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Roxy’s marriage has always been rock solid.


After twenty years, and with two carefree kids, she and Dave are still the perfect couple.


Until the day she comes home unexpectedly, and finds Dave in bed with their attractive, single neighbour.


Suddenly Roxy isn’t sure about anything – her past, the business she’s taken over from her dad, or what her family’s future might be. She’s spent so long caring about everyone else that she’s forgotten what she actually wants. But something has changed. And Roxy has a decision to make.


Whether it’s with Dave, or without him, it’s time for Roxy to start living for herself . . .






Chapter 1


The morning after my father’s funeral, I came home and found my husband in bed with the next-door neighbour.


The first thing I wanted to do, when I saw Julie Halpin bouncing up and down on top of Dave like a naked cowboy in a rodeo, was to unsee what I’d just seen. I wanted to tiptoe out of the house and pretend I hadn’t been there at all. Which I know is a sadly weak response from someone who likes to believe that she’s strong and resilient and good in a crisis. But at that moment I didn’t feel one bit strong or resilient. Besides, my legs were far too wobbly to carry me out of the house without collapsing.


The thing is, I’d already been through a crisis. I’d managed to hold it together through the months of Dad’s illness, when Mum was in denial and my brother too upset to be of any use. I’d coordinated hospital visits, talked to the nursing staff, made sure Dad was never alone for too long and even kept his business going. Strong and resilient stuff, no question. Both Mum and Aidan said so. Even Dad, weak as he was, had squeezed my arm and thanked me for everything I was doing.


But I hadn’t given it a second thought because I’m the one who always knows what to do when the chips are down. I pride myself on my ability to cope.


But I didn’t know how to cope with seeing Dave and Julie together. I still don’t.


If I’d ever imagined this scenario – not that I had, because I’d always believed that Dave was a keeper – I’d have pictured my total control as I hauled Julie’s ample arse off my husband and dragged her down the stairs and out of my house. Possibly by her bouncy blonde curls. I’d have been in total control of throwing him out too. And though it would have been hard, I’d have got on with my life.


But it hasn’t turned out that way. I’m frozen inside. I’ve no idea what to do. And no idea how to do it.


I trusted Dave absolutely, you see. We were a partnership. A team. We’d been a team for a long time. Dave and Roxy. Mica and Tom. He was the manager. I was the coach. Yet given the opportunity, he’d called in a sub and relegated me to the bench. I didn’t want to believe it then and I wish I didn’t have to believe it now. But it happened. I have to accept it, no matter how much it hurts.


The same feeling that engulfed me as I watched Julie’s Clairol-enhanced curls bobbing around her shoulders, and heard the creak of the mattress springs, is still with me now. It’s regret. Regret that I got up early and drove home wearing nothing more than a light coat over my silk pyjama top and matching shorts so that I could surprise Dave before he went to work. Regret that I didn’t stay where I was, alone in the single bed at my mum’s house, assuming that he was alone too, missing me as much as I was missing him. If I’d stayed at Mum’s, in blissful ignorance, I wouldn’t have had to reassess everything about my life. I’d have coped with my sorrow about Dad, coped with making sure Mum was OK, and got on with my life.


But now I can’t.


The only reason I went home at all that morning was because I craved some normality after the stress-filled weeks we’d all gone through. My head was still spinning from it. I don’t regret for a moment having spent so much time with Dad and Mum. Of course I don’t. I’d do anything for my family. But that morning, I just wanted to be in my own bed, with someone looking after me rather than the other way around.


I know I’m being silly. Not knowing that Dave had cheated on me would have been far worse in the long run. At least, I’m pretty sure it would. In the couple of months since it happened, I’ve read lots of articles about cheating partners. There’s a view from some that you’re better off in ignorance. But I can’t help thinking that sooner or later you’ll find out anyway. And then you’ll feel an even worse fool.


If I hadn’t gone home at six o’clock that morning, I might not have found out straight away, but I would’ve had a little longer to avoid dealing with stuff I don’t want to deal with. I’d have carried on secure in the knowledge – now faulty – that my marriage was rock solid. I wouldn’t have to make decisions that I’m still quite unable to make. Decisions that aren’t only about me but are about Mica and Tom too. I’d still be the wife who’d been cheated on, but I wouldn’t be feeling as poleaxed as I do right now.


And I wouldn’t be blaming myself for allowing my coping energy to be depleted by what was going on in my mother’s house and not keeping enough in reserve for what was happening in my own.


Moving into Mum’s for a few days seemed like a good idea at the time. She needed someone with her, and the children were a welcome distraction. Dave agreed that it was the right thing to do too. But I didn’t realise that while I was shoring things up on one front, I’d left another completely exposed.


As exposed as Julie’s round and – it pains me to say it – rather bootylicious arse.


All these things went through my head at the sight of the two of them together, and I tried to stifle the choked gasp that had risen in my throat, but I couldn’t. Which meant that when Dave’s stricken eyes met mine over Julie’s mop of shining curls, there was no escape for either of us. Things had changed forever. We could never be the people we were before. And we would both have to deal with the fallout.


Everyone has their own opinion on how I should deal with it. My mum. My best friends Debs, Alison and Michelle. Even the girls in my Slim to Win WhatsApp group. (I haven’t been to a meeting since it happened, but they’ve sent supportive messages anyway.) Word gets round on the Beechgrove estate, especially as Becca Brophy from across the road, and the biggest gossip known to man, saw Julie running from our house with her knickers in her hand. I’m sure she was messaging everyone before Julie had even reached her own door. Since then, I’ve had more advice from other people than I could possibly need. Yet my views are the only ones that matter. If only I knew what they really were. If only I knew how to deal with what I’m feeling.


When I googled ‘cheating husbands’, there were over 32 million results, but regardless of all the advice, there are really only two options. Forgive and forget. Or break up. The most recent article I looked at (I’m reading them obsessively at the moment) suggested that somebody else’s cheating isn’t about you; it’s because they’re unhappy with themselves. I don’t think Dave is unhappy with himself. In fact, when I saw him with Julie, he looked far too self-satisfied for my liking. No – he saw an opportunity and took it. And he’s broken my heart.


For the past few weeks, the flickering images of my husband and my neighbour are the last things I see every night and the first that come to me every morning. I don’t want them to be. I’ve tried a million different ways to block them out. I’ve played meditative music to lull myself to sleep. I’ve focused on bringing myself to my happy place every night, although that’s difficult, because the bedroom in Beechgrove Park no longer qualifies as my happy place at all. Sometimes, as I lie alone in my childhood bedroom, my mind wanders towards all the other stuff I have to get on with, and I spend five or ten glorious minutes not thinking about my total humiliation; but eventually the memories of Dave and Julie cavorting in my bed force their way in, taunting me and reminding me that even the people you love can make you cry.


