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About the Book

When Ollie unexpectedly walks out on Hannah and their daughter Cleo, Hannah’s life goes belly-up. Who better to turn to than best friends Ellen and Barbara, in the hope of fixing her broken heart?

The reunion takes place at Ellen and husband Mark’s farmhouse in France, where the organic carrots look like misshapen missiles, and the draught would cut the legs off you. Nursed along by Barbara’s no-nonsense advice and Ellen’s dodgy crêpes, Hannah is surprised to find that her fighting spirit is coming back.

Then something shocking happens that threatens to blow the bonds of friendship apart. Should Hannah come clean, or will she just bring more trouble upon herself? And if she’s so cut up about Ollie, why is she covertly eyeing up grumpy house-guest Nick when no one’s looking?

Join Hannah on her rocky road to recovery, from love to despair and back again, with several bottles of French wine thrown in, as she discovers the true meaning of friendship.
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It was a good flight, except for the male flight attendant hovering nervously about my seat. He was concerned about my swollen eyes and nose. Eventually he plucked up the courage to tell me that the in-flight roll had contained traces of peanut – was it possible I was suffering some kind of allergic reaction?

‘No,’ I said apologetically. Clearly he was dying to get his hands on an EpiPen. ‘I’m just crying.’

‘Sorry.’ He began to back off fast. They mustn’t have covered that in the manual.

But then Barbara reached over and grabbed him. ‘Hang on. We’ll have two vodkas and tonics while you’re there.’ She turned to me. ‘Do you want crisps with that?’

Crisps? I looked at her askance. The lump in my throat was so big that I could hardly breathe, never mind choke down a mini-tin of Pringles.

Barbara instructed the attendant, ‘No crisps,’ a little crest-fallen. She knew it would be bad form to tuck in on her own. ‘Good lad.’

When he was gone she looked at my watery eyes in a kindly fashion. Then she opened her enormous bag, rummaged about through its diverse contents – a chicken sandwich, all her phones, Teach Yourself Russian – and extracted a wad of tissues, which she pressed into my hand. ‘You’ll have to stop that now, Hannah.’

‘I know.’ The thing was, I’d been absolutely fine up till then. Well, obviously I’d been devastated and humiliated and anything else you can think of, but in terms of crying and carrying on, I’d done hardly any. It was only when we’d reached the airport and run slap-bang into a wedding party from Kerry on their way to Majorca to get hitched, and who were trying to check in a wedding dress the size of a caravan, that I felt the full extent of my shock and upset explode to the surface.

It wasn’t that I had a great hankering for a hideous wedding dress, or even a wedding (well, OK, maybe a bit). Besides, at our age, Ollie and I were a bit long in the tooth for the full church works. But I’d thought maybe a dignified ceremony in the registry office at some convenient point in the future, and a bottle of champagne in the Shelbourne Hotel afterwards. That’s if I’d thought about marriage at all. Because, after ten long years together, and one beautiful child, I felt as if we already were married. I thought he did, too.

I’d been wrong. The last I’d seen of my beloved Ollie was his tail lights two nights ago as he’d driven off down the road and out of my life, going so fast that he’d taken the corner on two wheels.

I bawled, right there in the airport. Then, petrified that I would be spotted by one of his friends or extended relations, of which there were many, and they always seemed to be flying somewhere, and he would find out, I hid behind a pair of Barbara’s hideous mirrored sunglasses as we checked in our bags and got through security. Except that I set off the alarm, twice. Barbara says it’s all the fillings I have in my teeth and that I should have them removed before I die of mercury poisoning. She’s the cheery sort. Several unsmiling guards took me aside and gave me a good frisking, which, I have to say, I quite enjoyed. At least it took my mind off things.

I was a bit worried they were going to go through my carry-on bag, too. When I’d packed it earlier I’d been in a bit of a state, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if I’d popped in a couple of kitchen knives. But no, they smartly turned their backs on me after the frisking and I felt a little deflated, although I was getting used to being dumped by now.

‘Still, it’ll be lovely to see Ellen, all the same,’ Barbara announced, in a brisk attempt to head off more angst at the pass. She didn’t mind tears, she just began to lose patience once a certain quota had been cried, usually about two millilitres worth. Then she said she began having uncontrollable urges to shout, ‘Pull yourself together, for the love of Christ,’ whilst delivering several sharp slaps to the poor unfortunate’s face.

Her crushing practicality had come in very useful, though. The minute I’d broken the news of Ollie’s departure, she’d been over like a light. She’d gently bullied me through the last forty-eight hours and all the business of getting ready to go away – ‘The large suitcase, Hannah. That’s right. And you’ll need more than two pairs of knickers. And don’t forget to pop round and leave a set of keys with that nice couple next door, what are they called, Josie and . . . oh, it begins with an M, it’s on the tip of my tongue.’

