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  PROLOGUE


  Brush hair, brush teeth, forget about eyeliner, just go for mascara and a dust of bronzer. Squirt of deodorantblast, none left. Put that on the shopping list. Where is the shopping list, anyway?


  Sally Richardson had a million and one things on her mind as she hastily buttoned up her shirt and pulled on a pair of black trousers over skin still damp from the shower.


  Friday mornings in the Richardsons house were even more manic than usual because on Fridays and Saturdays, The Beauty Spot, the beauty salon that Sally owned and ran, opened at nine instead of half-past. That extra half-hour made a huge difference, Sally thought, every time Friday rolled round. She had to be out of the front door at eight forty-five on the nail to drop the boys at the day nursery instead of the rest of the weeks more leisurely nine fifteen.


  There was no time to dawdle over toast and coffee  not that much dawdling ever went on at the Richardsons, with two working parents.


  Sally told her friends that she never had fantasies in which Jude Law ripped off all her clothes and told her she was the most beautiful woman hed ever seen in his life. No, her fantasies were about the household running to a strict timetable, where she was perkily out of bed and showered by half-past seven (with make-up on, hair perfect and no snags in her tights), ready to drag three-year-old Daniel from his bed (four-year-old Jack would already be up and beheading a few Action Men). Dressing the boys and getting breakfast ready would happen without too much cereal ending up on the floor and without small boys squabbling, and there might even be time for Sally to share a cup of coffee with Steve before he raced out of the door at eight twenty. Of course, this was the stuff of daydreams, as Sally often admitted to her mother-in-law, Delia. (She nearly told Delia about the Jude Law thing but then thought better of it. Delia was more of a Sean Connery woman, anyway.)


  It cant be good for the image of a beauty salon when the owner arrives out of breath, without a screed of make-up on her face and her shirt buttoned up all wrong, Sally had once pointed out.


  But Delia, who knew how hard her daughter-in-law worked and thought she looked just as good with her creamy skin and flashing dark eyes free of cosmetics, laughed and said that early morning rushing was the working mothers daily marathon. I was as slim as you when Steve and Amy were young, and now look at me, she said ruefully. Upholstered hips and arms like a weightlifter.


  You look great, chided Sally, who adored her mother-in-law and treated her like a surrogate mum. Her own had died of cancer when Sally had been only twenty.


  Kids definitely kept you thin, Sally decided on this particular Friday morning in February. Shed been up for an hour and still hadnt managed more than a sip of tea because Danny had upended his Rice Pops all over his jeans and sweater, necessitating a complete change. The toaster had decided to have one of its off days and burned Steves toast to charcoal, setting off the smoke detector.


  Damn! came his muttered voice from the hall where he was attempting to silence the alarm.


  Damn, damn, damn, repeated Danny happily, at the kitchen table, where he was having a good go at spilling more cereal.


  Damn, damn, damn, joined in Jack, banging his spoon against his fortunately empty dish.


  Sally, foreseeing days of damns morning, noon and night, sighed. Language, she mouthed at Steve when he appeared a moment later, fiddling with his cuff.


  Sorry, he said. Forgot. The button popped off while I was reaching up. Wheres the thread?


  Sally prised the last bit of charcoal from the toaster. To be honest, Steve, you have a better chance of finding another clean shirt than of finding a needle and thread anywhere in this house. Will I iron you another one?


  No, love, thanks. You dont have time. Ill do it. Steve leaned over his tiny wife and planted a kiss on the top of her head.


  Steve was six foot two while Sally was a petite five three. I never realised how ridiculous we looked together until I saw our wedding photos, she would joke. Height aside, they made a handsome couple, Sallys elfin, dark-haired, dark-eyed looks a dramatic contrast to her husbands clean-cut features, fair hair and unusual rich brown eyes. The boys took after their mother, their inky black eyes, like hers, gleaming with mischief.


  Steve was not a natural with the iron and he grumbled as he wrestled with another shirt. Today of all days, with the boss leaving, and Im late as it is


  If the worst thing that happens today is your shirt button and this pair screaming damn when your mother comes to mind them this afternoon, then were doing fine, Sally pointed out.


  Steve nodded, teasingly. Youre right, Pollyanna.


  Im not Pollyanna, protested his wife. Its just that Mum always used to say count your


  blessings. I know. Steve pulled on his ironed shirt and then drained his coffee.


  I dont want to be a pain in the you-know-what, Sally went on earnestly, like some Goody Two-Shoes always looking on the bright side.


  Youre not, Steve said, shoving the ironing board away with a clatter. But your optimism is one of the things I love about you. Cmere.


  They exchanged a proper kiss this time.


  Mummy, whats a pain in the you-know-what? asked Jack innocently.


  His parents laughed, then Steve picked up his jacket from the back of a kitchen chair. Bye, brats, he said, kissing his beloved sons.


  Bye, Daddy, they chorused.


  Bye, Pollyanna. He ducked as though Sally might throw something at him.


  Youre the brat! she yelled good-humouredly.


  The front door slammed and Sally glanced at the clock. Eight thirty-two. Blast. Late again and Danny was only a quarter of the way through his cereal. She sat down beside her younger son and urged him to hurry up, which inevitably made him slow down. Danny had a stubborn streak.


  Ruffling his unruly hair lovingly, she thought of how lucky she was, having Steve and the boys. Steve might tease her about it, but her mantra had always been that you shouldnt take anything for granted in this life.


  As her mum used to say: you never knew what was around the corner.


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    Abby stared into the cold hard depths of the hairdressers mirror. As if she hadnt enough problems, now she was sure she could see fresh lines fanning out around her eyes. Ageing was like the San Andreas fault, she thought grimly: you never knew where the next crack was going to appear. Hitting forty had been the start of the slide, definitely. Since then  unbelievably two years ago  she felt her entire face had gone to pot.


    Beside her, Cherise, who secretly thought Abby looked even more attractive in reality than she did on television, gazed critically at Abbys newly cut hair.


    Cherise, like every member of staff in Giannis Salon, was glowingly young, with dewy skin. She wore the hairstylists uniform of black hipsters, slinky little T-shirt and belly ring. Abby whipped her envious eyes from Cherises flat, toned stomach and smiled into the mirror. The wrinkles obligingly smiled with her. Despite her lovely new haircut, her smart Armani shirt, and the admiration of most of the salon, who had obviously recognised Abby, and watched her with interest, even though they pretended their eyes were glued to their copies of Hello!, Abby felt a chasm in the pit of her stomach. God, she was getting old. Old and tired-looking. Forty-two. It even sounded old. Other people said she was imagining it.


    Do you like it? Cherise was anxious for some feedback.


    Thanks, Cherise, its lovely, Abby said kindly, instantly apologetic for not having said something nice sooner.


