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‘People travel to wonder at the height of mountains, at the huge waves of the sea, at the long courses of rivers, at the vast compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars; and they pass by themselves without wondering.’




  St Augustine
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  Rosie





  ‘I’ll be late home this evening,’ Darren said, standing up. ‘I’m showing a house.’ He pushed the kitchen chair out with the back of his

  calves, making the legs screech loudly against the ceramic floor tiles.




  Rosie winced. She hated when he did that but said nothing.




  He leant down and kissed their four-year-old daughter, Cass, on the cheek. ‘See you, poppet.’




  ‘How late?’ Rosie asked absently. She was watching Cass spoon more and more sugar onto her already sugar-saturated Frosties but she didn’t have the energy to stop her.




  ‘After nine, I’d say. Don’t cook for me, I’ll grab a sandwich or something in the office.’




  ‘Fine.’ She sighed. ‘You’re never home these days. If I didn’t know better I’d think you were having an affair.’




  ‘Listen, I have to go,’ he said quickly. ‘Will you be in later?’




  ‘What are you talking about? Of course I’ll be in. Where else would I be? Out clubbing in Lillie’s with Cass? On a hot date with Brad Pitt?’ She tried to catch his eye

  but he was staring at the door. ‘Darren, what’s wrong?’




  ‘Nothing.’ His hand was on the door handle. ‘I just need to talk to you, that’s all.’




  She followed him into the hall. He opened the front door without looking back.




  ‘Darren?’ she said to his disappearing back. ‘Darren?’




  He turned around and gave her a lopsided smile. ‘Everything’s fine. I’ll see you later.’ He opened the door of the jeep and stepped inside. She was still standing on the

  doorstep in her stockinged feet, her arms folded around her body against the biting late-September wind.




  Darren lowered his window and blew her a kiss.




  ‘Are you sure you’re OK?’ she asked.




  ‘Yes, stop fretting. Work’s getting to me, you know how it is. Have a good day.’




  ‘I’ll try.’




  She watched as he pulled out of the drive, gravel crunching under the chunky tyres, and drove down the avenue. There was definitely something up, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on

  it. He wasn’t himself at the moment and she was worried about him. Maybe he should go to the doctor for a check-up. It could be something quite simple – like his blood pressure for

  instance.




  Cass looked up as Rosie walked back into the kitchen.




  ‘Why are you shivering, Mummy?’




  ‘I’m just cold.’ She shouldn’t have stood on the doorstep in her shirtsleeves. She sat down.




  ‘I’m not cold,’ said Cass.




  ‘Good. Now eat up your Frosties.’ Rosie leant over, removed the sugar bowl from the table and put it on top of the fridge.




  ‘Mummy! I need that.’




  ‘You also need your teeth,’ she said firmly.




  A short while later Rosie had managed to get Cass into the car.




  ‘Mummy, Alex Hargreaves said I was a baby. I’m not a baby, am I?’




  ‘No, love.’ Rosie grabbed the seat belt and pulled it across her daughter’s chest. ‘Sit still, please, I can’t buckle you in otherwise.’




  Cass stopped wriggling. ‘Can I have a treat?’




  ‘You’re not even in playschool yet. No.’




  ‘Please?’




  ‘No.’




  Cass began to cry.




  ‘Please stop crying, Cass. You can have something on the way home, OK?’




  ‘Can I have some sweets?’




  ‘No.’




  She began to cry again.




  Rosie gripped the steering wheel tightly. ‘You can have a mini-Mars, OK?’




  ‘Can I have two?’




  ‘Yes, whatever.’ She started up the engine and pulled out. It was nearly half nine and she’d never get into town by ten at this rate. At least the school was only down the

  road.




  ‘Sorry we’re late.’ She smiled half-heartedly at Miss Morris, her daughter’s teacher. The young blonde woman nodded curtly and finished reciting the days of the week in

  Irish. As Rosie walked quickly down the corridor she could hear the children chanting the months of the year after their teacher like a mantra. ‘Wee Things’ was a highly regarded

  playschool and day-care centre but sometimes she wished the teachers would lighten up a bit.




  ‘Sorry I’m late.’ Rosie pushed open the door of the meeting room. Emily Hayes, the managing director of Frames R Us and her boss looked up over the top of her

  half-moon reading glasses.




  ‘What’s new?’ Emily smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile. Rosie felt decidedly awkward.




  ‘Don’t worry.’ Ruth, Rosie’s assistant came to the rescue. ‘We’re flying along with the suggestions for the next season’s prints, aren’t we

  Emily?’




  ‘Yes. Ruth even came in early to prepare the presentation. And I’m impressed, most impressed.’




  Ruth beamed.




  ‘Great.’ Rosie took off her black suit jacket, hung it on the back of a chair and sat down. Bloody Ruth. Far too young and enthusiastic for her own good. Straight out of Rathmines

  College with a diploma in business after obtaining a first in history of art at Trinity College, Dublin, no less. Your average nightmare.




  The way things were at the moment – juggling work, Cass and Darren – Rosie felt she was hanging onto her job by her fingernails. And being regularly late and having an angelically

  punctual assistant didn’t help.




  Emily pushed a sheet of paper towards her. ‘Here are Ruth’s ideas for the new range of motivational prints and art prints.’




  Rosie scanned the sheet in front of her. ‘Our ideas,’ she said after a moment. Mostly my ideas, she thought to herself.




  Ruth smiled sweetly. ‘Rosie did a lot of the work. I just added my creative input.’




  Typing up the document and adding some graphics was hardly adding much creative input, Rosie thought to herself. But she hadn’t had the time to do it and Ruth had offered to come in over

  the weekend, so she couldn’t really complain.




  ‘Let’s get on, shall we?’ Emily snapped. ‘Rosie would you like to continue? Ruth and I were having a little informal chat about the proposals –’ Emily looked

  at her pointedly – ‘While we were waiting for you.’




  Rosie cleared her throat. ‘Good.’ She tried not to be put off by her boss who was staring at her unnervingly. ‘Well, for next season I’ve been looking at the market for

  new art prints and motivational prints. Motivational prints is an area that we’ve been extremely successful in over the past three years and one that can be expanded.’ She pointed at a

  graph on the second sheet of the document. ‘The sales figures are very strong, as you can see from the graph.’




  ‘Yes, indeed.’ Emily nodded.




  ‘I was also looking at increasing the range of Irish art prints – including some more contemporary artists such as Alan de Markham, Graham Knuttel and—’




  ‘Who?’ Emily interrupted.




  ‘Alan de Markham used to be a model and he’s now one of Dublin’s up-and-coming artists. If you turn to the back page, you’ll see some of his work.’




  Emily flicked through the pages in the folder. ‘Is that his?’ She pointed at a brightly coloured image of a group of women.




  ‘No, that’s a Graham Knuttel. Great, isn’t it? I think the more contemporary offices would really—’




  ‘Too modern.’ Emily glanced at the remainder of the colour images, her nose wrinkling unbecomingly. ‘All too modern. Not what our customers want.’




  ‘But I think you’ll find—’




  ‘What are these?’ Emily held up another page.




  Ruth jumped in. ‘I took the liberty of including some of my own ideas.’ Rosie tried not to glare at her. ‘They’re Impressionist artists – lots of nice, gentle

  colours and tranquil scenes.’




  ‘I like them,’ said Emily. ‘Much more suitable.’




  ‘We’ve done them before!’ Rosie protested. ‘In fact, the majority of our back catalogue is made up of Impressionists. I thought it would be good to try something

  different, something new.’




  ‘We haven’t done these particular images before,’ said Ruth. ‘I checked.’




  ‘Good, great,’ Emily said firmly, closing the folder in front of her abruptly. ‘We’ll go with those. And the new motivational prints. Anything else?’




