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  1


  Ciara Lunny was absolutely brilliant at her job, which was being the full-time wife of James Lunny and mother of the Lunny twins, Tara and Michael. On her CV, if shed
  ever had to write one, she would have put household management executive, resisting the temptation to add extremely successful.


  Like father, like son: Michael insisted on being called Mike, just as James insisted on being called Jake, even though Ciara thought Jake made her husband sound more like a
  lumberjack or sheep-shearer than a commercial pilot with a considerable degree of seniority. Jake wasnt a captain yet, but hed waited so long for the promotion that it must surely
  come soon. All Ciara had to do, she reckoned, was steer a steady course. Just a few more games of golf on his part, a few more nice dinner parties on hers, and it would be in the bag.
  Captain Lunny. It had a reassuring ring to it, just as Jake himself had always had a reassuring ring to him, which was one of the main reasons she had married him. Steady, calm,
  trustworthy Jake: no surprises there, no nasty shocks or sudden turbulence. He and Ciara had been married for nineteen years and were still very happy  as well they might be, considering the
  amount of work that went into the Lunny marriage. Right from the start, the first day she had been old enough to think about it, Ciara had known that marriage would be her priority. Good
  old-fashioned marriage: as a career option, you couldnt beat it.


  She couldnt, anyway, and didnt want to. Other women might rave and rant, rail against the endless demands of the job, the captivity as her neighbour Lee called it,
  but Ciara enjoyed being what the magazines called a homemaker. And why not? Was there something wrong with making a pleasant, happy home for four people, a sanctuary from the storms
  that endlessly lashed the outside world? Was it a crime to devote yourself to the raising of two happy, well-balanced children, to the wellbeing of a hard-working man whose job involved a lot of
  stress and responsibility? Not in Ciaras opinion; on the contrary, it was her very pleasant duty to run their peaceful, attractive home, to cook delicious meals, to drive the children to
  their various activities in her chunky, trendy four-wheel drive. And to look good, of course, because Jake Lunnys wife had absolutely no excuse for looking anything other than wonderful.
  With the children ready to embark on their first year at college, there would be more time than ever for visits to the hairdresser, the manicurist, the boutiques and the gym, which was just as well
  when you were thirty-nine years of age, perilously close to the dreaded, unmentionable forty.


  Forty! Sometimes the word tolled like a bell deep in the depths of Ciaras mind, making her flinch as she baked a quiche or plucked a scented air-freshener from Tescos shelves.
  Forty was what happened to other people, a kind of dreaded disease that couldnt possibly strike anyone who weighed exactly the same fifty-four kilos as on the day of her marriage, anyone who
  got her California-blonde streaks done religiously every six weeks. Forty wasnt contagious, it couldnt happen to any woman who wore trendy cargo pants and tiny tank tops, baseball
  caps and the just-out-of-bed cut. No way. If you discreetly stepped up your aerobics classes from two a week to four, invested in Lancmes entire range and only ever bought low-cal,
  low-fat produce, nobody could suspect that forty was even remotely looming on your horizon.


  Immobilised in traffic on this windy, annoyingly cloudy morning  was it July or wasnt it?  Ciara frowned briefly as she drove home from her dance class. And then she undid
  the frown, replacing it with a sunny smile as she remembered her mothers warning: frowning gives you wrinkles. Hah! That came well from a woman who had gone off to live in Marbella, where
  the sun gave people more wrinkles than a Fortuny curtain. Much as she loved the sun, Ciara never went out in it without a solid wall of SP40, and would sooner boil her children for breakfast than
  live in it. Sun! Mother must be mad.


  And poor Dad, dragged off to Marbella as well . . . of course, it was different for men. Wrinkles didnt matter so much if you were a man. In fact one or two small ones gave Jake rather an
  impressive air of authority, now that he was over forty himself, a milestone he hadnt appeared to mind hitting two years ago. But Ciara wasnt going to pretend she didnt mind
   not to him, anyway, since he knew her date of birth and there was nothing she could do about it.


  Are you insane?! shed yelped just recently, when hed suggested she might like a party on the looming date, now only four months distant. Throw a party to
  announce to the whole world that your wife is forty?! Over my dead body!


  But shed thrown a party for him, he pointed out, when it had been his turn. Yes! But youre a man! Im a woman and I am going to be thirty-nine for
  years! Until Im at least fifty!


  Laughing, he had let the matter drop, as he always did when he sensed her reluctance to discuss something. On her birthday late next October, he would take her out to a discreet, elegant
  restaurant, where they would sip champagne and have some oysters and say no more about it. Throw a party, and you might as well put it on the national news: Ciara Lunny is forty, folks,
  doesnt she look well for her age?


