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			I pulled a heavy box marked
					Miscellaneous towards me and peered inside. It was full of photo
				albums. There must have been ten of them, all overflowing with photos of our life
				together. I opened the first. There was a photo of me and James on holiday in
				Greece. It was almost painful to look at – we were so happy. James was beaming at
				the camera, tanned and fit. Beside him, I was white as milk and covered with
				heat-rash. Why he hadn’t dumped me then and there was a mystery.

			I couldn’t believe how young we
				were in the photos, young and carefree. Well, if I was honest, I looked a bit hot
				and bothered. I really didn’t need to get heat-rash on my first foreign
				holiday with my boyfriend. Who wants to have sex with a girl who hides in the shade
				wearing a burka? The other hotel guests kept asking if I was allergic to the sun.
				And the sad truth was: yes. No redhead should sunbathe in 38-degree heat; it’s
				not how God made us. He made us to sit under umbrellas in big floppy hats, sipping
				cold wine. So that was what I did for the second week of our holiday and things were
				a lot more fun. While James surfed, water-skied and paraglided in the burning sun, I
				waved encouragingly from my permanent position under a large parasol, surrounded by
				books and a bottle of rosé. Life was good.

			I turned the pages of the album. There
				was a photo of us on our last night in Greece – the night James proposed. I was
				absolutely radiant and bronzed (the miracle of fake tan). We were so happy and in
				love. I rested the album on my lap and gazed
				around the empty, soulless room. Where were those two people? When had life got so
				complicated and daunting?

			I flicked forward to our wedding day.
				Wow! Look at my waist! So slim. I was at least two sizes bigger now. I’d have
				to lose that extra stone this year. I wanted to get back to that slim girl. I wanted
				to go back to that day. I wanted to be relaxed and joyful again.

			Sighing, I flipped forward to the photos
				of Yuri. I stopped then, overcome with emotion. There was one of us at the airport,
				coming through the arrivals door, holding our precious Russian angel. My sister,
				Babs, must have taken it. You could see Mum rushing towards me, holding a bunch of
				enormous ‘Congratulations’ balloons. Yuri was fast asleep on my
				shoulder; James and I were exhausted, but elated. I looked closer: Mum was crying
				and so am I. Remembering that day still brought tears to my eyes. I peered at
				Yuri’s sleeping face, the baby boy from Russia who saved my sanity and gave me
				the gift of motherhood.

			I shuddered, remembering how I had
				shouted at him yesterday when he vomited all over me instead of into the bag I was
				holding for him. The boat trip over had been a nightmare. Yuri had thrown up the
				whole way from Dublin to Wales. And then his little sister, Lara, had proceeded to
				vomit the whole way from Wales to London in the car. I thought we’d never get
				here. But we did.

			The room was still dusty, in spite of my
				best efforts. All of the windows were open to air the house, but it still smelt
				stale and stuffy. I’d have to scrub it from top to bottom. The walls were
				painted magnolia and the floors had that cheap, rope-like carpet that rented houses
				tended to go for because it was low cost and hard-wearing. There weren’t many
				aesthetic touches in this place. The carpet felt rough and scratchy under my toes.
				I’d buy some big rugs to cover it. I looked around and sighed again. It would take a lot of work to make this
				house into some kind of home. It was so drab and bleak.

			Panic rose in my throat. ‘Stop it,
				Emma,’ I scolded myself. ‘It’s not a big deal. People move all the
				time. James is happy about his new job. Be supportive. Don’t show him how you
				really feel.’ But he wasn’t here now. He’d taken the children to
				the park to leave me in peace to unpack – or to get away from me, my snapping and
				shouting and general grumpiness. I found it hard to hide my feelings, but I was
				trying.

			It isn’t easy to give up
				everything you love. I’d said goodbye to our house in Dublin, which I’d
				spent years making into the perfect home. I’d left behind my friends, my
				family – although, truth be told, my younger sister lived in London and my brother
				was in New York, but still, I’d left my parents. And I’d given up a job
				I loved. It was all for James, for his new job, for his career, for his well-being
				and happiness. I wanted him to be happy, of course I did, especially as he’d
				been so miserable since the last job fiasco, but I didn’t really know anyone
				in London and it felt like starting all over again. The problem was, I’d loved
				my old life. Yuri and Lara were so happy at their playschool and everything had been
				perfect. Well, OK, not perfect. The last six months had been far from perfect.
				They’d been really stressful, actually, but now I was afraid. What if London
				didn’t work out? What if James didn’t succeed? What would happen to us
				then?

			I looked at another photo to try to calm
				my nerves. It was one of James and me at Lucy and Donal Brady’s wedding, about
				four years ago. We’re all standing arm in arm, heads thrown back in laughter.
				My best friend marrying James’s best friend – how perfect was that? We’d
				all had so much fun together. Their wedding was also the day I found out I was
				pregnant with Lara, our little miracle. Such wonderful, happy times. I felt a lump
				forming in my throat.

			When I told Lucy we
				were uprooting and moving to London, she said it would be the making of us, that
				we’d have all this quality time together as a family and that it would get us
				back on track. I wasn’t so sure about that. We’d been here exactly
				nineteen hours and I felt desperately lonely and homesick.

			I pinched myself in exasperation.
				‘Get a grip, you dramatic cow. You’re a forty-year-old mother of two.
				Make the most of this new adventure. Work at it, focus on making it a success. Turn
				this strange house into a home. Make your marriage work. Be nice to James. Be
				positive. Feel the fear and do it anyway. Forget your troubles – come on, get
				happy … blah blah blah.’ The positive rant wasn’t working.

			My phone rang. I could see from the
				caller ID that it was my mother. I hesitated, then answered it.

			‘And they call this
				summer!’

			‘Hi, Mum.’ I crossed my legs
				and propped my chin in my hand – if it started with a complaint, it could go on for
				some time.

			‘It hasn’t stopped raining
				since you left. Honestly, the weather in this country is a farce. We’ll be
				getting a toonami next, mark my words. I’ve never seen such rain. It’s
				all that global warning.’

			‘It’s “tsunami”
				and “global warming”, Mum.’

			‘That’s what I said. And,
				let me tell you, putting your newspapers in a green bin isn’t going to stop
				the ozone layer burning us all to death.’

			‘I thought you said the tsunami
				was going to kill us?’

			‘It’ll be one or the other.
				Your father has me demented, dividing everything into separate bins. He now has a
				compost heap in the garden. Did you ever? This is a man who has only ever given
				nature a cursory glance while pounding around the golf course. Now he’s
				insisting that banana skins and tea bags and
				God knows what else go into this big pot he has on the windowsill. It stinks out the
				kitchen, not to mention looking awful. Honestly, Emma, he’s getting very
				peculiar in his old age.’

			I knew from experience that there was no
				point in interrupting my mother’s flow. I put the phone on loudspeaker and got
				up to continue unpacking.

			‘How are my little pets? I think
				Yuri’s grown over the summer. He’s still very small, mind you, but
				that’s the awful food they fed him in that orphanage. Hopefully, in a few
				years’ time, he’ll be as big as the other boys in his class.’

			‘Mum!’ I warned her.
				‘I’ve told you before, don’t be negative about the
				orphanage.’

			‘Why not? You told me it was a
				terrible place, and didn’t you save him from it?’

			I gritted my teeth. ‘We
				didn’t save him, he saved us. We’re the ones who should be
				grateful.’