I’ve loved Dave McMenamin since I was sixteen years old. We lived on the same housing estate in the Dublin suburb of Raheny and went to the same local school. Dave’s younger brother, Phil, was friends with my older brother, Aidan. For a long time I was aware of him without taking any particular notice of him. I had short-lived flings with guys who burned bright in my life for a few weeks but then fizzled into nothingness. I had crushes on pop stars and celebrities, and, unaccountably, on Dean Marinaro, the rather nerdy guy in my class who was kind of cute. Maybe I should’ve held out for Dean Marinaro, who (as far as I know) had never gone out with a girl. But I didn’t. The year I turned sixteen I went to the annual Halloween party in the community centre. I dressed as a rather sexy witch. Dave was a blood-spattered vampire. We kissed while standing around the bonfire and that was that. I forgot about the celebs and the pop stars and Dean Marinaro. I was Dave McMenamin’s girl and I stayed Dave’s girl all through school and after we left and started work. Dave and Roxy. Roxy and Dave. From that night we were always talked about as a couple, and that was fine by me. I wanted us to be forever. I believed we would.


When Dave was twenty and I was nineteen, he was offered a contract for a plumbing job in London’s Docklands. Dave comes from a family of plumbers and it was the only thing he ever wanted to do. People may call plumbing a trade, but Dave is a craftsman and he’s really brilliant at his work. The London job was a great opportunity and there was no way he was turning it down. Despite being in the middle of my accounting technician’s course, I went to England with him. I couldn’t bear the thought of us being long-distance lovers, even though London isn’t really that far away. But it’s overseas, so that makes it long-distance. Besides, being an accounting technician wasn’t my dream. It was simply a qualification that would hopefully help me to get a job.


I didn’t need my unfinished qualification, though. A few days after we arrived in the English capital, I landed a position as a receptionist in a Jaguar car dealership. Thanks to my dad, I know a lot about cars, although I’d never even seen a Jaguar up close before. But the job was perfect for me, I got on well with the staff and the customers, and despite missing home, I liked being part of London life.


We stayed for six great years. Then Dave was offered a contract on a massive commercial development back in Dublin. Returning was a no-brainer. Happy as I’d been in London, I was delighted to come home for good. We’d been talking about having a baby, but neither of us wanted to bring up a child in London. It was nothing against the city that had been good to us. It was simply that I wanted to start my family at home.


We bought a house in Baldoyle, a ten-minute drive from where we’d grown up, although we stayed with my mum and dad for a few months while Dave and his mates renovated it. I think I became pregnant on our first night there. A few months after Michaela was born, we were married in a ceremony that was way more lavish than we could afford given all the money we’d lashed out on turning the house into our dream home.


‘Till death us do part, babes,’ Dave said that night. ‘So it’s worth it.’


Or until Julie Halpin and her bootylicious bum moved in next door.


I’m awake ten minutes before the alarm is due to go off, and the image of the pair of them is in my head again. I always wake up ten minutes before the alarm, a somewhat useless talent that does, however, mean I have a few minutes to gather myself before getting out of bed. It used to be a time when I’d think about the day ahead, and I savoured those ten minutes as an oasis of calm before I had to throw myself into the fray. Now it always seems to be filled with images of Dave and Julie and the fact that she was on top.


Wiping away the hot tears that have filled my eyes, I pick up my phone and silence the alarm before it starts to ring. Then I tiptoe out of my bedroom and across the hallway to the bathroom, stepping carefully over the squeaky floorboard so as not to disturb anyone else. When I brought Mum up to speed on what had happened and asked if we could stay with her for a while, she wanted me to take the main bedroom with the en suite. She said it would be far more suitable. But there was no way I was turning her out of her own bedroom. I insisted that I’d be fine in the room I’d slept in as a girl, even though sleeping in a single bed after the comfort of the much bigger one I shared with Dave is really difficult. I thought I wouldn’t miss him in the narrow bed. If anything, I miss him more.


I let myself into the bathroom and close the door behind me. In a further effort to keep things quiet, I don’t switch on the ventilation fan but open the window instead, although the dawn light has only reached the very edge of the horizon and the early-morning air is more autumnal than height of summer. But Mum is a light sleeper too, and after the months of Dad’s illness, she needs her rest.


She could have done without me turning into an unexpected lodger with two children in tow. But where else could I have gone? Who else would I have run to?


I pull my hair into a knot and cover it with a shower cap. Mum is as supportive as it’s possible to be, but no matter how much it suits both of us for now, I can’t camp out here indefinitely. The children are looking on this interlude with their grandmother as part of their holidays and have taken it in their stride so far. But I can tell that Mica is starting to wonder if there’s more to it than just keeping her granny company. Her questions are getting more and more pointed. Tom is blasé about things. I’m still a mess.


I turn on the shower and wait for the water to heat up. As it chunters into life, I tell myself that I might be missing the shower in my own home more than I’m missing my husband. It’s a top-of-the-range power shower that’s practically a workout for your skin. A fantastic bathroom is one of the advantages of being married to a plumber. The disadvantage, of course, is that he’s a lying, cheating plumber.


I stop torturing myself with the train wreck of my life, lather up, rinse off and get out of the shower. As I pat myself dry, I pause, as I always do, to look at the faded scars of my two Caesareans. I remember being rushed into the hospital the second time, knowing that, once again, things weren’t going to plan. While we were waiting for the ambulance to arrive, Dave used my lipstick to write ‘cut along dotted line’ across my enormous stomach. Even though I was sick with anxiety, it made me laugh. Dave has always made me laugh. I thought it was a sign that we were good for each other.


And now, as I sit in front of the dressing table and pull my hair into its work-day ponytail, I don’t know what to think. I try not to think at all as I dab tinted moisturiser on my face and pearl-grey eyeshadow on my eyelids. It’s the same look as always – I’m not one for experimenting. (Could that be why Dave was having it off with Julie Halpin? She’s far more glamorous than me and has a range of make-up that accentuates her good cheekbones and bee-sting lips.) I use the same dark-brown mascara on my lashes as I’ve done since I was a teenager. There’s no good reason to change. Even Dave agrees my lashes are my best feature. They’re long and thick and more than once I’ve been asked if they’re real. So my Maybelline is fine. It and the Boots eyeshadow bring out the cool blue of my eyes. (Too cool, too blue? Julie’s are a rich chocolate brown, eminently more seductive.) I finish my face by adding a peachy blusher and coral lipstick, before getting dressed in my working outfit of white cotton blouse and navy trouser suit. I slide a single pair of gold stud earrings into my ears; although I have a couple of extra piercings in them, I only wear more earrings if I’m going out socially, never when I’m working.


