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Once upon a time there were three sisters,
and a brother who went to work naked …







She switched off her electric toothbrush and listened. She could hear her husband shouting. He sounded panicked. Oh, my God, they were being robbed. She looked around the bathroom for a weapon. The only thing she could see was the toilet brush. She crept over to the door, opened it slowly and jumped out, shouting, ‘Leave him alone!’

Instead of coming face to face with a balaclava-wearing thief, Anne found herself in front of a naked woman. She stared over at George, who was sitting bolt upright in bed, eyes wide with shock.

The young woman let out a bloodcurdling scream.

‘What the hell is going on?’ Anne shrieked.

‘For the love of God, will you get her a towel or something?’ George hissed.

‘Who is she?’ Anne snapped.

‘I’ve no bloody idea. I woke up and found her stumbling around at the end of the bed.’

The bedroom door burst open and their son, Gavin, charged in, naked and dishevelled.

‘Shit!’ he exclaimed, rushing to the woman. ‘She was looking for the loo.’

‘Sorry!’ the girl said, trying desperately to cover her breasts and nether regions with her hands.

‘No problem, easy mistake to make,’ George said. To his wife, he added, ‘You can put that down now – we’re not in any danger. Good thinking, though! A plastic toilet brush would have provided great protection.’

‘This is Amelia,’ Gavin said.

‘Annalise,’ she corrected him.

‘Christ,’ George muttered.

‘Really?’ Gavin frowned. ‘I was sure it was Amelia.’

‘No, Annalise.’

‘Right, sorry.’

‘When you two have finished having your little catch-up, perhaps you might consider putting some bloody clothes on!’ Anne suggested.

‘There’s no need to be rude, Mum.’ Gavin looked offended.

He pulled Annalise from the bedroom. As she left, she gave them a wave. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘You too.’ George smiled.

As they watched the naked lovebirds scamper across the landing, Anne turned to her husband. ‘You can stop staring at her bottom now, George.’

‘I was just keeping an eye on the poor girl to make sure she didn’t get lost again.’

‘Poor girl? She’s the most brazen hussy I ever met. The cheek of her saying, “Nice to meet you,” while she’s bare-arsed in our bedroom!’

‘How does Gavin get these girls? He’s a complete idiot.’

Anne bristled. ‘He is not. He’s handsome and charming and –’

George cut across her. ‘Unemployed and penniless and going nowhere fast.’

‘You’re too hard on him. He’s just finding his way.’

‘He’s not going to find it having sex with women whose names he can’t remember.’

‘Keep your voice down,’ Anne said. ‘The poor boy hasn’t figured out what his path in life is yet.’

 ‘How long is it going to take? He left university five years ago!’

‘He’ll get there soon enough.’

‘You have him ruined,’ George muttered. ‘Spoilt rotten. The girls were never this lazy. It’s ridiculous. I was running my own company at his age.’

‘These are different times.’

‘His sisters all had jobs at his age too!’ George pointed out. ‘He needs a kick up the arse.’

‘Don’t get all het up. If you have a heart attack you’ll have to make your own way to hospital. I’m not missing Julie’s lunch. I’m dying to see the new house. Apparently it’s stunning.’

Three hours later

George parked beside the brand new Jaguar in the driveway.

‘Is that Harry’s new car?’ Gavin asked.

‘Yes.’ Anne sniffed, ‘It’s very flashy. I think the money’s gone a bit to his head.’

‘It’s awesome!’ Gavin exclaimed.

They walked up the huge stone steps to Julie and Harry’s new house. Gavin whistled. ‘It’s a bloody mansion.’

They rang the bell and heard a commotion inside. It was the triplets fighting over who would open the door. Losing patience, Anne bent down and shouted through the letterbox, ‘Stop bickering and let us in.’

The door swung open as the three boys continued to wrestle. While Gavin and his father tried to prise them apart, Anne stepped over them and walked into the vast kitchen where her three daughters were sitting up at the marble counter.

Harry rushed over to greet his mother-in-law, then handed her a glass into which he made a big show of pouring Dom Pérignon.

‘Oh, this is very decadent. Thank you, Harry.’

‘Well, we’re celebrating so I wanted to push the boat out.’

‘I’d forgotten how good it tastes.’ Sophie savoured it. ‘I miss great champagne.’

‘I don’t see the difference. Prosecco would have been fine.’ Julie looked cross.

