



  [image: cover]






  




  

    Beautiful Dreamer


  




   




  The critics hail Liz Ryan’s earlier novels:




   




  ‘Captivating . . . Brings a freshness and verve to the boy-meets-girl story. The Ryan twist on fictional romance invests the rosy garden of love with some of the sharpest

  thorns.’




  Justine McCarthy, Irish Independent




   




  ‘A moving portrait of the true power of friendship.’ Sunday Independent




   




  ‘Liz Ryan’s language and style is as fresh as the French landscape and the action whips along with all the verve we have come to expect from the journalist. It’s

  a scintillating helping of fiction to savour on these dark winter nights.’ Ireland on Sunday




   




  ‘Will delight the reader who has already devoured Maeve Binchy.’ Liverpool Echo




   




  ‘A touching story of true female friendship . . . This book is wise, intelligent and enjoyable . . . her characters are very real and interesting. Ryan obviously understands

  the human psyche . . . the book has a tremendous feel-good factor.’ Dublin Evening Herald




   




  ‘Liz Ryan is smart and funny and she writes well.’ Irish Times










  About the Author




  Having been a journalist with Independent Newspapers in Dublin for nearly twenty years, Liz Ryan continues to comment in print and on radio on Irish tourism and current affairs,

  dividing her time between Ireland and France.










  LIZ RYAN




  Beautiful Dreamer




  [image: ]




  www.hodder.co.uk










  First published in Great Britain in 2005 by


  Hodder & Stoughton


  An Hachette UK company




  Copyright © 2005 by Liz Ryan




  The right of Liz Ryan to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written

  permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent

  purchaser.




  All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.




  A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library




  eBook ISBN 978 1 444 78095 6




  Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


  338 Euston Road


  London NW1 3BH




  www.hodder.co.uk










  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  Writing is traditionally a lonely business, which is why I am so lucky in the wonderful friends who have aided and abetted me for so long: Aidan, Anna, Annie, Eithne, Mary,

  Philip, Rita, Sharon, Sheila and Terry. For putting up with all the panic, juggling such confusion, laughing off a crisis and seeing sense in the midst of chaos, I can never express enough love or

  gratitude. Your support, and your smiles, are simply invaluable.




  With special thanks to Breda Purdue for her enduring vision and faith.










  CONTENTS




  About the Author




  Title page




  Copyright page




  Acknowledgements




   




  1




  2




  3




  4




  5




  6




  7




  8




  9




  10




  11




  12




  13




  14




  15




  16




  17




  18










  1




  Ciara Lunny was absolutely brilliant at her job, which was being the full-time wife of James Lunny and mother of the Lunny twins, Tara and Michael. On her CV, if she’d

  ever had to write one, she would have put ‘household management executive’, resisting the temptation to add ‘extremely successful’.




  Like father, like son: Michael insisted on being called Mike, just as James insisted on being called Jake, even though Ciara thought ‘Jake’ made her husband sound more like a

  lumberjack or sheep-shearer than a commercial pilot with a considerable degree of seniority. Jake wasn’t a captain yet, but he’d waited so long for the promotion that it must surely

  come soon. All Ciara had to do, she reckoned, was steer a steady course. Just a few more games of golf on his part, a few more nice dinner parties on hers, and it would be in the bag.

  Captain Lunny. It had a reassuring ring to it, just as Jake himself had always had a reassuring ring to him, which was one of the main reasons she had married him. Steady, calm,

  trustworthy Jake: no surprises there, no nasty shocks or sudden turbulence. He and Ciara had been married for nineteen years and were still very happy – as well they might be, considering the

  amount of work that went into the Lunny marriage. Right from the start, the first day she had been old enough to think about it, Ciara had known that marriage would be her priority. Good

  old-fashioned marriage: as a career option, you couldn’t beat it.




  She couldn’t, anyway, and didn’t want to. Other women might rave and rant, rail against the endless demands of the job, the ‘captivity’ as her neighbour Lee called it,

  but Ciara enjoyed being what the magazines called a ‘homemaker’. And why not? Was there something wrong with making a pleasant, happy home for four people, a sanctuary from the storms

  that endlessly lashed the outside world? Was it a crime to devote yourself to the raising of two happy, well-balanced children, to the wellbeing of a hard-working man whose job involved a lot of

  stress and responsibility? Not in Ciara’s opinion; on the contrary, it was her very pleasant duty to run their peaceful, attractive home, to cook delicious meals, to drive the children to

  their various activities in her chunky, trendy four-wheel drive. And to look good, of course, because Jake Lunny’s wife had absolutely no excuse for looking anything other than wonderful.

  With the children ready to embark on their first year at college, there would be more time than ever for visits to the hairdresser, the manicurist, the boutiques and the gym, which was just as well

  when you were thirty-nine years of age, perilously close to the dreaded, unmentionable forty.




  Forty! Sometimes the word tolled like a bell deep in the depths of Ciara’s mind, making her flinch as she baked a quiche or plucked a scented air-freshener from Tesco’s shelves.