			‘Well, there’s no need to
				bite my head off. I know how lucky we are to have him. Sure, amn’t I besotted
				with him? He’s my favourite grandchild. And before you give out, I love Lara
				and Sheila, too.’

			‘Mum! It’s Shala,’ I
				corrected her, for the millionth time. ‘You know perfectly well how to
				pronounce it and it’s annoying for Sean and Shadee that you insist on saying
				“Sheila”. The child has a lovely Iranian name and you need to accept
				that.’

			Mum sniffed. ‘I don’t know
				why my children couldn’t call their babies nice simple names. None of this
				Yuri and Shala nonsense.’

			‘Yuri was named before we adopted
				him, and it’s a beautiful name, and may I remind you that your daughter-in-law
				is Iranian and Shala is also a beautiful name?’

			‘I just don’t see why Sean
				couldn’t have married a nice Irish
				girl. Why did he have to find an Iranian girl who doesn’t want the children
				baptized or raised as Catholics? It breaks my heart.’

			‘Mum, Shadee is amazing and Sean
				is blissfully happy. The fact that she isn’t Catholic doesn’t matter.
				She’s a great wife and mother, and a lovely person. And, besides, we all know
				you baptized Shala under the kitchen sink the minute they had their backs
				turned.’

			Mum changed the subject, as she always
				does when she’s found guilty. ‘Anyway, that’s enough about that.
				How are you, pet? All unpacked?’

			I sighed. ‘No, I still have about
				twenty boxes to go.’

			‘Well, chop-chop, Emma. James
				needs a nice home to come back to after work.’

			‘Thank you, Mum. I’m going
				as fast as I can.’ I childishly made faces at the phone – this was the kind of
				behaviour my mother often reduced me to.

			‘It’s important that a man
				wants to come home to his wife, Emma. Put a smile on your face and make the most of
				it. London is an exciting place to be.’

			‘But … what if we never
				come back to Dublin?’ I said, finally admitting my biggest fear.

			‘If you don’t, you
				don’t,’ Mum said, reassuring as always. ‘Life isn’t
				straightforward, Emma. You should know that by now.’

			‘I am aware of it. I have
				an adopted son and I’ve just moved country for my husband’s job.
				Straightforwardness isn’t something I expect or demand.’

			‘Marriage is all about
				compromise,’ announced the woman who had never compromised in her life.
				‘You just have to get on with it. London is your home now. Make the most of
				it. Life is a long and bumpy road.’

			I tried to keep the annoyance out of my
				voice. I loved Mum to bits, but she
				wasn’t exactly a soft shoulder when you needed one. ‘All right, Mum,
				thanks for checking in with me. I appreciate it. James will be back from the park
				soon, so I’d better go and sort out dinner.’

			‘Well, mind yourself and call me
				if you’re feeling lonely or want to talk.’ The phone clicked and she was
				gone.

			Life had certainly been bumpy lately. I
				hoped it would be smoother now that we had made the move. But what if it
				wasn’t? I tidied the photo albums away into a cupboard. I had to leave the
				past behind. Those carefree days were over long ago. I had to focus on our future,
				whatever that might be. Smile, Emma, I ordered myself. Everything will be fine.

		
	
		
			
				[image: Penguin walking logo]
			

			2

			The doorbell rang. I looked through the
				peep-hole. Phew, it wasn’t the journalist, only Babs. I opened the door to see
				my younger sister dressed like some kind of over-the-top rock-star at ten in the
				morning. She was wearing dark sunglasses, skin-tight jeans, six-inch heels and a
				tank top, with Dolce & Gabbana emblazoned across the chest.

			‘Subtle top, Babs. And, in case
				you hadn’t noticed, it’s cloudy so you don’t need the
				shades.’

			‘Out of the way.’ She pushed
				past me, wheeling a suitcase behind her. ‘What time is the photographer
				coming? You need a lot of work.’

			‘Thanks! The journalist from the
				Irish Sunday Independent will be here to talk to James at half ten, and
				they’re going to do the photo at about eleven.’

			‘Thank God for that. I’ll
				need a full hour. Now, for the love of God, make me a cup of coffee, will you?
				I’m really hung-over.’

			‘Morning, Babs.’ James came
				in and kissed her cheek. ‘You’re looking very … last
				night,’ he said, with a grin.

			Babs grinned back at him.
				‘You’re right, James, these are last night’s clothes.’

			I spun around. ‘Where did you
				stay?’ I asked, hoping Babs wasn’t sleeping around. She had to grow up.
				At twenty-seven, she needed to calm down, stop shagging random men and meet a nice
				guy.

			‘Chill, Emma, I crashed in a
				friend’s house,’ she drawled, sticking her head into the fridge, then
				drinking orange juice straight from the
				carton. ‘A very cute, randy friend,’ she added, giggling.

			Before I could tell her off, James stood
				in front of me. ‘How do I look?’ he asked, fiddling with his tie.

			He looked very handsome. He was wearing
				his one and only suit – dark navy with a blue shirt and red tie. I noticed he was
				thinner. The suit was a little too big for him now. His brown eyes searched my face
				for approval. Where had my confident, self-assured husband gone?

			I went over to kiss him.
				‘You’re gorgeous. Even cuter than when I first met you.’

			He smiled, relaxing.

			‘You look like an
				accountant,’ Babs said. ‘You should lose the tie. You’re a rugby
				coach, not a banker.’

			‘Ignore her,’ I told him.
				‘You look very distinguished.’

			‘Thank you, darling.’ He
				squeezed my hands; his palm was sweaty. ‘Right. I’ll leave you two to
				it. I want to go over my notes.’

			As James walked out, the children came
				running in. ‘Auntie Babs!’ they squealed, when they saw her, and charged
				over.

			Yuri and Lara adored Babs, partly
				because she was good-looking – it amazed me that children were so attracted to
				beauty – but they also loved her because she talked to them as if they were adults.
				She never censored herself in front of them. She said exactly what was on her mind
				and the kids loved that. She also bought them completely unsuitable presents. For
				Christmas last year she had given Yuri a huge toy machine-gun and Lara a big case
				filled with makeup, glitter, stick-on nails, plastic earrings and bracelets – a true
				treasure trove of girly junk.

			Of course, I was the one who got shot by
				the little balls from Yuri’s gun, and it was me who had to clean up the
				glitter that Lara stuck to all the furniture and cushions in the
					house. But they all got on well, which
				I liked, and the children brought out a nicer side to Babs. She genuinely cared
				about them. In fact, they were probably the only things she gave a damn about, apart
				from herself and her career.

			Babs held up her hands to stop them.
				‘Hey, kids, what have I told you? Never call me “Auntie”.
				I’m far too young for that. Just because your mother is ancient doesn’t
				mean I am. Remember, I’m thirteen years younger than her.’

			Lara put up her arms. Babs checked her
				little hands were clean, then lifted her up for a kiss. ‘My God, you get more
				beautiful every time I see you. Not as beautiful as me but, still, you’re
				going in the right direction. Thank God you didn’t get your mother’s red
				hair.’

			Putting Lara down, she turned to Yuri.
				‘So, Shorty, what’s up? Have you grown?’

			Yuri nodded proudly. ‘Three
				centimetres since I saw you.’

			‘Well, you won’t be playing
				basketball anytime soon, but I suppose it’s something. Now, I’ve got a
				treat for you.’

			‘What is it?’ Their eyes
				were wide with anticipation.

			Babs pulled a box of Smarties out of her
				bag. Great, I thought, just what we need: sweets to make them hyper when
				there’s a journalist on the way and we’d like him to see a nice, normal
				family.

