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      Prologue


      ‘To be honest, the first thing that crossed my mind was that it must be my doughnut delivery,’ Ella began, ‘or a delivery

            of some kind – it isn’t uncommon to find fresh stock on the doorstep of the café early in the morning.’


      ‘What time was it, exactly?’


      ‘Well, let me think,’ she replied, pausing for a moment. ‘The milk is generally dropped off around five, a good two hours

            before I open up, and my usual half-dozen litres was tucked away to the left of the doorway. This box, though, was right in

            front of the door, making it impossible for me to miss.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘I was a bit annoyed, actually, and thought I would give the bakery a piece of my mind for not letting me know they’d be delivering

            outside opening hours,’ she continued, her tone measured, ‘and then, just as I was about to open the box to see if the bakery

            was indeed the culprit, I heard… well, some kind of sound coming from it.’


      ‘Sound?’


      ‘A sort of whine, I suppose. Very weak, like from a small animal. Of course, straight away I thought, Here we go – another

            wretched creature to add to the family.’


      ‘You thought that someone who knows you take in strays had left one for you?’


      ‘Exactly. Everyone here in Lakeview knows what I’m like, and that I can’t say no.’ She smiled a little. ‘Then I thought, well,

            at least this one comes with a ready-made name, already deciding that whether it was a cat, dog, hamster or whatever, I would

            call it Doughnut.’ She shook her head. ‘But when I opened the box and discovered exactly what I’d been landed with, I got the biggest shock of my life.’ Ella was quiet for a moment as the impact of her words sank

            in.


      ‘What did you do then?’


      ‘Well, I called the authorities, of course. Frank was here within a couple of minutes. The police station is within walking

            distance but he took the car anyway. And I rang Jim Kelly.’


      ‘The local GP.’


      ‘Yes. An ambulance too, just in case, although the box looked well insulated and there were plenty of blankets. Still, I thought

            it best to be sure.’


      ‘Sounds like you were very clear-headed about it.’


      ‘Not at all,’ she protested, a little nervously. ‘Truth be told, I was in complete shock! It was only when the ambulance left

            and Dr Kelly told us that the vitals looked good and there were no signs of hypothermia that I managed to relax a little.

            I doubted the box had been there long, and we all agreed that whoever left it must have been acquainted with my routine.’


      ‘No excuse, though, is it? I mean, what kind of person would dump a newborn baby in a cardboard box on someone’s doorstep

            in the freezing cold?’


      ‘I know, and Frank suggested that maybe the mother had been hiding nearby, keeping an eye out, waiting for me to show up.

            To be honest, I’d been so taken aback that I hadn’t thought to look.’


      ‘Right.’


      ‘He reckoned that it was most likely a misunderstanding of some kind and that he’d have it all sorted out in no time. He said

            to me, “Ella, for what it’s worth, I think leaving it outside your place was intentional because if there’s one person in

            this town who’d know exactly what to do, it’s you. You’re great with kids, and sure, aren’t you always taking in strays?”’

            She shook her head sadly. ‘While I agreed with him, I also thought that this was a lot more than a miserable old mongrel –

            it was a poor, innocent little baby. And not only that but this is a small town, a small community, where people look out

            for each other – not some anonymous city.’


      ‘I know what you mean.’


      ‘So I had very little sympathy, and as far as I was concerned, there’s nothing – absolutely no reason in the world – that

            could justify abandoning a poor, defenceless baby on the street. But,’ Ella added with a heavy sigh, ‘I suppose it’s all too

            easy to play judge and jury before you know the whole story.’


   

      Chapter 1


      Several months earlier


      Nina Hughes had never liked Lakeview and this time was certain she’d like it even less. She sorely wished that her mother

         had picked another time to go travelling the world with her stepfather, especially as right now Nina really needed a shoulder

         to cry on, and, more importantly, a place to stay. After everything that had happened with Steve, she couldn’t stay in Galway

         and run the risk of bumping into him; it was a small city, after all. She needed to get away and be somewhere she could clear

         her head. Even so, she couldn’t believe that she’d been reduced to asking her father if she could stay with him.

      


      Unfortunately, she’d had little choice. Normally, she would have just returned to Dublin and moved back in with her mum until

         she got herself sorted, but her mother and Tony were currently travelling and had rented the house out for the six months

         they’d be away. So instead she’d decided to ask Patrick if she could stay with him in Lakeview. It would only be for a while

         – until she got her head together and figured out what she should do next.

      


      Feeling like a silly teenager, and not at all like the mature, self-assured thirty-year-old she was, Nina had phoned a few

         days before to ask if he could put her up.

      


      ‘OK, Nina,’ her father had said in his usual calm, disinterested way, and she had guessed that he hadn’t changed much in the

         eight or so years since she’d had anything to do with him. When Nina was younger, her mum used to force her on duty visits,

         although in all honesty she felt that Patrick didn’t care one way or another whether or not he saw his only child.

      


      Her parents had split up when she was a girl, and Nina couldn’t understand how they’d ever got together in the first place,

         as her quiet, stern father was the total opposite to her bright and bubbly mum. It was probably because they’d both grown

         up in the same small town, although Lakeview was more of a village really.

      


      While Cathy, her mother, had never admitted as much, Nina suspected that her conception hadn’t exactly been planned and that

         her parents’ marriage had been less of the romantic and more of the shotgun variety. That didn’t bother her, though: her mum

         was now blissfully happy in Dublin with Tony (who was more of a father to Nina than Patrick had ever been), and while she’d

         endured the odd childhood weekend down in Lakeview, once she’d hit her mid-teens she’d given up visiting on a regular basis

         and only made the odd appearance here and there. If this bothered her father, he’d never let on, and in truth, Nina didn’t

         particularly care. She didn’t know the guy, had never known him really, and it was mere desperation that was forcing her to

         stay with him now.

      


      She wondered if he was still obsessed with collecting and fixing things, and if he still did repairs for a living. Her most

         enduring memory of her childhood visits here was Patrick patiently dismantling and fixing TV sets, radios – anything electronic

         – and rambling on to her about them. While she thought it was interesting then, she considered it kind of nerdy now. The guy

         would have been in his late thirties at the time, so why hadn’t he been out on the town enjoying himself like her mum and

         Tony? Another baffling reason to wonder what Cathy had ever seen in him.

      


      ‘Patrick is a kind and very generous man,’ her mother would repeatedly tell her, determined never to say or hear a bad word

         against him, which Nina suspected was mostly borne out of guilt for leaving him and taking away his daughter. ‘Even after

         we separated, he never let me want for anything as far as you were concerned.’

