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Years earlier, in a different life …


In this ultra-chic golden-stoned corner of the Cotswolds, the whiff of scandal has never dared raise its sensational head. Until now.


When it explodes across the sunny bank-holiday weekend, it shatters the calm of the quaint, middle-class village, catches everyone unawares, and attracts an invasion of news-hungry media. In the stilled, hushed aftershock, almost everyone closes ranks and holds their silence. But nothing can prevent soft murmurs drifting out on the warm air, gathering substance and crystallising into vivid tabloid headlines:






Tragic Love Triangle Rocks Sleepy Upmarket Village


Student and Teacher Killed in Sex Scandal Tragedy








The accompanying photographs make a mockery of the sunshine spilling across leafy laneways and drenching silent tennis courts; there is the stark image of the crumpled car in the ditch, and the victims, Camille Berkeley, late thirties, beautiful and elegant, her photo reproduced from the university yearbook, and John, the young student, aged just twenty.


Later in the week, the tabloids carry the photo of the student’s distraught ex-girlfriend being supported by her friends as she lays flowers in the ditch. There is also the image of the tall, grief-stricken Mr Berkeley arriving at the mortuary. ‘The strikingly handsome widower is bearing the scandal with numb dignity,’ the caption says.


Other details gradually emerge, courtesy of a local who confirms in hushed tones that Mr Berkeley is Irish and a respected professor of classical history. Camille Berkeley, his deceased wife, was of Canadian origin and had been an equally revered lecturer in the faculty of modern languages. They had moved from Dublin some years ago with their two young daughters who, up to now, have led a quietly sheltered life, to take up posts at a nearby university.


Everyone agrees that it is a step too far when even the girls are caught on an invasive telescopic lens, being comforted by their aunt after the funeral service; the grainy photo shows eleven-year-old Emma, her face dipped and hidden by her long dark hair, and Alix, already tall and leggy for her seven years, showing signs of her mother’s classic beauty in spite of her bewildered face.


When the professor whisks his daughters straight back to Dublin, everyone agrees that it is a relief, although it is sad to see the beautiful, double-fronted house with the flower-filled gardens lying empty.


Life moves on. The house is sold. The seasons slide past, bringing brisk autumn breezes, the drifting snows of winter, a vibrant new spring. Already, a year has flown and it is another summer … More years pass, and when the village is developed, the network of roads is upgraded.


For those who still remember, it comes as some respite when the ditch is buried under tons of silencing asphalt so that not a trace remains. But in the hearts and souls of those who care, hazy images and sibilant whispers flutter like a distant pulse and echo faintly through the beat of their lives …




Chapter 1
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Present Day


On Friday morning it rained in Paris and Alix Berkeley pulled up the collar of her Valentino leather jacket as she sprinted along the narrow cobbled street in the 6th arrondissement. So much for her great idea of slipping out to the pâtisserie on the corner for fresh, melt-in-the-mouth croissants. She should have resisted the temptation because, whatever the poets said, early springtime in the City of Light could be wet and cold. She tucked her cashmere scarf around her creamy neck, and although her long, jeans-clad legs were snug in knee-high Gucci riding boots, she veered towards the kerb to avoid a puddle, just as a careless driver sent a sheet of rainwater sloshing over the pavement.


Well done, Alix. She laughed to herself.


She was glad to reach her apartment building and, ignoring the rain-bejewelled handrail, took the steps up to the entrance two at a time, fishing in the pocket of her jeans for her security key so that she had it ready as she approached the oak hall door. She took the lift as far as the third floor and marched up the rest of the stairs, feeling virtuous – you couldn’t beat stairs for countering the effects of a calorific breakfast. She had just reached the luxurious sanctuary of her sixth-floor apartment in the renovated nineteenth-century building when her mobile rang. ‘Hi, Fiona, you’re up early,’ she said, checking the caller ID. She strode down the hall, inhaling the fragrance of the freesias arranged in the Venetian vase, and dropped the bag of croissants on the glass-topped table in the kitchen.


‘Bonjour, Alix, so are you. I thought I’d get you before you became caught up in the day. You’re back from Milan?’


Alix unwound her scarf with one hand, shrugged out of her jacket, and went to hang them up in the hall cupboard. She ran her fingers through her short, rain-drizzled hair. ‘I flew back yesterday evening,’ she said as, mobile in hand, she walked into the living room.


‘All partied out, I trust?’


‘Not exactly,’ Alix said. With her free hand she plumped up the silk cushions, picked up a stray magazine and dumped it in the magazine bin. She sank down on the long cream sofa, unzipped her boots and pulled them off. Her legs were warm in stripy woollen socks so she stretched them out across the Spanish rug and wiggled her freed-up toes. ‘I went to an after-show event on Wednesday night in some palazzo or other and tried not to guzzle too much champagne because it was frantic behind the scenes,’ she went on. ‘Both days were early starts. Then one of the labels pulled out at the last minute. Naturally, some of the models were very upset, and I had to mop their tears.’


‘C’est la vie. I can just imagine the bedlam.’


‘Bedlam?’ Alix said wryly. ‘It was carnage. Then we were all struggling for space in front of the mirrors, and for the first time in my career I didn’t think I’d have the energy to see it through to the after-show party. I was relieved I was only booked for two days as I’ll need all my energy for Paris Fashion Week.’


‘Alix! What’s this I’m hearing? Where’s your va-va-voom?’


‘Also,’ Alix continued in a self-deprecating tone, ‘I don’t know if it’s just me, but the catwalk models seem to be getting younger and thinner these days.’


‘It’s not just you, and the same could be said about some of the A-listers sitting outside in the best seats. So, you’re resting today?’ Fiona said, teasing, fully aware that her friend scarcely ever had a day to herself.


‘How did you guess? For about ten minutes. I’ve a meeting with Henri this morning to discuss the theme for the launch of Alix B and a lingerie shoot at twelve o’clock. The model’s a new kid on the block, ravishingly beautiful, but nervous as hell.’


‘And Paris’s best make-up artist will have her looking exotic and breathtakingly sensual – she’ll hardly recognise herself. You’re so warm and comfortable that you put them all at ease.’


‘It’s just part of the job,’ Alix demurred.


‘Tut-tut. Don’t short-change yourself. Not all make-up artists would say the same. I can’t wait to try out your new cosmetics range. It’s all so exciting.’


‘I’ve already told you that you can have samples any time.’


‘No thanks, darling, I’m waiting until the official launch of Alix B. I’ll be first in the queue to buy the entire range and I’ll make sure the paparazzi get a good shot of me endorsing it. This launch will really boost your career, not that it needs a boost. Have you agreed the date?’ Fiona asked.


‘Yes, it’s all happening at the end of May.’


‘Wow. That’s just weeks away.’


