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About the Book


Throughout their lives, the three Brady sisters have always been closer to their nanny May than to their own mother, Martha, a busy midwife. May always thought of them as her daughters so when she dies suddenly, the sisters are left devastated – especially when they learn that letters intended for them from May with final words of advice and love have gone missing.


But what words of advice could the sisters need?


Beatrice, owner of exclusive wedding boutiques, is busy and fulfilled. Rose has a beautiful daughter, a luxurious home and a thriving interiors company. And Jeannie, married to a wealthy plastic surgeon in L.A., wants for nothing. 


Except that each of the sisters carries a secret . . .


As they gather for the reading of May’s will in Dublin, they must face some life-changing decisions. Will they ever learn the words of advice May had for them and discover who took the letters?


Letters to my Daughters is the spellbinding story about the complicated bonds between women – daughters, mothers, sisters – and how love and happiness comes in many guises.
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Prologue


MARTHA BRADY WASN’T THE TYPE OF WOMAN who liked waiting around. She glanced at her watch for the umpteenth time and clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth in disgust.


‘Why don’t you go on ahead, Grandma? I’m sure Nanny May will be here soon. It’s not like her to be late. Besides, I’m not going to die if I’m left here on my own for a few minutes.’


Looking at Ali’s anxious face, Martha softened. It wasn’t her granddaughter’s fault the other woman was choosing today, of all days, to be tardy.


‘If I don’t leave soon, I’ll miss Marissa’s communion mass. The Reilly family have been so good to me over the years. They’re of impeccable breeding so they certainly wouldn’t make me feel bad for turning up at the last minute, but I’d really rather not do it all the same.’


‘Right,’ said Ali, rolling her eyes.


‘What’s with the attitude?’ Martha asked as she dialled Nanny May’s mobile for the second time. She’d noticed this cheeky sort of carry-on creeping in with Ali over the last while. Martha thought she was spoilt rotten and, being an only child, that she got away with murder.


When she’d mentioned it to her daughter, Rose had scoffed and said it was typical teenage behaviour and to ignore it. But Martha wasn’t the ignoring sort and never had been.


‘I wasn’t aware I had an attitude,’ Ali said. ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. ‘I suppose I’m a bit baffled why you’re so eager to rush off to Mrs Reilly.’ She did an exaggerated shudder. ‘She’s rude and obnoxious. Any time she goes into the shop, she finds fault with something. I asked Mum why she doesn’t just go someplace else.’


‘I can’t imagine her being that way,’ Martha said with a sniff, ‘but I have such a special bond with my mothers …’


Being a community midwife meant Martha got to know her mothers and their children better than most. All the same, Ali was family and there was no way she was leaving her.


‘I’m not happy about abandoning ship. Hop in the car and I’ll drop you over to Nanny May’s. That way I’ll know you’re in safe hands and I can do this trip without worrying. The Reillys are holding the communion mass in the grandparents’ estate and it’s at least an hour’s drive away. So I can’t rush back if you need something.’


‘Okay,’ said Ali. ‘It’s ages since I’ve visited Nanny May’s, so it’ll be lovely. She got new curtains in her lounge, she told me. I’m dying to see them. Apparently they make a statement.’


‘Can you remember where your mother keeps the spare key to Nanny May’s house?’ Martha asked. ‘Just in case she’s had a fall or something and we need to let ourselves in.’


Ali grabbed it from a drawer in the kitchen and they made their way to the car.


‘I bet she’s caught up with one of her sewing circle friends and has forgotten she said she’d come,’ Ali said.


‘Yes, I expect you’re right,’ said Martha. All of a sudden she had a bad feeling. It crept over her like a slow shiver.


Martha pulled up at the house. The front-room curtains were drawn shut and there was no sign of life. Martha and Ali got out of the car and went up the garden path. Ali rang the doorbell but there was no answer.


Using the key, Martha opened the door and they walked into the tiny hallway.


‘Nanny May?’ Martha called out. ‘It’s just us. We were wondering if you’ve forgotten about minding Ali today?’


Silence. They looked at one another. Walking into the kitchen, they could see no remnants of breakfast. The modern, bright interior surprised Martha. The last time she’d stood in this room must have been twenty years ago, when Nanny May had first bought the place. Back then it was poky and dark, with Formica cupboards and patterned linoleum on the floors. Now it was bedecked with cream high-shine units complete with a neat yet smart breakfast bar, and plush-looking high leather stools with chrome legs to match the cupboard doors.


The wall to the once dark and poky dining room had been knocked through, creating a large space with lots of natural light. The curtains were surprisingly cheery, boasting bold stripes of rose pink against cream and acid green. Clearly green-fingered, Nanny May had a wonderful selection of plants, from tiny ones on surfaces to the large yuccas that brightened shaded corners. The whole air of the place was not what Martha would’ve expected her to choose in a million years. She’d always assumed May was a very old-fashioned and traditional type of woman. So this edgy-looking place made her feel quite uneasy.


Ali called her name once more before walking back to the hallway and pushing open the living-room door.


‘Nanny May? Nope, no sign of her in here. Oh wow, her curtains are divine,’ she said.


Without thinking, Martha walked out into the hall and towards the bedroom at the rear of the cottage. As she pushed the door open, she could tell by the strange atmosphere that something had happened. Gasping, she looked across and confirmed what she’d just begun to suspect.


‘Any luck?’ Ali shouted.


Backing out of the room and closing the door, Martha apprehended her granddaughter.


‘She’s there,’ she said, swallowing. ‘I’m so sorry, darling … She’s … she’s passed away.’


‘No!’ Tears instantly rolled down Ali’s cheeks. ‘She can’t … Oh no, poor Nanny May, and she was all alone. Oh Grandma, this is terrible.’


As Ali launched herself into her arms, Martha wasn’t quite sure what to do. They’d never had a physical relationship. Not the way Ali and Rose did. They were always hugging and doing that foreign-style cheek-kissing thing. Martha wasn’t comfortable with it, and Rose certainly hadn’t been raised to public displays of affection. These were mitigating circumstances, however, and besides, Ali had left her with no choice as she wrapped her arms around her like a koala.


‘We need to call people,’ Martha said after a few minutes as she led Ali back into the kitchen. ‘There’s Dr Graham, for a start. He’s the first port of call.’


‘What about Mum and Aunt Bea and Aunt Jeannie … surely they need to know first,’ Ali said as she yanked her mobile from her jeans pocket.


‘Okay, you call the family and I’ll get on to Dr Graham.’


‘Mum?’ Ali said as tears choked her. ‘It’s Nanny May … Oh Mum, she’s dead.’


Within minutes it seemed Ali had called half of Pebble Bay and they were all on their way over.


‘Did you want to see her?’ Martha asked. Ali nodded, but said she’d wait until Rose arrived. ‘Will you be okay for a moment if I go in and make sure she’s in the state she’d like to be found? It’s the least we owe her after the years she’s given to our family.’


