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Chapter One

‘Idiot!’ Mark Kirwan swore and pressed his fist on the horn as he accelerated the BMW and overtook an ancient Volkswagen that was crawling along at a snail’s pace. ‘Stupid doddery old fool,’ he snapped as he glanced in the mirror and saw an elderly man behind the wheel.

‘Don’t be so aggressive, Mark. He looks as if he’s lost,’ Francesca remonstrated with her husband. She hated driving with him. He was terribly impatient.

‘If he doesn’t know where he’s going, he shouldn’t be driving in rush-hour traffic, holding everybody up. I’ve a flight to catch! It was bad enough with the damn taxi not turning up. I’ve had it with that lot. They’ve screwed up once too often. I’m giving the account to someone else.’ He drummed his fingers impatiently against the steering wheel. ‘For God’s sake, would you look at the traffic up ahead? I’m going to miss the damn flight, I’m telling you.’

‘You’ll catch it,’ Francesca soothed. ‘Have you ever missed a flight yet?’

‘There’s always a first time!’

‘Well, today’s not that day.’

‘How do you know?’

Francesca scowled. ‘There’s no need to be so tetchy, Mark!’

‘Sorry. Sorry. I feel a bit under pressure.’ Her husband flashed her a quick smile but she could see as he turned away from her that it was merely automatic. His eyes were focused on the airport roundabout. He was miles away.

Francesca sighed. What was it about men that made them feel that life revolved about them and them alone? Her two sons, Jonathan and Owen, displayed the same traits – to a far lesser degree, but it was there, despite her best efforts. It was an inbred trait in males and in Mark’s case it was more pronounced than most.

He got it from his father. Gerald Kirwan was the most selfish, cranky, self-centred old buzzard that ever existed and Francesca loathed him. He had been part of her life for the past twenty-two years and he was the bane of her existence. She shopped for him, often cooked for him, endured his company for a lengthy sojourn Christmas after Christmas, and for two weeks every year when he came on holiday with them. His own daughter, Vera, would have nothing to do with him, which was very convenient for her, Francesca thought wryly as Mark turned left into Dublin Airport and inched along in the heavy traffic.

‘Don’t forget to collect my suits from the cleaners, and when you leave the car into the garage tell Ed that I’d like him to check out the air conditioning. There’s a slight knocking in it that shouldn’t be there. And don’t forget to ring Lulu Kavanagh and tell her that we’ll come to their dinner party.’ Mark rattled off a list of instructions as he pulled up outside Departures. ‘I’ll ring tonight.’ He leaned over, kissed her perfunctorily on the cheek, got out and took his luggage from the back of the car. He didn’t look back or wave as he strode towards Departures, his black Burberry flapping in the wind.

He’d overdone the aftershave a bit, Francesca thought as she eased herself over to the driver’s side and adjusted the seat to accommodate her shorter length. Mark spent more time on planes than he did at home. She shook her head. The joys of being an international banker.

This hadn’t been the plan at all today. She’d miss her book-club morning at this rate. By the time she drove home through the rush-hour traffic and took the car into the garage for its service and got a lift home from there, she could wave goodbye to at least two hours. And Mark hadn’t been a bit gracious about her giving him a lift. He could at least have said thank you, she thought crossly. She indicated and slid out into the lane of traffic. It had started out as a bummer of a day; she hoped it would improve.

•   •   •

Mark glanced at his watch as he hurried towards the automatic doors to Departures. His lips tightened. He was late. Of all the mornings to be late. He’d nearly done his nut in the traffic. That bloody taxi firm had cocked up again. They were history. He loosened the knot of his tie a fraction as he held up his luggage for scanning. Stress like this wasn’t good for him. Dick Morris at work had had a heart attack the previous week and he was only forty-one, four years younger than Mark.

The airport was manic. It didn’t matter what time of the day you went there now, it was always bedlam. His eyes raked the monitors looking for his flight number. Delayed. Mark heaved a sigh of relief . . . there was a God. For the first time that morning he felt his tension ease. He was here now. He hadn’t missed the flight. He hurried over to the information desk to collect his ticket, anxious to get to Check-in.

‘Would Mr Mark Kirwan pick up a courtesy telephone, please. Mr Mark Kirwan please pick up a courtesy telephone.’ The Tannoy message echoed through Departures.

Mark grinned. He knew exactly who was at the other end of the phone.

•   •   •

Francesca leaned across the dashboard to switch the CD player on and cursed as she saw Mark’s mobile phone plugged into the recharger. He’d go ballistic without his phone. He’d been in such a tizzy this morning. It was most unusual for him, he was usually so organized about things.

She sped back in a semicircle. Maybe, if the security man was sympathetic, she could park on the double yellows outside Departures and catch Mark before he went airside.

‘Come on, come on,’ she urged a green Fiesta dawdling up the ramp ahead of her and taking the only available parking spot. A silver Volvo pulled out ahead and Francesca shot into the vacant space, grabbed Mark’s phone and jumped out of the car. She gazed frantically around looking for someone to explain her predicament to. The last thing she wanted was to be clamped. She saw an airport policeman and breathlessly explained the problem to him, waving Mark’s phone to emphasize the urgency of the situation.

‘That’s OK, go on. Try not to be too long,’ the policeman said kindly as a Tannoy announcement declared that Departures was a set-down area only. Francesca gave a wry smile and ran.

She gazed around frantically at the passengers hurrying to and fro. She didn’t know his flight number. But he was going to Brussels. What was the Check-in-desk number for Brussels? She was about to stand back to look up at the big monitors when by chance she glanced over at the escalators and saw her husband’s tawny head disappear from view. Relief flooded her. Great! She called his name but he didn’t hear her. What on earth was he going downstairs to Arrivals for? she thought, perplexed, as she made her way over to the escalators. She could see Mark at the very end and was about to step on the escalator herself and call his name when her eyes widened in shock and her voice caught in her throat.

A young woman had stepped forward to greet him and, to Francesca’s absolute horror, Mark wrapped his arms around her and kissed her ardently.


Chapter Two

Francesca felt the blood drain from her face. Her heart lurched sickeningly. It was as though someone had just punched her hard in the solar plexus. She couldn’t breathe. She stepped back involuntarily and bumped into a man who was waiting to go down the escalator. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she apologized, her voice seeming to come from a long distance as she moved out of the way.

You’re dreaming, she told herself, incredulously. She looked down again. No! It was no dream. Mark and the young woman were moving away, talking and laughing animatedly.

Fear gripped Francesca. What was going on? She vaguely remembered the glamorous brunette. She worked in the Acquisitions and Mergers department of Mark’s bank. She’d seen her at a few functions but hadn’t taken much notice of her. She couldn’t remember her name.

Hesitantly, she moved towards the stairs that paralleled the escalators. She took a few steps down and saw Mark and the woman striding purposefully along. They weren’t checking in for a flight to Brussels. They seemed to be heading for Area 9, the Check-in area for domestic flights.

She shadowed them, loitering in O’Brien’s Sandwich Bar until they had checked in and sauntered towards their boarding area, obviously now in no rush.

Francesca walked past the small queue at the desk and looked at the flight destination.

Cork.

Mark and the woman were on their way to Cork and she knew exactly where they were going.

How could he? How could he have an affair and bring his tart to the hotel that he’d taken Francesca to, just a few weeks ago, to celebrate her fortieth birthday?

But he couldn’t be having an affair. It wasn’t possible, she thought frantically, not knowing what to do. Should she follow them and confront them? She felt sick. She started to shake as shock set in. Taking a deep breath Francesca turned and retraced her steps. She needed to get to the car, needed to be alone to try and make sense of this nightmare that her life had suddenly become.

‘Did you find him?’ the airport policeman asked as she emerged shaken and stunned through the exit doors. He noted the mobile still clutched in her hand. ‘Oh, you didn’t.’

‘No. No, he’d gone through. Thanks anyway,’ Francesca replied. She was surprised at how normal her voice sounded, but her fingers shook as she went to put the key into the ignition.

Tears welled in her eyes as she drove off the ramp and she blinked frantically to try and clear them. Her throat was so constricted she could hardly swallow and in desperation she drove into the hotel car park, stopped and put her head in her hands. Then she cried her eyes out.

