne stood up and drew in breath theatrically. ‘I was offered the role of an agoraphobic grandmother who was too fat to
         leave her bed!’ she shrieked. ‘I’m sorry, honey, but if ever there was a time to cash my chips in, that was it. Over twenty-five
         means over the hill in Hollywood, and I’ve never been one to outstay my welcome. What’s that saying – quit while you’re ahead?’
      

      
      
      ‘You could have stuck it out for other character roles,’ reminded Caroline. ‘It hasn’t hurt Meryl Streep or Emma Thompson.’

      
      ‘Prosthetics and a fat suit don’t call for much “character acting”,’ retorted Maryanne. ‘And anyhow, Meryl and Emma didn’t
         get swept off their feet by Anthony Richardson.’
      

      
      Caroline smiled again at the memory of Maryanne’s outrage on the day she’d called to tell her about the demoralising job offer
         – swiftly followed by girlish excitement the following day, when she’d called again to announce she’d accepted aristocrat
         Anthony Richardson’s proposal of marriage and was about to return to the UK for ever – but this time, as an honorary Brit.
      

      
      In true Maryanne style, she’d thrown herself into her new role as eccentric Mrs Richardson-Cook, the crazy, glamorous American
         wife of one of England’s richest men, and divided her time between their Wiltshire pile and smart penthouse pied-à-terre in
         London. Caroline, with her own star in the ascendant as Sapphires & Rubies began to take off, was thrilled to have her friend
         closer to home, and they had picked up their friendship again as if the intervening years of glittering stardom (Maryanne)
         and domesticated bliss as a stay-at-home mum (Caroline) had been the merest blink of an eye.
      

      
      ‘True enough,’ agreed Caroline. ‘But who ever said forever love and a career were mutually exclusive?’

      
      ‘Watch it, Walker, I’m in charge of your night out, remember,’ Maryanne warned. ‘Anyhow, I’ve stuck it out with Anthony for
         over a decade – that’s more staying power than most women in good marriages without a pre-nup would manage!’ With the words
         barely out of her mouth, Maryanne realised her faux pas and held out her hand to Caroline as her face fell.
      

      
      ‘Oh honey, I’m sorry – that was thoughtless of me.’

      
      Caroline blinked back the tears that had unexpectedly sprung up, and refused Maryanne’s offer of a hug. ‘No, no, don’t be
         nice to me, Maryanne. I’ll lose it, and then I’ll smudge my mascara,’ she said, reaching for a tissue and folding it gently
         under her lower lashes. ‘It’s all right – I’ll have to get used to it, won’t I?’
      

      
      There was a moment’s silence as Caroline pulled herself together. Enough already. The past few weeks had been traumatic, to
         say the least, but tonight was meant to be a break from the revelations of Les’s infidelity – an affair with a colleague lasting
         seven months (and counting, Caroline added to herself, sure despite his protestations that it was over). Tonight was meant
         to be a break from the endless recriminations, the seemingly infinite retrospective of their life together and the constant
         questioning over how, just how, they’d reached this point.
      

      
      But reach this point they had, and with a depressing sense of inevitability – starting, she supposed, from the night she’d
         discovered Les’s affair – they were now embroiled in increasingly bitter divorce proceedings.
      

      
      Perhaps naively, Caroline had instructed a lawyer to oversee a ‘quickie’ divorce, one that would protect both their public
         images and those of their companies, enable them to move on and heal the wounds as speedily as possible, but most importantly
         shield Rachel from the unseemly sniping and infighting she and Les seemed unable to avoid.
      

      
      However, she’d failed to factor in Les the Control Freak. For only the second time in their married life, Les was faced with a situation in which he could not control his (soon-to-beex)
         wife. And unlike the first occasion, when she’d bought out Sapphires & Rubies without accepting his financial or commercial
         help, this situation couldn’t be explained away as something that would eventually benefit both him and his family. It was
         exactly the opposite. This was divorce. Extreme Divorce.
      

      
      In spite of her despair, Caroline now laughed at Maryanne’s words. Maryanne nodded sympathetically in response to Caroline’s
         resolve to move on and sprang to her Louboutin-shod feet before repeating her earlier advice for good measure.
      

