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If you are lucky, there are friends in your life who know you inside out and who stick with you through thick and thin. Friends you can be absolutely yourself with, who share your joys and sorrows, who laugh and empathize with you, and who will understand your indignation when you have to start wearing glasses to read menus, write notes to yourself to stop you from forgetting what you’re meant to be doing, and stop wearing skyscraper heels because they just aren’t worth the toe-pinching pain!

So, how lucky am I to have three great pals? Pals who do all of the above and a lot more, as well as having hilarious holidays, lunches, spur-of-the-moment coffees, and many Cava, Prosecco and champers moments with me. To Mary, Yvonne and Breda: the Wick/Spain Gang. Ladies, this one’s for you! Next lunch is on me. Roll on May!



‘AUGUST IS A WICKED MONTH’



PROLOGUE




CONNIE AND DREW


‘Morning.’

‘Morning.’

‘How did you sleep?’

‘Really well.’ Connie Adams yawned, curled herself in tight against Drew Sullivan and wrapped her arms around him. She couldn’t believe how happy she felt. The joy of waking up in Drew’s arms was exquisite. After years and years of loneliness and getting on with life, and being a single mother who had seen her only daughter safely up the aisle, who would have thought she would fall in love again? And in love she was, she thought happily. Heading for the big five-O and happier than she had ever been in her entire life. New job, new man: her life had changed drastically in the weeks since her daughter’s wedding. Debbie and Bryan might be happy newly-weds, but she and Drew were like love’s young dream. Connie smiled as she traced her finger down the length of his spine and then slid her hand around the front to the lean, flat plane of his stomach. Slowly she ran her fingers down the inside of his thigh.

‘You are a wanton woman.’ Drew grinned as he turned to face her and moulded her to him.

‘You’re fairly wanton yourself, mister.’ She sighed blissfully as she felt him hard against her.

‘What are you going to do about it?’ he murmured against her mouth, his hand cupping her breast.

‘This,’ she said, kissing him and drawing him even closer. ‘And this . . .’

‘You are one sexy man, Drew Sullivan,’ Connie said a while later, stretching languorously and slanting a teasing glance at him.

‘I think you need glasses, woman.’ He chuckled, twining his fingers with hers, his blue eyes glinting in amusement.

‘Take your compliment and don’t be bashful,’ she retorted.

‘You’re pretty hot yourself, Ms Adams.’

‘Well, that will get you breakfast, Mr Sullivan.’ Connie leaned over and gave him a kiss. ‘Fancy a fry-up?’

‘No, I fancy you.’ Drew grabbed her and kissed her again.

‘We have to stop this,’ she laughed when she came up for air. ‘I bet we’re having more sex than our children.’

‘We’re making up for lost time.’ His arms tightened around her.

‘I’m really, really happy.’ She nestled in against him.

‘Me too,’ he said huskily. ‘I never expected anything like this to happen to me. I think that’s why I really appreciate it – I love being with you, Connie.’

‘I love being with you too. I want to tell Debbie about us – is that OK?’

‘Sure, I’d like to meet her. I’d like to tell my girls too. Pity they live in America. I’ll phone them on Sunday.’

‘How about I invite Debbie and Bryan to lunch some Sunday?’

‘I can only come to lunch if your crispy roasties are on the menu.’ Drew kissed her forehead and flung the duvet back. ‘I have to get to work. I don’t have the morning off like some people.’

‘I know, it’s great! I love this part-time work, I’ve so much time for myself.’ Connie slipped on her dressing gown. ‘You go shower and I’ll put on brekkie.’

‘Yes, boss.’ Drew loped into the en suite and, moments later, she heard him whistling as he turned on the shower.

It was so deeply satisfying to know that she made him happy, she mused as she grilled some bacon and flipped the eggs in the pan. When her marriage to her ex-husband, Barry, had turned sour all those years ago she had lost her confidence completely. He had been so miserable at the end, and she’d blamed herself for being a bad wife, for not being sexy enough, for not being slim, or sufficiently interesting to keep him happy. It had taken her a long time to realize that much of the fault had lain with him and his immaturity. He hadn’t wanted the responsibility of a wife and child, and nothing she could have done would have changed that.

But knowing that she had brought as much happiness to Drew as he’d brought to her gave her great joy. She set the table outside on the deck. It was a beautiful morning, and the sky was clear and cobalt blue. There was still heat in the sun, even though autumn’s first tentative caress had come early. The berries were scarlet and ripe on the rowan tree, a sure sign that the summer was almost over. She used to dread the onset of winter, the shorter evenings and the lonely dark nights. Now she was looking forward to long walks with Drew on wild, windy days, to watching the sea surge on to the shore, drinking coffee in little seaside coffee shops and snuggling in front of blazing fires with candles flickering, sipping wine.

So different from all the other years, so much to look forward to, Connie thought joyfully as Drew clattered down the stairs. Her heart lifted at the sight of him, tall and rangy in his jeans and maroon shirt. Life had never been so good, she reflected, sending up a silent prayer of gratitude, as they brought their plates out to the table and sat companionably enjoying their breakfast in the flower-filled garden of her cottage.



BARRY, AIMEE AND MELISSA


Barry Adams lay beside his wife, waiting for the alarm to go off. Both of them had slept badly. Aimee had tossed and turned, crucified with heartburn. Eventually she’d ended up being sick. She’d fallen into a restless sleep, but he couldn’t drift off. She was exceedingly stressed, between worrying about their daughter, Melissa, and wondering what the future held for her proposed new events and catering company. If she’d wanted the baby, it would be a hard enough load to carry, he thought dispiritedly, but being unwillingly pregnant was a burden too far for her. And he’d been no help. Guilt permeated his lethargic state – he’d really come the heavy on her about keeping the baby. He’d more or less told her it was either keep the baby, or the marriage was over. How supportive was that?

When he’d walked out on Connie and Debbie all those years ago, he’d been riddled with guilt, but not enough to go back. He’d ruined his relationship with his eldest daughter. Now he was ruining his relationship with his second wife. If their marriage broke up – and it would, under the weight of resentment and anger Aimee carried – he would be responsible. He’d issued an ultimatum. Aimee was right, he was as bad as her father, dictating and pontificating. Being compared to Ken Davenport was nothing to be proud of. And it was an accusation that stung.

But what about their child, he argued silently, an ache of anguish constricting his heart. Aimee was carrying their baby, and even with all that was going on in their lives, he wanted this baby. Maybe it was to salve his conscience about being a crap father to Debbie, maybe it was about having someone to love him in a way that Aimee never would. Out of nowhere, the memory of a long-forgotten row he’d had with Connie surfaced. ‘Me! Me! Me! That’s all you think of: me, me, me. It always has to be about you, Barry, what you want, what you feel. You’re not the only one on the planet . . .’ she’d shouted at him in frustration. They’d separated shortly after that.

The first faint glimmers of dawn crept across the sky, and Aimee stirred beside him.

‘Are you OK?’ he asked.

‘No, I feel grotty, and knackered,’ she muttered.

‘Aimee, if you want to have a termination, I won’t stand in your way. Do what you think is best. I’ll go with you if you want me to,’ he said, his heart like lead. In offering Aimee his support, and by putting her first, he had betrayed their child. And that was something he’d have to live with for the rest of his life.

He heard his wife’s sharp intake of breath. ‘Do you mean that?’ She was clearly stunned.

‘Yes, Aimee, the choice is yours. I’ll be there for you whatever you decide. I’m sorry I was so . . . so insensitive and domineering.’ He tried to keep his tone neutral. He felt completely shattered, torn, bereft; myriad emotions were competing for dominance.

And then her hand slid down under the sheets and slipped into his. In an automatic reflex action, he squeezed it, and she squeezed back. They lay side by side, in silence, as the dawn chorus filled the sky and another day unfolded.

•   •   •

Aimee sat on the side of the bath taking some deep breaths. She’d just spent the last five minutes retching. She could hear the whine of the power shower in the en suite, where Barry was having his shower, and for a weird moment she wondered if she was dreaming. Had she imagined that she’d heard Barry tell her she could go for a termination and he would go with her if she wanted him to? What had caused this seismic shift? He’d been so adamant that she keep their baby, so angry with her that she’d contemplated having a termination without even telling him that she was expecting their child. She stood up and ran her hand over her stomach. Still flat; no hint of bulge or thickening waist yet. The only change was in her breasts: they were sore and tender, and her bra was tight, as her pert boobs were becoming fuller. For the second time in her life, she was developing a decent cleavage, she thought wryly, as the thin silk of her nightdress strained at the bust. It would be so easy to end the pregnancy. She could tell Melissa and her parents that she’d miscarried. No one would be any the wiser, and life would be so much easier. The unexpected opportunity of building up a new events company was already proving much more difficult than she’d anticipated now that the recession had come slashing like a scythe through the economy. Her potential client base was narrowing day by day as bankers, developers, builders and wealthy businessmen found their fortunes decimated – and the ones who had it stashed away were keeping it out of the country.

When she’d accepted businessman Roger O’Leary’s invitation to set up Hibernian Dreams, the economy had been riding high, and she’d just overseen the wedding of his daughter, which had cost well in excess of a million smackers. Money had been no object to him or the other multimillionaire guests. Then the banking system had collapsed and Anglo had gone belly up, thanks to the greed, avarice and amoral behaviour of its senior bankers and the regulators and auditors who had not done their job properly. It paralleled the recession worldwide and it was a very different environment in which to be setting up a high-end business than the one she had anticipated when she had started out.