Why was this happening to her? To them? How could one’s life be flowing along smoothly one minute and the next be an absolute catastrophe? How long had Mark been seeing this woman? Did he come from her bed to Francesca’s? The thought made her feel nauseous.

How had he been able to keep it from her? What did this mean for their marriage? How could she tell the boys that their father was a philanderer? What was she going to do?

The questions whirled around her head, thick and fast like a blizzard swamping her, smothering her. She couldn’t think straight, not sitting here in an anonymous car park with rain pelting against the windows and the roar of planes taking off filling the air.

Francesca took a tissue from her bag and wiped her eyes. Mark’s phone lay on the seat beside her. No doubt he’d called her on it many times and made plans to meet, while lying through his teeth to Francesca.

She felt a hatred and rage bubble up inside her, so strong that she could almost taste it. She’d make him pay for what he’d done to her. She’d given him twenty-two years of her life and what had it meant to him? Nothing! He was a deceiving, lying, despicable bastard. She had always looked up to him, respected him, admired him. She’d thought that her husband was a man of honour. How wrong she’d been.

•   •   •

‘I was beginning to get worried. Thought you weren’t going to show. Thought you were going to be a wuss.’ Nikki Langan slanted a glance up at Mark as they sat sipping cappuccinos in the coffee dock of the boarding area.

‘Don’t be daft! Of course I was going to show. Of all the days for the taxi not to turn up. That’s really pissed me off. Are they mad or what? That’s a lucrative account and they’ve lost it through sheer carelessness,’ Mark retorted. He eyeballed her. ‘So you think I’m a wuss, do you? Let’s see if that’s what you think when I get you into that big double bed down in Oaklands.’

Nikki slid her hand up his thigh and pressed lightly with the tips of her fingers.

‘Stop it, Nikki.’ But Mark couldn’t suppress the pleasure that shot through him.

‘You are a wuss,’ Nikki taunted as her hand moved higher.

‘Nikki!’ Mark’s hand shot down and caught hers. She giggled.

‘Party pooper!’

‘You’re incorrigible. People will see.’

‘They’ll just be green with envy that I’m sitting with a gorgeous, sexy man dying to have my wicked way with him. Did you ever do it on an aeroplane?’ She arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow at him.

‘You’re plain wicked.’ Mark grinned at her.

‘You’ve just led a sheltered life, darling. Just as well I’m here to change that,’ Nikki drawled.

A Tannoy announcement called their flight for boarding and Nikki uncoiled her long legs from the bar stool. ‘At last. If we don’t do it soon, I’ll explode. The sooner we get to Cork the better,’ she purred.

‘Me too,’ Mark said huskily as he followed her to the gate. He still couldn’t believe that a beautiful, bright, sexy, sensual woman like Nikki Langan would even give him a second glance, let alone be consumed with desire for him. Happiness filled his heart. He felt young and carefree and eager and horny. He hadn’t felt like that in a long, long time.

They ran across the rain-splattered tarmac, laughing as he sheltered her within the confines of his coat. As he looked down at her he felt that he was the luckiest man alive.

‘Don’t forget to turn off your mobile,’ she reminded him as she switched off her own phone once they had settled into their seats.

Mark reached into his inside pocket and a frown crossed his face. ‘Shit!’ he said. ‘I forgot the bloody thing.’

‘You can use mine if you need to,’ Nikki said airily as she buckled her seatbelt.

‘I hate being without my mobile. I’ll need to call Francesca and tell her to take the phone out of the car before she takes it into the garage. I don’t want any of those rip-off merchants ringing Australia.’

‘Well, you’d better call her now before we take off. Here.’ Nikki handed him her phone.

Mark grimaced. He didn’t want to call Francesca with Nikki sitting beside him. He was as guilty as hell about having an affair, so he tried not to think about it. It was the easiest thing to do. He supposed that he loved his wife, they’d been together a long time. But this was the best thing that had ever happened to him and he was going to make the most of it.

He dialled her mobile but it rang unanswered until it went into divert. She obviously hadn’t got it with her. Irritation swamped him. Typical Francesca. She was always leaving her phone behind or forgetting to turn it on. What was the point of having the damn thing if she didn’t bother to carry it with her? He left a curt message on her line, clicked off and handed the phone back to Nikki. He scowled. For some reason the incident had punctured his good humour. It was stupid of him to forget his mobile. What could he have been thinking of? If Francesca needed to contact him she could start ringing Brussels and that could lead to complications. Why didn’t she have her bloody phone with her so that he could reach her and nip any problems in the bud? There were times that Francesca drove him mad. Right now was one of them.


Chapter Three

Driving focused her mind. The traffic was heavy and the pelting rain had started to turn to flurries of snow and sleet. Francesca turned up the heating. She felt desperately cold despite the warmth of the car. Her hands and feet worked the gears and brakes automatically: her life had just been destroyed, yet she could still do something as normal as driving. In the distance she could hear a jet roar up into the sky. Was it their plane? Were her husband and his mistress sitting together up there, hand in hand, giggling and laughing like teenagers?

Francesca shook her head. It was incredible. Mark having an affair. He couldn’t be. They weren’t the kind of people this type of appalling thing happened to. They had a good marriage.

Of course there were couples in their wide set of acquaintances where the husband or wife was playing away. Francesca had seen it happen, often. But they were ‘other people’. Never in a million years had she thought it would happen in her marriage.

An Audi cut in in front of her and she had to brake sharply. She jammed her thumb on the horn and kept it there. ‘Bastard!’ she swore savagely, cursing not only the anonymous driver but all men and especially her husband. ‘Bastard! Bastard! Bastard!’

She knew she had to keep focused. Collins Avenue junction at rush hour was no place for a driver who hadn’t her wits about her. ‘Concentrate!’ She gripped the wheel tighter in an effort to pay attention to her driving.

Twenty-five minutes later she drove into the circular drive of their big detached red-brick Victorian home, which nestled into a secluded hillside overlooking Howth. She fumbled in her bag looking for her keys. Tears welled and spilled down her cheeks again. When she entered the hall Trixie, her beloved cocker spaniel, bounded up to greet her.

Francesca knelt and buried her face in Trixie’s soft white pelt. ‘Oh Trixie, Trixie, why? How could he do it to me? I’ll never get over this,’ she cried, the pain in her heart so intense she could hardly breathe. Her little dog whimpered, gazing at her with perplexed melting brown eyes.

‘Oh God! Oh God! What will I do?’ She had never known fear until this moment but now she was in its grip. Her stomach clenched and unclenched, knotted, painful. Waves of panic washed over her as her heartbeat raced and weird fluttery sensations made her feel as though everything inside her had turned to water.

From a great distance, or so it seemed, she heard the tinkling of ‘Für Elise’ and knew that her mobile phone was ringing. She didn’t want to answer it. She didn’t want to do anything except stay curled up on the floor with her arms around Trixie.

The ringing persisted but she ignored it and let it ring out. She couldn’t talk to anyone right now. She stayed where she was as her grief poured out of her while Trixie licked her frantically and snuggled in close in an effort to comfort her distraught mistress.

The main phone rang and she cursed it. ‘Leave me alone,’ she shouted. ‘Just leave me alone.’

She heard the answering machine cut in and the voice of Owen, her youngest son, echoed cheerfully around the hall. ‘Mam, I won’t be home tonight. We’re playing an away match and going for a few pints afterwards so I’m going to stay with Sean in town. See ya, Mam, and could you take my jeans out of the washing machine and stick them in the tumble dryer. Thanks, Mam.’

Owen was such a carefree soul. He breezed through life full of optimism, enjoying it to the limit, unlike his older brother Jonathan, who was more serious and intense. Jonathan was working as a systems analyst in a big American corporation in New York and had already been promoted in his first year. Like his father, he was hard-working and ambitious. Owen was more like her.

Francesca and Mark had flown to New York to visit Jonathan just two months ago and had had a wonderful trip. Bitterness swamped her as a memory came flooding back. Mark had been on his mobile phone one day when she had walked in on him in the bedroom. He’d been speaking softly, smiling as he listened to the caller at the other end of the phone. When he’d seen her he’d become brisk and businesslike and quickly ended the call. Francesca hadn’t taken much notice except to think that he’d terminated the call very quickly. But then he was always on the phone: always taking and making calls even when he was supposed to be on his holidays.