      
      ‘Well, honey, you never do anything by halves – and happily married power player to multimillionaire single working mom in
         just a few short weeks spells Extreme Divorce to me!’ Maryanne raised her half-finished martini to Caroline and downed it.
         ‘And my role now is to make you forget Les Cheatin’ Walker ever existed. C’mon, let’s hit the town!’
      

      
      Half laughing, half sobbing, Caroline allowed herself to be pulled across to the door of the apartment, stopping only to pick
         up her clutch bag. No one knew better than Caroline that there were no half measures with Maryanne. There was also no one’s
         shoulder she’d rather cry on. But Maryanne had her own methods of cheering people up. Unorthodox methods. Tonight, only one
         thing was for certain: expect the unexpected …
      

      
      Caroline gazed at the Londoners strolling along the West End streets enjoying the early evening spring sunshine, and felt
         a pang of regret that she wasn’t one of them: on her way back from work to a welcoming family home, casually dressed en route to the theatre or looking forward to a relaxed restaurant
         meal.
      

      
      ‘You don’t fancy taking in the new exhibition at the Royal Academy, do you?’ asked Caroline hopefully as they drove slowly
         down Piccadilly.
      

      
      ‘Dressed like this?’ Maryanne indicated her black sequinned strapless Dolce&Gabbana minidress. ‘Are you nuts? I can’t tell
         you the number of strings I had to pull to get us in to Waikiki tonight. And anyhow, there’s more fun waiting for us there
         than in some stuffy old art gallery.’
      

      
      Caroline sighed. There was no point in arguing. They’d always been polar opposites – Maryanne, fearless, gregarious, tireless;
         Caroline, quieter, more reserved. It had been that way ever since they’d first met, thrown together as room-mates in the hotbed
         of undergraduate halls of residence. Caroline, then Caroline Tremathayne, was the perfect Oxbridge student – smart, pretty
         and dedicated. Secretly determined to prove herself to the father who had deserted her and her mother when she was six, she
         eschewed all social events in favour of her books. She had frustrated the hell out of party-loving Maryanne, whose dedication
         to good times had eclipsed even Caroline’s devotion to reading, and who had spent as much time trying to get Caroline out
         of the library as Caroline had spent in it. But as it turned out, Caroline could be equally determined, and Maryanne had had
         about as much success changing her friend as she had had with her studies. Still, an unlikely bond had grown between the two,
         and although Caroline got a first and Maryanne didn’t even graduate, the end of university had marked the beginning of a lifelong friendship. When Maryanne jetted straight off to the States, to an audition that led to her first starring role and a glittering
         Hollywood film career, their friendship had endured and they had become transatlantic correspondents, writing, phoning, and
         latterly emailing with all of life’s major moments (and quite a lot of the minor ones too).
      

      
      Some things really did never change, reflected Caroline ruefully. For Maryanne’s luxury penthouse apartment in Mayfair, read
         their dusty halls of residence, and for the latest neon-lit sceney cocktail bar in Soho they would soon be entering, read
         their old Student Union bar, and you’d got yourself the same old Caroline/Maryanne tug of war. She stole a glance at Maryanne,
         buzzing at the prospect of a night out and looking two decades younger than her forty-two years, and grimaced at the thought
         of what lay ahead. The latest glamorous ‘It’ bar and club, currently providing the gossip columns with a stream of paparazzi
         pictures of girl-band members and TV presenters falling into taxis or on to the pavements. The irony was that when it came
         to work, Caroline found this kind of socialising a breeze. Much of her current career success was based on her ability to
         turn working a room into an intellectual art form; to spend just the right amount of time saying just the right thing to just
         the right people. To leave having created just the right kind of new contact, or client, or impression. Parties, for Caroline,
         were work. And yet this one was for play – and that made it a horrendous prospect. Couldn’t they just have gone out for dinner
         instead?
      

      
      Apparently not.

      
      Don, Maryanne’s regular driver, turned off down Conduit Street, winding his way around Mayfair towards their destination. As he pulled up on a cobbled side street, Caroline felt
         her stomach turn 360 degrees.
      