‘Actually, I don’t want to see her,’ Ali said, beginning to sob again. ‘I want to remember her the way she was.’


‘All right, darling,’ said Martha. ‘You wait here for a few moments and I’ll just fix her if she needs it.’


Martha walked back to the bedroom. Her breath caught as she looked over at Nanny May. It was as if she were frozen in time, with the beginnings of a smile on her face. She was sitting perfectly straight in a rather beautiful velvet-covered armchair. Upholstered in a deep sea green, it picked up the kingfishers in the bedroom curtains. The throw on her bed was clearly from the same collection as the curtains and cushions. Martin and Rose must’ve done the decor, Martha decided. All the same, this wasn’t remotely what she’d have thought Nanny May’s house would be like. She’d expected it to be gloomy, with old tweed blankets draped over sagging sofas and a tired-looking bedroom with a dark wooden suite. Walking into the en suite, she was further surprised to find a modern and bright room with one of those large round shower heads like they had in the house in Ballyshaden.


She backed out and closed over the door in case anyone suspected she’d been snooping.


She gazed at Nanny May. She was dressed in one of the outfits Martha had seen a hundred times or more: taupe three-quarter-length slacks with a pristine white top and cardigan. Her hair was blow-dried and her carefully applied yet understated make-up looked as if it had just been put on. Doubting herself for a moment, Martha approached her and stooped to take her hand. The cold, hardened skin confirmed she was indeed gone.


Even in death you seem to be able to do things without fanfare and yet manage to make it look easy, Martha mused.


She was about to walk out of the room when a small stack of envelopes caught her eye on the dressing table. She walked over and looked at them. Each envelope bore a single name in May’s beautiful script-like handwriting, one each for Beatrice, Rose and Jeannie. Feeling momentarily stung that there wasn’t one with her name on it, Martha zoned in on a letter that lay under the others. It had an envelope, but May clearly hadn’t got around to folding it and placing it in there.


She knew she shouldn’t read it, but seeing it was addressed to her husband, she couldn’t resist. She picked it up.


My dearest Jim …


The lump in Martha’s throat gave way to a sprinkling of tears as she speed-read the words that Nanny May had clearly written from her heart. More than that, these words were from her soul.


Glancing at the woman she’d chosen to help raise her children, she shook her head slowly. So many things made sense now.


Brushing away her tears roughly with the back of her hand, Martha gathered up the letters. Placing the one addressed to her husband in the envelope Nanny May had intended to use, she walked quickly out of the room. Her handbag was still on the hall table where she’d left it a while before. Just as the doorbell sounded, she stuffed the letters inside and snapped shut the clasp.


You reckoned you’d have the final say, Martha thought waspishly, but sometimes even the best-thought-out plans don’t come to pass.
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Chapter 1


MARTHA GAZED OUT FROM THE FRONT WINDOW of her cottage. She and her husband Jim had made the wonderful decision to retire to the wilds of Connemara, swapping the hustle and bustle of Dublin for trees bending in the breeze and uninterrupted ocean views. A little reminder had just popped up on her tablet, letting her know that it was their first anniversary here at Mariner’s Cottage in the rural village of Ballyshaden.


Her old life in Pebble Bay, in Dublin, seemed a lifetime ago. Of course, they still visited their daughters, Beatrice and Rose, and their wonderful granddaughter, Ali, on a regular basis. It was a four-hour drive, but they knew it like the backs of their hands, and the roads were predominantly good once they hit the main motorway. Their other daughter, Jeannie, was living in LA, so they only saw her every now and then, but that suited all round.


The last time they’d seen Jeannie had been in Dublin, for Nanny May’s funeral, a month ago. There’d been a huge turnout for her. The girls were still devastated at her loss, a matter that Martha was rather more philosophical about. Now they were talking about organising a month’s mind mass.


‘She was a wonderful woman,’ Martha had said to Beatrice, her eldest daughter. ‘But she wasn’t family and she was very well paid for the job she did. It’s not up to us to organise masses for her. Doesn’t she have any relations who could do it? I’m not sure I can make it either way.’


Talk about saying the wrong thing. Well, Beatrice had gone into a complete tailspin, telling her that Nanny May was the linchpin that held their family together and how could she think of her in such a cold manner?


‘I’m not trying to be nasty or trite, Beatrice. I am incredibly grateful to her for everything she did with you girls.’


‘So you should be,’ Beatrice had said in a most uncharacteristically rude way. Normally her eldest daughter wouldn’t say boo to a goose. But it was clear that Nanny May was up there with the angels and saints in Beatrice’s mind.


‘I didn’t mean to belittle her. Can we change the subject?’ Martha had asked. The letters were safely stashed in the back of her underwear drawer. As she thought of the one addressed to Jim, she smarted once more.


In the end, she’d let Jim go to the mass while she’d stayed in the cottage. He’d said he didn’t mind, and Martha wanted to have the place to herself for a few days. She needed to take stock of everything without having Jim breathing down her neck. She’d given it a year and she still wasn’t quite sure about this move.


They’d worked hard all their adult lives, she as a midwife while Jim ran a second-generation furniture and design business called Bespoke Design. They’d both juggled their time, energy and funds to ensure their three daughters got the best start in life.


Martha’s daughters were adults now, Beatrice turned forty not so long ago and the twins, Jeannie and Rose, thirty-eight. They were settled and, to the best of her knowledge, happy. She tried not to meddle in their lives too much. Jim needed constant reminding that they had to be left to get on with things, without their parents breathing down their necks. But Jim was a softie and found it hard to step away. Especially when there was an upset or a problem. He still felt it was their duty to protect the girls.


They’d made the permanent move to the family holiday home in the country because she and Jim wanted to enjoy the winter of their lives together while they were still healthy and active. In truth, she was genuinely astonished when he’d said he wanted to retire to Ballyshaden. She would have moved anywhere in a heartbeat, but she’d never for a moment thought he’d agree to leave his girls. When he’d put it to her, she’d looked at him in shock.


‘You want to move? Really?’


Jim had shrugged and grinned at her. ‘It’s time we had some time for us, get closer together again after all the years of hard graft. Sure, Dublin is a four-hour drive away. We can see the girls any time it takes our fancy,’ he’d reasoned. ‘And they’ll come and visit. Ali can come on the train and have a little holiday if she feels like it. And Jeannie would see Connemara as paradise in comparison to the madness of LA.’


In the end, it was turning out that Jim was far more at ease with the move than Martha. He spoke to her girls most days and kept up with their granddaughter’s life via Facebook. Martha could take or leave the whole social media thing. If it weren’t for Ali’s insistence, she wouldn’t bother at all.


‘You’ll be brilliant at it once you get used to it, Grandma,’ Ali told her. ‘This way you can be friends with me, Mum, Auntie Jeannie and Auntie Beatrice and you’ll see our posts and know what we’re up to.’


Her grandchild was the apple of her eye, and as for Jim … well, the silly old fool was utterly besotted! She hadn’t thought he could fuss over anyone as much as their three daughters, until Ali came along.