He’d been talking to that woman, Francesca was sure of it now. And he’d been so eager to get back home. When they got home from the airport he’d had a shower and gone out immediately after. Said he was going to the office for an hour or so. He must have gone straight to her.

Now she knew that Mark was unfaithful, there were so many indications, so many little pointers that she hadn’t picked up on – until now. The phone calls telling her that he wouldn’t be home until later and not to keep dinner for him. Going back to the gym and losing half a stone. His renewed interest in his clothes and appearance. His concerns about his greying hair. And, of course, she thought contemptuously, remembering his off-hand kiss earlier, his new aftershave.

Classic signs. She remembered a discussion during one of her book-club sessions when there had been much shock and speculation regarding one of their members whose husband had walked out and gone to live with a younger woman. Collette Davies, an outspoken, gregarious blonde who’d been around the block a couple of times, declared that a man who went out and bought new underpants was a prime suspect. Francesca and the others had laughed heartily. The idea of any of their husbands going to buy their own underpants was ridiculous.

Francesca’s lips tightened. Last Easter Mark had come home from Brussels with a dozen Calvin Klein briefs saying that he’d got them at a very good price in the duty free. She’d teased him, and called him a pretty boy and insisted he model one. They’d made love spontaneously, which was rare, and it had been good. She remembered wishing that it would be like that more often, rather than the usual Saturday night half-hour, after which Mark would fall instantly asleep, snoring rhythmically, while she lay drowsing beside him feeling vaguely dissatisfied and unfulfilled.

He had been seeing that woman since Easter or before, she deduced. Leading his double life with apparent ease. Coming from her bed to Francesca’s with no visible qualms of guilt. It was incredible. This was a Mark she truly did not know and after all their years together she’d felt that she knew her husband inside out.

She shook her head wearily, gave Trixie a hug and stood up. She was damned if she was going to take his car in for a service. Fuck him! She wasn’t his personal assistant, his wee slavie. She was his wife and that had obviously meant nothing to him when Miss Career Sex Pot had come on the scene.

A nagging, throbbing ache at her temple sent her to the kitchen in search of some codeine. She filled the kettle and switched it on. She could do with a good strong cup of coffee. Her mobile was lying on the kitchen counter and she saw the envelope icon signalling that she had a message. She wondered if Mark had missed his phone yet. Probably not. He was most likely gazing into that bitch’s eyes . . . or down her cleavage. Phones would be the last thing on his mind.

It could be Owen who’d tried to reach her, or perhaps her only sister and best friend, Millie. Francesca gave a wry smile. Millie would be gobsmacked when she heard about Mark’s carry-on. Millie was mad about Mark. They were always teasing each other. She thought he was the bee’s knees.

Millie was a games teacher in a girls’ secondary school in Clontarf. She had two young daughters and Francesca was crazy about them. She had always longed for a little girl and had tried desperately to get pregnant again after the birth of her two sons but it had never happened and tests had shown that her tubes were blocked with endometriosis. She’d been very lucky to have the two children she had, she’d been told. Endometriosis was a major cause of infertility.

Mark hadn’t been half as upset as she’d been. He was happy with his sons. Two children made a manageable family, he consoled her. They could give them much more attention than if they’d had three or four. But Francesca had nursed her grief for years and would still feel, at times, a moment of longing and disappointment when her period arrived.

Now, though, she was very glad she didn’t have a daughter. Hard as it would be to tell her sons that their father was with another woman, it would be a nightmare to have to tell a young girl that her father was a shit.

Suddenly she longed for Millie’s strength and steadfast presence. She dialled the number on her messaging service but instead of Millie’s effervescent tones Mark’s voice came tetchily down the line.

‘Francesca, it’s me. I wish you’d bring your phone with you and keep it switched on. I’ve left mine in the car, make sure to take it with you before you leave it in for a service. I won’t be able to take calls and I’ll be late getting back to the apartment so I’ll call you later. Bye.’

Francesca stared at the phone in disbelief. How dare he leave a message like that for her? How dare he rebuke her for not having her phone, he who had left his own phone in the car, and then how double dare he lie to her? Late back to the apartment. The apartment was in Brussels and he was phoning her on his way to Cork!

‘That’s it, Mark Kirwan. You’ve played me for a fool once too often. By God, that’s the end of it.’

She raced upstairs in a fury and pulled two large suitcases from the top shelf of the walk-in closet. Suits, jumpers, tracksuits, underwear, including the giveaway Calvin Kleins, went higgledy-piggledy into the cases. Shoes, trainers, anything that she could find, were dumped in until the cases were bulging at the seams. She struggled to close the zips, but her anger gave her strength and finally the cases were fastened. She inhaled deeply like a runner who has just finished a gruelling race. Her jaw jutted with a determined set. Her eyes were uncharacteristically hard. Her anger was mounting by the minute.

It was time her husband found out that their marriage was well and truly over. And he was going to find out personally, from her, before this day was out.


Chapter Four

The traffic had eased as she made her second journey to the airport in less than an hour. A quick phone call to the Oaklands Hotel had elicited the information that yes, Mr Mark Kirwan was booked in but had not yet checked in. The receptionist very obligingly gave her the room number when Francesca said that she’d call later. Another call to Aer Lingus strengthened her resolve when she learned that there was availability on the lunchtime flight to Cork and on the early-evening return flight. She could pay for her tickets by credit card and collect them at the airport. Francesca conducted the transaction in double-quick time. She was anxious to get under way. Now that she had decided on her course of action she was determined to carry it through.

She parked the BMW in the short-stay car park, took note of the bay number and made her way to Departures. It was still sleeting; she shivered as a sharp breeze whipped her coat around her as she crossed the ramp from the car park. Her hair blew across her eyes and she brushed it away impatiently. She’d look a right sight by the time she got to Cork, she thought glumly. She hadn’t given any thought as to how she was dressed and what she looked like now. Maybe she should have changed into something more glamorous than the black trousers and lilac chenille jumper that she was wearing under her grey trench coat. Her face darkened. She wouldn’t give Mark the satisfaction of thinking that she had dressed up for their confrontation. She looked very smart anyway, she always did. He’d always expected her to look good and had never queried what she spent on clothes.

It was just that her hair was between cuts and she could have done with an eyebrow and eyelash tint as her last one had faded and she’d meant to book an appointment. She’d nip into the loo if she had time, redo her make-up and use an eyebrow pencil and mascara. Anyway, what did she care what Miss Glamour Puss thought of her? Francesca would never see her again. She was looking forward to seeing the bitch’s face though when she appeared at their hotel room. At least Francesca would have the satisfaction, hollow though it was, of catching them completely off guard.

Mark would be completely thrown. He hated scenes. He always liked to be in control of situations. Well, this was one situation he wouldn’t be in control of, Francesca thought grimly as she queued to pick up her tickets.

A thought struck her. Maybe she was making things easy for him? Maybe she was giving him the chance to leave her? He might have wanted to leave and live with that woman but felt duty bound to stay. If she threw him out, it could be playing right into their hands. But what was the alternative? Go back home and pretend that she knew nothing and live full of anger and resentment? Or confront him at home and tell him to give his tart up? She’d still have to live with the knowledge that he’d betrayed her. Things could never be the same between them. There was no way she’d ever have sex with him again. Her anger surged once more. Mark had ruined their marriage. She hated him and she’d scratch his eyes out when she saw him.

She blinked away the tears that came to her eyes. She was next in the queue. She couldn’t go up to the girl at Check-in blubbing. She managed to compose herself and even made polite chit-chat as she hauled the two suitcases onto the conveyor belt and was allocated her seat. She still had twenty-five minutes before boarding. As soon as she got to the gate, she went to the loo to do a repair job on her make-up. Mercifully she was alone. Her hand shook as she took out her mascara wand and attempted to brush it along her lashes. She smeared it and cursed aloud as a black streak appeared at the top of her cheek. She ran some water over a tissue and wiped it off and began again. This time she was more successful and she worked on her eyes and eyebrows until she was satisfied with the result. A defiant extra sweep of blusher to highlight her cheekbones completed her task and, after running a brush through her bobbed chestnut hair, she stood and surveyed her reflection in the mirror.

