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When Maria Duffy left her career in the bank to become a stay-at-home mum, she never dreamed that writing, something she’s always loved, would become her job one day. She lives in Dublin with her husband Paddy and their four children. Her bestselling novels include Any Dream Will Do, One Wish and A Love Like This.
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Author’s Note


While the main character in this novel is a writer, that’s where the similarities between her life and mine end. This book is entirely a work of fiction with no resemblance to real persons or places or events.




Chapter 1


It was the tampons that finally did it. Linda Costa pulled the car into the side of the road and wept. It hadn’t stopped all day. ‘Mum, can you drop me to school because I don’t want the rain to make my hair frizzy?’ ‘Can you make a veggie lasagne for dinner today?’ ‘Mum, remember you have to pay for my school trip online by lunchtime today.’ ‘Linda, can you leave my grey suit into the cleaners and pick up some decaf coffee when you’re in the shops.’ And then from her dad: ‘Linda, I need a lift to the physio and your mother is going to her bridge club. Can you be here at three?’


It didn’t matter that she had a job. The fact that she had already written a best-selling book and was on a deadline for her next one didn’t count. Because being an author was just something artsy. A fancy schmancy word for somebody who made up stories in her spare time and was lucky enough to get them published. And she worked from home. The kiss of death. Working from home meant that she could get up in the morning and make breakfast for everyone, bring the kids to school, do the housework, shopping and make the dinner. Her friends would say she was lucky that she had all that time to herself during the day and could go for coffees and lunches when they all had to go out to work. She’d often try to explain that managing a household and writing novels was work too. But nobody seemed to understand.


Most days she just got on with things. It was the way things were and it was never going to change. But today was different. She was coming off the back of four weeks of no sleep. Stressing every night about a deadline she was never going to meet and spending all day doing everything else except writing. When she’d brought her dad to the physio, he’d insisted she bring him to Aldi afterwards to get some cheese that was on special.


‘I don’t really have time today, Dad,’ she’d explained, thinking of the rush-hour traffic she’d be bound to hit on the way home if she delayed another minute. ‘Maybe Mum can pick it up for you later.’


‘Forget I asked,’ he’d said, his eyes welling up. ‘I’ll just have some bread and butter for my tea. I’m sorry I’m such a burden.’


And so she’d ended up walking around Aldi with a shopping list while her dad sat and had a cup of tea in the coffee shop next door. Ever since her dad’s leg had been amputated ten years before, his personality had changed completely. He’d gone from being funny and lovable to a self-pitying martyr with no sense of humour and a very large bee in his bonnet. It was no wonder her mother escaped to play bridge three times a week.


Her journey home from her parents’ house in Blackrock had taken her, just as she’d feared, right into rush-hour traffic so she was already stressed and agitated when Ben had rung half an hour later. ‘Mum, when will you be home?’


‘I don’t know, love. The traffic is pretty bad so I’ll be quite a while yet.’


‘But the batteries in the Xbox are gone and I can’t find any. Will you get some on your way home?’


She’d resisted the urge to scream but instead agreed and pulled into a service station a few minutes later. So with a mega pack of AA batteries and an extra-large Mars bar to make the journey a little more bearable, she was on her way again. The traffic was moving at a snail’s pace so when her son had rung again and wondered what was for dinner, she’d snapped at him to work it out between himself and his sister. There was plenty of food in the fridge and cupboards so they could rustle up something between them. Satisfied that she’d exerted her authority, she felt a bit calmer. That was until her husband, Roberto, had rung to see if she could have his dinner ready by six thirty because he had to take a conference call soon after and it was likely to go on for a while.


‘Ring the kids,’ she’d said, her voice calmer than the turmoil going on in her head. ‘They’re on cooking duty.’


It was almost two hours later when she took the slip road off the N4 into Leixlip where she lived with her family. She was relieved to be finally close to home but she was still reeling from all the phone calls. Did they really think she was super-human? Honestly, how was she expected to meet everyone’s demands while she was running a house and writing a book? Not to mention the numerous emails building up in her inbox that she’d never catch up on. She’d just got through the traffic in Leixlip village and turned up Captain’s Hill towards home, when her phone rang again. It was Shauna, her sixteen-year-old daughter.


‘Mum, get me some tampons on the way home, will you? Super plus.’


‘I’ve passed the shops now, love. I’ll be home in a minute. I’ll pick them up tomorrow for you.’


‘No, Mum,’ came the whiney voice through the speakers of the car. ‘It’s an emergency. I need them now.’


Linda glanced in her rear-view mirror and saw the tailback of traffic behind her. It would take her ages to get through that again so Shauna would just have to wait until the next day. ‘There’s some in my bathroom. They should do you until tomorrow.’


‘I’ve used them already. Just get them, for God’s sake, will you?’


She winced at her daughter’s tone. That had been the way lately with Shauna – she’d become very self-absorbed and treated her parents like cash machines and her mother like a slave. At first, Linda had blamed the behaviour on her friends. She was hanging around with a new group of girls these last couple of years, so maybe they were having an adverse influence on her. But she soon began to realise that the friends were decent girls and Shauna’s behaviour was down to nobody but herself.


