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    Dedication




    For Lucy,


    my incredible sister without whom I would be lost,


    and for Emma,


    who is like another sister to me.


    Love you both.
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    Prologue




    In the San Francisco February dawn, Faenia Lennox sat at an off-white chalk-painted desk facing the Bay with its familiar and beloved fog visible beyond the Japanese maples in her garden and typed at speed, the same speed she’d learned from Mrs Farmsworth’s classes in New York all those years ago. Over forty years ago, in fact.




    ‘Do not look at the keyboard, girls!’ Mrs Farmsworth had said in those commanding tones that made immigrants like Faenia wonder if she’d been a lady general in the war. Faenia, fingers quivering with tiredness and heart leaden with loneliness, had wondered if she’d ever have the strength of someone like Mrs Farmsworth, who stood ramrod straight and yet whose old eyes were kind beneath sharp-edged spectacles that edged off the end of her patrician nose.




    Faenia had grown strong, with time.




    Once a quivering skinny little thing in darned pantyhose given to her by her housemates in the narrow, creaking house in Brooklyn, Faenia Lennox had become a woman Mrs Farmsworth would be proud of.




    She was strong enough in her sixties to take time away from her life to reassess.




    It was a lesson she’d learned a long time ago but lessons sometimes needed to be relearned, returned to, particularly where love and marriage were concerned.




    Faenia looked down at slender tanned fingers, now manicured, with a ring on each ring finger – a Celtic Claddagh ring on her wedding finger and a gold and blue chrysoprase ring on the other hand – and a pretty stainless-steel Cartier tank watch on her wrist.




    In Lisowen, the tiny Kerry town where she’d grown up, nobody had jewellery like this. Or a house like this art deco one, perched on the hill like an adorable eyrie, full of exotic plants the likes of which the gardeners of Lisowen couldn’t imagine, and real art – not expensive – on the walls, and books filling up white bookcases so that when Faenia came home from work, she could slip off her work clothes, put on soft shoes and sink into a couch with a book, lamplight warming her home.




    And Nic’s home – if Nic wanted it. But Nic wasn’t brave enough to take the step, to walk out of the façade of a complicated life.




    ‘Dearest Isobel,’ wrote Faenia,




    ‘Thank you for news. I still can’t get my head around it all, to be honest. I knew it was coming and yet so much has been going on here at work and everything. But Eddie turning seventy – how did that happen? It seems like only yesterday we were kids playing round the back of Lady Margaret’s orchard in Lisowen, stealing crab apples and hoping nobody knew because Lady Margaret, for all that she let the crab apples rot on the avenue, would have had a fit if she knew we’d stolen them. I do feel sorry for her now: her whole world was changing. At the time, we hated her, remember? She was rich, we were poor: it was all so simple in our heads. When nothing’s simple, is it?




    I don’t know what I’d do without your telling me all the gossip – I’d know nothing. Although, it seems so distant to me now. Lisowen, Eddie, Mick, Kit and Nora. From another world and another life. Do you ever feel that?’




    Faenia broke off the email at that point, feeling stupid.




    Isobel, who’d been to the tiny, wooden-framed school with her in Lisowen all those years ago, would not feel the same at all. Isobel had stayed in Kerry and had married a man who’d gone on to be a police sergeant in Lisowen itself, which gave her an interesting view into the inner workings of a busy Kerry tourist spot.




    It also meant Isobel had had to remain on the outskirts of things. She could be involved but people didn’t always tell her things as she was considered an unpaid part of the police force.




    The person who asked how Isobel was feeling was her long-time friend so many thousands of miles away, the friend who’d reached out to her from New York all those years ago because Faenia knew Isobel would never tell anyone, that her secret would be safe.




    There was a comfort, Faenia knew, in telling someone you never saw so many personal things. An email to an old friend in another country was like therapy without the 170-dollar price tag – one could be straightforward and honest, knowing the person you were writing to would not meet the other parties described, knowing there would be no judgement. Just kindness, understanding and the odd comment of such clarity that it cut through hours of meaningless chatter from other people.




    And yet, Faenia could not say everything, not any more.




    Thirty years before, she’d told Isobel, via the flimsy paper of an airmail letter, that her marriage to Chuck had broken up and the hideous irony of why.




    Years later, when Isobel and Faenia herself had thought she was married to her job, she’d revealed how surprising and wonderful it had been to meet the much-older Marvin, and how they’d married in a civil ceremony that made it easier to meld Jewish and lapsed Catholic faiths. She’d written, when email had eventually taken over, about Marvin’s adult children and grandchildren and what a joy they were in her life.




    She’d written about Marvin’s inexorable decline into dementia, how that cruel disease made her feel like a widow for four years before she’d actually become one, how she’d cared for Marvin with such love, how her heart had broken when he’d had to go into full-time care.




    And she’d written about the shock of his death, how she’d slowly come out of the ache of widowhood from a marriage that had for months been in name only with a man who would smile that familiar smile at her in the care home and say: ‘Who are you?’ when she’d visit. She went every day: it was only right. Marvin had cared for her and her last act of kindness to him had to be caring for him.




    In the same way, Isobel had written and later emailed about the goings-on of Lisowen, of her own family and why her daughter was still going out with that lout who ran the tour bus company.




    ‘I can’t say it to anyone else, Faenia, in case she finds out that I hate him but he won’t ever marry her, she’s stone mad about him and her fertile years have practically slipped away waiting for him.’




    Faenia, who worked in a chic downtown department store as the personal shopper to the rich women of San Francisco, had seen many of her staff and many of her clients caught in the same trap.




    All the arguing and convincing in the world could never convince these women that their man – the man they adored – might one day leave them for a younger woman when their chance of babies was gone.




    ‘He loves me. We need each other!’ they’d say to Faenia, starkly elegant in her work uniform of Marc Jacobs dark tailored pants – the best for small, slender women – crisp white shirt, a cotton blend with stretch added for all the racing around the store she did all day, and a piece of giant costume jewellery like one of her Navajo silver and turquoise pieces.




    With her urchin-cut silver-white hair that clung to that fine-boned face, that air of wisdom, of having seen, Faenia was considered a guru on all things, not just which blouse would work with which jacket for which event or should couture be considered for a society wedding. Her clients told her things, asked her things.




    But even then, the lovely young women never listened. Neither did women of nearly forty, like Isobel’s daughter.




    She told Isobel this: ‘There is almost nothing you can do, Isobel. Except tell her how you feel, just once. And explain that you are there for her, always, no matter what.’




    Wisdom was so easy to pass on – much harder to practise.




    If only she could practise some wisdom about Nic.




    This was the love story she’d waited all her life for without actually knowing she was waiting or what she was waiting for. She’d met Nic when she was sixty and it had been like the clouds had parted and shone rays of divine sunlight upon this glorious late romance.




    Had shone. Past tense.




    If they couldn’t be together, then she didn’t want a half-hearted relationship. Faenia was too old to do anything half-hearted now.




    The eighteen-year-old child who’d come to America was long gone, her wide-eyed innocence a thing of the past. In her place was a sophisticated woman who would hardly be recognised in her hometown.




    ‘I have some time due to me at work,’ Faenia typed, which was an understatement, as she had weeks of holidays stored over the twenty years she’d worked at the store, a job for which she’d been headhunted from Bergdorf’s in New York.




    ‘It will be strange to come back to Ireland after so long. They’ll have cardiac arrests if they see me after so many years. I keep thinking the past is best left in the past and that Ed will have to be seventy without me. And how do I explain …?’




    She knew that Isobel would email back that explanations were useless, that people forgot about the past and only worried about themselves.




    Faenia stopped typing, thinking sadly of so many things lost in those years since she’d left Lisowen. She had lived far more of her life away from Lisowen than in it. She was American now, had a US passport, had completed the citizenship exam.




    Her accent no longer made people look at her strangely: she spoke with the cadences of a well-travelled American woman.




    But she could still see her birth home in her mind’s eye: the tiny town, with great swathes of green, shades of glorious trees bent by the Atlantic, rocky fields leading down to the darkening sea, and the stone monolith of the castle standing feudally over it all, the small farms scattered around like windfall apples dropped from a great tree.