I assess myself in the long wardrobe mirror. Dave says I look like Claire Danes in Homeland when I’m in my suit. Homeland has always been one of our favourite shows, and of course I’m flattered whenever he compares me to her, but it’s not true. I’m a watered-down version. I’m neither a Hollywood actress nor a super-spy. I’m a thirty-seven-year-old mother of two who can’t tell the difference between the wrinkles and the worry lines that are etched across my face.


Julie Halpin doesn’t have lines on her face. She doesn’t have children. Nor does she have a husband any more. She moved in next door after her split with Doug and I did my best to be warm and welcoming, though clearly not as warm and welcoming as Dave. I stare at my reflection and wonder, fleetingly, if getting Botox or fillers would have stopped Dave from cheating on me. I don’t know, and the Roxy staring back at me doesn’t have the answers either.


I make another determined effort to push my unfaithful husband from my mind and pick up the satchel bag that contains my purse, credit cards and iPad. I let myself out of the bedroom and walk quietly along the landing, comfortable block-heeled shoes in my hand. I stop at the first door and open it gently.


Tom, who’s seven, is lying on top of the bed, the sheets crumpled around his ankles. His red-gold hair falls over a face flushed with sleep. He doesn’t move, even when I kiss him fleetingly on the forehead and whisper that I’ll see him later. I close the door softly behind me and go up the steep stairs to the attic bedroom. Dad converted it years ago, when Aidan and I were still living at home. I desperately wanted to move into the conversion, but Aidan, being older, insisted that it was his by right. My complaints that it was stupid for him to have a room where he’d keep banging his head on the dormer roof fell on deaf ears. My brother got the attic room and I stayed where I was. To be honest, my own room is fine and gets the morning sun, but I was inconsolable for weeks. It made no difference. We were an equal-opportunity house. There were no concessions to weepy females. So eventually I stopped moaning and got on with it.


That’s me. Getting-on-with-it Roxy. Accepting what’s happened and moving on. Easier to do over an actual bedroom than what’s gone on in a bedroom, though.


I thought there might have been a bit of an argument between Mica and Tom over the sleeping arrangements too, but Tom’s such a happy-go-lucky person, and was so thrilled at the adventure of an extended stay at his granny’s, that he didn’t care where he slept. Mica (eleven, and veering between staying my little girl and starting to grow up) was delighted with her attic room, which is much nicer than her room in Beechgrove Park. But I doubt it will compensate for her dad if Dave and I make our temporary split permanent. Not that she’ll have the attic room anyhow, because I simply can’t inflict us all on Mum. If asked, she’ll say we’re welcome, but having us stay permanently is an entirely different prospect to putting up with us for a few weeks until I sort myself out. I’ve seen those TV programmes about children moving back with their parents. It’s never a good idea in the long run. I love my mum to bits, but we have separate lives.


I’ll have to make a decision soon. And I will. Honestly. But not yet.


Mica is also sound asleep, although in her case with the covers tightly wrapped around her. Tom takes after his dad, with his Viking heritage, but Mica is a mini-me. Her hair is buttermilk-blonde like mine and she has the same heart-shaped face and blue eyes. Additionally, like me, she wakes up in an instant, which is why I simply blow her a kiss rather than touching her.


‘I hope nobody ever breaks your heart the way your dad did mine,’ I whisper. ‘Sleep well, pet. See you later.’


Then I close the door behind me and make my way quietly downstairs.


‘What on earth are you doing up at this hour?’ My tone is half accusing, half exasperated as I see my mother sitting at the table, a cup of coffee and a dry Ryvita in front of her. ‘I couldn’t have been quieter, for heaven’s sake.’


‘I knew you’d be up early,’ she replies. ‘So I woke up too. I’m sorry. It’s a habit.’


‘You don’t have to be sorry.’ I immediately regret my words as I notice Mum’s still-too-pale face and the shadows under her eyes. ‘I’m the one who should be sorry. I’m the one in the way.’


‘You know you’re not,’ she says. ‘You never will be.’


‘On one level I’m aware of that,’ I agree. ‘On the other – I’m a grown woman with a family of my own and I shouldn’t have had to come running back to my mammy like a child.’


‘Aren’t you still my child?’ Mum gives me a smile, then picks up a knife and begins to smear Low Low on her Ryvita. ‘I’d have been upset if you didn’t stay with me.’


I don’t know if Dave was supportive about me coming here while Dad was in the hospice because he knew it would give him the opportunity of some offside action with Julie. I like to think not, but he’s spent a lot of time in her house over the last year. I always thought it was because Julie’s brother, Robbie, had brought his seventy-five-inch OLED TV with him when he started to house-share after his landlord had jacked up his rent to unmanageable levels. I thought Robbie and Dave watched the footie on it together. That’s what my husband told me. But maybe it was nothing more than an excuse and I’m utterly naïve.


‘The coffee machine is still on,’ Mum says, breaking into my thoughts. ‘And there’s hot water in the kettle. Are you going to have something before you go out?’


‘I’ll just have hot water and lemon.’ I fill a cup with water, then slice one of the lemons on the worktop and drop it in. ‘I’ll get coffee at the airport while I’m waiting for Gina Hayes.’


‘I didn’t think that driving people around the place meant you had to follow their hare-brained ideas,’ says Mum.


‘If I had the willpower to follow everything she says, I’d be a sylph by now.’ I run my finger around the waistband of my trousers. I’m comfort-eating and it’s beginning to show. But I haven’t the heart for Slim to Win. ‘Lots of people have hot water and lemon juice in the morning,’ I add. ‘It helps with your digestion. It’s not specific to Gina Hayes.’


‘A decent breakfast would be better.’


‘Says the woman with a Ryvita on her plate.’


Mum looks abashed and then smiles. Instantly, she looks years younger. ‘You’ve got me there,’ she admits. ‘But it’s only five thirty. I’ll have something else when the kids are up.’


It’s five thirty already! I have to go. I finish the hot water and lemon juice (secretly wishing I’d had coffee after all) and glance out of the window as I rinse the cup under the tap.


The sky has lightened but it’s covered in a fine grey haze that’s brought a soft summer drizzle.


‘Take care,’ says Mum. ‘Let me know how things are going.’


‘I’m sorry for leaving you with the kids,’ I say. ‘I know it’s a long day today.’


‘Don’t apologise. I like it. You drive safely, OK?’


‘OK.’


I pick up the car keys from the bowl on the kitchen table. I turn to leave and then turn back again. Mum looks at me questioningly and I walk around the table and put my arms around her.


‘Love you.’ I give her a hug that could crack her ribs.


‘Love you too,’ she says


And then I leave.




Chapter 2


The silver-grey Mercedes is parked in the driveway alongside my own car, a four-year-old red Toyota. Mum also drives a Toyota and it’s on the road outside, in the cul-de-sac that forms the end of the street.


I unlock the Mercedes and slide into the driving seat.