Sophie placed a hand on her sister’s arm. ‘Relax and enjoy it, Julie.’

Gavin came in. ‘Dude, this gaff is like something on MTV Cribs. I need an old aunt to die and leave me money like yours did. Harry, you are one lucky guy.’

George followed his son. ‘Nice place, Julie. You’d need a map to find your way around.’

‘A bit like Gavin’s friend this morning, who got lost,’ Anne said.

Louise rolled her eyes. ‘What’s Gavin done now?’

‘Unbeknown to your father and me, he brought a fast girl home last night. This morning, she lost her way and ended up in our bedroom – naked.’

‘Oh, my God! What did you do?’ Julie tried not to laugh.

‘Well, your mother thought it was a robber and came thundering out of the bathroom to fight him with a toilet brush.’

They all laughed.

‘What did you do, Dad?’ Louise asked.

‘He stared a lot,’ Anne huffed.

‘Was she hot?’ Sophie wondered.

‘Well, I couldn’t say. I tried to avert my eyes,’ George protested.

‘He was totally checking her out, the old perv.’ Gavin chuckled.

‘His eyes were out on sticks,’ Anne added.

‘Not a bad sight to wake up to.’ Harry laughed. ‘Better than Julie’s fleecy pyjamas.’

 ‘You don’t actually wear those, do you?’ Louise asked.

‘They’re comfortable.’ Julie shrugged.

‘You have to ditch them. You need fabulous new gear for your new bedroom suite. I’ll take you shopping,’ Sophie offered. ‘La Perla do amazing pieces.’

‘That stuff costs a fortune,’ Julie said.

‘Julie, you’re loaded. You can buy anything you want,’ Sophie reminded her.

Julie blushed and changed the subject. ‘Is anyone hungry? Harry insisted on ordering a ridiculous amount of food from some posh caterer so we have tons.’

While the others made their way to the table, Louise pulled Julie aside. ‘Look, I know having money is new to you, but you need to enjoy it. Stop being so defensive – we’re all thrilled for you.’

Julie’s eyes filled. ‘I just feel … embarrassed about all this. It seems so over the top.’

‘Julie, you of all people deserve it. Besides,’ Louise said, watching as the triplets started a water fight, ‘the boys will trash it and make it feel like home in no time.’

Julie squeezed her sister’s arm. ‘You’re right. Is Clara OK?’

Louise turned to look at her little daughter, who was curled up on the couch with her fingers in her ears, reading a book. ‘She’s not used to so much noise.’

There was an almighty crash as one of the triplets rugby-tackled his brother and knocked over a platter of food.

Julie ushered them out into the garden.

Anne shook her head. ‘They are pure wild. They need a firm hand.’

‘They’re just high-spirited,’ Harry said. ‘Besides, they’ll be calmer once school starts tomorrow. You know, Castle Academy’s considered the best in the country – the sports facilities are second to none.’

 ‘I think that’s the tenth time he’s mentioned it,’ George whispered.

‘Are the triplets excited?’ Sophie asked Harry, trying to cover her father’s mumblings.

‘Not as excited as their father,’ Julie muttered.

‘Incredibly excited. They can’t wait,’ Harry enthused. ‘The best thing about coming into money is being able to give the boys the best education.’

‘I want to go to Castle Academy with the boys,’ Tom said, pulling at his mother’s leg.

Julie picked up her youngest son and kissed him. ‘I know, pet, but you can’t go until you’re seven.’

Sophie’s phone beeped. She read the message and her face fell.

‘What’s wrong?’ Julie asked.

‘Jess wants to stay with Jack and Pippa tonight. She’s supposed to come home at six. I always do a movie night on Sunday and get her to bed early for school. But now she’s begging to stay. If I say no, I’ll be the worst mother in the world. I’m sick of it – she never wants to be with me any more. It’s all about Jack and Pippa.’

‘Oh, Sophie, that’s rotten.’

She sighed. ‘Yes, it bloody is. I need to meet someone so I can move on with my life.’

Julie patted her shoulder. ‘You will, you’re gorgeous.’

Harry clinked his glass. ‘I just want to make a toast. Welcome, all of you, to our new home. Julie and I are starting a very exciting chapter in our lives and I know it’s going to be a lot better than before.’