			They shrieked with delight. Babs handed
				the box to them. ‘Run for your life, before the witch here gets her hands on
				them and lets you have just one each.’

			As they ripped open the box, I turned to
				my sister. ‘Thanks so much. They’ll be bouncing off the walls
				now.’

			‘I know, and their teeth will fall
				out and I won’t be the one bringing them to the dentist and paying for
				fillings, blah blah blah. Come on, Emma, live a little. It’s a box of
				Smarties, not crack cocaine.’

			I decided to change the subject.
				‘Did you ask your work people about
				Putney? Do any of them know this area? Any advice or tips for me?’ We’d
				been in Putney three days now, but I still had no real feel for the place.

			Babs reapplied her lip-gloss while the
				children gorged themselves on Smarties. ‘It’s where all the boring
				people with kids live so you’ll fit right in.’

			‘Gee, thanks. I’m so glad to
				hear that,’ I said, giving her a fake smile.

			‘Seriously,’ she said,
				looking around, ‘this place is depressing. All the houses on the road look
				exactly the same. I don’t know why you didn’t listen to me and get a
				cool loft in Soho.’

			I shook my head. ‘Because lofts
				are for people like you – young, selfish and single – not for someone like me who
				has two small kids. I need a garden so the children can run around in circles and
				tire themselves out instead of trashing the house.’

			‘Fine, whatever.’ Babs
				polished off her coffee and ordered me upstairs for my make-over.

			The suitcase, it turned out, contained a
				whole bunch of outfits Babs had borrowed from the wardrobe department at the TV show
				she presents, How To Look Good With Your Clothes On. An hour later, having
				managed to squeeze myself into one of the fifteen dresses she’d brought, I was
				ready.

			‘Give us a twirl,’ Babs
				said, and I obeyed. ‘If I say so myself, I did a damn good job. Green is
				definitely your colour. It tones down the red hair – and, with the super-suction
				Spanx, the dress actually looks like it fits you properly.’

			I heard the bell ring, and James opening
				the front door. He was greeting a man – it must be the journalist.

			I studied myself critically in the
				mirror. My makeup was good, at least I was able to do that myself, and the dress was
				very flattering. Babs had insisted that I wear six-inch heels, to make my legs look
				thinner, and I had to admit that, although the shoes were torturously uncomfortable, they made a big difference. I smiled at
				myself. I was pleased with the overall result. I really wanted to look good for this
				photo. I knew it was important to James. He was determined to make sure his new job
				went smoothly and a good first impression was vital. He was still haunted by what
				had happened with the Irish team, and I knew he was determined not to put a foot
				wrong this time.

			We went back downstairs. I still
				hadn’t dressed the children, who were running around like lunatics in the
				garden in their pyjamas, high on sugar. I was waiting until the very last second to
				put on their freshly pressed clothes. James’s interview was in progress. Babs
				and I watched them through the glass door that separated the kitchen from the living
				room.

			The journalist was dressed very casually
				in a crumpled shirt and chinos. He was younger than James. His Dictaphone lay on the
				coffee-table between them, but he was taking notes as well. James was sitting bolt
				upright on the couch, his hands clasped together in his lap. He seemed very
				tense.

			‘Are you worried you’ll end
				up like your predecessor, out on your ear after nine months?’ the journalist
				asked him.

			Nine months! James hadn’t told me
				that. He’d said the previous rugby manager hadn’t worked out, but he
				hadn’t mentioned the very brief timeline. Would we have to move again in nine
				months? Would anyone hire him if this job didn’t work out, just like the last
				one? My stomach twisted.

			James smiled stiffly. ‘I’m
				planning to bring all the experience and success I had coaching Leinster to London
				Irish. I’m confident I can turn this team around and have a long and fruitful
				career with them.’

			‘But your last position, as
				assistant coach for the Irish team, ended after only six months. What makes you
				think this will be different?’

			‘Ouch,’ Babs muttered. ‘Look at
				James’s face.’

			Damn! Why the hell had the journalist
				brought that up? It was so unfair. It hadn’t been James’s fault.

			James crossed his arms and frowned
				deeply. ‘The Irish position didn’t work out because of a clash of
				personalities between the head coach, Frank Gallagher, and the Irish Rugby
				Federation. Unfortunately, I was a casualty of that disagreement. The only reason I
				was let go was because the new coach they hired, Jackson Hadley, wanted to bring his
				own assistant coach with him.’

			‘Good answer,’ I
				whispered.

			‘Yes, but his body language is
				really defensive,’ Babs whispered back.

			James was sitting with his arms folded
				tightly across his chest. The Irish job fiasco had really knocked his confidence. I
				hated Frank Gallagher with a passion. If he had just been a bit less pig-headed and
				got on with managing the team, none of this would have happened and we’d be
				back home in Dublin, living our lovely life, and James would be his old self-assured
				and contented self.

			‘He’s going to have to be
				tougher,’ Babs said. ‘He should tell that journalist to stick his stupid
				questions up his arse.’

			‘Keep your voice down!’ I
				warned her. The last thing James needed was the journalist to hear insults being
				slung at him from the next room.

			‘Seriously, Emma, James needs to
				grow bigger balls. He can’t go around being defensive and poor-me about his
				old job. It didn’t work out. He should put some kind of a spin on it and make
				it sound like he walked out on them, or he was keen to move back to his hometown
				London, or something.’

			She had a point. He’d need to be
				smoother and more polished for future interviews.

			The journalist tapped his notepad with
				his pen. ‘Is it not also true that
				you were let go because the captain of the Irish team, Barry O’Brian,
				didn’t respect you?’

			James dropped his arms to his side and
				sat forward. ‘No, that’s not true at all. I’ve no idea where you
				got that information, but it’s false.’

			‘Really? I heard it from Barry
				O’Brian when I called him about you. He said, although you were highly valued
				at Leinster, the Munster players on the Irish team didn’t rate you. He felt a
				lot of your success was based on luck and the fact that Donal Brady was a brilliant
				captain and player. Brady also happens to be a good friend of yours, am I
				right?’

			James’s face went an alarming
				shade of red. Gripping his knees with his hands, he snapped, ‘Barry
				O’Brian never said any of this to me. When I coached him, we got along just
				fine. As for Barry and the Munster players thinking I wasn’t a good coach,
				frankly, that’s bullshit. In fact, Munster tried to poach me when I was
				training Leinster. They offered me more money to move down to Limerick and train
				Munster, but I refused because I was loyal to Leinster and to the team. As for the
				comment about Donal Brady, yes, he is a close friend of mine and I think he’s
				a tremendous leader and player, but he’s not a coach. I coached that
				team to victory and I will not have anyone saying or implying otherwise.’

			‘Way to go, James.’ Babs was
				impressed and I breathed a sigh of relief.

			‘Are you surprised by
				O’Brian’s comments, then?’ the journalist asked.

			James sat back. ‘Yes, I am. I
				thought he was more professional than that, but I’m certainly not going to get
				into a slagging match about it. O’Brian is a fine player and a good captain
				for Ireland. I wish him and his teammates well.’

			The journalist smiled.
				‘That’s very magnanimous of you.’

			James grinned, his face finally losing
				its tension. ‘My wife’s Irish
				and my children are half Irish. I had a wonderful time living and coaching in
				Dublin. But I’m in London now and I want to look forward, not back. I intend
				to be the most successful coach London Irish has ever had.’

			‘Fighting words.’ The
				journalist jotted down the quote.