      


      Nina supposed that was honourable, given that she knew Patrick had no interest in her whatsoever. She was always just this

         annoying kid who turned up now and again to mess up his pristine house and orderly way of life. And, boy, was her father orderly.

         Back then, he used to rise at 7 a.m. on the dot (even at weekends), go to the local newsagent to buy the morning paper, which

         he’d read over a breakfast of fried eggs and bacon with toast and a cup of tea (with two sugars). Nina recalled one time,

         in a childish attempt to please him, she’d made breakfast and overdone the toast and he’d lost it. Not angry as such, just

         a quiet, barely controlled annoyance, which to a ten-year-old was somehow even scarier. Nina had never again attempted to

         make him breakfast.

      


      Now, as the bus approached the outskirts of Lakeview, she wondered if anything had changed. Well, there were certainly a lot

         more houses – newer, more ostentatious ones, the kind that city types moving to the country build when trying to prove to

         their friends that they are living the good life, when in reality most of them were probably desperate to escape back to Dublin.

         Humongous bedrooms, huge gardens and outdoor hot tubs would never be enough to mask the dreary reality of small-town living,

         at least not in Nina’s opinion.

      


      Nope, Lakeview was a temporary stop, an emergency stop almost, and as soon as she’d got her head together, she’d be out of

         here as quick as you like.

      


      She got off on Main Street at the bus-stop nearest the lake, outside that café that had been there for donkey’s years. She

         wondered if Ella, that older woman who collected all the stray animals, still ran the place. What was it with this place and

         collecting things? Although that was unfair, really: Ella had always been very nice to Nina, cottoning on that she was mostly

         there against her will. Or perhaps she just sympathised with the fact that Nina’s dad never had much time for her.

      


      Putting her backpack over her shoulders, Nina walked along the edge of the lake and headed out across the old stone bridge

         that led in the direction of her father’s house.

      


      She’d told him on the phone that she’d be there around six.


      ‘That’ll be dinnertime. Do you want me to make extra?’ he’d asked.


      Nina had hesitated. ‘What are you having?’


      ‘Bacon and cabbage,’ he’d told her, and she couldn’t help but shake her head in amazement. How could she have forgotten? Pork

         chops on Mondays, steak on Tuesdays, and bacon and cabbage on Wednesdays… Patrick Hughes had cooked these same dishes without

         fail on the same days all that time ago and, years later, was still doing the same.

      


      Once again, Nina wondered what on earth she had let herself in for.


      ‘Hello, Nina,’ Patrick said somewhat distractedly, when she reached the house a little after six. He stood back as she came

         through the doorway.

      


      ‘Hi, Dad. How are you?’ She didn’t attempt to hug or embrace him – theirs was not a hugging sort of relationship – but she

         did feel slightly put out by her father’s almost casual indifference to seeing his daughter. There was no great welcome, no

         sense of enthusiasm or interest.

      


      OK, perhaps it had been her own choice not to visit for so long, but it still bothered her to think that her father had never

         once tried to spend time with her of his own accord. She’d also hoped he might notice an improvement in her since the last

         time he’d seen her – she’d lost over a stone in weight and her previously short dark hair now reached well below her shoulders.

         If Patrick noticed any change in her, he didn’t mention it.

      


      ‘I’m fine, thanks. I made some dinner for you, but it might be a bit cold now,’ he told her, and Nina immediately identified

         the cause of his agitation. She’d told Patrick that she’d arrive around six and it was now a quarter past. She was late.

      


      ‘The bus just dropped me off downtown. I thought I’d be earlier…’ Then her words trailed off as she wondered why she felt

         the need to explain herself. It wasn’t as though she was ten years old any more. Besides, she was fifteen minutes late, so what was the big deal? ‘I hope you went ahead and had yours – there was no need to wait for me. If it’s cold, I

         can always stick it in the microwave.’ She knew there was no question of her father waiting for her arrival before he ate

         his evening meal. As usual, he would eat without fail in front of the six o’clock news and a visit from the daughter he hadn’t

         seen in years would hardly change that.

      


      ‘I was just watching the news,’ he said, confirming her suspicions, and Nina inwardly rolled her eyes.


      She followed him into the living room, which hadn’t changed a bit since the last time she was here, and dropped her bag on

         the sofa. Almost immediately Patrick shot the backpack an agitated look.

      


      ‘I made up your old room,’ he said, which to Nina suggested that she should stow it away upstairs rather than mess up his

         nice, tidy living room.

      


      ‘Thanks. I’ll unpack once I’ve had dinner if that’s OK – I’m a bit tired after the bus journey.’ Again Nina hated the way

         she felt so awkward and ill at ease around him.

      


      ‘That’s fine,’ he said non-committally, as if she’d told him she didn’t want sugar in her tea. No offers to help her with

         her things or questions about the journey, just Patrick’s typical disinterested response, before he sat down in his armchair

         to watch the TV.

      


      Going into the kitchen (which also hadn’t changed), Nina recalled exactly why she’d stopped visiting her father. His constant

         lack of interest and almost downright indifference to her was frustrating, and actually quite hurtful. She was in a fix, her

         heart had been broken into a million pieces and, like always, her father just didn’t want to know.

      


      Couldn’t he at least pretend to be curious about why she’d turned up on his doorstep after all this time? Or was he so uninterested in her that he couldn’t

         care less either way? He really was the complete opposite of her loving, kind-hearted mother, who Nina knew was beside herself

         with remorse about being so far away at such a difficult time. OK, so she hadn’t expected Patrick to welcome her with open

         arms and a box of Kleenex, but surely a simple enquiry into her wellbeing wasn’t too much to ask?

      


      Nina put the plate of food he’d prepared for her into the microwave, and while she waited for it to heat up, she looked around

         and marvelled at her father’s fastidiousness. Despite having prepared dinner, the kitchen was meticulous and there was no

         sign of food preparation anywhere. Pots, pans and cooking utensils were already rinsed out and neatly stacked in a pile ready

         to be washed, and there wasn’t a drop of liquid or trace of debris on any surface.

      


      She recalled how her father had always cleaned and tidied as he went, instead of leaving piles of food packaging and vegetable

         peels on every surface like her mother did. At dinnertime, her mother’s kitchen looked like a bomb had hit it, the complete

         opposite of the calm, pristine space over which Patrick presided.

      


      The microwave pinged and Nina reluctantly took her plate into the living room to join her father in front of the TV.


      ‘This is lovely,’ she commented, as she ate the boring, old-fashioned dish he was so fond of, although the bacon was quite

         nice.

      


      Her father just gave a distracted nod in response. OK, so he was watching the news and probably didn’t want to get involved

         in inane small talk until it was over, but couldn’t the world’s depressing problems wait for one night?