  Forty was what happened to other people, a kind of dreaded disease that couldn’t possibly strike anyone who weighed exactly the same fifty-four kilos as on the day of her marriage, anyone who

  got her California-blonde streaks done religiously every six weeks. Forty wasn’t contagious, it couldn’t happen to any woman who wore trendy cargo pants and tiny tank tops, baseball

  caps and the just-out-of-bed cut. No way. If you discreetly stepped up your aerobics classes from two a week to four, invested in Lancôme’s entire range and only ever bought low-cal,

  low-fat produce, nobody could suspect that forty was even remotely looming on your horizon.




  Immobilised in traffic on this windy, annoyingly cloudy morning – was it July or wasn’t it? – Ciara frowned briefly as she drove home from her dance class. And then she undid

  the frown, replacing it with a sunny smile as she remembered her mother’s warning: frowning gives you wrinkles. Hah! That came well from a woman who had gone off to live in Marbella, where

  the sun gave people more wrinkles than a Fortuny curtain. Much as she loved the sun, Ciara never went out in it without a solid wall of SP40, and would sooner boil her children for breakfast than

  live in it. Sun! Mother must be mad.




  And poor Dad, dragged off to Marbella as well . . . of course, it was different for men. Wrinkles didn’t matter so much if you were a man. In fact one or two small ones gave Jake rather an

  impressive air of authority, now that he was over forty himself, a milestone he hadn’t appeared to mind hitting two years ago. But Ciara wasn’t going to pretend she didn’t mind

  – not to him, anyway, since he knew her date of birth and there was nothing she could do about it.




  ‘Are you insane?!’ she’d yelped just recently, when he’d suggested she might like a party on the looming date, now only four months distant. ‘Throw a party to

  announce to the whole world that your wife is forty?! Over my dead body!’




  But she’d thrown a party for him, he pointed out, when it had been his turn. ‘Yes! But you’re a man! I’m a woman and I am going to be thirty-nine for

  years! Until I’m at least fifty!’




  Laughing, he had let the matter drop, as he always did when he sensed her reluctance to discuss something. On her birthday late next October, he would take her out to a discreet, elegant

  restaurant, where they would sip champagne and have some oysters and say no more about it. Throw a party, and you might as well put it on the national news: Ciara Lunny is forty, folks,

  doesn’t she look well for her age?




  Oh, no. There would be no party, no mention of the awful event at all. Fulminating at the very thought, she slid a CD into its slot and let the music distract her – Cuban, salsa, funky.

  Recently, Jake had started to develop a curious taste for opera, which she refused to share because opera, for God’s sake, was so ageing. Opera was for two kinds of people, gays and grannies.

  She would tolerate it if he wanted it, but she would never listen to it voluntarily. Once, they’d had to attend a real live opera, a corporate event sponsored by his airline, and it had been

  hideous, made bearable only by the chance to show off her gorgeous new John Rocha outfit. She had been, she knew, one of the chicest, most attractive women in the theatre, and he’d been proud

  to have her on his arm, so that was all right. But that was as far as opera went, or ever would.




  Tapping her hand on the steering wheel, she hummed along to the Cuban music, wondering what to wear to her golf game after lunch. Golf was going to be even less fun than usual, in this windy

  weather, but you had to play: all the corporate wives did, and she knew she wasn’t the only one who secretly hated it. The ones who didn’t care about sport, the ones who, like herself,

  merely used it as a chance to catch up on local gossip, give their Lacoste shirts an airing and work off that chocolate éclair they’d sneaked with their morning coffee. Golf was part

  of the job definition of wives who drove Range Rovers, shopped at BT, sent their children to private schools and lived in estates like Huxley Wood.




  Not that Huxley Wood was an estate, she corrected herself as she finally turned into it, in the awful suburban sense of the word. No. It was much more than that. It was what the

  developer had accurately described as ‘an oasis of gracious living’, encompassing only eighteen widely spaced homes, each one individually designed and landscaped, approached by a

  cobble-lock driveway, embraced by either a teak deck or a stone-flagged patio with water feature. Some of the houses were bungalow-style, others were duplex, most had conservatories and all were

  immaculate. All were owned by pilots, or stockbrokers, or politicians, or men who did something terribly complicated in technology. All except Lee Warner’s.




  Automatically, Ciara scanned Lee’s house as she drove up to her own, ready to wave to the American divorcée should there be any sign of her, but there was none, and she felt an

  irrational twinge of disappointment. How or why she had got friendly with Lee she still didn’t really know; all she could say for sure was that Lee was different. Lee was out of the loop, out

  of the social swim, had no husband or children or ‘status’ whatsoever. She lived in Huxley Wood, she said, because it was quiet and comfortable and, being near the airport motorway,

  suited her purpose, which was to sell vast quantities of her hand-made jewellery to as many American boutiques as she could persuade to take it. She sold a great deal of it but – rather

  aggravatingly – she didn’t need the money, because she had got an ‘absolutely huge’ divorce settlement from her ‘first and last’ husband, the ill-fated Freddie.

  This money, which she gleefully called her ‘fuck-off’ money, enabled her to live exactly as she wished, doing what she liked and, more importantly, not doing what she didn’t like.

  Ciara could only wonder at the impunity of it all.