			James nodded. ‘I am a
				fighter and I have the utmost confidence in my abilities.’ Standing up to
				stretch his legs, he asked if the interview was over. It was obvious he’d
				rather have been eating the guy’s toenail clippings than answering his
				questions.

			‘More or less, but I wonder if I
				could ask your wife a few questions? I’d like to get a sense of how she feels
				about the move,’ the journalist said.

			What? I froze. That wasn’t part of
				the plan. I didn’t want to answer any questions. I was prepared to smile at
				the camera, but I certainly hadn’t agreed to an interview.

			‘Emma!’ Babs nudged me
				roughly. ‘Get your arse in there.’

			‘But – I don’t know what to
				say!’

			‘Just smile and say very little.
				Keep your answers short and don’t ramble.’

			‘I never ramble.’

			Babs rolled her eyes. ‘Hello! You
				spend your whole life rambling and ranting and going off on tangents, just like
				Mum.’

			‘I do not. I am not like Mum in
				any way. I never rant and, besides, you’re a fine one to talk about
				–’

			Babs held up a hand in front of my face.
				‘Zip it, Emma. Now, get in there and help your husband out. He needs
				it.’

			James looked at the door, smiled when he
				saw us hovering there and walked over to usher me in.

			‘You were amazing. I’m so
				proud of you,’ I whispered in his ear. He squeezed my hand.

			Introducing me to the journalist, he
				said, ‘Emma, this is Joe Kendal.
				He’d like to ask you a few questions. Is that all right?’

			I proffered my hand and plastered a
				smile on my face, but something caught my eye: it was Babs, waving at me from the
				doorway. ‘Psycho smile,’ she mouthed. ‘Tone it down.’ I
				tried to relax my facial muscles into a less alarming grimace.

			Joe Kendal smiled at me and I
				couldn’t help feeling like a mouse in a snakepit. ‘So, Emma, how do you
				feel about the move to London? You’ve got two small kids so it can’t
				have been easy.’

			I felt James’s body tensing again
				beside me. I knew what the hack was probing for, and there was no way I was going to
				give it to him. It was time for me to take control.

			‘I’m delighted to be in
				London, Joe. I married an Englishman, so we’re a half-English family anyway.
				It’s such a wonderful city, so vibrant and with so much to do and see.
				We’re very much looking forward to settling into our new life here. And I
				think Irish London are very lucky to have James as their coach.’

			I heard a groan from the doorway.
				‘London Irish, you dope,’ Babs hissed. James threw back his head and
				laughed. I was blushing wildly, but he didn’t seem bothered by my mistake.
				Wrapping an arm around me, he said, ‘Emma has been very supportive of my
				career. I’m very lucky to have a wife who puts up with all the upheaval that
				this job entails.’

			‘You won’t print that Irish
				London mistake, will you?’ I asked Joe. ‘I mean, I don’t want
				people to think I’m stupid or slow or mentally challenged or something. Not
				that there’s anything wrong with being mentally challenged, of course. I mean,
				loads of people are and they’re great and they lead really full lives.
				I’m not being racist or bigoted, or whatever the word is. I know people who
				are mentally challenged – sure what
				difference does it make? We’re all God’s creatures, right? I mean, I
				have friends who –’

			James was looking at me aghast, as was
				Joe Kendal, but I couldn’t stop the torrent of nervous words that was pouring
				out of me.

			‘Put a sock in it, Emma.’
				Babs strutted into the room. ‘Hello, Joe, I’m Barbara Burke. You
				probably recognize me from my show, How To Look Good With Your Clothes
				On.’

			Joe stared at her blankly.

			Babs carried on: ‘You’ll
				have to excuse my sister. She’s not used to the media. But I can tell you one
				thing, James is a bloody brilliant coach. He transformed that Leinster team. London
				Irish are lucky to have him on board. Make sure you print that.’

			Joe took out his notebook. ‘What
				did you say your name was?’

			Babs frowned. ‘Barbara Burke, host
				of the very successful How To Look Good With Your Clothes On.’

			‘Never heard of it. What channel
				is it on?’ Joe asked, as James and I tried not to laugh.

			‘Lifestyle,’ Babs snapped.
				‘It airs at two o’clock on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays. It’s a
				very popular show.’

			Joe nodded and scribbled. ‘OK.
				Well, thanks very much, James and Emma – and Barbara. I’ll just pop out and
				ask Eddie to come in for the photos now.’

			James and I shook his hand, exchanged a
				relieved glance, and I ran out to wrestle the children into their clothes.

			While the photographer was setting up, I
				watched Lara and Yuri sitting beside James on the couch. Yuri looked adorable in his
				little blue shirt. With his fair hair and chocolate brown eyes, he would have melted
				anyone’s heart. And as for my little princess, she hadn’t inherited my
				red hair, as Babs had pointed out, so she wouldn’t have to go through school
					being called ‘Carrothead’
				or ‘Fanta’. She had beautiful blonde hair. It was very fine, so I kept
				it shoulder-length. But Lara’s best assets were her navy blue eyes and her
				killer smile. When she smiled, two big dimples appeared, one on each cheek. It was
				adorable.

			I marvelled at my two beautiful children
				and silently thanked God for giving me the gift of motherhood. Although my
				infertility, Yuri’s adoption and then Lara’s premature birth had been
				really difficult times, there was never a day went by when I didn’t feel
				grateful that it had ended like this. These two children were my miracles, and I
				appreciated them all the more for having struggled so hard to have them.

			As I watched my beautiful little ones
				snuggling into their dad’s arms, I willed myself to be positive. We were a
				family, a unit, a team, and together we would make it work. I shook my hair over my
				shoulder and shot the most convincing smile I could manage at the camera lens.
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			Once I saw my own linen on the beds and
				our clothes hanging in the wardrobes, the house felt less alien. The
				children’s rooms looked out onto the back garden and ours faced the main road.
				As I was putting away Lara’s clothes, I glanced out of the window. To the
				right I saw two very blond children in a paddling pool. To the left a woman in
				shorts and a T-shirt was digging a complicated vegetable patch, with rows and rows
				of plants and a small glasshouse in a corner.

			The sun was shining and I began to feel
				more positive. Putney seemed a nice area. I was glad we had chosen to live there.
				James’s new boss had recommended it as a pleasant suburban village not too far
				from the London Irish training ground, where James would be working. There was a
				gorgeous French coffee shop and patisserie five minutes from the house, a good
				selection of restaurants and one really cool boutique on the high street.

			Even though the area looked promising, I
				was still worried about filling my days while James and the kids were at work and
				school. James was already deeply involved in his job while Yuri and Lara would start
				nursery school soon. What would I do then? I didn’t know anyone and, besides,
				I was used to working. Back in Dublin, I’d loved my job as a makeup artist on
				the TV chat show Afternoon with Amanda. Amanda had been a great boss and
				I’d really miss her. I knew the competition in London for makeup artists would
				be fierce. I wasn’t sure how to break into the industry. I’d have
					to talk to Babs. She worked in TV, so
				she could put me in touch with whoever did her makeup. I could ask them how to go
				about getting work. For now, I’d just have to stay focused on getting the
				children settled and finding my bearings.

			I went downstairs to make some coffee
				and try to sweet-talk James into agreeing to do a big shop – we needed everything to
				fill the fridge and cupboards. He was standing at the kitchen counter, trying to
				persuade Yuri and Lara that dry toast was nice.

			‘But I want butter on mine,’
				Yuri said.

			‘I know, but we don’t have
				any. Mummy will do a big shop later.’