      
      ‘So, honey, you ready to rock?’ grinned Maryanne, retouching her lipgloss excitedly.

      
      ‘As ready as I’ll ever be,’ groaned Caroline.

      
      ‘As usual, I’ll await your call, ma’am,’ Don said, in his gravelly sixty-a-day East End voice. You’d never guess from his
         reverent manner that he was a former boxer and reformed car thief.
      

      
      ‘Okey-dokey, Donny baby,’ trilled Maryanne, and Caroline suppressed a smile. When speaking to him Maryanne always felt obliged
         to be even cheekier and breezier than usual, almost to counteract his starchiness.
      

      
      Inside, the bar and club was dark, and it took a few seconds for Caroline’s eyes to adjust from the sunny evening. Caroline
         wobbled as her spindly Sapphires & Rubies stilettos caught in the pile of the soft plush carpet. As they descended the gently
         curving staircase Maryanne grabbed her arm excitedly and kissed her on the cheek.
      

      
      ‘You look gorgeous, honey! Let’s go party!’

      
      ‘Are you sure a members’ club isn’t more “us”?’ offered Caroline weakly, as Maryanne pulled her down the final few stairs,
         but her protests were swallowed up in the pounding music. As a bouncer opened the doors into the bar for them with a flourish,
         the music suddenly grew louder.
      

      
      Beyond the entrance was an unfamiliar world of plastic palm trees, upturned barrels of rum doubling as tables, circular leather
         banquettes and buffed-up barmen wearing leis and grass skirts. It was shoulder to shoulder with beautiful twenty-somethings, all wearing body con clothes, swaying to the R&B soundtrack and bathed in a peculiarly green/pink glow, courtesy
         of the lights at the base of each of the ‘trees’.
      

      
      Maryanne, still with a firm grip around Caroline’s wrist, pulled her through the pulsing throng and up to the wave-shaped
         bar. ‘Welcome to Waikiki London’ flashed a neon tube hung above the optics.
      

      
      Welcome to hell, thought Caroline.
      

      
      ‘So honey, whaddya drinking?’ shrieked Maryanne. 

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Maryanne leaned in to Caroline’s ear, and her piercing shout nearly ruptured her friend’s eardrum. ‘I said, whaddya drinking?’

      
      Caroline stared at her, her mind rendered blank by the assault of noise, and panic. What was she drinking?
      

      
      ‘Sancerre,’ she said automatically. ‘I’ll have a glass of Sancerre.’

      
      Maryanne stared back at her in disbelief. ‘Honey, the closest thing you’ll get to a fine wine in Waikiki is Lambrusco,’ she
         deadpanned. She turned to the barman, who was winding his body to the music as he waited for the order. ‘Two mojitos, honey,’
         she said confidently. ‘And don’t hold back on the rum!’
      

      
      The barman winked as he turned to make the cocktail, wiggling pert buttocks at her flirtatiously through the fronds of his
         skirt.
      

      
      Caroline was gobsmacked. She’d expected they’d feel like two old lushes out on the razz together, but not only did Maryanne
         look totally at ease in here, no one else seemed to be batting an eyelid at the pair of them.
      

      
      Unless – was that a guy doing a double take?
      

      
      
      In spite of herself, Caroline felt a delicious, long-forgotten shiver as she noticed a handsome guy further along the bar
         blatantly checking her out. OK, so this was never going to be her scene – but as a night out, it might not be quite as bad
         as she’d imagined.
      

      
      Giving the guy a flirtatious look, she turned back to Maryanne.

      
      ‘Cheers, Maz,’ she said with a wink, and took a sip of her cocktail. Yep, that was nowhere near as bad as she’d expected either.
         In fact, she could almost get to like it.
      

      
      ‘Cheers, honey,’ said Maryanne with a wicked smile, clinking her tumbler noisily against Caroline’s and taking a huge glug
         of her drink. She turned to survey the heaving mass of people around the bar. ‘So, what say you we go find ourselves a perch
         near the dance floor?’
      