‘Nine, just about. It’ll fly in. Everything’s on course, thankfully. I don’t think I fully appreciated just how much was involved in all of this – the whole production seems to have snowballed beyond my control and some of the planned promotions are a little over the top.’


‘This is Paris, my dear. Forget the credit crunch. Ignore la crise. Everything has to be bigger and better, glossier and more extravagant. Your cosmetics brand is going to be huge, mark my words. Alix B at Aurélie will really put your name up in mega-watts!’


At her friend’s words, Alix felt an unexpected stab of anxiety in the pit of her stomach. It temporarily silenced her. Did she really want her name up in lights? After all, it hadn’t exactly been part of her life plan, had it? How had she allowed this to happen?


‘Alix? I hope you’re all set for the weekend?’ Fiona asked.


‘Oui, I am indeed all set, but not yet packed,’ Alix was glad to change the subject. She made a mental note of what she needed to put into a case for Gstaad: Lainey Keogh knits and leather jeans, her warmest lingerie, and faux-fur-trimmed boots. ‘I’m really looking forward to it – it’s been a hectic few weeks. Who’s going, by the way?’


‘The usual gang – you, me, Dave, Sophie, Yvette, perhaps Marc …’


‘So you want me to act as referee?’ It was well known among Alix’s Parisian mates that Marc was in love with Sophie but she didn’t return his fervour. Sometimes when they all got together, a strategic plan was required to ensure they weren’t left alone – Alix often played the role of gooseberry.


‘No, I don’t,’ Fiona said stoutly. ‘And to show that I don’t expect you to chaperone, I’m reminding you that your invitation also extends to any friend you might like to bring.’


There was a note of curiosity in her friend’s voice that Alix swiftly deflected. ‘There’s safety in numbers, is that it? No, thanks.’


‘I’ve confirmed the flight schedule and we’re all meeting in the executive lounge at five o’clock this evening. I’m looking forward to a catch-up,’ Fiona said, ‘It’s a while since we all got together and we’ll have some craic.’


‘Sure thing, can’t wait to see you guys as well. Bye for now.’


When she had finished the call, Alix sat silently for a few moments. Then she rose to her feet and looked at her reflection in the Louis XIV gilt mirror over the mantelpiece. Alix B at Aurélie. Although a niggle of anxiety persisted, her light green eyes were clear. And that’s precisely how it should be, she thought, padding into the kitchen in her stockinged feet.


For someone who had landed in Paris scarcely knowing where she was going, it seemed she was finally about to arrive. And she was beginning to think it was all very scary stuff indeed.




Chapter 2
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Alix had first met Fiona and Dave thirteen years ago when she moved to Paris to take up a position as a junior make-up assistant in a busy hair and beauty salon. They had been trainee hairstylists serving rigorous apprenticeships, and the three were drawn together by the solidarity of their lowly positions as well as their Irish roots – Alix arriving into Paris from Dublin via London, Dave and Fiona hailing from Cork.


On Alix’s first morning, they had shared a coffee break in a tiny cubby-hole, Alix delighted to chat to the bubbly redheaded Fiona and her boyfriend.


‘Dave and I are learning the ropes from the ground up as we’re going to have our own exclusive business and make a name for ourselves,’ Fiona said.


‘And where better than Paris?’ Dave put in.


‘We feel it’s the true heartbeat of fashion and style,’ Fiona smiled.


‘My aim is to help women be who they want to be,’ Alix explained, sipping strong coffee, her initial nervousness easing thanks to Fiona’s warm manner. ‘I suppose you could say it’s my passion. I want to help women improve their self-image because it can boost the way they feel about themselves.’


Even though Alix felt herself relaxing in the camaraderie of the tiny canteen, she wasn’t entirely honest. It was impossible to explain that it had worked for her: changing the way she looked had helped her to break with the past and the shadow of her mother. She glossed over her background, telling them she’d left Dublin at the age of twenty-two, had trained in London with Estée Lauder, then, at twenty-four, had decided to move to Paris. Neither did she confide that she’d needed to make a fresh start when she began to find London too claustrophobic. ‘I suppose for me, given my passion, moving to Paris where there’s plenty of work seemed the obvious step,’ she explained.


‘Here’s to our brilliant futures,’ Fiona said.


Alix wasn’t seeking fame or fortune, but she’d been swept up in the slipstream of Dave and Fiona’s enthusiasm. They’d become good friends, supporting each other in their dreams. Now, thirteen years on, without quite knowing how she’d got there or why – never mind acknowledging that the years had simply flown – Alix was thirty-seven and, with hard work, patience and professionalism, plus a talent for creating magic with her fingers and brushes, had made a name for herself. Along the way she’d learned to speak French like a native. Even more importantly, she’d discovered that her craft was less about putting on make-up to enable women to appear completely altered than with bringing out their inner beauty and dramatising their best features to give them an inner confidence. Now she was a freelance make-up artist with a high-profile client list and a fiercely loyal agent, commanding eye-watering fees to transform her models into exotic, radiant creatures. Her work had graced countless catwalks and magazine covers, and one of Paris’s top fashion photographers wouldn’t shoot without her. When she looked back, she scarcely recognised the vulnerable, insecure twenty-four-year-old she’d been when she arrived in the capital of fashion and beauty.


In the early years of her career, she’d brushed aside remarks that she was working on the wrong side of the camera, with her cropped jet-black hair and high cheekbones, her light green eyes framed with thick dark lashes, and skin as pale as delicate ivory. ‘Apart from the looks, you have the height, the exquisite bone structure and the effortless grace. You could be a runway queen yourself,’ she’d been told several times, but she’d always laughed it off.


‘I couldn’t stick that kind of existence,’ she’d said to Fiona. ‘Your shelf life is depressingly short, unless you’re one of the extremely lucky ones. Thin and thinner is mandatory. Could you see me critically examining every mouthful of food before it passed my lips?’


‘And that’s just for starters,’ Fiona had said. ‘We won’t mention the stressful lifestyle or size-zero debate.’


In any case, Alix had thought, the last thing she wanted was to be on the other side of the camera lens. She’d been there before. She’d smiled and laughed, postured and posed, but those days were long gone and, thankfully, only existed in her memory as a faint film reel.


Dave and Fiona had now realised their dreams and ran their own celebrity hair salon with an ultra-chic address off the Champs-Élysées, where appointments were booked months in advance. Although success hadn’t changed them, they enjoyed living life to the full and all the luxuries and fun that came with their affluent lifestyle. Today Fiona had arranged for a private jet to fly a group of friends to Gstaad that evening for a weekend house party in an Alpine chalet to celebrate her and Dave’s third wedding anniversary.


‘It’ll be all very relaxing, log fires, music, a weekend of Michelinstar food, courtesy of our chef,’ Fiona had promised when she’d first invited Alix.