Julie looked down into her glass of expensive champagne. She’d liked her old life. She’d been very happy. All this change frightened her. What was this next chapter going to bring?
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Julie

I swirled my porridge around the bowl and breathed deeply to try to calm my thumping heart. It was ridiculous. I had no reason to be so nervous. It wasn’t a big deal. I needed to get a grip and try not to be intimidated.

The triplets tumbled into the kitchen, kicking a football to each other. Luke picked up the ball and sat with it on his lap. God forbid he’d let it out of his sight for even a minute. Leo’s polyester Ronaldo football jersey was sticking out from under his uniform and Liam was spouting football statistics.

‘Did you know that Alan Shearer is the top Premier League goal scorer since 1992? He scored 260 goals.’

‘Wow!’ Tom said, following them into the kitchen. At five years of age, he thought everything his brothers said and did was wonderful. ‘Who’s the second best?’ he asked.

‘How would I know, squirt? Do I look like a computer?’ Liam dismissed his younger brother and concentrated on pouring a huge mound of Cheerios into his bowl.

‘So, boys, are you excited about school?’ I asked.

‘I hate this stupid uniform,’ Leo complained. ‘It’s really scratchy.’

‘Maybe if you took your football jersey off it would fit better,’ I said. ‘Come on, off with it.’

‘No way!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re already forcing us to go to a new school where we have no friends. You can’t make me take my Ronaldo off, too.’

I glanced at Harry, who had his nose stuck, as usual, in his iPad, peering at swirly graphs about stocks and option prices or whatever they were called. ‘Harry? Feel free to chip in here.’

He looked up reluctantly. ‘Leo, we’ve decided to send you to the top school in the country. All of the boys there will be properly dressed. You can wear the football jersey when you get home.’

‘Some of them will probably be in tuxedos,’ I muttered.

‘What’s a tuxedo?’ Liam asked, his mouth stuffed with cereal.

‘It’s obviously something that geeks wear,’ Leo said.

‘Yeah, because all the kids in this school are morons,’ Luke added, pulling at his navy-and-white-striped tie.

‘Great, Julie, thanks a lot,’ Harry said angrily. ‘Very supportive of you.’

I glared at him. ‘You know I think it’s completely over the top.’

I wanted to poke my husband’s eye out with my spoon. Harry had insisted on using some of the money to send the boys to the poshest school in Dublin. I was all for my children getting a good education, but the national school nearby was excellent. They had been happy there and had made lots of friends. As had I, the other mums had become a little network for me. I wanted to use the money wisely and send them to a good private school for their secondary education when they were twelve. But Harry had heard about Castle Academy from one of his new ‘friends’ in the golf club he had recently joined and had insisted the boys go there.

Luke threw the football into the air. It landed in the middle of his cereal, sending Cheerios and milk flying everywhere. I counted to ten. I was trying really hard not to shout so much. So far, the longest I had lasted on any given day was fifteen minutes.

‘Clean it up.’ I handed him a roll of kitchen paper.

I turned to put my bowl in the dishwasher and felt a thump on the side of my head as the football whacked me.

I spun around. ‘Ouch! That really hurt.’

‘Sorry.’ Leo giggled.

‘It’s not funny.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Liam said, snorting with laughter.

‘Good shot.’ Luke was impressed.

I picked up the ball, opened the back door and flung it out into the garden. ‘Harry!’ I shouted. ‘Can you please take your nose out of that bloody iPad and control your children while I get dressed?’

‘You lasted thirteen minutes,’ Harry said drily, tapping his watch without looking up.

‘Being walloped in the head is grounds for losing my temper. I’m entitled to shout. I could be concussed!’

Harry stood up. ‘Right, boys, do you fancy a quick game before school?’

‘No!’ I exclaimed. ‘They can’t get all muddy now! Come on, Harry, it’s their first day.’

Harry came over to me. ‘Go and get dressed in peace. I promise not to let them dive or slide-tackle in the mud.’

‘Fat chance.’

Harry laid a hand on my shoulder and looked at me properly for the first time that morning. ‘Julie, I know you’re nervous about their first day and about meeting all those posh mums, but you need to relax. It’ll be fine. This school is going to guarantee that our boys turn into geniuses and world leaders.’