      
      Caroline nodded tentatively, took a deep breath and followed her friend as she sashayed through the crowds. The mass of people
         thickened as they approached the dance floor, and just a few steps from it Maryanne stopped and placed her glass on a tiny
         chest-height table.
      

      
      Caroline looked at her expectantly. No chairs. Not even a stool. Oh well. She placed her clutch carefully on the table, checking
         first that there was no drink spilled there.
      

      
      Maryanne nudged Caroline in the ribs and spoke into her ear again. ‘Check out the eye candy at two o’clock. I’d do him – whaddya
         reckon?’
      

      
      Caroline followed her eyes to a tall black guy a few yards away, standing at least six feet tall and wearing tight black trousers
         and a shirt that showed off the rippling dancer’s physique underneath.
      

      
      
      Caroline giggled. Of course, he was gorgeous – if you were under thirty. And so, she noticed, was his equally tall, but less
         athletic-looking companion. ‘His friend’s more up my street,’ she said, with a sarcasm that was lost on Maryanne.
      

      
      The bass line had turned to more of a rumba, and next to her Maryanne was moving sensuously to the beat. Caroline found herself
         becoming lost in the music and, slowly, she let herself be moved by it too. She looked around as if in a trance. This really
         wasn’t so bad after all – even if it was more Rachel’s vibe than her own. She took a long sip of her drink through the straw
         and was dismayed to find she’d drained it.
      

      
      ‘Same again?’ she asked Maryanne, waving her glass at her. 

      
      ‘No need,’ Maryanne replied, indicating behind her with her head, her eyes shining. ‘I think the cavalry’s just arrived.’

      
      Caroline cast an incredulous glance over her friend’s shoulder as the two guys they’d been eyeing up approached them, carrying
         drinks.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ said the black guy, holding up a tumbler, eyes firmly on Maryanne. ‘We noticed you’re drinking mojitos. Mind if we join
         you?’
      

      
      ‘Not at all,’ replied Maryanne in a sultry tone Caroline had never heard before. ‘I’m Maryanne, and this is my friend Caroline.
         And you are …?’
      

      
      ‘Andre,’ he replied, only taking his eyes off Maryanne to briefly acknowledge Caroline. ‘And this is Richie.’ He ran a finger
         delicately up Maryanne’s arm. ‘Nice dress.’
      

      
      Maryanne shook her hair back from her eyes. ‘That’s my arm.’

      
      ‘Nice arm,’ he said, the corners of his mouth twitching with amusement.

      
      
      Caroline laughed at the joke, then stopped abruptly. Maryanne was totally cracking on to someone a generation younger than
         she was!
      

      
      To her left, Richie cleared his throat loudly. ‘So you’re Caroline?’ he said hopefully. He had highlighted brown hair shaped
         into a quiff at the front, and was sharply dressed: skinny jeans, pointed shoes, a vintage rock tee and an oversized blazer.
         He was definitely hot, thought Caroline. Exactly the kind of boy she’d expect Rachel to bring home.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m Caroline,’ she replied pleasantly, resisting the urge to add ‘and what’s your mummy called?’

      
      ‘You come here often?’ he asked, without the slightest hint of irony. Caroline shook her head and had to take a sip of her
         mojito to stop herself from laughing out loud.
      

      
      ‘Not really. Do you?’

      
      Richie shook his head and took a swig of his bottled beer.

      
      The music changed to salsa, and Caroline’s heart skipped a beat. She loved Latin American music. Instinctively, she started
         to sway again in time to the beat. To her right, Andre was standing behind Maryanne and running his hands down the sides of
         her body as she did some impromptu salsa steps. Seeing their natural ease together, Caroline felt stiff and awkward, like
         her mother dancing at a wedding, and she stopped abruptly.
      

      
      Richie put his arm around her and brushed it across her buttocks, and she jumped as if she’d been shot. He didn’t seem to
         notice. ‘Do you fancy going out for a smoke?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t smoke,’ she stammered.

      
      He moved closer to whisper in her ear – so close that his lips tickled her earlobe. ‘Neither do I.’