    In another era, the castle had belonged to some powerful lord and not much had changed when Faenia had been a child apart from the powerful owner. This time, no warrior lord stood in the keep and looked over people who could die on his word: instead, the grand, if impoverished Villiers family owned the castle, both a part of and not a part of the small village.




    Faenia had been a different person growing up in the Kerry coast: innocent, stupid perhaps, and more trusting.




    Information was certainly power.




    Her life in America had helped her grow up and her whole life was here: her beloved stepchildren, Lola and Marc, and their families. The friends she’d made over the years, her friends from work, her work itself which she adored.




    She had built a life here and she was thinking of dropping out of it to visit a country that had not treated her well so long ago.




    But the fight with Nic – ‘I can’t do it, Faenia, I can’t move in. It would kill the kids if I left’ – had left her shattered.




    This from an adult with adult children who had their own lives. It was an excuse and Faenia had grown weary of excuses.




    




    The Claddagh ring Nic had given her sat in front of the keyboard because she’d taken it off to put cream on her hands. Funny how hands showed your age. Your skin could be discreetly firmed up on your face thanks to the gentle caress of dermal fillers but the hands so often gave it all away: liver spots, skin as crêpey as an old gown, veins like snakes. Faenia had tried to take care of her hands, but still they gave away her age like nothing else about her, the Irish skin coming to the fore with its paleness and tendency towards sun spots.




    She was a California sixty, which was the same as fifty anywhere else, as long as you stayed out of the sun and took care of all the beautiful dermatology work that had cost a fortune.




    The ring Nic had given her gleamed at her. It was the prettiest Claddagh ring Faenia had ever seen: white gold, delicate and with a sheeny opal stone shining iridescently in place of the traditional heart.




    With a traditional Irish Claddagh ring, one wore it with the apex of the heart towards oneself if one was attached and away from oneself, and on the right hand, if one was not.




    A handy way for people long ago to tell who was affianced and who was not.




    It was time to wear it away from her heart, Faenia thought, wanting to cry and not letting herself.




    Or maybe she should not wear it at all any more. Maybe she should go home for the grand birthday party in Lisowen just to get away.




    She’d visited so much of the world over the years but had never gone back to Ireland. It had felt too painful. How could she tell them what had happened, about all the mistakes she’d made …?




    And yet with Nic gone from her life – and there was no doubt, Nic was gone – perhaps this was her chance to visit her homeland and make peace with the past.


  




  

    One




    ‘A diamond is a chunk of coal that


    did well under pressure.’




    Henry Kissinger




    In London, Cari Brannigan kicked the door of the empty office shut with one of her killer heels and went over to the window where she stared out at the imposing metropolitan skyline.




    Most of the time, the view from Cambridge Publishing, a whole building housing a veritable pantheon of imprints, made Cari feel proud to be part of such an organisation.




    Right now, she just wondered if the windows were plate glass or not and if there was a TV set anywhere on this floor full of books and conference rooms so she could fling the TV out, just to watch it ricochet fifteen floors down as if she were Aerosmith or Led Zeppelin or some wild rock band hellbent on 1970s-style destruction.




    Half an hour ago, she’d thought she had a good career, a brilliant career for a thirty-four-year-old woman on the verge of total breakthrough with the possibility of moving to London from the Irish division – a move she’d never considered possible three years before when everything about her life had fallen apart because of The Break Up.




    Cari called it The Break Up in her mind because Wedding Called Off at the Altar made her feel like such a loser, as if Jerry Springer and Jeremy Kyle would fight to the death to go through the grisly details on TV: ‘And you didn’t have a clue your fiancé was cheating on you till you were standing at the altar in your dress …?’




    ‘No!’ the TV Cari would have sobbed and then launched herself at Bastard/Barney and ripped his eyes or other important bits out with her gel nails – she’d need gel nails, right? – in front of a chanting audience telling her to ‘Get him, girl!’




    Post The Break Up, everything in her life had felt hellish, but she’d clambered her way out thanks to work, finding a fabulous author, the author who meant that career wise she was finally on top of the world.




    She’d won Editor of the Year at the prestigious trade industry awards. Her author was one of the company’s top three authors in terms of both earnings and prizes won.




    Next stop: Cari Brannigan moving to London to take a higher-up job as publisher which would mean leaving her family and her cousin Jojo, who was her best friend: the people who’d helped her through her pain. But there was a position open in the company, and she was tipped to take over the job, desperate for it …




    And then, just twenty minutes ago, another man had tripped her career plans up as neatly as if he’d dumped her at the altar. Which was why the idea of throwing something or someone out of the glassy Cambridge building was so tempting.




    




    Cari had been sitting at the monthly sales and editorial meeting of the Xenon imprint along with lots of other editors and five of the Irish team who’d flown over from Dublin that morning on the red-eye. She should have been listening to the presentation about the heartbreaking new non-fiction title the rights department had bought from a Swedish agent – a tale of animal cruelty and how one scarred fighting dog had changed the lives of several hardened criminals.




    Instead, and this was weird because she loved dogs, she’d found herself thinking about what sort of apartment she’d get when she moved to London. Cool loft? Quirky mews. A houseboat, even? Or a swish apartment she could decorate in classic New York style with an all-white bathroom with those subway tiles? All rented, obviously: no way she could afford to buy anything. Her cousin Paul and his wife, Lena, had just such a New York-style apartment in Manhattan and Cari loved it.




    She was getting better, she decided. She was recovering, coming out of the last stage of grief – what was it: raging fury? Whatever. Cari had made up her own stages of grief, ones far more fun than the Kübler-Ross ones.




    Wanting to kill someone was first. Next up was buying shoes she couldn’t afford. She forgot what three was but four was misery-eating ice cream and promising never to touch a man again.




    Yes, she’d come through all those stages and had graduated with honours.




    A little twinkle of joy filled her. In London, she could shop for shoes all the time. Despite her coolly androgynous look – straight, mannish trousers, dark shirts to hide her D-cup breasts, minimal make-up and midnight-dark hair cut short and curving round a face emphasised with eyeliner and glossy nude lips – Cari Brannigan loved shoes. Soft leather. Teeny bows in surprising places, suede with narrow straps to wrap elegantly round her slender ankles, insane colours like from an artists’ palette: she loved them all. The higher the better.




    Also, high shoes made her look taller, which was handy because since The Break Up, she had developed a wild hunger for chocolate. Not any old muck, no. But fabulous quality chocolate: proper stuff that cost proper money.




    It still made you put on weight, though. With gorgeous high heels, Cari could hide the extra pounds and pretend she was a lean five foot seven, instead of a not-so-lean five foot four in flats, which she almost never wore.




    She’d already scanned the list and knew she needed to pay attention in about five minutes’ time, when the talk would move on to books likely to sell in her territory, because with so many books released every moment, a person would go mad trying to remember them all. Books that sold well in Australia might do zilch in Ireland and vice versa. A wise publishing person knew the difference.




    




    New book meetings were long and exhausting and Cari was dying for the afternoon ten-minute tea break so she could fill her mug with strong coffee, snaffle a chocolate biscuit, and be ready for the final round.




    Cari had hoped to get a moment alone with the UK office’s publishing director, Jennifer, a charming but tough woman with a Cleopatra black bob rippled through with grey streaks, but Jennifer hadn’t returned her email earlier in the week and throughout the day-long meeting had appeared to be in a very bad mood and hadn’t met Cari’s eyes. Strange and unsettling.




    When tea break finally rolled around, Edwin Miller, the managing director of all of Cambridge, had gently asked her to stay back for a moment.




    Gavin Watson, a publisher in London and therefore higher on the food chain than Cari, stayed in the room also, along with Jennifer, who was looking more annoyed than ever.




    ‘I don’t want the Irish contingent to miss your flights and I’d hoped to talk to you afterwards, Cari,’ Edwin was saying.




    He managed to shove Jeff Karan, the Irish MD and Cari’s direct boss, out the door and Cari felt the danger.