			We’ll see about that, I thought,
				with a smile.

			‘But I don’t like bread with
				no butter. It’s yucky.’

			‘Yuckity-yuck,’ Lara
				added.

			James was relieved to see me. ‘Oh,
				look! Here’s Mummy now – she can sort this out. Daddy has to go to
				work.’

			‘Work? I thought you were going to
				be around for a week, to help me settle in.’

			‘We finished unpacking the last
				boxes yesterday,’ James reminded me. ‘We’re settled.’

			‘But I don’t know where the
				nearest big supermarket is.’

			James shrugged. ‘Nor do I,
				darling. I’ve never lived in Putney before. Why don’t you ask one of the
				neighbours?’

			I tried not to get too annoyed in front
				of the children. If they hadn’t been there to act as a buffer, I’d have
				whacked him over the head with the nearest weapon I could find. ‘I don’t
				know them. I don’t want to go banging on doors yet. Come on, James, please.
				You can go in tomorrow.’

			James ran a hand through his dark hair,
				pushing it back from his eyes. He looked tired. He had tossed and turned all
					night. ‘Sorry, darling, but I
				have to show my face today. I want them to know how keen I am. I really need to make
				a good impression. You’ll be fine,’ he said, giving me a quick hug
				before picking up his kit bag. ‘Besides, Imogen said she was going to pop in
				to check on you today.’

			I stopped dead. ‘What did you
				say?’ Had he really just casually announced that my nightmare of a
				sister-in-law was coming over?

			James was walking towards the door,
				making a quick escape. I grabbed his shoulder. ‘Excuse me. Imogen?’

			He sighed. ‘She knows the area –
				she lived here as a student – so she can help you out.’

			I glared at him. ‘You know I
				can’t stand her.’

			‘What does “can’t
				stand” mean?’ Lara asked. ‘Does it mean you has wobbly
				legs?’

			‘Nothing,’ James and I
				answered in unison.

			‘It means you hate
				something,’ Yuri informed his little sister.

			Lara’s eyes widened. ‘Mummy,
				do you don’t like Imogen?’

			‘No! Of course I do,’ I
				said, desperately trying to do damage control. Lara had a habit of repeating
				everything she heard at home. ‘I meant I can’t stand her to come here
				when we have no food in the house and it’s still messy.’ I pulled James
				aside. ‘Why didn’t you make up an excuse?’ I hissed.

			James put up his hands defensively.
				‘I’m sorry, Emma. Look, I was talking to Henry last night and she came
				on the phone and offered to call in. I couldn’t very well say no.’

			‘Yes, you could. “No”
				is the easiest word in the world to say.’

			‘It would have been
				rude.’

			‘Imogen has skin like an
				elephant’s. She’s incapable of being insulted.’

			James grinned.
				‘That’s a bit harsh. She means well.’

			‘No, she most certainly does not.
				She goes out of her way to be nasty.’

			‘She’s just a little direct
				at times.’

			‘She’s a cow,’ I
				muttered.

			‘She’s my brother’s
				wife,’ James protested, a bit alarmed. I’d say he was worried about the
				reception Imogen would get from me.

			‘Why are you talking all
				quiet?’ Lara asked.

			‘We’re just discussing
				Daddy’s work,’ I said brightly. Then to James, ‘You can’t
				leave me now.’

			James peered at his watch. ‘Sorry,
				darling. I said I’d meet the management team at nine thirty. I have to
				go.’

			‘James, this is not a good start
				to our new life. You may come back to an empty house,’ I grumbled, my earlier
				positivity evaporating.

			‘You never know, you may have
				fun.’ James winked at me, then legged it out of the door.

			I was in the middle of a whirlwind
				effort to tidy the kitchen when I heard Imogen’s loud, horsy voice bellowing
				outside.

			‘Come along, children, we have to
				visit poor Aunt Emma. She’s never been to London before so she needs our help.
				She’s not used to big cities. She won’t be able to manage at
				all.’

			Yuri looked up from the jigsaw he was
				doing. ‘Is that Imogen?’

			I nodded.

			‘Do you think Thomas is there,
				too?’ He looked terrified.

			I peeped out of the window.
				‘Yes.’

			‘Muuuuuuum!’

			‘I know he can be a bit of a pain,
				Yuri. Why don’t you just try to stay
				away from him? Hopefully they won’t stay too long.’

			The bell rang. Damn! No time to run up
				and change. I reluctantly went to open the door, with Lara at my side. My
				three-year-old daughter was dressed from head to toe in a frog outfit she’d
				found in one of the boxes when my back was turned.

			Imogen was standing at the door in her
				usual uniform of white shirt, navy blazer, cream chinos and sensible slip-on shoes.
				She was all about smart, practical clothes. I’d never seen her in heels.
				She’d once told me that she thought my clothes were very ‘jazzy’
				and that my ‘sky-high shoes’ were ‘utterly ridiculous’.
				Apparently I’d develop bunions from wearing them. Imogen’s idea of
				glamour was putting a scarf – probably dotted with horseshoes – over her navy
				blazer.

			Her brown hair was cut in a short bob,
				which she held back from her face with an Alice band. She always wore one, even
				though I was pretty sure they’d gone out of fashion in the eighties. Mind you,
				I was in no position to criticize anyone: I’d answered the door in an old pair
				of tracksuit bottoms and the T-shirt I’d slept in.

			Imogen’s children were dressed
				like clones of their mother: cream chinos and white shirts. I looked at Yuri, who
				was wearing a T-shirt that said I Hate Homework and red pyjama bottoms with
				bright green aliens all over them. I cursed James under my breath for landing this
				on me. ‘Hi, guys,’ I said, plastering a smile on my face while Imogen
				took in my unkempt, trailer-trash look.

			‘Just up?’ she asked,
				brushing past me, followed by Thomas and the twins.

			‘Uhm, kind of, yes. We stayed up
				late unpacking.’

			‘Hello, Aunt Emma,’ the
				twins said. Thomas ignored me. Nothing new there.

			I smiled at the
				twins, who were sweet girls. Luckily for them, they had inherited Henry’s
				sunny disposition and so far had avoided their mother’s sharp tongue and large
				posterior – we’re talking Kim Kardashian plus J-Lo and Beyoncé. I
				felt positively petite beside her. Every cloud …

			I bent down to the twins. ‘Girls,
				please just call me Emma. “Aunt Emma” sounds so formal and makes me feel
				ancient.’

			‘They address all of their aunts
				and uncles like that. I don’t see why they should make an exception for
				you.’ Imogen was looking around the hall, wrinkling her nose.

			‘Come on in. I’ll put the
				kettle on,’ I said, praying it would be a flying visit. The older children
				went into the lounge, but Lara followed me into the kitchen. ‘It’ll just
				be black coffee, I’m afraid, Imogen, I haven’t had a chance to find a
				supermarket.’

			Imogen lowered her oversized posterior
				into a seat and arched an eyebrow at the general clutter. I moved towards the kettle
				and clicked it on.

			‘Ribbit,’ Lara said, hopping
				like a frog.

			Imogen looked at her. ‘Oh, hello.
				Are you off to a fancy-dress party?’

			Lara shook her head.
				‘Ribbit.’

			‘Is she still not talking?’
				Imogen asked.

			I took a deep breath and willed myself
				to remain calm and serene, two very alien emotions in my life. I’d have loved
				to be both calm and serene all the time. ‘I like you. You’re
				feisty,’ James said, when he first met me. ‘Feisty and spirited.’
				I wasn’t sure how thrilled he was by my feistiness now, but in the beginning
				he’d thought it was great.