      
      
      Caroline stared at him, flabbergasted. ‘Oh,’ she said, at a loss for anything else to say. He was hitting on her! ‘I – I think
         I need the loo,’ she managed, and, ducking out of his embrace, escaped in the vague direction of the bar.
      

      
      The club had filled up since they’d entered, and Caroline had to push her way through the mass of revellers, lurid drinks
         and the sweet smell of musky aftershave to make headway. She looked around her desperately. She was chronically shortsighted,
         and without her glasses any signposting further than an arm’s length away was unintelligible. Not for the first time, she
         wished she didn’t have such a phobia of putting her fingers near her eyeballs – really, contact lenses would make life much
         easier. Here, there were neon signs everywhere, but they could have read ‘loser’ and ‘sucker’ for all she knew.
      

      
      Finally, she found a toilet door and, grateful, pushed against it with all her weight. For a split second, she stared in confusion.
         It was a toilet all right, but something was wrong: the smell, the atmosphere, the layout … the men! Horrified, Caroline
         took in the very masculine figures standing at the urinals and one guy doing up his zipper. Face burning, she backed out and
         stood to one side of the door. Next to her, a hard-faced girl with a Croydon facelift ponytail and a Bart Simpson tattoo on
         her shoulder was texting, and Caroline tapped her on the shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, where’s the Ladies?’ she asked politely.

      
      ‘Over there,’ replied the girl in a bored voice and pointed vaguely back towards the dance floor.

      
      ‘Over where?’ repeated Caroline, struggling to hear above the thumping bass and feeling the telltale prickle of a panicky
         sweat starting under her armpits.
      

      
      
      ‘Over THERE,’ insisted the girl, as if Caroline were stupid. Caroline, following the direction of her arm, saw a neon light
         and finally found the relative calm of the Ladies.
      

      
      Ears ringing from the music, she rushed past the smiling toilet assistant and a boudoir-style dressing table groaning under
         the weight of complimentary hair products, perfume and lollipops, and locked herself in one of the plush cubicles.
      

      
      Suddenly, she started to laugh. What an idiot. She was one of the most respected businesswomen in London – stylish, successful
         and, it so happened, now single – and yet she couldn’t handle a night out in one of the hottest new nightclubs in the city?
         So it wasn’t exactly her cup of tea – certainly not her kind of cocktail. So what? No one was forcing her to stay. She’d go
         back, grab Maz, and take them both on to another hot spot – somewhere a little more suited to both of them.
      

      
      But when she squeezed her way back to the table, her friend was nowhere to be seen. She caught sight of Richie, chatting up
         a pretty blonde much closer to his age, and he acknowledged her with a sheepish smile. She grinned back. Bless him. She looked
         much more his type – Caroline could see she had done him a favour by rejecting his advances.
      

      
      Searching the crowds on the dance floor, Caroline finally spotted Maryanne. She lifted her arm up to attract her attention,
         but stopped halfway in shock. Maryanne was in the middle of a fast, furious and frankly filthy salsa with Andre. Yes, she
         looked amazing – her tumbling red waves catching the light, her pale limbs almost translucent against his dark skin – but
         there was nothing platonic or innocently flirty about their gyrations. So close you could hardly even tell them apart, they had worked up a visible sweat. Maryanne’s already figure-hugging dress was clinging to her even more sexily,
         and Andre’s black shirt was now stuck to his buff contours with perspiration.
      

      
      Caroline watched, open-mouthed, as the track worked up to its climax. Maryanne and Andre stopped, collapsing into one another
         in joy – and then kissed passionately. Caroline frowned. The aim of the evening seemed to have totally changed. Maryanne was
         a married woman. This wasn’t just harmless fun.
      

      
      This was cheating.

      
      Making her way over to her friend, Caroline grabbed Maryanne’s arm and pulled her to the side of the dance floor. Andre, still
         panting, stood laughing and basking in the admiration of fellow dancers.
      

      
      ‘Maz, what on earth do you think you’re doing?’ she hissed.

      
      Maryanne was genuinely shocked. ‘I’m having some fun. What does it look like I’m doing?’

      
      Caroline gave a brittle laugh. ‘But Maz, you’re married! And anyway, he’s young
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