    Jeff was looking at her with that hangdog expression he often wore, as if he wanted to stay, wanted to protect her, but he was no match for Edwin, who had been managing director so long the joke was that his first printer had been a certain Herr Gutenberg.




    Edwin closed the door.




    Cari felt all her focus hone in on him. The animal instinct that told her danger was afoot had pinged up from ‘mild emergency’ to ‘oh hell, sound the alarms, children and women first’.




    ‘As I said, I’d hoped to get you on your own afterwards, Cari,’ Edwin said in his charming way, ‘but we’re running late, as ever, so let’s do it now.’




    His complicit gaze at Gavin, who was beyond connected in the British publishing world, made Cari hit Anxiety Level Four. Gavin’s grandfather had founded Cambridge Publishing, the grand old publishing house which was home to all the imprints. While the various imprints, like record labels, dealt with different areas, there were two other commercial imprints other than Xenon, but Xenon was the biggest.




    Edwin wasn’t just the managing director of Xenon, but deputy managing director of Cambridge.




    Gavin was tipped for the top – mainly for his connections and his ruthlessless, certainly not for his ability to edit or to manage human beings, Cari thought.




    ‘Cari, do sit,’ said Edwin, and she knew then things were bad.




    She sat, nervously, like colt about to run.




    ‘This is going to be hard,’ Edwin began, shooting his cuffs which were, as always, French and decorated with cufflinks from some wealthy, aristocratic ancestor, ‘but we have to think of the company and of the authors. You know how they are – capricious, certainly. Tricky. And sometimes—’ Edwin faltered. ‘Sometimes they want change.’




    ‘Who wants change?’ Cari said.




    Sitting be damned, she got to her feet and began to pace. All her life, she’d been a pacer. If she was going to the scaffold, she wanted to be on her feet so she could poke a spike heel into a captor’s foot.




    She looked over at Gavin who was smirking. He was younger than her, certainly. Doing that cool thing with a beard and a fake-manly sort of shirt in a lumberjack style. Probably never held a damn axe in his life. She narrowed her eyes at him.




    ‘John Steele wants a new editor.’




    Edwin’s words sucked all the air out of the room for a moment. Cari thought she might not be able to breathe.




    ‘John wants what? A new editor? Not me? I’m the only person he trusts, you know that. Why didn’t he tell me? We’re on the phone all the time. Or get Freddie to talk to me. I’d have talked him out of it—’ She stopped. She was babbling.




    Freddie was John’s agent, the only other person in publishing that John said he trusted, apart from Cari herself, who had discovered his first book on the slush pile and championed it fiercely.




    ‘I told you this wasn’t the way to do it, Edwin,’ said Jennifer now. ‘We should have discussed this in advance with you, Cari, but—’




    ‘But John Steele’s contract is coming up for renewal, Jennifer, and he is very important to the company,’ said Edwin. ‘It’s all happened at very high speed but he wants Gavin to be his new editor,’ Edwin added, putting the final nail into the coffin.




    ‘It’s a guy thing, Cari,’ Gavin said, speaking for the first time and smirking.




    ‘Authors sometimes like to change editors: John feels he’s losing his edge, he wants change,’ put in Edwin.




    ‘Writers are artists, Cari, we must think of them,’ interrupted Gavin.




    ‘Bull,’ snarled Cari, ‘you always say they’re spoiled little prima donnas who earn far too much and expect us to put in their commas. I’m the one who tries to make you see that they get anxious about writing, worried about what we think of their first drafts, and their second drafts, hideously anxious about selling books and letting us all down, and that yes, they are artists.’




    Gavin, who had won, after all, smiled as she repeated his bitchy words back to him.




    ‘I was afraid you’d take it like this,’ he said, with a fake, pitying smile.




    ‘Like what? Angrily?’ snarled Cari. ‘Honestly, why would I be angry when you are stealing my best author?’




    Authors wanted lots of things but generally they told their editors, either in person or via their agents.




    They didn’t do it by discussing it with the MD, publishing director and another editor, and then letting them stick the knife in at the tail end of a new books meeting.




    ‘I told him I’d tell you, smooth it all over,’ said Gavin silkily. ‘As you know, John can’t bear scenes. I was over at his place in Cork on Monday. That’s a lovely new extension they’re building onto the house, and the landscaping is exquisite, isn’t it? I’m going to help him with the London flat he’s thinking of buying. Go the extra mile. He’ll need a base here as he’s agreed to do more publicity. He’s agreed to tour, by the way,’ Gavin added, still smirking.




    Cari heard herself gasp.




    John Steele hated publicity, did perhaps one interview on each continent per book, which did not make him beloved of either the press or the publicity department. He had never toured, and had told Cari that the thought made him physically sick. Somehow, Gavin had succeeded where she had failed.




    Cari knew there was no more to be said.




    She stared at Edwin, who she’d admired, and Jennifer, who could have given her a heads-up to what was going on but hadn’t.




    ‘We need you in Dublin. You’re a fabulous editor, Cari,’ said Jennifer, dark eyes full of pity under that Cleopatra bob.




    ‘You knew I wanted to move to London, move up the company,’ Cari said to Jennifer, trying not to let her voice shake. ‘I found John Steele for us, championed him. I coaxed that first edit out of him when nobody said we’d be able to cut the book from three hundred thousand words down to one hundred and sixty. I coaxed the difficult second book from him. And you let this’ – she gestured in disgust at Gavin – ‘steal him away from me. Fine,’ she said, stalking to the door. ‘Since you’ve already agreed, it seems I’m surplus to requirements.’




    It wasn’t the best way to leave a room when the company’s managing director and the publishing director were both there and when you had had hopes of a big move to London, a move of which they would be in charge. But suddenly Cari didn’t care.




    Her career was in tatters. The move to London was all predicated on her involvement in John Steele’s meteoric rise and now that he was no longer her author, she’d just taken a tumble down a snake in the corporate world of snakes and ladders.




    Edwin and Jennifer let her go without another word. That told her a lot.




    




    In the quiet of the lonely office she’d found to lick her wounds, Cari stared down at the street far below and stopped thinking about throwing a TV out the window. What good would that do? No, for the sake of all womankind, she needed to rid the world of Gavin Watson, the slimy, good-for-nothing toad who’d just shafted her.




    Her editorial mind, used to dealing with killers from her beloved crime novels and how long it took for a person to die from a lung puncture, crystallised. What sort of weapon did she need? A retractable switchblade she could slide from her sleeve and flick into action, ready to put up against Gavin Watson’s carotid artery? Was more hard core better? A handgun, something menacing and heavy with a silencer on the business end, that she could aim coolly and tell him the warning shots were going straight into his head?




    Or perhaps a bit of street fighting: a sharp blow with the edge of her hand into the soft cartilage of his throat. Then he’d be lying on the floor, flailing and trying to breathe and she could tell him what she was going to do to him next for stealing her author. If only she’d bought that staple gun on sale in Lidl …




    No: Cari felt a film of cold sweat break over her body.




    Not just stealing an author – stealing her best author, the man she’d nurtured for four years, the crime genius who said nobody understood him like she did.




    John Steele was one of Cambridge’s biggest authors. A quiet, unassuming Sheffield man, he’d settled in West Cork in Ireland decades ago and had been writing ever since, although he’d supported his family by working as a carpenter of fine kitchens. When he’d finally summoned up the courage to send one of his novels to a publisher and it had landed on Cari’s desk, she had felt the spark of excitement of which every editor dreamed.




    The hairs on her arms had literally stood up. This, this crime thriller with a brilliant but broken – naturally – hero, was incredible. The book was quite unputdownable. She, who could speed read, had stayed up till three o’clock finishing the huge manuscript and she’d known they must have it. Yes, it needed vast tracts of editing because it was a huge book but it was clever, marvellously written and commercial, the holy grail of publishing.




    A star was born.




    For four years, she had been the conduit between John Steele and the outside world. She had taken care of him, helped make him one of the biggest writers in the world. She was the only person in publishing he trusted, apart from his agent, Freddie, another Sheffield man who also understood John’s reticence with the press.