The solid thunk of the door closing behind me is comforting. So is the rich smell of the cream leather interior. As I breathe in, I feel as though my dad is in the car beside me, looking after me as he always did. The luxurious E-class saloon is Dad’s car. He bought it six years ago when he decided to give up a lifetime of being a taxi driver and become an independent chauffeur instead. He’d had enough, he told us, of driving in the middle of the night, of having random strangers sharing his space, of dealing with people who’d drunk too much or were high on drugs, people who – in Dad’s opinion – shouldn’t even be out on their own. ‘I’m too old for it,’ he said. ‘But the economy is picking up again and I have good contacts with businesses around town that are looking for a more personal service. Lots of people want to hire an executive car rather than a taxi. My contacts with private hire companies are good too. I can make a go of it and then retire at sixty-five.’


He would have been sixty-five this year.


I exhale slowly and select reverse. The car rolls smoothly out of the driveway. When Dad was first diagnosed, l told him that I’d do the driving for him while he was getting his chemotherapy treatments. I hold a public service vehicle licence because I drove the taxi for a short time after Dave and I came back from England. We needed the money and I did the morning shifts when Dad was in bed after his night work. Mum looked after Mica and Tom while I helped out. I’ve always liked driving. It’s one of the things that kept Dad and me close to each other. He trusted me behind the wheel of the Merc and I was happy to have his trust.


I looked after the company accounts for him too. I remembered enough of the accounting technician’s course to be able to keep a set of books, and I’m quick with numbers. On and off, I helped Dad out whenever he needed, so it was logical that I’d drive for him while he was sick. I wanted him to believe that I was temporarily holding the fort; just keeping the driver’s seat warm before he got back behind the wheel. We both knew it wouldn’t turn out that way, but pretending helped both of us to cope.


He left me the car. When I went in to see him about ten days before he died, he told me that was his plan. I could keep running the business or not, he said, but the car would be worth a few bob anyway. I shushed him, telling him that it was the last thing on my mind at that moment. Which it was.


I didn’t have plans to keep the business going after he died. But I didn’t consider selling the car either. Truthfully, I hadn’t given any of it much thought. And then I walked in on Dave and Julie, and everything changed.


When my inadvertent gasp alerted him to my presence at the bedroom door, Dave’s eyes widened with horror and he pushed Julie to one side so quickly she almost toppled off the bed.


‘What are you doing here?’ he demanded. ‘You’re supposed to be at your mother’s.’


I couldn’t speak as I watched Julie grab a light blue sundress that lay crumpled on the floor and slip it over her head. She’d been wearing a black dress at the funeral. A little short, maybe. But sombre. And appropriate. Of course the blue sundress was appropriate for a sneaky date with my husband. Even if it had ended up on the floor


‘Obviously I wouldn’t . . . we wouldn’t . . .’ Dave kept his eyes fixed on me. ‘It’s not what you think.’


‘You’re kidding me, right?’ I found my voice, although it trembled. ‘It’s exactly what I think.’


Julie grabbed her leather bag (and her knickers), shoved her feet into a pair of jewelled flip-flops, then hurried out of the room without saying a word. I caught a waft of her perfume over Dave’s familiar musky scent as I stood to one side to let her leave. Then I heard the bang of the front door and I was alone with my cheating, betraying husband.


‘Sweetheart, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean this to happen.’


‘Which?’ I asked. ‘You didn’t mean to shag someone else in our home, or you didn’t mean me to find you at it in our bed?’


Now that I think about it, maybe I was resilient after all. Or sounded it, at any rate, because I certainly didn’t feel it. It was an effort not to burst into tears. But I didn’t.


‘Oh, come on, Roxy love. You don’t have to make it out to be some big drama.’ Dave’s voice was cajoling. As if I was being unreasonable. As if it wasn’t the biggest drama of my life to find him naked in bed with the next-door neighbour.


‘What the hell are you on about?’ I demanded. ‘You were bonking Julie Halpin and I caught you. If that’s not drama, I don’t know what is. You cheated on me with the woman next door. For crying out loud, you . . . you . . .’ I covered my face with my hands. But I still didn’t cry. It was as though I’d used up all my tears for my dad.


‘It just happened,’ Dave said. ‘I’m really sorry, you know I wouldn’t have hurt you for the world. After I got back last night, Julie called around to see how you were. But of course you were still at your mum’s and it’s been nearly a week since you were home and—’


‘Five days!’ I choked. ‘It’s only been five days and you’ve moved someone else in already.’


‘It’s not like that at all,’ he protested. ‘I’ve been busy running backwards and forwards to the hospital and the funeral home and the church and all that sort of stuff, don’t forget. It’s been a difficult time for me too. When Julie knocked at the door, she could see I was upset and she insisted on making me a cup of tea. Then we got talking and—’


‘There are loads of men I talk to but I don’t end up bringing them home and sleeping with them!’ I’d suddenly found my inner rage and it felt good.


‘But it was an emotional day, wasn’t it?’ said Dave. ‘And I was thinking of life and death and stuff and I wanted to share it with you but you weren’t here.’


‘You’re blaming me?’ I stared at him. ‘You slept with Julie Halpin and you’re blaming me?’


‘No. You needed to be with your mum. But I needed someone too. These last few weeks have been tough.’


‘You are bloody well blaming me.’ I felt the throb of a headache start at the back of my skull. ‘You’re saying that I wasn’t here and you needed to sleep with someone so you took the first available woman. Not that Julie’s without blame herself,’ I added. ‘She stood outside the church and told me she was sorry for my loss. Then a few hours later she’s riding my husband.’


‘I know it looks bad,’ admitted Dave. ‘I know I messed up. But don’t get it out of proportion. It was a one-off thing because of the circumstances, that’s all.’


‘So everything’s fine now, is it?’ I rubbed my eyes. ‘You’ve slept with Julie and we go back to being good neighbours and you pop next door on Saturdays to watch football with Robbie – where was he last night, by the way?’


‘Out for a few pints, I suppose,’ replied Dave.


I didn’t remember seeing Julie’s brother at the funeral but he must have been there. The church had been packed. Dad was a very popular man.


‘How long?’ I asked.


‘How long what?’


‘Have you had the hots for each other?’


‘She’s a good-looking woman,’ he said. ‘But I’ve never even noticed her before.’


‘I’m going downstairs.’ I ignored the contradiction in his statement. ‘I need a cup of tea. Don’t even think about coming into the kitchen.’


‘I have to get to work anyhow,’ said Dave. ‘I’ll be late.’


I didn’t say anything else. I walked down the stairs holding tightly to the handrail so I didn’t fall. Then I opened the back door and went into the garden. I was still there when I heard Dave’s van pull out of the drive.