  Rosie and Ruth both shook their heads.




  ‘Excellent.’ Emily stood up and left the room without a backward glance.




  Rosie sighed inwardly while tidying up the meeting table. Ever since she’d been made creative director and marketing manager three years ago she’d been trying to change Emily’s

  mind about art, but she had almost given up. Emily, as she was always telling anyone who’d listen, knew nothing about art but knew what she liked and she refused to allow Frames R Us to move

  forward.




  ‘That went well, don’t you think?’ Ruth asked, a nervous edge on her voice.




  ‘Ruth, please tell me if you’ve added anything to a presentation. It was a little embarrassing. And I wanted Emily to look at the Irish artists’ work.’




  Ruth looked at Rosie. There was a slight smile lingering on Ruth’s lips.




  ‘What?’ Rosie demanded.




  ‘You didn’t honestly think she’d go for the Graham Knuttels did you?’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Her taste is stuck in the Dark Ages, that’s why. You know that. I don’t know why you bother.’




  ‘Because I think we should be supporting our Irish artists, that’s why,’ Rosie said a little more strongly than she’d intended.




  ‘This is a business, Rosie, not an art gallery.’




  ‘I know. More’s the pity. Anyway, we’d better get on with finding the copyrights on the Impressionist images.’




  ‘Most of them are out of copyright,’ said Ruth smugly.




  ‘Are you sure?’




  She nodded.




  ‘Good. Well done.’ It meant that no fees had to be paid for reproducing the images on posters. Smart girl, Rosie thought to herself.




  ‘What are you doing for lunch?’ asked Kim.




  ‘Sorry,’ said Rosie. ‘I’m up to my tonsils here, maybe tomorrow.’




  ‘No problem. How are things anyway?’




  ‘The usual. Just about keeping it together.’




  ‘You do too much. I’m always telling you to go part-time.’




  ‘I know, I know. Listen, I’ll talk to you later.’




  ‘Too busy for your own sister, I don’t know.’ Kim laughed.




  ‘It’s not that . . .’




  ‘I’m only joking. I know what it’s like in there, I’ll ring you this evening.’




  Rosie rubbed her temples with her knuckles. She could feel a headache coming on. Maybe it was only dehydration – the office was really hot and muggy. She took a slug of water from the

  bottle of Ballygowan on her desk. She was trying to come up with a marketing plan for a new shop which was opening in Dun Laoire. So far she’d jotted down ‘grand opening – local

  celebrity/politician’. Her heart just wasn’t in it today. In fact, it hadn’t been for a long time.




  When she left college with a degree in history of art (with a second, unlike Ruth) she started working in Frames R Us on Wicklow Street. She’d had her heart set on working in an art

  gallery, and a print and framing shop, she thought at the time, was a step in the right direction. It was her first ‘proper’ job and she loved it. She had a real flair for choosing the

  right frame to suit every baby, christening, wedding and graduation photograph and she loved talking to the customers about the fine-art prints. She worked hard and in less than a year she was the

  manager of the shop and had made such a success of it that the owners, Emily’s parents, asked her to help set up a new shop in Blackrock. Within three years Frames R Us had five shops and

  Rosie had been moved to the new ‘head office’ over the Wicklow Street shop.




  But these days she was becoming more and more disillusioned with the work. Her priorities had shifted when she’d had Cass. Darren had encouraged her to keep working, but now she

  wasn’t sure she was doing the right thing by any of them. She was so damn tired all the time and she never really got to see Cass at all. The weekends were spent trying to catch up on

  ‘house’ things – trying to stop the garden from becoming a complete wilderness, washing clothes, walls, hoovering, shopping – the list was endless.




  Rosie’s phone rang. She picked it up.




  ‘Do you have the projected marketing plan for the Dun Laoire shop finished?’ asked Emily curtly.




  ‘Nearly. I’m working on it now.’




  ‘I need it before the end of today. Maybe Ruth could help you.’




  ‘Yes, thanks.’ Rosie put down the receiver. She held her head in her hands and stared at the wall. Someone had replaced the dramatic bright red Georgia O’Keeffe poppies picture

  with a chocolate-box Renoir. Emily, she presumed. It was shaping up to be one of those days.




  ‘Rosie?’




  Darren walked into their bedroom that evening and flicked on the light. It was only just after nine but she was already fast asleep, her face buried in the pillow, breathing deeply.




  He switched off the light and hesitated, then went back down the stairs, into the living room and took out his mobile. It was answered immediately.




  ‘Hi, love. I’m just ringing to say goodnight.’




  ‘Have you talked to her yet?’




  ‘What? No, she’s asleep.’




  ‘Darren!’




  ‘I know, but I don’t have the heart to wake her. I’ll talk to her tomorrow, I promise.’




  ‘Do you mean it?’




  ‘Of course I mean it.’




  ‘I love you.’




  ‘I know. Me too. Bye.’




  He sat back on the sofa and stared straight ahead of him. His eyes were accosted by one of Rosie’s new acquisitions – a huge original oil painting of some sort of white lily-type

  flower. It was much too in your face for his liking. Rosie said it reminded her of Georgia O’Keeffe, whoever that was. He had a good mind to take it down, put it the garage and replace it

  with his new framed poster of Tiger Woods. Soon, he promised himself, just bide your time.




  ‘I’m not a bloody mind-reader,’ said Rosie, banging the milk carton down on the kitchen table the following morning and sloshing milk all over the white ash

  surface. ‘How was I supposed to know you needed your blue shirt today?’




  Darren sighed and ran his fingers through his damp hair. He was standing in front of her, naked from the waist up. She noticed in passing that he’d lost some weight.




  ‘You knew I had an auction today,’ he said huffily. ‘I presumed you’d realize . . .’




  ‘Well, you shouldn’t presume anything,’ she said shortly, spooning the last of the Frosties into Cass’s mouth. ‘Run downstairs, there’s a good girl and clean

  your teeth.’ Cass jumped up. ‘And don’t forget to wash around your mouth,’ she added to her daughter’s disappearing back.




  ‘You should go with her,’ Darren said mildly. ‘She never does her teeth properly.’




  She glared at him. ‘You go with her, then.’




  ‘I’m sure she’ll be fine.’




  ‘Listen, I’m sorry your shirt isn’t ready, OK?’ She stood up and began to clear the breakfast bowls and plates into the dishwasher.




  ‘I’ll get the ironing board out. It’s almost dry and if you give it an iron—’




  ‘If I give it an iron.’ She laughed maniacally. ‘Cass is already late for school, I’ve no make-up on and I have to fix her school lunch. I don’t think

  so.’




  ‘It’s an important auction. You know how bad I am at ironing. Please? Just this once.’




  She sighed. It wasn’t worth arguing with him. ‘Give it to me. Go and check Cass is ready.’




  Ten minutes later Darren had left in his precious blue shirt and Rosie was hurrying Cass out the front door. She strapped her into the car, threw the pink Barbie school bag onto the floor under

  the pink runnered feet, ran back to the hall, grabbed her make-up bag, work bag and coat and pulled the front door behind her with her foot, nearly straining a calf muscle in the process. Flinging

  everything onto the front passenger seat she smiled at Cass.




  ‘Are you OK, love?’




  ‘Fine, Mummy.’




  ‘Good girl. Where’s your coat? Did you take it off?’




  Cass shrugged her shoulders.




  ‘Damn!’ Rosie jumped out of the car, opened the front door, dashed up the stairs and grabbed the small pink coat from the back of the bedroom door.




  Reaching the car again she took a deep breath before turning the key in the ignition. She was running twenty minutes late. If Dublin Corporation hadn’t decided to install some new

  roadworks this morning she might just get into town on time, fingers crossed.
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  Rosie





  ‘Hi, Rosie.’ Darren walked into the living room that evening and collapsed beside her on the sofa. ‘I have something to tell you. It’s

  important.’