      


      ‘Did you get the kitchen units changed since I was here last?’ she piped up again, more out of politeness than anything else,

         as she knew Patrick hadn’t done a thing to the house in years.

      


      ‘I’m not sure,’ he replied, thinking seriously about it. ‘When were you here last?’


      ‘Eight years,’ she said, intentionally ramming the point home that as she hadn’t been here in so long, the least he could

         have done was got the welcome wagons out.

      


      Patrick seemed oblivious. ‘No,’ he answered definitively, ‘they haven’t been changed since then.’ With that, he picked up

         the remote control and rudely turned up the TV volume. End of conversation.

      


      Right. So much for her opening gambits, Nina thought. Still, she was determined to make the effort even if he wasn’t. ‘The

         garden looks well at this time of year with all the roses in full bloom, doesn’t it?’

      


      ‘Yes, it does.’


      ‘I noticed there are lots of new houses on the way here. I suppose the town is full of blow-ins now,’ she added jokingly,

         but her father obviously didn’t get the joke or wasn’t interested, as again he nodded impassively and continued watching TV.

      


      Deflated and no longer hungry, Nina pushed the remainder of the food around her plate. ‘Um… Dad, thanks for dinner, but I’m

         feeling a bit tired. I think I might just go upstairs.’

      


      Still Patrick didn’t look away from the TV. ‘OK, Nina,’ he said, as his daughter picked up her backpack and trundled upstairs

         to her old room, wondering already if she’d made yet another big mistake.

      


   

      Chapter 2


      Jess Armstrong was having enormous difficulty deciding between the Fendi and the Prada. The former was of pebbled brown leather

         with gold hardware, the latter squishy calfskin embellished with tiny lavender flowers.

      


      If she were buying for herself, it wouldn’t be an issue, but trying to pick one that was special enough as a gift while also

         being sufficiently practical to suit Emer’s day-to-day lifestyle was a real challenge. The elegant Fendi was the obvious choice,

         of course, but the Prada was prettier and had so much more of a wow factor, didn’t it?

      


      And Jess really wanted her best friend to be wowed by her birthday present – she deserved it.


      Ten months ago, Emer had given birth to her first child, little Amy, but had found the initial transition to motherhood difficult

         and Jess had been really worried about her. The two had been friends for many years, and when, in the early days, Emer had

         admitted to Jess she was struggling, she tried her utmost to help in every way she could – being a shoulder to cry on, someone

         to talk to, but mostly just being there as much as possible during such a difficult period. Thankfully, Emer had come through

         the worst and these days was taking to family life like the proverbial duck to water.

      


      The trying few months Emer had just had and the fact that her friend’s thirty-fifth birthday was tomorrow were reasons enough

         for Jess to want to spoil her with something extra special. They weren’t usually so extravagant in their gifts to one another

         and she knew Emer would be blown away by such a lavish present. Which was exactly the point.

      


      ‘I just can’t decide,’ she said to the Brown Thomas shop assistant, who confused her even further by suggesting a temptingly

         beautiful petrol-blue patent Alexander McQueen.

      


      Jess resisted the urge to chew on a strand of honey-blond hair – an awful childhood habit that she never seemed quite able

         to break – as she wondered if patent might be a good idea for a new mum. It would be more practical for baby stains, wouldn’t

         it? At the same time, though, she couldn’t picture Emer wandering around Lakeview with a bright blue space-age McQueen. She’d

         definitely get some weird looks from the locals!

      


      While barely an hour’s drive from Dublin on the motorway, Lakeview was very much your quintessential small Irish town, with

         locally owned pubs and shops and a gorgeous café along the short main street, then pretty older houses and lavish, sprawling,

         newer ones further out – all looking on to the large oxbow lake from which the place took its name.

      


      Emer and her husband, Dave, had moved to Lakeview on the advice of their mutual friends Deirdre and Kevin, who had already

         relocated to the town – the houses in Lakeview were larger and much cheaper than anything available in Dublin, and the environment

         was perfect for growing families. Jess loved visiting her friends down there and occasionally harboured the hope that she

         and Brian might one day follow the other couples in setting up home in the area, but at the same time her hubby was a Dub

         through and through and she knew he’d miss the cut and thrust of city life. In truth, Jess would probably miss it too. It

         was lovely to visit a sleepy place like Lakeview for a couple of hours and enjoy the laidback way of things, but after a while

         the slow pace of life might very well grate.

      


      Eventually deciding on the lavender Prada (to hell with practicality), Jess left the store and headed out into the late-afternoon

         sunshine towards St Stephen’s Green Shopping Centre, where her car was parked. It was a beautifully sunny May day and for

         once she got to make proper use of her Ray-Bans instead of just perching them on the top of her head like she usually did.

         Grafton Street was especially buzzy on days like this, with the street performers and afternoon shoppers out in force. She

         smiled as she sauntered along, jauntily swinging the striped Brown Thomas carrier bag.

      


      On her way, she couldn’t resist nipping into a nearby gift shop to pick up a cute teddy bear for little Amy. Well, her niece

         deserved a treat too, didn’t she? Not that Amy was really her niece, but she was the closest thing Jess was going to get to one, being an only child.

      


      Besides, Emer was as good as any sister. They’d known one another for what seemed like for ever but in reality was only about

         seventeen years – they’d met on the first day of college at the Dublin Institute of Technology. Having graduated with marketing

         degrees, they’d both taken up work at the same Dublin-based drinks distributor, and while Emer had since given up the job,

         moved to Lakeview and started a family, Jess was still working with the same company. Well, in theory at least, as the small

         Irish firm had been taken over and rebranded by the massive international label Piccolo. The company was responsible for the

         majority of Irish premium-brand alcoholic beverages, and Jess’s recent promotion to marketing manager for Ireland meant her

         role was to ensure that their key brands remained fresh and desirable to the drinking public both here and internationally.

         Speaking of which, as she passed by a popular tourist pub, Jess was gratified to see that the majority of customers sitting

         outdoors were enjoying the sunshine over long-necked bottles of Piccolo’s current brand leader.

      


      If only she could so easily convince Brian, she thought fondly. Her hubby just couldn’t be persuaded to switch from his lifetime

         favourite, Guinness, to Piccolo’s equivalent, Porters, much to his wife’s chagrin. She’d tried hundreds of times throughout

         their seven-year marriage to persuade him of Porters’ merits, but he couldn’t be turned. His doggedness (or contrariness,

         as Jess called it) was something that amused their friends no end, and frustrated her in equal measure, but as it was just

         about the only thing he did that annoyed her, she could certainly live with it.