Two big, grey, troubled eyes stared back at her. A full mouth usually curved upwards in a smile was uncharacteristically down-turned. High cheekbones, her best asset in her opinion, were even more pronounced thanks to the blusher. She looked elegant, sophisticated, younger than her forty years. But not young enough, she thought bitterly. Motherhood had filled out her body. She used to be terribly thin and scrawny. Now she was a good stone overweight although she carried it well because of her height.

The woman he’d been with was petite and toned and youthful. Toned or not, Francesca would never be youthful again and at five feet seven petite was not an adjective that had ever been used to describe her, she thought bitterly.

She took a deep breath, sprayed some L’Air du Temps on her wrists and temple and went to wait for her flight to be called.

It was a bumpy ride as gusts of wind buffeted the small commuter plane and the ‘Fasten Seatbelt’ sign remained on for the duration of the flight. Her fingers curled in her palms as they hit a particularly nasty bit of turbulence and she didn’t know whether to be grateful or not that her mind was occupied with something other than the forthcoming confrontation with her husband and his mistress.

The landing was rollercoaster scary and she thought how ironic it would be if she were to die in an air crash and make her cheating skunk of a husband a widower. Wouldn’t that be convenient? she reflected as the plane lurched from side to side making her feel faintly queasy. The relief of feeling the thud of the wheels hitting the runway lasted until the plane taxied to a halt, but then her stomach tightened again at the thought of what lay ahead.

•   •   •

Nikki looked stunning in an emerald-green bikini. Her tanned, toned body made a perfect arc as she dived into the warm sparkling waters of the hotel’s pool. She was so fit, so vibrant. Mark loved being with her. Her energies rubbed off on him. He never felt middle-aged with her. He glanced surreptitiously at the tell-tale grey hairs threading the brown tangle of chest hair that Nikki liked to run her fingers through. He wondered, was it possible to dye them? Still, at least he was fit and muscular thanks to his renewed membership of the gym.

He dived in after her, enjoying the feel of the water against his body and sliced along the middle of the pool until he caught up with her. She splashed him playfully and he caught her to him and kissed her passionately. They had the pool to themselves and they lingered in the embrace, the decadent feeling engendered by taking two days off work, mid-week, adding to their enjoyment. They swam and kissed and kissed again until Mark thought he was going to take her there and then.

‘Come on, let’s go back to the room. This is driving me crazy,’ he said huskily.

‘I love driving you crazy.’ Nikki nuzzled his neck and slid her hands down over his hips.

‘Come on, Nikki.’ Mark grabbed her by the wrist and waded to the side of the pool.

‘Big boy!’ Nikki giggled, eyeing his crotch.

Mark gave a sheepish grin as he climbed out of the pool and grabbed his robe. He wrapped hers around her and propelled her towards the door. ‘Please behave until we get to the room, then you can be as bad as you like,’ he exhorted as he led her along the corridor.

It seemed to take for ever to get to the lift and then to their room, but once the door shut behind them they kissed hungrily, their passions heightened by their lovemaking in the pool. Mark couldn’t get enough of the woman in his arms. She was magnificent. He had never felt so alive.

•   •   •

Nikki lay nestled in the curve of Mark’s arm listening to his steady breathing as he slept. She was drowsy and sated. Mark was a virile and demanding lover and she revelled in it.

She smiled. She loved the power she had over him. She loved turning him on and driving him crazy. He had been a great challenge from the start. She had noticed him early on when she had joined the Acquisitions and Mergers department of Eurobank Irl. He was serious, intense, completely wrapped up in his work. He spent a lot of his time in their Brussels office and she always looked forward to the times he was back in Dublin.

He had never seemed to notice her. This was a new experience for Nikki. She was used to being noticed by men. She was working her way up the corporate ladder and she was getting there because she was highly intelligent, ambitious, and very, very good at her job. Nikki had no time for the flirty, giggly nonsense of some of her female colleagues. She despised that type of behaviour. Certainly she would share jokes and tease her male colleagues when it was appropriate, but she demanded respect and would settle for nothing less. She wasn’t universally popular, she knew that, especially since she had jumped several rungs on the ladder and been promoted over several guys who had come in at the same time as she had. They called her a ball-breaker behind her back. Nikki didn’t care. That was their problem. Let them deal with it. They were looking up at her and she was looking down at them.

She was thirty-one. She was a manager in her division. She had her own apartment in Blackrock and drove a nifty Saab coupé. And now she was in a relationship that was challenging and satisfying, unlike any previous one that she’d had. The only thing was, she wanted more. Nikki sighed and snuggled closer to her sleeping lover. She knew that to show any sign of neediness or want would be disastrous. She kept Mark interested by pretending to be uninterested. Sometimes she would even tell him that she had an engagement and couldn’t see him, when she’d be dying to see him and spend precious hours with him.

She wanted to make herself so desirable, so indispensable to him that he would leave his boring, middle-class wife, with her book club and charity functions and silly dinner parties. Their kids were practically grown up, one son was working abroad, so it wasn’t as if she was taking him away from his children. There was nothing to feel guilty about there. His sons were starting to lead their own lives. He’d more than fulfilled his parental duty to them. Mark was so duty bound. She was trying gently to tell him that it was permissible for him to enjoy life.

She’d known almost immediately that he had never played away in his marriage. He wasn’t a ‘lad’. That was one of the traits that attracted her to him in the first place. He wasn’t like some of the flash gits that she worked with, all ego and arrogance. He took his work very seriously, as did she, and that was how they’d made their first connection.

After she’d worked with him for some months, she’d asked his advice about investing in share capital in a company controlled by the bank. He’d offered to go through the draft proposal with her and she agreed only on the condition that he let her take him to lunch.

He’d looked surprised at her invitation but had agreed and they’d fixed a date when they were both free. She’d booked a table in a quiet little Italian restaurant, forgoing the swanky A-list eateries that she usually took clients to. She wanted something more intimate and less showy.

He’d been all businesslike, going through the draft paragraph by paragraph, discussing the investment strategy and the risk factors with great thoroughness.

Although she had gone through the draft pretty thoroughly herself, and had more or less decided to invest, she let him talk on. Men always liked giving advice. It was a great ego-stroker and a strategy that had worked to her advantage many times. Mark Kirwan was no different. He was sexy though, Nikki couldn’t deny that. She found that she was becoming very attracted to him. Over the following months they’d continued to have regular lunch dates, getting to know one another, enjoying each other’s company, and Nikki realized with a firm certainty that she was going to go all out to capture him. Mark was the man she wanted. Mark was the man she would have. She could sense his restlessness, his boredom with his marriage. He was stagnating and he wanted more from life. She was just the catalyst for change. They had been walking under a windswept Merchant’s Arch on their way to lunch and she’d been laughing at one of his witty observations when he’d suddenly stopped and kissed her passionately, taking her completely by surprise as passers-by hurried past them. The hunger in him had startled and then excited her and she’d impulsively suggested that they get a taxi back to her apartment and have an extended lunch . . . in bed.

His desire for her had made it the most satisfying sex she’d ever had. As she lay close against him, in bed in their hotel suite, remembering that first wild afternoon, Nikki wondered how much longer it would be before he finally decided he wanted to be with her for good.

She’d never suggested that he leave his wife, she was much too subtle for that. That would have to come from him. But it was an effort to hide her impatience sometimes and keeping up her façade of indifference to their situation was getting more difficult to sustain.

He’d been very sharp on the phone to his wife earlier when he’d borrowed her phone. Nikki had pretended that she wasn’t listening and hadn’t noticed but it had given her immense satisfaction to overhear his obvious annoyance. It made her feel better about their own relationship.

Maybe things might turn around this week. Maybe all would change and he’d take the final step that would make him hers.


Chapter Five

‘Are you on holiday?’ the taxi driver was chatty as he drove out of Cork Airport and headed in the direction of the city.

‘Just overnighting before flying to London,’ Francesca fibbed. That would give a reasonable explanation for the two large, bulging suitcases in the boot. ‘In fact I’d like you to wait for me while I check into the hotel, if you wouldn’t mind. I want to go directly on into the city.’