‘You didn’t give birth to her, Jim. You need to be careful that you don’t step on Rose’s toes. She’s her and Martin’s daughter. So perhaps you should back off,’ she’d said over and over again. But Martha knew she might as well be talking to the wall. Jim would never be sensible or level-headed when it came to the girls.


All the same, Martha knew that Facebook, FaceTime and Skype weren’t the same as being with their daughters and granddaughter. She’d worried that Jim was being too rash and that things would go pear-shaped for them.


How wrong she had been.


A photo of their three daughters, dating back twenty years, caught Martha’s eye from the sideboard. They looked so perfect in the picture. In matching clothes, right down to their patent leather shoes, they were nothing short of angelic. When they’d walk into the church or a restaurant in their home town of Pebble Bay, everyone would turn and salute her.


‘Here come the Brady girls, and beautiful they are too.’


The girls had reflected so well on her, and she’d loved that. A part of her still missed those precious days. Admonishing herself, she knew she ought to be happy about her retirement, and in truth she was, most of the time.


She and Jim had built a wonderful life here in Connemara. They were members of the golf club; she played once or twice a week and Jim was out on the course whenever possible. She’d joined a book club, although now that she thought about it, she’d only gone twice.


One thing she hated, though, was the regular ‘pot luck’ meals Jim’s friends loved to host. Jim had returned from Dublin an hour ago and was getting ready to leave for one shortly, and as usual she was dreading it. Everyone brought a dish and they were all put out buffet style, and then people milled around eating off paper plates. Privately, Martha abhorred that idea. She never knew how hygienic other people’s kitchens were and she disliked the whole mishmash, slapdash sort of arrangement. She’d mentioned that to Jim a few months ago and he’d laughed at her.


‘Oh Martha, you need to learn to let go. People are aiming to have a bit of banter and share an evening or lunchtime having fun rather than pot-walloping or making it all too difficult. That’s what retirement is about. It’s wonderful if you allow yourself to embrace it.’


She shuddered. If she were totally honest, she didn’t actually want to embrace retirement. But she couldn’t be totally honest, not with Jim at any rate.


‘Are you nearly ready to go, darling?’ Jim asked as he walked into the room. ‘I know that Clarissa O’Connor doesn’t give a fiddler’s if people are late. But old habits die hard and I like to keep my standards, no matter where we’re going.’


‘Yes, and right you are too, dear. Let me get our dishes and I’ll meet you in the car.’ She walked to her dressing room and shrugged into her navy blazer, then selected a Hermès scarf from her collection. She’d bought them over the years and kept them stacked in their flat orange boxes in a designated drawer in the dressing room. With her crisp white shirt, navy trousers, ballet pumps and pearl earrings, she knew she looked classically smart. While her shoulder-length blonde hair had now turned white, she knew her pale blue eyes still held the same twinkle that had attracted Jim to her so many years ago.


Satisfied that her look was the right balance between smart and casual, she went to the kitchen to pick up her dishes. One was her signature fish pie, which was always greeted with great fanfare, and the other her rocket, pear and blue cheese salad.


The fish pie was neatly wrapped in several layers of tinfoil to keep it hot. None of the hostesses seemed to share her values when it came to hygiene. Some of the ovens were spattered with food so dried in it looked like it had been there for decades. She certainly wasn’t going to chance getting food poisoning. The salad was covered in a double layer of cling film, while the dressing was stored in a sterilised jam jar. She always insisted on tossing it herself, telling the hostess she was happy to help. She’d ensure she got the first portion of each of her dishes and nobody noticed that she didn’t touch anything else. At least if they did, they never commented.


She joined Jim in the car and smiled. He looked ten years younger than he had this time last year. He was bronzed from the golf course and refreshed from being able to step away from his business.


‘You look dashing in your tweed jacket, Mr Brady.’


‘And you look very lovely too, Mrs Brady.’ They smiled as they headed along the winding coast road towards the O’Connors’ house.


Martha had been raised in a home where children should be neither seen nor heard. She was never under any illusion that her parents saw her as anything more than a nuisance. She learned from a young age to keep to herself and ensure she didn’t antagonise Agatha, her mother. Sadly, that was easily done. All she had to do was show her face and the irritation would be plain to see in her mother’s expression.


‘Go on and do your homework, Martha. You must have some arithmetic that needs your attention. Your grades on the last report were nothing shy of disgraceful.’


‘I’ve been doing homework since I got back two hours ago,’ she said. ‘I thought I’d make a cup of cocoa and take it to bed.’


Her mother’s eyes flicked across to the kitchen clock. It was only six thirty in the evening. She’d no television in her room and toys were far too frivolous, so apart from her china doll with the creepy painted-on smile and the neat curly blonde hair that wasn’t for brushing or playing with, she had very little to keep her occupied. The books in the library weren’t for children either. But she’d read many of them by the time she was ten. One such book was about midwifery. It went into some rather explicit detail and even had sketches to back it up. At first the book terrified her, so she snuck it back and shoved it onto a high shelf. But curiosity got the better of her and she retrieved it. Slowly, over the space of a couple of weeks, she forced her ten-year-old self to read it from cover to cover.


By the end, she understood more about delivering babies than most adults. She longed to discuss the matter with her mother. After all, she’d had babies herself. Figuring it might be a good way for them to make a connection, she broached the subject.


‘Did you enjoy being pregnant, Mother?’ she asked.


‘I beg your pardon?’ Agatha asked, looking both disgusted and horrified.


‘I was asking whether or not you enjoyed—’ She didn’t get to ask a second time as a firm clatter hit her across the back of the head. Reeling, she dropped the milk jug, spilling it on the floor.


‘You little monster!’ Agatha hissed, ensuring nobody else could hear. ‘Clean up this mess and don’t you dare ask me such a personal question again. I don’t know who you think you’re talking to. But that sort of subject is not for upstanding ladies and most certainly not for children. I ought to wash your mouth out with soap.’


Martha dropped to the floor to clear away the milk and broken crockery, realising, despite her young age, that she could never have a conversation with her mother without it ending in tears. Moments later she felt herself being dragged backwards as Agatha pulled her to her feet, forced her head against the wall and commanded her to open her mouth. She gagged and spluttered as the revolting flakes of soap powder were shoved roughly into her mouth. They foamed out onto her cheeks and down the front of her school tunic.


‘Now look at the mess you’ve made, you horror. Wash that tunic and make sure it’s dry and pressed in time for school tomorrow.’


Martha realised she was staring, with her hand to her cheek. She quashed the bad memory and pulled down the visor in the car to check her lipstick wasn’t dotted onto her teeth.


She’d made it her mission not to repeat that sort of upbringing. She knew she’d done a good job of raising her daughters in a loving, disciplined home. She and Jim had made sacrifices to send them to good schools, put them through university and generally prepare them for the big bad world as best they could. They were clever girls. All very different from one another, but they’d always got on quite nicely. There was no denying they were striking-looking, too. Martha wasn’t one to brag, but she knew they’d gleaned her and Jim’s best features. There was no doubting the two of them made beautiful babies!