      


      Jess shook her head in amazement. Seven years now. It was hard to believe she and Brian had been married that long, especially

         when it almost felt like only seven months. He was her great friend, confidant and absolute soulmate and she didn’t know what

         she would do without him. Having said that, she’d had no choice but to do without him this week, as he was away with work

         in Singapore and wouldn’t be back until tomorrow night.

      


      Well, she’d have plenty to occupy her until then. Having been out every single night this week at work-related parties and

         events, tonight would be a rare night in and Jess planned to go home and have a good long soak in the bath, which should help

         recharge her batteries. Tomorrow afternoon, she’d pop down to Lakeview to give Emer and Amy their presents.

      


      She wondered idly if Emer’s husband, Dave, would be taking her out for dinner tonight. Probably not – finding a babysitter

         would undoubtedly be difficult, and anyway, Jess suspected the still-new parents might find it a wrench to leave their precious

         baby daughter with anyone. Nevertheless, she wondered if she should forgo her quiet night in and offer to look after Amy just

         in case the two of them would like some time on their own. She could pop back to her place to pick up an overnight bag and

         still be down there by seven, barring heavy traffic.

      


      Yes, that’s what she’d do, Jess thought, checking the time on her mobile before dialling her friend’s home number. It was

         just after five thirty. Emer was sure to be home, but she hoped the ringing wouldn’t interrupt poor Amy’s nap or something.

         She was always wary of phoning Emer’s house or mobile without warning, as she could only imagine how frustrating it must be

         for new mums trying to get a young baby settled.

      


      ‘You’d swear you had experience in this kind of thing,’ Brian often teased her, making fun of her concerns, even though Jess

         knew almost nothing about babies, compared to Emer, who seemed to know it all.

      


      ‘It doesn’t take a genius to work out that noise wakes people – tiny or otherwise,’ she’d retort tartly.


      Now, as she waited for Emer to answer the phone, she seriously hoped that this wasn’t a bad time and that her friend wouldn’t

         be cursing her from a height when she picked up.

      


      ‘Hello?’ Emer said, somewhat tiredly, and Jess winced.


      ‘Oops, sorry – I hope I haven’t woken her.’


      ‘What? Oh, hi, Jess. How are you? No, you haven’t woken Amy up – she’s here beside me.’


      ‘Oh, great. I’m nearly always holding my breath about phoning at the wrong time, just in case. So how is she? And how are

         you? Looking forward to tomorrow?’

      


      ‘Tomorrow…?’


      Jess smiled. ‘Come on – stop trying to fool me by pretending it’s no big deal. Every birthday is a big deal, Emer, especially

         when this time you’ll be getting a card that says, “Mummy,” on it!’

      


      ‘I know – that will be weird.’

      


      ‘Well, look, I don’t want to keep you, as I’m sure you’re up to your eyes, but I just wondered if you and Dave wanted a night

         out on your own tonight, or tomorrow night even. I’d be happy to watch Amy. Brian’s away, so I could come down and stay over.’

      


      ‘Oh…’


      Jess raised an eyebrow, wondering why her friend sounded so taken aback by this. Or wait, no, was it more like… uncomfortable?

         Thinking about it now, maybe it was stupid of her to offer, and perhaps Emer wouldn’t in a million years dream of leaving

         her baby daughter with someone of limited experience and no real idea about what was involved. Even so, Jess was certain it

         would be a piece of cake: Amy was a little darling, and thanks to Brian’s extended family, she wasn’t completely clueless

         when it came to changing nappies and suchlike.

      


      Whatever her reasons, Emer definitely didn’t sound enthusiastic at the prospect.


      ‘Thanks for the offer, Jess. That’s so nice of you, but it’s fine. We don’t really fancy going out.’


      ‘Are you sure? No need to worry – I’m positive I could handle her and—’


      ‘It’s nothing like that, honestly. It’s just that… Well, we’d really rather just have a quiet night in – no fuss, you know?’


      ‘OK… as long as you’re sure. Don’t ever be afraid to ask either. You know I’d be only too delighted to give you guys a break.’


      ‘I know that. Thanks, Jess.’


      ‘So will you be around tomorrow? I was going to pop down with your birthday present.’


      ‘Oh, no, you really shouldn’t have. But, yes, we’ll be at home all day, although around lunchtime would probably be best.’


      ‘No problem. Let’s hope the nice weather holds. It’s great at the moment, isn’t it? Must be brilliant for you and Amy to be

         able to spend time out in the garden.’

      


      ‘We’re really enjoying it, yes.’


      Unlike her and Brian’s postage stamp in Booterstown, Emer and Dave’s house had the benefit of a huge back garden with plenty

         of space for Amy when she got to running-around age. One of the major benefits of moving to the countryside, Jess supposed.

      


      ‘Well, hopefully we’ll get a chance to grab a few rays tomorrow. I’ll bring a bottle of bubbly, and maybe I can wrangle you

         into having a sneaky glass over lunch – just for your birthday.’ As far as she knew, Emer was still off alcohol, having decided

         well before her pregnancy that it was no longer appropriate for her to be behaving like the town wino – a casualty of their

         profession, Jess knew (although some people might call it a perk), but she understood where her friend was coming from. Working

         for a drinks company inevitably led to lots and lots of alcohol-related social events and gatherings over the years, and while

         Emer had since got off that particular merry-go-round, Jess was still very much in full, ahem… flow.

      


      Emer laughed. ‘We’ll see how it goes.’


      ‘Great. Anyway, enjoy your quiet night in and I’ll see you tomorrow. Give Amy a kiss for me, won’t you?’


      ‘Will do, Jess. See you then.’


      The following day, Jess got in her Mercedes SLK and reached Lakeview around lunchtime, having phoned Emer on the way to ask

         if she needed her to bring anything.

      


      ‘Thanks a mill, but no,’ she replied, sounding a bit groggy. Jess deduced that the baby must have kept her up the previous

         night.

      


      Hopefully her new handbag will give her a boost, she thought, looking forward to seeing her friend’s face when she opened

         the beautifully wrapped gift box. Emer was always admiring Jess’s own faithful Jimmy Choo and now that the Kellermans were

         a one-income household, she suspected that Emer didn’t have a whole lot of money to spend on herself. Another reason Jess

         felt she deserved something a little bit special.

      


      ‘Oh dear, bad night with Amy?’ she said sympathetically to Emer upon arrival, catching sight of her friend’s grey and rather

         haggard appearance as they went through to the kitchen. Actually, she looked pretty much like she used to after one of their

         many nights out on the town.

      


      ‘No, no, she was fine,’ Emer said, waving away Jess’s concern. ‘Dave had to go out for the afternoon, but he says to say hi.’