‘Gallons of chilled Krug?’


‘Of course. Shopping too, if you want it. And some skiing.’ ‘If we have any energy left for it,’ Alix had laughed.


Now, as Alix took a blue stoneware mug out of the press and prepared some coffee, she was delighted at the prospect of a cosy, relaxing weekend tucked up amid sparkling white snow. She switched on the grill and popped the croissants under the heat, poured the coffee and sat at the table beside the window. She reminded herself that even though she’d be joining her friends as a singleton, she had it all, and more.


Her luxury apartment on the top floor of the nineteenth-century building in the charming and arty 6th arrondissement was a far cry from the narrow atelier she’d rented when she’d first arrived in Paris. A mixture of classical elegance and homely, Bohemian grace, it was decorated in calm tones of cream and white, with pools of colour supplied by Spanish rugs, ceramic pottery and her growing art collection. She’d come across it by accident and she’d fallen in love with the high ceilings, delightfully exposed beams, terrazzo tiled floors and, most of all, the sunlight that flooded in through the long, elegant windows, which afforded her uplifting and romantic views of the rooftops of St Germain. She had a cleaner who came in twice a week, but unlike her sister Emma’s lazy Leticia, Monique was scarily efficient.


As well as assignments in Paris, her career sent her jetting off to other glamorous locations, and whether it was a catwalk event in Milan, a shoot in St Tropez or an exclusive consultation, between preparing clients for fashion shows or weddings, film festivals or cover shoots, she was privy to the secrets of some of the world’s most beautiful supermodels and celebrities. After all, you didn’t spend time carefully painting a flawless image on someone’s face without picking up on their feelings and hearing some of their hopes and dreams.


Alix listened with empathy to the million and one insecurities that were divulged to her, and she had long ago discovered that beneath the luminous skin, whether they were superstars or the latest hot discovery, everyone was the same: they all craved love and affection and a measure of approval. Except her, Alix swiftly reminded herself as she savoured the last flakes of her croissant. This thought cheered her considerably. She didn’t need anybody’s love or approval. Which was just as well, considering that, deep down, she didn’t approve of herself a lot of the time.


She finished her coffee and rinsed the mug. Then she went into the bedroom and tugged the soft white duvet off the bed. There was no evidence of Laurent. No indent on the pillow or resonance of his scent. He’d slipped away before daybreak, as unobtrusively as he had arrived, having sated them both with a night of vigorous sex. There was no question of him joining her and her friends for the weekend. He was like a ghost in her life, there but not there, obscure, distant, slipping in and out on the shadowy periphery of her nights, giving her his full-on, undivided attention when he joined her in bed.


And that was the way she liked it.


Alix smoothed on clean scented linen, plumped up the pillows and scattered them across the huge bed. She filled the laundry basket with the dirty bedclothes and left it ready for Monique, who’d be coming in on Monday. Her Parisian friends had an idea that she had someone in the background of her life, but Fiona and Emma were the only people to whom Alix had confided the nature of her relationship with Laurent. She had anticipated her sister’s concern, but was unable to pretend to Emma that she was celibate.


‘What about marriage? And children?’ Emma had asked, her voice full of misgivings, on one of her visits to Paris. ‘Surely you want them.’ They were relaxing over a boozy lunch, sitting outside a small brasserie on a quaint side-street where the autumnal trees were turning gold and crimson.


Alix stretched out her long legs, tipped her head back and looked up at the oblong of perfect blue sky above. She felt a refreshing breeze ripple through her hair and slowly let out her breath. ‘No, thanks,’ she said. ‘I’m quite happy like this.’


‘I can’t help thinking you’re leaving yourself wide open to hurt.’


‘Relax, hon, I’m able to take care of myself.’


‘You might change your mind in a couple of years’ time.’


‘Not when I love my independence and have a career that keeps me busy.’


‘I suppose you’re too caught up right now, living the glitzy high life,’ Emma said, ‘but that mightn’t fulfil you for ever.’


‘It’s not all glamour and glitz. It can be tough, very demanding and back-breakingly tiring. Sometimes you feel as though your arm is about to fall off from constant touching up, and other times you need the patience of a saint. Then there’s the occasional four in the morning call time. But I wouldn’t swap it for anything.’


Two years later, she felt the same.


She hadn’t seen Emma since a brief Christmas visit to Dublin, but once upon a time they been very close, closer than two sisters would normally be on account of their mother’s tragic death. Big sister Emma had comforted Alix in the night and wiped away her tears. Together they had stepped around the grey-faced pain of their father and learned to live with their own. Alix caught her breath and, for a long, charged moment, she was back in that frightening place, longing for the scent of her mother and the sound of her laughter, the feel of her arms around her and her warm, cuddly kisses. All gone for ever, the sense of loss made more acute by the pain of betrayal.


Adulthood had sent her and Emma spinning off in different directions. Although Emma had married Oliver ridiculously young at nineteen, she was still married twenty-two years later. Alix was in no doubt that love and family loyalty, steadfast and enduring, were central to Emma and ran like an invisible seam through everything she did, binding it all together.


‘You run after your family far too much,’ Alix sometimes chided her, whereupon Emma usually laughed.


‘It’s what you do when you’re a mum.’


‘Not necessarily,’ Alix had once said quietly.


‘Don’t even go there,’ Emma had replied, so firmly that Alix never did again.


Alix went in search of her boots and prepared for her meeting with Henri and the midday shoot, swiftly dismissing another stab of foreboding. She checked the wheelie-case that contained her portable make-up kit. In it, the cosmetics were separated into clear Ziploc bags for speed and convenience, and now, from her store of supplies, she topped up eyeshadows and lip-glosses. Her kit was always kept spotless, likewise her large collection of brushes and sponges, which she scrupulously cleaned after every use.


Alix reminded herself to phone Emma before she left for Gstaad and tell her she’d be away for the weekend. She shoved her Mulberry planner and her mobile into her tote bag, pulled on her jacket and scarf, and drew on the slimmest of soft leather driving gloves. Ten minutes later, she was expertly nosing her red Audi TT onto rain-washed Paris streets.




Chapter 3
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If she’d stayed in bed that morning …


If she’d cuddled up for a few more minutes, instead of rising from the warmth of the bed to fly down the wide staircase to the marbled hallway where her husband and daughter were leaving for work, bubbles of anticipation almost choking her …


Afterwards, when she wanted to turn back time, Emma Colgan closed her eyes and went back to that Friday morning, hoping for more than a snatched kiss from her husband.


‘We’re off, love,’ Oliver said. He flung on his overcoat and tossed a silk scarf around his neck as he walked up the hall. He picked up his black leather briefcase and scooped up the keys of his BMW.