			I was very touchy about anyone
				commenting on Lara’s speech because she had been late to talk. She
				hadn’t said a word until she was almost three, which everyone kept commenting
				on, of course. But once she started, she came out with complete sentences and hadn’t stopped since. We’d
				had five months of non-stop chatter and she had an opinion on everything.

			‘Lara, say hello to Imogen,’
				I said, desperate for my daughter to show Imogen how wonderful her vocabulary
				was.

			Lara blinked. ‘Ribbit.’

			‘Oh dear. It’s getting
				serious now, Emma. Have you considered that she may have –’ Imogen leant in
				and whispered loudly ‘– learning difficulties? I know a marvellous woman who
				deals with children who –’

			I cut straight across her: ‘Lara
				does not have learning difficulties. She’s pretending to be a frog.
				She’s very creative.’

			Imogen sat up. ‘How can you be
				sure if she doesn’t speak?’

			‘She speaks perfectly well.’
				I turned to Lara and eyeballed her. Keeping my voice neutral, I urged her,
				‘Come on, sweetheart, talk to Imogen. Show her how clever you are.’

			Lara stared at me, unblinking, then
				turned and hopped away shouting, ‘Ribbit.’ Right then and there, I
				wanted to kill my own child.

			Imogen looked at me as if I was living
				in denial and her point had been irrefutably proven. ‘I’ll text you the
				woman’s number later. It’s useful to have.’

			‘Lara is not – Oh, never
				mind.’ I slammed two mugs of coffee onto the table, slopping them.

			‘It’s a pity you
				didn’t consult me before renting this place.’ Imogen took out a large
				handkerchief and wiped her coffee cup. ‘The other side of Putney is so much
				smarter. This road is a bit, well, mixed.’

			Imogen had been in the house ten minutes
				and I already wanted to slap her. I fantasized briefly about wrapping a whole roll
				of masking tape around her mouth. ‘What are you going to do about the awful
				décor?’ she continued.

			‘As we’re renting, there
				isn’t much I can do. But I’m going to cover the walls with paintings and photos and get some
				colourful rugs to put over the carpet. We’ll fix it up so it looks more
				homely.’

			‘Have you put the children down
				for schools?’

			‘They’re going to attend a
				Montessori ten minutes’ walk from here. I had a quick visit to it the last
				time I was over and it seemed nice.’

			‘But isn’t Yuri
				five?’

			‘No, he’s four and
				three-quarters, so he can go to big school next year. I’m happy for him to be
				a bit old for his class – he had a difficult start in life.’

			‘I see. I presume you explained to
				the teacher about Lara being different?’

			I gripped the table to stop my arm
				shooting out and punching Imogen. ‘Lara isn’t different. She’s
				perfectly normal.’

			As if on cue, Lara hopped in, grabbed a
				biscuit and said, ‘Ribbit.’

			Thomas came in behind her, scowling.
				‘I’m bored, Mummy, let’s go.’

			‘Not yet, darling, I’m
				trying to help poor Emma find her feet. She has no idea what to do in London.’
				Imogen put her hand on Thomas’s shoulder. ‘Thomas goes to St
				David’s College. They start aged six. And from nine years old they offer
				weekly boarding, which Thomas does. It’s one of the best schools in the
				country. It has an excellent equestrian centre. You should put Yuri down for it. Of
				course, it’s impossible to get into, the waiting list is never-ending,
				but …’ Imogen paused for effect ‘… I’m one of the
				governors, so I could get him a place next year.’

			As if I would consider sending my angel
				boy to some horsy boarding school with his wretched older cousin. Did she think I
				was completely certifiable?

			‘He
				wouldn’t last a day.’ Thomas snorted. ‘A midget like him
				couldn’t handle St David’s.’

			‘Do not call him a midget,’
				I snapped.

			‘All right, dwarf.’

			‘Yuri is not a dwarf!’ I was
				now sitting on my hands because I didn’t trust myself. I was definitely going
				to punch someone.

			‘There’s no need to be so
				defensive, Emma,’ Imogen said. ‘The child is extremely
				small.’

			I turned on her. ‘My son is not a
				midget or a dwarf. He had a shitty start in life at the orphanage, but he is growing
				all the time, and although he may never be ten feet tall, the doctors have assured
				me that he will end up being of average height.’

			Thomas took a biscuit and stuffed it
				into his mouth. ‘Your house smells.’

			‘It just needs to be
				aired.’

			‘It stinks.’

			So do you, you little brat, I thought
				darkly.

			Yuri came in. ‘Mummy, can I have a
				biccie?’

			I swept him onto my lap, inhaling the
				scent of his hair. ‘Of course you can, pet.’

			Imogen leant over. ‘Yuri,
				wouldn’t you like to go to the same school Thomas goes to one day? It’s
				a boarding school. You sleep there from Monday to Friday. Doesn’t that sound
				like fun?’

			Yuri shook his head vigorously.
				‘Please don’t send me away, Mummy.’

			I put my arms around him protectively.
				‘I’d never send you away. You’re my lucky charm.’

			‘Mollycoddling boys is bad for
				them, Emma, mark my words. You don’t want him to turn into a mummy’s
				boy. He’ll be bullied at school.’

			I hugged Yuri closer. If I could,
				I’d never let him out of my sight. I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was the
				twins, followed by the hopping frog, who
				was beginning to look a bit sweaty in her polyester frog suit.

			‘Uhm, Aunt Emma, we’re
				trying to play with Lara, but she doesn’t seem to be able to speak. Is
				“ribbit” the only word she knows?’

			I shrugged. ‘What can I say?
				She’s a Method actor.’

			After insulting my house and my
				children, Imogen left to take her own children horse-riding. Naturally.

			I shut the door and breathed a sigh of
				relief. James’s sister-in-law would have to be discouraged from calling again.
				She brought out a very violent streak in me. Why couldn’t Henry have married a
				sweet English rose? How on earth had Imogen managed to get James’s brother, a
				lovely guy, to marry her? It remained a complete mystery to me. James reckoned she
				must be incredible in bed. I doubted it, unless she was very bendy from all the
				horse-riding. Maybe they did role plays: Imogen was the jockey and Henry was the
				stallion and they used props, like riding boots and hats and whips … The
				thought made me giggle and feel nauseous in equal measure.

			‘Mummy.’ The frog finally
				spoke. ‘I’m hungry.’

			‘Lara, why didn’t you speak
				when your cousins were here?’

			Lara pulled her frog mask off.
				‘Because frogs don’t talk.’

			‘I know, pet, but now Imogen
				thinks you can’t speak.’

			‘Actually, Mummy, I don’t
				like her, she’s very shouty.’

			‘Me too,’ Yuri agreed,
				nodding emphatically. ‘And I don’t want to go to Thomas’s school.
				Promise you won’t make me go there, pinkie promise.’

			I hugged them both. ‘I will never,
				ever, ever send you to the same school as Thomas, and we’re not going to see
				Imogen or your cousins often because we’re going to avoid her like the
				plague.’

			‘What does “avoid like a
				pague” mean?’ Yuri asked.

			‘It means
				that we’re going to be too busy to answer the phone or call over to
				her.’ I was rewarded with two grateful smiles. ‘Now, come on,
				let’s get dressed and go exploring.’
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			Several days later, when I had cleaned
				the house from top to bottom, hung the paintings and bought a big rug for the living
				room, I decided it was time to make an effort with the neighbours. I really needed
				to make some friends before the children started at nursery school so I
				wouldn’t go mad with loneliness.