  Oh, no. There would be no party, no mention of the awful event at all. Fulminating at the very thought, she slid a CD into its slot and let the music distract her  Cuban, salsa, funky.
  Recently, Jake had started to develop a curious taste for opera, which she refused to share because opera, for Gods sake, was so ageing. Opera was for two kinds of people, gays and grannies.
  She would tolerate it if he wanted it, but she would never listen to it voluntarily. Once, theyd had to attend a real live opera, a corporate event sponsored by his airline, and it had been
  hideous, made bearable only by the chance to show off her gorgeous new John Rocha outfit. She had been, she knew, one of the chicest, most attractive women in the theatre, and hed been proud
  to have her on his arm, so that was all right. But that was as far as opera went, or ever would.


  Tapping her hand on the steering wheel, she hummed along to the Cuban music, wondering what to wear to her golf game after lunch. Golf was going to be even less fun than usual, in this windy
  weather, but you had to play: all the corporate wives did, and she knew she wasnt the only one who secretly hated it. The ones who didnt care about sport, the ones who, like herself,
  merely used it as a chance to catch up on local gossip, give their Lacoste shirts an airing and work off that chocolate clair theyd sneaked with their morning coffee. Golf was part
  of the job definition of wives who drove Range Rovers, shopped at BT, sent their children to private schools and lived in estates like Huxley Wood.


  Not that Huxley Wood was an estate, she corrected herself as she finally turned into it, in the awful suburban sense of the word. No. It was much more than that. It was what the
  developer had accurately described as an oasis of gracious living, encompassing only eighteen widely spaced homes, each one individually designed and landscaped, approached by a
  cobble-lock driveway, embraced by either a teak deck or a stone-flagged patio with water feature. Some of the houses were bungalow-style, others were duplex, most had conservatories and all were
  immaculate. All were owned by pilots, or stockbrokers, or politicians, or men who did something terribly complicated in technology. All except Lee Warners.


  Automatically, Ciara scanned Lees house as she drove up to her own, ready to wave to the American divorce should there be any sign of her, but there was none, and she felt an
  irrational twinge of disappointment. How or why she had got friendly with Lee she still didnt really know; all she could say for sure was that Lee was different. Lee was out of the loop, out
  of the social swim, had no husband or children or status whatsoever. She lived in Huxley Wood, she said, because it was quiet and comfortable and, being near the airport motorway,
  suited her purpose, which was to sell vast quantities of her hand-made jewellery to as many American boutiques as she could persuade to take it. She sold a great deal of it but  rather
  aggravatingly  she didnt need the money, because she had got an absolutely huge divorce settlement from her first and last husband, the ill-fated Freddie.
  This money, which she gleefully called her fuck-off money, enabled her to live exactly as she wished, doing what she liked and, more importantly, not doing what she didnt like.
  Ciara could only wonder at the impunity of it all.


  Oh, well. No Lee today. No Jake, either, because he was on an overnight to Los Angeles and wouldnt be back until after lunch. And no Tara, no Mike; as she got out of her car, slung her
  dance kitbag over her shoulder and made her way into the double-doored hall of her house, which was called Puerto Banus in memory of her lovely, lovely honeymoon, Ciara felt an unexpected sense of
  . . . what? Nothing definite, rather an absence of something . . . the children, of course. Like a fool shed stopped at two, been rather taken aback when they arrived in unison, but had not
  succumbed to Jakes occasional murmurs about maybe having a third later on. Two were enough, as shed pointed out, with the price of private schooling these days, and besides
  shed wanted both twins to have lots of quality time, individual attention from their parents. Plus, Jake wanted her to look good, didnt he? A third child would really have been
  stretching it  as it was, it had taken fully six months to eradicate the stretch marks after the twins. You had to be reasonable about these things. She still remembered Jakes
  slightly sardonic laugh.


  But Ciara, what will you do all day, when the twins grow up? Turn shopping into an art form, a fulltime career?


  That had been a bit below the belt: after all he liked her to look good, didnt he? It was part of her job description, wasnt it? Hed loved her to shop when theyd
  first married, hadnt he, showing off his status on the career ladder? If she did have sixty pairs of shoes in her wardrobe, they were for his benefit, werent they?


  Well hed remarked recently, maybe the stilettos will come in handy for stabbing my promotion rivals leaving her with the feeling that he was not quite taking
  her seriously. Nor his promotion, either. But at least they never had any real rows over her spending, never let it come between them, and she had been relieved when he decently didnt pursue
  the question of having more children. Tara and Mike were lovely, and quite enough in this day and age.