‘Yeah, see ya, Mum.’ Libby, her blonde and beautiful daughter, followed in his wake, fastening the belt of her Karen Millen coat with the swift, graceful movements that hallmarked her every gesture. She adjusted the collar, carefully shaking out her silky hair, pulled on cream woollen gloves and picked up her Kelly bag.


Emma clutched the mahogany banister as the fizz of anticipation soured. It might have been another ordinary morning. They were so intent on the important business of getting into their Dublin city centre offices before the critical seven-thirty a.m. deadline that they’d forgotten it was a special day for her. ‘Wait a minute,’ she said, a little breathless.


In perfect unison, father and daughter halted, swivelled around and frowned at this interruption to their strictly timed schedule.


‘What’s up?’ Oliver asked, with barely concealed impatience.


‘I know you’re in a hurry to catch up with overnight emails from the States …’ Emma began, paraphrasing Oliver’s own words.


‘And talk to the Far East before they leave for the evening,’ he reminded her. He made it sound as though whatever was left of the global investment sector would crunch to a total halt if he wasn’t personally directing operations from his enormous walnut desk with the Waterford Crystal paperweights.


‘Same here,’ Libby said breezily. Fresh from college, and possessing her father’s keen analytical brain and trail-blazing ambition, Emma’s beautiful daughter was equally passionate about getting to her desk in her prestigious corporate investment office ahead of the rest of her colleagues. Sometimes their combined energy left Emma feeling at a loss. At others, especially lately, she found herself wishing that Oliver would look at her with the same laser-beam attentiveness he bestowed on the

Financial Times. That was one of the reasons why she wanted this promotion so badly.


‘Have you both forgotten?’ she asked, wrapping her arms around her slender, négligée-clad body, her voice a little sharper than she’d intended.


Oliver and Libby exchanged a puzzled, conspiratorial glance. It usually heartened Emma that they both looked alike, with intelligent navy blue eyes and resolute mouths. This morning, however, she felt excluded by their shared bafflement.


‘Forgotten what?’ Oliver’s dark brows drew together, deepening his frown. He snatched a glance at his watch and rattled his car keys impatiently.


For a surreal moment Emma thought her husband looked distant and forbidding, already in decisive work mode. She blinked hard and told herself it was just the way he was silhouetted against the leaded glass pane of the hall door. ‘The results. They’ll be out today,’ Emma said, disgusted that her voice felt tight. ‘The promotion interview?’ she prompted when their faces remained blank.


Oliver looked relieved, as though it wasn’t, after all, a matter of national importance that might impact on his inflexible schedule. ‘Ah, yes, of course.’ He smiled indulgently at his wife. ‘Sure you’ll get the job, darling. I bet it’s only a formality. Let me know, won’t you? Send me a text.’ He blew her an absentminded kiss and opened the door, causing a draught of cold air to ripple up the hall.


‘Yes, Mum, me too – and the best of luck,’ Libby called over her shoulder, her blonde hair swirling as she hurriedly followed her father across the threshold.


She couldn’t blame them for their haste, Emma told herself, biting back disappointment. She knew their schedule off by heart. They had to be in the car by six forty-five to ensure that they reached Oliver’s reserved space in Dublin’s financial services centre by seven twenty. This gave them just enough time to grab their second caffeine fix of the day as they headed for the cut and thrust of their adjacent steel-and-glass monoliths. Unlike her. She had ample time to get ready for her day in the far less exciting ambience of Marshalls Marketing.


Despite the chill of the pearly grey morning, Emma lingered in the doorway. Their detached red-brick house on Laburnum Grove in the suburbs of south Dublin was situated at the end of an avenue and surrounded by landscaped gardens. This morning a faint, cobwebby moon drifted benignly in the lightening sky and the first of the tulips were bravely poking their delicate plumes above the soil in the dew-damp flowerbeds. She sniffed the sharp, clear air, listened to the early-morning birdsong, and reminded herself that today was the first day of the rest of her life. Correction: the first day of the new and improved Emma Colgan’s life.


Her husband was far too rushed to stop and look at the morning scenery. The engine thrummed in the still morning air as he reversed rather too speedily out of the garage and down the gravel driveway. He skidded out into the avenue, timing his exit through the widening gap in the wooden electronic gates with military precision. He missed the neighbour’s pedigree cat by millimetres, causing it to squeal in protest as it scarpered to safety. Oliver beeped the horn just once, and Emma saw the blur of Libby’s hand waving regally before the car shot away, whisking the indispensable ones off to their vital roles. She shut the heavy mahogany door and leaned against it for a couple of minutes. The black and white hallway seemed so empty now all the crackling energy had been sucked out.




Chapter 4
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Charlie was still in bed.


‘Hey, Charlie!’ Emma went back up the thickly carpeted staircase and knocked on his door. She opened it a fraction, sending a shaft of light into the room. In the semi-darkness, the enormous Metallica poster seemed menacing and surreal. God. She was definitely on edge this morning.


‘Thanks, Mum,’ Charlie muttered thickly, sounding cross and sleepy. ‘I thought I told you not to disturb me.’ There was the sound of protesting bed-springs as he turned over.


‘What about college?’


‘What day is it?’ Now Charlie sounded more awake, suspicion and dismay evident in his voice.


‘It’s Friday.’


‘Shite. Thought it was Saturday.’


He scrabbled out of bed and Emma swiftly closed the door. He’d also forgotten that it was the day she was expecting to be offered promotion after serving her time in the background at Marshalls Marketing.


As Charlie crashed around in the bathroom, Emma went down to the kitchen and refilled the cafetière. She opened the door of the cavernous refrigerator that the kids had insisted they needed and poured some juice. Then, even though it was Leticia’s morning to come in and clean, she automatically swept up toast crumbs left by Oliver and Libby and tossed their buttery knives, along with their coffee mugs, into the dishwasher. She raised the kitchen blind and glanced out into the landscaped garden, wishing the peace outside would magically wrap itself around her and insulate her from her family’s heedlessness.


Charlie loped into the kitchen and rummaged in the fridge. ‘Hey, what happened to the blueberry yoghurts?’ he grumbled. He pulled out a strawberry mousse and ripped away the lid. ‘Are you getting the shopping tonight?’ he asked. He licked the foil and dumped it in the bin.


‘You’ve eaten them all and, yes, I’m ordering the groceries.’


‘I’m going to a party tonight. I might stay over,’ he mumbled.


‘Let me know, won’t you?’ Emma said, but she was talking to his retreating back. She heard him take the stairs two at a time.