‘Certainly, ma’am,’ the rotund little man said cheerfully. ‘I’ll take you wherever you want to go. Terrible cold weather, isn’t it?’

‘Mmmm,’ murmured Francesca, wishing that he would shut up. She felt extremely tense. Her palms were clammy and her heart was thudding against her ribcage at a rate of knots. She felt like throwing up. Imagine if she disgraced herself by barfing in front of Mark and that woman. She slipped a Polo mint into her mouth. It helped a little.

‘So, are you going on holiday to London?’ the taxi driver persisted, determined to get conversation going.

‘Yes.’ Francesca hoped her monosyllabic answers would give him the hint that she was not interested in conversation.

‘What part?’ he cocked an eye at her in the rear view mirror.

‘Aaahh . . . er . . . Kensington.’ This was crazy. Francesca bit her lip. Here she was on her way to catch her unsuspecting husband betraying her with his mistress, and to end their marriage for good, and she was engaging in the most inane, surreal conversation she’d ever had, with an absolute stranger. She had an urge to giggle hysterically.

‘You must be going to stay for a long time with all that luggage. Those cases weigh a ton,’ he commented.

‘My husband will carry them, I’m meeting him at the hotel,’ she said weakly.

‘Aah . . . that’s good. You could do yourself damage lugging them around.’

I’ll do you damage in a minute if you don’t bloody well zip it, Francesca thought viciously. No tip. Definitely no tip, she decided.

‘You’ll probably do a bit of Christmas shopping in Oxford Street when you’re over there. Harrods and all of that.’

‘Probably,’ she agreed, curling her fingers into her palms. She had a mad urge to grab his grey wiry hair and pull hard.

By the time they pulled up outside the hotel she was hopping mad and fit to be tied.

‘Now let’s get those cases out.’ The taxi driver eased his plump frame out of his seat and took a deep breath in preparation.

I hope you give yourself a hernia, Francesca fumed as she watched him struggling.

A doorman came down the steps to help. Francesca took a deep breath. This was it. There was no going back.

•   •   •

Mark leaned across the table and fed Nikki a fat, luscious prawn. They were sitting, relaxed and happy, dressed only in luxurious white towelling robes, enjoying a tasty room-service lunch.

‘This is the life.’ Nikki stretched languorously. ‘We should do this more often.’

‘We’ve got to be careful. If we take too much time off together, people might suspect something.’ Mark expertly eased the top off the Moët and filled her glass with sparkling champagne.

‘Hmm. But we’re very discreet at work. No-one would ever guess.’

‘Yeah, I suppose no-one would ever think that a beautiful woman like you would be bothered with an old fogey like me,’ he teased.

‘Don’t be silly, darling. You talk as if you were ninety. You’re my sexy older man. And you’re in your prime. Twice in half an hour, I know thirty-year-olds who couldn’t do that!’ Nikki smiled seductively and stroked her foot along his leg. ‘It’s so nice having time to spend together. I could get used to it.’

‘There’s an international bankers’ conference coming up in Malta, in February. If you came out on the last day, which happens to be a Friday, we could stay until Monday. How about that?’

‘Sounds lovely,’ Nikki enthused. ‘But what about Francesca? Doesn’t she want to go?’

‘I haven’t said anything to her about it,’ Mark admitted.

‘Oh!’ Nikki was delighted at this news. This was real progress. This delightful interlude and now a possible weekend in Malta. She felt her heart lift and soar. She was starting to feel very, very happy. Things were getting better and better.

•   •   •

It was amazing how calm she felt after her nerves during the taxi journey. Francesca smiled at the receptionist. ‘Hello. I’m just dropping my boss’s luggage up to him in room 311. He’s expecting me. He’s checked in. Mark Kirwan?’ She looked expectantly at the smartly groomed redhead.

‘Yes, indeed. Mr and Mrs Kirwan checked in earlier. John can help you there.’ She nodded towards the young porter who was hefting the cases onto a luggage trolley. ‘John, suite 311, please,’ she instructed.

Suite 311. Flash bastard, Francesca sizzled. He’d only booked a room for them when he’d brought her here for her birthday.

As she followed the young man to the lift, Francesca couldn’t believe how well her bluff was working. If Mark wasn’t in his room she’d get the porter to let her in and she’d be waiting to greet Mr and Mrs Kirwan on their return. The nerve of Mark! How dare he call his trollop Mrs Kirwan, how dare he dismiss Francesca’s right to the title so easily? she raged as she followed the porter into the lift. It glided silently to the third floor and her heart pounded in her chest as they walked along the carpeted hallway to her husband’s suite. Her little window of calm was disappearing fast. God, please don’t let me disgrace myself. Don’t let me burst into tears when I see them, she prayed, steeling herself for the ordeal ahead.

‘Just open the door, please, and put the cases inside,’ she said briskly, handing the young man a fiver.

‘Certainly, madam.’ The porter was delighted with his tip and inserted the key into the lock without further ado. With youthful vigour he deposited the cases in the hall, then departed swiftly, whistling to himself.

Francesca eased the door shut and surveyed the scene. How fortunate that the suite door led to a narrow entrance passage off which were two white painted doors. One no doubt was the bedroom, the other the lounge area. She could hear a woman’s laughter behind the door on the left-hand side. She and Mark were obviously in there and they hadn’t heard the main door being opened. All to the good for her purposes, she thought grimly. The woman laughed again, a happy, chortling sound. Francesca hated her. Then Mark’s familiar deep chuckle followed. They were certainly enjoying themselves. Pain and hurt ripped through her. Didn’t Mark care about her at all, that he could be so carefree? She took a deep breath, swallowed and opened the door. Mark and the woman looked over from where they were sitting, surprised.

Surprise gave way to shock as Mark recognized Francesca. He paled and jumped to his feet as she walked over to the table. The woman’s eyes opened wide and her hand went to her mouth.

‘Francesca! Francesca, what are you . . . I mean . . . Francesca, how . . . how did you know?’ Mark stuttered as he pulled his robe tighter around him and tied the belt.

Francesca stared at him. He looked so handsome and relaxed in the white towelling robe, his hair, still damp from his shower, curling against the collar. Up until now she hadn’t really believed what was happening. Had hoped against hope that it was all a big mistake. But there was no mistaking their intimacy. She was the outsider here.

The shock was very physical. She felt quite dazed. It was an effort to pull herself together. But she had to. For her own pride. Pride was all that would get her through this.

‘You are the lowest of the low, Mark Kirwan.’ She spoke in a cold, clear voice. Surprisingly strong. It took her husband by surprise and he lowered his gaze, unable to meet her contemptuous stare. ‘I hope our sons haven’t inherited any of your sly, lying, cheating ways. How dare you treat me like dirt? How dare you come from that slut’s bed to mine?’

She turned to Nikki and said icily, her eyes full of scorn, ‘Did he tell you that our marriage was over? That we weren’t making love any more? He lied. Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe you just don’t mind sharing a man. Well, I do. I have some self-respect. So you can have him . . . with pleasure. He’s obviously found his level in life and it’s pretty low.’

‘Now just a minute.’ Nikki stood up, eyes glittering. She turned angrily to Mark. ‘I won’t have her say things like that about me.’

‘Francesca, stop that,’ Mark snapped.

She turned on him furiously. ‘You. Don’t you tell me what to do. You liar. You sly shit. When she says jump, do you say how high? How pathetic at your age. Your clothes are in two cases in the hall. Here’s the keys to your car. It’s in the car park at Dublin Airport with your bloody mobile phone in it. I never want to see you again.’ She dropped the keys of the BMW onto the white linen tablecloth and turned on her heel and walked out.

The lift was still open and as the doors closed silently behind her, she exhaled a long breath. ‘Bastard. Fucking bastard,’ she whispered. The hurt and grief and pain were so intense, she thought she was going to pass out. She started to shake. Francesca bit her lip hard. She had to get control of herself. She couldn’t give in to it yet. She had to get herself home before she could give way to the anguish that threatened to engulf her. Then, if she wanted, she could collapse in private and crawl into her shell and never come out.