			I called into the house on our left, but
				there was no answer, so we went to the house on our right, number seven. I rang the
				doorbell. A supermodel opened the door. She was tall, slim, tanned, with cascading
				dark hair and green eyes. She was wearing teeny-tiny denim shorts and a bikini
				top.

			‘Yez, can I ’elp you?’
				she asked, in the sexiest French accent this side of Brigitte Bardot.

			‘Hi, I’m Emma. I’ve
				just moved in next door. Do you live here?’

			‘Yez. I am the au pair of theez
				family.’

			‘Oh, right, OK.’ Thank God
				for that. I didn’t fancy befriending a mother whose thighs were the same width
				as my middle finger. ‘Is the mum around?’

			‘No, she eez shopping. She like to
				shop very much. I think she will be back at about five o’clock, but I am not
				definite about theez.’

			‘No problem. Will you just tell
				her I popped over to say hi?’

			‘OK.’ The supermodel closed
				the door.

			‘Mummy, she looked like a
				princess!’ Even Lara was impressed.

			‘I know. But
				she’s not the mummy, she’s the minder.’ I didn’t want Lara
				thinking that any mother looked like that.

			‘I want a minder like her,’
				Lara said.

			‘Come on, let’s go home and
				have some ice-cream.’ I wanted to distract Lara from the stunning au pair. I
				wanted to distract myself from her, too – she had reminded me of someone I’d
				rather forget.

			I’d always felt really secure in
				my marriage. James was solid, steady and devoted to me. He was very English –
				reserved and measured – and had always loved my Irish lack of restraint and
				impulsiveness. I felt safe with James. But then one day, about five months ago,
				I’d called on him at work at the Ireland training ground. I wanted to show him
				a painting I’d bought. When I arrived I saw him talking to a young woman. She
				was wearing tight leggings and an Ireland sweatshirt – not very flattering, but you
				could tell she had a killer body underneath. Even from a distance, I could tell he
				was trying to impress her. I could see how animated he was. He was telling some
				story and she was laughing hard. I knew it couldn’t have been that funny,
				because James is no comedian. She had her hand on his arm and she was leaning into
				him and he was leaning towards her, too. You could tell from a mile away that they
				liked each other. There was an intimacy about them that stopped me in my tracks.

			Lucy did point out that it wasn’t
				as if I’d found him having hot sex with someone in the storage cupboard, but I
				still felt sick. I could see he was flirting with her. You know when your husband
				fancies someone … because he acts the way he did when he used to fancy
				you.

			When I came up behind them, James jumped
				and then went a bit red in the face. He hadn’t been expecting me and was
				suddenly flustered. He introduced me to this Mandy person. She was at least ten
				years younger than me and a whole lot more
				pert. Her boobs still stood up and her face was almost devoid of lines.

			I put out my hand and shook hers very
				firmly – if I’m being honest, I crushed it a bit. Well, a woman has to stand
				her ground. I wanted Mandy to be under no illusions as to who she was up against.
				‘And what do you do, Mandy?’ I asked.

			‘I’m a physio,’ she
				said, shaking her bouncy ponytail.

			‘Really? And how long have you
				been working with James?’

			‘About two months,’ she
				said. ‘He’s been so great to me, showing me the ropes and making sure I
				feel included in the squad. And he’s so funny – you must laugh all the time at
				home. You’re so lucky.’

			Two months! Two months this flirtation
				had been going on and James had never mentioned any new physio coming into the
				squad. And who the hell was Mandy to tell me how lucky I was? And James wasn’t
				that funny. He could be amusing sometimes but not hysterically so, like she was
				making out. I was furious and, actually, I felt threatened and suddenly very
				insecure.

			‘Well, I’d better go.
				I’ll see you later at training, James. Nice to meet you, Emily.’

			‘It’s Emma,’ I
				said.

			‘Oops, sorry.’ Mandy bounced
				off, leaving me seething with a shifty-looking James.

			I turned to my hilarious husband.
				‘So how come you never mentioned Mandy before?’

			He shrugged. ‘What’s to say?
				She’s one of the new physios, that’s all.’

			I glared at him. ‘I think
				there’s a lot to say, actually. She seems to find you very amusing. Apparently
				you went out of your way to make sure she felt at home. You seem to have taken a
				very keen interest in her.’

			James dug his
				hands into his tracksuit pockets. ‘I always try to make new people feel
				comfortable.’

			‘Oh, she seems very comfortable to
				me. You’re doing a great job there. She looks very at home.’

			‘She’s a good physio and fun
				to be around. All the guys love her.’

			I bet they do, I thought grimly.
				‘Is that right? Well, bully for her.’ I tried to keep my voice neutral.
				I didn’t want James to see how rattled I was. I wanted to be
				calm … but, unfortunately, that is not in my nature.

			‘Do you fancy her?’ I
				blurted out.

			‘No.’ He was avoiding my
				eyes.

			‘Oh, my God, you do. I can see it
				in your face.’ I was shocked. I’d never been remotely worried that James
				would meet someone in work, because 99 per cent of the people he worked with were
				men. Besides, I just hadn’t imagined he fancied other women any more.
				I’m not saying he didn’t think some women were good-looking or
				sexy … but actively fancy them? No. I’d never seen him like this
				with any of our female friends or his colleagues’ wives or anyone else we
				socialized with. James was always polite and charming, but never flirty.

			‘For goodness’ sake, Emma,
				don’t start making a drama out of nothing. She’s a new colleague I get
				on well with.’

			‘Very well, by the look of
				things,’ I muttered.

			‘She’s easy to work with.
				There’s no crime in that,’ he snapped.

			I opened my mouth to protest, but
				decided to shut it again. He was annoyed and defensive. I didn’t want to push
				him right into Mandy’s arms. I needed to step away and think about what to do.
				I changed the subject and tried my best to be breezy, but it was difficult through
				gritted teeth.

			For the next month I’d watched
				James like a hawk and popped in, at
				different times of the day, to visit him at work. I checked his phone and his laptop
				when he wasn’t in the room, but didn’t find anything. As Lucy said, it
				was probably just a little flirtation, and there was no harm in it. But I
				didn’t feel so blasé. A flirt can lead to a lot more if it isn’t nipped
				in the bud. A flirt means you’re bored at home. Happily married men
				don’t flirt.

			James got more sex in the weeks that
				followed my meeting with Mandy than he knew what to do with. I cranked it up
				big-time – new lingerie, scented body lotion, candles and even some dirty talk.
				James seemed very pleased and participated enthusiastically. It ended up being fun
				for both of us. But I had been shaken by what I’d seen. I realized that I
				needed to make more of an effort at keeping our marriage interesting and fresh. And
				although most nights I just wanted to put on my fleecy pyjamas and eat chocolate
				biscuits in bed while watching bad reality TV, I had to remember that there were two
				of us in our relationship.

			Then, of course, James had been fired
				and Mandy was no longer an issue as our life was turned upside-down.

			As I walked the children back to our
				house, I resolved that this was the night to christen our new home. I’d bought
				a black lacy body in Dublin, before we left, and I was going to root it out, open a
				bottle of wine and give James a little reminder of why he’d fallen in love
				with me.

			I was lost in thought, planning my
				evening, when I heard, ‘Hey, Sis. Hey, Shrimp. Hey, Gorgeous.’

			It was Babs, climbing out of a taxi,
				looking amazing, with perfect hair and makeup. She was wearing a ballet-length,
				halterneck red dress.