  Oh, well. No Lee today. No Jake, either, because he was on an overnight to Los Angeles and wouldn’t be back until after lunch. And no Tara, no Mike; as she got out of her car, slung her

  dance kitbag over her shoulder and made her way into the double-doored hall of her house, which was called Puerto Banus in memory of her lovely, lovely honeymoon, Ciara felt an unexpected sense of

  . . . what? Nothing definite, rather an absence of something . . . the children, of course. Like a fool she’d stopped at two, been rather taken aback when they arrived in unison, but had not

  succumbed to Jake’s occasional murmurs about maybe having a third later on. Two were enough, as she’d pointed out, with the price of private schooling these days, and besides

  she’d wanted both twins to have lots of quality time, individual attention from their parents. Plus, Jake wanted her to look good, didn’t he? A third child would really have been

  stretching it – as it was, it had taken fully six months to eradicate the stretch marks after the twins. You had to be reasonable about these things. She still remembered Jake’s

  slightly sardonic laugh.




  ‘But Ciara, what will you do all day, when the twins grow up? Turn shopping into an art form, a fulltime career?’




  That had been a bit below the belt: after all he liked her to look good, didn’t he? It was part of her job description, wasn’t it? He’d loved her to shop when they’d

  first married, hadn’t he, showing off his status on the career ladder? If she did have sixty pairs of shoes in her wardrobe, they were for his benefit, weren’t they?




  ‘Well’ he’d remarked recently, ‘maybe the stilettos will come in handy for stabbing my promotion rivals’ leaving her with the feeling that he was not quite taking

  her seriously. Nor his promotion, either. But at least they never had any real rows over her spending, never let it come between them, and she had been relieved when he decently didn’t pursue

  the question of having more children. Tara and Mike were lovely, and quite enough in this day and age.




  Only now . . . now, she felt it was almost a shame they’d been born so soon, barely a year after her wedding, because although their youth reflected youth on her, they were moving on so

  fast! It felt slightly odd, at thirty-nine, to already be coming home to an empty house, a house that had seemed so full of bikes and skates, friends and sleepovers, music and posters, only last

  month, last year . . . but they were eighteen now, both working in America for the summer, Tara as a camp counsellor in Florida, Mike as a waiter at a club in the Hamptons.




  Of course they’d be home in September, but then gone again almost immediately to their new colleges . . . suppressing a small sigh, Ciara threw her dance kit into the laundry bin in the

  utility room, and extracted a lettuce from the fridge for lunch. Maybe she should have had that third child, after all? The ‘bonus baby’ that some of her friends had had in recent

  years, laughing as they insisted it had been a total accident. Laughing, looking rejuvenated as they hauled her off shopping for tiny, exquisite little Oshkosh outfits . . . but they couldn’t

  possibly be getting much sleep, could they? On one or two of their faces, wear and tear must surely begin to show soon. It was already showing on one or two of their figures; a little slippage

  could definitely be detected. And after all that hard work at the gym, in the pool, on the golf course – ouch!




  Chucking a handful of radishes into the lettuce, drizzling on a dressing in which lemon juice outweighed olive oil, Ciara poured a glass of mineral water and sat down to eat her salad at the

  breakfast bar: no point in setting the entire dining table for such a solitary snack. Hurry up Jake, come on home, I’m dying to see you! From a shelf, a photo of him smiled down at her in a

  way that was both affectionate and somehow protective, and she smiled back, thinking how lucky she was to have such a lovely husband. Not every man was worth endless lettuce lunches – no

  wonder Kate Dolan was going to pot, married to the likes of Alan Dolan – but Jake was worth whatever it took. After all, his happiness generated her happiness, because her entire life

  revolved around him . . . their home, their children, their social life, their money, their holidays, their joint property, their love life. Everything.




  ‘You’ Lee Warner scoffed, ‘have all your eggs in one basket, honey.’ And yes, maybe she had. But it was a nice, deep, sturdy basket, and Ciara had no intention of

  dropping it. Security mattered to her, for herself and for her family, and so she held the basket in a tight grip, was careful never to drop it on any hard surface or swing it idly high as she

  sauntered through life’s leafy glade.




  Jake provided all the eggs, and it was her job to keep them safe, a job she had been doing expertly from day one, the day she said ‘I do’ at the altar of St Matthew’s church

  nineteen years ago. While other people ran themselves ragged trying to manage both families and jobs ‘outside the home’, she devoted herself exclusively to being in the home, at its

  glowing centre, and was very thankful she didn’t have to get up at six, drive two hours to travel twenty miles, fill in ghastly paperwork, contend with brutal bosses or screeching clients,

  race back to relieve a malcontent childminder or do any of the other exhausting stuff so many of the other wives did. She had made a good bargain that day at St Matthew’s, and she was keeping

  it religiously, with honour and with pleasure.




  Plus, she loved Jake Lunny. Loved him very much and, after almost two decades of marriage, still fancied the arse off him. How could any woman not love such a calm, cheerful, hard-working

  husband? How could any woman not adore such a handsome, curly-haired, well-muscled man? Sometimes she wondered how, but had no basis for the slightest suspicion. Even his cabin-crew colleagues,

  when she met them, lamented his complete lack of interest in the shenanigans everyone else got up to in New York, Madrid, London or wherever.