    She was godmother to his young son, for heaven’s sake! Not that she was the motherly type, she’d protested when he’d asked her, but still, John Steele, the man she’d pushed to number one on book sales’ charts all around the world, had said he’d wanted it.




    ‘I couldn’t have done any of it without you, Cari,’ he’d said. ‘Mags and I want you to be Jake’s godmother. You’re family to us.’




    As family, she’d bought two Minion teddies and a set of adorable clothes for Jake for his second birthday in September. Had braved Hamley’s before Christmas to buy him a bag-load of things, had promised to be his spiritual helper for ever – OK, that had been pushing it because since the wedding, she still felt as if she might get ill every time she stepped into a church, but still – and now John Steele, her finest, most commercial, biggest-selling author, one of the entire company’s biggest-selling authors worldwide, wanted to be edited by Gavin Watson.




    Her position as ‘family’ was being usurped.




    There had been no call from John, no call from his agent. Nothing. Nada. Zip. It was a bloody coup and Cari hadn’t had the slightest idea it was going to happen.




    She sat down heavily in the office’s ergonomic chair and brooded.




    The knife, definitely the knife. So she could watch the blood dripping out of him. Like in Stone Cold Blue Killer, not a John Steele book and one by a first-time Irish author, it had never sold much but she’d edited it years ago and liked it. The killer had been a hunter and he’d hung his victims up on a hunting trestle …




    




    Somehow, Cari went back into the boardroom after tea break and sat through the rest of the meeting. She nailed a smile to her face but she couldn’t bring herself to add much to the conversation, except when it came time to present her new books. As only one of two editors from Ireland, her remit covered many genres, unlike her UK colleagues who generally specialised, so Cari had fourteen books to present, nine non-fiction and five fiction.




    With Jeff casting sympathetic looks at her across the table, Cari aced it with her acting.




    She started with the small, sweet memoir about a childhood in a remote part of Ireland followed by a Broadway career of an Irish actress, a book she loved, and her presentation of it was delivered as if Cari had spent time on Broadway herself. The women’s fiction novel that dealt with adoption and infidelity had everyone at the boardoom sighing, saying, ‘This could be big.’




    Someone – clearly John Steele’s defection had been on a need-to-know basis so far, although by tonight, everyone, their authors, their agents, their former agents, their former publishers, and the NSA would know – praised Cari’s next book, a debut by a fledgling crime writer, by saying, ‘She has shades of John Steele, not that anyone can beat John!’




    Everyone smiled at Cari, none of them having a clue that he wasn’t her author any more.




    John Steele: saving careers left, right and centre, apart from the woman who’d made him and he was screwing up hers.




    




    When the meeting finally ended, Cari was out the door faster than anyone else. Normally the small Irish team travelled together but not tonight. Tonight, Cari couldn’t bear to hear any sympathy.




    She threw herself into a taxi outside Cambridge House and went to Paddington where she sat in lonely splendour on the Heathrow Express.




    The betrayal filled her mind.




    She wasn’t surprised at Gavin. Gavin would put his grandmother on the game if he thought it would give him an edge.




    And as for Edwin – nobody could be that sweetly nice and remain as managing director for so long. He must have the negatives of so many hideously embarrassing/career-destroying photos. It was the only answer.




    But John Steele … That betrayal was absolute. After the heartbreak of her wedding, she’d felt as if she couldn’t trust anyone again and she’d learned to trust John as he, in turn, had learned to trust her. That he could turn his back on her now was devastating.




    




    She rifled in her bag for a tissue, and found the post she’d grabbed from the hall floor that morning as she’d got the early flight. Bills, bills, and one hard card envelope, either a wedding invitation – to which she would not go – or maybe a party?




    Her mind on Gavin, John and the pain, she ripped it open.




    Expensive paper.




    With a flashback to her own wedding, Cari remembered that she and He-Who-Must-Never-Be-Named-Again had spent good money on their invitations. Sage-green-lined envelopes, old gold writing on the card, a green card with gold writing for the RSVP.




    Things of beauty. Expensive beauty. She’d burned the RSVPs and the few unused invitations ceremoniously in the back garden afterwards with her sister, Maggie, and cousins Trina and Jojo helping.




    ‘Burn the bastard out of your life,’ darling Jojo had said, and then opened a bottle of sparkling wine, because they were all a bit broke and, as Trina – who never had a ha’penny – said, ‘Champagne would be a mistake in case you thought of champagne when you thought of—’




    ‘Him!’ said Jojo. ‘We shall never say his name again.’




    ‘Like Voldemort.’




    Still thinking of this, she unthinkingly ripped open the envelope and stared at it in horror.




    Edward and Bess Brannigan invite you to celebrate Edward’s seventieth birthday party in the glorious surroundings of Lisowen Castle, Co. Kerry on the weekend of 25th March. We would be delighted if you would be our guests for a weekend of celebration.




    She blinked: once, twice.




    Was this a hallucination brought on by sheer temper? Or perhaps a sort of rare high blood pressure anomaly that made nightmares seem true by fizzing through the cerebral cortex with a last-ditch bypass into the optic nerve just to make the whole thing seem real.




    Aeons ago, she’d edited a book about simple things to watch out for health-wise when she was an ultra-junior editor at Factual Anomalies, a small, slightly off-beat publisher of factual manuals. They’d been the sort of publishers who were ahead of the internet curve for oddball information and had plenty of ‘Teach Yourself How To Perform the Heimlich Manoeuvre On Every Species’-type fare. It was harder with dogs than you’d think.




    Unfortunately, the last chapter of said book: ‘If that fails, here’s a guide to speedy, low-risk tracheotomies – you don’t need to be a doctor to do this!’ had been the one that had caused the trouble.




    Allegedly low-risk, non-medically performed tracheotomies never went well, no matter how many manuals you read or how often you’d seen it done on Grey’s Anatomy.




    Factual Anomalies had gone down after a slew of civil injury cases, but still, Cari had learned a lot. Like where the carotid artery was and how easily it might be pierced with a flick knife. That had come from their urban survival guide: ‘How to survive after an apocalypse with just a knife, water treatment tablets and a car battery’, the blurb had said.




    It had sold shedloads. People, male readers particularly, liked being prepared. Cari could still vaguely recall how to build an A-frame shelter from planks of wood and some tarpaulin. Not that there was much call for this in her life. But still, you never knew. In the apocalypse/revolution, Gavin would be first up against the wall, that was for sure.




    




    She refocused on the stiff card.




    The words remained the same.




    She was invited to her Uncle Ed’s seventieth birthday at an all-expenses paid weekend in Lisowen Castle in Lisowen, the small, blink-and-you’d-miss-it town where her mother, Nora, father, Mick, and uncles Edward and Kit had grown up. The invitation made it plain that this party was one where the entire extended Brannigan family could get together to celebrate the whole dynasty.




    The concept of the word ‘extended’ was the one which made her feel ill.




    Just the family and she could cope.




    She’d seen most of them since her disastrous wedding morning. The immediate family of three brothers and their families had been at the few family events, most notably at Uncle Ed’s second wedding six months ago to Bess, whom her cousin Jojo called Bess the Impaler. Jojo’s mother and Edward’s wife, Lottie, had died horribly of cancer now more than three years before, and most of the family were astonished when he found a partner in Bess and then married her with what appeared to be unseemly haste.




    However, Bess did not appear to be a touchy-feely sort of person and she had done a good impression of seeming utterly oblivious to the undercurrents of resentment coming from Jojo at the wedding. Cari had found herself feeling sorry for poor Amy, Bess’s grown-up daughter, because she had the air of a pound puppy who kept getting left behind while other, cuter puppies went home with for ever families. It couldn’t have been easy growing up with Bess as your mama and not being perfect.




    Amy, all curves and falling over occasional tables and with a complete lack of small talk, was clearly not her mother’s idea of the perfect daughter.




    It had been a very small wedding and in respect over Lottie’s recent death, all of the extended Brannigan family had not been invited. Luckily that meant no Traci, Cari’s second cousin, who was married to Barney – the same Barney who’d left Cari stranded on the altar more than three years before, almost fainting with the scents of peonies and shock, after he’d said in a low, guilty voice: ‘I’m so sorry, Cari, but I can’t. I’m going to marry Traci.’