‘Mum? Are you still there? Get me chocolate too. I need it to get me through this time of the month. And can you hurry because …’


Linda ended the call suddenly. She’d had enough. She must have taken her eyes off the road for a split second because her tyres clipped the edge of the pavement and she had to swerve to avoid hitting a street lamp. Her heart was thumping almost out of her chest as she veered off out of the traffic amidst a chorus of beeping and pulled into a side street to park the car. Once the tears started, she couldn’t stop them. Big fat pools of water fell from the corners of her eyes as her body convulsed. She pounded her head off the steering wheel until it began to hurt and she was forced to sit back and try to catch her breath. She couldn’t take it anymore. She was everything to everybody and yet who looked after her? Who cared how she was feeling? That she was on the verge of a breakdown? She closed her eyes and waited for the tears to subside and for her breathing to settle. And then she began to wonder what would have happened if she’d actually crashed into that street lamp. If the traffic hadn’t been going so slowly and she’d hit it with force. Imagine she’d died. How would Rob cope? How would he manage the children with working such long hours? How would the children feel not to have a mother, her parents not to have their only child? She pictured the scene. A police officer calling to her door. ‘Mr Costa, can we come in please? I’m afraid we have some very bad news …’ Would he cry? Would they all huddle together in shared grief? Would they realise how they’d treated her? How they’d taken her for granted? But it would be too late.


A knock on the window scared her half to death and she opened her eyes to see an old man staring in at her, looking very concerned. Shit! She must look like a raving lunatic. She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve and let the window down.


‘Are you okay, Miss? I was just walking the dogs and noticed you there.’


‘I … I’m fine. I’ve just had a bit of bad news.’


‘Ah, sorry about that. I don’t mean to intrude. I just wanted to check.’


‘Thanks for your concern,’ she said, mortified. ‘But I just needed to pull in for a moment. I’m grand now.’


She watched as he walked on up the hilly road with his two Alsatians. She envied his state of oblivion. He looked like he hadn’t a care in the world. She’d forgotten what that felt like. And she was angry too. Angry that he’d interrupted her wallowing and self-indulgent imaginings. She closed her eyes again and tried to regain her thought process. But it was no use. The moment had passed and all she felt was exhaustion. Exhaustion and shame. She really shouldn’t allow herself to dwell on such negative thoughts and she definitely didn’t wish herself dead. But sometimes she just wished she had a fairy godmother who’d wave her magic wand and transport her somewhere away from all her worries.


Her phone rang suddenly, startling her, and she was surprised to see her dad’s name coming up on the display. Oh God, he’d better not be ringing with some excuse to get her back over there. Well, she’d just stand her ground for once and refuse.


‘Hi, Dad. What’s up?’


‘Hi, love. I hope you got home okay.’


She thought for a moment before answering. ‘Yes, Dad. Safe and sound.’


‘Ah good, good. I just wanted to say thanks for today. I know you’re a busy woman and I know I ask a lot of you, so thanks.’


She was speechless. ‘It’s okay, Dad.’


‘Okay, love. I’m just going to get my tea. Bye bye for now.’


A click and he was gone. She sat for a moment, her head awhirl with thoughts. It was nice to be appreciated. Especially by her dad, who wouldn’t make a habit of showing his gratitude. Maybe he’d noticed something about her earlier. Maybe he was more perceptive than she’d given him credit for. The phone call had thrown her, but the fact remained that she felt unhappy. Unhappy, unappreciated and stressed. And if she didn’t do something about it soon, she feared she’d have a proper breakdown and end up in an institution. What would they all do then?


And then a thought suddenly struck her. She grabbed her handbag from the floor of the car and checked the inside pocket. Just as she thought, her passport was still there. She’d collected it from the depot the previous week and had forgotten to put it with the other passports at home. She took it out and stared at it. It was taunting her – willing her to use it. How easy would it be to just hop on a flight somewhere and disappear for a while. She had money, credit cards, motive. Just because she didn’t want to end her life didn’t mean she wouldn’t like to check out for a while. Her heart was telling her she couldn’t do it but her head understood. Her head knew she needed to escape, so ignoring her pleading heart, she turned the car around and headed back towards the N4. The traffic wasn’t so bad going in the opposite direction and before she knew it, she was on the M50 heading towards the airport. For the first time in ages, she was buzzing with excitement. She was really going to do it. God only knew where she’d end up, but something was telling her it would be the start of her taking control of her life.




Chapter 2


Linda sat at the kitchen table, her laptop open in front of her, a cup of coffee by her side. This was her dream job. The thing she’d wished for more than anything. The thing that had given her a life for herself – something other than being a mum and a wife. She’d felt as though she’d won the lottery when she’d landed that book deal. It had been perfect. They were giving her money to fulfil her ambition of having a book published. It was almost laughable. But she wasn’t laughing anymore. The dream was turning into a nightmare as she was finding it almost impossible to write the second book. She’d written a couple of chapters but she just couldn’t seem to get into the zone.


She took a gulp of her coffee and poised her fingers over the keyboard. Just let it flow, she thought to herself. Let the words come rather than forcing them. And so she began to type. Sentence after sentence. Her fingers danced swiftly over the keys and very soon she’d filled pages with her thoughts. Two hours later, completely drained from her marathon writing session, she sat back to survey her work. But as she read it back, she could feel that old familiar disappointment well up inside her. It was rubbish. Complete and utter rubbish. So, with a heavy heart, she found the all too familiar delete key and deleted the whole thing. Snapping her laptop shut, she put her head in her hands and resisted the urge to cry.