  Only now . . . now, she felt it was almost a shame theyd been born so soon, barely a year after her wedding, because although their youth reflected youth on her, they were moving on so
  fast! It felt slightly odd, at thirty-nine, to already be coming home to an empty house, a house that had seemed so full of bikes and skates, friends and sleepovers, music and posters, only last
  month, last year . . . but they were eighteen now, both working in America for the summer, Tara as a camp counsellor in Florida, Mike as a waiter at a club in the Hamptons.


  Of course theyd be home in September, but then gone again almost immediately to their new colleges . . . suppressing a small sigh, Ciara threw her dance kit into the laundry bin in the
  utility room, and extracted a lettuce from the fridge for lunch. Maybe she should have had that third child, after all? The bonus baby that some of her friends had had in recent
  years, laughing as they insisted it had been a total accident. Laughing, looking rejuvenated as they hauled her off shopping for tiny, exquisite little Oshkosh outfits . . . but they couldnt
  possibly be getting much sleep, could they? On one or two of their faces, wear and tear must surely begin to show soon. It was already showing on one or two of their figures; a little slippage
  could definitely be detected. And after all that hard work at the gym, in the pool, on the golf course  ouch!


  Chucking a handful of radishes into the lettuce, drizzling on a dressing in which lemon juice outweighed olive oil, Ciara poured a glass of mineral water and sat down to eat her salad at the
  breakfast bar: no point in setting the entire dining table for such a solitary snack. Hurry up Jake, come on home, Im dying to see you! From a shelf, a photo of him smiled down at her in a
  way that was both affectionate and somehow protective, and she smiled back, thinking how lucky she was to have such a lovely husband. Not every man was worth endless lettuce lunches  no
  wonder Kate Dolan was going to pot, married to the likes of Alan Dolan  but Jake was worth whatever it took. After all, his happiness generated her happiness, because her entire life
  revolved around him . . . their home, their children, their social life, their money, their holidays, their joint property, their love life. Everything.


  You Lee Warner scoffed, have all your eggs in one basket, honey. And yes, maybe she had. But it was a nice, deep, sturdy basket, and Ciara had no intention of
  dropping it. Security mattered to her, for herself and for her family, and so she held the basket in a tight grip, was careful never to drop it on any hard surface or swing it idly high as she
  sauntered through lifes leafy glade.


  Jake provided all the eggs, and it was her job to keep them safe, a job she had been doing expertly from day one, the day she said I do at the altar of St Matthews church
  nineteen years ago. While other people ran themselves ragged trying to manage both families and jobs outside the home, she devoted herself exclusively to being in the home, at its
  glowing centre, and was very thankful she didnt have to get up at six, drive two hours to travel twenty miles, fill in ghastly paperwork, contend with brutal bosses or screeching clients,
  race back to relieve a malcontent childminder or do any of the other exhausting stuff so many of the other wives did. She had made a good bargain that day at St Matthews, and she was keeping
  it religiously, with honour and with pleasure.


  Plus, she loved Jake Lunny. Loved him very much and, after almost two decades of marriage, still fancied the arse off him. How could any woman not love such a calm, cheerful, hard-working
  husband? How could any woman not adore such a handsome, curly-haired, well-muscled man? Sometimes she wondered how, but had no basis for the slightest suspicion. Even his cabin-crew colleagues,
  when she met them, lamented his complete lack of interest in the shenanigans everyone else got up to in New York, Madrid, London or wherever.


  Just-married Jake they called him, because he was as faithful to his wife as any newly-wed; it was a matter of record that he had never once veered off course. And why would he? As
  Paul Newman once famously asked, Who needs to go out for a burger when theres fillet steak at home? It was a crude remark, but Ciara entirely endorsed it. Jake was happy, she
  was happy, and the Lunnys were simply that rarest of entities, a happy family. Anyone who wondered why she didnt want to get a job now the children were growing up, or why Jake didnt
  have more fun on his travels, or why she was happily eating this rabbits lunch, simply didnt have any imagination. Either that, or they were jealous. Or both.


  Glancing at her watch, Ciara decided on her pink Ellesse shirt for this afternoons golf game . . . unless of course Jake got home before she left for the club. If that were the case, he
  would be in one of two moods: either dog-tired, craving sleep, or on the high that long-haul flights sometimes induced, grabbing her the moment he arrived, hauling her off to the bed that was
  somehow naughty, extra-exciting when you hit it in broad daylight, the middle of the afternoon.