And then there was Melissa. Although her daughter did not yet know it, Aimee had made an appointment for her to see their GP to get a referral to an eating-disorders specialist. At least she and Barry had been able to put their differences behind them and put up a united front in the face of Melissa’s determination to rush headlong into anorexia. Tears blurred Aimee’s eyes. What warped thinking was in her child’s head that could turn her from a fairly happy-go-lucky young teenager into a devious, lying, unreachable young girl who would not listen to reason?

She and Barry had given Melissa all she could want. Why had she taken this ruinous step, which was tearing their family apart? Maybe the doctors would be able to throw some light on it. Aimee sighed deeply; she could safely say this was one of the most difficult, unhappy times of her life. At least Barry had stepped up to the plate and finally recognized that she was in trouble. He’d given her back the space to make her own choices, as far as she could. He’d become once more the man she’d married. The one who had supported her, been there for her and treated her like an equal.

A burden lifted. Her marriage wasn’t going to crumble, as she’d feared. They’d ploughed the depths and troughs and come through it, this time, and Aimee felt nothing but relief. Although she would have squared her shoulders and got on with being a separated or divorced wife, she was utterly relieved that that scenario, for now, had receded. She needed Barry. She needed her family around her. She had an uphill battle and hard choices ahead of her. She didn’t want to make those difficult decisions on her own.

She walked back down the hall to their bedroom. Her husband was almost dressed, knotting his tie with his back to her, as she walked in. The early-morning sun streamed in through the voile curtains and she noted with a little dart of shock that Barry was getting very grey at the temples. He looked stressed, tired. Her heart softened. None of this was easy for him either and she’d been behaving like a complete bitch these past few weeks. ‘Barry, thanks for what you’ve done for me. I just wanted to say that. You’ll never know how much it means to me,’ she said quietly.

‘That’s OK, Aimee. Do what you have to do. Let me know if you need me to come with you. I’ll tell Stephanie to rearrange my schedule.’ He slipped into his suit jacket and turned to look at her.

‘OK,’ she agreed. ‘I’ll call you.’

Their eyes met. ‘Don’t hate me, Barry,’ she begged.

‘I don’t hate you, Aimee,’ he said. ‘If I hated you I wouldn’t have said what I said this morning.’ He held open his arms to her and she went into his embrace, and they stood together, arms around each other, and the comfort of his hug brought some balm to her frazzled spirit.

•   •   •

Melissa’s mouth dropped in astonishment as she gazed at herself in her detested green and black school uniform. It was hanging off her. The skirt slid down to her hips; the blouse looked like a tent. ‘Yes! Yes! Yes!’ She punched the air ecstatically. Every single stomach-growling hunger pang, headache, feeling of faintness and tiredness was so worth it for this moment. For just this wonderful triumphant moment, she’d never felt so happy in her life. This horrible, horrible summer, the worst of her life, was over and she was two stone lighter.

She flung herself on the bed and began to squeeze a spot that had annoyingly erupted at the side of her nose. How typical when she was going back to school on Monday, having not seen most of her classmates for three months. So much had happened. Her half-sister Debbie had got married, and it was at her wedding that her life-changing moment had occurred: Who is that little fat tart? Even now, and twenty-eight pounds lighter, the words of that unkind, drunken slag had the power to wound. Still, at least it had been her wake-up call, and she had dieted rigorously for the whole summer. Now that she was on the way to being thin no one would ever call her names like that, and that disgusting boy, Thomas, would never do that horrible thing to her again. Melissa’s eyes darkened at the memory and she banished it instantly. Being thin was the way to go, the way to happiness.

If only everything else in her life was as good. Melissa exhaled despondently. Her mom was pregnant, and she didn’t want to be, and she was trying to set up a new company that was taking up all her time. Her dad was very worried about the recession and about some guy called Jeremy who wasn’t taking phone calls about some investment he had with him, and there’d been an atmosphere of tension since they’d come back from their holidays in the south of France.

She never thought she’d say it, but in a way she was glad to be going back to school. But she couldn’t go back to school in that uniform; she’d have to get a new one. What a pain. She grabbed her iPhone and dialled her mother’s number, half-expecting it to go into voicemail, but Aimee answered almost immediately and Melissa knew from the background noise that she was in a hotel or somewhere public.

‘Yes, Melissa, what’s up?’ Her mother sounded wary.

‘Where are you?’

‘The Merrion. I’m meeting someone in five minutes, so if I see him coming I’ll have to go.’

‘Mom, I was checking my uniform for school on Monday and it’s, like, way too big for me. I’ll have to get a new one.’

‘Oh for goodness’ sake!’ Aimee couldn’t hide her exasperation. ‘Typical last-minute!’

‘Sorry, Mom.’

‘I’ll be home around two – do you need me to go with you or can you go and get one yourself?’

‘I’ll get it myself, Mom. I’ll ask Sarah to come with me.’ Melissa raised her legs, parted them and stretched them as wide as she could before starting her bicycling exercise. It was no use losing lots of weight if she wasn’t toned.

‘Fine, there’s some fifties in my black Prada bag – use them. See you later? Did you have breakfast?’

‘Yep,’ fibbed Melissa.

‘And don’t forget to have some lunch. There’s organic smoked salmon in the fridge, and eat up some of that fruit.’

‘Yes, Mother.’ Melissa threw her eyes up to heaven.

‘Right, have to go, I can see my business contact coming. See you later.’

‘See ya, Mom. Hope your meeting goes well.’

‘Thanks, darling. Bye.’

The phone went dead, and Melissa knew her mother had tuned her out, having far more important matters to deal with. Still, if her business turned out well, there was the prospect that Melissa might be getting a horse. How totally cool would that be? Ever since Connie, her dad’s ex-wife, had brought her to Drew Sullivan’s stables to see the adorable new foal, Frisky, she had longed to have a horse of her own to love and care for.

Her parents had said that if she ate proper, nutritious meals and did well at school, it was on the cards. She would have a tiny bit of smoked salmon and half a banana for lunch, she decided. After all, she’d skipped brekkie, so that was a few calories lost. A sudden weariness overcame her. The burst of adrenalin that had surged through her when she’d seen her uniform hanging off her had dissipated and she felt that familiar lassitude invade her body as it clamoured for food.

She hauled herself off the bed and went down to the gleaming chrome and white kitchen in their apartment. She boiled a kettle of water, squirted some lemon juice into a cup, filled it with the boiling water and went and sat at the round ceramic table on the wide wraparound balcony. She thought with immense pleasure of the expressions on the faces of Nerdy Nolan and Niamh Sampson, two of the bitchiest girls in her class, when they saw her on Monday morning, two stone lighter and the potential owner of her very own horse. This time last year, she’d been a bundle of nerves going to her new secondary school, and a fatso to boot. Things were on the up, definitely, Melissa decided, as she sipped her hot drink and watched a tug steaming out to rendezvous with a massive cargo ship heading across the sun-gilded sea towards Dublin Bay.



BRYAN AND DEBBIE


Mark Brody raised his hands for silence and Bryan felt a frisson of foreboding as he studied the stern countenance of his MD, who was standing at the podium ready to make a statement. The conference room was crowded, with practically the entire workforce waiting uneasily for what was to come. The buzz of edgy chatter quietened and silence descended.

‘People, we’ve tried to postpone this moment for as long as we could but, in view of the current economic climate and the downturn in the commercial sector, we have to take radical steps to keep the company viable. Therefore I have to announce that, following a period of consultation, redundancies are being made. The statutory redundancy terms will apply. I’m also sorry to announce that, for a third of the remaining staff, a three-day week will commence in two weeks’ time. HR will notify all those affected by these regrettable developments. As for the rest of us, a 10 per cent pay cut will take effect right across the board from the beginning of next month. I’m sorry to have to make this announcement, we tried hard to avoid it, but circumstances and current market conditions have made it unavoidable. Thank you for your attention.’

There was a stunned silence as the throng parted like the Red Sea to allow him to make his way out of the room.

‘Bloody hell!’

‘I’m for the chop!’

‘Christ Almighty, a three-day week! I’ll never be able to afford the mortgage . . .’

‘Ten per cent? I can hardly manage on what I’m getting. Why don’t friggin’ management take fifteen at least . . .’

‘It’s Friday – who’s coming to the pub?’

Bryan listened to the babble around him in a daze. Redundancies, three-day weeks, 10 per cent pay cuts. Any of these options was a disaster. He and Debbie were already in massive debt and struggling, barely keeping their heads above water. This was the killer blow.

Things were bad enough between them as it was after his little episode in A&E, when he’d had to have his stomach pumped after going on a drugs and drink binge at Kevin Devlin’s party. Debbie was hardly talking to him. Sex was out of the question. So much for love and marriage. Newly wedded bliss had passed them by big-time. If they hadn’t have got married and tied that boulder of a mortgage around their necks they’d be fine. Rents were at rock bottom – they could be living in a swish apartment with no responsibilities. This was all her mother’s fault, Bryan thought savagely. Connie had harped on and on about getting a house. It was all her bloody damn fault. He couldn’t stand the woman. He knew she looked down her nose at him. He knew she didn’t think he was good enough for Debbie. Not that she ever said anything, she didn’t have to, she just oozed attitude.

Oh, to go on a bender, he thought longingly. He could do with a hit of coke, but his ghastly experience in A&E was still fresh in his mind.

Jerry Fitzgerald, pale underneath his tan, grabbed his arm. ‘I’d say I’m a goner, mate. You might get the three-day week, but I’m a goner. I came in after you. That’s our house gone. Lisa will never be able to pay the mortgage on her salary; her salary’s down the tubes with all these levies and pay cuts. Let’s go and get pissed.’ His colleague was nearly crying with shock and apprehension.