      ‘Oh, sorry I missed him. Well, anyway, before I forget, happy birthday!’


      ‘What’s this?’ Emer looked mystified by the large Brown Thomas gift box Jess handed to her. ‘Don’t say that’s for me!’


      ‘Of course it’s for you,’ Jess said, grinning.


      ‘Jess, I—’


      ‘Oh, go on and just open the bloody thing, and don’t say anything else till you do.’


      ‘Well…’ Emer untied the soft black ribbon and slowly lifted back the folds of tissue paper. When she finally revealed the

         magnificent leather bag, she froze and her face flushed in appreciation… or discomfort, Jess couldn’t be sure.

      


      ‘Do you like it?’ she asked, worried now that she’d chosen the wrong one. Maybe this was too OTT and the Fendi would have

         been much more Emer’s style. ‘Perhaps the colour is a bit tricky, but—’

      


      ‘It’s amazing. God, Jess, I don’t know what to say…’


      ‘You don’t need to say anything. I know it’s a bit unexpected, but I really wanted to get you something nice this time, something

         special, I suppose, after everything you’ve been through this year.’

      


      ‘I just can’t believe it. Jess, I’m gobsmacked. Never in a million years did I expect something like… or that you would…’


      ‘Well, of course you didn’t expect it – it wouldn’t be a surprise then, would it?’ Jess smiled, pleased that her gift seemed

         to be having the desired effect, although she really hoped it hadn’t made Emer uncomfortable or anything – or, worse, made

         her worry that she had to return the favour. ‘Look, this is just a one-off, something to celebrate you becoming a mum, and

         your birthday of course, but also for being a great friend for all these years, you know?’

      


      Emer was shaking her head. ‘I can’t believe it. And Prada! God, Jess, this must have cost you a fortune.’


      ‘It’s nothing, really. I got a surprise bonus last month, so it’s no big deal.’ That wasn’t strictly true, but if it made

         Emer feel better, then…

      


      ‘No big deal? Wow, looks like I got out of the game too soon. That promotion obviously has you rolling in it.’


      Did Jess imagine it or was there a slight tinge of resentment in her friend’s tone? No, surely not. Emer was the one who’d

         decided to bow out of the workplace in order to move to Lakeview and concentrate on family life, and she knew better than

         anyone how hard Jess worked.

      


      ‘Well, not quite, but unlike you, I suppose I don’t really have anyone else to spend it on, so… Oh, speaking of which…’ Jess

         reached again into the bag and took out the small teddy bear. ‘This is for Amy.’

      


      ‘Wow, thank you – again. I’m sure she’ll love it.’


      Although her friend sounded normal enough, Jess still thought she noticed something of an edge.


      Oh, she was probably just imagining it, she thought, shaking off the feeling. Maybe Emer was just wrong-footed by her extravagant

         gift and was still a little taken aback.

      


      ‘Where is Amy, anyway?’ she asked then.


      ‘Out on the decking in her bouncer – and still asleep, I hope. Will a sandwich be OK for you for lunch? I didn’t have time to prepare much.’


      ‘A sandwich is perfect, and don’t go to any fuss – anything at all will be fine. Actually, do you want me to sort out something

         while you go and check on her?’ Jess didn’t want Emer to feel as though she needed to wait on her hand and foot, especially

         when she’d obviously had such a hard night.

      


      ‘No, it’s fine. I’ve got some made up. Orange juice OK too?’


      ‘Perfect.’ Somehow, for reasons Jess couldn’t identify, the vibe didn’t seem right for champagne.


      ‘You know, you could have told me to get lost today if you wanted to,’ she said to Emer when they were seated outside at the

         patio table, Amy sleeping peacefully alongside them.

      


      ‘Get lost?’


      ‘Well, if you weren’t up to having visitors.’ Jess couldn’t think of any other reason why the atmosphere between them seemed

         so strained. It couldn’t be about the bag, could it? Had she got that really wrong and made her friend uncomfortable rather

         than delighted?

      


      ‘Not at all. I’m fine,’ Emer said, but her tone definitely didn’t make Jess feel any happier.


      ‘Right. Well, cheers, then,’ she said, holding her glass of orange juice aloft. ‘Happy birthday.’


      ‘Thanks, Jess, and thanks so much again for the beautiful bag. I’m floored by it.’


      ‘As I said, you deserve it.’ Jess smiled. ‘I don’t know what the hell you’ll wear it with, but—’

      


      Just then Emer’s doorbell rang and her friend jumped up to answer it. ‘I wonder who that is?’ she said, frowning. ‘I’m not

         expecting anyone.’

      


      A few seconds later, she returned with a woman Jess didn’t recognise. She was carrying a baby who looked a little bit older

         than Amy.

      


      ‘Jess, this is Grainne, one of the neighbours.’


      Jess stood up to greet her. ‘Really nice to meet you. And who’s this gorgeous young fellow?’ she cooed, smiling at the little

         boy the woman held in her arms.

      


      ‘This is Ross. And great to meet you too,’ Grainne said, before turning again to Emer. ‘Listen, I’m sorry to interrupt, but

         amid last night’s craziness, I think Ross might have left his toy here. It’s a little black and white thing that looks like

         it might have been a dog at one stage, except for the two chewed-off paws.’

      


      ‘Oh, right. I don’t think I’ve seen it,’ Emer replied, but there was no mistaking the deep-red flush that appeared on her

         face and travelled all the way down her neck.

      


      Jess was perplexed. What on earth was up with Emer today? Anyone would think that she was embarrassed about having her here.

         What was going on? And what did Grainne mean by ‘last night’s craziness’?

      


      ‘Not to worry. Maybe one of the other kids picked it up. I can only blame myself for not being, um… observant enough to keep

         an eye on it. And the O’Connors weren’t much better! I blame you, Emer, for force-feeding us all that booze. Or should I say

         “force-drinking”?’ she added, winking at Jess. ‘Great barbecue, though,’ she said to Emer, who didn’t seem to know where to

         look. ‘I met Jill Carney earlier and she’s as bad as I am – none of us are able for late nights any more! Oh, and happy birthday

         again.’

      


      Now it was Jess’s turn to feel wrong-footed. Late nights? Hadn’t Emer told her when she offered to babysit last night that

         she and Dave were having a quiet night in? Instead, it seemed they’d hosted a big birthday barbecue. It was none of Jess’s

         business what they did or didn’t do, but why lie about it?

      


      ‘I’ll keep an eye out,’ Emer was saying now, as she walked Grainne back through to the front door, while Jess remained in

         the garden, perplexed. She tried to get a handle on this for a second. Emer had refused her offer to babysit, lied outright

         about a party and decided not to invite her, while knowing full well that Brian was away and she was at a loose end. And then,

         to top it all, today she’d been sniffy about Jess’s earnings.