As the Mercedes moves down the road, I switch on the radio, which is already tuned to my favourite easy-listening station. I prefer calming music when I’m driving around town; the early-morning shows with their relentlessly cheerful hosts are far too jolly. They remind me of Mica and Tom on a sugar rush.


I leave the housing estate and turn onto the main road. It’s too early for a commuter build-up, so the drive will be relaxed even though the rain will mean more cars on the road later. I don’t need the satnav to find my first client’s house, because I’ve driven her before. She’s Thea Ryan, the award-winning actress, and she and her husband are going to London this morning for a round of chat shows to promote her new TV series. Desmond Ryan is a playwright, and according to Ms Ryan (I can’t call her Thea to her face, even though she’s asked me to), the series is based around an incident that took place in a remote farmhouse during the Spanish Civil War. It sounds interesting and I’m looking forward to watching it.


Thea, who’s in her seventies, was one of Dad’s first clients. The production company that had made a short series narrated by her the previous year had always used Dad as a driver, and afterwards she began to book him rather than take taxis when she needed to be driven places. Although her business was irregular, Dad had liked her. He said she was ‘a tough old bird’, which I told him was surely a sexist way of referring to someone who was a national treasure. Dad rolled his eyes and told me to get off my feminist high horse. We both laughed then. I’m not a feminist. I’m not an ‘ist’ of any kind. I’m simply trying to do my best.


The Ryan house is on the south side of the river, which means having to cross the city, but that isn’t a problem at this time of the morning. And hopefully I’ll have Thea and Desmond at the airport long before it becomes an issue. I never drive through Dublin in rush hour if I can avoid it. Stop-start driving is far too stressy. But I enjoy driving through the centre when it’s almost deserted. I’m a city girl and always have been. I like streets and houses and shops and buildings of every shape and size. I like knowing that there are people all around me. I like the buzz. The promise that anything can happen.


I arrive outside the old red-brick house in the chichi suburb of Rathgar twenty-five minutes after setting out. Usually I text clients to say I’m waiting outside, but almost as soon as I pull up at the kerb, the brightly painted front door opens and I see both Thea and her husband framed in the light of the hallway.


I get out of the car and take an umbrella from the boot. It has a vivid pattern of tropical palms and flamingos and is a vibrant splash of colour in the grey morning.


‘What are you doing!’ cries Thea as I make my way up the tiled pathway. ‘We’re on our way. There’s no need for you to get wet.’


‘Or you,’ I say, holding the umbrella over her. ‘By the way, this is your umbrella. You left it behind the last time. I did ask you if you had everything,’ I add. ‘I didn’t see it when I looked because it was under the seat.’


‘Oh, I’m hopeless with brollies,’ says Thea cheerfully. ‘I leave them everywhere! Desmond has his today.’


Desmond, a tall, patrician man with an amazingly full head of almost white hair, holds up a black telescopic model in a faux-leather case.


‘Honestly,’ I say. ‘Let me get you both to the car. You might need that umbrella for London and it would be better to keep it dry.’


They concede the point, although Desmond remarks that he should be escorting me, not the other way around.


‘Roxy is a modern woman with a career of her own,’ says Thea as they settle into their seats. ‘She doesn’t need men fussing over her.’


I can’t help smiling when she says this, although the reality is, I don’t have a career of my own. Driving the Mercedes is therapy, not a career choice. And I’ve no idea how long I’ll keep doing it.


‘ID, mobiles, credit cards?’ It’s a question I always ask on the way to the airport. You wouldn’t believe the number of people who forget at least one of those items.


Desmond assures me that they’ve got everything and then Thea asks me about Mum. I reply that she’s doing well, which, thinking about the shadows under her eyes this morning, I hope is true.


Some clients like to talk and some prefer to travel in silence. Thea is a talker, although from time to time she studies a script in the car. On those occasions she tells me not to feel insulted about being ignored. I would never feel insulted by Thea Ryan, who was very kind when I first drove her after Dad’s diagnosis. She asked lots of questions about his treatment and the prognosis. They could have been intrusive, but coming from Thea, they weren’t. And because everyone else was sort of tiptoeing around his illness, it was refreshing, if a little daunting to have to talk about it. She sent the most enormous wreath to the funeral. Mum was very touched.


‘I’m sure it’s still raw for your mum,’ she says now. ‘It takes time to grieve and these days we don’t allow enough space for it. We like to sweep it all under the carpet and pretend we’re perfectly fine the next week. But we’re not. The problem with today’s world is that we don’t allow ourselves time to recover from anything. It’s crazy.’


I can’t help agreeing with her. Sometimes it seems impossible to believe Dad has gone forever. I’ll walk into the house and expect to hear his cheery ‘hello, honey’ and see his jacket hung over the kitchen chair as it always was. The realisation that I won’t is like a knife cutting through my heart.


Thea then asks after me and I tell her I’m fine, which is obviously a lie because I’m not. She doesn’t say any more, however, instead asking Desmond about their agenda for the day. It’s all interviews and publicity for the new series. Desmond wrote it and Thea is starring in it, and I gather it’s the first time they’ve worked together in years. It sounds glamorous and exciting and it’s nice to have a bit of that in the car. Most of my clients are businessmen in suits, which isn’t one bit glamorous or exciting.


‘Excellent timing,’ says Thea as I stop at the drop-off point. ‘Thank you.’


‘I’m collecting you next Monday evening, right?’


‘Yes.’ Desmond nods at me.


‘Best of luck in London.’ I retrieve the cases from the boot and hold the umbrella over my two clients. ‘I’ll be watching you on the chat shows.’


The national treasure gives me a quick peck on the cheek, which isn’t usually part of my farewell to clients, but with Thea Ryan it seems entirely appropriate.


‘You’re a dear,’ she says. ‘We’ll see you back here on Monday. Hang on to my umbrella till then.’


‘I will,’ I assure her. ‘One last check that you have everything.’


Both of them assure me that they’re good to go, and I wait beside the Merc until they’ve successfully negotiated their way into the terminal building. Then I get back into the driver’s seat and start the engine again.


I’ve managed my bookings so that my next client is a pickup from the airport, but because Thea and Desmond are leaving from Terminal 2 and the nutritionist and celebrity cook Gina Hayes is arriving at Terminal 1, I have to circle around to park nearby. Gina’s flight is due to touch down in about an hour, and although Mum’s house is only ten kilometres away, the traffic will certainly be building up now, which makes it smarter to park and have a coffee at the airport rather than go home, even if it means I won’t see Tom and Mica until later. I don’t like not being there for them first thing, but it can’t be helped.