‘Jeez, that’s tough if it happens – you’ve got two kids.’ Bryan looked at Jerry in dismay. Suddenly the reality of what was happening hit him like a hammer blow. His stomach lurched and he felt himself break out in a cold sweat. He’d seen the news, seen people in factories being interviewed after losing their jobs. Seen men his age, and more highly qualified than him, in dole queues. Now he could be one of these statistics that commentators droned on about. ‘What are you going to do?’ He heard his automatic response. His voice seemed strange, alien, a long way away.

‘Have to go on a waiting list for social housing, or rent a kip somewhere, or emigrate . . . I don’t know. Let’s get out of here.’ Jerry’s face was ghost-white.

‘I’m sick of this country and all those greedy bastards, with their dodgy banking and their brown envelopes, lining their pockets and getting away scot free. If Debbie agrees, I think we should get the hell out of here too, and start afresh,’ Bryan fumed as he followed the other man out of the room, knowing that, one way or another, his lifestyle was going to change even more radically than it already had.

•   •   •

‘So darling, I’d love you to meet Drew. How about if we try and arrange a date when you and Bryan are free, and I can cook us all lunch?’ Connie suggested cheerily down the phone.

Debbie Kinsella’s eyes widened as she absorbed her mother’s news. Connie had just phoned her to tell her that she was dating a man – in fact, she’d used the word ‘relationship’ – and she was . . . bubbling . . . was the only word Debbie could think of to describe her mother’s joie de vivre.

‘Have you slept with him?’ She couldn’t contain her curiosity.

‘Debbie!’ Connie exclaimed, half-laughing. ‘What a question to ask your mother!’

‘Well, have you?’ Debbie pressed.

‘This is not something to discuss over the phone! Are you free for coffee tomorrow? I could hop on a Dart and meet you halfway. Dalkey or Killiney? You pick,’ Connie said gaily.

‘You’re on. Dalkey then. How about lunch? One thirty?’ Debbie agreed, agog to hear what her mother had to tell her about the new man in her life.

‘Great, see you then, pet. Love ya.’

‘Love you too, Mum. Bye.’ Debbie put the phone down and, out of habit, glanced over to Judith Baxter’s glass-fronted office. If her boss had been in work, there was no way Debbie would have been taking a personal call from her mother. Judith was a tyrant and ruled the wages and salaries section of the big multinational insurance company they worked for with a rod of iron.

Fortunately for Debbie, Judith was recovering from a car accident and was not expected back to work for several more weeks. Debbie had enough on her plate without worrying about her autocratic boss. Judith had bullied Debbie the entire year before her wedding, making her life a misery. Now that she had confronted her boss and actually used the ‘Bullying’ word, it would be interesting to see if Judith’s attitude would have changed when she came back to work. Debbie sincerely hoped so: if Judith continued to pick on her, she’d have to bring it to HR, and that was the last thing she wanted. All Debbie wanted to do was keep her head down, do her work and get paid at the end of the week so she could try and reduce the mountain of debt they were in since acquiring a mortgage and splashing out on the wedding and honeymoon.

Her computer pinged, and she was surprised to see an email from Bryan. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. Maybe he wanted to meet for dinner tonight. They should make some effort to try and put their bad feeling behind them and move on. But that was easier said than done, Debbie thought grimly, as she opened the message.


Ring me if you can, it’s about work. B.



Her chest tightened as she read her husband’s email. Something was obviously wrong if Bryan was emailing her on a Friday afternoon about work. What was he going to tell her?

Things were so dire between them at the moment she didn’t need bad news. She just couldn’t face it. It had to be bad news, or he wouldn’t have sent her an email. They weren’t emailing, texting or phoning each other these days. Not since he’d let her down so badly the night of Kev Devlin’s party. Her husband could have died, Debbie thought angrily, remembering the phone call from one of his friends telling her to get to the Mater A&E as quickly as she could. She’d never forget that nerve-racking journey across town. And then the hurt and fury when she’d seen him lying on a trolley having had his stomach pumped because he’d taken a bad hit of coke. He’d spent a fortune on drink and drugs that night, even though he knew they were in debt up to their eyeballs.

She was still so angry with him, she acknowledged miserably. Angry because this was not the way things were supposed to be. They’d had a gorgeous wedding, all she’d ever dreamed of. A honeymoon in New York that had been the experience of a lifetime. She’d come home indescribably happy, and then it had all gone downhill. Real life had intruded as bills came in one after another, and they had to face up to the fact that serious cutbacks had to be made in their lifestyle. She’d been prepared to do it, but Bryan simply couldn’t hack the fact that he was now a married man with a mortgage and responsibilities. Instead of being happy newly-weds they were utterly wretched. And now he had something to tell her about work.

No, Debbie decided, she would not ring her husband. She didn’t want to know. She was fed up with gloom and doom. Some of the girls were going out for a meal; she hadn’t been out in ages with the gang. Since before her wedding, actually, she thought with a jolt. She deserved a girls’ night out. And she was not going to ruin a perfectly good Friday evening by ringing Bryan to hear whatever gloomy tale he had to tell her. She knew without the shadow of a doubt that something was up, probably with his job. The commercial sector was taking a big hit, and Bryan’s job in the office fit-out and supply company he worked for was not as safe as hers. There were talks of cutbacks; overtime, junkets and corporate entertaining had been slashed weeks ago, and something else had obviously happened now. She’d know soon enough. She just didn’t want to know right now. If she were a good wife, she’d phone him, but she’d had it being the good wife. She’d given it her best shot and got nothing in return except moans and abuse. Typical of Bryan to come crying on her shoulder when he was in trouble. She’d put up with it for years, but the night of that party had been a turning point. She wasn’t a doormat for her husband to wipe his size nines on any more.

She typed briskly:


Can’t ring at the moment, staff meeting. Going out with the girls for a meal, will see you later. D.



The email whizzed into cyberspace and an unfamiliar sensation of freedom enveloped her. She was going to have fun tonight. She deserved to have fun, she thought wildly. If her life was going to fall apart even more than it had, she might as well go for it with all guns blazing. Hell, if her mother seemed to be having the time of her life, it was a poor lookout if Debbie, who was supposed to be living on cloud nine in newly wedded bliss, couldn’t have a bit of fun in her life too. Today was payday, and she was going to do a Bryan on it. A last supper, so to speak, Debbie thought with rising giddiness as she logged out of her computer and went to join her friends in the locker room to change out of her work clothes and prepare for a night on the tiles.



JULIET AND KEN


‘It’s like this, Juliet, we’re not broke or anything like it, but we’ve lost a hell of an amount of money. The shares in Anglo are gone. That money is completely lost to us. A hundred and fifty thousand. The same amount of shares each in AIB and BOI are on the floor. If we sell them we take a massive hit. Now, they may recover in years to come. Who knows? If those banks are nationalized like Anglo, as some people seem to think they will be, we’ve really had it. I’d invested in a commercial property portfolio with AIB: that’s down 80k. The pensions are hammered. We’re not going to be able to sell the villa in Spain; their property market is in as bad, if not worse, a state than ours is. I could go on, Juliet, if you want me to,’ Ken Davenport said wearily to his wife, as they sat at the gleaming mahogany table in their formal dining room.

‘So what you’re telling me is I can’t buy the apartment,’ Juliet said quietly, her heart thumping in her chest.

‘What I’m telling you is that, from having a very healthy nest egg and no money worries – we have that investment in An Post, which is the only one that hasn’t been affected – we are now looking at a period of belt-tightening which does not include buying another property and me giving you an allowance to live in it. If you want to separate, we’ll have to sell the house and buy two small apartments. And we certainly won’t get anything like what this house is worth. That’s if you’d get any buyer in this downturn. It’s impossible to sell at the moment. Just look at the property supplements. I’m sorry, but that’s the way it is. The accountant didn’t sugarcoat it.’

He stood up and ran his hand through his thick white hair. ‘I’ve a very ill patient I’m worried about. I didn’t get to check in on him earlier because the meeting with the accountant overran, so I’m going to nip up to the clinic to check in on him. It will give you time to think. I know you wanted to move on that apartment in Blackrock, but our circumstances have changed and I can’t be blamed for that, whatever else you want to blame me for.’ He added his little dig as he turned on his heel and left the room.

Juliet sat, motionless, hearing his heavy tread on the stairs. Her chance for freedom was gone; her chance to live a life of her own had gone up in smoke. If what her husband told her was true, and she didn’t think he’d lie to her about it, they had lost an awful lot of money. And they weren’t the only ones. Paula Byron, who was married to a urologist, had bumped into her in Blackrock and told her that she and her husband had lost a fortune in some company or other that had gone to the wall. She wasn’t driving her BMW soft-top any more either. She was driving a second-hand Golf.

The recession was affecting everyone, but it was just Juliet’s luck that it had to hit when she’d made the decision to leave her husband. She rubbed her eyes wearily. She felt like crying. She had been on such a high since she’d come back from her few days in Spain, when she’d made her decision to walk away from her domineering husband and her marriage of forty-five years. She’d been the perfect wife and mother, the little doormat who’d suppressed her own needs and wants, standing in her husband’s shadow as he built a very successful career as one of the country’s top heart specialists.

In fairness to him, it wasn’t his fault that the country was in the worst recession since the eighties. He’d worked hard for that damn money, and now a lot of it was gone and it looked as though they were going to have to count their pennies. Ken was right about selling the house. They wouldn’t get a buyer. Large five-bedroom houses in sizeable grounds in Dublin 4 were simply not selling and, if the gloomy economic outlook was right, wouldn’t be for years to come.

She was stuck where she was, and there was nothing she could do about it. Aimee would be so disappointed for her. Her daughter had encouraged her every step of the way, thrilled when Juliet had fallen in love with a bright, spacious apartment in Blackrock and commissioned a survey, which had been fine.