  During her schooldays with the nuns, and his with the Jesuits, afternoons had been strictly for maths, or history, or some such supervised, stuffy activity. Whereas now  she stifled a
  giggle  they were for biology! Blissful biology, followed by a glass of duty-free champagne and a long chat, punctuated with kisses and a lot of sympathetic nodding: Ciara was careful never
  to bore Jake with her domestic trivia, always to put his agenda first, his talk of airline activity and money-market movement. An astute investor, Jake had bought shares in the airline when it was
  still a new, risky venture, barely off the ground as he said, and now his portfolio was worth even more than his hefty pilots salary. Ciara thought of all that money nestling in the bank
  with immense affection, almost as tenderly as if it were a baby nestling in its fluffy, rosy little cot. Or one of her cashmere cardis, soft, warm and colour-coordinated on its shelf. Clever Jake!
  And lucky, lucky Ciara. What a good investment they had made in each other.


  After a glass of mint tea, she took a shower, and was just changing into her golf gear when she heard the hum of Jakes Jag on the drive. It was an old car, albeit recently acquired, and
  she was at a loss to understand what he saw in it. Vintage he said, classy. Personally she preferred her own nifty 4x4, bang up to date, this years model. But if
  it kept him happy . . . gliding on some lipstick, she bounded out of the bathroom to greet him.


  Hi hon, welcome home! Eagerly, she flew into his arms, and he lifted her off her feet, swinging her round the hall, laughing at her enthusiasm. Something in his twinkly green eyes
  did it for her, always had, always did; the minute she saw him she wanted to be in bed with him, remembering Lees comment about how a man in uniform is sexier than a man in nothing at
  all.


  But no. Not today. Ciara only had to glance at Jake to see that, despite his broad smile, he was tired. Any number of things could go wrong on long flights, and one or other often did. He never
  bored her with technical talk of delays, of engines or mechanics or spare parts or sudden storms, but shed long since learned to read the signs. Clearly, one or more of those things had
  happened in the last forty-eight hours. Instantly, she went into maternal mode.


  My poor baby! Youre exhausted! Come with me . . . you need a hot bath, and a warm drink, and a long, long sleep. Taking him by the hand, she led him to their bedroom, turned
  on the taps in the bathroom, poured in a generous dose of eucalyptus oil and, with a reassuring kiss, went off to make some hot chocolate while he bathed. By the time she came back, Jake was
  sprawled face down, stark naked on their king-size bed, fast asleep, his briefcase on the floor beside him.


  The round of golf seemed to go on for ever. Not only the golf itself, but the conversation over coffee afterwards, which encompassed the health, summer camp schedules, shopping
  aspirations and computer activities of several children. Now that her own children were beyond that stage, Ciara sometimes yawned surreptitiously, wondering whether she could ever have talked about
  kiddie activities as much as these younger mothers now seemed to. Could she? Surely not. At most, maybe shed mentioned Taras rollerblade craze, or Mikes fascination with
  Metallica or the occasional teacher not performing up to par, but she couldnt possibly have droned on non-stop about the price of designer trainers or homework or parent-teacher meetings
  all afternoon, could she?


  No. Definitely not. That was all a blast from the past. She couldnt imagine ever having bored anyone as much as these mothers, she found with surprise, were suddenly starting to bore her.
  How much more fun to talk about fashion, or holidays! As soon as she decently could, she excused herself from the tip-swopping mums, explaining that she and Jake had a dinner date that night.
  Curiously, Sara Thompson raised a plucked eyebrow. Sara who owned the most exclusive boutique in town, and the priciest, and always dressed beautifully from it.


  Oh, really? How nice. Where, who with?


  With the Hartes she said, and was not entirely surprised when a small silence settled momentarily over the group of lady golfers. The Hartes didnt even live in an
  oasis of gracious living, they lived in an eighteenth-century converted church on nine acres, with stables for the older childrens horses and a small lake on which the younger two
  sailed their little Mirrors in summer. Tom Harte was something in property development, currently snapping up whole streets in Prague or Budapest or somewhere.


  Well Sara replied after a tiny pause, I hope you enjoy your evening. What are you planning to wear, Ciara?


  My cream Louise linen she replied, and blinked when Sara hesitated for the merest moment.


  Really? Oh, Ciara, dont you think its a little cool for linen? Id wear my black jersey, if I were you.