I rolled my eyes. I somehow doubted that our troublesome three would ever be geniuses. Harry was right about my nerves, though. I was worried about meeting the other parents. I was hoping to make friends. To be honest, as the mother of triplets, people tended to avoid me. Other mothers didn’t want their kids befriending mine because a playdate meant having to invite the three of them. No one really wants three boisterous boys bouncing off their walls after school. So I was worried about being isolated. That was the great thing about my old neighbour, Marian: she had four kids and was very laid back about her house, mess and noise. I really missed having her next door.

For the first day of school, I had planned to wear my new Seven jeans with a cream silk T-shirt and a beige jacket, but suddenly I wasn’t so sure. I rang my younger sister, Sophie, who knew everything there was to know about fashion and style.

‘Hi, it’s me. I’ve got First-Day-at-New-School-Outfit Syndrome.’

‘OK, what were you thinking?’ These days, Sophie always got straight to the point. Before, she used to spend ages on the phone analysing this and that, but now that she was working full-time, she was all about efficiency and time management.

I filled her in on my outfit choice.

‘Sounds good, although maybe you should wear the navy Donna Karan jacket you bought. It’s smart, stylish and would look great with those jeans. Also, the navy Marc Jacobs wedges – they’ll finish the look off nicely.’

‘Good idea. Can you hang on while I try it on so I can send you a selfie?’

‘I’m up to my eyes here, Julie. I really have to go.’

‘Please, Sophie – I’ll be quick.’

‘OK – but hurry.’

I put the phone on loudspeaker and tried on her suggestions.

 ‘Can you believe Gavin and the naked girl? He gets away with murder. Mum would have killed us if we’d brought a guy home to stay the night,’ Sophie said.

‘I know – he’s completely indulged. He really needs to get a job.’

I looked in the mirror and sent a photo to Sophie.

‘Got it. Perfect. You look great.’

‘Thanks, sis.’

‘Anytime. Even though I hardly get to buy clothes any more, I still love them.’

‘I can’t believe I have nice clothes. Me, Julie, in outfits that weren’t purchased in Primark!’

Sophie laughed. ‘Enjoy it. You deserve it. Now, don’t be nervous, and if you see Victoria, duck.’

Oh, God, I’d forgotten about Victoria. Her son, Sebastian, went to Castle Academy. He was in the same form the triplets were joining. There were two classes of twenty boys in each year and I was praying Sebastian would be in the other one. Victoria had been one of Sophie’s friends in the Celtic Tiger days, when Sophie was married to Jack and lived the high life. Victoria might have been beautiful and stylish, but she was shallow and nasty underneath her perfect year-round tan. The minute Jack and Sophie had lost everything, Sophie hadn’t seen her for dust.

‘I won’t be on Victoria’s radar,’ I said. ‘I’m far too dowdy for her.’

‘You never know,’ Sophie replied. ‘Now that you’re a millionaire, she might take a shine to you.’

‘After that time I bumped into her and told her I thought she was a low-life for treating you so badly, I don’t think she’ll be rushing over to me.’

‘True. But I was thrilled you did it.’

‘To be honest, I’d say Victoria will have a heart attack when she sees me and the boys, lowering the tone at Castle Academy.’ I giggled.

‘Well, if you’re talking to her and she’s being her usual condescending self, ask her how Gerry is. Her beloved husband is currently shagging one of my models – Amber.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, and he’s not even bothering to be discreet. He took her to Le Jardin last week, on a busy Friday night.’

‘What age is Amber?’

‘Twenty. He’s a creep.’

‘Poor Victoria,’ I said, feeling a tiny bit sorry for the snobby cow.

‘Don’t pity her too much. Remember what a weapon she was to me.’

‘Don’t worry, Sophie. Me and “Vicky” are not going to be bosom buddies. Somehow I don’t see her inviting me and the boys over for playdates so they can trash her immaculate house.’

Sophie laughed. ‘What a lovely thought! Now, go and do your makeup. Use that new eye shadow you bought last week – it’s really flattering. And you’re just as gorgeous as any of those other mothers.’

‘I am not, but thanks anyway.’

‘Gotta run. I’ll call you later. Good luck.’ Sophie hung up and I went to put on my face.

When I got back downstairs to call the boys, I looked out of the window to see Harry, the triplets and Tom all running about with muddy knees. Having grown up a lonely only child, Harry was thrilled to have four boys to wrestle and play football with. He was in his element. I often felt very left out. As the boys got older, they needed me less. It was all about Harry now. They wanted him to play football, wrestle and play the Wii with them.