  She peeled her eyes off the screen where Paul and Niamh, her favourite Fair City characters were having a blazing row. You could always rely on the Dublin soap for a good fight. She

  hadn’t expected Darren until later and she was already in her pyjamas with a rug pulled over her legs and cuddled around her feet which always felt the cold – bad circulation, her

  mother always said.




  ‘Um?’ she murmured, her eyes sneaking back to the television after a few seconds.




  ‘I’m having an affair.’




  ‘An affair? Who’s having an affair?’ She began to pay attention.




  ‘I am,’ he said nervously.




  She looked at him incredulously and began to laugh. ‘Good one!’




  ‘I really am.’




  She looked at him again, more carefully this time. His face was pale and he was picking at the skin around his nails. He always did this when he was anxious.




  ‘You’re serious?’




  He nodded.




  Rosie felt the blood drain from her face. She could hear blood rushing past her ears and her heart beating faster and faster.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.




  ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘No.’




  She began to watch the telly screen again. Niamh and Paul had stopped arguing and were now passionately embracing. How ironic, she thought to herself.




  ‘Rosie? Rosie?’




  She looked over at him. She felt as if she was underwater. Everything was happening in strange slow motion, dragging along. ‘Yes?’




  ‘I think we should talk about this.’




  ‘OK. I presume you’re not going to see her again.’




  ‘I don’t think you understand. I’ve decided—’




  ‘These things happen,’ she interrupted. ‘I’m sure it was just a drunken fling with a girl in the office, wasn’t it? Some floozy. Darren?’




  He was staring at the floor and shaking his head.




  ‘Stop! I’m leaving you. It’s over.’




  ‘What? I don’t understand.’




  ‘I’m in love with her. I don’t want to be with you any more.’




  Rosie felt like she wanted to cry. She had a huge lump in her throat and her eyes prickled but no tears seemed to come out, but inside she was crying her heart out.




  ‘Who? Who is she?’




  ‘I don’t think—’




  ‘Tell me! I have a right to know.’




  Darren shrugged. He’d have to tell her sooner or later so he figured he might as well tell her now and get it over with. ‘Tracy.’




  ‘Tracy who?’




  ‘Tracy Mullen.’




  ‘Not the receptionist!’ Rosie snorted. ‘The blonde one?’




  ‘She’s not the receptionist any more. She’s a trainee estate agent now in Ryan’s.’




  ‘But she’s only nineteen.’




  ‘She’s twenty-two.’




  ‘She probably still lives at home.’ She looked at him and he looked away. ‘She does, doesn’t she?’




  ‘So what if she does? Her parents are really nice—’




  ‘You’ve met her parents? How long has this been going on?’




  ‘Fifteen months.’




  Fifteen days, Rosie said to herself. Just over two weeks. He’s been lying to me for two weeks.




  ‘Since the Milan trip,’ he added.




  ‘The Milan trip? That was last year.’ Then the penny dropped. He’d said fifteen months.




  ‘We really hit it off. Neither of us meant it to happen, it just did. And then at last year’s Christmas party—’




  ‘I was at the Christmas party,’ she murmured.




  ‘We want to get our own place,’ he said, ignoring her. ‘In town maybe.’




  ‘You could always move in with her parents,’ Rosie said sarcastically. ‘That would be fun.’




  ‘Stop it! She’s a nice girl.’




  ‘Nice girl, my ass! Nice girls don’t go around stealing other people’s husbands and breaking up families.’




  ‘It was wasn’t her fault.’ Darren unfastened his watch and rubbed his wrist. ‘Our marriage isn’t exactly great, is it?’




  ‘What are you talking about?’




  He waved his hands in the air. ‘All this. The arguments, snapping at each other, the boredom. We haven’t had sex for weeks.’




  ‘It’s called real life. I didn’t realize that you were so unhappy. You should have told me.’




  ‘What was there to say? That I was sick of you? That I couldn’t stand living with you? That you’d turned into your mother?’




  ‘That’s not fair! I’m nothing like my mother. And yes, if you were so bloody unhappy you should have told me. At least then we could have tried to do something about it.

  Talked about it, gone to counselling. Instead you’ve just taken the easy way out.’




  ‘Meaning?’




  ‘It’s much easier to leave than to stay and work things out, isn’t it? Trade me in for a new model who isn’t tired all the time from running a house and looking after

  Cass, not to mention working full-time.’




  ‘You don’t look after Cass. The crèche does. And it was your choice to work, not mine. It’s not my fault that you’re tired all the time. Or that you feel guilty

  about working and not seeing Cass all day.’




  She felt like she’d been slapped in the face. ‘How dare you!’ Rosie said, her body finally allowing itself to cry. ‘I do look after Cass. And it was you who

  encouraged me to work so hard. How do you think we can afford this house? My bloody wages, that’s how.’ She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and stood up. ‘I’m going

  upstairs. If you’re thinking of staying, you can sleep on the sofa.’




  ‘Rosie!’ he called after her. ‘Rosie!’




  She ran up the stairs, into the en-suite bathroom and closed the door. Tears were running down her face and she was finding it hard to catch her breath. She sat on the cold tiled floor, put her

  head in her hands and rocked backwards and forwards.




  After a few minutes she heard a gentle knock on the door.




  ‘Rosie? Are you OK?’




  She ignored him.




  When her breath had become less laboured and she’d splashed some cold water on her red puffy eyes, she decided to go back downstairs and face him. As she walked slowly towards the top of

  the stairs she could hear him talking to someone in a low voice on his mobile. She heard him say ‘Yes, love, I’ve done it’ and her heart sank. Bastard! She stood perfectly still

  before taking a deep breath and walking back to the bedroom. She took two sleeping pills and fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.




  *




  My head, Rosie thought as she woke up. She glanced over at the alarm clock on the bedside table. It was just after six in the morning. Where was Darren? Realization shot

  through her like a poison dart. She lay in bed, thoughts racing through her mind faster and faster, making her heart pound. How was she going to get through today? Maybe it would be best to go into

  work, at least she wouldn’t have time to think about things. But she wasn’t sure if she could face Emily today – if her boss gave her a hard time she knew she’d start crying

  or something and she couldn’t bear that. No, she’d call in sick and stay at home. And she’d keep Cass with her. God knows she needed some distraction. And what Darren had said

  last night about Cass had really hit a raw nerve. Maybe she wasn’t a good mother. Maybe he was right.




  She picked up the phone and dialled her boss’s direct line. ‘Emily, this is Rosie. I just wanted to let you know that I have a really bad stomach bug and I’ll be off for a few

  days. I’ll ring tomorrow and give you an update. Bye.’ She put down the receiver feeling decidedly guilty. She knew it was cowardly, leaving a message at this early hour when there was

  no hope of even workaholic Emily being in the office, but she felt relieved that she wouldn’t have to deal with it later.




  A striking image came floating into her head – Tracy’s mane of blonde curls brushing Darren’s naked chest. She gasped as a dagger of pure anguish shot through her heart. Only a

  few weeks ago, when Tracy had still been the receptionist in Diffney’s Estate Agents, she’d had a perfectly pleasant conversation with the girl about the terrible weather they’d

  been having.




  Rosie began to wonder where Darren and Tracy met. They could hardly carry on when the parents were in the same house, could they? All those evenings he said he was working late and showing

  houses they must have been meeting up. And maybe his ‘business trips’ weren’t business trips at all. She sat up suddenly. She had to know. She pulled on her white towelling

  dressing gown and went downstairs. Darren was on the couch, snoring gently. She watched his chest move up and down with his breath and for a split second thought of grabbing a cushion and pressing

  it against his lying face.




  ‘Darren?’ She knelt on the floor beside him and shook him.