She was still sitting in the same position some minutes later when the doorbell rang. It would be her best friend, Ger. Linda had rung her the previous night when she’d gotten home from her failed escapade and Ger had been very supportive.


‘I’ll come over tomorrow,’ she’d said. ‘Straight after my 12 p.m. yoga class. We can have a chat then.’


Ger greeted her with a hug and within minutes they were sitting at the kitchen table sipping coffee.


‘I just couldn’t go through with it,’ said Linda, tucking into her second Jaffa Cake. ‘I wanted to. I really did. But I just didn’t have it in me.’


‘So you actually got as far as parking at the airport and then bottled it?’ said Ger. ‘You must have really felt like you were on the edge.’


Linda nodded. ‘I did more than just park actually. I went in and spoke to someone at the Aer Lingus desk. I asked her if there were any available seats on flights going out in the next couple of hours.’


‘You did not!’ Ger looked appalled. ‘So what did she say?’


‘She asked where I wanted to go and when I heard my own voice saying “anywhere”, that’s when I came to my senses. I thought maybe I was going mad or something. So I scuttered away quickly with whatever bit of dignity I had left.’


Ger shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you let things get so bad without telling me. Without telling anybody. I feel awful that you’ve been going through such a hard time and I didn’t know.’


Linda smiled at her best friend’s anxious face. ‘I’m fine, Ger. I really am. First-world problems, as they say. Nobody has died, and everyone is healthy, so they’re the main things. Other stuff is just trivial.’


‘I don’t agree,’ said Ger, sipping her coffee and taking a chocolate biscuit from the plate. ‘If things are making you feel this bad, well then it’s serious.’


‘What? This is coming from the girl who preaches “don’t sweat the small stuff” and “live in the moment”? What happened to that? I thought you’d be telling me to just close my eyes, breathe deeply and let it all go.’


‘God, Linda, do you think I’m that insensitive? Did you keep all this to yourself because you were afraid of what I’d say? That I’d dismiss your problems as trivial?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t say that exactly, but you do have a habit of making me feel as though my problems aren’t really problems at all.’


Ger looked close to tears.


‘I don’t blame you for it,’ said Linda, quick to reassure her friend. ‘That’s your job. It’s what you do. And most of the time I appreciate the advice you give me.’


‘But not this time,’ said Ger, quietly.


‘It’s just that the more my stress levels were building up, the harder it was to say anything to anyone. It felt like I was moaning every time I opened my mouth about anything so I just learned to keep it closed and get on with it.’


‘You poor thing. I really had no idea. But the important thing is you’ve told me now so we can do something about it. For starters, I think you should—’


‘Honestly, Ger. I know you mean well but I just couldn’t cope with a mindfulness session at the moment. I’m sure it would be good for me and would help me relax, but I need practical solutions.’ Ger was a yoga instructor and mindfulness coach and she was so zen that nothing ever bothered her or got her agitated. Having said that, she lived alone, had no kids and worked at a job that required her to relax at all times.


‘Well, if you had waited until I was finished, I was going to suggest no such thing. What I was going to say is that despite your failed attempt at escaping to a foreign country, I genuinely think you need to get away for a while. On your own. You need to put some distance between you and the things that are making you feel this way. You’ll have time to think without things pulling you in a million different directions and it might be easier to work out how you’re going to move forward.’


Linda reddened. ‘I’m sorry. I just assumed. And it would be great if I could get away for a while, but the reality is, there’s just no way.’


‘There’s always a way.’


‘It’s okay for you to say that when you’ve nobody else relying on you for anything and can go where you want when you want, but it’s different for me.’


‘So you keep reminding me.’ Ger looked crestfallen.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Linda. ‘Again. I seem to be saying that a lot lately.’


‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Ger, rooting in her handbag and producing a pen and notebook. ‘Why don’t we make a list of the things that have you feeling like this and let’s see what we can do about them. Right, fire ahead.’


‘It’s not as easy as that. I can’t just—’


‘It’s as easy or as difficult as you make it, Linda. Just say what comes to your mind when you think about the worries you have.’


Linda relented. It would probably be good to get some of the stuff off her chest anyway. ‘Rob.’


Ger raised an eyebrow. ‘I didn’t expect to hear you say that. I thought you two were solid.’


‘We are,’ said Linda. ‘Well, we used to be.’


‘That doesn’t sound good.’


‘I don’t really know anymore, Ger. He’s a good man and I do love him but…’


‘Go on.’ Ger reached out and touched her hand and Linda knew she’d feel better for saying the words out loud.


‘I just feel fed up with him. He doesn’t ever acknowledge how hard I work and he takes me for granted. I keep thinking back to years ago when he was so thoughtful and used to surprise me with little things like booking a meal out for us or a weekend away. Things have just become very stilted. Boring, even. Oh God, does that sound awful?’


‘No, it sounds perfectly natural. You’ve been together a long time. But how serious is it? I mean, are you fed up to the point of leaving him or do you just need time away?’