The lift stopped at the first floor and a couple got in. They smiled at her and she managed a weak smile back. Seconds later the doors opened onto the foyer and Francesca had to restrain herself from running out of the hotel. She nodded towards the receptionist, who looked up as she passed, and kept on walking.

Her little plump taxi man jumped out, beaming, and opened the car door for her when he saw her, and her heart softened at his gallant good manners.

‘Now, ma’am, whereabouts in the city?’

‘Patrick Street, please. And thank you so much for waiting,’ she said as pleasantly as she could.

‘Not at all. I hope you didn’t rush.’

If only he knew, she thought drily.

He chatted away for the rest of the journey into Cork and she responded as best she could, ashamed of her earlier ungraciousness. His garrulity helped to keep her thoughts at bay and gave her a chance to regain her composure. Making the effort to respond to his conversation temporarily blanked out the memory of the scene that she knew would haunt her for a long time to come.

She tipped him a fiver, and endured a flow of effusive thanks that caused her to feel irritable again; she half wished that she hadn’t given it to him. It was a relief to watch his taxi disappear into the flow of traffic on Patrick Street and to feel the sharpness of the sleety wind against her cheeks. It was almost two-thirty and her return flight was at four-thirty-five. She’d have time for a cup of coffee before getting a taxi back to the airport.

A great weariness enveloped her. She hadn’t eaten all day, but the thought of food made her feel faintly nauseous. Every cloud had a silver lining – maybe she’d lose a stone. Didn’t all women lose weight when they found out they were being cheated on? she thought sourly as she trudged along the gaily decorated street, with signs of Christmas everywhere.

She wouldn’t be celebrating Christmas this year and Mark’s father could go and spend it with Mark and his tart, because she’d never cook a meal for that old buzzard again, she vowed as she opened the door into a small, crowded self-service café and took her place in the queue.

If that woman wanted Mark in her life so badly she could take his baggage too. And Gerald Kirwan was excess baggage that Francesca had carried for far too long. Goodbye and good riddance, she thought as she ordered a cup of coffee and a scone. She’d try and eat the scone. The last thing she needed was to faint from shock and hunger. She had a lot to do when she got home and first on her agenda was changing the locks!

Mark Kirwan had just forfeited the right to come and go as he pleased in her home.


Chapter Six

‘God Almighty! How the hell did she find out?’ Mark paced up and down the room, his jaw set, his forehead furrowed as the enormity of what had just happened hit him.

‘Well, she knows about us now, Mark. We have to go forward from here,’ Nikki said calmly. Now that Francesca was gone, she was trying hard to disguise the bubble of elation that was threatening to burst out of her. The wife knew and had kicked him out. Perfect! Mark was all hers now.

‘Did she have a private detective on me? What else is she going to do? Remember that guy whose wife split on him about his offshore accounts? It was all over the papers and TV. I have offshore accounts. I could be in deep shit if she knows about them,’ he blurted out, completely rattled. ‘We’d better get home. I have to talk to her. Calm her down.’ He raced into the bedroom and began to dress.

‘Mark, will you take it easy?’ Nikki soothed, following him into the room. She knew she had to play this very cool. ‘I don’t think you should see Francesca tonight. She’s obviously very upset right now and that’s understandable. She’ll be calmer tomorrow. She’ll have had time to adjust a bit. There’d only be a row if you went home straight away.’

‘This is a fucking catastrophe.’ Mark sat on the bed and put his head in his hands. ‘She’ll never forgive me for this. My life will be a fucking nightmare.’

This wasn’t what Nikki wanted to hear at all. She didn’t want to hear about Francesca’s forgiveness. That sounded as though he intended to remain with his wife. She allowed it to pass unchallenged. This wasn’t the time to put her spoke in.

‘She was so cold.’ He shook his head in disbelief. ‘I’ve never seen Francesca like that.’

‘Well, how would you expect her to be?’ Nikki probed gently.

‘I know, but she usually loses her cool and rants and raves for a while. She’s never like she was just now. She made it sound so final.’

‘Well, Mark, we have been having a relationship for nearly a year. Didn’t you ever think that she might find out about us? And didn’t you ever wonder how she’d deal with it?’ Nikki’s tone had an edge to it.

‘I never thought that she’d find out about us actually,’ he muttered. ‘I suppose I didn’t want to face it.’

‘Well, you have to face it now, darling, and you have to deal with it. It’s happened and there’s nothing you can do about that.’ She wanted to say, and you have to make a choice between her and me now. And I don’t like being made to feel that I was only your bit on the side.

‘I know that, Nikki,’ he snapped. ‘You don’t seem to understand the implications here. I have a lot to lose. I have children, a certain lifestyle, my reputation at work.’

‘And me if you’re not careful,’ Nikki bristled. ‘Don’t lay the blame at my feet, Mark. It’s not my fault. You have to take responsibility for your own actions. I didn’t bulldoze you into this relationship.’ She marched into the bathroom and slammed the door behind her.

‘This is a bloody nightmare,’ Mark swore. He didn’t know what to do. Seeing Francesca standing in the doorway had been the most horrific moment of his life. He felt a cold sweat wash over him at the memory. God! The way she had looked at him, with such contempt. He cringed in humiliation. He’d always liked the way Francesca looked up to him. It had made him feel good. She was a very straight person. If she knew about his offshore accounts she’d be horrified. She’d always asked him to play by the rules and keep inside the law with his investments and he’d always assured her that he would, just to pacify her. Now she’d caught him having an affair and kicked him out. If she found out about his tax evasion there’d be hell to pay. His life was in ruins.

He didn’t want his marriage to end. He liked being married to Francesca, even if she got on his nerves a bit. She was a good wife. She entertained well, and looked after his father and the boys so that he could concentrate on providing for them. He’d been happy having the affair with Nikki, but he hadn’t planned to leave Francesca for her. And he’d never got the impression that Nikki wanted him to leave his wife. She was far too wrapped up in her career and social life to want to be domesticated. And that had suited him down to the ground. He’d had it every way. Now the ball game had changed, the goal posts had shifted and he didn’t know which way to turn. He glared at the bathroom door resentfully. A sulking woman was the last thing he needed right now. Couldn’t Nikki understand how traumatic all this was? He could hear running water. What the hell was she doing having a bath? She’d only had a shower an hour ago. She was being very selfish and unsupportive, he thought angrily. She had no commitments to anyone. No family unit to disrupt. She had nothing to lose. Unless he could make Francesca see sense and assure her that the affair meant nothing, he had everything to lose.

•   •   •

Nikki eased herself into the foaming water and lay back in the bath. She was furious with Mark. He was taking it out on her as if it was all her fault. She’d got such a shock when the wife walked into the room. It was like something out of a film. Nikki shivered in spite of herself. Francesca was more youthful than she remembered. But then she’d only seen her a couple of times at banking events, where she’d been dressed up to the nines.

She’d been damn insulting though, the sharp-tongued cow. And the way she’d turned on Mark. Bossy wagon. No wonder he’d gone elsewhere. Nikki knew she had to play her cards right. It was vital not to antagonize him. Otherwise he might dump her and beg his wife to take him back. She got out of the bath, wrapped a towel around her and went out to the bedroom.

‘I’m sorry, darling,’ she said contritely. ‘I didn’t mean to snap. I guess I got as much of a shock as you did and the last thing I want is to be a source of unhappiness for you.’ She put her arms around him and drew him close.

‘What am I going to do, Nikki? What am I going to do?’ he groaned.

‘Look, let me ring Aer Lingus and change our flights to tomorrow morning. We’ll take your cases to my place for the time being. You hardly want to stay in a hotel, do you?’ She arched an eyebrow at him.

He shook his head.

‘OK. Then go home and talk to Francesca and see what she has to say and we’ll see how things pan out from there. All right?’

‘OK.’

‘Now, why don’t we get dressed and go for a walk in the grounds to clear our heads? Otherwise we’ll sit here moping and that won’t do us any good at all,’ she said tenderly, stroking his head gently.

He nodded despondently. ‘OK.’

‘And then, when we come back, why don’t I book us in for an aromatherapy massage? It would help de-stress you a little. It’s been a tough day on you.’

‘Yes, it has,’ Mark agreed sorrowfully. ‘It’s been the worst day of my life.’