  ‘Just-married Jake’ they called him, because he was as faithful to his wife as any newly-wed; it was a matter of record that he had never once veered off course. And why would he? As

  Paul Newman once famously asked, ‘Who needs to go out for a burger when there’s fillet steak at home?’ It was a crude remark, but Ciara entirely endorsed it. Jake was happy, she

  was happy, and the Lunnys were simply that rarest of entities, a happy family. Anyone who wondered why she didn’t want to get a job now the children were growing up, or why Jake didn’t

  have more ‘fun’ on his travels, or why she was happily eating this rabbit’s lunch, simply didn’t have any imagination. Either that, or they were jealous. Or both.




  Glancing at her watch, Ciara decided on her pink Ellesse shirt for this afternoon’s golf game . . . unless of course Jake got home before she left for the club. If that were the case, he

  would be in one of two moods: either dog-tired, craving sleep, or on the high that long-haul flights sometimes induced, grabbing her the moment he arrived, hauling her off to the bed that was

  somehow naughty, extra-exciting when you hit it in broad daylight, the middle of the afternoon.




  During her schooldays with the nuns, and his with the Jesuits, afternoons had been strictly for maths, or history, or some such supervised, stuffy activity. Whereas now – she stifled a

  giggle – they were for biology! Blissful biology, followed by a glass of duty-free champagne and a long chat, punctuated with kisses and a lot of sympathetic nodding: Ciara was careful never

  to bore Jake with her domestic trivia, always to put his agenda first, his talk of airline activity and money-market movement. An astute investor, Jake had bought shares in the airline when it was

  still a new, risky venture, barely off the ground as he said, and now his portfolio was worth even more than his hefty pilot’s salary. Ciara thought of all that money nestling in the bank

  with immense affection, almost as tenderly as if it were a baby nestling in its fluffy, rosy little cot. Or one of her cashmere cardis, soft, warm and colour-coordinated on its shelf. Clever Jake!

  And lucky, lucky Ciara. What a good investment they had made in each other.




  After a glass of mint tea, she took a shower, and was just changing into her golf gear when she heard the hum of Jake’s Jag on the drive. It was an old car, albeit recently acquired, and

  she was at a loss to understand what he saw in it. ‘Vintage’ he said, ‘classy.’ Personally she preferred her own nifty 4x4, bang up to date, this year’s model. But if

  it kept him happy . . . gliding on some lipstick, she bounded out of the bathroom to greet him.




  ‘Hi hon, welcome home!’ Eagerly, she flew into his arms, and he lifted her off her feet, swinging her round the hall, laughing at her enthusiasm. Something in his twinkly green eyes

  did it for her, always had, always did; the minute she saw him she wanted to be in bed with him, remembering Lee’s comment about how ‘a man in uniform is sexier than a man in nothing at

  all.’




  But no. Not today. Ciara only had to glance at Jake to see that, despite his broad smile, he was tired. Any number of things could go wrong on long flights, and one or other often did. He never

  bored her with technical talk of delays, of engines or mechanics or spare parts or sudden storms, but she’d long since learned to read the signs. Clearly, one or more of those things had

  happened in the last forty-eight hours. Instantly, she went into maternal mode.




  ‘My poor baby! You’re exhausted! Come with me . . . you need a hot bath, and a warm drink, and a long, long sleep.’ Taking him by the hand, she led him to their bedroom, turned

  on the taps in the bathroom, poured in a generous dose of eucalyptus oil and, with a reassuring kiss, went off to make some hot chocolate while he bathed. By the time she came back, Jake was

  sprawled face down, stark naked on their king-size bed, fast asleep, his briefcase on the floor beside him.




  The round of golf seemed to go on for ever. Not only the golf itself, but the conversation over coffee afterwards, which encompassed the health, summer camp schedules, shopping

  aspirations and computer activities of several children. Now that her own children were beyond that stage, Ciara sometimes yawned surreptitiously, wondering whether she could ever have talked about

  kiddie activities as much as these younger mothers now seemed to. Could she? Surely not. At most, maybe she’d mentioned Tara’s rollerblade craze, or Mike’s fascination with

  Metallica or the occasional teacher not performing up to par, but she couldn’t possibly have droned on non-stop about the price of designer trainers or homework or parent-teacher meetings

  all afternoon, could she?




  No. Definitely not. That was all a blast from the past. She couldn’t imagine ever having bored anyone as much as these mothers, she found with surprise, were suddenly starting to bore her.

  How much more fun to talk about fashion, or holidays! As soon as she decently could, she excused herself from the tip-swopping mums, explaining that she and Jake had a dinner date that night.

  Curiously, Sara Thompson raised a plucked eyebrow. Sara who owned the most exclusive boutique in town, and the priciest, and always dressed beautifully from it.




  ‘Oh, really? How nice. Where, who with?’




  ‘With the Hartes’ she said, and was not entirely surprised when a small silence settled momentarily over the group of lady golfers. The Hartes didn’t even live in ‘an

  oasis of gracious living’, they lived in an eighteenth-century converted church on nine acres, with stables for the older children’s horses and a small lake on which the younger two

  sailed their little Mirrors in summer. Tom Harte was something in property development, currently snapping up whole streets in Prague or Budapest or somewhere.




  ‘Well’ Sara replied after a tiny pause, ‘I hope you enjoy your evening. What are you planning to wear, Ciara?’