I walk into the terminal and make straight for the coffee shop near the arrival gates. I’m desperately in need of caffeine and sugar – let’s be honest, despite whatever health benefits it’s supposed to have, hot water and lemon is an utterly useless way of starting the day. I’m pretty sure I once read that an enormous fry-up is good for you first thing in the morning, something that really appeals to me. I find it hard to believe, though, because the food I like is usually on the banned list. I’d love a sausage and rasher right now. Instead, I order a cappuccino and a muffin, which is probably worse. All the same, the aroma of the coffee is almost enough to revive me. Once I’ve taken a gulp of the cappuccino and a bite of the muffin, I open my iPad and begin to scroll through my Facebook timeline.


I stop at the picture of Dave and the kids that I posted a few months ago. They’re all dressed in football gear, the strip of the local club the children play for. Both their teams had won a tournament in their age groups and they’re posing with their trophies. Tom is standing in front of Dave, one foot on a football, his replica cup in his hand. Mica is beside him, holding hers aloft. Someone who’s clearly not in the know about our marital situation has commented on it, which has driven it up my feed, and I feel a real pain in my heart when I recall how happy we were that day. I wonder if there’s a chance we can ever be happy again. Having said that, Dave and I are still Facebook friends. Possibly that’s more important than still being married to each other – which we still are on Facebook too. Neither of us has changed our status to ‘it’s complicated’. But it is complicated, even if Dave doesn’t think so. In his view he made a mistake and he’s sorry for it. He knows that being caught in the middle of his mistake was the killer blow. But he thinks I should forgive him. For his sake. For mine. And for the children.


Forgive and forget. Or walk away. The pendulum keeps swinging between the two. One of these days it’ll have to stop. I still don’t know where.


Dave called around to Mum’s as soon as he finished work that day so that he could apologise properly to me, as he put it. I didn’t want to see him, but Mum told me it would be wrong not to. She hustled Tom and Mica out of the living room, telling them that she wanted to get some McDonald’s to take away. As Mickey D’s is very much an occasional treat in our house, they were both thrilled by this. But I felt terrible that a day after burying her husband, my mother had to put my needs ahead of her own.


I said this to Dave.


‘Mothers always do that,’ he told me. ‘Yours is no different.’


‘Well, now that you’ve driven her out of her home, you’d better say whatever it is you want to say.’


‘There’s no need to be like this,’ he said. ‘I’ve told you I’m sorry and I am, Roxy. I really am. I know it was wrong. And I swear to you, I’ve never, ever been unfaithful to you before. Being with Julie was . . .’ He paused. ‘Meaningless.’


‘It isn’t meaningless to me.’


‘I get that,’ said Dave. ‘I do. I was a dick. I’m sorry.’


He looked sorry. He sounded sorry. I believed him about that.


‘I’m angry and disgusted,’ I told him. ‘That you could even think about it.’


‘I was drunk.’


‘And that excuses it?’


‘No. But it explains it. I wouldn’t have bothered with her otherwise.’


I felt a sudden pang for Julie, whose own marriage had broken down after a couple of years because her husband had cheated on her with a colleague. And then I clamped down on any sympathy I might have had for her, because she should have known what it was like.


‘Come home,’ said Dave. ‘I miss you and I miss the kids. I wouldn’t have gone near Julie if I hadn’t been missing you.’


I listened to his male logic without saying a word. On the one hand, I could feel myself wavering. Understanding, even. But on the other, five days on my own wouldn’t have made me jump into bed with another man. And if Dave’s explanations were to be believed, Julie had spent the whole night in our house. They’d undoubtedly been at it before I’d come home. So they’d done it more than once. I don’t know if I would’ve forgiven once more quickly. But twice. Or maybe more. That wasn’t a moment. That was premeditated.


The pendulum had swung towards walking away.


‘I can’t come home,’ I said. ‘I’m too angry.’


‘I understand you might need a bit of time,’ he said. ‘But the children need their dad.’


‘You should have thought of that before,’ I said.


‘What do you want from me, Roxy?’ he asked. ‘I’ll do anything. I truly will.’


I believed that, too. Dave is a good man. He made a mistake. He has to pay for it, but according to another one of the cheating-husband articles, though a desire for punishment is understandable, it’s not necessarily the solution.


The pendulum swung back towards forgive and forget.


‘I need some time,’ I told him. ‘I’m sorry. But I do.’


‘Please don’t take too long,’ he said.


And then he left.


I didn’t hear from him for two days. Then he sent a long, rambling text (from the local pub, I reckon) all about how much he still loved me and how he hadn’t seen Julie Halpin since and if he did he’d turn his back on her and he was sorry, sorry, sorry.


He didn’t say anything about me coming home, but he turned up at Mum’s house on Saturday to take the kids for the day. He also had an enormous bunch of flowers in his arms.


‘The flowers are for you. Football in the park for them,’ he said as he handed them to me. ‘The children can stay with me tonight. You could too, if you wanted.’


I buried my face in the flowers, which was a bit stupid as I immediately started to sneeze.


‘For one night?’ I put down the flowers and blew my nose.


‘If it made a difference.’


I shook my head. He took the children and I stayed home alone with my mum. She divided the flowers between three different vases.


And that’s how it’s been since Rodeo Night. He texts me every day to say how sorry he is. All of his texts include a sad-face emoji and half a dozen hearts. Sometimes he adds a soppy romantic video. He asks me to come home. I delete the texts and videos and say that I need more time. He tells me I can take as much time as I like, but he needs me back. He needs the children to come home. He tells me that he’ll never be alone in a room with another woman again. He says how much he loves me. And I always end up replying once again that I need more time. So far he hasn’t asked how much more. But sooner or later he will. Sooner or later he’ll stop being sorry and sending the videos and he’ll get pissed off at me. I know he will, because that’s how I’d feel too. And that means I can’t swing with the pendulum forever. I have to make a decision about the rest of my life.


But no matter how good I’m supposed to be at decision-making, this is still one I don’t want to make.


Debs, my closest friend, is trying to be even-handed about it. She says that all men are fools but that Dave is one of the better men even if he did do a very foolish thing. I know she’s right. But I still can’t cope with how let-down I feel. And although I truly want to forgive him, I’m not ready to do it.


I continue to stare at the photograph of my children and their father. They belong with him just as much as with me. Children need two parents. But even as my finger hovers indecisively over the message icon to type the words ‘I’m coming home’, I pull it away.


Why can’t I accept that it was a moment of madness on his part? Why is it that every time I think I’m ready to let it go, another wave of pure rage washes over me and leaves me shaking? Why can’t I simply forgive him? But why should I simply forgive him? He’s broken my heart, after all.


My life used to be sorted. It might not have been glamorous or exciting, but it was perfect. Yet in the space of a few weeks, I no longer have the two men who meant the most to me in the world. I’m not living in the home that I love. All the certainties I’ve built up over the years have come tumbling down, leaving me bereft and bewildered. I’m not the person I used to be. Right now, I don’t know who I am any more.