      


      ‘So a late night last night, then?’ she said evenly, when Emer came back outside.


      ‘Yeah. It was one of those unexpected things, you know?’


      ‘Right. Good that you had enough food and drink in for it, I suppose.’


      ‘Um… yeah.’


      ‘So you and Dave didn’t get your quiet night in after all?’


      ‘No. Look, Jess, I would have invited you, but…’


      There was a heavy silence and right then Jess understood that something major had shifted in their friendship.


      ‘Well, it’s just… it was more of a kids’ thing, so I didn’t think…’


      Immediately Jess felt wounded. So she needed children to gain a pass to her friend’s life these days?


      ‘Look, I just thought it would be easier if you didn’t… I mean…’ The sentence trailed off, but Jess didn’t really need to

         hear the rest.

      


      Her heart sank. Best friends or not, clearly Emer felt it was easier to cut her out of certain aspects of her life and keep

         her at arm’s length – simply because she wasn’t a member of that exclusive club that most of her friends seemed to have joined.

      


      The mummy club.


   

      Chapter 3


      Ruth Seymour turned to admire herself in the full-length mirror. The incredible low-backed silver Christian Dior dress she

         was wearing was perfect for tonight. She looked like a star, sparkled the way a diva should. Her long blonde hair cascaded

         past her shoulders in luxurious waves, her blue eyes sparkled, her full lips were glossy, and her dress fit her size-zero

         body like a glove. Tonight was certainly not the night for basic black; she was not a back-up singer, and definitely not just

         part of the scenery. She was Ruth Seymour, wildly successful star of the US TV series Glamazons, and was currently lighting up Hollywood like a supernova.

      


      She turned round and looked at her assistant, Chloe, who was keying something into her BlackBerry.


      ‘So, do I look OK?’ she enquired. She already knew the answer (she did pay Chloe, after all), but still she needed the confidence

         boost.

      


      ‘Oh, you look fabulous, truly!’ Chloe exclaimed. ‘What shoes are you wearing?’


      Ruth smiled. The answer was a stupendous pair of silver jewelled Manolo Blahniks that her stylist had just sent over. Thirteen

         hundred dollars and she’d got them for nothing because of who she was. In truth, Ruth preferred Louboutins, but apparently

         the designer refused to give freebies. Oh well, it wasn’t as though she couldn’t afford to buy them, what with her agent now

         talking six figures per episode of Glamazons. And bought them she had – several times over.

      


      ‘Probably the Manolos,’ she replied airily, catching the look of sheer envy on Chloe’s face when she pulled them out of their

         dustcover and slid one on her slender foot. Imagine walking down the street in Lakeview wearing these. People’s eyes would

         pop out of their heads with jealousy!

      


      Well, perhaps she might just do that, Ruth thought, putting on the other shoe and making a mental note to pack them in her

         suitcase later. ‘Remind me not to forget to bring these tomorrow, won’t you?’ she asked Chloe.

      


      ‘Sure. Ready for champagne?’ Her assistant twisted the cork on a bottle of Veuve Clicquot, which opened with a satisfactory

         pop, and Ruth grinned, deciding that was possibly her favourite sound in the world.

      


      ‘When was the last time you were home for a visit?’ Chloe asked, handing her a glass.


      Ruth took a sip of champagne. ‘Oh, I don’t know, a few years, I guess,’ she replied blithely. ‘I’ve just been so busy and

         it’s not exactly a quick trip.’ She again moved in front of the mirror to take in her appearance. ‘What time does the car

         come?’

      


      Chloe, wisely taking the change of subject as an indicator that the issue was closed for discussion, looked at her notes and

         told her boss that the car would arrive at seven.

      


      Actually, Ruth knew exactly when she was last back in Ireland. It had been five years, and up until now, she’d avoided a return

         to her home country like the plague. It wasn’t that she didn’t yearn to see her family – she missed them incredibly, and luckily

         they’d come to see her in LA a few times – it was everyone else who was the problem. She didn’t want to be judged, was terrified

         of being pitied or, worse, being called a failure. She had been close enough to drop in for a visit – she never hesitated

         to travel to Paris or holiday on the Riviera – but had never had any desire to go back to Ireland and the sleepy little backwater

         where she grew up.

      


      Until now.


      Ruth smiled. Now, thanks to Glamazons, she was a huge success and it wasn’t so hard to face your past when you were being celebrated. Ruth was currently at the

         top of her game. The first season of the TV show in which she starred – based around the glamorous and fashionable lifestyles

         of Malibu’s elite – had been a huge ratings success across the US and they were due to start shooting season two in the autumn.

         There were murmurings of an Emmy nomination for her and one of her co-stars, and the show had just been commissioned for a

         third season, raising Ruth’s stock even higher and further certifying her as a bona fide Hollywood star. The recent announcement

         was the reason for the party she was attending tonight, and she had just enough time to whoop it up before her flight to Dublin

         tomorrow.

      


      The pilot of the show was about to hit Irish TV screens and she had been invited to be interviewed on Late Tonight, the country’s most high-profile and best-loved chat show. Ruth had been over the moon when she’d heard that. It was possibly the greatest honour she could ask for, and a definite

         two-fingers to all those back home who had doubted her.

      


      As shooting on the second season of Glamazons wasn’t due to begin until the autumn, she planned to spend the summer in Lakeview with her folks, making up for lost time

         and, she thought happily, basking in her well-earned success.

      


      Besides, she figured she’d earned a few months off. She’d been slogging hard for years to try and make it to this level and

         finally, finally, it was all coming together the way it was supposed to.

      


      Ruth had known from a very young age that she was destined for stardom. After all, she had always been attractive and her

         youthful prettiness had never left her, instead transforming her into a stunning woman. Even now, at thirty, she didn’t have

         to worry about Botox and the other procedures that her co-stars obsessed over. She had great genes and she knew it.

      


      Though she’d always believed she was a great actress, the past five years had been incredibly hard for her, so she was thrilled

         that people were at last recognising her gift. Following early success on a home-grown TV soap called The Local, everyone in Ireland (including Ruth) had been convinced that the transition to Hollywood was a certainty.

      


      However, upon landing in LA five years before, she had immediately been treated as an outsider and had been stuck for the

         first few years in dreaded skincare commercials, as well as doing the odd clichéd bit part as the nice, funny Irish girl in

         straight-to-DVD movies. She wrinkled her nose distastefully. Well, those days were over. Now, the sky was the limit, Ruth

         just knew it.

      


      Finally ready to leave and for the evening to begin, she felt completely relaxed when Chloe’s BlackBerry buzzed to inform

         them that the car was downstairs.