When the girls were young, not a day had passed without someone complimenting them.


‘Aren’t they a picture, the beautiful Brady girls?’


‘Your girls got the best of both of you, Martha.’


These comments made Martha smile, especially when she witnessed Jim’s chest puff out with pride as he’d reply with something like ‘All four of my girls are beautiful.’


With only two years separating Beatrice from the twins, it was more for ease than effect that Martha dressed them the same. The girls were all blessed with blonde curls and her pale blue eyes. She adored fashion and had an eye for colour and style, but in truth, it wasn’t difficult to make them look stunning.


She shopped in boutiques for their special occasion clothes. She loved the traditional velvet dresses with white satin collars and matching pea coats for Christmas, and cotton sailor-collared dresses with scalloped-edged cardigans for summer days out.


She knew Nanny May had an issue with it, but then she hadn’t paid the woman to have an opinion on how she dressed her girls. When she wasn’t around, Nanny May let them mess about in all manner of mismatched casual clothes, but that just wasn’t Martha’s style.


The thought of Nanny May made Martha think about the funeral. The girls had been beautifully dressed, each in a different style of black. It had given her immense pleasure when they’d filed into the church – it was as if she’d dressed them herself. They were crying terribly, though, which rather ruined the look. As always when she thought of Nanny May, Martha felt a stab of guilt through her chest. But she wasn’t going to think about that now.


Martha had needed a live-in nanny because she’d worked full-time. She was a well-known figure in the coastal village of Pebble Bay, so she was used to knowing the ins and outs of all the families she’d helped over the years. A week never passed without someone calling to their door to send a little thank-you gift or to share a special moment.


‘I hope you don’t mind us knocking, Martha. You were there when she was born, so I wanted you to see Ruby in her dress! Can you believe she’s eighteen? You’re still welcome to come and join the festivities, you know.’


Martha’s work was her lifeline, it was her. It meant everything. That was why this retirement idea was so alien to her.


As they pulled up outside the house, she sighed. They dined out so much and she wasn’t running between patients any longer, so she was barely fitting into her clothes.


‘Will you take the salad and I’ll hold onto the fish?’ she said to Jim as the front door was flung open. Cross that she didn’t even have a moment to straighten her clothes and gather herself into a plastered-on smile, she forced a jovial delighted-to-be-here sort of greeting.


‘There you are! Hello, hello, hello,’ bellowed Matthew O’Connor. ‘Let me take that from you,’ he said, holding his hands out.


‘Not at all, it’s actually quite hot and I’ve got asbestos hands. Perhaps you’d take the wine for Jim?’


Seizing Matthew’s moment of hesitation, she hotfooted it to the front door, where Clarissa was standing, looking as dishevelled as always. Martha shuddered inwardly. If the woman couldn’t get it together to have her hair blow-dried, that led her to believe she wasn’t anywhere near reaching her hygiene standards in general.


‘Hello, Martha! Look at you, all beautifully turned out. You never fail to look stunning. I love the scarf. Did you get it in the village? Tessa is stocking some lovely ones. They’re not too dear either.’


‘The scarf is Hermès and it didn’t come from Tessa. I don’t think she stocks this kind of thing.’


‘Ah, right, silly me,’ said Clarissa with a shrug. ‘Come on in. You’re the first to arrive. You’re great the way you always turn up on time!’


‘It’s always lovely to be invited and I actually find it rude when people are too late. It holds up proceedings.’


‘Ah, hilarious,’ said Clarissa, elbowing her and nearly knocking the fish pie from her grasp.


Rushing towards the kitchen with her heart thudding in her chest, she set it down with a sigh. That was a close one. If the pie had ended up on the floor, she’d be rightly stumped.


Over the course of the next half-hour the others arrived. So too did their dishes from hell. One was a stew of some kind. It smelled more like dog food than anything she’d ever eat. The rest was a collection of lasagnes with or without meat and an array of salads.


Clarissa announced that lunch was served and they filed across to the groaning table. Martha made sure she was third in the line. That way, she was certain to get her own dish.


‘Don’t worry if you find a little slug or beastie in my lettuce,’ said Erin. ‘It’s from my greenhouse and I did wash it, but sometimes the little feckers hide!’


There was a roar of laughter as the others enjoyed the thought of eating a slug. Martha forced a noise that was as close to laughter as she could muster and filled her plate with her own food.


Watching the clock, she made sure they stayed a full three hours. That was more than enough in her book. Jim had been knocking back the wine, as she’d offered to be the designated driver, so he wasn’t overly aware of what time it was.


‘Do we really need to leave now?’ he asked. All he was short of was sticking out his bottom lip like a petulant toddler.


‘I’m terribly sorry, but I’m expecting a call from Jeannie. I know she has a huge function to attend again tonight. It’s all go when you’re married to the top plastic surgeon in the hospital!’


She ushered Jim out the door without too much hassle and waved and thanked the host and hostess, saying it was their turn next and she looked forward to seeing them soon.


‘I’m going to have a nice boozy snooze in my armchair when we get back,’ said Jim. ‘You’ll wake me when Jeannie calls, won’t you?’


‘Of course, dear,’ she said, realising she needed to call their daughter and tell her she’d used her as an excuse. Jeannie would be fine with telling a little white lie.


As they sat in the car and hurtled towards home, she played the game and said she’d had a lovely time while smiling like she ought to, but inside, Martha was slowly unravelling.
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Chapter 2


ROSE MONAGHAN SMILED AS SHE HEARD THE Skype call coming through on her laptop.


‘Hi, Jeannie,’ she called out while waving to her sister.


‘Hi, sweetie! How are you?’ Jeannie chirped back.


Born as identical twins, they’d looked incredibly alike until recently. Seeing as Jeannie was married to Dr Nick Marx, plastic surgeon to the beautiful people of LA, there were a few details of her face that didn’t quite match Rose’s any longer.


‘Oh dear Lord, what happened to your eyes?’ Rose asked, peering closer at the screen and scrunching her face. ‘Wow, that looks sore. What on earth have you done now?’


‘Nick did a quick eye-lift for me,’ Jeannie said with a flippant wave of her hand. ‘The bruising will go down in a couple of days. It’s not sore. It was literally an in-and-out quick fix.’


‘You look like you’ve been battered with a lump hammer,’ Rose said, wincing. ‘It looks seriously painful.’


‘He snipped a tiny sliver of skin from my eyelids and sewed me up. It’s not a big deal, and it’ll make me look younger.’


‘You are young. Especially compared to him,’ Rose said, failing to hide her contempt for her brother-in-law. ‘Doesn’t he have enough women to chop up without turning his scalpel on you?’


‘Ah, Rose, you’re overreacting again, sweetie. Chill! I wanted it done, and if it makes me happy, that’s the main thing, right?’