‘I’m not going to leave him,’ said Linda, aghast at the suggestion. ‘It’s not like that. I’m just fed up with the same old story day in, day out. It was his Sicilian values that made me fall in love with him in the first place. You know, the respect for women and how he used to look after me and treat me like a princess. But now those traditional values are the thing that could be the breaking of us.’


‘How so?’


‘It’s just that he’s so much happier when he’s bringing home the money and I’m at home running the house and looking after the kids. It’s how he was brought up. His dad worked in finance and his mum was mother earth. From what he’s told me, she used to get up at six in the morning to bake bread and cook breakfast for her husband and six children. By lunchtime she’d have pasta made from scratch and sauce bubbling on the stove. By all accounts she was some sort of superwoman in the home.’


‘And do you think he expects you to be like her?’ Ger looked incredulous.


‘Not exactly,’ said Linda. ‘But I do think that me earning so much money last year has made him feel a little inferior. In a way I understand. He works so hard and all of a sudden, something that was just a pastime for me became a job and I was handed more money than he earns in a year.’


‘Yes, but that money is for both of you. For the family. Surely he gets that.’


Linda nodded. ‘He does but it’s just a big change for him, I suppose. He was used to the way things were – him bringing home the money while I ran the house and looked after the kids. And it worked well, really.’


‘But not if you weren’t happy,’ said Ger, watching her carefully.


‘I was happy. But there was just something missing. And when I got that book deal, it was like the missing part of the puzzle. I felt fulfilled. I had everything I ever wanted – a great husband, two wonderful children, a lovely home and the job of my dreams.’


‘So what’s changed?’


Linda thought for a moment. ‘I don’t know exactly. Maybe it’s me. I want more now. I have this great opportunity to make a name for myself in the writing world but I’m pulled in so many different directions that I just don’t have enough time to dedicate to my writing.’


‘Ah, Linda. You just need to talk to Rob about it. He’s a reasonable man. Surely if you explain things to him you can both come to a compromise. I’m sure he’d help out more if he thought you were feeling this way.’


‘But it’s not as simple as that. There’s more to it. You know how he was planning on quitting his job to start up on his own?’


Ger nodded. ‘Yes. And surely that’s a good thing. Didn’t he say he’d be working from home initially so that might free you up a bit to write? Maybe that’s his way of acknowledging your writing career.’


‘Yes,’ said Linda. ‘And it seemed like a good plan at first. In fact I was the one who encouraged him to do it. When I got the advance last year for two books, I told him that we’d have enough to pay off the rest of the mortgage so that would take pressure off him. He could leave his job and not worry if his start-up was slow to make money.’


‘And he’s changed his mind?’


‘No, just the opposite.’


‘Go on,’ said Ger, leaning forward on her elbows.


‘He’s actually really into the idea. He keeps talking about when he’s going to tell them in work that he wants to leave.’


Ger shook her head. ‘I still don’t get it. That’s what you want, right?’


Linda sighed and continued. ‘As I said, the advance I got was for two books, Ger. I worked on that first one for the last ten years so I’d perfected it. Made it as good as it could possibly be.’


‘And it was brilliant. I actually cried when I saw it on the shelves of Easons and when you were on the telly talking about it.’


‘You don’t understand.’ Linda winced as she took a sip of her now cold coffee and shoved the mug away from her. ‘Everything has changed.’


‘Changed how?’


‘That money. I’ll probably have to give a chunk of it back.’


‘Why the hell would you have to do that?’ Ger’s mouth gaped open.


‘I keep saying – the advance was for two books. The second one is due on my editor’s desk in a few months and I have barely any of it written.’


‘But I thought you were almost finished. You said it was going well. What do you mean you have barely any written?’


‘I lied. I’m nowhere near finished. I’m scared, Ger. I’m really scared. I saw this fabulous life mapped out for myself, doing what I’ve always wanted to do. And now I’m worried that it’s not going to happen.’ She burst into tears and didn’t pull away when Ger came and wrapped her arms around her.


‘It’s been awful,’ she sobbed. ‘I’ve sat at my laptop any time I had a moment free and looked at a blank screen. Sometimes I’d write a few sentences and sometimes even a chapter or two. But when I’d read them back, they’d sound ridiculous so I’d delete them. I’m not getting enough time to just sit down and let the words flow. And knowing I have a deadline just makes it all worse.’


‘No wonder you’re so stressed,’ said Ger, sitting back on her stool but keeping a hold of Linda’s hands. ‘And keeping it all to yourself is never a good thing. I’m just glad you’ve told me now and we can try and sort it out.’


‘But how? Nobody can write this book for me. And I certainly can’t do it.’


‘Well, for starters, you’ve written a brilliant book that was in the Irish Times bestsellers for weeks. Do you know how many people envy you for that? How many writers out there who are clamouring to get noticed by publishers?’


‘Oh God, Ger. I’m sorry. Yet again. I wasn’t thinking.’ Ger had written a self-help book that she’d been trying to get published for years, but after numerous rejections, she’d given up and published it herself on Amazon.


She shook her head. ‘This is not about me. I need you to realise how good you are and just maybe you have too much going on at the moment to let your creativity shine.’


‘Thanks, but I still have no book and no book means no money. I can’t have Rob leaving his job with the expectation that my money will keep us afloat for a while. But I haven’t the heart to tell him I’m a failure.’