She’d told Ken she wanted to put a deposit on it, hence the visit to the accountant.

Whether she liked it or not, she was stuck living with Ken, but if he thought she was going to go back to being the dutiful wife, he could think again. That Juliet was gone. She might have to live in the same house as her husband, but her days of being the perfect wife were well and truly over.

•   •   •

Ken Davenport felt weary to his bones. His life had turned into a nightmare. He scowled as he sat slumped over the wheel of his Merc, crawling through the traffic on Mount Merrion Avenue. This time last year, he’d had a happy marriage, a very comfortable nest egg for his retirement, a career that gave him immense satisfaction and not a care in the world.

Now he was beset by troubles. Juliet was looking for a separation and a place to live, and he’d had a meeting with his accountant that shook him to his core. His nest egg had been walloped, as the shares and investments he’d thought were blue chip and safer than houses were on the floor. His investment portfolio had lost two-thirds of its value; his shares in Anglo, 150k’s worth wiped; his BOI and AIB down 90 per cent. Bonds and property portfolios he’d invested in were now practically worthless. All his years of hard graft – for what? True, he had property, but that too was a disaster: no one was buying and, even if he did find a buyer, the values had dropped like a stone. If Juliet persisted in her quest for this apartment she’d set her heart on, he’d practically have to give away their home. Two years ago, it would have fetched four to five million; now they’d be lucky to get two. It was just as well his children were doing well for themselves – their inheritance was dwindling rapidly, he thought despondently as the lights turned green and the traffic started to move.

Juliet had been so cold and unapproachable since she’d returned from her holiday in Spain. He’d had to move into the guest room again, and he couldn’t believe how much he missed her comforting presence in the bed at night. He hated taking his meals alone in the kitchen. His whole routine was in uproar. No breakfast made for him before he went to work. No washing and ironing done if he didn’t ask their housekeeper specifically to do it. No one to moan at if he’d had a hard day or sympathize if he lost a patient.

He was too old for all this upheaval and uncertainty, too old to face a lonely old age. His wife must have been utterly miserable if she was prepared to make that choice. And he hadn’t even seen it coming. Had taken her so much for granted he hadn’t even noticed her unhappiness. It didn’t say a lot about him as a husband. He’d thought he’d been a great provider. He took pride in the luxurious and affluent lifestyle his wife enjoyed. He took pride watching her – elegant, well groomed, wearing expensive clothes and jewellery – when they were socializing with his colleagues. Juliet had never let him down . . . until now.

Women were strange creatures . . . there was neither rhyme nor reason to their thought processes. Juliet had him in a state of stress and high anxiety, and she didn’t seem to care one bit. He almost felt she hated him. The thought was overwhelming. To his shock, a strangled sob escaped from his throat and then he was crying so much he had to pull in and wait until the wave of sadness and grief had subsided. He sat for ten minutes, taking deep breaths until he felt composed enough to start the engine and continue on to the clinic to check on his patient. Juliet might not need him, but his patients did, and for that small mercy Ken Davenport found himself unexpectedly grateful.



JUDITH AND LILY


‘The asking price has dropped thirty thousand,’ Judith Baxter murmured to her mother as they stood in the small galley kitchen of an apartment off Clonliffe Road.

‘Well, every cloud has a silver lining – there might be a recession, but at least property prices have dropped dramatically. And rightly so, it was ridiculous the carry-on with those developers and builders, but of course the politicians couldn’t be told. Or they were told and they didn’t listen,’ her mother, Lily, declared. ‘The so-called intellectuals couldn’t see what the dogs in the street knew. The property market was artificially inflated by greedy, greedy people,’ Lily Baxter added tartly as she opened press doors and drawers with reckless abandon.

‘Yes, Mother,’ Judith said, a little dryly.

‘Sorry, I was ranting. I just can’t help it, I get so indignant about it all,’ grumbled Lily. ‘All our money frittered away, and none of that golden circle is paying for it, and none of the politicians are resigning.’

‘Ma, stop fretting about it – you’ll only give yourself an ulcer,’ Judith advised, glancing out of the small window over the sink. The two-bedroom apartment was on the first floor, and the rectangular lounge overlooked the grounds of Clonliffe College. The view of the green mass of trees and the emerald sward of lawns, which was framed by PVC French doors that led out to a narrow balcony, made it feel almost rural and was soothing to the eye. But the kitchen and bedrooms were small and the low ceilings darkened the rooms.

‘A bit disappointing, it sounded better in the ad. What do you think, Judith?’ Lily whispered. Also looking at the apartment were a sharp-suited business woman in her late thirties and a middle-aged man with sad brown eyes, a frayed shirt and a shiny pinstriped suit that had seen better days.

‘I like the view, but it needs a makeover and the communal areas are a bit shabby. The carpet is stained, and the place needs painting,’ Judith observed. ‘I don’t think it’s for me.’

‘I’m glad you feel that way . . . not that it’s any of my business now,’ Lily said hastily. ‘You must buy what you want to buy, but I wouldn’t like to think of you here all by yourself. It’s a bit gloomy. There are plenty of places out there for you to look at. You’re in no rush, and it’s a buyers’ market.’ Lily felt she was a bit of an expert on the property market now, having read dozens of articles in the various property supplements that came with the papers.

‘Well, ladies, what do you think? Is there anything I can help you with? Any questions? There is a management company, which is responsible for maintaining the communal areas, grounds, building insurance, etc. The fee last year was €2,000,’ the young estate agent who was showing them the property informed them chattily, leaning against the door jamb, his hand in his trouser pocket.

‘It’s not quite what I’m looking for,’ Judith said firmly, edging past him.

‘Bit too poky,’ Lily added crisply, wishing she could tell him to stand up straight, stop lounging around and smarten up. Judith felt an uncharacteristic urge to giggle. She was seeing a whole new side to her mother since she’d come home from hospital. So different from the tense, edgy, nervy woman she’d lived with most of her life. Lily had a wry sense of humour that Judith was only discovering after all these years. Her mother, too, was very well up on current affairs and politics and had a view on everything. They were now having quite interesting conversations when, for years, they’d sniped at each other and could hardly bear to sit in the same room together for more than an hour or two.

And she too had changed, Judith reflected as they made their way out of the apartment. Her near brush with death, her passive suicide attempt, which had led to serious injuries, had made her take a hard, unflinching look at herself, and she hadn’t liked what she’d seen. It had been easy to blame Lily for her loneliness, sadness and wasted life. But she had to accept the responsibility for the choices she’d made, and once she’d come to that realization it was as though a weight had lifted, and she’d stopped running away from herself. Judith felt a flicker of happiness. How wonderful was this, to be house-hunting for a place of her own with Lily and having fun at the same time?

‘Let’s go and have coffee and a big slice of chocolate cake in Anderson’s to celebrate my first viewing,’ she suggested impulsively, leading the way to the Ford Fiesta the insurance company had given her while she waited for the claim on her own car to be processed.

‘Excellent idea, dear. We need to fortify ourselves for our next one. The bungalow in Fairview, wasn’t it?’

‘That’s the one,’ Judith said cheerfully. ‘And then, tomorrow, there’s the redbrick off Dorset Street.’

‘And Sunday the apartment in Glasnevin. We could have lunch in the Botanics first, and you could do your walk.’

‘Perfect idea, Ma,’ agreed Judith, as she limped over to the car and held the passenger door open for her mother. Driving was still nerve-racking and she was just doing small journeys, keeping as local as possible to Drumcondra. Judith was determined to get her confidence back, but the new Judith was much less hard on herself than the old one had been, and today had been a triumph, even if she was beginning to feel tired. A viewing, coffee and cake with her mother in Anderson’s, and cautious driving – she was making progress, slow but sure, and for now that was more than enough.

•   •   •

How pleasant it was to be having coffee and cake with Judith on a spur-of-the-moment whim, Lily observed as she took a sip of the cappuccino she’d ordered. It was very tasty. She’d never had one before. All the things she’d never done. All the time she’d wasted, succumbing to fear and anxiety, taking refuge in her home, afraid to face the outside world. She felt an ache of regret for a life not lived, for opportunities never availed of. She sighed. There was no point in looking back. What had she read somewhere . . . ‘There’s no future looking back’ . . . It was too late for regrets; she had to make the most of what was left of her life, and she had to encourage Judith to do the same. Today was the start of a new life for Judith – freedom beckoned for her daughter, she thought sadly. Who would have thought they would be able to sit, relaxed in each other’s company, enjoying each other’s company. All the years of bickering and sniping and hostility when they’d made each other miserable, and all the time there had been a bond between them, that ran like an underground river, flowing steadily. How sad that it had taken her daughter’s near-fatal car crash for that bond to be revealed, Lily acknowledged ruefully.

‘Just going to the loo, Ma.’ Judith got up stiffly from the chair, and Lily knew that her daughter’s neck and shoulder ached. She watched her limp towards the toilets. The consultants had told her she would make a full recovery but it would take time for her broken bones to knit and heal.

Her daughter had been so nervous driving today. Lily had pitied her and tried hard not to be nervous herself. If Judith could be brave, so could she. But it was difficult. Lily’s life had changed so drastically and was going to change even more so when Judith finally moved out. Even though she really wanted her daughter to buy a place of her own, it would be a wrench watching her move all her bits and pieces. The end of an era. Moira Meadows, her great friend, had told her that she would get used to it. And there were worse things than living on your own. She’d managed very, very well when Judith was in hospital, Lily thought proudly. She would not slip into her old ways of fear and anxiety. She would not let her nerves get the better of her. St Michael, her great protector, had done a very good job of minding her thus far: he wouldn’t let her down. She had great faith in him, and Judith wouldn’t be a hundred miles away and Lily was very sure she wouldn’t leave her to her own devices like her other two children. Tom and Cecily had never taken care of her the way Judith had. There were going to be ructions when the pair of them discovered that she had put Judith’s name on the deeds of the house and left it to her in her will. Tom had his suspicions, he’d gone out of his way to try and get a gawk at her will, but she’d thwarted him, much to her satisfaction. It was too late now: there was nothing he could do. Judith would be rewarded for her sacrifice in giving up her own life to take care of Lily, and for that alone Lily would have peace of mind for the rest of her days.