‘Peader.’

‘That’s it. Chop chop.’

Ordinarily, Barbara might have phoned up Ellen and said, ‘Look, poor old Hannah’s just had a terrible kick in the teeth . . . I know, I know, I can hardly believe it either. I mean, Ollie . . . This time we really can blame the parents . . . Anyway, it’d probably be a kindness if we called off this year’s trip and let her stay at home with a couple of bottles of something strong.’

But there was another complication in all this. On Saturday, it was my birthday. I would be thirty-eight. That’s right: two years from shagging forty. We were joining our best friend Ellen in France to ‘celebrate’. I could have feigned illness or just plain refused to go, except for one further complication: Ellen was thirty-eight, too. On the following Tuesday. So we were ‘celebrating’ together, like we did every year, and it had all been great fun up until three years ago, when Ellen had suddenly shoved aside the champagne bottles and said hoarsely to me, ‘Did we just turn thirty-five?’ It had been a tremendous shock to both of us.

‘Did Ellen tell you that they just had a new litter of pigs?’ Barbara went on relentlessly. It was fine for her; she wouldn’t be thirty-eight until next year.

‘Really?’ I tried my best to look interested. ‘What breed?’

‘I don’t know. I think she might have said saddlebacks.’ Then she gave a sigh. ‘Oh, who gives a shite? Where’s that cabin boy with our drinks?’

We weren’t normally drinkers but whenever we went to France to visit Ellen, we hit the bottle hard, starting on the plane. You had to, to keep out the damp chill that settled in your bones the minute you heard the words ‘north-east Brittany’. Five years ago, when Ellen and Mark had first moved over and started renovating the house, like something from one of those programmes So You Fancy a Swanky Pile in the Sun!, Mark had drawn up ambitious plans for a sunroom, a massive patio that wasn’t just an extra room, it was an extra house, and all manner of little nooks and crannies that he assured us all would be ‘guaranteed suntraps’. Being Irish, Ellen and Mark had long, bitter memories of being pelted with freezing downpours in July, and so they were looking forward more than most to basting themselves gently in the sunroom/patio/suntraps.

But there were problems with the sunroom. The details were vague; paperwork mostly. The French loved paperwork, apparently (this was always said a bit tersely by Mark) and the planned extension seemed to require a lot of forms, which had to be approved by various different departments, at several different levels. At one point it looked like the suntrap forms might have to go before the actual French government.

Then there was some kind of falling-out with the builders; again, the details were sketchy, and Mark’s face went a bit funny whenever it came up. He was now doing the job himself, which was probably just as well, as apparently he was brilliant at that sort of thing.

But the biggest surprise turned out to be the weather. Oh, if only they’d relocated a hundred kilometres further south . . . As it turned out, parts of Brittany had weather surprisingly like Ireland’s: wet, cold, miserable in the winter, with the occasional week or two of sunshine in the summer. And the rain. Sweet Jesus, did it ever stop? Buckets of the stuff fell morning, noon and night. Every time you set foot outside the house you were soaked to the skin. Let’s not forget the wind either. ‘Exposure to the Atlantic airstream means that Brittany is a blustery region,’ my French guidebook warned gloomily.

But go a few kilometres further south, to the bottom of Morbihan, for example, and you couldn’t lash on the Factor 50 fast enough. A friend of theirs had left his dog in the car for two and a half minutes once and had come back to find it on its back, with its tongue hanging out, fried. Well, that was an exaggeration. Mark liked to play it up to make people laugh. Even if your holiday packing was routinely wellies and a raincoat, you always left after a stay with them with a smile on your face.

‘How could they not have known the place was the very same as fucking Ireland?’ Barbara demanded furiously every time. She took it all very personally, their failure to move to somewhere where she might actually get a tan. ‘Did nobody do their research?’

Hmm. Yes. Ellen always looked a little embarrassed about that. Mark had found the place, apparently. But, as she pointed out, the two weekends that he’d flown over to do a recce had been unseasonably warm and sunny, and how was he to know that these were blips that would scarcely ever be repeated?

I gave a little shiver, and it wasn’t just in anticipation of all the rain. ‘Do you think Ollie will ever come home?’ I asked Barbara in a small voice.

For a minute I thought she hadn’t heard. Or maybe she was buried in that Russian book again – six months of study and all she seemed able to say in the language so far was ‘Hello’, and ‘Do you know the way to the train station?’

But no. She was considering my question. Barbara wasn’t the kind who gave an impulsive answer to anything.

‘Very likely,’ she eventually pronounced.

I’d have preferred something a little more definitive, such as, ‘Absolutely! Give him five minutes and he’ll be crawling back on his hands and knees just begging for a second chance.’

Barbara saw the naked hope on my face. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘who knows what’s going on in his head right now?’