  He grunted.




  ‘I want to talk to you.’




  He opened his eyes slowly. ‘What time is it?’ he asked sleepily. His watch was on the coffee table.




  ‘Nearly seven.’




  Darren stretched his arms above his head and groaned. She watched this familiar morning ritual. He still seemed like the same old Darren, nothing had changed. Maybe this would all blow away. If

  he’d promise never to see her again and attend counselling everything might be all right again. It would take time but . . .




  ‘What is it?’ he asked, sitting up. He rubbed his eyes and pulled the blanket up over his chest.




  ‘When do you see her? I need to know.’




  ‘Do we have to go into this now?’




  She nodded firmly.




  ‘OK then.’ He sighed. ‘After work and sometimes at the weekends.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Hotels mainly. And houses.’




  ‘Houses?’




  He had the good grace to blush slightly. ‘Only the ones they’ve moved out of already.’




  ‘You mean the houses you were selling?’ she asked incredulously. ‘Clients’ houses?’ If it weren’t so close to home she’d laugh. It was like something

  from a Carry On film.




  ‘The odd time. Listen, do you really have to know all this?’




  ‘Will you stop seeing her?’




  Darren stared at her. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘What I said.’




  ‘Why would I stop seeing her?’




  ‘I think you should get some perspective on all of this. Talk to someone, a counsellor or something. We’ve been married for five years, for goodness sake. You can’t just throw

  it all away. There’s Cass to consider, too.’




  ‘You’d have me back?’




  ‘I’d consider it.’




  ‘And you’re not angry with me?’




  ‘Of course I am. But it’s our marriage we’re talking about, not some sort of stupid tiff. I haven’t given up on it, you have.’




  Darren looked at her carefully. ‘Actually, I haven’t completely made up my mind what I’m going to do.’




  She felt a faint glimmer of hope.




  ‘You’ll have to give me some time,’ he said, ‘to think things over.’




  ‘I’m not waiting months for a decision. And while you’re thinking about it, I want you to promise that you won’t see her.’




  ‘It’s not that simple,’ he protested.




  ‘It’s that simple to me. Stop seeing her and move out.’




  ‘Where to?’




  ‘To your brother’s I suppose, or a B & B.’




  ‘I suppose Jeff might let me stay for a bit.’ Jeff was Darren’s younger brother. ‘But what would I tell him?’




  ‘You could try the truth.’ She stopped herself adding ‘for a change’.




  ‘Mummy. What time is it?’




  Rosie was sitting at the kitchen table later the same morning flicking through a copy of Cosmopolitan which she’d bought last week but hadn’t found the time to read yet.

  She’d bought it for the sex tips – ‘101 Ways to Spice up Your Love Life’ – but this morning she had skipped that section and gone straight to the agony aunt instead.

  Maybe someone else’s problems would take her mind off things. She was still in her pyjamas and dressing gown, which she was finding most liberating. If the whole business with Darren

  wasn’t dancing around in her brain, she’d be feeling quite chirpy. She’d gone back to bed when Darren had gone to work and he’d promised to call in that evening to collect

  some clothes and to see Cass.




  She looked at her daughter. Her Barbie pyjamas were ruffled and her curly brown hair hung in messy clumps around her face. Cass had inherited her father’s great skin and bright blue eyes

  and she was a stunning child. At times she couldn’t believe she and her daughter were related. ‘It’s nearly ten. Would you like some Frosties?’




  Cass smiled, her little white teeth visible. ‘Yes, please, Mummy. Is it Saturday? Is Daddy away?’




  ‘No love, it’s Tuesday. But we’re both having a day off today. I thought we might go to the cinema and to Burger King later. Would you like that? We might even go to Dun Laoire

  and get a treat.’




  ‘Yes! Is it my birthday?’




  ‘No.’ She smiled. ‘We’re having a special day together. Just you and me.’




  ‘I love you, Mummy!’ She threw her little arms around Rosie’s waist and gave her a big hug. ‘Big hug for Mummy.’




  Rosie took a deep breath. Tears began to seep into her eyes and she willed them back. She patted Cass on the top of her head. ‘Sit up at the table and I’ll pour you some

  Frosties.’




  ‘That was brilliant!’ Cass beamed. ‘I love Tigger. Bouncy, bouncy, bouncy.’ She jumped up and down, pulling out of Rosie’s arm in the process.




  Rosie laughed. ‘You’re my own little Tigger, love.’ She winced as Cass pulled a little too hard on her arm. ‘Would you like a burger now?’




  ‘Burger, yum yum.’




  As they walked down the main street towards McDonald’s, Cass swung her arm animatedly. She was in flying form. She hadn’t had her mummy all to herself for a long time.




  Rosie couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken Cass to the cinema. She and Darren used to take her together sometimes as a treat but they’d got out of the habit recently,

  which was a shame. She’d forgotten how much fun it was. And she’d enjoyed The Tigger Movie almost as much as her daughter had. She’d always liked Winnie the Pooh as a

  child. I should buy the book and read it to Cass, Rosie mused as they passed an Eason Bookshop.




  ‘We’ll just pop in here for a second,’ she told Cass.




  ‘I’m hungry, Mummy,’ Cass complained.




  ‘Let’s find a Tigger book, shall we?’




  In the children’s department Cass immediately spotted a movie tie-in Tigger book and Rosie found a copy of A. A. Milne’s The House at Pooh Corner just beside it. Passing the

  popular psychology department on the way to the till Rosie noticed a whole shelf of divorce and separation books.




  Typical, she thought to herself. When you’re pregnant you see pregnant women everywhere, when you’re buying a house ‘For Sale’ signs jump out at you, now it’s

  divorce books. She toyed with the idea of buying one, just in case, then decided that would be bad karma.




  ‘Thanks, Mummy,’ Cass smiled as they left the shop. ‘It has stickers, you know.’




  ‘What has stickers, love?’ Rosie was miles away.




  ‘My book.’




  ‘That’s nice,’ she said, hoping that the stickers would stay in the book this time and not be plastered across Cass’s bedroom walls and heater, like last time.

  ‘Look, Cass, they have Tigger toys with the kid’s meals.’ She pointed at a poster in the window of McDonald’s.




  ‘This is the best day ever,’ Cass beamed as they walked into the burger joint, ‘isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes,’ Rosie lied. ‘The best.’




  By six o’clock Rosie was exhausted. Cass had gone to bed blissfully early and Rosie was now collapsed on the sofa, her eyes closed. Her body had wiped out but her mind

  was still racing. Images of Darren and Tracy were swimming before her eyes so she snapped them open. She toyed with the idea of ringing Kim. But until things were clearer she didn’t want to

  tell anyone, her sister included. After all, it might just be a blip in their otherwise unsullied marital record. Darren had said that he hadn’t made his final decision. Maybe there was still

  hope.




  She wondered how things would be if they got over this. Would life get back to normal? Would she ever be able to trust him again? If Darren said he was working late, would she believe him? If he

  said he was going to London on business, would she follow him over and check on him? Or hire a private investigator . . .




  Stop it! she told herself. She heard a key turn in the door and she sat up. Darren.




  She heard him drop his briefcase at the door and walk upstairs. She sat and listened. Nothing. She thought she heard the faint thud of a drawer being pushed in and the click of a wardrobe

  door.




  ‘Darren?’ she called a few minutes later as she walked up the stairs.




  He came to the bedroom door. ‘You gave me a fright.’ He looked at her carefully. ‘You’re home early. You don’t usually get in till well after six.’




  ‘Can I come in?’ she asked. He was blocking the doorway of the bedroom. He hesitated, then stood aside.