  ‘My cream Louise linen’ she replied, and blinked when Sara hesitated for the merest moment.




  ‘Really? Oh, Ciara, don’t you think it’s a little cool for linen? I’d wear my black jersey, if I were you.’




  Her black jersey? Certainly, it was a clingy, sexy little number, wrapped below the bust and tied tight around the waist, but what was wrong with. . . ? ‘Thanks, Sara’ she said

  airily, ‘maybe I will. Let’s see how Jake feels about it.’ With a tinkly laugh, she waggled her fingers in a little wave as she departed, leaving the girls to return to their

  coffee-klatch and their talk of children, and vaccinations, and school fees, and who was having an affair with whom. Before going out to the Hartes’ this evening, she remembered, she must

  read today’s Times – the front page anyway – because she prided herself on always having something interesting, up to date and amusing to discuss with any host or

  hostess. It was, as Jake said, one’s dinner-table duty.




  It was a lovely evening, and Ciara was glad she’d decided to wear her flattering black jersey after all, with a diamond pendant that gleamed in the candlelight,

  reflecting the burnished sheen of a refreshed, relaxed, much-revived Jake Lunny. He had given the pendant to her on the birth of the twins, and whenever she wore it she somehow felt enhanced, more

  beautiful, reassured of his enduring love for her. It was a reminder for him, too, of the importance of her place in his life. Not that he ever needed reminding. Sometimes she could almost palpably

  feel his devotion, see the silken ribbon that bound them together, even when they were seated apart as was the case tonight.




  They had reached the cheese stage, and a decanter of port was making its way around the mahogany, late-Victorian table. Apart from the Lunnys and the senior Hartes, there was a visiting couple

  from Boston – a banker with his psychiatrist wife – and there were the two older Harte children. Fiach Harte was nineteen, a law student, with his sister Roisin who at twenty-one had

  just graduated in archaeology. Socially, both were almost as adept as their parents, keeping up an easy flow of conversation, and Ciara liked laconic, easygoing Fiach, who had long been a friend of

  Mike’s. Roisin had never been quite as likeable, and tonight Ciara could clearly see why – she was so cool, so thoughtful, so much older than her years! Thinking of her absent daughter

  Tara, Ciara saw a bouncy, chatty, long-limbed, curly-haired extrovert, whereas Roisin Harte was . . . well, somehow almost Victorian, as if she matched the table. She wore a long flowery skirt and

  a white cotton top that drained her face of colour, with her rusty-coloured hair bundled up in a barette and a minimum of make-up.




  No jewellery, no perfume; seated across the table from her, Ciara felt almost younger by comparison, as if their ages were reversed. As for the girl’s conversation . . . Roisin was

  talking, for God’s sake, about some long-dead old buffer who’d discovered Tutenkhamen’s tomb. Poor thing, Ciara thought, she might have a brand-new degree under her belt but

  she’s going to find it awfully hard to find a husband. Not with Tutenkhamen in tow. Not with those pale grey eyes begging for mascara, not with those five – six? – kilos she needs

  to lose. She looks as if she’s never seen the inside of a nightclub, and wouldn’t know the meaning of the word ‘makeover’. Her poor parents are going to be hard put to get

  her off their hands.




  Deftly, Georgina Harte manoeuvred the conversation out of her daughter’s grip, out of Tutenkhamen’s tomb into the twenty-first century, handing round a platter of brie and beaufort

  while her husband Tom looked after the port in its sleek Waterford decanter. With a smile, Ciara waved it away, passing it on around the table until it rested with Jake, who poured a little into

  his glass. How well he looked tonight, in that navy linen shirt, alert and fresh after only five hours’ sleep! And then, courteously, he turned to Roisin on his right.




  ‘A little port?’ he offered with a small, polite smile, and Roisin smiled back, no less politely.




  ‘Thank you’ she said, raising her glass for him to fill, and as he lifted the decanter he looked, very briefly, into her milky-grey eyes. With equal brevity, Roisin looked back

  before flushing, quickly dropping her gaze to the table, and Ciara froze as if the decanter had exploded in her husband’s hand, as if shards of glass were showering down like scalpels.




  Jake, she screamed silently. James Eugene Lunny, you are having an affair with Roisin Harte.




  You are having an affair with the twenty-one-year-old daughter of our neighbours, our hosts, the parents of our son’s friend Fiach.




  You are having an affair with this fat, mousy frump!




  You are in love with her. That was no flicker of passing interest; that was the look of love. My God. Oh my God my God my God!




  Fighting for breath, she grasped the tablecloth where it skimmed her knees, unable to speak, to stand, to see the walls as they whirled around her. In spite of herself her eyes darted back to

  them, and there it was again – the briefest of glances, bright as a blade as it gleamed between her husband and Roisin Harte, seeming to spin on the air before plunging, like a dagger, into

  her very core.




  Beaming, Georgina Harte handed her a cheese knife. ‘Do try the brie, Ciara, darling? I know it looks a bit squishy, but it is delicious.’










  2




  At five in the morning, Jake Lunny was no longer the charming, attractive man who had set out to dinner with his charming, attractive wife nine hours earlier. His shirt

  rumpled, his eyes bleary and his face in need of shaving, he looked more like a man who had been held and interrogated by some secret police force whose methods depended on the resolute wearing

  down of its victim.