    And then he’d left.




    Marched down the aisle with half the guests staring at him open-mouthed and the other half staring at Cari, equally opened-mouthed at the sight of the groom legging it out the church while the bride stood shakily at the altar, alone. In creamy, Celtic-maiden silk, as well as beautiful Jimmy Choo slingbacks in crystal and old gold that had cost a fortune and were a tad too small and hurt.




    Jojo, maid of honour and saviour, had bustled Cari to the side and into the vestry, which the priest hadn’t liked, but before Jojo had a chance to say anything, her darling Mum had arrived with Lottie and between the two of them they’d conjured up black opaque tights from the bottom of someone’s handbag, as well as a man’s long, just-in-case-it-turns-cold sweater. The priest had been sent out and they’d unhooked Cari from the wedding dress and into these semi normal clothes in a flash. The sweater was long enough to look like a mini dress. Not at all bridal. Jojo grabbed the shoes and the dress, shoved both into a giant jute shopping bag with Vincent de Paul Give At Christmas written on it, then shoved it at her mother.




    She whisked Cari out the back vestry door and into Paul’s car before the guests had begun streaming out of the church gossiping like mad. Jojo, still in full bridesmaid regalia, had driven to her and Hugh’s house, which was – thankfully – not done up like a bridal bower. While Cari had stared at the kettle, wondering how to turn it on because her faculties seemed to have abandoned her, Jojo had pulled off her matron of honour gown and wriggled into her jeans.




    Nora and Cari’s sister, Maggie, rolled up fifteen minutes later with Cari’s handbag, which she had whisked from the second wedding car where Trina, another one of the bridesmaids, was supposed to be minding it.




    All the time this flurry of activity was going on, Cari stared into space.




    ‘He’s going to marry Traci,’ she said to herself over and over, in a haze that two cups of strong coffee with sugar, and one laced with brandy, could not penetrate.




    Now, three years later, she would have to see him and Traci once again at this blasted birthday party. Because from the look of the glossy invitation, it was clear that Bess was going to invite every last member of the extended family to this big event. She’d make up for the small wedding now.




    And Cari would have to face both Traci, fiancé-stealer, and Barney, ex-fiancé and total pig. Just great.




    The Heathrow Express slid seamlessly into the airport. Cari ripped the invitation into very small pieces and, once off the train and in the steely caverns beneath Heathrow, threw the pieces into the first bin she saw.




    That was one party she would not be attending.




    




    She marched through the airport like a woman on a mission. She strode past the kind ladies wearily trying to flog perfume and through a hen party in stetsons and sparkles, with T-shirts announcing Little Devils Dublin Tour.




    For a brief moment, Cari paused, wedge-booted Robert Clergerie’s (wickedly expensive but good for airport travel) resting as she considered informing the bride-to-be (pink, sparkle-encrusted T-shirt in the middle of many black T-shirts) that marriage was insane and it was a far better bet to find herself a lover. Or even a few lovers, instead of plumping for just one man.




    Several lovers meant you could have a fabulous-looking commitment-phobe, a muscular guy who specialised in carrying you into the bedroom and a bespectacled professor who could talk in bed afterwards, depending on what mood you were in on a particular day. These men couldn’t meet, obviously. Or maybe they could? Just to keep them on their toes.




    Why be stuck with just one man with all his faults, foibles and issues? When a man was one of three, he knew to leave his issues at the door to Cari’s apartment. Well, a girl could dream. She had a lovely bed but, in truth, it wasn’t getting much action these days. Her libido had died at that altar. No man had warmed her bed since Barney. She decided she had forgotten how to have sex and, actually, that was all right with her. Celibacy was the new …? The new something, she was sure.




    ‘Kerry, you look wonderful!’ squeaked one of the hen party and Cari noticed that they were running back and forth between the Clarins and the Charlotte Tilbury counters trying out all the make-up.




    The bride now boasted sexily red lips and her eyes shone with both the brilliance of the latest palettes and a blusher that made her glow. Sheer happiness was written all over her face.




    It was, Cari could see, too late.




    She had been overtaken by the pod people.




    Like Scrooge muttering ‘bah, humbug’, at Christmas, Cari stalked off, and made her way into a shoe shop.




    Heels, unlike men, never let you down.




    She dumped her leather briefcase beside a display shelf, took down a patent leather shoe with a heel like a rapier and checked the size. It was her size: thirty-eight. Perfect.




    ‘Can I help?’ said a sweet young salesman, hovering eagerly.




    ‘Does this look like it would rip through a man’s crotch if you stood on him?’ Cari said, holding up the shoe.




    The young man gulped. He was new. His boyfriend had said he should go to the high street store. The airport was full of nutters: everyone knew that.




    ‘Depends,’ he said hesitantly.




    ‘On what?’




    ‘How hard you pushed?’ He was looking around for the Candid Camera people because it was a good job and he’d only just started, and perhaps this was some sort of hazing thing …




    Cari ripped off one wedge, slipped her foot into the shoe and ground the heel into the hard shop floor. She thought of one face, one crotch, as she ground. Gavin’s. No, Barney’s. No, Gavin’s.




    She thought of the stupid girl getting married and going round announcing the fact, all happiness, stetsons and feather boas. Why wasn’t there a warning with marriage? With life?




    Everyone betrayed you in the end. Everyone except family.




    ‘I’ll try the other one,’ she said, sitting down.




    The assistant leapt off to the stockroom and returned quickly.




    The woman looked normal: sleek business suit, dark coat, very masculine, a briefcase and a very nice Marc Jacobs handbag … But perhaps she was a dominatrix beneath it all? He’d seen male doms in the gay clubs but not many women ones. She didn’t need a whip to be scary, she just was plain old scary.




    The woman tried both shoes on and stomped around, long coat whirling around her like a female Batman. If Batman wore high heels and red lippie, she’d be a dead ringer for him.




    ‘I’ll take them,’ she growled. ‘In fact, I’ll wear them.’




    The sweet young man grabbed her own shoes and had them in the spike heels’ box in a flash. He processed her credit card faster than he ever had in his life and then she was gone, stomping off.




    He sighed with relief. He was definitely moving to the high street store.


  




  

    Two




    ‘A second marriage is a triumph


    of hope over experience.’




    Samuel Johnson




    A glorious year lay ahead, with it a new life, and it was definitely time for new traditions. Parties as husband and wife, holidays, family time …




    These were the thoughts running through Bess Brannigan’s head as she sat at her computer at Tanglewood House that evening on that Thursday in late February and did what she’d been doing ever since she’d written it three months before: looking, almost furtively, at her Christmas letter. Edward was at a work event, so she had the place to herself.




    He wouldn’t understand how much she’d loved that letter, how much it had meant to her to send it.




    Her joyous missive had long since gone, but the birthday invitations for Edward’s seventieth had been posted two days before and, wondering if anyone would have replied just yet via email, she allowed herself another dip into her and Edward’s Christmas letter before she checked her email.




    She felt a giddy freedom that she, Bess Brannigan, neé Reynolds, a woman known for her iron resolve in business, had been able to send the Christmas letter of her dreams and kept returning to it just for the sheer joy of seeing how wonderfully life had turned out, despite everything.




    Bess was not given to self-pity but others might say she had not had an easy life.




    During those years as a single, working mother – with her own mother, Maura, performing a bitchy Greek chorus in the background, the main refrain being ‘I told you so!’ – Bess would not have dreamed of sending out a Christmas letter with her cards.




    She’d seen plenty of them and to be frank, had scoffed.




    ‘Stevie has broken up with Fleur but we still see her and baby Rhianna all the time – we’re just one big happy family!’




    Imagine that Christmas dinner.




    Or ‘Anthony is delighted that he took early redundancy because he has so much time for his garden now …’ which meant Anthony was banished to the shed in a vain attempt to keep him out of the pub, why he’d been pushed towards early redundancy in the first place.




    ‘Clarissa has finished her degree in fine art and is looking for a new job, although it’s hard out there now!!!! She’s back in her old bedroom and is available for babysitting – until a fabulous opportunity comes up, of course!’