  The bed was littered with piles of clothes – work shirts still on their hangers, his dark grey ‘good suit’, T-shirts, jeans, trousers, boxer shorts and balls and balls of black

  or white socks. He didn’t buy any other kinds of socks – just black and white. So he didn’t have to worry about matching pairs, he always said. Black went with black, white with

  white – it kept things simple. Was that what he was doing now, she wondered, keeping his life simple? No wife, no daughter, no fuss.




  ‘What are you doing?’ she asked quietly.




  ‘What does it look like? I’m packing. Have you seen the large suitcase? Is it still in the attic?’




  She stood and stared at him. ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘To Jeff’s. I thought you said . . .’




  ‘I didn’t think you’d go today, that’s all. I thought we’d talk about it more.’




  ‘I think it’s for the best. I’ll come and see Cass at the weekend, if that’s OK.’




  ‘The weekend?’




  ‘Have you something planned?’




  ‘No, it’s just . . .’ She tried not to cry but tears were stinging the back of her eyes.




  ‘What?’ he asked gently.




  ‘She’ll miss you. She’s used to seeing you every day. What will I tell her?’




  ‘That I’m working. Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. She won’t even notice, you’ll see.’




  Rosie looked at him in amazement. He had no idea. Was he really that naive? ‘I’ll get the suitcase for you. It’s in the garage.’ As she turned away tears spilled from her

  eyes, down her cheeks and onto the carpet. Their carpet.




  She walked down the stairs clutching the balustrade. In the garage she leant against the cool concrete wall and took several deep breaths. Somehow she had to get through this. For

  everyone’s sake.




  ‘Here you are.’ She leant the suitcase against the end of the bed. ‘Do you really need so many clothes? You can always call back for things.’




  Darren gave her a half smile. ‘I think it’s best if I don’t.’ He started layering his clothes into the suitcase. ‘What time on Saturday suits? I thought I’d

  take her swimming.’




  ‘Swimming?’ Rosie was confused. He’d never taken Cass swimming before. That was always her job – when he was playing golf. If that was what he’d really been doing

  on Sunday afternoons – she just wasn’t sure any more.




  ‘In the sports centre,’ he continued. ‘May as well use it, the membership’s enough. Cass likes swimming, doesn’t she?’




  ‘Yes. She loves it.’




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Well what?’




  ‘What time suits on Saturday? I’ll call in to collect her. Are you all right?’




  ‘Of course I’m not bloody all right. What do you expect?’ She sat down on the bed, the hook of a wire coat hanger digging into the flesh of her bottom. She started crying

  again. ‘Don’t go! We’ll work this out, you’ll see. It’ll be fine . . .’




  ‘Rosie, things haven’t been fine for a long time. You know that.’




  ‘I don’t know that. I thought everything was normal. I thought we were just getting on with life, the same as everyone else.’




  ‘I wasn’t happy.’




  ‘So you keep saying. But no one said marriage was going to be easy. I don’t understand why you are throwing everything away for a fling.’




  ‘It’s not a fling.’




  ‘What then? An affair?’ she snorted. ‘You hardly think it’s going to last, do you?’




  He was silent for a few seconds. Then he said, ‘Excuse me.’




  She looked at him.




  ‘You’re sitting on my shirts.’




  She sat up and he pulled them out from under her. She hoped they were well and truly creased.




  ‘Do you still love me?’ she asked, staring at her hands.




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Do you love her?’




  ‘Yes,’ he said quietly. ‘I think so.’




  She stood up. She felt faint and a little nauseous. ‘Two o’clock on Saturday. I’m going to check on Cass.’




  ‘Rosie . . .’




  ‘Stop! I’m tired. Just leave me alone.’




  ‘Charming,’ he muttered as she left the room.




  She sat on the edge of Cass’s bed. Tiny stars of light flickered around the room from the night light. Darren had bought it for her in New York when he’d been at a conference and she

  loved it. And now her beloved Daddy was going to break her tiny little heart. It was too much to bear. Tears spilled down Rosie’s face again. She sat and watched her daughter breathing until

  she heard the front door bang several minutes later. Then she slowly got up and went back into the bedroom. A ball of black socks sat forlornly on the white duvet cover, forgotten by their owner.

  She picked them up, opened the window and threw them out angrily.




  It was only seven o’clock but she felt like death. She got undressed, removed the make-up from her blotchy red face and popped two sleeping pills. As she began to feel woozy she realized

  that she’d forgotten to brush her teeth. But that, she decided, was the least of her worries.
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  Rosie





  ‘It’s a bright and dry morning. Everybody up! And now it’s our old mates U2 with “Beautiful Day”.’




  Rosie leant over and hit the alarm clock-radio with her hand. Most mornings she enjoyed The Ian Dempsey Breakfast Show, he had a lively yet easy-going manner, but this morning

  wasn’t most mornings. She groaned and opened her eyes. She’d forgotten to draw the curtains fully last night and she could see grey sky outside which definitely threatened rain.

  Wherever Ian Dempsey was, he wasn’t in Glenageary!




  She pushed herself up with her arms. She felt terrible. Her eyes hurt, her head hurt and she felt nauseous again. Wouldn’t it be ironic if I had morning sickness, she thought. Although she

  realized it wasn’t possible as she’d had her period two weeks ago and herself and Darren hadn’t had sex since. In fact, carnal knowledge had been decidedly thin on the ground

  recently. She’d put it down to both of them being exhausted most of the time. At weekends they usually managed it, unless Darren had been overindulging at the golf club and had fallen sound

  asleep as soon as his head had hit the pillow. And on bank holidays and when they were away. So much for their trying for a second baby.




  As far as she could tell from magazines and from friends, their sex life was pretty normal. Or so she’d thought. She hadn’t realized that there’d been other reasons for his

  sexual apathy. Or, to be correct, another reason – Tracy Mullen.




  Now will I go into work or not? she pondered. She was tempted to lie back down again, pull the covers over her head and never surface, but she knew this wasn’t realistic. I may as well go

  in, she decided. It will keep my mind off Darren.




  ‘Are you feeling better?’ asked Ruth. ‘You look a little pale.’




  ‘I’m fine, thank you,’ said Rosie. ‘Just a touch of food poisoning, nothing serious.’




  ‘I finished the marketing plan for Dun Laoire. I wasn’t sure if you’d be in today and Emily wanted it finished. Here, have a look.’




  Rosie bit her lip. She’d wanted to complete it herself. She read through the impeccably laid-out pages. It was good, very good. She couldn’t have done better herself. ‘Thank

  you,’ she said, handing her back the sheets. ‘This is excellent. You can give it to Emily.’




  ‘You don’t want to change anything? Or add anything?’




  ‘No, it’s perfect.’




  Ruth beamed. ‘I was up till all hours last night getting it finished. I’m glad you like it.’




  For a split second Rosie was reminded of herself – before she’d got married and had Cass. Where had all her old enthusiasm gone? ‘You’re doing really well. Keep it

  up.’




  ‘Thanks.’ Ruth smiled.




  ‘Hi, Rosie, what’s up?’ Kim said. ‘You were supposed to ring me. Remember?’




  Rosie wedged the receiver between her right shoulder and her right ear, leaving her hands free to rummage through her in tray. ‘Sorry, I’ve been really busy.’ She found a

  handwritten letter and opened it with a biro.




  ‘What have you been doing?’




  ‘Nothing much. This and that.’




  ‘Are you reading something while you’re talking to me?’




  She put down the letter. ‘No, of course not. What were you saying?’




  Kim laughed. ‘I’m calling over for dinner tonight. Greg’s working late. I’ll cook. You just buy some wine, OK?’




  ‘But Darren—’




  ‘Is meeting his mates from the golf club as it’s Wednesday night. Creatures of habit, the pair of you. So stop trying to wriggle out of it. I’ll see you at seven.’




  ‘But—’ Her sister put down the phone on her.




  *




  ‘How’s my favourite god-daughter?’ Kim kissed the top of Cass’s head.