  ‘Ciara’ he groaned, ‘for the last time, I have not slept with Roisin Harte. I swear it to you on a stack of bibles.’




  ‘You’re an atheist’ she shrieked, ‘you don’t even have a bible! But I’ll tell you what you do have, Jake Lunny. You have a fabulous family and a beautiful

  home and a great career and an absolutely perfect wife! How can you throw all that away on – on – on some dreary little drip!? How? How can you lie to me, treat me

  like an idiot, pretend there’s nothing between you two when I saw it with my own eyes!? A blind man could have seen it! I’m not a fool, I want the truth and I want it now!’




  She heard herself screeching – like a fishwife, as her mother would say – but she couldn’t help it, couldn’t calm down, couldn’t believe his repeated denials. One

  picture truly was worth a thousand words. The image of him looking into Roisin Harte’s adoring eyes, the complicity between them, sizzled on her soul as if stamped with a white-hot branding

  iron. It was what Hollywood called a smouldering look, as if he were Clarke Gable and that hideous girl, for God’s sake, were Vivien Leigh. They had to have been to bed together. Why

  he kept denying it she couldn’t grasp, because denial was both futile and frustrating. She couldn’t handle the situation until she got the truth out of him.




  ‘Look’ he said at length, wearily, slumping onto the sofa, running his hands through his hair, ‘I’m not saying I’m not attracted to Roisin, okay? Since you want the

  truth, I am attracted. In a certain way. But what I’m telling you – what matters – is that it’s not physical, and I haven’t done anything about it. I haven’t

  seduced her, haven’t been to bed with her. I’m not a total fool, for chrissake, nor a bastard either. I have no desire to hurt either one of you. If I wanted a fling – which I

  don’t – I’d have it with some passing trolley dolly.’




  What? Either one of you, he said? He was daring to put that little witch on a par with her, as if they were equals? Suddenly, gasping as if punched, Ciara was very, very frightened.

  This was worse than a confession of adultery. Much worse. Had he said ‘yes, okay, I had a silly fling, so what, it didn’t mean anything’ she might – just might – have

  come to terms with that. Eventually. Instead, he was looking at her very directly, very levelly, clasping his hands on his knees in front of him as if about to explain a complex maths problem to a

  bewildered child.




  ‘All right. Since you insist on the truth, let me tell it to you.’ Pausing, he unclasped his hands, threw them upwards, and clasped them again. ‘The truth – the truth is

  that I . . . Ciara, I don’t know how to put this, but I think I . . . I’m changing. Changing fundamentally, in some way I don’t understand myself.’




  Changing? ‘But – !’




  ‘I know. It sounds ridiculous. Call it a mid-life crisis if you will, or whatever you like. Maybe it will pass. But right now I feel as if – as if I can’t

  breathe.’




  Silently, she stared at him, wondering if he might actually be losing his mind. Maybe all the travel, all the changing back and forth into different time zones, had finally unhinged him? The

  pressure, the stress? Had it all become too much?




  ‘Jake’ she stuttered after a long, taut pause, ‘I think – do you think – maybe – you need a holiday?’




  It was the best she could come up with. Even as she said it, she saw it falling short, like a badly aimed tennis ball. They had frequent holidays, had come back from Florida only six weeks

  ago.




  ‘Yes’ he sighed, with a kind of wince, ‘I think maybe I do. A break. Time out. Space. Time and space, in which to grow into the new Jake Lunny, whoever he may turn out to

  be.’




  The new Jake Lunny. But dear God, what on earth was wrong with the old Jake Lunny? The Jake she’d met at eighteen, married at twenty, lived with for nineteen years? That was the Jake she

  had married, the Jake she loved, the Jake she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. And what about—?




  ‘The children’ he said slowly, ‘are growing up, Ciara. I’ve put myself on hold while they were doing that, but now they’re up and running and I – I think

  maybe it’s my turn to do some growing.’




  No. This just wasn’t making any sense. ‘What – what do you mean? You’re a grown man, already! You are my husband and I love you and I don’t want any other

  – other –’




  ‘Incarnation?’ he supplied, with the merest glimmer of a smile. ‘Ciara, I’m sorry. But it has to happen. I’m weary and I’m restless and I feel the very urgent

  need to – to take a break.’




  Frantically, she leaned forward, aware how awful she must look, how haggard and angry and weepy. ‘A break from what? From work, maybe, but you surely can’t mean from the

  children or from – from me?’




  It was unthinkable, incomprehensible, that he should nod. Nod in a way that confirmed yes, that was exactly what he meant. From her. From his gorgeous, efficient, devoted wife, with whom he

  hadn’t even had a row for years. Not one single, stand-up, rip-roaring row.




  He seemed to mull on it. ‘Yes. From you, Ciara. From routine and from our endless social life and the whole – Jesus, I am sorry. I love you and I am so, so sorry to have to say all

  this. But the truth is that I am bored. Stuck in a rut, frustrated, caged . . . I don’t know why, it’s not your fault, it must be just age, the male menopause or whatever you call it.

  I’m not talking other women, I’m not talking divorce, I’m just talking about a . . . a sabbatical. A sabbatical from my career as your husband. A few months – maybe six?