    Fine arts indeed.




    Bess had no time for such degrees, which had limited ways of being monetised. A chartered accountant – now that was a qualification. She’d been a C.A. when she was twenty-nine, at a time when women were something of a rarity in the job and when men in suits had tried to pat her behind and intimidate her in some way.




    Not a mistake any of them had made twice.




    Being older was easier. Nearly thirty years on Bess had a reputation for taking no prisoners; this along with her once brunette, now faintly greying, hair cut in a sculptural bob and a steely glare from her large dark eyes soon put manners on them.




    Only men with a death wish would pat her behind and try to intimidate her now.




    Funny that Edward could pat her behind fondly and she’d turn and smile at him, filled with love for this man who’d become her husband at this late stage, a time when she thought love had long since passed her by.




    Love: it was a magic ingredient like no other.




    




    ‘It’s been a hectic year in the Brannigan household,’ she had written in her first ever Christmas letter, sent with the vast number of Christmas cards she and Edward had dispatched.




    ‘Yes, folks, to all of you who’ve known me as Bess Reynolds for so long, I am officially Bess Brannigan since June and I love it.




    Edward and I have renovated Tanglewood on the North Dublin coast, I’m attaching photos, and it’s now open plan with picture windows so you can see the bay. We have dolphins come to swim in the cove and Edward swears he saw a basking shark one day but I’m not sure. I know I’ve bored you all with the photos of our safari honeymoon but here are some more anyway!




    To anyone who said they thought lions wouldn’t eat me out of professional courtesy, well, ha!! Edward’s a fabulous photographer and he got lovely photos of lions, all the big five, in fact. It was marvellous.’




    Until she’d met Edward, Bess thought that women who married again must have been stark raving mad. At fifty-eight, she lived happily on her own, could sit at her own dinner table in her pyjamas if she felt like it and eat a salad while watching whatever she wanted on the box. The soaps, a soppy film, a documentary on cake making, whatever. Who needed someone else to cook and clean for?




    




    In retrospect, Bess realised she’d never been even vaguely in love with her first husband, the charming, handsome and wandering Dennis. They’d been too young and his hands were more likely to be found on other women’s derrières than on hers.




    Neither had Dennis been much of a man for work. Or savings, come to that. After a few years of marriage, Bess had come to the conclusion that banknotes sang to him and if he had any number of them in his pocket, he had a wild urge to release their plaintive song into the world.




    They were such opposites, they were almost different species, but Dennis had provided her with a daughter, Amy.




    Amy was the return for her investment in Dennis.




    It hadn’t been hard to send him off to London to live so they could get divorced, divorce not being a possibility in Ireland in those days unless one of the parties lived abroad.




    ‘No bother, lovie,’ Dennis had said, still cheerful, despite the end of their five-year marriage.




    His relentless cheerfulness drove Bess mad. They might have been discussing changing the wallpaper in the dining room instead of splitting up. ‘You will pay the money into my account, like you promised, won’t you?’ he added.




    Bess thought of how Dennis had never got up for a night feed with baby Amy; how he’d promise to put on a wash but would inevitably forget; how he’d always been late to pick Amy up from crèche on the days he was supposed to be doing it – even on those many days when he hadn’t a job. She thought of herself hauling shopping bags and Amy’s carry seat into their small starter home, and how Dennis would wait until she had finished putting it all away before noticing she’d returned in the first place.




    If he was gone, if he divorced her, then he could never come back. He could skip from job to job and she would not have to worry about whose skirt his hand was sliding up or if he was going to embarrass her in front of the neighbours by sliding said hand up the wrong skirt.




    ‘I’ll pay,’ she’d said.




    At the age of thirty-two, Bess Reynolds had been paying maintenance to her former husband, had been the single mother of a quiet little girl called Amy, had a fabulous reputation as a brilliant accountant, and had the life of a plain clothes nun.




    ‘I told you that Dennis was a waster,’ Bess’s mother, Maura, snapped with the regularity of the speaking clock. ‘You lost your mind when you married him, had your head turned by his looks. Good-looking men are all useless. I did tell you—’




    At least the speaking clock varied what it said.




    Little Amy, with her strawberry-blonde hair, big blue eyes and a thumb that was always in her mouth despite all Bess’s efforts, was afraid of her grandmother and Bess could see why. Only a person raised by her would not fear Maura, a woman for whom the expression ‘tough as old boots’ might have been invented.




    Her mother, Bess often thought, had missed her calling: she’d have been a fabulous politician or else the perfect woman in charge of some last-chance-saloon addiction clinic/jail where people with denial issues went when all else had failed. Fear of failure when Maura was in charge would have ripped any desire to use/drink/reoffend right out of the patients. Both governments and addicts would have quailed before her.




    The years after Dennis had been hard for Bess, both financially and personally, so there would never have been Christmas letters unless she had a taste for airing her dismally dirty laundry in public:




    ‘Dennis wants to marry again and still wants his maintenance money. He knows that if he marries, it stops. He says we never had a binding legal agreement that would stand up in Ireland anyway and he wants custody, which is just a ploy to frighten me. His new fiancée is a dancer.’




    ‘Stripper,’ her mother rasped when she heard the news, in a voice hardened by a lifetime’s fondness for untipped cigarettes which she smoked out of the side of her mouth as she talked. ‘Ballerinas only marry other ballerinas and what other sort of dancer would look at Dennis apart from a stripper?’




    ‘Amy is not doing well at school,’ Bess might have written in her putative Christmas letter, but would not, because it was as bad as her mother claiming Dennis’s new love was a stripper.




    ‘The head nun told me Amy cried today because she says she’s the only girl in school without a father. We don’t need one, I’ve told her, and I’m certainly not looking, but hilariously, all the other women think I’m after their half-bald men so I never get invited to the parents’ nights out.




    I’m the only divorced mother in the school which is like telling people you’ve killed several people and are out on bail. They think the very notion of divorce might be catching, except the ones who sidle up to me and ask me how exactly we did it, given that divorce is not yet legal in the Republic of Ireland. Lots of happy marriages out there!




    I’ve told Amy that we do fine on our own, but she wants to be like everyone else. And where does that get a person? I want to cry. You might as well be yourself. It’s not an easy road but at least you’re true to yourself.




    Also, my ex-husband is looking for more money, I don’t have it and his new love is possibly a stripper – in which case, she might make more money than I do. But he does keep in touch with our daughter and I can’t deny her that. If I stop sending him the odd few hundred quid, would he phoning her stop too? I can’t take the risk – it’s too important to the poor child.’




    Yet again, not the stuff of which Christmas letters were made.




    A few years later, the letter might have moved on to more worries:




    ‘Amy blames me for not keeping the channels of communication open between her and Dennis. The channel was actually money. I can’t tell her that, can I? No teenager wants to know that their father only rang on birthdays because he could remind his ex-wife where to send the cheques.’




    And then – when Bess was fifty-eight, Amy was raised and Dennis was no longer on the payroll, having married and then divorced his dancer – Edward Brannigan had come into her life: Edward with his courtly ways, his wonderful sense of humour, low golf handicap so he could beat Bess on the course but not low enough that he bored her with tales of holes lost and won, and a sex appeal that made something inside Bess – something that had laid dormant for years – awaken.




    They’d met at a business dinner and Bess had found herself seated beside Edward, widowed head of a big engineering company, supposedly very wealthy with vast investments but not flashy, rattling-giant-gold-Rolex rich. He was far more subtle and elegant, a silver fox, with that luxuriant silver-grey hair that looked so good on men. He was tanned from the golf course, yet had the strong wrists and shoulders that told of days reared on a farm.




    Bess didn’t notice men, not any more. She knew better. Divorced women who looked at men at events were labelled as manhunters. But she couldn’t stop noticing this one.




    He wore a soft jacket in a warm colour, like beech leaves turning in autumn, and in it he stood out among all the men in their greys and navys. His eyes were hazel and warm, and some sort of amber and vetivert scent surrounded him, making Bess think of sun holidays where she could find a private little beach, set herself up for the day with her books and let her skin warm gently.