Oh, for God’s sake stop being such a wimp. Things couldn’t have worked out better for us. It was almost on the tip of her tongue to say it. She wanted to shake him. He was making her feel so unwanted and unimportant. She forced herself to ignore her anger and resentment.

‘I know, pet, I know. But it’s happened now and there’s no use in crying over spilt milk. Don’t worry. Things will sort themselves out. And I’ll be with you to help.’

‘You’re very kind, Nikki.’ Mark held her close and her heart lifted momentarily. This was more like it.

‘Sure I love you, darling,’ she whispered softly. ‘I love you very much.’

It worried her that he didn’t respond.

•   •   •

It took Francesca almost as long to get home from the airport in the rush-hour traffic as it did to fly to Dublin from Cork, and she was weary to her bones as she paid the taxi driver and let herself into the darkened house. She switched on the porch light and the lamp in the hall and picked up the Golden Pages. If Mark came home on a later flight she was damned if he was going to get into the house. She found a locksmith in the area, phoned him, told him that her bag had been stolen with her keys in it and that she needed her locks changed urgently. He promised to be there within the hour.

How easily she had lied, she thought in disgust as she put the phone down, but needs must. The sob story would get him here quicker. And she wanted those locks changed badly. She wanted to have some control over the situation.

She went into the kitchen and plugged in the kettle. Trixie kept looking at her with puzzled brown eyes, sensing that something was up. She gave a little whine every so often. Francesca switched on the small portable TV and saw the end of the news. She couldn’t concentrate. She was wound tight with nerves, half expecting to hear Mark’s key in the door. Still, if he got a flight back to Dublin, it would take him ages to find his car because she hadn’t told him the parking number, and the BMW could be anywhere in any of the three huge car parks, she thought with vicious satisfaction. Once the locksmith came and was finished, she could go to bed and cry her eyes out. It was a comfort of sorts, Francesca thought as she made a pot of tea and nibbled at a slice of tea brack.

The red light on the answering machine was flashing furiously but she ignored it. She didn’t want to have to deal with calls. She was too numb.

It was an hour before the locksmith finally came and by then she was up to ninety. She kept imagining that she heard Mark’s car in the drive and was up and down like a yo-yo, looking out of the sitting-room window. As the time passed she began to get angry that there was no sign of him. How dare he? she thought irrationally. How dare he not rush back up to Dublin to throw himself at her feet and apologize profusely and beg her forgiveness so that at least she would have the satisfaction of telling him to get out?

She forced herself to appear composed as she informed the locksmith that she needed him to change the locks on the front, back and garage door for her.

‘That’s a terrible thing to happen to you, missus,’ the middle-aged man said as he took his tools out of a grey satchel.

‘I still have a terrible headache after it. I’ll just go in and lie down if you don’t mind,’ she said apologetically, unable to summon up the energy to make polite conversation.

‘You do that. I’ll be as quiet as I can,’ he said kindly. She felt like bursting into tears.

She sat, tense and unhappy, listening to the sounds of him working, waiting for Mark to arrive, and furious when there was no sign of him, nor even a phone call from him.

She couldn’t believe how callous he was being. Was he dining with his fancy woman tête-à-tête without a thought for her? Had the scene earlier in the day had so little impact on him? Had he no feelings for her at all? Didn’t he know that she would be devastated? Didn’t that matter to him one little bit? Was she of so little consequence that hurting her didn’t bother him? Was this the real Mark? Did she know her husband at all?

The questions whirled around in her brain, tormenting her, grieving her until she couldn’t stand it and the tears welled up and spilt down her cheeks and she had to bury her face in a cushion to muffle her sobs.

I want to die, she thought. I want to die. I do not want to endure this pain. She could take tablets, paracetamol mixed with brandy. Then he’d feel guilty for the rest of his life, she thought bitterly, and it seemed like such a satisfying solution. She wouldn’t have to endure the agony that was flaying her and he would spend the rest of his life in misery. Then again, perhaps he wouldn’t. If she committed suicide it would leave him free to marry that woman. Francesca took a deep breath and sat up straight. No way. Under no circumstances would she facilitate them so easily. And she’d refuse to get a divorce. He could go fuck himself. No, she’d get through this and she would give him as much grief in the process as possible. Mark Kirwan would be the sorriest man alive that he had betrayed her and taken her for a fool. And that woman would rue the day that she had ever crossed Francesca’s path!


Chapter Seven

‘Gerald M. Kirwan here. I’ve been trying to get you all day, I need you to get a prescription for me and cook me a bit of dinner and I need some honey and lemons to make a hot drink. I’ve got a very nasty chest infection. I had to call the doctor. Tell Mark I need to see him. Over and out.’

Francesca’s lips tightened as she listened to her father-in-law’s irritable tones. Unable to relax as the locksmith worked on the locks, she’d played back her phone messages. Gerald Kirwan’s crotchety voice boomed through the hall. He always announced himself with his full name. Pompous old goat. He hated leaving messages on the answering machine. He sounded hoarse.

Tough, Francesca thought stubbornly. Gerald Kirwan was no longer her concern. She was damned if she was going to cook meals for him and run around doing his errands. Let Mark look after his father. Or Vera, Mark’s sister. Vera had turned her back on Gerald a long time ago. Understandable, knowing Gerald, Francesca conceded. But it was very convenient, all these years, for her sister-in-law to have had nothing to do with her father. Vera never had the burden of him.

Well, Francesca wasn’t going to have the burden of him any longer, she decided grimly. Why should she? She wasn’t a blood relative and she was sick and tired of being used. As of now, she was no longer the Kirwan family’s doormat.

She picked up the phone and dialled Vera’s number. Her sister-in-law answered in her usual breathy whisper. ‘Halloo, Vera Darmody speaking. How may I help yooouu?’ Her standard greeting to all callers. It never varied.

Francesca didn’t see her sister-in-law that often. She and Mark weren’t close. It was left to Francesca to make contact at Christmas or Easter. Quietly spoken, with that soft, breathy voice, Vera gave the impression of being a helpless female, but over the years Francesca had come to see that whatever Vera wanted, Vera got. She lived her life very much on her terms. She was, although she would completely deny it, extremely like her father.

‘Vera, it’s Francesca.’

‘Francesca, what a surprise,’ Vera cooed. ‘How are yooouu?’

‘Fine thanks, Vera. I’m just ringing to let you know that your father has a chest infection and needs a prescription. I can’t get it, I’m tied up. Mark’s away so I’m ringing you.’

‘Oh, but Francesca, you know that I haven’t spoken to my father in years!’ Vera’s voice rose a couple of octaves in dismay. ‘Why are you ringing me?’ she added indignantly.

‘I’m ringing you to let you know the position. He’s not my father after all, Vera, he’s yours. I’m not taking responsibility for him any more. I’ll give you Mark’s mobile number, you can leave a message and sort it out with him,’ Francesca retorted, unable to keep the edge out of her voice. Typical Vera. Me. Me. Me.

‘But, Francesca, I don’t have anything to do with him. Yooouu know that,’ Vera protested.

‘Vera, that’s your problem, deal with it. Here’s Mark’s number.’ Francesca was getting more furious by the minute. For years she’d had to look after her father-in-law, while Vera went hill-walking every weekend and gadded around the country with her choral group and had a holiday in the Canaries every Christmas. She’d offloaded her father onto Francesca and got away scot-free. How nice for her. Well, the worm had just turned and Vera was being called to account.

Francesca called out Mark’s mobile number in a clipped, tight voice.

‘But why can’t Mark look after it when he gets back? I can’t go near that horrible man. You know that, Francesca. I’m very surprised that you phoned me. It’s rather insensitive of you,’ Vera whined.

That was the final straw. Francesca’s face turned a dull shade of puce. ‘I’m sorry if your sensitivities are hurt, Vera, but right now they’re of no interest to me whatsoever. Mark’s in Cork with another woman. You can discuss it with him. I won’t be looking after Gerald any more, Vera. In fact I’ve no intention of seeing him or you again. I’ve had just about enough of the Kirwans, believe me. I’m just letting you know that your father is sick. You can do what you like about it. It’s no skin off my nose. Bye.’

She heard Vera’s sharp intake of breath as ‘the other woman’ titbit landed like a bombshell. She wasn’t going to protect Mark from the consequences of his actions. Let him take responsibility for the break-up of their marriage. She was the innocent victim.