    Abby was kind to everyone. That, said her producer on Declutter: Your Home and Your Life, was a huge part of her charm and, undoubtedly, the key to her success. It wasnt fake kindness: it was the real thing. Abby liked people and they liked her back. The ratings on Declutter had proved that. In just two seasons, Abby Barton had been transformed from a mum with a part-time small business into a TV hotshot.


    Her fledgeling home decluttering service couldnt keep up with demand, there were talks about Abby writing a book to go with the programme, and the filming of a third series was due to start shortly. Both the TV pundits and the viewers loved her, the bank now sent the family Christmas cards instead of irate letters, and, occasionally, people she only vaguely knew waved at her hysterically when their cars passed in traffic.


    She still felt the same underneath, though. As Abby said to her close girlfriends, she was waiting for people to realise that she was an impostor and that she didnt deserve her new-found fame or the money.


    Fame is transient  lack of self-confidence lasts for ever, she joked, making everyone crack up with laughter.


    No one could ever say its gone to your head, her husband, Tom, said occasionally, huge praise from him.


    Tom had unruly dark hair streaked with grey, a narrow, clever-looking face, rimless glasses and an elongated frame from never giving in to either the biscuit tin or too many glasses of wine (unlike Abby). There was a distinct puritan streak in him, an austerity that made him perfect deputy headmaster material, but also deeply disapproving of people who lost sight of ascetic values.


    Hed have hated Abby to have changed from her old slightly scatty self into a full-blown celebrity obsessed with clothes, cars and holidays.


    However, intellectually brilliant but unworldly, hed never actually realised that Abby, despite being quite happy to find treasures in second-hand boutiques during their hard-up days, had always secretly liked to spend money on her hair and on ludicrously expensive cosmetics. And that one of the advantages of her new-found financial success was that Abby no longer had to hide the cost of hairdos and new clothes by buying cheaper cuts of meat and special offer vegetables. Certainly if Tom were given the slightest clue to how much todays jaunt to Giannis had cost, hed be scathing about the waste of money.


    Money was a bit of a sore subject in the Barton household these days. After years of earning so little, Abby had imagined that her new, comparative wealth would make their lives much easier. Instead, in some ways it had made them more difficult, mainly because of Toms vision of himself as head of the household and breadwinner.


    At school, he might be viewed as a modern educator with plenty of innovative ideas, but at home Tom liked the traditional roles to be maintained. Despite her increased workload, Abby still did all the shopping and laundry, an arrangement that was beginning to grate. And she knew that he, like many men, did not feel comfortable about his wife earning more than he did.


    I think it suits you a bit more feathery round the jaw, Cherise said now, fiddling with the fine ends and fluffing them up. Its kinder to the jawline. Then she smiled and stood back to admire her famous client from a distance. Do you know, it takes years off you!


    Abby had a sudden vision of herself saying the same thing to her Aunt Sadie when Sadie had finally given up her five-decade red-lipstick habit in favour of a subtle warm pink. White-haired Sadie, squinting in the mirror in disapproval at the sight of her mouth without its narrow slash of crimson, had actually looked much the same. Still seventy-six, just with a more suitable lip colour. The youthful Cherise probably thought of Abby in the same way that Abby thought of Aunt Sadie: a tough old broad vainly trying to keep age at bay. But all the money and fame in the world couldnt do that.


    Outside Giannis with a bag of hair-care products, Abby slammed the rear door of her glossy black four-wheel drive  the purchase of which had almost started a war in the Barton household  opened the drivers door and swung herself into the seat. Her hair had turned out well, she thought, glancing critically in the rear-view mirror. Those much-discussed strands of rich chestnut really brought out the sea-green tints in her eyes.


    A passer-by stared into the car and Abby saw the familiar quickening of recognition in the mans eyes. She shot him a brief professional smile and gunned the engine, hoping shed have manoeuvred out of the parking space before he realised that he hadnt smiled at an acquaintance  which was what most people initially thought  but at Abby Barton, television celebrity and self-help guru.


    Being recognised still shocked Abby. After eighteen months of it, she still wasnt used to complete strangers nodding to her in the supermarket, then their expressions changing as the truth hit them. That wasnt someone from down the road or the woman they saw daily at the school gates. It was that celebrity, whatshername, the one with that TV show telling everyone how to sort out their lives.


    When Abbys daughter, Jess, was with her, the teenager would give a running commentary on the persons thoughts.


    Whats she doing in the supermarket? Dont famous people have someone to do their shopping? Jess would mutter, leaving her mother in fits of laughter as they hurtled their trolley away down an aisle. And look at the state of those tracksuit bottoms. I thought them big telly stars were loaded and shes out in trackies with a hole in them. Scandalous. With a witty tongue and a great eye for a comic moment, Jess somehow managed to make being stared at by strangers fun. At other times, without the fifteen-year-old riding shotgun, it wasnt always quite so funny  especially, as Abby had discovered to her astonishment, since people felt that it was OK to say anything to famous people, even remotely famous people like herself.


    Hovering by the tampons one day, wearily deciding which type shed buy from the dizzying range, shed jumped when a woman said: Wow! I thought you were much younger from the TV. They must use amazing make-up.


    For once, it had taken a lot of effort to summon up the legendary Barton kindness. They do. Truckloads of it, Abby had said between gritted teeth, and picked up the first box of tampons that came to hand  the wrong ones, it turned out. Fame wasnt all it was cracked up to be, that was for sure.


    As she drove out of the city, her mood lifted. It was impossible to remain miserable on such a lovely March day, when the promise of summer was in the air. Banks of daffodils brightened the edges of the motorway, all craning their long necks together as if to catch sight of a passing car. Between great grey clouds above the gently rolling hills that protectively surrounded Cork city, snatches of cerulean sky could be seen.


    Leaving the sedate sprawl of the suburbs behind, Abby exited the motorway and took the road to Dunmore. Exclusive Dunmore was once a tiny harbour town nestling on the outskirts of Cork, but now the city was reaching out towards it. Abby could imagine giant tracts of housing estate would one day smother the lovely green meadows that encircled the town, remorselessly merging it with the city.


    But for now it was still a perfectly self-contained place with its own banks, shops, industries, a recently restored pier and a strong sense of community among the five thousand residents.


    It was six months since the Barton family had moved here, and Abby loved it. She adored the horseshoe harbour and the historic town square with its old courthouse (now a bank); the railway hotel, and the exquisite small, spired church set amid the big houses of the wealthy townspeople. A hundred years ago, Dunmore had been something of a holiday town for wealthy Victorians, who came to take the sulphuric waters. They built the big villas on Knock Hill from where they could look out over their rhododendron-filled gardens down to the jagged coastline. Now, these buildings were transformed into small hotels, conference centres and offices, with only a few still functioning as private residences. The spa water was sold round the world and the bottling factory provided massive employment in the area. The wealthy of Dunmore were no longer the idle rich but people who had to work hard to continue to live in this much sought-after area. Abby never drove through the pretty, well-maintained town centre without feeling a surge of gratitude that she had come so far.