  Her black jersey? Certainly, it was a clingy, sexy little number, wrapped below the bust and tied tight around the waist, but what was wrong with. . . ? Thanks, Sara she said
  airily, maybe I will. Lets see how Jake feels about it. With a tinkly laugh, she waggled her fingers in a little wave as she departed, leaving the girls to return to their
  coffee-klatch and their talk of children, and vaccinations, and school fees, and who was having an affair with whom. Before going out to the Hartes this evening, she remembered, she must
  read todays Times  the front page anyway  because she prided herself on always having something interesting, up to date and amusing to discuss with any host or
  hostess. It was, as Jake said, ones dinner-table duty.


  It was a lovely evening, and Ciara was glad shed decided to wear her flattering black jersey after all, with a diamond pendant that gleamed in the candlelight,
  reflecting the burnished sheen of a refreshed, relaxed, much-revived Jake Lunny. He had given the pendant to her on the birth of the twins, and whenever she wore it she somehow felt enhanced, more
  beautiful, reassured of his enduring love for her. It was a reminder for him, too, of the importance of her place in his life. Not that he ever needed reminding. Sometimes she could almost palpably
  feel his devotion, see the silken ribbon that bound them together, even when they were seated apart as was the case tonight.


  They had reached the cheese stage, and a decanter of port was making its way around the mahogany, late-Victorian table. Apart from the Lunnys and the senior Hartes, there was a visiting couple
  from Boston  a banker with his psychiatrist wife  and there were the two older Harte children. Fiach Harte was nineteen, a law student, with his sister Roisin who at twenty-one had
  just graduated in archaeology. Socially, both were almost as adept as their parents, keeping up an easy flow of conversation, and Ciara liked laconic, easygoing Fiach, who had long been a friend of
  Mikes. Roisin had never been quite as likeable, and tonight Ciara could clearly see why  she was so cool, so thoughtful, so much older than her years! Thinking of her absent daughter
  Tara, Ciara saw a bouncy, chatty, long-limbed, curly-haired extrovert, whereas Roisin Harte was . . . well, somehow almost Victorian, as if she matched the table. She wore a long flowery skirt and
  a white cotton top that drained her face of colour, with her rusty-coloured hair bundled up in a barette and a minimum of make-up.


  No jewellery, no perfume; seated across the table from her, Ciara felt almost younger by comparison, as if their ages were reversed. As for the girls conversation . . . Roisin was
  talking, for Gods sake, about some long-dead old buffer whod discovered Tutenkhamens tomb. Poor thing, Ciara thought, she might have a brand-new degree under her belt but
  shes going to find it awfully hard to find a husband. Not with Tutenkhamen in tow. Not with those pale grey eyes begging for mascara, not with those five  six?  kilos she needs
  to lose. She looks as if shes never seen the inside of a nightclub, and wouldnt know the meaning of the word makeover. Her poor parents are going to be hard put to get
  her off their hands.


  Deftly, Georgina Harte manoeuvred the conversation out of her daughters grip, out of Tutenkhamens tomb into the twenty-first century, handing round a platter of brie and beaufort
  while her husband Tom looked after the port in its sleek Waterford decanter. With a smile, Ciara waved it away, passing it on around the table until it rested with Jake, who poured a little into
  his glass. How well he looked tonight, in that navy linen shirt, alert and fresh after only five hours sleep! And then, courteously, he turned to Roisin on his right.


  A little port? he offered with a small, polite smile, and Roisin smiled back, no less politely.


  Thank you she said, raising her glass for him to fill, and as he lifted the decanter he looked, very briefly, into her milky-grey eyes. With equal brevity, Roisin looked back
  before flushing, quickly dropping her gaze to the table, and Ciara froze as if the decanter had exploded in her husbands hand, as if shards of glass were showering down like scalpels.


  Jake, she screamed silently. James Eugene Lunny, you are having an affair with Roisin Harte.


  You are having an affair with the twenty-one-year-old daughter of our neighbours, our hosts, the parents of our sons friend Fiach.


  You are having an affair with this fat, mousy frump!


  You are in love with her. That was no flicker of passing interest; that was the look of love. My God. Oh my God my God my God!


  Fighting for breath, she grasped the tablecloth where it skimmed her knees, unable to speak, to stand, to see the walls as they whirled around her. In spite of herself her eyes darted back to
  them, and there it was again  the briefest of glances, bright as a blade as it gleamed between her husband and Roisin Harte, seeming to spin on the air before plunging, like a dagger, into
  her very core.


  Beaming, Georgina Harte handed her a cheese knife. Do try the brie, Ciara, darling? I know it looks a bit squishy, but it is delicious.
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