She hung up, none too gently. Truly, if she never saw Vera or Gerald again it wouldn’t bother her one whit, she acknowledged crossly. She’d only put up with her in-laws through loyalty to Mark. That loyalty had been roundly abused. She didn’t have to be saddled with them any more. Let Mark look after his family’s affairs now. Let Miss Toned Pointy-Boobs do Gerald Kirwan’s shopping for him and wash his cacky underpants when he stayed with her and Mark this Christmas.

Christmas would be interesting, Francesca thought grimly. What would Mark do with his father? What would she do for Christmas? Her face crumpled. Owen was going out to his brother in the States for ten days. She’d be on her own. It was frightening. She’d never been on her own before. How would she cope?

She picked up the phone and rang her sister’s number. Millie answered in her usual brisk, nononsense style.

‘Hi, Millie, it’s me,’ Francesca managed before bursting into tears.

‘God Almighty, Francesca! What’s wrong?’ Millie demanded.

‘Mark’s having an affair,’ Francesca blurted between sobs.

‘Of course he isn’t, don’t be daft—’

‘He is, Millie,’ Francesca snapped angrily. ‘I’m not stupid. I caught them together in a hotel in Cork. In their dressing gowns,’ she added for good measure.

‘Oh my God!! I’ll be over. I’ll be right over,’ Millie exclaimed hastily. ‘See you in a few minutes.’

Francesca hung up and tried to compose herself. The locksmith was working on the garage door; he’d finished the front and the back. She didn’t want to be all tearstained and red-eyed when she was paying him.

She went up to the bedroom and brushed her hair and dusted a bit of powder onto her cheeks. She put her brush back down on the dressing table and saw a pair of Mark’s gold cufflinks that she’d given to him as an anniversary present, years ago. ‘Oh Mark,’ she whispered. ‘Why? Why did you do it?’ She swallowed hard as she heard the locksmith call to her. Just this one thing to deal with and then she could fall to pieces, she promised herself as she hurried downstairs with her chequebook.

It was a relief when he’d gone and the silence of the house wrapped itself around her like a mantle. She felt some of the tension ease out of her body. The house was secure now. She had taken back control. Mark would have to knock at the front door to gain entry. See how he liked that, she thought bitterly, remembering the cosy intimate scene that she’d walked in on in Cork.

They’d seemed so at ease in each other’s company, so lighthearted and happy. She couldn’t remember the last time she and Mark had had an intimate evening together. Generally after dinner, if they weren’t going out socializing, they’d watch TV and Mark would usually fall asleep. There had been a time when they used to take a stroll around Howth to exercise the dog, but as he began to travel more in the job, the task had fallen to her and he rarely walked with her now. But she still looked forward to his homecoming when he’d been abroad and always liked to hear the news and gossip from Brussels. She’d cook a favourite meal for him and fuss over him, knowing that he worked hard. He always brought her a present home: perfume, confectionery, a piece of crystal to go in her collection. Their marriage was easy. No wild ups and downs. Just steady and comfortable, if a little dull and unexciting. Nothing had prepared her for the shock she’d had today. As far as she’d known, their marriage was rock solid.

She heard Millie’s car in the drive and went to open the front door. Her sister, tall, rangy, the epitome of vibrant good health, crossed the drive in a few long strides to embrace Francesca, who promptly burst into tears yet again.

‘Come on in, Francesca. Have a good cry, get it out of your system, and tell me what happened,’ Millie ordered, taking charge in her usual capable manner. She led her weeping sister into the lounge, sat her down on a sofa and began handing her tissues. Francesca bawled her eyes out as the events of the day finally caught up with her and she gave in to the luxury of grief. It poured out of her in great, gulping, body-shaking sobs, much to Millie’s dismay.

After a while Francesca wiped her eyes and composed herself. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured, giving her sister a watery smile. ‘I’ve been keeping it in all day.’

‘I bet you have.’ Millie grimaced. ‘For God’s sake, what happened? Are you absolutely sure? How did you find out? Could there be any mistake?’

Francesca sniffed and shook her head. ‘There’s no mistake. I caught the two of them together. I don’t know what to do, Millie. My marriage is over.’ She started crying again.

‘Tell me what happened,’ Millie urged, handing over another wad of tissues.

As best she could, Francesca told her sister the whole sorry saga and watched as Millie’s expression became ever more shocked and incredulous.

‘I don’t believe it,’ she murmured. ‘Mark! It’s incredible. God! Francesca, I don’t know what to say.’

‘I don’t know what to say either. It’s so unreal. I have to keep pinching myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.’ Francesca sat up straight and pushed her hair out of her eyes. ‘I’ve had the locks changed on the doors. He can bloody knock to get in here from now on.’

‘That’s a bit drastic!’ Millie murmured.

‘Fuck him, Millie. He’s not going to waltz in here just like that and carry on as if everything’s OK,’ Francesca retorted indignantly.

‘No, of course not,’ Millie soothed. ‘It’s just that you’re angry at the moment and you’re not thinking straight. You’ve a lot to lose here, Francesca. You’ve been married for over twenty years.’

‘How would you feel if you caught Aidan with another woman?’ Francesca demanded.

‘I’d cut his goolies off,’ Millie said unequivocally.

‘Would you take him back?Would you sleep with him again?’

‘I don’t know, Francesca.’

Francesca scowled. ‘Well, there you are.’

‘I know. It’s horrible,’ Millie admitted. ‘I suppose you don’t know how you would react until it happens to you. I just couldn’t imagine Aidan having an affair. But then I couldn’t imagine Mark having one either,’ she added wryly. ‘What are you going to tell the boys?’

‘I don’t know. Owen’s staying with a friend tonight. It’s just as well, I suppose.’

‘Well, you can’t stay here on your own,’ Millie declared. ‘Come on home with me and let’s get pissed.’

For a minute Francesca was tempted. The idea of getting as drunk as a skunk and falling into bed in a stupor was somewhat appealing. At least she’d sleep, and it would be nice to have Millie’s comforting presence about. But she couldn’t drink herself into oblivion every night. She had to get through this. And she had to do it on her own. She might as well start now.

She shook her head. ‘This is my life now, Millie, I’d better get used to it. Running away is not going to solve anything, and besides I don’t want to have a raging hangover if Mark comes home tomorrow. I need to have my wits about me.’

‘I suppose so. Look, I’ll stay here. I’ll give Aidan a ring and tell him that you’re a bit under the weather. I’ll get up early in the morning to get the girls off to school.’

‘Ah no, Millie. That’s not fair, you have your hands full,’ Francesca protested.

‘Of course I’m staying. This is not any old common-or-garden trauma, Francesca. This rates pretty high on the scales.’

‘You think so?’ Francesca managed a smile.

‘A top-notch drama. I mean, I think at least one stiff drink is called for. It’s just so weird. I can’t take it in. What was Mark thinking of?’ She saw the stricken expression on her sister’s face. ‘Oh, sorry, me and my big mouth.’

‘It’s all right, Millie, I’ve been asking myself the same question over and over,’ Francesca said miserably.

Millie gave her a hug. ‘Sit over there by the fire and I’ll get you a brandy. I’ll just give Aidan a ring to tell him I’m staying.’

Francesca went over and curled up in the soft cream leather armchair by the fire. To tell the truth she didn’t particularly like the leather suite, which had cost an arm and a leg. But Mark had loved it the minute he’d seen it. Its expensive opulence was affirmation for him of how far he’d come from their first small semi-detached house in Santry.

What would happen when he came home tomorrow? If he came home tomorrow. What was he feeling now? Did he feel guilty or was he relieved that it was all out in the open? Had she given him an easy way out so that he could go and live with his lover? Had she played right into his hands? Francesca stared into the flickering flames and felt a knot of fear. Millie was right. She had a lot to lose. Everything that she knew, her identity as Mark’s wife, her place in society as his partner, her home, her lifestyle, all that she had taken for granted had been undermined in the blink of an eye. Now she was going to have to fight for what she considered rightfully hers. Now she was a woman on her own. Unless of course she looked the other way and pretended that Mark’s fling was something she could get over.
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