I secretly hoped Tom was gay. I needed someone to hang out with. There was so much testosterone in the house that I sometimes felt suffocated. I loved my boys, but I did envy my sisters, who had daughters they could go shopping and watch Tangled with.

I called them all in, and while Harry went to change his trousers for work, I tried to get the mud out of the triplets’ brand-new school uniforms with a wet cloth.

Eventually we got into the car. I was delivering the older boys while Harry was dropping Tom to his old school. Thankfully Tom would have a couple more years of ‘normal’ school before going to Castle Academy.

‘Good luck today, boys,’ Harry said, sticking his head through the car window. ‘Sorry I can’t be there for your first day, but I have a very important meeting with a fund manager. I’ll see you later. Be good and enjoy this wonderful opportunity. Castle Academy is a school for champions.’

‘Is it a school for Premier League footballers?’ Luke asked.

‘Did Ronaldo go there?’ Leo wanted to know.

‘No, you idiot, he’s from Portugal,’ Liam said.

I started the car and drove off, waving to Harry as we went.

The triplets pinched, thumped, flicked, kicked and poked each other for the twenty minutes it took us to get to the school. I turned up the volume on the radio so I wouldn’t shout and tried to let the music calm my nerves.

I had recently upgraded the battered family van I used to drive, which I’d hated, to a Hyundai Santa Fe and was very proud of my new car. It was only three years old, red, and had a leather interior. It quickly lost its appeal when I drove through the tall iron gates of Castle Academy: BMW, Porsche and Land Rover jeeps were de rigueur. It was like a little oasis in the middle of the economic desert that was recession Ireland.

As I stared up at the imposing castle in front of me, I could feel my hands getting clammy on the steering-wheel. This school was way out of my league – I’d never fit in here. All around us were acres of grounds. It was like something out of Downton Abbey. OK, not quite, but close enough.

I took deep breaths. The boys were quiet now in the back. They were intimidated too. I prayed they’d get on all right. I wanted them to be happy.

I parked the car beside a shiny black Land Rover and turned to them. Faking a smile, I said, ‘OK, guys, this is it, your new school. Now, don’t be nervous. You’re going to have a great time and they’re lucky to have you. I want you to go in there and be yourselves – well, not your crazy selves, your good selves. OK?’

They nodded. I’d never seen them so still and silent. We got out of the car and I watched as yummy-mummies greeted each other warmly, air-kissing and shrieking like teenagers. I gripped my handbag and stood close to the boys.

My stomach lurched when I saw Victoria climbing delicately down from a powder blue Porsche Cayenne. She was wearing a tightly fitted silver-grey dress with sky-high strappy silver sandals. A huddle of women rushed over to her. She was clearly the queen bee. Most of her minions looked like clones of her – glossy blonde highlighted hair, stick-thin bodies, expensive clothes and manicured nails.

I looked down at my nails. I’d painted them while I was watching Mad Men last night, but then Tom had wet his bed so I’d had to change the sheets and smudged most of them. I felt like a kid on her first day in school, watching the cool girls and knowing I’d never be one of them. I was always going to be an outsider here.

Thankfully, I recognized one of the mums, Emily. I’d met her at a fashion show Sophie had organized. Her niece had been one of the models. Emily was slightly less well dressed than the others. I imagine she shopped in House of Fraser rather than Harvey Nichols. Buying clothes in House of Fraser was something I used to aspire to, but now it wasn’t good enough. I hated this, hated feeling inferior, and I didn’t want my kids feeling this way. I shepherded the boys over to where Emily was standing and reintroduced myself to her. She was staring at Victoria and her posse.

‘Look, it’s Victoria Carter-Mills.’ Emily sounded awed.

‘The one and only,’ I said, unable to keep the edge out of my voice.

‘Wow! She’s so stylish. She always looks gorgeous in the social pages of magazines, and she’s even more stunning in the flesh. I wonder where she got those shoes – they’re incredible.’

The triplets had started to play football beside me with a ball they had grabbed from my car. A few other kids joined in and soon there was a gang of them. I smiled to myself. My boys would be fine: they had each other.

Victoria and her group passed in front of us. I turned to look at the boys and avoid her. Just as I did, Leo kicked the ball hard. It zinged past me and smacked Victoria’s leg. Damn!

She staggered. Emily rushed to grab her. They both turned to stare at Leo who, sensing Victoria’s rage, stood very close to me.