  Cass looked at her aunt beseechingly. ‘Anything for me?’




  ‘Cass!’ Rosie scolded. ‘That’s rude.’




  Kim laughed. ‘It’s all right. I might just have a little something. But only if you help me cook, Cass. You don’t want to end up like your mother, do you? A disaster in the

  kitchen?’




  Cass shook her head gravely. ‘I’ll help you, Kim. I’ll put on my apron. Where is it, Mummy?’




  ‘On the back of the kitchen door. I’ll get it for you.’




  Kim dumped the plastic shopping bags on the granite kitchen counter. ‘I always mean to use my “green bags”,’ she said as she unpacked the groceries. ‘I have them in

  the car and now and again they look at me accusingly. But I never remember to bring them into the supermarket with me.’




  ‘I’m the same,’ Rosie admitted.




  ‘Our teacher says we should always recycle everything,’ said Cass. ‘Jam jars, I think. And we always use toilet rolls for making things in school, don’t we,

  Mummy?’




  ‘Yes, love.’




  Kim looked at her sister. She was very pale and she had dark circles under her eyes. She also seemed edgy.




  ‘Why don’t you go into the playroom and watch your video of the Muppets?’ Kim suggested to Cass. ‘Call me when Miss Piggy’s on.’




  ‘OK.’ Cass skipped off, thoughts of helping cook forgotten.




  Rosie hung the tiny Beatrix Potter apron back on the hook.




  ‘What’s up, sis?’ Kim asked gently. ‘You’re not yourself.’




  ‘I’m just tired. I haven’t been sleeping very well.’




  ‘Have you been taking the sleeping tablets?’ Kim knew all about Rosie’s recurring insomnia. It was she who’d persuaded her sister to see Dr Donald about it a couple of

  years ago. He’d said it was caused by stress.




  ‘Sometimes.’




  ‘You should. Everyone needs a decent night’s sleep. Especially someone as busy as you are.’




  ‘What are you cooking?’ asked Rosie.




  ‘Are you trying to change the subject?’




  ‘No. I’m just hungry.’




  ‘Chicken fajitas. You can cut the chicken up, I’ll do the onions and peppers. If you use the scissors it’ll be easier.’




  ‘Deal.’ She opened a drawer and pulled out the new kitchen scissors that Kim had given her for Christmas.




  ‘Have you never used them?’ Kim laughed as Rosie took the cardboard and plastic wrapping off.




  ‘No. I’ve been too busy to cook.’




  Kim smiled. ‘That’s why I’m here.’




  ‘How’s Greg?’ Rosie asked as she cut the chicken into strips. Greg was Kim’s boyfriend. He worked in the Bank of Ireland with her and they’d been together for three

  years. To Rosie it seemed that Kim and Greg lived very independent lives – too independent for her taste – they did an awful lot of things without each other – but it seemed to

  suit them both.




  ‘The usual.’ Kim pulled the skin off the onions and began to chop them. ‘We’re thinking of going away to Wexford for the October bank holiday. You and Darren should come.

  There’s this nice hotel there with a kids’ club and a swimming pool. Cass would love it.’




  ‘That sounds lovely, but Mum won’t be too pleased. It’s Dad’s birthday, remember. She’ll want us all over for dinner as usual.’ She ignored the fact that

  Darren was unlikely to be going on holidays with herself and Cass ever again.




  ‘She can go take a flying jump. I need a break and Greg’s been working far too hard for his own good.’




  ‘You can tell her, then. How is she, anyway?’




  ‘Has she not rung you this week?’ Kim smiled. ‘She must be busy with her new antiques course. Has she told you about it?’




  Rosie groaned. ‘Not another course. She was bad enough after the wine one. Now she’ll think she’s an expert in antiques too.’




  Kim laughed. ‘I know.’




  ‘What does Dad think of it?’




  ‘You know Dad. He’s keeping a low profile as usual.’




  ‘As long as she doesn’t try to value all our furniture.’




  ‘No doubt she will.’




  ‘Anyway, at least we know it’s only a passing fad. Her Italian for art lovers phase was over almost as soon as it began. Now, what do I do with the chicken?’




  ‘Heat some oil in a frying pan,’ Kim said patiently – she was well used to her sister’s ineptitude in the kitchen – ‘and drop the chicken in gently. And stir.

  I’ll put the onions and peppers in when I’ve finished chopping them.’




  ‘OK.’ While the pan was heating on the ring Rosie pulled a bottle of white wine out of the fridge. ‘Would you like a glass?’




  ‘Is the Pope a Catholic?’ Kim smiled. Rosie poured her a glass and they leaned against the kitchen counter and sipped amicably.




  ‘Will I put the chicken in now?’




  Kim looked at the pan on the hob. It wasn’t hot enough. ‘I’ll do it. You go and check on Cass.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  She nodded, turned up the heat and began to drop the ingredients into the sizzling pan. As she stirred she surveyed the room. The smart, top-of-the-range kitchen with its American-style larder

  fridge and chunky, stainless-steel Smeg cooker was wasted on her sister. What she wouldn’t give to have a kitchen like this. Although if it meant being married to Darren, she wasn’t

  sure it was worth it. She’d never trusted Darren – he was too good-looking. Too good-looking and far too charming. But he treated Rosie well and he doted on Cass. There was just

  something about him that she didn’t like – she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.




  Darren couldn’t understand why she and Rosie had to talk to each other nearly every day. If he only knew – it was actually more like several times a day some weeks. She had stopped

  calling around in the evenings so much as Darren was never exactly thrilled to see her. Not that he’d said anything, of course. He was always more than polite. ‘It’s Kim,

  again’ he’d say, or ‘Kim’s dropped in, isn’t that a nice surprise?’




  Rosie came back into the kitchen. ‘Cass says you’ve missed Miss Piggy but she’ll rewind it for you later.’




  Kim smiled. ‘Little sweetie.’ She poured Tex-Mex sauce into the frying pan and stirred.




  ‘Sauce from a bottle,’ Rosie teased. ‘I’m shocked.’




  ‘I’m starving. I don’t have the energy to make a proper sauce. Here.’ She handed Rosie a packet of tortillas. ‘Wrap these in tin foil and put them in the oven on a

  low heat.’ She watched her sister for a minute. ‘Rosie, you need to take the plastic off them first,’ she said, trying not to smile.




  ‘Sorry. I was miles away.’




  ‘Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?’




  ‘No, honestly. Work’s getting to me a bit, that’s all.’




  ‘Emily being a bitch?’




  ‘Something like that. I’m a bit premenstrual too. Now is there anything else I can do?’




  ‘You could cut the lettuce up. And then we’re pretty much set.’




  They chatted easily over dinner, Rosie fielding any questions about Darren with aplomb. She was proud of herself but exhausted with the strain of not letting anything slip.




  ‘You have sauce all around your mouth.’ Kim smiled.




  ‘So do you.’ She tore off two sheets of Winnie the Pooh kitchen roll, handed one over and wiped her own mouth with the other.




  ‘I presume Cass chose this.’ Kim looked at the pictures on the paper.




  ‘Who else?’




  ‘What time’s Darren back?’




  She could feel her body stiffen. ‘Late. There’s something on this evening – a prize giving I think.’




  Kim looked at her watch. ‘I’d better get going soon enough. Jump on Greg before he falls asleep on me.’




  She laughed. ‘I know the feeling. I’ll give you a ring at the weekend.’




  ‘Make sure you do.’ Kim stood up.




  ‘Thanks for bringing dinner,’ Rosie said, showing her to the door.




  ‘My pleasure.’ Kim gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘Take care of yourself.’