‘Can I get you anything?’ A passing waitress smiled at her as she wiped an adjoining table.

‘Yes, dear, could we have two more of those cappuccinos? They were very tasty, and when you bring the bill, bring it to me, please. I’m treating my daughter,’ Lily instructed, feeling quite the lady about town, just like the ladies who lunch that she read about in the social diaries.



‘EVERY CLOUD HAS A SILVER LINING’



CHAPTER ONE


‘Oh God, my head!’ Debbie groaned as sunlight spilled through the curtains, causing her to wince and close her eyes rapidly. She was parched, her mouth sawdust-dry.

‘I’m dying!’ Carina moaned from the other side of the bed, burying her head under the pillow.

‘What time is it?’ Debbie struggled into a sitting position and tried to focus on her watch. ‘Oh crap, it’s after eleven. I’m meeting my mother for lunch – I’ll have to go home and get changed.’

‘Don’t bother going home, hon, have a root in the wardrobe and grab something to wear. There’re plenty of clean knickers in the bottom drawer.’ Carina yawned and ran her fingers through the tawny mane that tumbled down in disarray over her shoulders.

‘How come you look like a sex goddess and I look like a scarecrow?’ Debbie demanded, catching sight of herself in the mirror. Her auburn hair stood up on end, and her mascara was smeared across the top of her cheeks.

‘Sex goddess!’ snorted Carina. ‘You’re still pissed.’

‘I smell like a brewery. Never ever again!’ Debbie grabbed a bottle of water from beside the bed, unscrewed the top and drank thirstily.

‘Good night, though, wasn’t it?’ grinned her friend as she lay back against the pillows and closed her eyes against the unforgiving light.

‘Yeah. I haven’t been to Copper Face Jacks in years.’

‘And you a married woman,’ teased Carina.

‘Don’t remind me,’ Debbie said dryly.

‘Ah, you’re entitled to a breakout now and again.’ Carina broke a couple of squares of chocolate from a Cadbury’s bar on her bedside locker and handed it across to Debbie. ‘Have some breakfast.’

‘Thanks.’ Debbie’s recovery began as she munched on the welcome treat. ‘I might be heading towards being an alcoholic, but you’re definitely a chocaholic.’

‘I know. I have to stop, it’s worse than smoking.’ Carina licked her fingers. ‘Do you want a grilled-rasher sanger?’

‘Just one rasher and one slice of bread, to line my stomach so I don’t barf on the Dart.’ Debbie grimaced.

‘You’re so lucky you get on with your mother. If I was meeting mine for lunch, I can guarantee that we’d be fighting in ten minutes,’ Carina remarked twenty minutes later, as Debbie, showered and wrapped in a towelling robe, buttered the bread for their sandwiches. The bacon was sizzling on the grill, coffee was brewing in the pot and both of them were beginning to feel human again. Most of the gang from their department had gone for a meal in Yamamori Noodles before moving on to Dakota for cocktails and then ending up in Copper Face Jacks, a well-known haunt for guards and detectives. She’d sent Bryan a text to say she was going out with the girls, and he’d sent one back to say he was with the guys from work, drowning their sorrows because there was bad news on the job front. She hadn’t responded. She didn’t want to know.

Debbie had embraced the evening’s fun wholeheartedly, too wholeheartedly. She hadn’t been so drunk in years. Around eleven, she’d sent Bryan another text to say she was spending the night at Carina’s and then she’d turned off the phone. She didn’t feel one iota of guilt. Bryan had pulled the same type of stunt on her over the years. It was her turn and, besides, it might be her last night of fun if her husband’s text was anything to go by. That thought had spurred her on to down one vodka and Red Bull too many, and she’d spent the night flirting giddily with a detective from Galway until Carina had dragged her home, protesting, in the early hours of Saturday morning. She didn’t remember undressing and falling into Carina’s comfy double bed, where she’d slept her brains out alongside her friend.

Sitting in the kitchen, sipping scalding-hot sweet coffee and eating the crispy-bacon sandwich, she chided herself for behaving like a single nineteen-year-old and not a newly married woman in her mid-twenties who was up to her eyes in debt.

‘You’re so lucky to have a husband to go home to.’ Carina wiped some tomato ketchup off her finger. ‘I’d love to have someone who loves me, to share the rest of the weekend with, and someone to shag me senseless to boot.’

Me too, Debbie thought, but she said brightly, ‘That Special Branch detective was very into you.’

‘That Special Branch detective was very married. He had a red rash on his ring finger – you know, the rash you get from your rings sometimes.’ Carina cut a slice of Maltana and offered it to Debbie, who shook her head.

‘Oh! Well spotted. What a bummer.’

‘I’ve been on the scene long enough to know the score.’ Carina scowled.

‘So that was why you bundled me into a taxi when I was starting to have fun,’ Debbie retorted.

‘Too much fun, for a very married woman.’ Carina wagged her finger in jest.

‘Sorry, I was pissed,’ Debbie muttered. ‘I haven’t drunk like that in a long time.’ The truth was, she’d enjoyed flirting with the Galway detective and hadn’t objected when he’d leaned in and nuzzled her ear before giving her a long, lingering kiss. It was soon after that little interlude that Carina had stepped in and said they were leaving.

‘No harm done.’ Carina smiled at her. ‘I won’t be bringing you to AA just yet.’

‘You’re a great friend, Carina.’ Debbie hugged her tightly. ‘I enjoyed my mad night out, but I don’t think I’ll be having another one for a while to come. I think bad stuff is coming down the line about Bryan’s job. I couldn’t even afford to go out last night, to be honest. It was like a last fling before tightening the purse strings.’

‘Ouch! That’s tough. I know so many couples in the same boat. I guess I’m lucky I’m renting and don’t have a mortgage. I was able to negotiate a rent reduction with my landlord. It’s a renters’ market at the moment.’

‘Good for you. I think we’re going to lose the house,’ Debbie heard herself say, finally admitting her greatest fear was more than a possibility.

‘That bad?’ Carina was shocked.

‘I’m trying not to think about it,’ Debbie confessed. ‘Don’t say anything to any of the others. I haven’t said anything to anyone, not even my mother.’

‘Of course I won’t. But look, it might not happen. Maybe you could renegotiate your mortgage. The friggin’ banks owe it to us to lighten the load; we’re bailing them out, for God’s sake. It’s all their fault, them and that friggin’ muppet who was taking digouts from his cronies, them who wouldn’t listen to the advice they were being given about the property bubble. Every Tom, Dick and Harry could see the bust coming, and those idiots who “run the country” couldn’t?’

Carina’s voice rose an octave she was so indignant. Her pay cuts had meant that she wouldn’t be changing her car as she’d planned, and the one she had was on its last legs and was more trouble than it was worth. ‘I feel really pissed off because I didn’t vote for that shower in government. I never have, and I blame the people who kept voting them in, time after time,’ she ranted, as she began filling the dishwasher. Her brother, an architect, had lost his job in the recession and been forced to emigrate, leaving Carina to keep an eye on their mother, who was a demanding woman at the best of times. And now she didn’t have her sibling to share the burden with.

‘I’d better get dressed and head off to get a Dart.’ Debbie changed the subject. She felt too fragile to get into a discussion about the economy with Carina. Her friend was very into politics and extremely opinionated, but there was a time and a place for political argument, and this morning was not it.

‘Help yourself to whatever you want. There’re clean jeans and T-shirts in the wardrobe,’ her friend offered generously.

‘Perfect. You’re a pal.’ Debbie poured herself another cup of coffee and took it with her. She and Carina were of similar build, so she selected a pair of stonewashed jeans and a black T-shirt and dressed with haste, knowing that she had to catch a bus from Glasnevin to get into town to catch a Dart.

There was more than a hint of autumn in the air as she walked past the high, grey stone walls of the Botanic Gardens and felt a falling leaf brush her cheek. It was cold in the shade, and she crossed the street, hurrying past the Addison towards the bank on Mobhi Road. She’d spent a fortune last night and needed to withdraw funds from her current account.

She keyed in her PIN and her heart dropped like a stone when she saw the balance. She selected the €20 key. In the not too distant past she would have withdrawn a minimum of fifty without it costing her a thought. The repercussions of her night out would last until next payday, she thought gloomily. She saw a 19A bus heading for the lights, shoved her money in her purse and ran to the bus stop, trying to ignore the daggers of pain that pierced her temples. Paying in more ways than one, she thought, handing over her fare and lurching down the aisle to sink into an empty seat. She turned on her phone in case Connie was trying to get through to her and wondered would Bryan have sent her a text. Nothing, she noted flatly. It obviously hadn’t bothered him that she hadn’t come home. He’d probably gone partying with Kevin Devlin and that crowd and, if that was the case, he’d have spent a hell of a lot more than she had. She winced as the bus juddered to a halt at the next stop.

It was such an irony that she, who should be bubbly and happy, was going to meet her mother, who was bubbly and happy, and she was going to have to put on a façade to hide her general dreariness.

She clattered up the steps into Connolly twenty minutes later and raced across the concourse; there was a southbound Dart due in two minutes, and if she hurried she might make it. Crowds coming off a Maynooth train hampered her progress and she weaved in and out of the throng, cursing herself for drinking like a fish the previous night.