She sipped her juice and told herself her family weren’t purposely selfish. Right now, Charlie’s main concerns were his social life, his part-time job and the trials of his engineering course. And the glorified world of Marshalls’s latest teabag campaign didn’t even rate on the scale when compared to the ruthless battlefield of gilt-edged mergers, demergers and acquisitions in which Oliver demonstrated considerable talent, or the challenging multimillion-dollar portfolios that Libby fearlessly managed. Although, according to Oliver, Emma wasn’t supposed to want a career outside the rarefied atmosphere of Laburnum Grove.


‘What are you trying to prove?’ he’d asked when she told him she was accepting a job in Marshalls after Charlie had turned fourteen. ‘It’s not as if we need the money.’


‘I’m thirty-five years of age. I’m not just a trophy wife. I want to be able to tell my mouse from my megabyte,’ she’d explained, feeling on the defensive. She found it difficult to articulate that, having spent years immersed in domestic trivia, she felt left behind by her successful husband and bright, clever family. Neither did she have the benefit of a university education like them, thanks to the spectacular way she’d dropped out and abandoned her studies. Now she badly felt the need to affirm her own self-worth, something elemental that a kitchen full of stainless steel, sandblasted glass and Neff couldn’t provide.


‘I suppose … so long as it’s not too demanding on you,’ Oliver had compromised.


‘You mean so long as it doesn’t interfere with the smooth running of the house.’


‘Did I say that?’ He’d fixed her with a wounded look.


‘Don’t worry, I’ll be getting someone in to help out a couple of mornings.’


‘Good. Look, Emma, it’s just that I don’t want you running frazzled by the end of the week.’


Now, six years after she’d started at Marshalls, Emma was ready for more satisfaction and more of a challenge. Leticia came in for three hours on Tuesdays and Fridays. At twenty-five, the Filipina was petite and slim, pretty rather than beautiful, and full of a bashful charm. She’d taken over the job from her aunt Marissa four months previously and wasn’t the best cleaner in the world by any stretch of the imagination, but she was so pleasant about cleaning Emma’s house that Emma found it difficult to fault her.


She went back upstairs to her bathroom, slid out of her négligée and stepped under the power shower. As the refreshing spray and her favourite l’Occitane crème flowed down her body, she tried and failed to remember the last time Oliver’s hands had massaged her breasts with the same focus they devoted to the keys of his laptop in the evenings. Once upon a time, he couldn’t get enough of her. Now their lovemaking was far less frequent and more and more routine. It was natural, though, that the passion of those early years would slowly abate. Or was it?


She switched off the shower, stepped out and wrapped herself in a thick Viennese bath sheet. She reminded herself that, on the outside, she had everything she could wish for. A beautiful home, a great husband – when he wasn’t too absorbed in his career – and two fabulous, confident adult children. Yet since she’d passed her milestone fortieth birthday, and as Oliver had become even more distant and driven, there was no denying that she had undergone some quiet metamorphosis. She was becoming increasingly disenchanted with her life. She felt instinctively that there had to be more to Emma Colgan and knew that some of the reasons for her dissatisfaction and need for a fresh challenge lay in the fact that she’d spent her twenties and early thirties ferrying Libby to ballet classes and swimming, Charlie to football, and supporting Oliver in his race to the top. Then she’d accepted a rather mundane job and stayed there, telling herself she was putting career progression on hold until her family were independent.


Surely, now, that time had arrived.


Emma wasn’t fooling herself. ‘I know I’ll never have the distinction of the corner office, company car or expense account like you,’ she’d said to Oliver the night before the promotion interview. ‘And I’d never relish the perils of wealth management like Libby, God forbid, but promotion in Marshalls would give me a sense of personal achievement.’


‘I don’t know why you’re putting yourself through this,’ he’d said, glancing surreptitiously at his iPhone. ‘I thought you’d have had enough of Marshalls by now …’ He must have noticed the way her face dropped for he leaned forward and pecked her cheek. ‘Anyhow, darling, the best of luck,’ he’d said.


It was the ‘darling’ that did it: it made her feel as though Oliver was being overly indulgent with his favourite pet instead of supporting his equal. Emma blow-dried her straight, chin-length dark hair and put on her make-up in the way her sister had advised: a light foundation with a dewy finish to lend a glow to her sallow skin, a dash of creamy blush on her high cheekbones, a blend of taupe eyeshadow, smudged for effect to emphasise her almond-shaped soft blue eyes, ceramide mascara and, finally, tinted lip balm in a subtle shimmer.


Once upon a time, Emma had thought that Alix was going to follow in her footsteps and settle down with her childhood sweetheart and fiancé, Tom Cassidy. Then, quite suddenly, he had called off the engagement. After a cry on Emma’s shoulder, Alix had picked herself up, left the past behind and never looked back. Now she was free and single and counted celebrity stylists and several supermodels in her circle of friends and acquaintances. She also had a secret lover, of whom Emma outwardly disapproved, yet secretly envied, who delivered clandestine, satisfying and raunchy sex on demand. Alix was always happy and fulfilled, and her life full of glamour and excitement. Sometimes when Emma was ordering groceries online, or she found herself emptying the dishwasher because Leticia had conveniently forgotten, she pictured her sister glugging champagne, jetting off to exclusive appointments and extravagant parties, or whipping around graceful Paris boulevards in her bright red car. On those occasions, a shaft of envy twisted Emma’s stomach but she never hinted at it in front of Alix, for it was ingrained in her to keep up a pretence of happy-ever-after with her sister.


Look after Alix for me …


Emma heard her mother’s voice as though it was yesterday. She felt a momentary dizziness and her cream and gold bedroom with the Limoges lace coverlet and curtains swam out of focus. She took a deep breath. Almost thirty years later, the elusive memory still had the power to transfix her. And that was all it was, she told herself. An ethereal memory, an age-old whisper in her soul that was meaningless, for she had long ago turned her back on her ghosts, along with her mother’s betrayal.


Emma stepped back and studied her reflection lifting her chin purposefully. She wanted this promotion because it would give her much-needed validation. And her husband and children would see her in a new light. A more dynamic, sexy, successful light.


Although Oliver was proud of her, Emma conceded as she went downstairs. At corporate dinner parties and cocktail soirées, he’d smilingly introduce her as his successful wife, making it sound as though she single-handedly administered the majority of Marshalls’s major accounts. She usually smiled bashfully, but in rooms buzzing with affluence and status, she felt like an impostor and never attempted to explain that her authority stopped at the supervision of the accounts team – accounts, as in payroll, debtors and creditors.


But all that would surely change, when the new appointee to the plum job of Marshalls’s assistant accounts manager was announced.




Chapter 5
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‘Do you think Mum will get the promotion?’ Libby asked.