    ‘I’d been told you’re a tough cookie, Ms Reynolds,’ he’d said. ‘Nobody mentioned how lovely you were.’




    Bess, who could command a room in a moment and would have sworn she’d never blushed in her life, turned a faint pink colour. She was beyond the hot flush of menopausal hormones, she knew: he was making her blush, he was heating her up. Mr Silver Fox was flirting with her and she loved it.




    That night as she took off her mascara, she told herself it was all ridiculous and she’d been imagining the attraction. Instead, she focused on one thing at a time, the way she always did. She patted her eyelids with the remover stuff, reflecting how she was forever promising to give up wearing mascara because removing it was a nuisance, and yet tonight, she was glad she had. She had good eyes: always had. Good bones, too, and a strong, handsome face as her mother said when she wasn’t lamenting Bess’s mistakes.




    Somehow, she stopped removing her eye make-up and thought about how it felt to be sitting beside a man who both found her attractive and was obvious about it. The unusualness of the whole situation made her breathless. And it was a long, long time since Bess had been breathless over anything but a fast walk.




    In the mirror was a woman reaching the cliff face of sixty, whose face said as much, but who still had the elegant collarbones of her youth, and whose dark hair still rippled around eyes that had once burned with passion for feckless Dennis.




    She must have been mad, Bess told herself, and yet continued to rub the coconut body lotion into skin still tanned from that week in Sicily where she’d left the buttoned-up Bess Reynolds behind and let herself go, wearing flowing skirts, gypsy blouses and revelling in stripping down to her swimsuit to dive into the sea.




    ‘Dinner?’ The request, one single word written in a strong hand with fountain pen on Edward Brannigan’s headed notepaper, delivered to her office with – oh joy, how original! – velvety white Vendela roses the following Monday had made her melt even more.




    How could she reply with equal brevity and wit?




    She drew a box, put a tick in it, and wrote ‘YES’ in capital letters under it as a reply.




    An hour later, she sent a second note via courier – shocked at her own spendiness – and wrote ‘Friday?’




    She giggled, actually giggled, when he wrote back: ‘I hope you mean this Friday but I’m not sure I can wait that long. Should I choose and pick you up? Did you like the roses? I thought red were too obvious for a woman like you.’




    Days before, Bess Reynolds would have thought that men sending roses and women being thrilled by that was too dully stupid for words, but now she thought it was the most original gesture ever. It was the person who sent them that mattered. Clearly, she had never met the right person before, had never known such a person existed.




    Now, a year shy of her sixtieth birthday, Bess was at a new stage in her life. Amy was grown up and Dennis was a long-forgotten legal battle – ‘try working’, Bess had finally told him when he’d married his dancer and moaned about no more cheques from Ireland. ‘The gravy train is stopping.’




    He’d disappeared from both her and Amy’s life when the money dried up, a fact for which Amy still blamed her mother.




    And Bess, although she could hardly believe it herself, was married again.




    




    ‘Mrs Bess Brannigan’ – the very words still thrilled her in a way she thought she was far beyond feeling.




    Her new husband loved her, adored her. He hugged fondly, said he needed a proper kiss after a day in work, brought her tea in bed at the weekends, and brought her flowers for no reason.




    At weekends, they lay lazily in bed in the mornings, making love, then reading the papers, and when Bess took a bath in the giant cream stone oval bath that suited Edward’s long frame, he sat on the edge of it, reading funny pieces from the newspapers to her, as if he couldn’t bear to be parted from her.




    Now she could write a Christmas letter.




    ‘Amy is so happy with her new job—’




    Bess paused. The absolute unvarnished truth was not required in these letters.




    Bess adored Amy, yet despite trying very hard had never managed to be the uncritically adoring mother she’d planned to be.




    ‘Don’t be your mother!’ would flash into Bess’s head when Amy did something she disagreed with. But steely, uncompromising Maura would somehow channel her way in and create a distance between Bess (trained and accustomed to a hard life) and her daughter (whom Bess had tried so very hard to insulate from pain).




    Now thirty-two, Amy appeared to like the place where she now worked, but dressing shop windows for a cheap chain store was not a career by any stretch of the imagination. Bess had seen the windows: men’s work trousers alongside cheap athletic gear and the odd bicycle from Lord knew where thrown into the mix. It was better than Amy’s previous jobs, all of which had been random, none with any clearly defined path.




    If only Amy had found a career she loved or even – the Bess of old would have never thought this but, newly married, she did – found a man she loved. Romantic love had come as a shock to Bess. She’d thought it didn’t exist, but thanks to Edward she now knew it did and perhaps if Amy found proper love …




    ‘Amy made a beautiful bridesmaid at our wedding in June, for all of you who couldn’t make it.’




    That was true at least. Bess had taken one look at photos of her soon-to-be stepdaughter, Jojo, and Jojo’s three girl cousins early on and decided that if she and Edward ever did tie the knot, Amy would need a revamp with professional help. She would not blend into the background by comparison with Edward’s admittedly stunning daughter and nieces. There were four Brannigan girls: Edward’s daughter, Jojo, who was Viking blonde, and his nieces Cari, Maggie and Trina, all utterly stunning brunettes.




    Stunning – there was no other word for it.




    They were something, those Brannigan girls – in a quartet, they looked like an aristocratic portrait of European royalty shipped around the Empire in the 1800s to be shown as prospective brides to heirs to thrones in important kingdoms. There was something of the Ralph Lauren model thing about all of them that had annoyed Bess without her knowing why: all good skin, all with incredible eyes, confident gazes … yes, that was it. All four looked happy and confident in a way that Amy never had.




    Bess, hit with the dual feeling of guilt that her daughter had no confidence in her, and terrified it was her fault, was fiercely determined that Amy would not feel lacking beside these girls. She would look just as good as the Brannigans.




    Amy’s dress had been a special order Vera Wang that had cost a small fortune, a gown in a subtle peach that suited her pale freckled skin and the rippling strawberry-blonde hair that was her most beautiful feature.




    Amy wasn’t slim like the four Brannigan girls, being more of a curvy girl, and she hadn’t a clue about clothes or make-up, which Bess refused to feel guilty about, because she’d been earning a living when the girl was growing up and hadn’t had time to sit and play dressing-up like some mothers did.




    OK, she did feel guilty. Hideously guilty. But she did her best to quash the guilt. Relentlessly.




    Before the actual wedding, guilt meant Bess insisted the make-up artist come three times to try out different looks.




    Bess had felt like she was hitting a baby seal at the look in Amy’s pale blue eyes that third night as Bess had instructed the make-up girl in layering on the make-up with a trowel.




    ‘She has lovely eyes, she doesn’t need it this heavy,’ the make-up artist had said, while Amy had sat, mute.




    ‘She does have nice eyes but you have to make the best of them,’ Bess said desperately, ignoring Amy’s sad face.




    She had seen the endless photos of Edward’s daughter, Jojo, and his son, Paul, and of their cousins, Cari, Maggie and Trina. All stunning with that rippling dark hair. Jojo was blonde like her mother.




    She’d met Jojo too once, although Jojo had been white-faced with suppressed rage at the time, so she hadn’t looked quite so well, but still.




    Any nineteenth-century princedom in Europe would have snatched her up in a moment, rage or not. She had been like an exquisite racehorse: quivering with nerves, beauty and breeding.




    No, Bess vowed, determined to do right by both her daughter and herself on this important occasion, Amy would be done up and that was it. Couldn’t Amy see? It was important to Bess that her beloved daughter be as beautiful as Edward’s daughter and nieces.




    ‘Do that thing with the eyebrows, the darkening and winging it out thing that’s all the rage,’ Bess ordered, having seen the look in the hairdressers when she was having her roots touched up to hide the grey.




    ‘I’m not sure it suits her colouring,’ insisted the make-up artist, who was so over the eyebrow thing.




    ‘Look, just do it,’ Bess said crossly, ignoring her daughter.




    Amy said nothing.