An elderly man going crablike down the stairs to the platform she was heading for brought a halt to her gallop, and she could hear the train trundling into the station and hoped there was a large crowd getting off as well as getting on. She was panting when she eventually leapt on to the train, just before the doors closed, and for one awful moment she felt bile rise in her throat and thought she was going to puke. She should have taken her time and not run like a maniac with the hangover she had. There was just something about making a train by the skin of your teeth. She hated coming into a station and seeing the last carriage of a train disappearing down the tracks.

She took some deep breaths, vowing never to drink again, and managed to locate a seat. A young Chinese man opposite was listening to his iPod and a teenager by the window was yakking away on his mobile. They took no notice of her taking deep breaths, willing her stomach to settle. If she didn’t feel better she could always get off at Tara Street, which was just moments away, she comforted herself as they crossed Butt Bridge. The Liffey was glinting silver and gold in the midday sun and she could see Bryan’s office building gleaming green and chrome in the sunlight. What was he going to tell her about work? Debbie wondered despairingly. They were in trouble, she knew it, and it frightened her. She wanted to lay her head on Connie’s shoulder and pour out all her woes to her mother. But how mean would that be? Her mother had sounded on such a high the previous day. She hoped this Drew guy was a good bloke. Her mum deserved the best. And she would let him know that too, whenever she met him. Debbie started to relax as they glided into Tara Street and she felt the nausea ease, relieved that she wouldn’t have to get off.

The teenager got off at Sydney Parade, and Debbie moved over to the window seat. She loved it when the train emerged from between the houses and ran beside the beach. The panorama of Dublin Bay spread out like a picture postcard for her delectation, and she could see the sun shining down on Dun Laoghaire a few miles away in the curve of the coastline. It was a very picturesque journey for the commuter, and such a pleasure compared to sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic. It was one of those glorious early-autumn days, the light was less intense, opalescent almost, and Debbie realized with a start that September was almost upon them. She must text Melissa and wish her good luck in her new school term, she thought fondly, so glad of the growing closeness between her half-sister and herself.

What a year it had been, she reflected, as the sun warmed her face and the train curved along the track and increased speed. This time last year she’d been adamant that Barry would not be giving her away at her wedding and that Aimee and Melissa were definitely not welcome. The rapprochement with her father and half-sister was a very welcome outcome to what had been a very fraught lead-up to her wedding. It didn’t particularly bother her that she and Aimee didn’t get on. Her father’s workaholic second wife was the least of her troubles, she mused, remembering a few of their frosty encounters. How Barry could have walked out on Connie and married someone like Aimee, who was so hard and ambitious, and the complete opposite of her mother, mystified Debbie. Even though it had happened years ago, it had taken a long time for the bitterness Debbie felt at his departure from their lives to heal. Had Barry felt as trapped as her own husband did now? she wondered. Would she and Bryan make it as a married couple if they were having such problems so soon into their marriage? Because her new husband did feel trapped, there was no denying it. Maybe her mother had been right all along, maybe they should have postponed the wedding and just continued living together. But she had given him a chance to bail out, Debbie argued silently as the train approached Dalkey. It wasn’t fair for him to blame her and accept no responsibility for his decision to go ahead.

She wished she could talk to Jenna, her cousin and best friend. Jenna had been her bridesmaid and was like the sister she never had. But her cousin was working with a charity to help orphaned children in Bangkok and wouldn’t be home until Christmas. Debbie didn’t want to email. It was too impersonal, and she didn’t want Jenna worrying about her, when she herself was so far from home.

Connie was waiting for her on the opposite platform, and Debbie caught sight of her as the train cruised into the station. Her mother was glowing, there was no other word to describe it, Debbie thought enviously. She was looking a million dollars in her white cut-offs and black vest top. A lilac sweater was draped across her shoulders and she looked happy and carefree with the breeze blowing her auburn hair off her face. Debbie had never seen her mother look so well, and she hurried across the pedestrian bridge and flung her arms around her, hugging her tightly.

‘My God, Mum, you look fantastic!’ she exclaimed as Connie’s arms tightened around her. ‘You are sleeping with him,’ she declared, gazing into Connie’s clear blue eyes.

Her mother blushed and laughed. ‘Stop it, you brat. Don’t be mortifying me.’

‘I’m dying to hear all about it. Come on, let’s go to Idle Wilde. You’ve got to tell me everything,’ she urged, linking her arm with Connie’s and putting her woes aside for the time being. ‘Mum, you’re glowing. What’s going on? Tell me all,’ she demanded ten minutes later as they sat ensconced in the popular eatery. The café was buzzing with lunchtime trade – even the courtyard was full – and they were lucky to get a table.

‘Why don’t we order first, and then we can settle down to talk?’ Connie suggested, rooting in her bag for her glasses. ‘It’s such a bloody nuisance having to wear these things. I can’t read small print now,’ she moaned.

‘Why don’t you get laser treatment?’ Debbie giggled as Connie perched the glasses on her nose. ‘You look like a lawyer. They’re very cool.’

‘Thanks. I asked about the laser thing, but the optician said you can’t do anything about it, it’s an “age” thing. I hate being middle-aged, Debbie. Enjoy every second of your youth.’ Her mother eyed her over the top of her new specs. ‘You look a bit ropy,’ she remarked. ‘Late night?’

‘Girls’ night,’ Debbie murmured, glancing at the menu. She wasn’t that hungry.

‘Aahh!’ Connie smiled. ‘Sometimes they’re the worst. How’s Bryan?’

‘Great, in good form,’ Debbie fibbed brightly. Under no circumstances was she going to let on that her life with Bryan was less than perfect, not today anyway. It would be so unfair to ruin Connie’s day by selfishly unburdening herself.

‘Well, I was hoping the two of you could come to lunch some Sunday soon and meet my . . . my friend.’

‘Don’t you mean your lover?’ Debbie teased, noting Connie’s heightened colour.

‘Will you stop it?’ Connie hissed, abashed.

‘Only kidding. Is he, though?’

‘Yes, we’ve slept together,’ Connie admitted, putting down the menu, her mouth curving up in a smile.

‘It’s great, Mum. I’m delighted for you. It’s about time you had someone special in your life. What’s he like?’ Debbie stretched her hand across the table and gave Connie’s a squeeze.

‘He’s gorgeous.’ Connie sighed happily. ‘He’s just a bit older than me. He owns a riding stables about five miles away, he’s divorced, has two grown-up daughters, and we get on like a house on fire. He makes me laugh a lot, we can talk about anything and I fancy him like mad. That’s it, in a nutshell.’

‘What does he look like?’ Debbie felt an unwelcome twinge of envy. It was so ironic: her mother was behaving like a love-struck teenager, and she felt weary and disillusioned.

‘He’s tall, over six foot, grey hair cut tight, real blue eyes, fit and rangy, and a strong face, great mouth . . .’ Connie tailed off, embarrassed.

Debbie laughed. ‘Who’d play him?’

Connie cocked her head to the side and stared dreamily into space as she thought for a moment. ‘A mixture of Gary Cooper, and McSteamy in Grey’s Anatomy,’ she decided, grinning.

‘Yum! I likeee,’ Debbie approved.

‘I likeee too,’ laughed Connie. ‘I can’t believe I met someone at my age.’

‘You look so happy, Mum. It suits you being with him. When did you meet him? Do you think it’s more than a . . .’ She had been going to say ‘fling’ but thought it wasn’t appropriate ‘. . . an interlude?’

‘I think he’s someone I could be with for the rest of my life,’ Connie said quietly.

‘Oh wow!’ Debbie was taken aback. ‘Do you mean marriage?’

‘I don’t know if I necessarily want to get married again. Why would I? I did it once, and that was enough for me.’ Connie shook her head. ‘But I could see myself growing old with Drew, and having a hell of a good time doing it.’ She smiled. ‘Do you mind? I figured that, with you being married and having your own life to lead with Bryan, it wouldn’t impact on you as much as it would have if you were younger and still living with me.’

‘Of course I don’t mind, Mum. Drew . . . nice name.’ Debbie took a sip of the sparkling water they’d ordered.

‘Drew Sullivan. It suits him. I have a photo on my phone. Would you like to see it?’ Connie scrolled down on her mobile and handed it to Debbie.

Debbie studied the image of the handsome man looking out from the screen. What a strong face, she thought. A face full of character, the hint of a smile softening the stern aura. Not the face of a man who would walk away, she felt, unable to stop herself from making a comparison with her dad.

‘He’s a hunk, Mum, and he’s got kind eyes. Well done. Tell me all about him,’ she approved, handing back the phone. ‘Does Dad know about him?’

‘He met him,’ Connie said lightly, slipping the phone back into her bag.

‘Really! What did he say?’ Debbie couldn’t hide her curiosity, and her mother laughed.

‘Well, it was just a brief encounter, so to speak, and they shook hands and were polite when I made the introduction. I don’t particularly care what Barry thinks, to be honest. He made a new life for himself long ago. It’s my time now. I’m as free as a bird, answerable to no one. It’s a great feeling, love. I’m really enjoying my life at the moment. Let’s order, and I’ll tell you from the beginning.’ Connie sat back in her chair and smiled broadly.

Debbie sat looking at her mother, so happy, in love, completely carefree, and thought how incongruous it was that she, the newly-wed, was bowed down by pressure, financial and emotional, and by no stretch of the imagination could be considered happy, carefree or, most upsetting of all, in love. She swallowed down her despondency and listened as Connie told her how she’d met her tall, handsome man in Mrs Mansfield’s kitchen.