They had listened to the seven o’clock news and sport, the weather forecast and traffic report in companionable silence. The morning rush was just starting to build up and the grey sky was brightening, with a glimmer of pale pink sunrise, as her father swung over the canal at Leeson Street, bang on schedule. Libby flipped down the passenger-seat visor and checked her reflection in the lighted mirror. She rummaged in her bag for her lipstick, and while they idled at traffic-lights, she curved the lustrous pink in a glossy bow across her lips. It was brilliant having a Paris-based make-up artist for an aunt – Alix generously showered Libby with an avalanche of freebies and designer goodies, including the Kelly bag, which had been under the tree the previous Christmas.


Her dad waited until the lights changed before he answered. ‘I dunno, Libby,’ he said, accelerating forward. ‘She didn’t seem all that pushed about it. I hardly even remember her doing the interview.’


‘Dad!’


‘Although I sort of recall something … one evening recently …’


‘You sort of recall?’


Her father took his eyes off the road long enough to throw her a defensive look. ‘Well, you know your mother – she never makes that much of a fuss.’


‘You mean you were too busy and she didn’t want to bother you.’


Her father sighed. ‘You’re probably right, Libby, as usual.’


Libby nodded. There were times when her father was far too wrapped up in his own career. ‘I am right. I hope she’s not in for a big disappointment. I’d hate her to feel let down. You know how soft Mum is …’


‘It would scarcely be the end of the world. We are talking about Marshalls, aren’t we?’


Her dad could have been discussing a merger instead of his wife, Libby fleetingly thought. But that was only because he was psyched up for the office. He was immaculately groomed as usual, and she knew from his air of concentration that, beyond being mindful of the traffic, he was mentally gearing up for the challenges of a busy day. Sometimes he had to streamline budgets, introduce cost-cutting measures and even have the balls to fire people – Libby knew she’d hate that. ‘I suppose it’s not as if there are megabucks involved,’ she partly agreed with her father. Then she said, ‘You don’t really like Mum working, do you?’


‘Not particularly. I thought I was sparing her all the extra hassle it brings. I assumed she was happy running our home and being involved with, well, women’s stuff … lunches and that …’


‘Dad! That went out with the Ark. You get involved in “women’s stuff” when you retire, and you pay someone to clean and housekeep while you’re doing more interesting work.’


‘Too many good things went out with the Ark, if you ask me. And do you think Marshalls is all that interesting?’


In answer, Libby pulled a face. Immediately she felt a pang of disloyalty towards her mother.


‘There’s something about Leticia I really don’t like,’ her father continued, ‘apart from the fact that your mother feels the ridiculous compulsion to tidy the house before she arrives.’


‘Leticia’s okay. At least she keeps her hands off my clothes.’


‘See? What kind of a cleaner is she?’


‘The best kind. She’s friendly and happy and I think she fancies Charlie.’


Her father cut the corner at the top of Harcourt Street rather too sharply. ‘How do you know? No, don’t bother to answer that or I’ll get into a bad humour. Christ. What’s the latest on the Hang Seng?’


Libby took out her iPhone and duly reported her findings as her father turned into St Stephen’s Green. Twenty minutes later she was saying goodbye to him and marching through the plate-glass entrance of her office foyer, clutching a take-out latte.


She loved coming into work in the mornings with her father: as well as being chauffeured by him in luxurious leather comfort, she enjoyed their special time together at the beginning of the day and the chance to connect with him. Although, on the subject of work, she was with her mum. It was hard to believe that her father – at forty-six, he was younger than most of her mates’ dads and oozed brains – could be so old-fashioned in his thinking. He was highly principled but, without doubt, he was a hunter-gatherer and an out-and-out alpha male when it came to her mum.


Now Libby felt disloyal towards him so she banished the thought.


She came out of the lift on the fourth floor and walked down the corridor to the wide, open-plan office with the plate-glass windows that looked out onto Dublin’s financial hub. All was quiet. Banks of desks and terminals were grouped together in teams extending across the length of the floor and silently waiting for the working contingent to arrive. Soon, they would start to fill, and in thirty minutes’ time the office would be a hive of frenzied activity. Another thing Libby liked about coming to work with her father was arriving into the office ahead of everyone else. It made her feel on top of things before the mad scramble of the day got under way.


She’d never admit it to a living soul, but this quiet time in the morning was often the only time she felt on top of things.


She went over to the window and stared out at the expanse of sky where dawn was finally breaking and the colours of the morning – rose, gold and blush pink – were exploding along the underside of soft, billowy clouds and unfurling across swathes of pale blue sky. It was so beautiful that it made her feel like crying. In that moment, she had the inspiring thought that the world was a magnificent place and she would find wings that would somehow lift her up and help her to reach whatever she truly wanted. Her heart jolted and she was filled with a sudden urge to re-create it all on canvas.


Libby let out her breath and called a halt to her fanciful daydreaming. She’d made her choice when she’d applied for a three-year degree course in economics and finance, deeming it far more practical and ambitious than pursuing a favourite hobby – a hobby that had been pushed to one side with the demands of her course, and now her career and busy social life. In a couple of months’ time she’d be twenty-two. By the time she was thirty, the economy would have picked up again and she’d be running her own company.


Libby turned from the window and sat down at her desk. For all her airy talk, all her false, cheery confidence in front of her parents, she hated switching on her computer. Sometimes she even felt a wave of nausea as she logged on and opened her accounts for fear of what she might find. A gigantic mistake. Millions wiped off someone’s equity. A firm gone bust because Libby Colgan had pressed the wrong button, even though she’d spent ages agonising over the keyboard in a hot sweat before she’d actually depressed the key. Most of the time it was just her imagination going haywire because, naturally enough, she’d been competently trained, there was a limit to her level of authority and there were fail-safe procedures in place to prevent that kind of thing happening.


She’d get used to it, she told herself. She just had to. She owed it to her dad.


‘Stealing a march on everyone?’ Tanya Wilson said, raising her eyebrows as she strode by Libby’s desk.


‘Gosh, Tanya, is it that time already?’ Libby faked nonchalance.


Tanya’s blue eyes gleamed at her through her glasses. ‘You don’t impress me, Libby, and you’ve a lot to learn if you think you’re impressing the powers-that-be.’


There was no mistaking the malice in her tone, and Libby pulled a face as Tanya stalked across the room to her desk. When she’d started in Boyd Samuel Investments the previous autumn she’d had to contend with a fair amount of envy. Thanks to the downturn in the economy, she’d been the only graduate appointed to the firm that year, and it had been falsely whispered that she’d only been taken on because her father had influence with the CEO. Since then all of her colleagues had thawed, with the exception of Tanya, the bane of her life, and, she suspected, the person who had spread the rumour in the first place. Tanya’s sister had graduated at the same time as Libby but she’d had to go to Hong Kong in her search for work.