An announcement about a delayed flight jolts me back to my job. I glance at my watch, then check Gina’s flight status. The plane has landed, so I type the name ‘Gina Hayes’ in a large, bold font onto my iPad and go to stand in the already crowded arrivals hall.


‘Roxy, sweetheart, how are things?’


I’ve wormed my way towards the barrier and it’s another driver, Eric Fallon, who greets me. Meeting passengers at the airport is a bread-and-butter business and the drivers get to know each other. On one occasion a terrible thunderstorm delayed every flight coming into Dublin, and I spent nearly three hours in the coffee shop with Eric. It was one of my first jobs after Dad’s diagnosis, and Eric, who’s almost the same age as him, was kind and understanding.


‘Good,’ I reply. ‘Which flight are you meeting?’


‘The nine a.m. from Paris,’ he says. ‘A suit.’ He tilts his iPad towards me. The name on it is Ivo Lehane. ‘Heading to the convention centre. Something to do with ethical business models.’ He snorts.


I smile at him. Like my dad, Eric doesn’t believe that big business is ethical. He has a deep mistrust of anyone who wears a suit, and is wary of people who try to give him investment advice. Eric was burned in the financial crisis back in 2008. Ever since then, he’s become an anti-establishment figure, having decided that nobody looks out for people like him.


I agree with him, at least in part. The system is rigged against the ordinary person. We don’t get a say in anything. Laws are passed by rich people for rich people and there’s nothing we can do about it. I’m not anything like as radical as Eric, who spent much of the recession involved in anti-austerity protest marches and was even, briefly, a member of a new political party. But I get really angry when politicians imply that if you’re struggling, it’s your own fault. I’m worried about what might happen to me and the children if I don’t go back to Dave, because that would make me a single-parent family. I’ve no idea how I could possibly afford a home of my own. It’s a mess and it’s not my fault. But I’m pretty sure that some people would be happy to blame me anyhow.


The doors from the baggage area to the arrivals hall slide open and a stream of passengers walk through. Eric and I hold our iPads up so that our clients can spot us. Neither Gina Hayes nor Ivo Lehane is in the initial group and we lower them again. After a brief lull, more people appear, and eventually a tall man in a charcoal suit walks over to Eric and identifies himself as Ivo. I should be so lucky as to get a client who looks like Patrick Dempsey in his prime! Dr McDreamy is totally wasted on Eric. (I used to love Patrick in Grey’s Anatomy. I was gutted when they killed him off.) Then I laugh at myself for caring whether my clients are as good-looking as TV stars. They don’t notice me and I don’t really notice them. Not after they get into the car, at any rate.


‘This way, Mr Lehane,’ says Eric. And then, to me, ‘See you again soon, love. Take care.’


He leaves the terminal building with his suit. I keep my iPad held up and wait for my second client of the day.






Chapter 3


Dad did a good job of building up the business. Gina Hayes is actually a client of a PR firm that he did a lot of work for. He was very pleased to get Grady PR, because although it’s a small firm, it has a great client list.


The issue of Dad’s business is another pendulum swinging in my mind. Like I said, driving is therapy. I kept doing it after moving in with Mum, partly so that I wasn’t continually obsessing about Dave (although I am, obviously); partly so that I wasn’t under her feet all day; and also because it’s bringing money into the house, even though she keeps refusing to accept it.


But now it’s become more than that. For the first time in years, I’m doing something for myself, and despite the circumstances, I’m enjoying it. It wasn’t until I took over from Dad that I realised how long it had been since I’d done anything of my own. I’ve never been what you’d call an ambitious sort of person. All I ever wanted was to get married and have a family. Work, no matter what the job, was a means to an end. My entire world revolves around my home and my family. Since Tom was born, I haven’t worked outside the house – occasional driving and keeping Dad’s books doesn’t count because that’s just helping out, and besides, it didn’t take up too much time. I did some childminding for nearly five years, but the family moved to a new neighbourhood about eighteen months ago, and although there’s always someone needing childcare on the Beechgrove estate (I’m part of a WhatsApp group of available mums), I wanted a bit of a break. Then Dad got sick and my priorities were elsewhere. I suppose Dave has seen himself in a very traditional head-of-the-household role, while I’m . . . well, I don’t know what I am. But dependent on him is part of it. Now, I can’t help thinking that perhaps Dave cheated because he’d lost some respect for me. Because he didn’t think I contributed enough.


Julie Halpin is some kind of office manager. She might not have a husband of her own any more, but she heads off to work every day in her sporty blue car, goes on holidays whenever she feels like it and always wears the most fashionable of clothes. And I’m . . . well, I’m basically the same person I was twenty-odd years ago when Dave and I first started going out together, except with added stretch marks.


If we get back together – and it’s still a massive if – something has to change. I need to find the part of me that I never knew mattered before. The rebellious Roxy. The Roxy who competed on the football pitch. The Roxy who thought of herself first and everyone else second (even if that’s not a viable option now). Driving the Merc ticks some of those boxes. The problem is, even though it’s a ready-made opportunity, continuing with Dad’s business would be tricky. The hours are erratic and I’d have to be very organised about childcare. And yet . . . in the blur of the last few weeks, being a driver is the one thing that’s kept me grounded. It’s given me something practical to do. Feeling Dad’s presence in the car with me, however tenuous, has been comforting too.


More people emerge into the arrivals hall, but it’s another fifteen minutes before the nutritionist appears. I recognise her at once. Gina Hayes owns the space around her in a way I can only dream of. Even though she’s not as glammed up as when she’s on TV, she’s tall and well groomed, with glossy nut-brown hair that curls gently past her shoulders. She’s carrying a multicoloured tote bag and wearing a light fabric raincoat in pastel pink over skinny jeans, a white T-shirt and high-heeled boots. Somewhat weirdly, the raincoat is Gina’s signature look. She started off presenting her show outdoors, where the raincoat seemed appropriate. Now, even though she’s moved into a room made entirely of glass, she still wears it. It sounds silly, but it works.


I don’t have a signature look. Unless you count today’s navy suit, white blouse and tiny gold earrings, which is working Roxy, not real-life Roxy. Real-life Roxy prefers bright colours, lots of accessories and high heels; though after a day’s driving, I usually pull on jeans, a T-shirt and trainers as soon as I get home. And ‘pull on’ are the operative words. I don’t style my clothes the way Gina does. I just wear them.


I hold up my iPad. Gina sees it and strides across the arrivals hall towards me.


‘I’m Gina Hayes.’ She extends a hand. ‘Are you my driver?’


‘Roxy McMenamin. Pleased to meet you.’


I use Thea Ryan’s umbrella again as I escort Gina to the car park – it’s only a short distance, but I’m not entirely sure that the designer raincoat will be much use in the sort of Irish drizzle that can soak you to the skin before you even notice it’s raining. Besides, I don’t want her to get her artfully styled hair wet. Somewhat weirdly, the exotic umbrella gives me a certain confidence that I associate with Thea. It bestows me with a sprinkling of her personality and makes me feel less intimidated by the powerhouse that is Gina Hayes.