    Little Annie Costello of The Cottages, a misleading name for a pinched line of council houses in a country town many miles from Cork, had never hoped to have made it so far in life. The families who lived in The Cottages were lucky if they knew where their next meal was coming from. Now Abby Barton, ne Annie Costello, could order in caterers should she feel like it. A healthy bank account, fame and respectability were hers, and the house in Dunmore was the icing on the cake.


    Her parents hadnt lived to see her success. Mum would have been so pleased, Abby often thought sadly, imagining her mothers face filled with pride at how far her Annie had come. Her father, on the other hand, wouldnt have cared how successful his daughter had become, as long as he still had enough money in his pocket for his daily ration of booze.


    Abbys next port of call was the supermarket. When they were first married, she and Tom used to do the weekend shop together, but these days, when she was busier than ever, he never offered to help.


    She literally ran round the aisles, hoping to be ready in time to pick Jess up from the train station. It was only a ten-minute walk from the station to their home in Briar Lane, but Jess had looked tired from hauling her bag of books every day. Abby had had to bite her lip not to say anything. The last time Abby had offered to collect her, Jess had told her indignantly she was fed up with being treated like a child.


    I like having a bit of peace, shed snapped, raking her fingers through her sandy ponytail. I have to get the train to school on my own, so I can manage to walk home from the station.


    That had hurt. Jess was the one member of the family who hadnt wanted to move from the Bartons modest four-bedroom city semi where theyd lived all her life. It had been close to Jesss friends and to her school, while the house in Dunmore was miles away, and Jess felt very cut off.


    Today was Friday and Jess was sure to be very tired. She couldnt resent a lift today, surely, Abby thought. They could talk on the way home, perhaps, and it might be like old times. Before work had taken up so much of her time, and before theyd moved to Dunmore, Abby had often picked up Jess and her best friend, Steph, from school. The girls used to whoop with delight to see Abbys mud-caked old Fiat parked by the school gates, and after dumping sports bags, filthy runners and dog-eared library books into the boot, they would chatter merrily all the way home, telling Abby about how horrible Saffron Walsh in their year thought she was the bees knees now she had a pink Guess watch, how the OBrien twins were going to be expelled for smoking and how Miss Aston must have a crush on the new history teacher, Mr Lanoix, because her eyes turned dreamy every time she bumped into him in the corridor.


    However, Abbys shopping done, the length of the queue at the check-out conspired against her, and then a woman with a huge trolley-load and no purse held up everyone for ten minutes. Once she had finally thrown her shopping into the car, Abby drove rapidly to the tiny station, looking out for a lanky, sandy-haired figure in a grey skirt and cardigan hauling a giant school bag. But, apart from a couple pulling a huge suitcase up the station steps, there was no one there.


    Knowing that Jess would take the shortcut home through the shopping centre and up the pedestrian-only backstreets, Abby drove off. Jess would be home before her and that meant Abby had lost the chance for a chat. In the car, Jess was a captive audience. At home, her after-school routine was to shut her bedroom door loudly and switch on her CD player. Abby wasnt sure if teenage hormones were to blame or if it was her own fault for somehow failing to bond with this new Jess, the argumentative girl who seemed determined to push her parents to the limit. But in some way she felt she was losing her.


    Fortunately, driving down Briar Lane never ceased to lift Abbys spirits. As she bounced the Jeep over the speed ramps, she felt that faint thrill of pride that her hard work had brought them all here.


    The previous house had been lovely, thanks to her skill at interior decoration. But Gartland Avenue had been a very ordinary road in a housing estate and with the unruly Milligans next door, screaming at each other at sixty decibels day and night, it hadnt been exactly anyones dream location.


    Briar Lane was a different matter. A winding road lined with stately sycamores and overgrown laurel bushes, it was a house-fanciers heaven  full of all sorts of different properties, from new Regency-inspired homes to low, sprawling old farmhouses, with some quirky cottages in between.


    Abby had fallen in love with Lyonnais the first time shed seen it. It had started life as the gate house to a big, now long-gone mansion and, after years of careful alteration, was now a large white-gabled family home with mullioned windows and rambling roses clinging to the stonework.


    Even Tom, who wasnt at all given to sentimentality, had said there was a lovely atmosphere about the house as theyd wandered through it all those months ago with the estate agent at their heels.


    Abby had squeezed Toms hand in excitement. Its beautiful, isnt it? she kept saying, despite his earlier warning that they werent to appear too enthusiastic about the house, no matter how much they liked it. This was the sort of house a television celebrity should own  not a twenty-year-old semi that looked like every other house on the road, but this, this gorgeously unusual pile, with its large airy rooms and its nooks and crannies and the intriguing pantry with the hidden cupboard, and the rambling garden with the armless statue of some Greek goddess hiding shyly behind a gown of ivy tendrils. Abby could already picture what shed do to the place, where shed put things and what colours shed paint the walls.


    Its way over our budget, Tom had said firmly as theyd toured the attic bedroom, which, if the cobweb content was a reliable barometer, was home to an entire colony of spiders. It was certainly over any budget that his deputy headmasters salary could manage and he found it difficult to look at the subject in any other way. It made no difference how often Abby said that his salary had kept them all for years, so what did it matter if hers was bigger now? It did matter to Tom. We cant afford this, hed reiterated later, his lips thinning into the disapproving line that made him look just like his crabby old father.


    Abby hadnt cared. For once, shed ignored Toms disapproval and fought for what she wanted. Theyd manage. Shed do more private commissions and there were sure to be other lucrative spin-offs from the TV show, like public appearances  even though Abby hated that type of thing. She was determined to do whatever it took to buy Lyonnais. They couldnt lose this house. Theyd be so happy there, she knew it. All Tom needed to do was get over his strop about who earned the most money.


    She sighed now as she swung the Jeep into the drive, admiring, as she always did, the magnolia tree to one side of the gate, now gorgeously in bloom. She did love this place but things hadnt been easy since theyd moved here. Her relationship with Tom had deteriorated, while she and Jess seemed to be living on different planets. Just when life should be perfect for the Bartons, it seemed curiously off balance.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    Earlier that afternoon, Jess Barton had glanced quickly at the classroom clock. Ten to three. Another forty minutes of science. Boring. Being a teenager was crammed with boredom, Jess felt, what with train-track braces, horrible exams and people constantly bossing you around, but double science was surely the most boring thing of all. Noticing Miss Nevins gaze roaming over the class, Jess stared down dutifully at her science textbook, trying to appear as if her mind was firmly fixed on the knotty issue of what sort of chemical formula you came up with if you mixed sulphur, oxygen and hydrogen. Nobody acted dutiful interest better than Jess Barton. She was award-winning material, Oscar-nomination stuff.