One thing Libby loved was flaunting her exclusive designer accessories, all courtesy of Alix, in front of Tanya. From make-up to perfume to a chic little purse, she made sure to have it on display whenever she encountered Tanya in the ladies’ room. Tanya’s reaction was balm to her soul. Best of all, the morning Libby had brought her Kelly bag into work, treating it with a casual disdain, Tanya’s eyes had almost popped out of her head and she’d been momentarily speechless. Libby, without shame, had rejoiced in the power surge it gave her.


She finished her latte and dumped the carton in the recycling bin. Then she pulled over her keyboard. Just as well it was Friday. She could legitimately go out on the razz that night, with the excuse that the weekend was here. Later, she’d phone Rob to make arrangements. They might try the new pub in South William Street, relax with a beer or two before going for food. Rob was her boyfriend – she’d met him three years ago on campus in Belfield, the university she’d attended on the south side of Dublin. Like her, he was ambitious and he worked in the IT unit of a rival firm. He was also studying part time for his master’s degree, something Libby had put off for the moment – she felt she needed a break from studying.


Even thinking about the night ahead made her wish it was half past five and she had to swallow impatience as well as anxiety as she logged on to her accounts.




Chapter 6
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She might have arrived in Paris on instinct, but Alix had grown to love the city and, in particular, the way it seemed to shimmer in the light. City of Light, la ville lumière – so-called because it regarded itself as a centre of knowledge and education, but also because it had been the first to adopt street lighting. But Alix had taken that name to her heart because she revelled in the crystalline days when the luminescence fell across the graceful façades of elegant, pale buildings and filtered into the corners of quaint, picturesque couryards, narrow streets and hidden, leafy parks. On sunny mornings the grand boulevards and tiny, intimate squares seemed full of light. It never failed to raise her spirits, and make her feel that life was still there for the taking and held some measure of promise.


This Friday morning, although the early rain had stopped and the sun was breaking through and glinting off the wet pavements, she didn’t feel uplifted. Instead, she was gripped with renewed unease as she sat across the table from Henri, the senior marketing manager with Aurélie, in his opulent third-floor office, and discussed the campaign for the launch of Alix B.


Alix B had been conceived almost two years ago when Alix was first approached by a newly formed consortium under the umbrella of Aurélie, one of Paris’s most prestigious cosmetics companies.


‘Merci, Alix, for agreeing to this meeting,’ the chief executive had said. ‘We appreciate how busy you are and will come straight to the point. We’ve brought you here today because we’d like to know how you’d feel about helping us to launch a range of eco-friendly, competitively priced cosmetics for today’s discerning woman.’


‘Wow,’ was all she could say. Then again, she had been sitting in the elegant splendour of the Hôtel George V’s Le Cinq restaurant, nibbling blue lobster, with Jeanne, the chief executive, Gustav, the financial director, and Henri. She should have suspected something important was afoot.


‘We’d love to have you on board – and we’d make it worth your while,’ Gustav said.


‘In today’s crowded market we need something different,’ Jeanne went on. ‘You, Alix, have found a unique niche. It is well known that the tall Irish girl with the expert fingers is totally sympathetic to the needs of a woman, someone who has no pretensions and is freshly honest in this challenging beauty industry. Who better to front our advertising campaign and endorse our products?’


Although many make-up artists, models and celebrities had diversified into launching their signature brands of perfumes and cosmetics, and many more would have jumped at the opportunity Aurélie were offering, Alix’s first instinct was to hesitate. ‘It sounds great, but I’m not sure I’d have time for all this,’ she said graciously, wondering why her gut was urging caution. ‘As you pointed out, I’m an extremely busy person. I don’t have a spare moment. Besides, I’m happy with what I’m doing.’


‘Which is?’


‘Helping women to look and feel better.’


‘Bien.’ Henri beamed delightedly, as though she had given him the five-star answer. ‘We all appreciate your mission in life. That is why we are talking to you. We want you to help us to bring the best of today’s advances in modern cosmetics within the reach of every woman.’


‘Today’s advances? You know how I feel about using natural ingredients,’ Alix pointed out, trying a different approach.


‘That’s another reason why we’re having this discussion.’ Henri looked as though he had done his homework and was prepared to address each of Alix’s concerns in turn. ‘All our products are being formulated with natural and organic ingredients so that they’ll be equally kind to the environment and your skin. You’d have full approval of the ingredients and can be as involved as you want to be in the trials.’


Still Alix hesitated, stalling for time. ‘I’m not so sure I want my name to be affiliated with one specialist brand of cosmetics. What I like about my freelance career is that I’m not restricted to certain brands.’


‘We’re not asking for exclusivity,’ Jeanne assured her. ‘We understand that in your line of work you have to use a variety of different products. We are looking for your endorsement and your seal of approval to front our advertising campaign. We’ve already commenced preliminary tests. We’re looking at introducing a core line of signature products first – foundations, concealers, eyeshadows, eyeliner, mascaras.’


‘Tell me more about the production process,’ Alix said, her interest snagged enough for her to ignore her instinctive misgivings. ‘You also know how I feel about women being sold a very expensive lie in the name of beauty. I’d like to know just how you’re going to put this all together.’


‘We’ll be competitively priced to suit today’s cash-conscious market,’ Jeanne said. ‘We’ll be working with one of Paris’s best graphic designers to create a simple yet elegant packaging concept, which won’t promise to deliver more than it can. We value the integrity of your name,’ she smiled warmly, ‘and we can assure you that it won’t be discredited. If we could see you in our offices as soon as is convenient for you, we’d like to present to you the detailed vision of our concept. For starters,’ Jeanne smiled, ‘how does “Alix B at Aurélie” sound to you?’


Alix stared across the elegant dining room to the hotel’s bright courtyard outside. She could follow her instinct and walk away from it all, but something about endorsing her signature brand of cosmetics appealed to her. In a moment of vanity she threw caution aside. She raised her hands in surrender and said, her green eyes alight with amusement, ‘Jeanne, gentlemen, you are most persuasive. I’ll have to talk to Estelle, my agent, and see if she’s free to accompany me.’


And so, after more meetings, discussions and reassurances, Alix B at Aurélie was conceived. It had a young, fun, energetic vibe, to ensure mass-market appeal. Supported by a strategic and creative marketing plan, which Henri discussed in detail, Alix B cosmetics were to be launched in Paris at the end of May, then two weeks later in London, and rolled out to key markets in Europe and the US in the autumn. The model who’d be the face of Alix B and who would appear in all the promotional advertising was yet to be revealed to the press. Alix had had input into the selection and even she was impressed with Anika, the twenty-five-year-old stunningly beautiful Dutch model who’d been chosen.