•   •   •

Bryan let himself into the house and cocked his ear to see if he could hear any sounds to indicate that Debbie was home before him. The house had a dreary, silent air, and walking into the kitchen he could see the mugs in the sink from the previous morning’s breakfast and knew that his wife wasn’t there. Debbie hated mugs left in the sink.

He’d tried to get hammered the previous night, but for some reason he just hadn’t been able to get drunk with the crowd from work. He felt too oppressed, too trapped to get into the zone. He’d been walking across the quays to Tara Street to get the Dart home when he’d bumped into his older brother and sister-in-law, who were heading for the northbound platform. He’d ended up going back with them to their neat bungalow in Killester, where they’d ordered a Chinese and opened a couple of bottles of beer. When he told them that Debbie was on a girls’ night out, they’d insisted he stay the night. Falling into the double bed in the very Zen, eggshell-blue and cream guest room was a much more inviting prospect than getting a taxi to an empty house where an unmade bed awaited.

That morning, they’d all had a leisurely breakfast and read the papers in a small coffee shop five minutes away. As he’d sat in the Nuthouse, eating poached eggs and drinking hot, sweet coffee, watching his brother and sister-in-law sharing the weekend supplements and ordering more coffee, the hum of chat in the background, he knew this was the kind of domesticity Debbie craved, and he knew in equal measure that it was far, far from what he wanted. He’d sat on the Dart home and felt rage and bitterness as the train swayed across Butt Bridge. He’d looked up the quays and seen the office he was currently designing the fit-out for, and wondered how he could ever have got himself so trapped. The nearer he got to home, the worse he’d felt.

He filled the kettle and the tentacles of desperation and frustration that were tightening their grip around him squeezed tighter and tighter until he felt he was going to suffocate.

This was not how it was meant to be. He wasn’t even thirty and he felt his life was over. And it was only going to get worse. He couldn’t hack it any more. He felt as if he was swimming underwater against the tide. He took his coffee out to their small deck. The sun was just coming around the back of the house, and he lifted his face to it, ignoring the grass that needed a cut and the weeds that were like a miniature jungle around the tool shed. He could hear the drone of a lawnmower in the distance and the irritating zizzzzz of a hedge trimmer. Children in a nearby garden squealed as they jumped on a trampoline, and an alarm shrieked incessantly from a house at the rear of them. It was an alarm that went off frequently, in a house that was rented, and it would ring for hours on end, shrill and insistent, driving the neighbours mad. The owner couldn’t care less. He didn’t live in the area and so, with irritating regularity, it would go off, its shrill racket jangling Bryan’s increasingly taut nerves. Today it was the last straw. God, it was so bloody noisy, and so bloody middle class, and so bloody boring! He had a sudden memory of himself around the age of six, out in the back garden playing. It was warm and sunny, there was the sound of lawnmowers whining in other gardens and the smell of cut grass permeated the air. His father, having cut their grass, was slumped, snoring, in a deck chair, with his mouth open, a half-finished mug of cold coffee beside him. A fly had landed on his nose. Bryan had watched, fascinated, wondering would the fly go into his dad’s mouth and would he choke.

He was turning into his father, Bryan thought in horror, grabbing his cup and slamming the back door behind him. He couldn’t live this life. He had to get away. Debbie could come or stay, it was her choice, but he wasn’t going to moulder away in the suburbs and get middle-aged before his time, buried under an avalanche of debt. Marriage or no marriage.



CHAPTER TWO


‘Ma, I have to get out of Ireland, it’s doing my head in. That house is costing me a fortune; we’re in debt up to our eyes. Debbie and I aren’t getting along. My life’s a disaster, my marriage is in trouble, I’m at my wits’ end.’ Bryan ran his fingers through his long black hair and buried his head in his hands.

‘Ah son, son, it can’t be that bad,’ Brona Kinsella protested in dismay as she put a comforting arm around her favourite child’s shoulder.

‘Oh it is, Ma, trust me,’ he said mournfully. ‘I sent Debbie an email yesterday to tell her I had bad news about work and she never even answered it, and she never came home last night either. I don’t know where she stayed,’ he fibbed, enjoying the sympathy his mother was oozing. It was a balm to his troubled spirit. His mother never let him down.

‘You’re not serious! You don’t know where she stayed? Her place is at your side when you’re in trouble, love. She’s your wife. She took vows to be with you for better or worse. This is dreadful! And so soon after the wedding. I don’t know what’s wrong with young women these days; they’re not prepared to put any work into marriage at all!’ Brona exclaimed, bristling with indignation at the notion of her beloved son being abandoned in his hour of need.

‘I know,’ Bryan agreed sorrowfully, lapping it all up. ‘We were better off just living together. I think she was meeting Connie for lunch today. I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning.’

‘Well, honestly, that’s a bit rich.’ Brona’s lips thinned and her nostrils flared. ‘She can meet her mother but she can’t be with her husband in his hour of need. I don’t like to say it, son, but Debbie’s a mite thoughtless, I’ve always felt. I know she’s your wife, but she lets Connie dictate too much. She’s a bit under her mother’s thumb, and nurses, I’ve found, are a bit on the bossy side.’ Brona was delighted to be able to criticize her daughter-in-law and her son’s mother-in-law and affirm her own place as the most important woman in Bryan’s life.

‘Well, Connie certainly is bossy,’ Bryan concurred. ‘I put up with her for Debbie’s sake, but it’s thanks to bloody Connie that we’re in this mess,’ he ranted, getting on to his favourite hobby horse. ‘If it hadn’t been for her going on and on about buying a house, we wouldn’t be in this situation.’ He didn’t mention that it was he who had insisted they buy in Sandymount, because it was so upmarket. Debbie would have been happy to live in other parts of Dublin that were less expensive to purchase property in.

‘She should have kept her nose out of things like I did,’ Brona said self-righteously. ‘I don’t believe in interfering in my children’s lives, and I’ve a good mind to tell her so the next time I see her. If you want to try and sell up and move back in with your father and me, the two of you are very welcome. We could do up the bedroom for you.’

‘Thanks, Ma, but I want to emigrate—’

‘Ah, son, don’t do that, sure I’d miss you terribly.’ Tears came to his mother’s eyes.

‘There’s nothing here for me. If I don’t lose my job, I’ll be on a three-day week.’ Bryan shook his head, enjoying his whinge and Brona’s benevolent empathy.

‘But Debbie has a good job – surely it can’t be that bad?’

‘Ma, it’s worse than bad, I’m telling you. It’s a disaster. If we sell the house we’re in negative equity, so we’ll still end up owing the bank money, and we won’t have a home of our own. We just can’t win.’

‘So what will you do with the house if you’re emigrating?’

‘Try and let it, I suppose.’

‘And will you get enough rent money to pay the mortgage?’

‘Oh, I don’t know, Ma. It’s all a load of friggin’ hassle.’ He groaned and stretched out on the sofa.

‘Have you eaten, love?’ Brona jumped up from the sofa. ‘Let me see. I have a lovely fillet of steak – I could serve it with pepper sauce – or I could do medallions of pork in creamy garlic and apple sauce. It won’t take me a few minutes,’ she tempted.

‘Well, I suppose I could try and eat the pork, but I don’t have much of an appetite lately.’ He gave a deep, deep sigh and was rewarded with a comforting pat on the arm and a cushion placed tenderly under his head.

‘You lie there, pet, and don’t worry. We’ll put our thinking caps on and come up with something. You have a little rest and I’ll go and get you a bite to eat.’

‘Thanks, Ma. You’re the best in the world,’ Bryan lauded as he picked up the remote control and began surfing channels. No one in the world understood him like Brona. She’d got him out of many a fix before, and she was always good for a few bob when he was stuck. He’d always have a roof over his head and food in his belly as long as his mother was alive, even if he hadn’t a penny. It was a comfort of sorts.

•   •   •

Debbie heard her husband’s key in the lock and felt her stomach tighten in knots. There was a time when she’d hear him arrive home and feel a surge of pleasure and anticipation. Would she ever feel that again? she wondered dolefully as she heard him drop the car keys on the hall table.

‘Hi,’ she said quietly as he walked into the sitting room.

‘Hello,’ Bryan answered stiffly, and she could see he was in a snit.

‘Have you eaten?’ It was after seven and she was a little peckish. She hadn’t eaten much at lunch.

‘Ma cooked me a dinner.’

The unspoken ‘Seeing as you couldn’t be bothered’ hung in the air between them.

‘Oh, right.’ No doubt her mother-in-law thought she was a bad wife. Brona Kinsella wasn’t her greatest fan. Debbie had always found her mother-in-law very possessive of Bryan. She spoilt him rotten and treated him like a ten-year-old and felt that Debbie treated him far too casually.

‘How is your mam?’ she asked politely, thinking how awful it was that she was making small talk with her husband.

‘Fine.’ His eyes were cold. He sat on the sofa and picked up the remote control. ‘Are you watching this?’ He indicated the cookery programme that was on.

‘Yes, I was,’ she wanted to say, but she couldn’t be bothered. She couldn’t be bothered either sitting in the same room as Bryan and making polite conversation.

‘Watch what you want,’ she said heavily. ‘I’m going to make something to eat. Do you want a cup of tea?’

‘No thanks.’ He didn’t even look at her.

She felt sudden rage surge through her. How dare he act the martyr with her? How often had he spent the night with friends after going on a bender? She hadn’t had a girls’ night in months; she was as entitled as he was to the odd night out. If she’d gone all huffy on him every time he’d had one of his nights they’d never have been married.

‘What was the bad news you have to tell me about work?’ She stood up and planted herself in front of him. Might as well get it over and done with.

He threw a sullen look at her. ‘Redundancy or a three-day week. I don’t know yet.’