    Its the angle of the head, she often explained to her best friend and partner in crime, Steph Anderson, who was always the first person to be hauled out of her seat and left in disgrace outside the classroom door for not paying attention. And the pencil sucking. Theres something about pencil sucking  it just makes you look riveted. Youve got to lean over the book and look like you care, Steph.


    In Jesss opinion, all that any teacher required was a room full of students bent at forty-five-degree angles to their desks and sucking pencils thoughtfully. She knew this from her dad. He said that not everyone paid attention all the time but the kids he liked were the ones who actually behaved in class.


    Jess behaved. She reasoned that your mind could be a million miles away, or even four miles away at St Michaels School for Hot Guys down the road, but as long as you kept your head down, you gave the impression of being a good student. So far, this system had worked. Jess Barton had never been made to stand outside the door, a punishment that also merited ten black marks.


    Naturally, chemical formulae were the things furthest from her mind. Ian Green was the focus of her concentration. Gorgeous Ian, with those piercing blue eyes and a hint of dark stubble on his perfect face. Steph said that stubble was so yesterday and the best guys were fuzz-free, but Jess had a secret yearning for the sensation of kissing a guy and feeling manly, grown-up stubble against her cheek, like in a passionate scene from a movie. Jess had enjoyed many happy hours daydreaming about herself and Ian, replaying such a scene. Ian was tall too. Tall enough to have to really lean down to kiss her, which was nice, because Jess was tall herself. There was only one problem. Well, two actually. The first was that he went to St Michaels School for Hot Guys instead of Bradley College, where Jess went. The guys in Bradley were mostly beyond boring. And the second: he had a girlfriend, Saffron Walsh, who was nearly sixteen, in the same class as Jess, and who was Ms Most Likely to Succeed.


    Most likely to succeed in becoming an airhead TV weather girl, more like, Steph snorted resentfully. Some people might have thought that Steph was a rival of Saffrons, as they were both of the blonde hair, perfect figure variety. But Jess, who had been Stephs absolute best friend since kindergarten, knew that Stephs dislike came from the fact that Saffron was clearly not good enough for Ian. If Ian realised what a bimbo Saffron was, he might dump her and miraculously take up with Jess. Miraculous, thought Jess, being the operative word.


    Jess was not blonde with a perfect figure. She was, she felt, more a reliable girl picked for netball sort of person. Lanky like her dad, she had no curves, no need of a bra and she could never get jeans long enough for her skinny legs. Her eyes were nice  a thick-lashed, smoky bluey green like her mums  but they were hidden behind boring glasses because shed inherited bad eyesight from her dad. Her hair was boringly straight and the dull colour of wet sand, while the rest of her face was ordinary with a big O: ordinary nose, ordinary mouth, ordinary, slightly pointy chin. It all added up to the sort of person nobody noticed. Having a celebrity mum didnt help. People expected the daughter of the glamorous Abby Barton to be just as glamorous. And then they meet me, Jess would say, grumpiness hiding the hurt.


    Steph insisted that this wasnt true, and was always going on about how she envied Jess for being tall and slim, and for having great cheekbones and beautiful eyes that lit up when she was passionate about something.


    Now I have slitty eyes, Steph would say, piling on another layer of Mac shadow to counteract this perceived failing. But yours are huge and your lashes are so long. Wait till you get contacts and get your train tracks off. Then the guys will be all over you like a rash.


    But Steph was only being nice, Jess felt. She knew that guys liked girls who looked like girls, meaning ones with actual boobs. Tall and lanky and not able to fill an A cup made her a non-runner, no matter how nice her cheekbones were.


    Which led on to a third problem, actually. Shed never spoken to Ian. He went around with people from her school, of course, because he was going out with Saffron, but these werent the sort of people who were interested in the likes of Jess. They were the glittering people who wore the right jeans, the right trainers and had money to go into the city centre at the weekends and hang round having fun, going for coffee and buying CDs. Jess didnt know how to hang around in that languid, Im-so-cool manner that girls like Saffron had down to an art form.


    Even worse, now that the Bartons had moved to Dullsville, a.k.a. Dunmore, there was even less of a chance of her bumping into Ian.


    Ian & Jess, she wrote on her notepad. Shading the writing with her hand, she drew a tiny heart around the words. Then she scribbled over the writing in case Gary, who sat beside her, saw it. Gary was good at science but bad at life, and was quite likely to announce Jesss doodle to all and sundry. Jess would just die if anyone but Steph knew how she felt about Ian.


    Homework, announced Miss Nevin happily from the front of the class. Ive prepared a list of thirty questions for the next lesson. Theyre not too hard  just to test you on what weve been learning this week. Hand these sheets round, would you?


    As the questions were passed down the lines of desks, there were a lot of sighs, mainly from the people whod just suffered history and been given a huge essay on eighteenth-century wars to write for Monday. Honestly, all those eighteenth-century people did was have wars. What were they like? Had they never heard of the UN?


    Jess opened her homework notebook and stared dismally at today, Friday. The class were doing exams in June, their first public exams, and the teachers were piling on the work like anything. Along with the history essay was an English assignment on Paradise Lost (from Mr Redmond, who obviously thought that fifteen-year-olds had nothing better to do at the weekend than analyse every single word Milton had ever written) and a note of the four chapters of geography to be revised for a test on Monday afternoon from Mr Metcalfe, more proof that he was criminally insane because they were the four biggest chapters in the book. There was also a huge tranche of maths homework, not to mention a page of French comprehension (not too bad) and some art history to read over (easy peasy).


    Jess wrote down Science  30 questions for Tuesday, and sighed at Steph as the bell rang.


    What are we? Baby Einsteins? grumbled Steph as the two friends shoved their science books into their rucksacks. Why did we do science? Steph asked this question at least once a week. We could have done home economics and be making our name as fashion designers right now.


    You dont get to make things in home ec, Jess pointed out. You learn about the eight billion vitamins and minerals that keep you healthy, which is just biology, which is science, which


    is why we did science, finished Steph. I hate sewing, anyway. Look what happened when I tried to customise my jeans. Sequins should be glued, not sewed on.


    Jess nodded.


    What are you going to do tonight? Steph asked.


    Telly, I spose, Jess said miserably. She must be the only girl in the class to have a boring Friday night ahead of her. No, not the class, the planet.


    Id love to be watching telly tonight, Steph protested. Grans party is going to be a pain  all the rellies telling me Ive got so big and saying how they remember when I was a baby and they used to change my nappy. Like, how sick and twisted is that?