  – to draw breath and regroup and try to decide where I go from here, where we all go.’




  Bored? Bored, he said? With her? It hit her as hard as if he’d slapped her. She couldn’t keep her lip from trembling as fresh tears quivered in her eyes.




  ‘I think you must be going mad, Jake. Sandwiches are falling out of your basket all over the floor. You cannot for one moment seriously be – be thinking of –?’




  She couldn’t say it, couldn’t bring herself to articulate the word. So he said it for her.




  ‘Leaving? Leaving home? Yes, Ciara. I am. Just for a while. The children are away already, soon they’ll be off at college, it – it has to be now. Of course I’ll keep in

  touch, of course I’ll come back eventually, of course you won’t be short of money or anything else. But I hope, I really hope, you’ll let me do it. I need a break very, very

  badly.’




  His look was earnest, and quizzical, but she thought she glimpsed something else in it, too. Something steely, something determined; he was not a successful, decisive pilot for nothing.




  ‘And what if I won’t? What if I say no, this is insane, you can’t just walk out on your wife, leave me as if I were some floozy you’d picked up for the night?’ She

  heard her voice, rasping like sandpaper.




  ‘You’re not some floozy. You are, as you say, my wife. I have responsibilities and duties to you, which I will fulfil – but, Ciara, with or without your consent, I am going to

  do it. I am taking time out from our relationship. Time which I hope will pay dividends, and refresh us both.’




  She must be having a nightmare. This was like being sucked into a horror movie. Soon she would wake up and the sun would shine and –




  ‘What will everyone say?’ That was the wild, ludicrous protest that burst from her lungs. ‘How on earth am I going to tell everyone that my husband has walked out on

  me?!?’




  He didn’t immediately answer. Instead, he stood up, walked slowly into the centre of the room, caught sight of himself in the mirror, and winced.




  ‘Ciara, is that really what you most want to know? Why don’t you ask me how this has all come about? What’s it about, how has it evolved? What’s going on in my mind and

  in my heart? What we can do to travel through this together? H’mm? Why aren’t we talking about counselling or spiritual growth or emotional nutrition or—’




  ‘Stop it!’ she shrieked. ‘Stop it, stop it, I can’t bear it! Why are you doing this, Jake? Why are you doing this to me and to us, what have I done to deserve to be

  tortured? All I’ve ever done is love you and have your children and run your home and play my role and look the part and—’




  ‘And now’ he interjected, ‘you can take a break too, if you want, from me. From all your duties. You can look deep into the mirror and decide whether you’re happy with

  the person you see.’




  What? What did he mean by that? That maybe he no longer liked what he saw, was that it, when he looked at her? But she was beautiful! Yes, all right, nearly forty – but fit and toned and

  scented and polished and the acknowledged beauty of their entire set! What more did he want, what more could she possibly do? Floundering, growing frantic, she felt panic set fast in her mind like

  ice in a freezer. Panic, and agonising pain, and blazingly wounded pride.




  ‘Jake’ she eventually managed to gasp, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Or what it is you want. But I think you’ll find it isn’t Roisin Harte.

  Or any other woman.’




  ‘No’ he agreed, very quietly. ‘Roisin probably isn’t the answer. But I think Roisin is definitely the question.’




  ‘And then what?’ Lee Warner asked, with as much sympathy as anyone could reasonably be expected to muster after three days of doling it out, along with spectacular

  quantities of tea, tissues and reassurance.




  ‘And then’ Ciara howled, ‘he put on Madame bloody Butterfly! In the middle of the night, the middle of abandoning his wife and home, he put on some shagging

  Italian opera! He’s insane, he needs a doctor!’




  Yes. Lee had heard all this already, over and over, but still Ciara kept repeating it, gushing tears, unable to grasp the reality that her husband, Jake Lunny, had packed a bag at six

  o’clock that morning, attempted to kiss his wife, failed, and left. The Jaguar had purred quietly away down the drive at dawn and that had been quite simply that. He was gone, and Ciara was

  whirling in a void, like Alice falling down the tunnel into Wonderland.




  ‘Well . . . honey, I think we’re going to have to do something about getting you some sleep. This can’t go on. Drink some camomile tea, please, hit the sack and I promise you

  you’ll feel better when you wake up. Sleep here, in the guest room, you don’t have to go home.’




  Holding out little hope of compliance, Lee was agreeably surprised when – oh, thank God, at last! – Ciara nodded and said yes, maybe she should try to sleep a little. Exhaustion, Lee

  saw, was setting in, shock was taking its toll: Ciara’s bone-white face looked like a porcelain doll’s. A doll that had been dropped, chipped and damaged.




  ‘Come on.’ Gently, Lee slid an arm around her, helping her to her feet, steering her through the hall and up the stairs, finally depositing her shattered, babbling charge in the

  bedroom. Wide-eyed and wan, Ciara suddenly grabbed a sleeping pill from her pocket, gulped it without water, kicked off her shoes and flopped, fully dressed, onto the bed.




  ‘Thank you, Lee’ she managed to mumble, ‘I know I’m being a pain . . . pathetic . . .’




  ‘Don’t be silly’ Lee replied cheerfully, silently thinking that yes, she was, but feeling sorry for her all the same. Ciara was one of those women who – well. Life

  without Jake was not going to be any picnic for her. Where the hell had she got that sleeping pill?