Rose knew she needed to change the subject. Her sister had been having Botox and fillers for the past few years, acting as if it was the same as having a facial at her local salon. She’d had breast augmentation, a nose job and countless other ‘minor procedures’ involving fat removal or fat injection. Most of the stuff sounded barbaric and quite unnecessary to Rose. Perhaps it was run-of-the-mill in LA, but at home in the Dublin suburb of Pebble Bay, it certainly wasn’t.


‘I wouldn’t Skype Bea looking like that,’ Rose said. ‘You know how she disapproves of that sort of thing.’


‘Too late,’ Jeannie sighed. ‘I’ve just been on to her. She wasn’t too bad, surprisingly. I got the usual lecture about how I’m beautiful the way I am, yadda, yadda, yadda, but she was working on an order for this new shop she’s opening, so she wasn’t overly bothered.’


‘You’re lucky poor Nanny May isn’t around to see you,’ said Rose sadly.


‘Yeah, she’d have had a total meltdown. Bless her, she used to act as if I’d been violated when I told her about my little jobs.’


‘Because to her you had been violated. Nanny May didn’t understand plastic surgery, especially if it was on one of us. You know she thought we were all beautiful.’


‘I know, we were her little butterflies,’ Jeannie said, taking off Nanny May’s voice scarily well. ‘Poor Nanny May, I still find it hard to believe she’s gone.’


‘I know, we all do,’ said Rose.


She’d been their nanny from the time Beatrice was born. While their mother and father worked, Nanny May did the school runs, made dinner and helped with homework. She was the one who told them the facts of life and helped them when they had their first period. She was in the front row of every school play alongside their father, and the girls knew she’d kill anyone with her bare hands if they so much as considered hurting them.


She was a feisty little lady. Standing at a mere five feet in height, she commanded respect and usually got it. Her opinions were made known, and while she put her foot down on certain issues, she was wonderful at encouraging the girls to have their say too.


Jeannie had gone home for the funeral, of course. But she hadn’t expected to be returning so swiftly. It wasn’t strictly necessary for her to attend the will reading, but she badly needed a break, so she let Nick think it was essential for her to be there. Every now and again Jeannie got a pain in her heart that nothing but her sisters could fix, and right now she was feeling that way.


‘So tell me again what the plan of action is going to be,’ she said as she dotted white cream on the skin around her eyes and winced.


‘We’ve to be at the solicitor’s office on Monday afternoon. Mum and Dad are coming from Connemara, so I’m doing a family dinner at Marine Terrace that evening.’


‘My flight gets in on Monday morning, so I’ll meet you all at the solicitor’s office.’ Jeannie moved closer to the screen and looked over her shoulder. ‘I need to talk to you, Rose.’


‘Okay,’ she said. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Not now,’ Jeannie said. ‘When I see you.’


‘Who’s at your house? Why are you being so cloak-and-dagger?’ Rose asked.


‘The housemaid is here someplace.’


‘Don’t be rude, Jeannie,’ Rose said.


‘She calls herself the housemaid. What’s your problem? Besides, that’s got nothing to do with what I need to speak to you about …’


‘Can’t you just tell me?’ Rose asked, beginning to feel exasperated with her twin. ‘Are you crying? I can’t see your face or eyes properly.’


‘I’m trying, but nothing is working,’ Jeannie said crossly. ‘Look, look! I’m making a sad face now. Can you see it?’


‘Not really,’ Rose said as she leaned in. ‘Nope, nothing to show that you’re sad. Oh wait, there seems to be a tear sitting in the crust around your eyes.’


‘Stop it, Rose. I’m very emotional here.’


Rose stifled a grin. Jeannie was such a drama queen, and she never failed to make her smile. She was guessing her sister’s latest issue was about a dress she’d seen or the fact that her husband, Nick, wanted to make the pool bigger. It was never anything hugely taxing, but Rose was looking forward to hearing how Jeannie would tell the story. There’d be arms waving in every direction and a whole lot of expletives. Ali adored her aunt’s stories, too, although on more than one occasion Rose had forced her sister to wait until her daughter wasn’t in the room. Jeannie’s LA lifestyle could be a bit X-rated at times.


The conversation moved to the black-tie fund-raiser ball that Jeannie was attending on Saturday evening. Each year the hospital did a massive night where all the consultants hosted a table. The glitterati came out in force and Rose knew Jeannie revelled in it all. Rose always felt like the fuddy-duddy boring sister when Jeannie described the amazingly glam events she attended. Rose had one black dress that she wore to pretty much everything. But it did her just fine. Besides, she didn’t go to many black-tie parties.


‘My gowns arrived this afternoon,’ Jeannie said. ‘Wait and I’ll show you.’ She held up a magnificent red mermaid-style dress with a halter neck, bedecked in sparkles. The second one was in the same shade, but it was a fuller ball-gown style with a plunging neckline. While Rose thought they were beautifully glamorous, she wouldn’t have the nerve to wear either of them in a million years.


‘Wow,’ she said in awe. ‘You’ll be stunning, as always. Why do you need two?’


‘I couldn’t decide, so I bought both. I’m leaning towards the fishtail one,’ Jeannie said, holding it up. She laughed. ‘You look horrified, sis! You wouldn’t go out in this if I pumped you with drugs, would you?’


‘Did I look that bad?’ Rose asked with a sheepish grin. ‘It’s an amazing dress, but you’re right, I’d die if I had to wear it. I don’t have your figure or your confidence.’


‘You could if you’d only come over here and let Nick do a few adjustments.’


‘Eh, no thanks. Being pimped isn’t exactly on my to-do list right now.’


Ali appeared from her room and padded into the kitchen.


‘Hey, how’s my favourite fifteen-year-old in the whole entire world?’ Jeannie said, beaming at her.


‘Hi, Jeannie,’ Ali said with a lacklustre wave.


‘Seriously! Is that it? Where’s the enthusiasm? Hey, look at my dress.’ Jeannie held it up again.


‘Oh my God, that’s sick! Can I have it when you’re bored with it?’


‘Yes, of course! This one and about another ten that you’ve got your eye on, my darling.’


‘Yes! Thanks, Auntie Jeannie!’ Ali grinned and peered into the computer screen. ‘What the hell happened to your face?’


‘My face will be fine in a couple of days. It’s called maintenance. You don’t need to know any of this stuff yet. You have taut, young, blemish-free skin and I hate you for it.’ She poked her tongue out at Ali, making her laugh.


Jeannie launched into a spiel about the new line of Kardashian lipsticks, which Ali lapped up like a kitten.


‘It’s selling out in the stores here, but I’ve ordered you some. I’ll FedEx them as soon as they arrive. I don’t think they’ll get here before I leave for Ireland. Oh, and I have three or four dresses I’ll bring for you as well. I’ve worn them twice, so I’m totally done with them.’


‘Awesome,’ said Ali.


‘Okay, we’re going to say goodbye,’ Rose said. ‘It’s time for a bit of supper. Chat to you soon. Let us know how the ball goes.’