‘How dare you?’ Victoria screeched. ‘You horrible child. You almost knocked me over. Look at my leg! I’m going to have a huge bruise.’ Then, glaring at me, she demanded, ‘Are you his mother?’

Victoria’s clones fussed over her, asking if she was all right. I was surrounded and outnumbered. I thought – for a split second only – about denying that Leo was mine, but then I decided to stand my ground. ‘Yes, I am.’

 ‘He’s just attacked me with that wretched ball. Have you nothing to say?’

‘I do, actually,’ I said, my blood beginning to boil. I could feel all eyes on me, judging me, but suddenly I didn’t care. ‘It was an accident, and Leo is very sorry. There’s no need to call him names.’

‘I beg your pardon?’ she spluttered. ‘Is that it? Is that all you have to say? Your son has scarred me.’

I looked at her leg. ‘No, he hasn’t. It’s a tiny bruise.’ I kept my voice as even as possible.

She tried to frown, but her Botoxed face remained stiff. ‘You’re obviously new to the school.’

‘Yes, we are.’

‘Well, let me tell you that such behaviour is not tolerated. Boys are not allowed to behave like wild animals.’

I’d had enough. ‘Chill out. They were only playing football.’

‘Chill out? Who do you think you are?’

‘Julie Devlin. Sophie Devlin’s sister. You remember my sister Sophie? You were best friends for a while. We’ve met before. In fact, we had an interesting little chat in Starbucks a while ago.’

Victoria looked shocked. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

‘The triplets are starting in the third form.’

‘But you can’t possibly be sending your children to Castle Academy.’

‘Actually, I can, and I am. They might even be in your son’s class. Anyway, I’m sure you’ll be delighted to hear that your old pal Sophie is doing really well. She’s a partner now in the Beauty Spot.’

Victoria narrowed her eyes and gave me a sickly smile. ‘Poor Sophie. I did feel for her when Jack divorced her and took up with Pippa Collins. Pippa is so young, beautiful and successful. It must have been hard for Sophie to be cast aside like that.’

The hairs on the back of my neck were now at right angles to the ground. How dare she belittle my sister? ‘Actually, Sophie divorced Jack. She’s really happy and fulfilled now. All that lunching and shopping was boring her to death.’

Victoria turned to her posse. ‘Sophie was married to Jack Wells. You must have heard about them. So tragic. He lost everything in a Ponzi scheme. He even tried to get Gerry involved, but Gerry was much too clever to fall for that.’

I was very tempted to ask her if Gerry had enjoyed his dinner in Le Jardin on Friday night, but decided not to stoop to her level. It was my first day: I was supposed to be making friends, not mortal enemies.

Victoria flicked back her wavy, honey-coloured hair and tottered off in her high heels with her adoring fans. Emily followed them, so I found myself alone.

The bell rang, calling the boys into class.

I fought back tears. My first day was a disaster. I’d alienated about half the bloody school.

Leo looked up at me. ‘Sorry, Mum. I didn’t mean to hit her.’

I bent down and hugged him. ‘I know, pet. She’s just a stuck-up cow. Don’t you mind her. Now, off you go and have a great day.’

I watched the triplets lining up behind their teacher. They were the only ones with Tesco backpacks and I was proud of that. Some of the boys had leather ones with their initials embossed on the back. More money than sense, as Mum would say.

My heart sank as I saw Victoria’s son standing in line behind the triplets. They were in the same class. Could this day get any worse?

As I stood there, waving, fake-smiling, standing alone, I longed for my old life at the school gates, with Marian at my side, laughing and joking. Here, I was an outcast already.





[image: Penguin walking logo]


2

Louise

I snapped my laptop shut and cursed under my breath. Wendy just wasn’t on point. I’d have to talk to her next week. I really didn’t want her sending me annoying emails on Sunday morning about things she’d forgotten to tell me.

Women like her got up my nose. Why the hell couldn’t she be more professional? She had been late twice last week and had arrived at a client meeting with a soother sticking out from the breast pocket of her blouse. It had distracted me, and everyone else, for the entire meeting.

I’d have to talk to her. She was letting the department down. I ran a tight ship and I wanted everyone on my team to be efficient, competent professionals at all times. Clients came to me because of my reputation. Wendy was not going to tarnish it.