    Despite herself, Jess laughed. Steph had an enormous extended family and was very funny when she talked about them. Tonight was her grandmothers birthday and the entire Anderson clan were going out to the Hungry Hunter restaurant and bar to celebrate. Stephs mother was anxious that Steph wear this hideous royal-blue blouse and a sensible skirt to the gathering to please her grandmother, while Steph had personally earmarked a funky chiffon blouse with just a hint of bra peeking out underneath, and her skin-tight bootleg jeans. Her uncles stepson would be there and he was in-cred-ible, as Steph drooled. She planned to look nonchalantly amazing, as if she always dressed like someone from MTV.


    At least youll be out, Jess said.


    Yeah, sorry. Steph was apologetic. But at least were going to Michelles party tomorrow. You could work out tonight what youre going to wear. Ill lend you my Wonder-bra, if you want.


    Jess was touched. Stephs Wonderbra was her most treasured item of clothing. It would be wasted on Jess, though.


    I better rush, Steph added. Ive got to do my hair.


    They parted, Steph turning left outside the school gates, Jess turning right.


    She walked to the bus stop to wait for the station bus, fiddling with her Discman earpieces to fix the left one in her ear. She and Steph used to walk home together, when they still both lived in Gartland Avenue, before Mum had become famous and made them move. So what if Dunmore was chocolate-box cute? Jess didnt know anyone there and she had to take the train out of Cork to get home. She never saw any teenagers around Briar Lane. There were loads of kids, who all went to this cutesy school in the centre of town and played on roller skates all day long at the weekends or raced around on pink Barbie bikes. But there wasnt one single person her own age. She couldnt even hang around after school and talk to Steph, because if she missed the train there wasnt another one for an hour and a half. Moving to horrible Dunmore had ruined her life.


    One other person from school got the train to Dunmore but he was in the year above, the longed-for, exam-free fifth year, and he was clearly far too cool to talk to her. Jess had sat near him the first few days she was commuting because he was the only familiar piece of this new landscape, but he never acknowledged her presence, just kept his dark head down as he played on his stupid Game Boy. So now she ignored him back and would stomp past his seat to sit in another carriage, deliberately tossing her ponytail nonchalantly as she passed to show him that she didnt care. He wasnt even waiting at the bus stop today.


    On the bus, she turned up the volume on her Discman, pulled her school scarf over her mouth and nose, and felt miserable. Steph thought it was cool to have a mum who was on TV. It wasnt.


    Her mum wasnt waiting at Dunmore station when the train pulled in, and there was nobody there when Jess arrived home. Nothing new, she sighed, conveniently forgetting that only last week shed had a row with her mother over being treated like a child. Her mother never stopped worrying about where Jess was all the time, and Jess was fed up telling her that other people in her class were allowed miles more freedom, as long as they phoned to say where they were going. But Mum was like Interpol, and wanted details of every moment of Jesss day.


    Jess, I like picking you up from the station, Mum had said in the you-are-my-baby-after-all voice that drove Jess insane. Id worry about you if I didnt come and get you. There are a lot of scary people out there.


    This was a familiar argument. As if Jess wasnt clever enough to recognise weirdos when she saw them. Honestly.


    Im nearly sixteen, Jess had insisted. Im not a kid.


    Dad had stood up for her, which had caused Mum to glare at him with what Jess called her laser eyes. There was a lot of laser-eye action going on these days. So Jess had won and could come home from school herself. But still, it would have been nice not to have had to walk home today


    Now Jess looked at her mothers diary, forgotten on the counter beside the fridge, and flipped to today. Hairdresser 12 noon. Lucky Mum, Jess thought. Imagine being able to swan off on a school day and get your hair done.


    There was no sign of Wilbur either. Wilbur was Jesss cat, a ten-year-old tabby with unusual grey markings and a huge fluffy tail that shot up into the air if he was upset. His cosy bed on the kitchen radiator was empty and there was no point calling him. He was probably asleep somewhere he shouldnt be: snuggled up amid the towels in the airing cupboard, his favourite and forbidden spot.


    Jess positioned herself at the bleached pine table in the kitchen, spread her schoolbooks out in front of her and then switched on the portable telly. A repeat of Sabrina the Teenage Witch was on. Jess picked up a pen, opened the book where shed made notes for the Milton essay and began to watch the TV.

    



    Ten minutes later, weighed down with groceries, Abby arrived home. As soon as shed shut the front door behind her, she unzipped her high boots gratefully. The problem with being short was that she always felt the need to wear heels, but they killed her.


    Jess! she called, shrugging off her jacket. Are you home? There was no answer and Abbys heart skipped a beat. Dunmore was hardly crime central but you never knew. Anything could have happened to her


    Abby rushed into the kitchen in her socks to find Jess studiously working at the kitchen table, the television switched off.


    Hi, love, youre hard at it, she said, smiling in relief at her daughters bent head. Once, shed have hugged Jess instantly, but recently Jess ducked away from hugs as though she couldnt bear to be touched.


    Shes a teenager, what do you expect? Tom had said sharply when Abby told him the first time it had happened. I see it all the time in school.


    I know, Abby had replied shortly, angry at the implication that just because Tom was a teacher, he knew more about teenagers in general, and Jess in particular, than Jesss own mother did. Abby knew the teenage years were going to be tough, she just hadnt expected her darling Jess to change from best friend to worst enemy in a matter of months.


    Now she restrained herself from reaching out to stroke Jesss hair.


    Yeah, weve lots of homework to do for the weekend, Jess said gloomily without looking up. And Ive got to revise. The more Jess thought about the exams, the more she felt like taking it out on someone else.


    I dropped by the station just in case you were tired, Abby said hesitantly, not wanting a row. I thought you might like a lift. But I missed you.


    Jess raised her head from her books and focused on her mother at last. New hairstyle, she remarked flatly.


    Is it OK? Abby ran an anxious hand through her hair.


    Yes, relented Jess. Its great. Mum, I wish I could colour mine again. Jesss first home-bleaching experiment with Steph had gone terribly wrong. It had cost ten times as much to have the straw-like tinge toned down.


    Theyd kill you in school, her mother pointed out happily, thrilled that Jess seemed to be in a good mood with her. After a rash of pink-toned hair, the principal had banned all hair dyeing except for the fifth and sixth years.


    Subtle streaks, begged Jess. Id go to the hairdresser this time. Nobody would know. Mr Davies only notices punk black and bright pink. A few blonde highlights would get past him. Lots of people have blonde hair.


    Well talk about it, said Abby, whod have promised anything to keep the peace.


    Thats what you always say, Jess pointed out.


    Yeah, Im your horrible mother, I know. Abby began shoving the shopping into cupboards and Jess quickly reached back and put the remote control onto the worktop behind her. Her mother was pretty good about TV watching. Lots of her friends parents nagged like hell now they were in fourth year and studying for their Junior Cert. But Mum did disapprove of working while the TV was on, and the price for tomorrow nights party at Michelles was to finish her homework by Saturday afternoon.