      


      Her assistant picked up her notes, Ruth’s fur stole and various other things ‘just in case’, and shuttled Ruth out through

         the door of her apartment and into the lift.

      


      Once outside, they were met by a swarm of paparazzi waiting in front of the building. The flashes from their cameras were

         blinding, but Ruth didn’t care, she loved it – they wanted her! She smiled beatifically and had to restrain herself from waving,

         even though every bone in her body wanted to wave like she was Miss America. Instead, she beamed and gave polite hellos, answered

         just a couple of questions and accepted many congratulations as her doorman moved her through the crowd and into the waiting

         town car.

      


      Hmm, Ruth thought, maybe it was time to start thinking about security or a bodyguard. She relished the idea and didn’t understand

         how some stars could complain about the constant photographers following them around – it was wonderful! Besides, what was the point of being famous if you didn’t enjoy the perks?

      


      She settled into the soft leather on the back seat, while Chloe sat next to her, placing several phone calls to people at

         the party who were waiting for her arrival.

      


      As they neared the Beverly Hills Hotel, the driver enquired if he should take Ruth to a side entrance, to avoid the crowds,

         and Chloe had begun to tell him that was a great idea when Ruth quickly shushed her.

      


      ‘Of course not. Go straight to the front. After all, the fans wait for hours to get a glimpse of the cast.’ She smiled. Better

         to have everyone think she was doing a public service as opposed to feeding her ego. No one liked a woman who was too into

         herself, and Irish-born Ruth possibly understood that better than most.

      


      The driver followed her command and pulled up in front of the hotel. Ruth looked out of the window at the mass of people waiting

         for her to exit the car. Calling on her yoga-breathing exercises, she inhaled deeply.

      


      Showtime…


      Chloe handed her a mirror and Ruth applied another coat of lip gloss to freshen her look, before again looking to her assistant

         for affirmation.

      


      ‘Perfect. You look absolutely amazing.’ Chloe jumped out of her side of the car, while a uniformed man stepped forward and opened the door on Ruth’s side.

      


      Flashbulbs exploded all around as Ruth unfolded one long, lean, graceful leg and elegantly extricated herself from the car,

         making sure not to pull a Britney Spears. She started to glide up the red carpet slowly, posing for pictures, thanking cheering

         fans, basking in her glory. She planned on drawing out the fifty-foot walk to the door of the hotel for as long as possible.

      


      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw her co-star, Troy Valentine, who played her husband on the show. He was looking particularly

         yummy tonight, she thought, his black hair coiffed perfectly, his smile white against his tan. I guess that’s what living

         in a beach house will do for you, Ruth thought, and wondered if maybe it was time to upgrade from her apartment in the Hollywood

         Hills.

      


      Troy noticed her and nodded in her direction to indicate he would accompany her inside. She gave him a warm smile but didn’t

         pick up her pace: she would see him later. For now, it was better to pay attention to the people who wouldn’t be attending

         the party – namely, the paparazzi and her adoring public.

      


      Inside, the party was in full swing and the Cristal was flowing. Ruth could barely move without someone rushing up to offer

         congratulations and she truly felt like the belle of the ball. Bob, the producer of Glamazons, was making a huge fuss of her, as were the network moguls and various others involved in the show. The attention made her

         feel incredibly witty and beautiful, and her charms were working to the max, or perhaps it was just the champagne.

      


      Regardless, it was very interesting to find Troy Valentine so close at hand for the entire night. They’d both worked on Glamazons from the outset, but Troy was a well-established Hollywood actor already, while she was a relative unknown back then, and

         although they had loads of chemistry on screen, she’d always felt a little overawed by his star quality.

      


      Thanks to her glamorous all-American portrayal of Mia Reynolds in the show, however, Ruth was now just as much of a draw,

         and as Troy leaned closer to whisper something in her ear, she figured he was beginning to understand that too.

      


      ‘You look incredible, you know that?’ he said, his warm, velvety tones and the delicious scent of his aftershave sending shivers

         down her spine.

      


      Troy, who typically had the most beautiful women in the world on his arm, tonight seemed only to have eyes for her, and while

         she thought he was handsome, he didn’t come across as the sharpest tool in the box.

      


      Still, a little off-screen flirtation couldn’t hurt her standing; it wasn’t as if either of them was married, and more to

         the point, the tabloids would love it.

      


      ‘Why, thank you,’ she said, gazing flirtatiously at him from beneath her eyelashes. Then she smiled at him and whispered something

         in return. ‘Excuse me, I’ll be right back.’ She headed towards the ladies’ room, briefly looking over her shoulder to make

         sure he was watching. He was.

      


      Well, thank the Lord I wore this dress, Ruth thought. She swung her hips ever so slightly – might as well give him something

         to look at.

      


      Inside the ladies’, she took a moment to freshen up and gather her thoughts. These last few days had been incredible, and

         she couldn’t believe how much ass-kissing was coming her way tonight. Feeling the love from Hollywood’s most powerful was

         what she’d always dreamed of and now she had it.

      


      She’d also had a lot of champagne and her head was spinning just a little, although it was probably a combination of alcohol

         and the intoxication of being so celebrated, she figured.

      


      She was still pinching herself that the TV series had become such a ratings success, and according to the Hollywood press,

         she’d been a major part of that success. Her agent, Erik, had just copper-fastened an amazing third-series contract for her,

         and with the way things were going, she wouldn’t have to worry about money for a long time to come. There would be no more

         soul-destroying auditions, no more stereotyped walk-on parts and, best of all, no more sniping and smart remarks from the

         Irish media. Hell, if this Emmy nomination happened, there could even be a L’Oréal contract in the pipeline. Nobody back home

         could accuse her of being a failure now, could they?

      


      Throughout her first few years in LA, the media in Ireland had been relentless in their criticism, apparently only too delighted

         that Ruth Seymour hadn’t managed to break through. While in the beginning Ruth had been reasonably confident, she still had

         no illusions about how hard she’d have to work and what she needed to do to make it in this town, although she honestly hadn’t

         envisaged it would take so long. Her home country’s criticism had been very hard to take, and she just hoped that when she

         returned this time, things would be different.

      


      While she was looking forward to her return, she certainly wasn’t looking forward to the ten-hour flight across the Atlantic,

         especially not after all this champagne.

      


      Then again, sod it, she thought. Tonight certainly wasn’t the night for being sensible and she could sleep as much as she

         wanted on the (first-class) flight. Ruth knew better than most how fickle Hollywood could be, so best to soak up as much of

         the fantasy as possible while it lasted.