‘Stop that right now. You’re not a failure at all. You’re a very successful woman who’s just encountered a blip. You need to talk to him, Linda. Before he makes any decisions about the job. And you need to address what you’re feeling about your relationship too. It’s not just a matter of him helping out more, is it? You said you were bored?’


Linda nodded. ‘There’s just no excitement there anymore. No passion.’


‘In the bedroom?’


Linda reddened and fiddled with her spoon.


‘Come on, Linda. You can talk to me about anything.’


‘Sex is just a part of it. It’s become so routine. So stilted. But that’s how it is with every aspect of our lives. I want to be surprised. To be whisked off my feet sometimes. It was so good when we were younger and life was unpredictable. So exciting. Nowadays I get excited if I get a new attachment for my steam cleaner or if Weetabix is half price in Tesco.’


Ger laughed out loud at that. ‘Aw, Linda, you’re just overthinking everything at the moment. You definitely need to get away. And is it just the writing and Rob? Or is there anything else that’s bothering you?’


Linda thought for a moment. ‘Well, the kids aren’t helping with my stress levels either. Honestly, Ger, if Ben isn’t sitting in his room reading, he’s playing games on his Xbox. And I can barely get one word out of him these days.’


‘He’s at that awkward age though,’ said Ger. ‘I remember when I was thirteen and wasn’t sure where I fitted in. I’m sure it will get better as he makes more friends in secondary school. And Shauna’s doing okay, isn’t she? She seems to have blossomed into a social butterfly.’


‘And that’s another problem.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘She’s the complete opposite to Ben. She’s sixteen going on twenty-seven. She speaks to me like I’m a piece of dirt and does what she wants when she wants. I really feel she’s getting out of control. Do you know she came home drunk as a skunk the other night?’


‘No! What happened?’


‘I knew as soon as I saw her face that she’d been drinking. She tried to deny it but she was slurring her words. Her eyes were all bloodshot and her mascara was half way down her face.’


‘So what did you do?’


‘I dragged her into the bathroom and made her look at her face in the mirror. She promptly threw up in the sink and then collapsed on the floor bawling her eyes out. I swear, if I get a sniff of her drinking again, I’ll kill her.’


Ger tried to stifle a giggle and Linda wasn’t impressed.


‘It’s not one bit funny, you know. I honestly don’t know what to do with her.’


‘I’m sorry, Linda. I know it’s tough for you but do you remember the time when you and I drank a bottle of vodka in your house when your parents were out? I honestly don’t know how we got away with it because I don’t remember going to bed that night.’


‘I suppose we all did it,’ conceded Linda. ‘But it doesn’t make it any easier. It’s horrible to see your child like that. And I’m sure we were a lot older when we started drinking.’


‘Are you serious?’ Ger shook her head. ‘We were fourteen when we first got drunk. You have a short memory.’


‘Well, there’s a lot going on in this head at the moment. I’m having trouble remembering what day it is, let alone what happened over thirty years— Hang on, was that somebody coming in the door?’


Linda stood up at the sound of the front door quietly closing and quickly opened the kitchen door. ‘Shauna! What are you doing home? It’s only three o’clock.’


‘We got off early. I’m going for a nap.’


‘Hold on,’ said Linda, stepping out into the hall and closing the kitchen door behind her. ‘School didn’t finish early today. We would have been notified.’


‘Well, it was just free classes for the last two. There was no point in staying. No biggie.’ Shauna proceeded to head up the stairs but Linda grabbed the sleeve of her shirt.


‘No biggie? You bunk off school but it’s no biggie? When did you get to be so rebellious? Come on. I’m driving you back in.’


‘Let go,’ said Shauna, shrugging free of her mother’s grasp. ‘As I said, I’m going for a nap. I’m not feeling well. So chill, okay?’


She disappeared upstairs, leaving Linda wondering where it had all gone wrong. She could have done without that today. She leaned against the bannister and willed herself not to cry. The kitchen door opened suddenly, startling her, and Ger appeared with her bag over her shoulder.


‘Sorry, Linda, but I have to fly. I have a class in an hour so I need to prepare. Is everything okay with Shauna?’


‘Nothing I can’t handle,’ said Linda, forcing a smile. ‘I’ll give you a buzz later on.’


‘Great. We can chat again then. And think about what I said about getting away. I really think it would do you the world of good. I’d come with you if I had the time but I have classes booked for the next six weeks. Why don’t you talk to Rob and tell him what you told me today? He’d understand. You’ll work it out – I’m sure of it.’


They hugged and Linda kept the smile plastered to her face until Ger’s car disappeared around the corner. She closed the door and sighed before turning to head back into the kitchen. And that’s when she saw it. Her reflection in the hall mirror. She always avoided looking near it, and in fact she hated having it there at all. But Rob’s ninety-five-year-old grandmother had brought it over from Sicily and he’d insisted that they hang it for everyone to see. The mirror was oval in shape with a thin silver frame, and as she stared at herself, she was reminded of a cameo brooch that her mother used to wear. Except the face on the brooch looked regal, and there was certainly nothing regal about how she looked. She’d been quite a looker when she was younger but the years hadn’t been kind. Her once bouncy hair had dried up into a long, dark frizz that refused to be tamed and her skin had become dull and lifeless. Even with her large-rimmed glasses covering a multitude, the black bags beneath her eyes were obvious, as were the many fine lines around her face. Tears sprang to her eyes suddenly as she mourned the loss of the pretty, carefree girl she used to be. But tears wouldn’t get the dinner made or clean the house, so she took off her glasses and wiped her eyes with her sleeve, before turning away from the mirror.