    In work when mentoring women, Bess had always pointed out that you had to say what you thought. Nobody would ever get by in business with slight glances at each other. How had she missed these vital steps with her own daughter? If Amy didn’t like the make-up, all she had to do was speak!




    ‘In marrying Edward, I have gained a wonderful family, chief among them my two beautiful stepchildren, Jojo and Paul. I also have a fabulous son-in-law, the handsome Hugh, and lovely stepdaughter-in-law, Lena, and best of all, the most darling step-grandchild named Heidi. Here’s a photo from the wedding.’




    Heidi was fourteen months old and was a darling. Bess had adored holding her, hugging her and thinking that, at last, she had her own grandchild, even if she was truly Lottie’s grandchild, but still. Having Heidi at the wedding helped no end, particularly at the photographs, because there was always a diversion in saying, ‘Look at the camera, Heidi!’ in a loud, happy voice to divert attention from the fact that one segment of the wedding party was displaying a cold front towards the other. It was the Cold War in fancy clothes with music.




    The photograph Bess had sent out with her Christmas missive had taken an age to choose. Despite there being scores of wedding photographs, Bess wanted one where Jojo wasn’t standing as far away from her new stepmother as possible so that it wasn’t instantly obvious that Jojo loathed being at her father’s wedding a mere two and a half years after her mother had died.




    At least Jojo had come to the wedding – Bess had Edward’s sister-in-law, Nora, to thank for that. Nora had convinced her, apparently.




    ‘Paul has come round to the idea of it all, he says I should be happy. Jojo will get to that stage too, darling,’ Edward said, but Bess had the strangest feeling that he either wasn’t telling the truth – or was hoping that if he said it often enough, it would become the truth.




    Edward was a successful businessman because he had drive and ambition, like Bess herself. But in this case, Bess wondered if he was trying very hard to convince himself that his daughter would be reconciled to this wedding, and ignoring all the evidence to the contrary.




    For all that men were supposed to be strong, Bess found that sometimes they couldn’t face reality.




    Paul was a different case entirely when it came to his father’s wedding. He was a son. He’d adored his mother but he had a life, a wife and toddler, and he lived in another country. All entirely different.




    Everybody knew that girls adored their fathers – look at poor Amy and the absent Dennis – and Bess had certainly loved her own.




    But Jojo was an adult. Didn’t that make a difference?




    Bess had resolutely not done any research into blending her family into Edward’s. She didn’t hold with such mumbo jumbo. People had to get on with things. But she knew girls took fathers remarrying differently than sons. Daddy’s little princess and all that. It would blow over.




    But it hadn’t, not at the wedding, anyhow.




    The perfect wedding photo had been captured finally because the photographer, whom Bess had warned in advance, had positioned the family group in a tiny floral bower so that everyone had to stand close, whether they liked it or not.




    Jojo was beside her father, leaving a very anxious Amy in her Vera Wang to stand next to her, with Paul beside Bess, his new stepmother. Paul’s wife, Lena, holding the gorgeous Heidi, stood beside Paul, and Hugh – Jojo’s lovely husband – stood on the other side of Amy, looking more relaxed than any of the rest of them.




    Amy looked as well as she ever had, but despite the dress, the make-up, the eyebrows, even the diet Bess had forced her on, nothing could dim Jojo’s spectacular beauty.




    An almost Scandinavian blonde like her departed mother, Jojo was lean, willowy and standing in Bess’s way.




    Jojo needed to know: Bess would win this battle.




    And yet, it wasn’t easy. With his daughter present, Edward was infinitesimally different with Bess. At the wedding itself, there was less hand-holding and kissing even when Jojo wasn’t around, and when she was, there was almost no hand-holding at all, no touch of Edward’s lips on her collarbone, his favourite place on her body, he murmured.




    Time, Bess hoped. Time would fix it …?




    




    She looked at the few invitations for Edward’s birthday that still lay on her desk. Everyone would have the invitations by now. She’d spent ages choosing them. Not too expensive-looking, she’d decided. Simple cream card with gold lettering:




    Edward and Bess Brannigan invite you to celebrate Edward’s seventieth birthday party in the glorious surroundings of Lisowen Castle, Co. Kerry on the weekend of 25th March. We would be delighted if you would be our guests for a weekend of celebration.




    There followed details of the Friday night dinner (semi-casual) and then the grand black-tie dinner on Saturday, where Bess had decided not to mention, on paper, that there would be a band and dancing, and vintage champagne.




    To make too much of it all on the invitation might raise too much ire. She felt as if she’d been judged enough by the Brannigan family as it was and she didn’t want Edward’s birthday to turn into an event about herself instead of about her husband.




    Because she did love him, very much, despite what some people thought. Only a fool or a masochist would marry a man for his money when his beloved wife was dead a mere two and a half years, a wife whom everyone treated as if she were Mother Theresa and Audrey Hepburn rolled into one perfect package. And Bess was no fool.




    If she hadn’t loved Edward, she would have taken one look at the Brannigan family with all their cabals and tribal alignments and run as far as she could. But she did love him. And that was that.




    She thought of Jojo and her naked hatred. Bess had had people hate her before, people in business who might not have expected her to be so scrupulously honest, so determined to stick to the letter of the law.




    It wasn’t a nice feeling being hated. But it happened.




    Having Edward’s seventieth in the hotel beside the old family home, where all of them, Edward’s dead wife included, had come from was certainly a risk, yes. But why not. She was doing it for her husband. She adored him and he adored her back.




    Didn’t that trump everything?


  




  

    Three




    SECRETS OF A HAPPY MARRIAGE #1




    Perfect true love exists only in fairytales. In real life, tempers get frayed, princes forget birthdays and princesses somehow end up doing more of the housework! Take the fairytale out of the equation and things will improve.




    Jojo Hennessy sat in the small office-cum-stockroom in the clothes shop, looking at the order book, and compared what she and her business partner, Elaine, had ordered in Paris with what had actually turned up in their boxes, and felt a paralysing headache coming on.




    The headache was not from the small room, which was painted a tasteful warm grey with white woodwork, and which was perfectly organised by Elaine, Jojo’s business partner in I’ll Take It, the mid-sized, mid-priced boutique in Silver Bay that Jojo and Elaine had been running successfully for the past six years.




    The stockroom was tidier than most people’s houses, certainly tidier than Jojo’s bedroom, which she would be ashamed to show to anyone other than Hugh, her husband.




    Jojo, despite looking supremely, coolly organised on the outside, had a certain chaos attached to her when it came to her own possessions, bits of paper, and things in the fridge that needed to have been used a week ago and might now poison somebody should they dare to eat them.




    She spent a lot of life saying to Hugh: ‘I’m going to sort out the fridge, honey, and don’t mind the pile of clothes on the spare room bed. I need to go through them for the charity shop …’ And then being too busy to get round to it.




    Hugh, who had fair ruffled hair that was receding, the kindest heart, and adored Jojo, agreed, and then sorted out the fridge himself because he hated mess. A corporate lawyer, one of his best friends in the office was a family lawyer and you couldn’t hear that many stories of vitriolic divorces that had started innocently over who was always leaving the toilet seat up or who never filled the dishwasher correctly without realising that sweating the small stuff did not lead to happy marriages.




    ‘Dunno how you put up with me,’ Jojo would say when she’d open a pristine fridge where all the about-to-become-alive fluffy things had been put in the compost bin and a cut-up lemon had soaked up the bad smells.




    ‘Because I love you,’ Hugh said, and Jojo thanked her lucky stars for both Hugh and his mother, a wise woman who’d sent all her kids off into the world with coping skills, including the ability to cook, clean and use the washing machine.




    In the shop, Jojo’s partner Elaine anxiously admitted that she was hovering around the edges of mild obsessive compulsive disorder.




    ‘I’m not imprisoned by it, thankfully, but I’m certainly on the spectrum,’ she liked to say. ‘Although why did they call it OCD? If you have OCD, the placement of the letters is beyond annoying. I alphabetise my Vogues. It should be CDO, as per the alphabet.’




    Jojo’s headache that morning was coming from what was emerging from the big cardboard box that had been delivered earlier, one of the later of the deliveries of their spring collection.
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