‘I’ll give you a quick call so you can see my make-up before I go.’


‘I hope you’re having someone do your face,’ Ali said. ‘And I hope they have some sort of magic wand to cover those black eyes.’


‘I’ll look just fine,’ Jeannie said defensively.


As they closed the laptop, Rose felt she ought to explain to Ali that it wasn’t necessary to interfere with one’s features.


‘Your aunt only does it because she’s married to a scalpel-happy surgeon. But I don’t think women should feel pressurised into altering their appearance.’


‘I hear you,’ Ali said, looking bored. This was the only facial expression Rose got to see these days, like every word out of her mouth was utterly tedious. ‘But I’d do the same thing in Jeannie’s position. In fact, I’ll be flying over to Uncle Nick as soon as any of my face droops or my body begins to go south, as Jeannie so delicately puts it.’


‘Why?’ Rose asked, looking upset. ‘You’re beautiful the way you are. Why would you want to look plastic? There’s too much emphasis on looks these days. Women should be judged by their attitude and achievements and how they treat others. Not by how smooth their skin is.’


Ali rolled her eyes. Rose knew she was preaching to deaf ears. Her daughter was as fickle as her sister and at times it really bothered Rose.


‘I don’t want you to grow up thinking the world will treat you better if you spend time and money on your looks.’


‘Mum, whether you like it or not, the fact of the matter is that women are judged on their looks. Every day. Besides,’ Ali perched on a high stool and looked out at the rolling Irish Sea, ‘I love make-up and hairstyles and fashion. It’s fun! I’m going to make a fortune as a make-up artist to the stars when I leave school.’


Rose didn’t want to argue with her daughter, again. At the moment it seemed that was all they did. If Ali wanted to chat about lipstick with Jeannie and it made her happy, then so be it. But Rose wasn’t going to allow her to be a make-up artist. Not when she was a straight-A student. Rose suddenly caught herself, she’d always told Ali that she could do anything she wanted. But that was a whole other day’s argument.


As she whisked up eggs and milk to make some scrambled eggs, Rose tried to concentrate on looking forward to Jeannie’s visit and the family meal they’d all share in a few days’ time.


‘Hurry up if you want a lift, Ali,’ Martin said as he breezed into the kitchen.


‘Eh, I’m making scrambled eggs and smoked salmon for us,’ Rose said. ‘I’ve made you toast with that grainy bread you like as well. And I’ve a nice bottle of red I thought we might share.’


Her husband didn’t even raise his eyes to look at her. He was staring at his phone, as usual, tapping away. It made Rose’s blood boil.


‘I’ve a meeting with those Italian people about getting the agency for that furniture line in the very bright colours,’ Martin said as Ali rushed off to find her shoes and coat. ‘I’m taking them to dinner in the French place in Pebble Bay. Have to be there in twenty minutes.’


‘Well then, where the hell is Ali going?’ Rose asked.


Martin glanced at her. ‘She’s heading out with Ross for a couple of hours. She asked and I said that was fine.’


‘But I’ve made food now,’ Rose said, feeling stung. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve liked to go too. I like to be involved as well, you know. Besides, I don’t think that range will sell. Irish people aren’t that crazy about the thought of a bright orange sofa or a lime-green leather armchair. Don’t do any deals until I see the stuff, okay?’


‘Rose, leave me to worry about this end of things. You keep going here with Ali … and whatever you do.’ He swooped to kiss her absently on the cheek, as he always did, then turned away.


‘Bye, Mum, I’m meeting Ross,’ Ali said as she followed Martin towards the door.


‘Who is Ross?’


‘This new guy I’m seeing. We’re having something to eat and going to the cinema.’


‘I didn’t give you permission,’ Rose said crossly.


Ali rolled her eyes at her mother and Martin smiled. ‘Dad did,’ she said, slamming the door shut behind her.


Rose felt like crying as she stared at the saucepan of scrambled eggs and the six slices of brown toast she’d laid out on three plates, with smoked salmon garnished with fresh dill. Sighing, she knew she needed to accept the fact that she’d be eating alone yet again.
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Chapter 3


JEANNIE WALKED OUT OF HER HOME OFFICE AND into her porcelain-tiled white kitchen. While her sister and niece were getting ready for their evening meal, she was starting her day. LA was eight hours behind Dublin and that time difference was crippling when she visited home, which she tried to do four times a year.


The sound of the door buzzer made her look into one of the many small screens that were dotted around the house for viewing the gate. She squinted and then winced as her eyes watered. Spotting the squat bubblegum-pink beautician’s van, she pressed the button to let Nina inside the property. Her face was stinging from the cream she’d dabbed on and she was feeling a bit sorry for herself. Nick was gone to work and had called out that he’d be late again this evening.


She knew she shouldn’t complain. They had one of the most magnificent homes in the area, while Nick was charming and gorgeous and made rakes of money and treated her like a princess. What more could she ask for? She was the envy of half the county, and every time they went out, men ogled her as women tittered at Nick.


She’d come to LA from Ireland almost twenty years ago with two pals as an eagerly optimistic and boundlessly enthusiastic nineteen-year-old au pair planning a summer of sun and fun and not much else. Although she’d grown up in a leafy suburb and was certainly not a country girl, Jeannie had never known a place like LA. When the summer ended, she’d secured a job and slotted into everyday life, vowing to become a native.


She’d connected with Nick while she was waitressing in a café near the hospital. It was love through the steam of his cappuccino, and she swiftly swept him off his feet. The fact that he was a newly appointed plastic surgeon and she was a barista never felt like an issue between them. Her confidence, quick wit and joie de vivre was a combination that beguiled him from the start. The cattier women in the locality liked to snigger behind manicured hands that it was purely a physical attraction. ‘The man would make his fortune if he could make any of the ladies in LA look like her.’ But most of them knew that kind of natural exquisiteness couldn’t be bought, nor could it be carved with a scalpel.


They’d dated, danced and fallen hopelessly in love. By the time she was twenty-two, Jeannie was Mrs Nick Marx and played the role beautifully. Growing up with her father’s family interiors business meant that home styling came naturally to her. Quite in spite of herself, she carved out a nice little niche business putting finishing touches to the magnificent homes of LA.


‘You decorate the houses and I’ll create the dollies to sit in them,’ Nick liked to say.


‘As long as you never introduce me as an interior designer, you’re safe,’ she warned.


Jeannie would never have Rose’s patience for transforming entire spaces with clever colour. Instead, she could sweep into a room and know that a plush sea-green lamb’s-wool rug would enhance a living room. Or a meticulously sourced French boudoir-style sleigh bed would change that master suite from tack to class. Or a series of mismatched chairs in acid colours would look a thousand times more chic than a five-seater leather sofa. She had no store filled with finance-draining stock, nor did she work regular hours, but somehow she managed to pull in a tidy profit from her work.