      


      And speaking of fantasy…


      When she came back out, Troy was leaning casually against the wall outside.


      ‘Hello there,’ he said in an unmistakably flirtatious tone.


      ‘Hello, yourself.’


      ‘God, I love that accent,’ he gasped with a shake of his head. For a brief moment, Ruth wasn’t sure what he was referring

         to, but then it dawned on her. Dammit, alcohol often caused her to slip back into her Irish brogue, something she’d really

         rather didn’t happen.

      


      Still, if it worked for Troy…


      She smiled. ‘You never know, maybe next season the guys might write in an affair for you with someone Irish.’


      ‘Me cheat on you with some piece of skirt? Not a 

         chance.’

      


      He sidled closer and brushed an imaginary piece of lint from her shoulder. Ruth shivered. While the critics often described

         their on-screen performance as ‘sizzling’, in all the scenes they’d had together, she’d never really thought about Troy like

         that. Whether it was the champagne or just the way he was looking at her, she was beginning to understand what they were talking

         about.

      


      ‘I think you’re mixing me up with Mia,’ she teased. ‘It wouldn’t be cheating.’


      ‘Yeah, it would,’ Troy replied, gently pushing her into a shadowy corner by the pay phones. Ruth’s breath caught in her throat

         as he inclined his head and kissed her hungrily on the lips.

      


      He drew his head back and smiled softly. ‘Much better when it’s not for the cameras, huh?’


      ‘You can say that again,’ she agreed breathlessly, as he moved in for another kiss.


      He was right: this was nothing like kissing him on set – when usually they were surrounded by a dozen people or more – this

         was… this was incredible.

      


      He ran his hands gently across her body, faintly brushing her breasts through the thin material of her dress before moving

         them back down the small of her back and playing with the hem of her dress. His tongue was hot and eager as he explored her

         lips and mouth and she pressed herself against him, her head swimming with a heady combination of alcohol and lust.

      


      She couldn’t believe that she was in the arms of Troy Valentine and he was kissing her, really kissing her!


      ‘You are so beautiful, Ruth. Did I tell you I’ve wanted to do this since the first time I saw you?’ He littered her neck with

         kisses and his lips eventually made their way to her cleavage. As he went lower, she could feel his breath on her skin through

         the fabric and knew he was just as excited as she was.

      


      Well, what the hell took you so long, then? she wanted to say, hardly able to believe how incredible this night was turning out to be. It was the ultimate Hollywood

         fairy tale – so much better than she could possibly have dreamed – and she really didn’t want it to end.

      


      Eventually, Troy moved his mouth away and looked into her eyes. She could feel his chest rising and falling against her. ‘Ruth,

         let’s get the hell out of here.’

      


      The morning light streamed in through the windows. Ruth tentatively opened her eyes, only to be hit with a major headache.

         Slowly moving her head off the pillow, she turned to confirm what she now really hoped was just a dream. Oh hell…

      


      Her co-star was lying on his back next to her, and while he was still unmistakably handsome, the raw magnetism that was so

         much in evidence last night had vanished. What had she done? Troy moved in his sleep and began snoring heavily. Ruth suspected

         that when he woke up, his headache would be just as bad as hers.

      


      She sat up slowly and looked around. Where on earth were they? Trying to recall the events of the previous evening, she vaguely

         remembered deciding to leave the party separately, so as not to arouse suspicion. They had decided that they would go to Chateau

         Marmont, not the most inconspicuous place for celebrities, but quite obviously neither of them had been thinking clearly.

      


      Troy must have called ahead, or certainly someone did, because she didn’t remember checking in and hazily recalled the concierge

         meeting her upon arrival and ushering her to a room. This room.

      


      Somehow Troy had made it here first, because he was already waiting with more Cristal. Ugh, she groaned, her stomach turning

         at the thought of alcohol. She looked at the floor to see her glorious silver dress lying in a heap beside the bed. Her thirteen-hundred-dollar

         (albeit free) shoes had been thrown haphazardly on opposite sides of the room. What the hell was she going to do? She couldn’t

         leave in last night’s clothes, not if the paparazzi had been tipped off and were waiting. She would have to get Chloe to bring

         her some.

      


      She rested her head back on the pillows and closed her eyes.


      More details from last night began to come back, although really it was probably only a couple of hours since they’d fallen

         asleep. Troy’s playboy reputation sure was deserved, and whatever about his brains, he certainly had star quality where it

         counted. He’d been pretty incredible, so much so she recalled – slightly embarrassed now – that it was a wonder security hadn’t

         been called, they were so loud. Or perhaps they had been? Either way, they were celebrities, and the hotel was probably used to that kind of thing, Ruth reassured herself, feeling somewhat shamefaced but,

         at the same time, oddly satisfied.

      


      Something was niggling at her, though, something at the very edge of her consciousness. But what? OK, so she didn’t make a

         habit of sleeping with other actors, and certainly not guys like Troy, but it had been a surreal and excitingly intoxicating

         night. It almost felt… right. Anyway, it wasn’t as if—

      


      Suddenly, the niggling feeling that had been bothering her came sharply into focus and just like that the pleasant reveries

         she’d been experiencing a moment ago deserted her. Ruth started to breathe heavily. Oh God… oh God.

      


      She jumped out of bed and started to survey the remains of the night before: clothes, champagne bottles, sheets, her purse,

         his phone… and the condom.

      


      Oh God, oh God, they must have done it a hundred times! Suddenly, all the details came rushing back to her in technicolor:

         him moving on top of her; her laughing and wrapping her legs tightly round him like she couldn’t get enough of him; the condom

         splitting; the two of them pausing for a second and then continuing anyway…

      


      Oh God… .


      Ruth felt bile rising in her throat. She raced into the bathroom and stared in horror at herself in the mirror. The glossy

         goddess from last night was long gone. Her mascara was smeared on her face, her hair was dull and shag-tangled, and she could

         feel sticky, sweaty residue on her skin. She leaned heavily on the bathroom’s marble counter and turned on the water, splashing

         it over her face while she repeated a mantra to herself over and over: This can’t be happening… It isn’t happening… It wouldn’t happen. Not now, not after last night, not with him. Not when everything was falling into place, when her life was exactly

         how she wanted it to be, when she was living the dream.

      


      Ruth stifled a sob. She had to get out of here, and fast.


      She crept back into the bedroom and helped herself to one of the luxurious white terrycloth robes the hotel provided. Troy

         was still sleeping heavily, and careful not to wake him, she took her phone out of her purse and made her way outside on to

         the balcony.

      


      Chloe answered on the first ring. ‘Chloe, it’s Ruth. I need you to bring me some clothes to Chateau Marmont. As fast as possible,

         please.’
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