  ‘I will.’ She closed the door behind her sister and leant against it. She was wiped out. She went back into the kitchen and tidied up a little before flicking off the lights.
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  Rosie





  ‘Where’s Daddy?’ Cass asked on Saturday morning as she had on Wednesday, Thursday and Friday mornings.




  ‘Away working, love,’ said Rosie, trying to sound normal. ‘He’ll be here later to take you swimming.’




  ‘Swimming! Yippee!’




  ‘Eat your Special K.’




  ‘Don’t like it.’ Cass poked the soggy brown flakes with her spoon despondently.




  ‘I’m sorry. But I don’t have anything else. I haven’t been shopping yet. I could make you some toast.’




  Cass wrinkled her nose. ‘Maybe Daddy will get me a treat.’




  ‘I’m sure he will. But you still have to eat some breakfast.’




  ‘Mummy,’ Cass moaned.




  The doorbell rang. She glanced at her watch. It was only half ten and she wasn’t expecting anyone. She pulled her towelling dressing gown around herself and answered the door.




  ‘Hi, Rosie,’ said Darren. ‘I know I’m early but I didn’t think you’d mind. Can I take Cass now?’




  She stared at him and cursed inwardly. Twelve o’clock, he’d said. She’d had the whole morning planned carefully – shower, wash and blow-dry her hair, put on a little

  make-up and her favourite pair of lycra-mix black trousers and a white shirt, and be calm and composed when he called. Instead here she was – a sleepy bag lady. Typical! Things were just

  getting better and better.




  ‘I suppose so. You’d better come in.’




  ‘Daddy!’ Cass flew into his arms. ‘Where have you been? I’ve missed you.’




  He swooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder. ‘How’s my favourite sack of potatoes?’




  She giggled and kicked her feet in the air. ‘Put me down, Daddy,’ she admonished.




  He dropped her gently to the floor and patted her nappied bottom. ‘Go on upstairs and wash your teeth. I’ll be up in a minute.’




  They both watched her little padded bottom waddle up the stairs.




  ‘I thought she was out of nappies,’ said Darren.




  ‘She was. She’s been wetting the bed the last few nights.’




  He raised his eyebrows. ‘Is that normal?’




  She stared at him. ‘She’s missing you. She doesn’t understand. I’ll go up and get her dressed.’




  ‘I’ll go.’




  ‘No. You stay here.’ She was damned if he was going to flounce around the house as if nothing had changed.




  When she came back down with Cass, Darren was sitting in front of the television in the living room watching an old black-and-white John Wayne Western. She coughed.




  He looked around. ‘All ready, Cass?’




  ‘What about Mummy?’




  ‘Mummy’s staying here. She’s got things to do, don’t you, Rosie?’




  She was tempted to say no but she decided to play along – for Cass’s sake.




  ‘Yes, I have to tidy the house. Daddy will drop you back later.’




  Cass looked at Rosie and Darren. ‘And stay?’




  ‘Let’s go swimming,’ he said quickly. ‘Are you ready? And maybe we’ll get some sweets on the way back.’




  Cass’s eyes lit up. ‘Mummy never lets me have sweets. Can I have jelly tots and some baby marshmallows?’




  ‘You can have whatever you like.’




  Rosie sighed. ‘Please don’t let her have too many sweets. You know they’re bad for her teeth.’




  He looked at her with a strained expression on his face. ‘Whatever. See you later.’




  ‘What time?’ she asked.




  ‘About one or two.’




  ‘Well, which is it – one or two?’




  He looked at her strangely. ‘You’re not doing anything else are you? Does it matter?’




  ‘I might go out for lunch with Kim or something.’




  ‘Two then.’




  She handed him Cass’s swimming things. ‘I’ll see you both at two, so.’




  At two o’clock Rosie was sitting on the sofa flicking through a magazine. At twenty past two she stood up and started pacing the room. At half past three she heard a car

  pull up outside.




  ‘Sorry we’re late,’ Darren said as she opened the front door. Cass ran in clutching a bright yellow plastic bag. ‘We stopped off in Toymaster in Dun Laoire Shopping

  Centre and lost track of the time.’




  ‘We went to Burger King, Mummy. And Daddy bought me loads of sweets.’




  Darren had the good grace to look a little sheepish.




  Rosie glared at him but bit her tongue. ‘What’s happening next week? When are you calling in?’




  ‘Does Tuesday suit?’




  She nodded.




  ‘What time?’




  ‘Six. We won’t be home till then. But Cass will have to go to bed at seven, so just for an hour. I don’t want you disrupting her routine.’




  ‘Rosie. We need to talk.’




  ‘About what?’ She looked over at Cass who was sitting on the stairs trying a wedding dress on her new Barbie. ‘Cass, can you go into the playroom? Put your Little

  Mermaid video on.’




  Cass toddled off, holding her new Barbie by the sleek blonde hair.




  ‘Well?’ she said. ‘What about?’




  ‘Money, I guess. And Cass.’




  Rosie suddenly felt hot. Her pulse was racing and she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. ‘We don’t have to talk about that now. You haven’t even made a decision yet,

  have you?’




  He shifted uncomfortably. ‘Not really. But it’s better to get things out in the open, you know – child access, planning a budget . . .’




  ‘A budget? Darren . . .’




  ‘Listen, I have to go. I’m late. I’ll talk to you on Tuesday. Bye.’ He let himself out the door, leaving her staring after him. A budget, she whispered to herself.

  Access. Suddenly the rug had been pulled from under her feet. He really was leaving her. And what was even more scary – he seemed to have it all planned. How long had he been thinking about

  this? Rosie ran upstairs, threw herself on her bed and began to sob in great, heaving gulps.




  ‘Mummy?’ Cass was standing in the doorway. ‘Are you OK?’




  How long had she been there? Rosie wondered. How long had her little daughter been listening to her crying? ‘Hi, love. I have a really bad tummy ache. But it’s fine now, don’t

  worry.’




  ‘I’ll make you better. Will I get my doctor’s kit?’




  ‘Good idea.’ Rosie brushed away the tears. If only life were that simple.




  On Sunday morning Rosie heard the doorbell ring and dragged herself off the sofa. She’d been gazing at the TV but as soon as her eyes left the screen she couldn’t

  for the life of her remember what she’d been watching.




  She opened the door cautiously.




  ‘Hi.’ Kim smiled.




  ‘Kim, I wasn’t expecting you.’




  ‘Have I caught you at a bad time? I have something for Cass and I just thought I’d drop by.’ She was holding a large Mothercare carrier bag.




  Rosie tried to smile. ‘No, sorry. Come in. I’m not really doing anything.’




  ‘Where’s Darren? I didn’t see his car outside.’




  She shrugged her shoulders. ‘At the golf club, I think.’




  Kim looked at her carefully. ‘What do you mean “I think”?’




  She sighed. ‘Sorry, I’m not really myself today. He’s playing golf with some guys from work. I wasn’t paying much attention this morning. Would you like a cup of

  tea?’




  ‘Love one. Where’s Cass?’




  ‘In her room playing Barbies.’




  ‘Can I go up?’




  ‘Of course. I’ll just put the kettle on.’




  Kim walked up the stairs and pushed open Cass’s bedroom door. ‘Hi, Cass.’




  Cass jumped up and gave her a hug. Then she stood back and stared at the Mothercare bag. ‘What’s in the bag? Is it a present?’




  ‘It might be. Will we look and see?’




  She handed the bag to Cass whose eyes opened wide as she looked in.




  ‘Barbie clothes,’ Cass squealed. She pulled out a denim pinafore dress with large pink Barbie lettering, matching denim jacket and a pink top with white glitter stripes and a picture

  of the blonde doll. ‘You’re the best.’ She threw her arms around her aunt. ‘I’m going to put them on right now and show Mummy.’