She was right. Susie, his mother’s dog, had only gone missing the previous weekend. I cursed his bloody parents all over again.

‘The best thing you can do is let him get on with sorting stuff out at home,’ Barbara counselled, clearly getting into the swing of this agony aunt thing. She even made a little steeple with her fingers and rested her chin on them. ‘Don’t put any pressure on him. And in the meantime, you make sure you enjoy your holiday.’

She’d been doing quite well up to that point. But the possibility of me kicking up my heels in France, whilst trying to face the fact that my relationship was hitting a brick wall, was practically zilch.

Barbara recognised the folly of this, too. ‘Well, drink loads, anyway,’ she hastily amended.

The toilet door swung open at the front of the plane, and we both quickly sat up. A little head came out. There must have been a body too, but I couldn’t see it over the heads of the rest of the passengers. Cleo.

I immediately tried to prise my swollen, piggy-like eyes open as far as they would go, and gave my nose a quick wipe. There was no way Cleo was going to become embroiled in all this bad behaviour. So far, all she knew was that Daddy had temporarily gone home to look after Granny, who was under the weather. In other words, gone postal. Even more than usual.

‘Right,’ Barbara warned, in case I hadn’t spotted Cleo. ‘Put your best face forward.’
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Cleo was my daughter and the most beautiful girl in the whole world. I knew this because, when she was born eight years ago, I sneakily compared her to all the other babies in the post-natal ward, and she was a clear winner in the categories of skin tone, shape of the head, and how well she wore a nappy.

‘She’s the most beautiful, isn’t she?’ I said to one of the nurses. I wasn’t being big-headed. I was just stating a fact.

‘By a mile,’ she assured me, and she must have seen thousands of babies.

Cleo was a little fretful, though. In the hospital, she didn’t sleep much in her cot beside me, and the two of us would sit up crying together most of the night while the other mothers and babies brought the ward down with their snoring. Whenever I picked her up she would jump violently with fright, and no matter how much I coaxed and pleaded under my breath, she never seemed to have more than an ounce or two at feed-time. But then it was so hard to know how many ounces a breast contained. Since the birth, my own two had puffed out like a couple of inflatables, and were crisscrossed with fat, blue veins. I figured there must be at least two litres in each, if she would only drink.

‘She’s getting plenty. You just need to relax,’ the nurse told me.

I had liked her up to that point.

‘Really?’ I made my voice politely sceptical. All the pregnancy books I’d read – twenty-two in total; I was nothing if not thorough – had included a patronising little section for new mothers on how to cope, the basic tenet of which was to ‘relax’. Completely useless advice when faced with the myriad things that could happen with a new baby.

Ollie and I used to laugh our heads off at the idea. ‘Worried about nappy rash?’ Ollie would say to me sternly.

‘Relax!’ I would shout back.

‘Have you ginormous, cracked nipples with funny, crusty bits on top?’

‘Chill out!’

‘Do you suspect your baby has colic?’

‘Kick back and make a cup of tea!’

Boom boom. How we enjoyed those pregnancy books. They sustained us through six long months of pregnancy. (I was nearly eleven weeks gone before we’d noticed I was with child, so we kind of missed the first three months. It wasn’t because we were on drugs, or anything. We’d given them up ages beforehand. I just had very irregular periods.) Ollie would make me Japanese food on a Saturday night – I’d an insatiable craving for vegetarian sushi, which was slightly inconvenient as they were buggers to make, but he never complained – and then we’d swap whatever new books we’d each bought during the week, and have a good old laugh.

Our favourite bit was the suggestion in one of them to make little sandwiches for the birth partner and pop them in the freezer. ‘The sandwiches or the birth partner?’ Ollie had wondered. Then, on the big day, they could take them to the hospital with them in case they got a bit peckish while watching you try to expel seven pounds of humanity through the ‘birth canal’. Which we both agreed they should just call a fanny and be done with it. It was hilarious, all of it – right up until the moment I gave birth. Then I realised, with a terrible jolt, that I hadn’t a flipping clue.

When Ollie arrived at the hospital ten hours after the birth of Cleo, bearing a massive bunch of flowers and a dreamy grin, I shot out of bed and pinned him up against the ward door.

‘Did you bring the fucking books?’

‘The books . . .?’

‘The pregnancy books. I texted you. The ones you were so busy laughing your arse off at.’

Ollie reared away, afraid. I couldn’t blame him. The last time he’d seen me, I’d been out of my head on pethidine and cooing, ‘Look at her, she’s so beauuuutiful,’ over and over again, while he’d told me, quite rightly, that I was the cleverest woman in the world. In the intervening hours, though, I had been replaced by some crazy-eyed, foul-mouthed harridan who’d razed a path through his lovely flowers, and had an indeterminate brown substance all the way down her fetching ‘post-birth’ pyjamas.