‘We’ve booked the Hôtel Louis XII for the launch event,’ Henri explained now. ‘The guest list includes Keira Knightley and Stella McCartney, several pop stars and supermodels. The colour theme of the night will reflect our packaging – the palest duck-egg blue, with the brand name Alix B superimposed in gold. Our design team has created a concept for the launch night and we think the visuals are very effective,’ he said, passing some sketches across the table. ‘It all reflects our wish to strike a balance between market affordability in today’s challenging climate while retaining an element of luxury that induces a woman to feel good about using our products.’


‘I want women to feel good because the product is doing what it’s supposed to do,’ Alix said.


‘Naturellement. We have an excellent product, don’t you agree?’


Alix nodded. Henri was right: they had developed a fabulous range of cosmetics using nothing but natural and organically produced ingredients. Eye colours ranged from matte baby pink right through to shimmering cobalt, including citrus orange and sea green, with complementing eyeliners and a range of lip-glosses from nude to deep vermilion.


‘As you can see,’ Henri went on, ‘the name Alix B is strong enough to stand alone, and the product design is very attractive.’


As Henri organised refreshments, coffee for him and a bottle of Evian for Alix, she examined the plan for the launch night, her fingers tracing the outline of her name on one of the sketches. This was going to go global with a big launch in Paris, then London. As Fiona had pointed out, her name would be up there in lights, something she’d never envisaged for herself. She’d come to Paris all those years ago to make a fresh start and had never expected the level of success she’d so far achieved. Neither had she expected Alix B to spiral beyond her control.


The Aurélie consortium thought she had no pretensions: well, she could live with that. But ‘freshly honest’? And what about the integrity of her name?


What a laugh.


As Henri handed her a bottle of Evian and a glass, Alix tried to ground her thoughts in reality. It was far too late to call a halt. Why couldn’t she look on the bright side instead of allowing imaginary fears to take up her head space?


‘Here’s to success,’ Henri said, waving his mug of coffee. ‘I’ll have to pretend it’s champagne as it’s a little early in the day for me. Unless you …?’


‘Goodness, no, thanks – I’m driving and I have a lingerie shoot later this morning,’ Alix said. ‘To success.’ She told herself there was nothing to be afraid of, raised her glass and put everything else out of her mind.




Chapter 7
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Marshalls’s downtown offices were located in a modern building that Emma knew was supposed to be the height of trendy chic but which she privately considered a little soulless. All morning, in the accounts department, she could feel the tension simmering under the surface. The result of the interviews was being simultaneously emailed to the three candidates just before lunch. Her family might have forgotten it was her big day, but Nikola and Stacy, part of the team she supervised, certainly hadn’t. It was a foregone conclusion among her team that Emma would get the promotion.


‘You have years of experience and you’re by far the most senior,’ Nikola reminded her.


Stacy nodded in agreement. ‘I’m sure your interview was great,’ she said in a magnanimous tone. ‘I bet you impressed the board with your conscientious reliability. You’re streets ahead of Gillian and Kevin.’


‘It won’t be long until one o’clock,’ Nikola smiled benignly, ‘and then you’ll be out of your misery.’


Both Nikola and Stacy were in their early twenties and Emma knew, from the mildly sympathetic way in which they regarded her, that they considered her well and truly over the hill. Then again, her life must seem very boring to them, caught up as they were in intoxicating excitements such as hectic speed dating, frantic weekend clubbing and their Herculean attempts to entice Karl, their colleague, into bed.


When Karl and James, the last member of Emma’s team, sauntered past on their return from their coffee break, Emma knew exactly what to expect. Nikola and Stacy perked up immediately. Nikola thrust out her chest so that her boobs jutted saucily through her shirt. ‘Hi, Karl,’ she simpered.


Stacy widened her eyes. ‘Karl, when you get a chance can you email me the February figures?’ she said, sounding ultra-throaty and seductive, determined not to be outdone in the face of the competition.


Karl slowed and flashed white teeth. Since he had joined Marshalls three months ago, he had caused acute excitement in Nikola and Stacy on a daily basis.


‘I just can’t stop admiring his brooding Enrique Iglesias face,’ Nikola regularly sighed, chin in hands as she stared across the floor to his desk.


‘And just listen to his sexy Kerry accent …’ Stacy as frequently drooled. ‘It’s one of the reasons I’ve stayed on in Marshalls.’


‘What do you think of our chances, Emma?’ Nikola had once asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Emma had replied. ‘I’m just glad he sits safely further down the floor.’


Nikola had smiled tolerantly. ‘Oh my God, Emma, don’t tell me he does something quivery to your pulse beat?’


‘Certainly not!’ Emma had bristled. ‘He’s much too young for me. But you pair would never get any work done if he was sitting any closer.’ She’d be a little flustered too, Emma had admitted to herself. Karl was gorgeous. He was tall and sexy, brash and breezy, and with a well-toned body, courtesy of the GAA pitch, and messy black hair. He reminded Emma of the daredevil surfboarder in a cologne advertisement. She couldn’t help being distracted by his good looks. Occasionally.


She wondered if Oliver took more notice of his female colleagues than he should, colleagues who wore hip-hugging minis and thrust out their breasts at him, who were brighter and more sexily intelligent than his wife, and who could discuss the world’s economic problems and the cleverness of his financial deals with far greater knowledge and understanding than she could.


All the more reason to prove herself. She had to get this promotion. Emma felt suspended in edgy anticipation as the hands of the clock edged towards the appointed hour.


At five to one, Emma’s inbox flashed with new mail.


She froze. The tips of her fingers felt like liquid as they slid across the keys. But as she opened the document, something chilly ran down her spine. It was several breath-holding seconds before she managed to recognise and then absorb the words unfortunately and regrettably. She looked up and caught Nikola and Stacy watching her, bright-eyed with anticipation. She looked back to her screen. Her heart was pounding painfully, then slip-slid all the way to her toes.


‘Emma?’ Nikola said. ‘How soon are we going to lose our favourite supervisor?’


Too stunned to answer, Emma finally grasped that in Campaign Development, which was further up the office floor as befitted its elevated status, and strategically screened from the lowly accounts section by a row of flourishing potted plants, a different story was unfolding. Gillian, her closest rival for the job, auburn-haired and beautiful, had just leapt to her feet and, despite her skyscraper heels, was doing a little dance in a parody of shocked delight.


A heavy pall fell across the accounts team and settled in Emma’s heart.


Libby replied to say she’d talk later when Emma texted her with the bad news, but there was no response from Alix or Oliver. She knew Alix had an appointment, but her husband was obviously far too busy talking to the emerging sub-Sahara or some other sexy territory. That afternoon Emma felt as though she was moving through a fog as work at Marshalls revved back to normal and she answered phones, made calls and tapped revised details into her spreadsheet. Her team was full of uneasy sympathy and solicitous glances. When Gillian invited the whole office out for drinks after work in a voice still squeaky with excited disbelief, Emma took all of two seconds to decide she wasn’t going. She’d already endured enough.
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