Back in the kitchen she placed the cups in the dishwasher and set about making dinner. Was Ger right, she wondered, as she peeled potatoes and placed them in a pot of water. Would Rob understand? He’d hate to think she was unhappy, but would he understand the reasons why? She wasn’t so sure.


Linda had met Rob when they’d worked together in an insurance company twenty-five years ago. Back then, they were colleagues. Both ambitious and both determined to rise up the ranks of the company. But as their relationship progressed, it had become clear to Linda that Rob was a traditional sort of guy and would expect her to stay at home if they had children. And she hadn’t put up much of a fight. Insurance wasn’t exactly her passion and as soon as she’d held Shauna in her arms, she’d been in love and had been happy to take on the role of housewife and mother. Rob had been promoted since on many occasions and now held a senior role in the company.


To be fair to him, Rob wasn’t a dictator. He never bullied her into staying at home or forced her into a situation she wasn’t happy about. He’d just grown up in a household where his mother stayed at home and his dad worked in an office, and theirs had been an idyllic life. He simply wanted the same for his family.


As the years passed and Ben came along, Linda was happy. Nothing ever fazed her and Rob hailed her as a natural-born mother and home-maker. She actually found the baby years enjoyable and relished her role. And they were good kids for the most part. She felt very lucky. It was only when the teenage years came along and messed with their heads that they became difficult. And Linda began to find motherhood more challenging.


It was when she was pregnant with Shauna that she’d discovered her love of writing. It had all begun with a diary. She’d set up a document on her laptop to write about how she was feeling every day. And then she’d wanted more. So she started to write stories. She loved reading crime books so the stories always had an edge to them. She’d even entered one in a short story competition she’d heard about on a local radio station and had come third. As the years went by and her confidence grew, she began to plot her first book. The book that would be ten years in the making. And then, after a lot of rejection and hard work, a publisher had finally said yes the previous year and had offered her a sizeable advance for a two-book deal. It had been more than she’d ever imagined. A dream come true. At last she was doing something for herself. Something that made her heart sing and on top of all that, she was being acknowledged for her work. She’d walked on air for a long time. That was until the book had had its time on the shelf and the publisher was shouting for the next one.


The sound of boiling water splashing out of the pot of potatoes startled her out of her reverie and she quickly lowered the temperature. She knew she couldn’t go on feeling like this; she was going to have to talk to Rob later. She needed to tell him about the book situation so he could put the idea of leaving his current job on hold for the time being. They just wouldn’t be able to afford for him to do it. And then once she knew his salary was guaranteed, she could stop pretending to be a writer. She also needed to talk to him about how stressed she was. She needed him to know that she was overwhelmed with so much going on in her life and was desperately trying to keep it all together.


But Ger was right. She really did need to get away for a while. Talking was good but her exhaustion levels were at an all-time high and she really needed to recharge her batteries. She’d never really thought it would be possible but now she was beginning to think that she could actually do it. Her writing buddy, Aidan, lived in Spain so maybe she could go and visit him for a while. He’d been asking her to go over and visit since he’d moved there five years previously and she’d always had some excuse not to go. A bubble of excitement began to form in her stomach. Could she really do this? Could she walk away from her responsibilities for a week or two and actually have time for herself for a change? It was a thrilling thought.


She took out a bag of carrots to chop and suddenly her heart felt lighter. Maybe her mini breakdown the previous day had been worth it after all. It had forced her to face what was happening and why she was so stressed. And now she was finding solutions. She felt very proud of herself.


Just then she heard Shauna’s bedroom door opening. Maybe this would be a good time to have a little talk with her daughter. Just the two of them while it was quiet in the house. She was feeling more positive now than she had in days and suddenly the thought of talking to Shauna about her attitude and behaviour didn’t faze her anymore. And then there was a loud bang followed by a shriek.


‘Who the fuck left a fucking bag right in the middle of the landing. I could have broken my fucking neck!’


Linda flinched and went back to chopping the carrots. Maybe their chat could wait for another day.




Chapter 3


‘I’d no idea, love,’ said Rob, spearing a piece of beef on his fork and stuffing it into his mouth. ‘I’ll have a word with the kids and get them to start pulling their weight.’


Linda sighed. She’d spent the last half hour explaining to her husband how she was feeling. How she was overwhelmed with everything and how there weren’t enough hours in the day. He thought it was as easy as getting the kids to empty the dishwasher or pull out the Hoover every now and then. Maybe he’d realise how much more serious things were when she told him about the book. Or the lack of it.


‘It’s going to take more than that, Rob. I don’t think you realise how bad things are.’


‘What are you talking about?’ He smiled that smile. The one she hated. The one that said, Who’s a silly billy then? The one that trivialised everything she said. ‘They’ll grow out of it, love. Everyone says the teenage years are difficult.’


‘But it’s not just the kids,’ she said, exasperated. ‘It’s a whole lot more than that.’