    I got fresh pasta and I can make you garlic mushroom tagliatelle for dinner, Abby said, deep in the fridge.


    Jesss face brightened. Great, she said. Shed been a vegetarian for over two years now and was always trying to convince her mother to become one as well. Didnt people realise that animals had rights too?


    Your father and I have to go out, Im afraid, continued Abby. She didnt see her daughters face fall. Its a work thing. Beechs tenth anniversary. Probably cheese and bad wine, Abby laughed. Beech, the production company who made her television show, were notorious for not spending money on luxuries. We have to go, but if I cook the mushrooms now 


    Im not hungry, Jess said in a monotone.


    Her mother emerged from the fridge anxiously. You must have something.


    Ill phone for pizza if Im hungry.


    If youre lonely, Im sure Jennifer wouldnt mind staying until we get home, Abby ventured. Jennifer was the twenty-two-year-old college student who lived four houses down and who was keen to babysit to earn extra cash.


    I dont want Jennifer! Im not a kid, Mum. I thought we agreed. If Sally Richardson thinks Im old enough and reliable enough to babysit for her, why dont you think Im old enough to be on my own? Jess was furious.


    It was Abbys turn to look unhappy. She didnt like Jess phoning for pizza delivery when she was alone in the house. You read such dreadful things in the papers. Just because they had an alarm and Jess had been warned not to open the door to strangers, didnt mean bad things couldnt happen. What if the pizza delivery person was a rapist or murderer? Abbys mind raced over the frightening possibilities. Jess had refused to be babysat once shed hit fourteen, and agreeing to that extra independence had seemed such a huge step to Abby. Now, shed started babysitting for Sallys little boys. No late nights or long hours, just the odd hour here or there, but it still struck Abby as scary that her baby was now the babysitter.


    You know I dont like you ordering stuff when were not here.


    Jess sat sullenly and Abby knew she was in a no-win situation. Could Stephs dad bring her round tonight? she asked, knowing even as she said it that Steph couldnt come, otherwise Jess would have suggested it herself. It had been easier to organise Jesss social life when the family lived a few houses away from her best friend.


    Shes busy, Jess snapped. Her grandmothers birthday is tonight. I dont know anyone else around this dump of a town.


    Abby shut the fridge wearily. She didnt need reminding. The guilt was enough to give her sleepless nights.


    She sighed. Although she adored their new home, the fact that it made Jess feel isolated was definitely threatening their relationship. Or maybe it was just the teenager thing.

    



    Abby left money on the worktop for a pizza and went upstairs to get ready. It was half-past six, they were due out at seven and there was no sign of her husband. Not that Abby was surprised by this. After nearly seventeen years of marriage, she knew that Tom had all the sense of urgency of an inhabitant of a desert island. Which probably made them a good match, she knew. She was fiery and wound up like a spring, while Tom was possessed of endless, monastic calm.


    You shouldnt get so hyper about everything, was his standard phrase whenever Abby got in a flap about being late. Naturally, his saying this just made Abby even more hyper and irritated into the bargain. Could he not realise how annoying he was?


    It was a relief to retreat to their room to get ready. It was a pretty nice bedroom, and one of the first shed redecorated when theyd moved in. Floor-to-ceiling wardrobes (essential for hiding clutter, as Abby herself said) and a bed with storage underneath. Everything was rich cream and cool apple green, and there wasnt so much as an out-of-place magazine to ruin the aura of classic calmness. It was hell to keep it like that. As Abby professionally advocated the use of trios of decorative storage boxes to hide everyone elses clutter, she felt she had to use them herself, but she could never remember which held what. She always ended up opening the wrong one for her jewellery and finding make-up instead. And she could never lay hands on a pen. It might be heresy to think so, but she almost missed the jam jar full of wonky biros that used to sit on her dressing table in the old house, before shed learned how to declutter.


    Abbys cupboards were where it had all started, really. Not her wardrobe  recently featured in Style magazine  or her bathroom  a shrine to Zen-like bathing that had cost a fortune to install  but her kitchen cupboards, where a simple rotation system of putting new tins and jars to the back meant that nothing ever had to be thrown out because it was months past the sell-by date. The list on the cork board also helped. Any item taken from the fridge, larder or cupboard was listed in the handy notebook with the pen attached, so that when Abby did her once-a-month stocking-up shop, she knew exactly what was needed.


    A naturally tidy person, shed hit upon the idea of offering her tidy mind to others in an attempt to help people organise their lives. Jess had just turned ten and Abby found she had time on her hands.


    Originally, shed started sorting out wardrobes: helping women with scores of identical black clothes prioritise and bin anything they hadnt worn for years. It had been a cottage industry, really  a few mornings a week in which shed given her clients the courage to throw out much loved but threadbare garments and sell on those barely worn. She wasnt a stylist, she told customers, just a de-junking merchant.


    You can buy new clothes yourself afterwards  Im just helping you let go of the old stuff.


    The breakthrough had come after two years of this when a customer had sighed at the pristine state of Abbys kitchen cupboards and said she wished she was as organised.


    Abby offered to write down her system.


    No, do it for me, begged the woman.


    Soon Abby was organising clutter-free systems for home offices and sorting out houses stuffed with possessions where nobody could find anything any more. She was ruthless with old cards, newspaper clippings and letters from old flames, but gentle with the person reluctantly throwing out all their treasures.


    Youre not using it, its using you, was her mantra. If its not useful or beautiful, dump it! Youll feel so much better when your life is decluttered.


    When she decluttered the office of a magazine journalist, who wrote about the empowering experience of throwing out bin bags full of detritus, fame came calling.


    At nearly seven oclock, Toms ten-year-old Volvo creaked to a halt outside.


    Sorry, he called as he slammed the front door. I got stuck with drama club.


    Upstairs, fully dressed and clock-watching, Abby sighed. Typical Tom. Overseeing the drama club wasnt even his job. What was the point of being the deputy headmaster if you had to do all the extra jobs instead of foisting them on other people? At home he never hesitated to ask Abby to do things for him, but at work, he metamorphosed into Mr No, Let-Me-Do-It.


    After another five minutes of waiting for Tom to come up and change, Abby marched downstairs. She wasnt going to say anything but she was ready and it was time they were out of the door.


    Tom and Jess were in the kitchen together, laughing at some shared joke.


    Dad, you old hippie, Jess was saying fondly. She had her chair pushed back and her feet up on another, black-stockinged legs stretched out comfortably. Go off and listen to your old Jethro Tull records, right? You are never going to be cool.