I put my laptop on the counter and watched Clara counting raisins into her porridge. I knew she’d stop at twenty. She was just like me: she loved order and routine. I shuddered as I imagined breakfast at Julie’s house. It was a zoo over there.

While Clara finished her breakfast I sent a text to Christelle, to tell her I needed her in early tomorrow because I had an eight o’clock meeting.

No prob, c u then, she replied.

Hope Galway good fun, I added.

Gr8 fun, xcpt Harry texting evry 5 mins to chek up on me!

I smiled. Poor Harry. He’d been completely thrown when he found out he had a grown-up daughter he’d never known existed. Julie was far more relaxed about it. In the past four years, Harry had tried to make up for the eighteen he’d missed. He was ridiculously over-protective and it drove Christelle nuts.

Give H a break, he wants to b a good dad.

I no but he’s suffocating.

Want me to say smthg at lunch today?

Yes pls!

Clara and I were the first to arrive at my parents’ house for lunch. Mum opened the door and bent down to hug Clara.

‘Squeeze tighter, Granny,’ Clara said, and Mum obliged.

We went into the lounge, where Dad was watching rugby. He waved at us and I sat down beside him. Clara sat on the floor and opened her book.

‘What are you reading about this week?’ Dad asked her.

Not looking up, Clara said, ‘Birds of prey.’

‘Does she ever read anything except books about birds?’

I shrugged. ‘She has a huge interest in them, so I’m encouraging her. I was always reading at her age, too.’

Dad rolled his eyes. ‘You never had your nose out of a book. You barely said a word to anyone.’

I patted his arm. ‘Well, it didn’t do me any harm.’

‘Fewer books and more lipstick might have got you a nice husband,’ Mum said, coming in with a platter of nibbles, which she placed on the table in front of the fire.

‘I presume she had lipstick on the night she met Clara’s father,’ Dad muttered, under his breath. Mum tutted behind us.

Clara was the result of a one-night stand, which was still a sore point with Mum, especially as it had happened in Italy and I didn’t even know his name. I had simply told Clara that some kids had no dads and that I loved her enough for two parents. She had accepted it. I’d eventually have to tell her the truth but for now she was happy.

I glared at Dad and mouthed, ‘Shut up!’

Clearly Clara hadn’t heard anything: ‘Granddad, did you know that birds of prey hunt for food using their keen senses, especially vision?’

‘Very interesting, pet.’ Dad turned to me. ‘My God, Louise, they’re very big words for a small girl. Can she honestly read that? She’s only four and a half.’

I felt a rush of pride. ‘She’s way ahead for her age, Dad. I think she’s genuinely in the genius category.’

‘Like mother, like daughter,’ Dad said. ‘I bet she’ll end up in Mensa, like you.’

‘Their talons and beaks are large, powerful and adapted for tearing flesh,’ Clara continued.

Dad looked at me. ‘Is that really suitable reading for a four-year-old? Tearing flesh?’

Before I could answer, Gavin arrived with a tall, thin, blonde girl in low-slung jeans and a tight vest T-shirt. ‘Hey, guys, this is Shania.’

‘Are you sure?’ Dad snorted. ‘It could be Shandy.’

‘It’s Shania, Dad.’ Gavin glared at him.

‘Nice to see she has her clothes on, anyway.’

Shania grinned. ‘Gavin told me about that other girl. How mortifying for everyone. Don’t worry, Mr Devlin, I have my own place so you won’t be seeing my bare arse anytime.’

‘Very reassuring to know. Thank you.’ Dad grinned.

‘It’s super nice of you to have me over,’ she gushed.

‘We had no idea you were coming, but you’re very welcome.’

‘Shania works in Stars and Stripes. She’s the one who got me an interview with them,’ Gavin explained.

 ‘When is it?’ I asked.

‘Tuesday,’ Gavin said.

‘It would be, like, so awesome if Gavin got a job there. We’d have so much fun together. Gavin is the funniest guy ever.’

‘Really?’ Dad and I were both surprised.

‘OMG, totally.’

‘Where are you from, Shania?’ Dad asked.

She looked puzzled. ‘Killiney.’

‘As in, Killiney up the road?’ Dad spluttered.

‘Totally.’

‘I thought you were American.’

‘I wish.’ She smiled, showing a perfect set of pearly white teeth.

Sophie and Jess walked into the room. Sophie was wearing a dress that was far too short. It wouldn’t even have looked good on Shania. Since Jack had met Pippa, Sophie had been wearing clothes that were too young for her. I’d have to say something, she looked ridiculous.