			‘I know, I look ridiculous. This
				dress is so conservative, but they’ve had complaints about me showing too much
				flesh on the show. Apparently some frigid cow in Devon thought it was disgraceful to have so much cleavage and thigh on
				view on an afternoon show. I bet her husband loved it and she just got the hump with
				him ogling me.’

			I never ceased to wonder where Babs got
				her confidence. It was colossal. I wished I had half of it.

			‘You should consider wearing
				clothes that don’t show off so much flesh more often. You look much nicer and
				less available,’ I noted, behaving every inch the older sister. But, then, it
				was true.

			‘I love your dress. Do a twirl,
				Babs, do a twirl,’ Lara demanded.

			Babs obliged with a couple of spins.
				‘I’ve come straight from the studio to give you the good news. I’m
				the best sister in the world and you can grovel at my feet.’

			I put my key in the door and ushered the
				kids through the kitchen and into the back garden. ‘Go on – I’m waiting
				with bated breath.’

			Babs threw her enormous bag onto a
				chair. ‘I’ve got you a job.’

			‘What?’

			‘The makeup artist on our show
				just handed in her notice. Before they had a chance to start looking for someone
				else, I said they had to hire you.’

			‘You’re kidding!
				Really?’

			‘Yes. I’m not all bad, you
				know. Anyway, they asked about your history and blah blah blah. I bigged you up, of
				course. I said you’d worked for the best show on Irish TV and done all the
				celebrity weddings in Ireland. So they said they’d give you a three-week
				trial, and if that works out, they’ll hire you on a six-month
				contract.’

			‘But when do they want me to
				start? What sort of hours? What about the kids?’ I was thrilled and nervous
				all at once. It was too soon – I had so much to sort out and I didn’t know
					London at all. I’d have to get a
				nanny. How would I juggle everything?

			Babs opened the fridge and poured
				herself a glass of wine. ‘You start Monday week so you’ve got plenty of
				time to sort out your stuff.’

			I sat down at the table. ‘And the
				hours – what do you think they’ll be?’

			‘Usually from about nine thirty or
				ten in the morning till about five, sometimes later, depending on how the show is
				going. Some of the women need a lot of encouragement to get undressed and look in
				the mirror. Sometimes it takes hours, which is such a pain in the arse. On those
				days we always run late.’

			‘Will I have to travel?’

			‘Not really. It’s mostly
				shot in London – we don’t have a big budget.’ Babs rummaged in the
				cupboards. ‘Do you have anything decent to eat?’

			Wow! A job, and so soon. It had been
				much easier than I’d expected. It would do me good to work, though. I
				wouldn’t have time to dwell on the move or my loneliness. Plus I’d be
				earning my own money and hopefully I’d meet nice people. It was great. Except
				for one small detail: my sister was the star of the show.

			As if she could read my mind, Babs, who
				had found a box of animal-shaped crackers in one of the cupboards, said,
				‘Obviously I’m the most important person on the programme so you
				can’t try to boss me around or behave like my sister. You have to be
				super-nice to me and treat me with respect.’

			‘Can’t I just ignore
				you?’

			Babs waved a lion cracker at me.
				‘I’m serious. This is my show.’

			‘Isn’t that what all
				presenters think until they’re replaced?’

			‘I’m
				not going to be replaced. The public love me.’

			I resisted the urge to laugh.
				‘Whose makeup will I be doing?’

			‘Mine, although obviously you
				won’t have much work to do on me, and then you’ll have to do the women
				we’re making over. Some are shocking-looking, so you’ll have your work
				cut out for you.’

			‘You have such a lovely way with
				words.’ I held out my hand. Babs passed me a giraffe cracker.

			‘So, are you in?’

			‘Absolutely. Now I just need to
				find a childminder.’

			Yuri and Lara came running in from the
				garden.

			‘Guess what?’ I said.

			‘We’re going home!’
				Yuri ran around the kitchen, cheering. ‘Yeah. I can go to Connor’s house
				for a play.’

			My heart sank. The poor little guy
				missed his friends in Dublin so much. ‘No, sweetheart, we’re not going
				home, but Mummy’s got a new job.’

			Yuri looked crestfallen.

			‘Is the beautiful girl going to
				mind us?’ Lara asked, still dazzled by the au pair next door.

			‘No, Mummy’s going to find a
				different minder.’ One who looks like an old troll, I thought. An old troll
				with rotten teeth and severe acne so Daddy won’t be tempted by her.

			‘Can I have a cracker?’ Yuri
				asked Babs.

			She shook the box. ‘Sorry,
				Short-fry, I ate them.’

			‘But I want one.’ Yuri
				looked as if he was about to cry. ‘It’s mean to eat them all. It’s
				not fair.’

			Babs laid her hand on his head.
				‘Listen, Squirt, I’ve just got your mum a job. And if your mum has a
				job, that means she makes money. If she has money, that means she can buy loads more
				of these crackers for you, and more toys and sweets and all that stuff, so
				don’t give me a hard time. OK?’

			Yuri nodded.
				‘OK.’

			I couldn’t believe it. If I had
				eaten Yuri’s crackers, he would have had a complete meltdown, but the kids
				never freaked out with Babs. Maybe if the TV presenting dried up she should consider
				childcare. I smiled to myself. Somehow I doubted any woman of sane mind would have
				Babs in her home.

			‘Right, amigos, I have to
				go. I’ve got a show to tape.’

			After the children had had their snack,
				I decided to enjoy the lovely sunshine and sit outside on the patio. I wanted ten
				minutes of peace to read my magazine, so I told Lara and Yuri to do races up and
				down the garden. I was reading a very good article on why women are never happy with
				their bodies when Yuri pushed Lara. She fell down, scraped her knee and proceeded to
				scream like a banshee.

			‘For God’s sake, Yuri,
				I’ve told you a million times not to push your sister.’

			‘Blood!’ shrieked Lara.

			I examined her knee. ‘No, pet,
				there’s no blood. Now, stop screaming.’

			‘She pushed me first. I hate
				her!’ Yuri shouted.

			‘Don’t say that,’ I
				snapped. I couldn’t stand it when they were mean to one another. They only had
				each other in the world, and when James and I died, I didn’t want them
				fighting and falling out. Because I had one adopted and one biological child, I was
				even more determined to make them close. Siblings had to look out for each other. I
				was close to my brother Sean, but he lived in New York now and was hopeless at
				keeping in touch. When we met up it was always great, but I only spoke to him about
				once every six weeks. As for Babs … When we were younger, the
				thirteen-year age gap had seemed huge, but we had got closer over the years,
				although she still drove me crazy and we did argue a lot.

			‘Apologize to your sister,’
				I ordered Yuri.

			‘No
				way.’ Yuri crossed his arms.

			‘Yuri, I’m going to count to
				three and you’d better apologize or you’ll be in big trouble.
				One … two …’

			‘Uhm, hello?’

			I turned to my right. A woman was
				leaning over the fence, waving at me. Damn. I really hadn’t wanted my
				neighbours to hear me shouting at my children.

			‘Hello!’ my neighbour said
				again.

			I jumped up and went over. ‘Sorry.
				Hi, I’m Emma.’

			Close up, the neighbour was pretty in a
				very natural way. Her hair was cut short and she was very tanned with bright blue
				eyes.

			‘I’m Carol. Carol Richards.
				Number nine.’

			I shook her hand. ‘Nice to meet
				you. We’ve just moved over from Dublin.’

			Carol leant on her spade. ‘I
				thought I heard an
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