‘Well, tell me then.’ He put his knife and fork down and she knew she had his attention, so she continued.


‘It’s about the book. The next one. I need to talk to you about—’


‘I’m one step ahead of you there,’ he said, tipping his index finger off the side of his nose. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything yet but now that you’ve brought it up …’


‘Brought what up?’ Linda was confused. ‘What do you mean you’re one step ahead of me?’


‘I’ve done it, Linda. I’ve told them I’m going.’


‘Going where?’


‘Leaving. I told them in work today that I wanted early retirement and they’re going to discuss terms with me over the next few weeks.’


‘But I—’


‘I know. You thought I wouldn’t do it. And I wasn’t sure myself at first. But I’ve always wanted to work for myself. And if I’m working from home initially, I’ll be there to give you a helping hand. That’s what you want, isn’t it?’


‘Well, yes. But giving up your job so suddenly. Starting your own business. It’s a big step.’


He smiled and reached over to touch her hand. I know, love. But don’t you worry. It might take a while to get going properly but I’ll make sure I’m still earning enough. And having your book money there as a backup will ensure we won’t go short.’


She didn’t know what to say. There was no way she could tell him about the book now. He was so enthusiastic about his plans and the ironic thing was that she’d pushed him to leave his busy job. She’d been dazzled by her newfound status as a well-paid author and thought they were set up for life. She’d be writing a book each year from now on and raking in the cash. She’d quite liked the idea of Rob doing more around the house while she brought home the money. She’d even considered the possibility of renting a little office for herself away from the house. Somewhere she could go every day to write without having the breakfast dishes staring at her or feeling like she had to hoover the floors or sort washing before she began her writing. But that was never going to happen. How could she tell him she was a failure? How could she tell him it had all gone terribly wrong?


‘So what were you going to say about your book, love?’ he said, sitting back in the wooden chair, his plate wiped clean.


For just a moment, she toyed with the idea of coming clean about her failure, but she couldn’t do it. ‘It’s just that I could do with getting away on my own for a while. Just a few days or maybe a week. Somewhere quiet so that I can finish my book and at the same time recharge my batteries.’


He looked taken aback. ‘On your own? Away where?’


‘Anywhere.’ She realised again how that sounded, so quickly continued. ‘I wouldn’t mind visiting Aidan for a bit. He says the sea is very therapeutic for writing so maybe it would help me finish that book without any other distractions.’


‘Distractions? What distractions? Don’t you have the house to yourself all day while I’m in work and the kids in school? Surely that’s plenty of time for you to get a bit of writing done. Didn’t you manage just fine with the first one?’


Linda sighed. The little fact that it had taken her ten years to write the first one and the publishers were expecting the second in months seemed to have escaped his memory.


‘And besides,’ he continued. ‘It wouldn’t be ideal having the kids come home to an empty house every day. Ben would be straight on that Xbox and Shauna… well, God only knows what that girl would get up to. Who’d make sure they did their homework and had something healthy to eat?’


‘I was sort of hoping you might take some time off,’ said Linda, her dream of sipping pina coladas on the beach slipping through her fingers. ‘But I suppose that would be asking too much. Just forget I said anything.’


Rob’s face was stony and she felt tears prick her eyes. How could she ever have thought he’d agree to something like that. A lot of her friends took breaks away without their husbands but that wasn’t them. Neither of them had ever been away alone since they had got married twenty years before. She’d just have to put the whole idea out of her head and try and get on with things. She was about to say so when suddenly Rob looked at her and smiled.


‘Let’s work it out.’


‘I’m sorry?’


‘You visiting Aidan. We can work it out. I still have some holidays to take before the end of the year and there’s no point in me carrying them over to next year if I’m hoping to leave early in the year.’


‘Are you serious? You’ll take time off so that I can go?’


‘I’m a reasonable man, Linda. If you feel you need to go away for a bit, then I’ll do what I can to support that. Talk to Aidan and we can agree on a time. To be honest, work has been really busy and I feel exhausted, so a break would be nice.’


Linda didn’t know how to react. She was thrilled that he’d agreed to her going but on the other hand, the fact that he considered being at home was a break both annoyed and worried her in equal measure.


‘So go on then,’ he continued. ‘Go and ring Aidan and tell him you’re going to visit. I’ll check my dates in work tomorrow and we can take it from there. I’m quite looking forward to this, actually. I want to start putting some distance between me and the job and my golf swing could do with some practice.’


Linda leaned over and kissed her husband lightly on the lips before scurrying out of the room and up the stairs. Sitting on her bed, she put her head in her hands and tried to gather her thoughts. What a mess. How could she ever tell Rob about the book now? He’d already told his boss he wanted to leave so what was she to do? She knew she should have said something weeks ago when it had become clear that she wasn’t going to be able to finish it. Why was her life so bloody complicated?


But on the plus side, it looked like this break was really going to happen and suddenly the thought of getting away seemed even more enticing. She needed some time to think. She deserved it. And maybe not being in the house surrounded by the problems would be a positive thing. With a bit of distance, it was always easier to make decisions. And seeing her old friend would be a bonus. She’d met Aidan at a creative writing course fifteen years before and they’d just clicked. When he’d moved to Spain with his partner, she’d been devastated but she’d also known it was the right thing for him. He had no ties and living by the sea was something he’d always dreamed of. He needed his creative space, he’d said. To create my masterpieces, dahling. A picture of his ever-tanned face popped into her mind and she smiled. She pulled her mobile out of her jeans pocket and dialled.