    I can watch MTV with the best of them, Tom retorted mildly. He gave his daughter a pretend slap on the wrist. I was just saying I like that Chad Kruger song. Dont send me into the old peoples home just yet.


    Next week, then, grinned Jess. Shooo. Ive got chemistry homework and youve got some posh do to go to.


    Tom ruffled Jesss hair. Jess didnt move her head away. She smiled at her father.


    Abby watched them silently, half pleased that they got on so well, half jealous that she no longer shared that same easy relationship with either of them. It was as if Jess and Tom were a tight little family unit and she was out in the cold.

    



    Selina Carson slid through the throng with all the practised ease of someone who could throw a party for three hundred people in her sleep. As publicity director of Beech Productions, Selina knew better than anyone how to stretch budgets and coax favours out of people. Without her help, the tenth anniversary party would be above a grubby pub with sausages and chips to eat and one free glass of limp champagne each. Thanks to her, it was being held in a divinely proportioned new gallery with lots of outrageous modern art on the walls, including a modern version of Ingress voluptuous ladies of the harem, which was being ogled by many of the male guests when they thought nobody was looking.


    The wine was good (Think of the publicity, darling! shed said to the beleaguered wine importer she normally rang when organising parties) and clearly the dim sum were going down a treat. She just hoped that nobody got food poisoning, because the caterers were new and scarily cheap. Still, you had to economise somewhere.


    Abby, darling, how lovely to see you. And Tom.


    Selina was relieved to see Abby, as she was running out of celebrities to introduce to the big advertisers and the companys backers there tonight. Abby would be the perfect person to feed into the slightly bored groups and make them feel like movers and shakers. Even better, Selina could quietly explain this to Abby and Abby would know just what to do. She was a professional down to her fingertips, a direct result, Selina thought, of being that touch older when fame hit.


    Your hairs fabulous.


    Thanks, Selina. Abby grinned. She never entirely believed it when people complimented her, a trait shed unknowingly passed on to her daughter. They were just being nice, she felt. Didnt they know she was just a forty-something housewife whod struck it lucky?


    And, Tom, you look marvellous. Now, Abby Selina grasped her stars shoulder, whispered in her ear briefly, and then steered her round to a small group of men in suits. Gentlemen, you must meet Abby Barton.


    A cigar-chomping advertising mogul, who was fed up with having to make small talk to lesser beings, grabbed Abbys hand and shook it firmly.


    Lovely to meet you. My wife adores your show, he said.


    How nice of you to say so, cried Abby. Selina treated this like work but it wasnt at all. People were really so sweet.


    Duty done, Selina grabbed Toms arm and led him to the back of the gallery where small pockets of people stood on the edge of the crowd. To the left stood two very young women who were talking quietly together but eyeing the group as though they longed to be part of it but were too shy to approach.


    Do me a huge favour and talk to those two, will you? Selina begged. The red-haired one is the MDs niece. Shes coming in to work as an assistant next week but she doesnt know anyone yet and he wants me to keep an eye on her.


    Theyll want real TV people. Tom grinned lazily down at Selina. Theyll be bored with a dull old teacher.


    Stop fishing for compliments, Selina scolded, thinking how lucky Abby Barton was. With his ruffled greying hair, angular face and eyes like deep-set pools of midnight black ink, Tom Barton definitely did not fit the mould of a dull old teacher. Just because he was utterly without vanity and clearly never bothered about what he wore, it didnt mean that he wasnt an attractive man. There was, she thought, something sexy about all that intense brain power, and his other-worldliness reminded Selina of a patrician Knight of the Round Table, always choosing the hard path because suffering was nobler. Tom made such a change from the thrusting young things who worked in television and who wore much better suits than Toms shabby grey one, but who could only talk about their new cars or their high-tech mobile phones. Tom could blind you with brilliance over the fall of the Byzantine Empire  Selina knew; she had hung on every word of that particular conversation, and, strangely, shed never been interested in history before. Hed definitely grown better looking with age too. Lucky Tom. No, Selina corrected herself, lucky Abby.


    Shed bet he was a darling at home. Those gentlemanly types were always rushing to open doors and carry in the shopping for you. Selina was unattached and had to drag her own shopping in from the car, mores the pity.


    For three-quarters of an hour, Tom and Abby didnt catch sight of each other. Abby charmed her way through several groups of people, aware that her husband would be perfectly happy on his own. Tom said that years of suffering through parent-teacher nights meant there was no social occasion on which he was stuck for words.


    It was nearly nine when Abby escaped from the final group, all of whom were nicely merry and already planning where theyd go next. She herself had stopped after one small glass of wine  it was her turn to drive home. She peered round the room and finally spotted Tom in a corner with two attractive young women. Twenty-somethings, dolled up in the high-street version of the designer suede skirt and cashmere knit that Abby was wearing.


    The three of them certainly seemed to be enjoying themselves and were laughing as though theyd found more to talk about than television ratings and tax breaks for production companies. The blonde was nearly as tall as Tom and, from Abbys viewpoint, she was definitely giving him the come-on, angling her skinny pelvis towards him, smiling, even flicking her hair coquettishly.


    Abby felt the mildest tinge of irritation. Not that she was worried about Tom  heavens no. Tom was quite genuinely immune to flirting. If offered a choice between a discussion on the intellectual concept of school league tables or a torrid session in bed with a supermodel, hed plump for the discussion. But that girl should know better. If she got any closer to Tom, shed be on top of him.


    Hello, Abby said breezily, and slipped an arm through her husbands. Ready to go yet?


    Oh, you cant go now, wailed the blonde, her pretty face assuming a child-like petulance. Were having such a nice time. Nobody ever explained things to me in school like Tom can. Hes telling us all about girls in harems like in that picture over there.


    Abby wondered who she was. Somebodys model girlfriend? A would-be TV star?


    My wife says we have to go and we have to go, Tom replied, giving the blonde a warm smile.


    Abbys irritation level ratcheted up another notch. Tom made it sound as if she was a martinet dragging him away from fun. All she needed was a rolling pin to hit him over the head and shed be perfectly in character.


    Dont let me tear you away, darling, she said, with heavy emphasis on the darling.


    Yes, stay a bit longer, begged the blonde leggy section of his audience. Just for another drink?


    Yes, do, said the other girl.


    Tom shot a glance at his wife. His weakness was a captive audience.


    Of course, stay, Abby said easily, her professional mask firmly in place. I have lots of people to talk to, anyhow. I just thought we should get home to Jess before too long. Our daughter, she explained politely to the blonde.


    Bright-faced, she surged back into the party and found Selina.


    Anyone else you want me to talk to? she asked.


    You look very flushed, Abby, said Selina in surprise. Are you all right?

    



    The journey home was silent. Abby, glad to have the diversion of driving, stared grimly at the road and told herself that she was overreacting. Tom had simply been polite. Selina had asked him to talk to the girls, hed explained.