‘I’ve never had a woman driver before,’ Gina remarks as she gets into the back seat of the Merc. ‘And it’s never occurred to me that there might be women drivers out there. Which is annoyingly un-woke of me.’


‘I’m not a driver to make a point,’ I tell her. ‘I’m a driver because it’s my job.’


‘But nice to see women doing jobs that were traditionally male,’ says Gina.


Please tell me she doesn’t want a conversation on gender equality at this hour of the morning. I know taxi drivers are supposed to have opinions on everything, but I’m a chauffeur and I don’t. I glance in the rear-view mirror; fortunately for me, Gina has already moved on and is scrolling through her phone.


‘We’re going to the TV station for your interview first,’ I tell her. ‘Your PR agent will meet you there. Then to the bookshop for your signing session. And after that I’ll be driving you to Belfast. I’ll drop you off at the airport there after you’ve finished.’


‘Fine.’ She’s totally concentrating on the phone and I wonder if she’s a bit pissed off at me for not engaging in the feminist conversation. I’m all for equality and women’s rights. But I can’t bear people who bang on endlessly about it. Whenever I drove the car for Dad, I wasn’t thinking about being a woman driver; just a driver. And yet, I acknowledge to myself as we leave the airport, all of the other drivers I know are men. There must be other women drivers out there, but I’ve never met one. So maybe, despite myself, I’m a feminist icon.


The very idea makes me laugh. Nobody I know, least of all my husband, would think of me as any kind of icon. Dave never made a thing of my driving in the past. He was matter-of-fact about it. Dad needed help and I stepped up to the plate. It’s what you do for family. Simple as that.


I speed up as I turn onto the motorway. Gina is leafing through a folder of papers that she’s taken from her tote bag. I wonder if she’s nervous about her interview. But why should she be? She’s used to being on TV. Her health show is very popular and I’m sure her cookbook will be a bestseller. I can’t help envying her. It must be great to have it all sussed. To know exactly what you want from life and go out and get it. Gina Hayes is seven years younger than me. But she’s still the grown-up in the car.


By the time we arrive at the studio, she’s replaced the papers and has returned to scrolling through her phone. I get out and open the door for her, and tell her that I’ll be waiting here when she’s finished. She walks inside without a backward glance.


I get back into the car and drive to the small café that I always wait in when I bring people to the TV studio. Waiting around is an occupational hazard for a driver. So is drinking coffee. I’m ready for another caffeine hit and I’m feeling peckish again too. I’m not the sort of person who lets emotional turmoil affect her appetite. I’ve put on almost a kilo since I walked out on Dave. I don’t need Gina Hayes to tell me that comfort eating isn’t a good idea. But it helps.


When I’m settled with a coffee and a scone, I text Mum to ask if the children are up yet.


Tom in shower. Mica having breakfast. All good. How’re you?


Also good. Everything on schedule.


What’s Gina Thingy like?


A bit intimidating. But OK.


Nobody intimidates my daughter! Her text is accompanied by an angry-face emoji.


I send a laughing face and some hearts in return and add that I’ll let her know how the schedule is progressing. Gina Hayes has to be in Belfast for a late-afternoon TV show, and although theoretically there’s plenty of time, I like to make allowances for the unexpected.


I take a newspaper from the pile that the café provides and start to read. I’ve reached the letters page when my phone pings. My heart skips a beat, but when I look at it I see that, despite the signature, the message isn’t from Dave.


Hope you’re still OK for tomorrow night’s fund-raiser. Dx


The fund-raiser is for the local soccer club, and Debs is on the committee. As both Mica and Tom are members of the club, I always go to the fund-raisers, and for this one I’ve donated a day’s free use of my driving services as one of the raffle prizes. I wasn’t going to go because I’m not in the mood to be in a room with people who I know will see me as gossip fodder. Not necessarily maliciously. But I’ll be a topic of conversation all the same. It didn’t matter what I said, though. Debs insisted. She said that I had to be strong, and despite my objections, she wore me down. Which goes to prove that my so-called strength and resilience is nothing more than an illusion.


I reply that I’ll be at her house on time.


Looking forward to a good night out, responds Debs.


I send a thumbs-up while thinking it’s a somewhat sad state of affairs for both of us to consider a fund-raising event in the community centre a good night out. In days gone by we would’ve scoffed at the very idea. Back then, it was all about clubbing in town and not coming home until four in the morning. These days, I sometimes get up at four in the morning!


I finish my coffee and return to the TV studio car park. I take out my iPad while I wait in the car. The TV subscription that Dave and I have covers our mobile devices, and although he’s the one who manages the account, he hasn’t blocked me from remote viewing. I’m not sure if this is deliberate or whether he’s simply forgotten – Dave only watches sport, and on the biggest screen possible, so he probably hasn’t even thought of me accessing the TV. Maybe now that he can’t go next door to watch Robbie’s supersized one, he’ll remember.


The segment of the show with Gina Hayes has just begun. The nutritionist is poised and assured as she talks to the presenter and speaks about how healthy eating habits are good for both your body and your mind.


‘It’s not rocket science,’ she says. ‘It’s simply good sense. If you want to be your best you, then eat the best food you can.’


Which is all very well, but when you have two children who go through phases of zoning in on one food group (with Tom, it’s currently baked beans, with curry as a standby) and a husband whose tastes are very traditional, there is simply no point in trying to introduce stuff you know they won’t like. I don’t know if Gina has children, but I’m absolutely certain that if she has, and when they reach their point of food rebellion, it won’t matter a damn what sort of pretty-looking treats she comes up with: they’ll be ignored in favour of alphabetti spaghetti or chicken nuggets. And I also know she’ll ultimately cave in, because nobody has the power to stand up to a determined child who refuses to eat what’s on their plate. Or a determined husband who scoffs at the idea of a meal without meat.


Maybe it’s just me, though. Maybe I’m as crap at being a mother as I am a wife.


Gina comes out of the building a few minutes later, accompanied by her PR manager, and they talk between themselves while I drive them to the bookstore where she’s making her appearance. Already there’s a line of people waiting to have their copies of Eat Neat signed. I don’t have any cookbooks. Mum never bothered with them either. She’s in the ‘can’t cook won’t cook’ category, and although I try to give the children reasonably healthy food, I can’t be bothered with all the cookbook palaver. Debs, on the other hand, has an entire shelf-load, from Delia to Nigella, all full of sumptuous pictures and beautiful kitchens where women who look like Gina Hayes eat perfect food and live perfect lives with perfect husbands who would never dream of shagging the next-door neighbour.
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