  Pulling up the duvet, she tucked her in and glided away, uneasy and yet relieved to think that Ciara must surely sleep, now, for hours. For the rest of the day, with any luck, which would leave

  her free to callously get on with her work in the garage that had been converted into a jewellery studio.




  But, she reminded herself as she crept downstairs, I’m not her mother, am I? Nor her sister nor best friend – only her neighbour. It’s just chance that I happened to buy the

  house next to hers, and we got chatty and . . . who is her best friend, anyway? She’s never mentioned anyone in particular, for all her friends, all those women she plays golf with, goes

  shopping with, to parties and the races and what-not. We’ve never been anywhere together, unless you count the odd cup of coffee here in this kitchen, nor are we likely to go anywhere

  together. She’s a socialite and I’m a – well, not a recluse exactly, but I like my peace, my solitude. Of which she has now stolen three days’ worth. I’d better be

  getting a lot of brownie points for this. And I’d better get back to work. My wonderful work, that keeps me sane.




  Making her way into her converted garage, Lee smiled as she sat down at her workbench, reminding herself that she might not be able to work at home if the Lunnys had not been so helpful. Setting

  up a place of business was officially forbidden in Huxley Wood, and they were the only ones who knew she’d done it. But Ciara and Jake had said they didn’t mind provided there

  wasn’t going to be any noise or traffic as a result. No, Lee promised; the garage would look exactly the same from the outside, with just an extra skylight in the roof – no noise, no

  vans or drills or anything. Fine, said the Lunnys, in that case they wouldn’t tell anyone, and Lee shouldn’t either. All the other houses were sufficiently distant that, probably,

  nobody would notice.




  And then one day Ciara had come over carrying a cake, one from an expensive French patisserie, to ask how the new jewellery enterprise was coming along. Pleasantly surprised, Lee said it was

  coming along fine, picking up more or less where it had left off in Vermont, and they’d got talking over the cake. Not garrulous by nature, she’d found herself answering Ciara’s

  questions, which seemed prompted more by friendly interest than by nosiness.




  Yes, she was American – you could tell, huh? American, and divorced, and childless. Thirty-four. A jeweller specialising in semi-precious stone pieces she designed herself. One-off

  originals, for sale in twenty expensive, exclusive American boutiques. Or maybe more, some day; she was planning a trip to California to negotiate with some outlets in San Francisco and Los

  Angeles. Oh, really? In that case, Ciara said picking up a garnet bracelet and holding it to the light, Lee should let her know whenever she might want any little packages flown over. Her pilot

  husband, Jake, would be happy to play courier. Such amazing jewellery, the kind of thing you’d see film stars wearing to the Oscars in Hello! magazine!




  Even now, a year later, Lee still remembered Ciara’s friendly, admiring smile. A guileless, happy housewife, she’d seemed genuinely impressed that ‘such talent’ had

  chosen to live in Huxley Wood. She’d never worked a day in her own life, she said with a giggle, wouldn’t have a clue how to set up a business or even find the simplest job. The only

  thing she knew how to run was a home.




  Nothing wrong with that, Lee replied; somebody had to run them. Running a business might sound more glamorous, but a lot of it was just graft. Paperwork and hassles and a lot of petty politics.

  Whereupon Ciara had nodded and clipped on the bracelet, stretching up her arm, waggling her fingers as she admired it in the sunlight. She had, Lee noted, the most beautifully manicured

  fingernails, the most fragile little wrists.




  ‘Uh-huh. So what brought you to Ireland, anyway? D’you have roots or something?’




  Yes. An Irish grandmother, Aine O’Donnell from Ardara in Donegal, who’d emigrated to America many moons ago. Now, her granddaughter had moved to Ireland in turn, not for any

  nostalgic reasons but because it spoke English and was reputed to be very Americanised. Reputed to be fun, too, a friendly place for a stranger to settle.




  ‘God’ Ciara responded wide-eyed, looking almost awestruck, ‘I could never do anything like that. Move to a foreign country, I mean, all by myself – I’d be totally

  lost, I’d hate it!’




  ‘Honey’ Lee recalled saying, ‘you’d be amazed what you can do, when you want to. I wanted a fresh start, as far away from Freddie Weinberg as possible. I gave Ireland

  some thought and decided hey, why not? So here I am, so far, so good!’




  And then they’d talked about Freddie – ‘a monster’ – and Jake – ‘a darling’ – and Ciara’s family, until abruptly Ciara leaped up.

  ‘The children will be home soon, I have to cook dinner! Bye!’




  Off she’d flown, perky as a little robin, leaving Lee smiling, pleased to have a neighbour who – if a little Stepford-Wife perhaps – at least seemed sociable,

  uncomplicated and undemanding. Until now; until this summer’s day when suddenly the light had snapped off in Ciara’s sunny life, leaving her fraught, distraught, not waving but

  drowning. Happily married since her teens, she simply didn’t know where to turn, what to do, couldn’t grasp why Jake had moved out or what was happening. She looked, Lee thought, like a

  child lost by its mother in the Christmas crush, sobbing to be collected by some responsible adult, carried to the information desk and restored to its rightful owner.
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