    All hed been doing was enjoying a relaxing glass of wine after a long day, Abby thought. Nothing more. And it was probably nice to have people listen to him when he talked: he was always saying that the pupils in the boys school where he worked were so focused on exams that they only wanted to hear things they could use for the Junior or Leaving Certs.


    Im tired, he said, through a Grand Canyon of a yawn, without bothering to put his hand over his mouth. Those duty parties are always exhausting.


    Abbys anger resurfaced and she had to bite her lip so she wouldnt point out that he hadnt seemed in the least bit exhausted earlier. Mmm, was all she said.


    You all right? he asked.


    Ive got a headache. And that was more or less true, she thought. Irritation always gave her a headache because she clenched her jaw so tightly.


    Oh. With that, Tom leaned back against his headrest and closed his eyes. He could sleep anywhere.


    Abby gripped the steering wheel tightly and drove on into the night, thinking of all the smart remarks she should have made to put the blonde twenty-something bimbo in her box. If only Tom still gave her that kind of attention.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    The weekend whizzed past with the whole family resolutely doing their own things. Jess spent most of Saturday in her room revising, then Abby dropped her off at Stephs to get ready for their friends party. Abby had given permission for Jess to stay the night at Stephs, and she couldnt very well argue when Stephs mother phoned on Sunday to say the family were going out to lunch and theyd love to have Jess along.


    Tom was caught up in rehearsals for the school drama groups play all day Saturday and didnt get home until late. On Sunday, he told Abby hed have to spend the entire day marking homework, and he positioned himself at the kitchen table, his papers spread in front of him and a solemn look on his face. Feeling strangely abandoned, Abby retired to the living room with the papers and ended up dozing off in front of the television, only waking up later that evening when Jess slammed the front door.


    How was the party? Abby asked eagerly, coming into the hall to greet her.


    Jess shot her mother an irritated expression. Boring, she said. Well, it had been boring. There were guys there, ones Jess didnt know, but they hadnt shown the slightest interest in talking to her. Steph had been a huge hit, though, which made Jess feel even more humiliated. She and Steph had done everything together since they were five, and now Steph seemed to be effortlessly admitted to this wonderful grown-up club, while Jess was outside looking in, like a kid with her nose pressed up against the sweet-shop window. Still, there was no point telling her mother that. Abby wouldnt understand.


    Im going to my room, she said, and stomped upstairs, leaving her mother in the hallway feeling miserable.

    



    Monday rolled round and Abby woke up when Tom placed her morning cup of tea beside her alarm clock. It was his sole domestic gesture, but even after seventeen years he still did it.


    Its a quarter past seven, he said shortly.


    Comatose with sleep after a restless night, Abby groaned and thought about lying there for just five more minutes. But no, that would be fatal. She hauled herself up and took a sip of scalding hot tea. She preferred her liquids boiling and Tom was one of the few people who made tea the precise way she liked it. He was a morning person, and by the time Abby made it downstairs, hed have made his toast, perked coffee and read half the newspaper. Once Jess had made people laugh by saying the reason they had such a happy family life was because Mum was a lunchtime person, she was a nighttime person and with Tom on the alert from six a.m., the three of them never met up. She didnt say that any more.


    Abby took another sip of tea and reached for the television remote. She loved breakfast TV but knew it was as dangerous as having just an extra five minutes in bed. Each TV segment ended with a teaser for something far more interesting, and it was so easy to lie there and plan to get up when the bit about spring fashion was over. Or the bit about Cajun cooking or, oh look, holidays in Austria, thats interesting


    She hauled herself out of bed and shuffled into the bathroom to brush her teeth. A woolly-haired woman with puffy eyes, tired skin and a pale mouth that seemed to have disappeared into her face stared back at her. Without her make-up, her new copper streaks gave her the look of Bobo the clown.


    She badly needed a stint at Sallys salon.


    Both Jess and Tom looked surprised when Abby arrived downstairs twenty minutes later, fully made up and wearing one of her best jumpers, a caramel angora polo neck, over her jeans.


    I didnt think you had a job this morning, was Toms only comment as he buttered his final piece of toast.


    Abby shot him a glare but hed retreated behind his newspaper.


    Thought you said you were working from home today, Jess added.


    I am, said Abby, smiling at her daughter brightly. But thats no reason not to look good. Its too easy to sink into dressing sloppily around the house when youre working from home.


    She hauled out the blender and began rooting around in the freezer for fruit for a smoothie.


    Its stupid dressing up for home, a complete waste of time, said Tom absently, his eyes still on his newspaper.


    What if someone calls at the house? I dont want to look a mess, Abby replied.


    Why bother dressing up on the off chance that someone calls in? Tom asked. You always look OK.


    Abbys hand stopped reaching for the raspberries, her fingers as frozen as the fruit within her grasp. OK? She always looked OK? Why did that sentence have the ring of death about it? Why did Toms tone of voice mirror his professional one? Your sons work is fine, Mrs X, not thrilling but OK.


    Abby didnt want to look OK. She wanted to look bloody drop-dead gorgeous like that blonde bimbo who had been drooling over Tom at the Beech party. She wrenched a bag of raspberries out and slammed them on the worktop. Had her husband always been this insensitive or had it happened recently?


    When Tom and Jess were gone, Abby spent an hour tidying the house and putting on washing. Then she sat down at the big cream desk in her study and leafed through her appointments diary. She had two diaries now: the official one Katya, her assistant, kept, which was a large suede-bound book; and her own smaller, floral version, in which she scribbled notes to herself on things she had to do and remember, like what to take to tomorrows meeting at Beech with the new executive producer, a hotshot who would also be heading the companys new commissions division.


    Katya worked only two days a week when Abby wasnt busy and three when she was. As a young mother with two small children, this arrangement suited her. When Abby was filming, Katya could be on call to help her and deal with phone calls, fan letters and new commissions. When Abby wasnt filming, Katya could work from her own house and pick up Abbys calls.


    Today, Katya was at home while Abby was supposed to be working flat out on ideas for a talk at the Ideal House exhibition in three months time. But for once, Abbys lively mind failed her. Usually, she could go into anyones home and see instantly what they needed to do to sort themselves out. She had an unerring eye for the root of the problem. Only today, she wasnt in the mood. So she tried what she always did when she felt uninspired: opened up one of her notepads and wrote ideas on it with a pale blue pen.


    The creamy expanse of fresh paper normally invited creativity. Not today. Some doodling later, she gave up and flicked through a couple of recent copies of House Today, hoping for inspiration. In one magazine, there was a photoshoot of a television presenter called Candy, who worked on an afternoon chat show. Abby had met her once in Dublin and, innocently expecting some sort of camaraderie because they were both TV stars, had been startled to encounter frosty hauteur.
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