  ‘What about Daddy?’ Kim would have liked to think it was an innocent question but something was niggling at the back of her mind. She knew Darren played a lot of golf but rarely on a

  Sunday morning. Maybe she was being overly suspicious but Rosie just wasn’t herself these days. Perhaps she and Darren had had a fight.




  ‘Daddy’s away at work today.’ Cass pulled her little pink corduroy skirt down over her legs and stepped out of it.




  ‘At work?’




  ‘He took me swimming yesterday and bought me sweets,’ Cass continued innocently, ‘but he didn’t stay the night. He had to go back to work.’




  ‘Kim!’ Rosie yelled up the stairs. ‘Your tea’s here when you want it.’




  ‘Thanks. I’ll be down in a second. Quick, we’ll get you dressed and show your mum.’




  Rosie laughed as Kim and Cass walked into the kitchen. ‘You shouldn’t have,’ she said, smiling as Cass twirled to show off her new outfit.




  ‘I saw it yesterday when I was shopping in town and I knew she’d love it. I couldn’t help myself.’ Rosie handed her a large mug of tea. ‘Thanks.’ They sat

  down at the kitchen table and Cass pottered back upstairs to her Barbies.




  ‘What a miserable day,’ Rosie said, staring out the window. The sky was dark and it threatened to rain at any moment.




  ‘Not great weather for golf,’ Kim said watching her. ‘Darren will get drenched.’




  ‘Um,’ Rosie murmured noncommittally.




  ‘Did you go out last night?’




  ‘No. We had an early night. We were both tired.’




  ‘How’s Darren’s work?’ Kim asked ‘There seems to be a bit of a lull in the housing market, according to the papers.’




  ‘I guess so. He’s still busy though.’




  ‘Is he away a lot at the moment?’ Kim tried to sound casual.




  ‘Away?’




  ‘You know, on conferences and things.’




  ‘Oh, right,’ Rosie said carefully. ‘No, not really. Just busy. And how’s work for you?’




  ‘Fine. The usual. Before I forget, Mum called in yesterday and I told her about the bank holiday weekend.’




  ‘What did she say?’




  ‘She wasn’t too impressed. You were right – she had everything planned. But she made a suggestion.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘That she and Dad come with us to Wexford.’




  ‘Are you serious?’




  ‘Unfortunately. But listen, it might not be that bad. It’s a big hotel and we could do our own thing most of the time. What do you think?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’




  ‘It’ll be fun,’ Kim cajoled. ‘No cooking for four days – think of it. And there’s a kids’ club, so you and Darren can spend some time on your

  own.’




  ‘I’ll think about it.’




  A little later Kim kissed Rosie and Cass goodbye and stepped into her car. As she pulled away she wondered if she should have asked Rosie about Darren straight out. It was crystal clear that

  there was something seriously wrong. Where was he? She intended to find out. Rosie was quite obviously as miserable as hell and she was damned if she was going to sit idly by if there was something

  she could do about it. She drove down Avondale Road and took a right to Killiney Golf Club.




  ‘Where have you been all morning?’ Greg asked, rolling over.




  ‘Greg! It’s lunchtime, what are you doing still in bed?’




  ‘Sleeping.’ He grinned lazily. ‘And waiting for you. Come here.’




  She sat down on the edge of the bed, leant over and kissed him firmly on the lips. Greg’s hands snaked under her shirt and up her back. ‘There’s something I want you to do for

  me.’




  ‘Later, love.’ He smiled.




  ‘Promise?’




  ‘Yes.’




  She squealed as he pulled her horizontal on the bed, jumped on her and pinned her arms back with his hands.




  ‘Get off me, you big ape! You’re heavy.’




  ‘I might. Then again, I might not.’




  On Tuesday morning Rosie woke up with knots of stress in her stomach. Sitting in work after the usual dash to Cass’s crèche and negotiating the ulcer-inducing

  Dublin city traffic, she rubbed her temples and stared out of the window. Yesterday she’d dropped into the Dublin Bookshop on her lunch break and purchased a book on divorce and separation

  – Teach Yourself Divorce. The last teach-yourself book I bought, she thought as she handed over her euros, was Teach Yourself French, before a romantic week in Paris with

  Darren. How ironic.




  She’d read the book in one sitting, trying to come to terms with the financial and legal implications of a separation. She wanted to be prepared for this evening’s meeting with

  Darren. But the book hadn’t exactly been ideal bedtime reading – she’d had no idea how complicated and drawn-out things could be. But, she had reasoned, Darren and I are grown-ups

  and we can sort this whole thing out in a civilized manner – can’t we?




  The day dragged by. Emily had approved the marketing plan for the new Dun Laoire shop and Rosie was trying to find a suitable ‘personality’ to open it. So far she’d had a no

  from almost everyone, except a conditional yes from Alison Brothers, the RTE newsreader who’d demanded an extortionate appearance fee, and a maybe from a local politician, depending on her

  work schedule. It wasn’t exactly looking good. Ruth was trying some of her media friends to see if she could come up with anything.




  In fact, Ruth was being brilliant. Rosie had begun to rely on her more and more over the last few days. Emily seemed more than happy to deal with her, leaving Rosie to get on with her work.

  Meetings were never her forte.




  After lunch Ruth came bustling into her office. ‘Good news!’ she announced.




  Rosie looked up. She was poring over designs for the launch invitation, trying to get the look and the wording exactly right.




  ‘Well?’ she raised her eyebrows.




  ‘I talked to my friend, Isolde, in TV, and she said that Lorraine Keane from TV3 might be available.’




  ‘Really?’ She smiled for the first time that day.




  ‘Isolde gave me Lorraine’s number and I tried it. I hope that was OK, I just thought—’




  ‘Of course. Did you speak to her?’




  ‘Yes. She was dead nice. I told her about the launch and guess what?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Her mum and Emily’s mum are old friends. So she said she’d do it.’




  ‘Let me get this right. Lorraine Keane said she’d launch the new shop.’




  Ruth grinned again. ‘Correct.’




  She stood up and before she could stop herself gave Ruth a hug. ‘You’re a genius. She’ll be perfect. Well done. I think you should tell Emily yourself.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Go on. I insist.’




  After Ruth had left, she sat back down. Ruth was destined for great things, she could feel it in her bones.




  She picked up the phone and dialled Alison Brother’s number. At least she’d have the pleasure of telling the egotistical newsreader the news.




  ‘Rosie, are you there?’




  She jumped. She was upstairs in the bathroom, rinsing the bubble suds from Cass’s plastic bath toys when she heard Darren’s voice behind her.




  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I did ring the doorbell. I thought it would be OK to let myself in.’




  She stood up slowly and stared at him. He was an hour late. ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t in future.’




  ‘Fine. What are you doing?’




  ‘What does it look like? I’m tidying up.’ She dried her hands on a towel and looked at him. He was standing in the doorway. ‘Are you going to move?’




  ‘Right, sorry.’ He stepped into the hall. ‘Can I go and say goodnight to Cass?’




  ‘She’s asleep. It’s after eight.’




  ‘Sorry. I got held up in work, you know how it is.’




  ‘You’ll see her at the weekend. I’d prefer if you didn’t wake her up.’




  ‘I’ll just give her a kiss,’ he said, opening Cass’s door before Rosie could protest.




  She went downstairs. Her heart was pounding and she felt sick. He looked the same, he sounded the same. But something about Darren had changed. His eyes seemed colder, almost flinty. And he

  couldn’t look her in the eye for long before looking away.




  ‘You should have rung to say you’d be late,’ she said after they’d sat down in the kitchen. She switched the kettle on and sat down.




  ‘I didn’t think you’d mind. It’s no big deal, is it?’




  ‘No. Not to me. But Cass was upset – she was looking forward to seeing you. It’s not fair on her.’ Rosie stopped. There was no point in continuing, she could see that he

  wasn’t even listening. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’
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