‘Hola, cariño! Cómo estás?’


Linda’s heart leaped at the sound of her friend’s voice. ‘Go on, you show off,’ she said, giggling. ‘I bet they’re the only words you know.’


‘I’ll have you know my Spanish is fluido. Es perfecto!’


‘Okay, okay. I believe you. Now, how the hell are you? I haven’t spoken to you in ages. How’s James?’


‘James is wonderful, as always. And I’m fabulous. Everything is going great. Come over and visit. I feel like a broken record saying that to you. But you’re never going to, are you?’


‘Well, actually…’


‘Stoppit! Don’t tell me you’re coming over! Are you? You’re not. Are you really? Tell me. Stop keeping me guessing!’


Linda laughed. ‘I’d tell you if you let me get a word in.’


‘Sorry, sorry, go on.’


‘I was actually ringing to ask you if you’d mind if I came over for a bit. Not too long – maybe a few days or something.’


‘Mind! Would I mind? Darling, I’ve been trying to get you here for five years. Why would I mind? James!’ He almost blew her ear off as he shouted for his husband. ‘James! Linda’s coming over. She’s coming to visit at last.’


Aidan’s excitement was palpable and Linda was delighted. She hoped that Rob would get time off work soon because now that she’d decided to go, she couldn’t wait.


‘So tell me all the details,’ said Aidan. ‘When, where, how … ? And what made you decide to come at last. I’m thrilled, of course, but curious too. Is everything okay with you? You haven’t had a fight with Rob or anything, have you? I mean you shouldn’t run away, if that’s what it is. You need to sort things out befo—’


‘Relax, Aidan.’ Linda was exhausted just listening to him. ‘Rob and I are fine. He’s going to look after things here while I’m gone. And as to why I’m coming over now – I’ll save that for a nice cool glass of sangria and a table full of tapas.’


‘Deal. So when are you arriving?’


‘I haven’t booked flights yet but I’m hoping it will be in the next few weeks. I’ll let you know.’


‘Great stuff. Well, you’ll fly into Murcia airport and once we know the details, we’ll pick you up there. It’s just a fifteen-minute ride home.’


‘Listen, Aidan. I don’t want to intrude, so I can book a hotel. Just send me the names of the closest ones to you.’


‘You’ll do no such thing. I’ve been trying to get you here for so long, do you think I’m going to allow you to stay anywhere else but with us? We’ll have your room ready and I’m not taking no for an answer. There’s plenty of room.’


‘Thanks, but I thought you lived in a one-bedroom apartment? Or am I imagining things?’


There was a silence before he spoke again and for a second Linda thought they’d been cut off. ‘We moved, actually. To a bigger place.’


‘Oh really? It just shows how much I’ve kept in touch. So there are two bedrooms then?’


‘Well, let’s just say we have a lot more space than before. So it’s no trouble at all.’


‘Okay, if you’re sure then. It will be much nicer than staying on my own in a hotel. I’m really looking forward to it now.’


‘And we are too. It will be great to catch up properly again and I can’t wait to show you around.’


‘Great. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have dates.’


‘Give my love to Rob, won’t you? And tell him we’ll look after you here.’


‘Bye, Aidan. See you soon.’


‘Adiós, amigo. Te veo pronto.’ And he was gone.


She threw her phone onto the bed and lay back on the comfy feather duvet. It was only eight o’clock but it wouldn’t be difficult to fall asleep there. They’d recently done the room up and the soft creams and purples were very relaxing. Despite Rob’s reluctance to do much around the house, he was a perfectionist and liked everything to look neat and tidy. He hated mess and so other than a Precious Amber Rituals candle and matching scented sticks placed carefully on the dressing table, the room was free from clutter. Of course it wouldn’t be so neat if Linda didn’t pick up Rob’s boxers and towel from the floor every morning and carefully make up the bed. She’d sourced the headboard and lockers from an antique shop and had painted them cream to fit in with the décor, and the heavy purple velvet curtains added a touch of decadence.


The sound of a bed creaking from the room next door reminded her that she’d hardly spoken to Ben since he’d got home from school. Both children had eaten their dinner at speed and retreated to their bedrooms. She could tell from the low murmuring coming from Shauna’s room that she was on the phone so she decided to pop in to have a chat with Ben. She knocked softy on the door but walked in before there was an answer. Small for his age, he looked child-like lying on the bed, a fluffy blanket covering his legs, his face glued to the pages of a book. He didn’t even look up when she stepped inside.


‘Hiya, love. Are you okay?’


‘Yep.’


‘What are you reading?’


‘A Dance with Dragons.’


‘I thought you were reading Game of Thrones.’ She sat down at the end of his bed, hoping for at least a few civil words.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
he
Getaway

MARIA DUFFY

HACHETTE
BOOKS

IRELAND





OEBPS/images/9781473673182_FC.jpg
T ————
MIRIIES BESTSELLN
~ YA

4

2

The
Getaway

Will escaping for two

weceks save