From the word go, they’d agreed that an open marriage would suit them best. Well, Jeannie had told Nick so and he’d agreed, knowing it was the only way he could hope to hold onto her. In the hospital and on the board, Nick was king. At home, she wore the trousers, and very much decided when she might take them off too.


Jeannie was a clever girl. She’d known from the moment they’d started dating that she’d have to play a good tactical game if she were to hold onto him. After all, he could have any girl in LA. From what she’d heard, at one point, he pretty much had, too. She listened to the whispers and titters each time he took her to an event and came to realise that the only way she would keep hold of Dr Nick Marx was by staying one step ahead of him.


She’d teased and flirted with him long before she’d allowed him into her bed. The first time they’d had sex was after the first annual fund-raiser ball, just like the one they were attending tonight. She’d spent every last cent she owned on her dress, hair and make-up.


‘You’ve dazzled tonight,’ he’d whispered into her ear. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


He’d taken her to his apartment and they’d undressed each other from the doorway. She’d wanted him just as much as he clearly wanted her. The sex was hot, fast and energetic. She’d stayed over for the first time. But instead of staying in his arms the next morning, much as she’d longed to, she’d risen early and said she needed to get home.


‘Won’t you stay a while longer?’


‘I’ve got to go. People to see, things to do. Call me.’


And he had. Twice that day and three times that evening until she eventually called him back.


‘Hey, sorry to have missed you. I was working on a new venture I’m trying to get off the ground.’ Part of that was true. She did want to start a new venture. But she hadn’t the time or the funding. Instead, she’d sat by the phone, chewing her nail extensions, hoping she was doing the right thing by pretending to be unavailable.


‘Come to dinner with me tonight,’ he’d begged.


She’d wanted nothing more. ‘I can’t,’ she’d said, sounding hesitant. ‘I have a date.’


‘Oh.’ His voice dropped like a stone.


‘I’m sorry, it was arranged ages ago. I didn’t know we were going to …’


‘No, of course not. So how about tomorrow night? Or the night after?’


‘Tomorrow sounds good,’ she’d said with a smile.


They’d had a great evening and ended up in his bed again. Afterwards, as she lay in his arms, he’d let his guard down.


‘I think I’m finished with sowing my wild oats,’ he’d joked. ‘You probably have every second guy in the café asking you out. I wish you weren’t so young. I’m guessing I don’t stand a chance at keeping you for myself, right?’


He’d looked so vulnerable, and for a moment she’d almost caved.


‘I’m kind of at a point in my life where I want to have fun, meet different guys and see what’s out there. I’m too young to be tied down.’


All the same, they’d continued to date. She made it clear that she wasn’t prepared to be with him exclusively, a fact that drove him wild with desire. She swiftly learned that this was her most powerful tool for keeping him wanting her.


Any time she made out that she was having hot sex with another guy, he retaliated by taking her to an amazing restaurant or the hippest new bar, where he’d have a table reserved with the finest champagne on tap.


When Arthur, a stunning French boy, started working at the café and showed a huge interest in her, Nick had taken her to Zach’s, the most exclusive Michelin-starred restaurant in LA. He hung on her every word and after dessert he produced a diamond necklace.


‘What’s this for?’ she asked, as she tried not to hyperventilate.


‘So you can think of me at all times.’ He fastened it around her neck and kissed her.


‘Nick, it’s beautiful, but I don’t know if I can accept it,’ she said.


‘Please!’ he begged. ‘I want to spoil you.’


She excused herself and walked to the ladies’ room, hoping to goodness that she looked calmer than she felt. Once inside, she rushed to the mirror and stared at the round diamond on the white gold chain. She’d never owned anything so beautiful or expensive.


Knowing she couldn’t keep stringing him along, she made up her mind to stop with the shenanigans when he took her totally by surprise. When she returned to the table at the restaurant, he seemed to have it all worked out.


‘I have a proposition for you,’ he’d said. ‘I understand the stage you’re at. I’m fifteen years older than you. But I can’t bear the thought of losing you. So I want you to hear me out.’


‘Okay.’


‘I want you to sleep with whoever you like, have fun and do what you need to do. But marry me. Have it so that you always come back to me. Then someday, when you’re ready, you’ll hopefully want to stop messing about and I’ll be there.’


She was utterly flabbergasted by his idea. Did she want to be married at twenty-two? Did she want to bother at all if she was still going to have to act as if she didn’t really care? Did she love him enough to marry him? A million thoughts zoomed around her head.


‘Aren’t you going to say anything?’ he asked.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ she replied.


Nick paid the bill, hailed a cab and they went back to his apartment, where they made wild, passionate love, even better than any time before.


‘So,’ he said afterwards, resting on his elbow and staring at her. ‘I have to know. Will you marry me and we can have an open relationship until you’re ready to settle down with me?’


‘Yes,’ she heard her own voice saying.


The wedding was low key; it happened so swiftly that nobody from home, bar Rose, even attended. She was so unsure of everything at that point, but he never knew it.


She learned to keep him on his toes by dangling younger men with groping hands in front of him. It drove him wild with desire, and after a while she began to enjoy the whole arrangement. Her confidence grew and she actually became the woman she’d only been pretending to be.


For the past twenty years she’d strutted about, blonde curls tumbling, with a figure to die for, and had quite simply had her cake and eaten it too. But at the end of her last lust-crazed six-week liaison, with a lean, tanned personal trainer who was twenty-two but looked sixteen, Jeannie had suddenly felt differently. Work was busier than she’d ever planned, her sessions in the gym were becoming a chore and she had begun to feel jaded by her lifestyle. She found it difficult to get up in the morning and was so tired she had to pull over on more than one occasion to have a quick doze in the car. She attended her doctor and was astonished and horrified to find out that she was pregnant.


Something had clicked inside Jeannie and she knew it was time to either bring Nick along with her and be a proper family, or get divorced. Perhaps it was a throwback to her Irish upbringing and a country that didn’t allow divorce, but the idea of walking away from her marriage without knowing she’d given it her best shot wasn’t her style. Maybe it was age creeping up on her – she’d be thirty-nine next birthday – ugh, so horribly close to forty – but she had a not entirely welcome feeling that it was time she grew up.


More than that, she’d developed a new feeling called guilt. She had no idea who the father of this baby was. There were three possibilities – Johnny from the gym, Marco from the Italian restaurant, or Nick.


If Rose or Beatrice or, God forbid, her parents knew about their open marriage, they would curl up and die on the spot. She could almost hear their mother saying, ‘You weren’t raised to behave in such a dreadful manner. Find a man who wants you and nobody else. This is outrageous!’


Nanny May would’ve brandished her wooden spoon at both of them and threatened them with the devil.


But Jeannie knew deep down that she was the problem, not Nick. She was barely eating and was stressed to the hilt, so she hadn’t put on weight, but she reckoned she was about five months along, although she honestly wasn’t sure. All she did know was that she was running out of time. Soon her belly would swell so big that no matter what she did, the world, including her husband, would know she was pregnant.