But didn’t he realise? Everything had changed. I wasn’t happy-go-lucky Hannah any more, if indeed, I’d ever been. I was now – and I know this happens to a lot of women, so I wasn’t trying to be big-headed or overly dramatic, it was more the shock – I was a mother.

To illustrate the point, I grimly led the way back to my bed, where Cleo, the most beautiful girl in the world, was bawling her lungs out in the cot beside it.

‘See?’ I said. And I pointed in case he wasn’t getting it. ‘She hasn’t stopped since she was born.’ I was hoping there might have been some solution in one of those books. Infanticide or something.

The look on his face drove me mad; all calm and zen-like. ‘Well, she’s a baby,’ he reasoned with me gently. ‘I suppose that’s what babies do.’

Since I’d met Ollie two years previously, on a tour bus in Majorca, both of us wearing fluorescent orange uniforms with ‘I’m Your Holiday Rep!’ emblazoned across the back – he had a fantastic arse in those shorts – I’d experienced many emotions, ranging from lust to love to a deep contentment. Hatred and an insane urge to scratch his eyes out had never featured amongst them.

I didn’t go for him with my nails. Instead I burst into tears. He let me for a while, because I could get a bit excited if someone tried to comfort me before I was ready. Eventually I quietened down enough for him to put his arms around me and I snuggled in, feeling small and frail, even though my belly was, no exaggeration, still humungous (an awful thought: could there be another one in there?), and I probably outweighed him.

‘You’re just tired,’ he said.

Tired? Seriously, was he for real? I was exhausted. It had been thirty-six hours since I’d had my first contraction and I hadn’t slept since. I was delirious with the sheer lack of shut-eye, having been used to nine hours a night up until then, working up to twelve at the weekends, especially if we’d stayed up watching a box set of The Sopranos.

On top of it all, every time I looked at Cleo, I was gripped with a fear so strong that I actually reached up to put my hands on Ollie’s shoulders to steady myself.

I looked into his brown, non-hysterical eyes and said hoarsely, ‘What are we going to do?’ I jerked my head towards the cot. ‘With the baby.’

I was afraid of her, I decided. She didn’t even look like me. Anything like me. That’s when it occurred to me: there had been a mix-up in the labour ward. Of course! That was why this baby went mental every time I took a foot in her direction, and tried her hardest to push away my gigantic breasts at feed-time (mind you, I would have, too). Because she wasn’t my baby. The real Cleo was asleep in a cot somewhere, waiting patiently for the mistake to be discovered and to be returned to her rightful owner.

‘We’re going to take her home,’ Ollie said, in that irritating, I-know-exactly-what-I’m-doing voice again.

‘We can’t,’ I nearly shouted at him. ‘She’s not even ours, you fool. Can you not see?’

But Ollie wouldn’t entertain the swapped-baby scenario, even when I tried to demonstrate how easily the identity bracelet could be slipped off the baby’s wrist. Not that easily at all, as it turned out. But by then Ollie had picked Cleo up and was rocking her and cooing and growling some shite Bob Dylan song in her ear when – get this – She Stopped Crying.

The betrayal was so awful that I could only stand there, slack-jawed. For nine months I’d carried that witch around in my belly. I had two whacking great stitches holding together my previously beautiful birth canal, thanks to her. I was wrecked. But she stops crying for him? And Bob Bloody Dylan?

Then, thank God, she started up again, even louder than before. She cried like he was pinching her, hard. She cried like he was trying to murder her.

‘What’s wrong with her?’ he asked, looking a tad rattled as mothers up and down the ward lifted their heads at the commotion.

‘Oh, give her to me,’ I fussed, ridiculously pleased. She mightn’t like me, but she really couldn’t stand him.

I put her in the crook of my arm gently, but not over-familiarly, as I sensed she was the kind of person who didn’t want to get too pally, too quickly. She wanted to know what kind of stuff I was made of before she would entrust herself to my care. Which was fine by me; I was beyond pally at that point. I just wanted a cup of tea in peace, and maybe a quick read of my True Stories magazine. (One of the pregnancy books had advised me to bring in books and other reading material to ‘pass the time’. More damn lies. There was no time any more.)

So we sat on the edge of my bed, the two of us. She was still crying, but a bit less breathlessly now. Good. I leant down to her, and whispered so that only she could hear: ‘OK, pack it in. This isn’t pleasant for either of us. But I’m trying my best and you’re going to have to do your bit, too. Please. Also, I think there might be another one of you in there –’ I pointed to my bulging belly, ruling nothing out yet – ‘so I’d get on my good side if I were you, or I might like your twin better.’

Clearly a firm hand and treating her like an equal was the right way to proceed, because she did pack it in. She gave one last shuddery little cry, before turning her face in towards me, like she was giving me the benefit of the doubt – reluctantly, mind – and then she conked out.

So did I.
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