‘Oh my God!’ She felt as if she’d been kicked in the stomach.

‘Let’s hope He’ll provide for you, because I won’t be able to,’ Bryan jeered nastily. ‘Do you mind? I’m trying to watch the TV.’

‘What?’ She glared at him wrathfully.

‘I’m trying to watch the TV. If you’d get out of the way,’ he snapped.

Fury overwhelmed her and she grabbed the remote from him and turned off the flatscreen.

‘Hey, what the fuck do you think you’re doing?’ His brown eyes glittered as he shot to his feet and grabbed the remote back from her.

‘You tell me you’re either going to lose your job or go on a three-day week and that’s it? You want to watch TV?’ she shrieked. ‘We’re in trouble here, Bryan, big trouble. We need to talk about it.’

‘Well, you weren’t here to talk about it, were you?’ he spat. ‘No, you were out on the piss with your friends.’

‘And what about all the times you’ve been out with your poxy friends,’ she shouted.

‘You leave my friends out of this, Debbie. At least they’re there when I need them.’

‘Well, they weren’t there for you when you ended up in A&E after overdosing, were they?’ she shot back, her hands clenched by her side. She wanted to rake her nails down his face and kick him hard, she was so furious.

‘Shut up, Debbie,’ he snarled, brushing past her to walk out of the room.

‘Ah yeah, run away, the way you always do when things get rough. Well, Bryan, things are going to get a lot worse, so we need to talk about our options, because we don’t have many, darling!’ she roared sarcastically up the stairs after him.

‘Bitch,’ he swore back, and slammed the door of the bedroom behind him.

‘Bastard,’ she muttered, stalking out to the kitchen. She was in such a temper she felt like hurling the contents of the crockery press on the floor. She was whisking eggs to make an omelette when she heard the front door bang. She heard the car engine start and hoped that Bryan wasn’t going on the piss. He didn’t usually drink and drive, but he was in such a bad humour he was capable of anything, especially with the news he’d got about work.

When it was made, she ate her omelette, hardly tasting it. What were they going to do? How were they going to get by? They were barely managing to keep afloat as it was.

She felt completely and utterly trapped. They had lived way beyond their means, blithely ratcheting up credit-card bills on top of a massive mortgage, and now they weren’t going to have enough money to cover them. Who could help them? She couldn’t ask Connie. Her mother was only working part-time now and, besides, she had given them a very generous cheque as a wedding present. In fairness to her parents-in-law, they too had been pretty generous. Brona was always slipping Bryan a few quid, Debbie knew, despite her mother-in-law’s efforts to be discreet. Her in-laws were fairly comfortably off, they had no mortgage, but she wasn’t too sure what their savings were like. It would be mortifying to have to ask them for a loan though. What would Bryan suggest? she fretted. Surely he must have some thoughts on the matter. But then, knowing her husband as she did, she knew one of his greatest flaws was his ability to hide his head in the sand.

Could she approach Barry for a long-term loan? As far as she could see, he and Aimee were fairly loaded. Would he be able to lend them twenty thousand, to clear their credit cards, at least? Was it time for her dad to finally step up to the plate? After all these years, was she going to go running to him because she couldn’t depend on her husband? Was she going to have to abase herself before Aimee, her detested stepmother? Barry could hardly help her financially without telling his wife. Would it cause friction between them the way her wedding had? Aimee had stomped out of the church in a huff after a row with Connie on the steps, and things had not improved. She hadn’t seen her stepmother since, nor did she want to, and she was sure the feeling was mutual. Would her stepmother nix the idea of a loan from Barry? She wouldn’t know until she asked him about it.

It would be the first time in her life that she’d ever approached her father for help. That’s how desperate things were, Debbie acknowledged, the tears rolling down her cheeks.



CHAPTER THREE


‘OMG! Melissa Adams! You’ve lost loads of weight.’ Tiffany Costello raked Melissa up and down with a look of undisguised envy.

‘Thanks,’ Melissa said with studied nonchalance. ‘I guess I lost a few pounds over the summer.’

‘A few pounds? Like, don’t you mean a few stone?’ Tiffany scoffed.

Evanna Nolan, who had been loitering around herself and Sarah like a nasty little virus, gave a smarmy smile, sycophantic as ever. ‘It really suits you. It makes your eyes huge in your face.’

Melissa ignored her. Nerdy Nolan could lick all she liked: they would never be friends.

‘Lucky cow,’ Melinda Wright said coldly. She was on the chunky side and it grieved her sorely whenever someone lost weight.

‘Did you try Atkins or the South Beach, or just stick your fingers down your neck?’ Brenda Meyers eyed Melissa knowingly. She was stick thin and had been making herself sick for years.

‘Don’t be gross, Brenda,’ Sarah exclaimed, standing up for Melissa. But as the words left her lips, Sarah felt a stomach-churning realization as Brenda’s snide accusation struck home. That was exactly what her best friend had been doing over the summer. Making herself sick. It all fell into place now. The scurrying off to the loo in the middle of meals, the reluctance to meet up and go for something to eat in McDonald’s or Real, the tiredness and lassitude her friend seemed constantly afflicted by. How could she have been so blind?

Sarah stood rooted to the spot as the rest of the group surged forward as the bell for assembly echoed through the school corridors. She’d have to do something, she thought in panic, noting how sharply Melissa’s shoulderblades protruded through her uniform pullover. She’d have to tell Mrs Adams of her fears before it was too late. How could Melissa be so stupid? Sarah fretted, as the corridor filled with a tidal wave of laughing, chatting students and she trudged along with them, heavy-hearted and full of worry.

Melissa sat amidst her classmates feeling a triumphant delight that gave her more satisfaction than any other achievement of her entire life. She felt completely in control. It was such a high, she thought gleefully, catching Melinda scowling at her.

The only little hiccup had been Brenda’s nasty little barb. Brenda Meyers was a lollipop head. Everyone knew she had an eating disorder: she looked like a peanut on pipe cleaners, Melissa thought dismissively. There was no way she’d ever end up like her classmate. Just because she was careful about what she ate and made herself sick occasionally, it didn’t mean she had an eating problem. Far from it. She had actually acquired a sense of discipline and was eating much more healthily than she used to. She wasn’t going down to Real, in the Pavilion, with Sarah, two or three times a week and gorging on burgers. She wasn’t stuffing her face with chocolate the way she used to. She was eating lettuce and drinking loads of water, and using lemon juice instead of dressings – very, very healthy behaviour, she comforted herself, as the headmistress held up her hand for silence and began her speech of welcome to her students for the beginning of the new school year. Melissa let the words drift by as she sat on cloud nine, totally oblivious to the fact that her best friend was chewing her lip in the row behind her, working out the best approach to take when she broached the topic of Melissa’s unhealthy method of losing weight to both Mrs Adams and Melissa herself.

•   •   •

Aimee Davenport took a deep breath, straightened her shoulders and smiled at the small, rotund, ruddy-faced man who was barrelling between tables and chairs to where she sat waiting for him in the lounge of the Merrion Hotel. Roger O’Leary, multimillionaire businessman and her new boss, was a whirlwind of energy as he waved at an acquaintance, stopped briefly to have a word with a well-known politician and caught the eye of a waiter, indicating to him to follow him to Aimee’s table.

‘Good morning, Roger.’ She stood up and greeted him with a firm handshake.

‘How’s it going, Aimee? How are you feeling?’ He returned her handshake equally firmly. ‘Will you have another pot of tea or coffee?’

‘Tea will be fine, Roger, although to tell you the truth, I’d murder a coffee,’ she sighed. Being pregnant was such a pain. No coffee, no alcohol; just as well she wasn’t a smoker, she thought gloomily as Roger ordered tea for her and coffee for himself. And then, with a jolt, she remembered Barry’s declaration on Friday, and that she’d booked into a clinic in the UK for the end of the week. How could she have forgotten? Had she got so used to being pregnant it had become the norm? She banished the thought instantly, determined to be on top of her brief as she gave Roger her update on the new company.

Roger pulled up his chair and opened his bulging briefcase. ‘Coffee’s not good for you, and I should know – I drink gallons of the stuff,’ he remarked, as he spread some papers on the table in front of them and put on a pair of glasses. ‘Well, Aimee,’ he gave a sigh, frowned and studied her intently for a moment. ‘I don’t have great news,’ he said, in his usual direct manner.

‘Oh? In relation to what?’ Tension and apprehension caught her in a vice grip and she struggled to keep her voice neutral and her facial expression from betraying the terror she felt.

‘Well, as you know, setting up a new business in high-end events and catering isn’t ideal now that we’re very firmly in a recession – verging on a depression – we’ve agreed on that.’ He fixed her with an uncompromising stare.

‘I know,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s all happened so fast it’s scary.’ Outwardly, she looked calm and composed but, inwardly, the fear tightened its grip on her and she had to struggle not to hyperventilate. She’d resigned from her extremely well-paid job with a top-class events and catering company when Roger and a business partner had invited her to set up a company for them and take the role of MD. She’d been thrilled. All her hard work had paid off at last. She was at the top of the corporate ladder, working with two of the country’s most successful businessmen. She had been the happiest woman in the world, and then it had all gone downhill faster than Jenson Button off the grid. The recession had hit like a tsunami and her unexpected pregnancy had knocked her for six. Finding out that she was pregnant had been the most unwelcome shock of her life. Aimee would never forget that horrendous moment when Melissa had upended the contents of her handbag on the bedroom floor and Barry had seen the pregnancy test and known she was pregnant and hadn’t been going to tell him. Oh for God’s sake! Stop thinking about that now. You’re dealing with it. She chided herself. Roger’s got bad news. Concentrate.
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