‘Hey, Nina,’ she said, pulling the oversized panelled front door open. Waving to the two gardeners, she ushered the beautician inside. ‘Wow, it’s hot out there today.’


‘Tell me about it,’ Nina said. ‘The air con is bust in my van and I honestly thought I might melt while I was stuck in the traffic.’


‘Have a cool drink,’ Jeannie said, grabbing a bottle of diet soda from the fridge. She poured them both a tall glassful while Nina set up her nail station.


‘You’re having a full body-spray tan today as well, am I right?’


‘Yes please,’ said Jeannie. ‘And do you think you’ll be able to cover this on Saturday for the ball?’ she asked, circling her finger around her eyes.


‘Cover what?’ Nina said, winking. ‘You’ll be stunning as always, my lovely. Now sit.’


Nina was from Russia, but had been working in LA for a decade. Apart from her genuine skills as a beautician, Jeannie adored her because she was a fellow foreigner and, most importantly, she didn’t gossip. While she revelled in being a socialite, Jeannie wasn’t comfortable with the whole town knowing her intimate business. Especially when some of it involved other women’s husbands! She’d learned to keep people at a distance. LA wasn’t like Ireland. At least, it wasn’t like Pebble Bay where she, Rose and Beatrice had been raised. The community spirit was certainly alive and well in LA, but Jeannie knew that ninety per cent of it was superficial. She couldn’t deal with the whole church farce either. So many of her neighbours were staunch churchgoers who turned up every Sunday dressed as if they were going to a cocktail party, throwing cash at the latest fund while simultaneously back-stabbing one another at every turn.


While she had an endless supply of ladies-who-lunched to hang out with and could fill her enormous living room with hand-gesturing, champagne-quaffing fashionistas at the drop of a hat, Jeannie knew that none of them really had her back. The fact that she earned her own money was a bone of contention for some of the more shallow women she knew. Her best frenemy, Brittany, the wife of an orthopaedic surgeon friend of Nick’s, always had something to say about Jeannie’s job.


‘My Rodger would never let me work. He thinks I’m far too precious.’


Jeannie would just smile and nod. Her Rodger was a naughty boy and certainly didn’t keep to himself. He and Jeannie had gone through a couple of months where they’d met in hotel rooms and had wild sex. He was good in bed, but outside of it Jeannie found him rather repulsive after a while. He was far too big-headed, and although she knew she was just as much to blame as he was, she figured he was a shit, so she’d stopped meeting him and ignored him when they were out. He got the message, but she knew for a fact that he was carrying on with other women still. All the while he encouraged and indulged his wife’s ‘precious’ behaviour. He picked up the bills for her shopping and listened to her whining about her knee, her shoulder and whatever else was wrong that day.


Jeannie didn’t do precious, and she most certainly wasn’t going to put herself in a position where she was at any man’s beck and call.


‘Always have your running-away money,’ her mother used to say. It was one of the only pieces of maternal advice Jeannie had stuck to rigidly.


‘So,’ Nina said as Jeannie sat opposite her and held out her hands to be manicured. ‘What colour will you wear to the ball?’


Jeannie pointed to the crimson bejewelled ball gown that was hanging on the back of the door leading into the office.


‘Nice,’ Nina said, nodding. ‘I thought you were going for the tight fishtail style?’


‘Yes, I was originally, but I ordered both and now I think I prefer this for a change,’ she lied. Jeannie’s style was always tight, to make the most of her incredible figure. But she was terrified that someone would notice her belly and ask questions. The ball gown had cost a fortune and it had a plunging neckline, so it would show off her pumped-up breasts. She zoned back in on Nina, who was chatting away happily, unaware of Jeannie’s inner turmoil.


‘I have the perfect colour. It’s called Red Carpet. No imagination used up creating that name, eh?’


As Nina began to file her nails and tease back her cuticles, Jeannie led the conversation. Once they got through the usual pleasantries, where Jeannie asked about Nina’s good-for-nothing out-of-work husband and her two young sons, who were as wild as Vikings, Nina asked Jeannie how she was doing.


‘I’m okay,’ said Jeannie with a heavy sigh.


Nina continued with her work so that there was no other sound except the gentle sawing of the nail file for a few minutes.


‘I told Nick I’m tired of all the bullshit,’ Jeannie said.


‘Good girl.’ Nina nodded.


‘You’re never going to believe what he came back with.’


‘Try me,’ Nina said, without moving a facial muscle. ‘Give me your other hand, darling.’


Jeannie did as she was bid and sat chewing her lip.


‘So tell me already,’ Nina exploded.


‘Yeah, so he went all soppy on me and cried, telling me he was scared I was going to ask him for a divorce.’


‘But you didn’t, right?’ Nina looked down her slender nose at Jeannie.


‘No. I love him, Nina. That wasn’t the idea.’


‘So what happened? I can see that you are addled. Not like you. Normally you are this high-energy girl. You are bossy and clicking your fingers. Today, you are like a wet rag. What’s happened?’


‘He wants us to start a family,’ Jeannie said.


‘And why do you make it sound like he’s asking something insane?’


Jeannie pouted and looked for a moment as if she might cry.


‘Hey.’ Nina dropped her voice by four octaves and eyeballed her. ‘It’s me you’re talking to now.’


‘I’m already pregnant, Nina.’


‘What?’


‘I think I’m nearly five months along.’ Her voice cracked and she began to sob, covering her face with her hands.


‘You’re destroying your shellac and you’re scrunching your face,’ Nina said. ‘Now tell me all about it and try to remain calm. There’s no good in getting yourself so crazy.’


‘It’s all a disaster,’ Jeannie said. ‘The baby could be Nick’s or two others’. I haven’t the foggiest, but worse than that, how am I going to do this, Nina? Being a mother is the type of thing Rosie’s good at.’ She was pensive for a moment. ‘Beatrice doesn’t have kids, but I reckon she would even be brilliant at it as well. She’s so organised and would be able to get into the swing of being a mother, just like a project. But I can’t do it. I’m not good at anything apart from ordering accessories online from Paris and Milan. Or buying ridiculously expensive dresses that no longer fit.’


‘If you’re so unsure of the whole thing, why don’t you get rid of it?’ Nina asked as she pulled Jeannie’s hands back onto the table so she could continue with the manicure.


‘Oh no,’ said Jeannie, looking horrified. ‘I couldn’t do that. I guess it’s ingrained in me that once I’m pregnant, I’m to go ahead with having the child. There’s still no abortion in Ireland.’


‘No way!’ Nina said in astonishment. ‘That’s crazy! What about young girls who get pregnant, or rape victims? Surely there are exceptions to the rule?’


‘Nope,’ said Jeannie. ‘For the record, I don’t agree with not having the choice. But when I was faced with it myself, I couldn’t consider it.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’ Nina asked kindly. ‘I knew you were in odd form, but I didn’t know why. You’ve been in turmoil for months, my poor darling. Did you at least tell your sisters when you were home for the funeral?’
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