‘Hi, Gavin. Nice top. Is that Stars and Stripes?’ Sophie asked.

‘Yeah, Shania gave it to me.’

‘I think he looks hot in it,’ Shania said.

‘Sorry, who are you?’ Sophie asked, looking her up and down.

‘This is Shania, Gavin’s “friend”,’ Dad said, winking.

‘Very subtle, Dad.’ Sophie grinned. She proffered a hand to Shania. ‘I’m Sophie, and this is my daughter, Jess.’

‘Hi,’ Jess said. ‘I like your jeans.’

Shania’s jeans had pink hearts stitched down the side of each leg.

‘Thanks, they’re Stars and Stripes too. You should come into the store. I can help you pick some out.’

Sophie butted in: ‘Jess is too young for that shop.’

‘Oh, no, honestly, we do really cute jeans for teenagers.’

‘She’s nine,’ Sophie said firmly.

‘Wow, you look older, probably because you’re tall, like your mum. You could definitely be a model.’

‘Really? Do you think so?’ Jess’s face lit up.

‘Totally.’

‘Pippa thinks so, too.’

I saw Sophie’s face darken. Pippa was a sore subject. I felt sorry for my sister. Pippa was like a slap in the face, she looked like a younger version of Sophie and was Jack’s first serious girlfriend since they had broken up. The fact that Pippa was living with Jack and spending time with Jess was hard on Sophie.

‘Who’s Pippa?’ Shania asked.

‘My dad’s girlfriend. She’s a TV presenter and she’s amazing,’ Jess gabbled. ‘She’s beautiful and so much fun. I love my weekends with her and Dad. My other weekends are so boring.’

Ouch, poor Sophie. I walked over to her and took her arm. ‘I think Mum needs help in the kitchen,’ I said, leading her away. Once we were outside the room, I said, ‘Jess doesn’t mean it.’

Sophie sighed. ‘Yes, she does. She worships Pippa and hates me. Honestly, Louise, since Pippa came on the scene, Jess has been a nightmare. It’s bad enough that Jack is going out with someone half my age, but to have my daughter obsessed with her, too, is really hard to take.’

‘Pippa’s still a novelty. It’ll wear off. You’re Jess’s mum and she adores you.’

‘She used to, but not any more.’

The doorbell rang and I went to answer it. The triplets tumbled into the house, Julie, Harry and Tom following. Julie was wearing a cute navy shift dress with navy-and-white ballet pumps. She looked great.

‘Hi, Harry, how’s things?’

‘Good, thanks,’ Harry said. ‘Is the game on inside?’ He nodded at the door to the lounge.

I stepped aside. ‘Be my guest.’ He headed straight in.

‘You look lovely, Julie,’ Sophie said.

‘Thanks. You told me to buy this – remember?’

‘Oh, yeah! Well, it suits you.’

It’s a pity Sophie doesn’t buy similar clothes for herself, I thought. She’d look so much better.

‘I have to admit, having money to buy decent clothes makes such a difference,’ Julie said. ‘I never knew how much tailored clothes could enhance your shape. They hide all my bad bits. I’m not like you two, with your skinny frames. You can wear anything and look good.’

‘Harry’s had a make-over, too,’ Sophie noted. ‘That was all Hugo Boss, wasn’t it?’

Julie nodded. ‘One of the men in the golf club told him it was the “only place to shop”. So Harry went in and bought almost everything in there. He came home with a car full of clothes. I was shocked. He never cared about clothes before. I know he’s a lot smarter, but I kind of miss his cord jackets and crumpled chinos.’

‘He looks way better now,’ Sophie assured her.

‘Which golf club did he join?’ I asked.

‘The Royal Marine.’

‘Wow! That’s the most expensive club in Ireland. Very fancy!’ I said.

Julie shrugged. ‘It costs a fortune to be a member. Harry spends half his time worrying about money and the other half spending it. But he says he only makes investments, including the boys’ new school and the golf club, which he says is great for networking. The amount of time he devotes to meeting people to discuss how to make the money grow and last for our future is ridiculous.’

‘Hang on! He’s right to be cautious. You came into a large sum, but it disappears quickly. Harry’s wise to be thinking about investment plans and pensions,’ I reminded her.

‘Damn right! Look at me,’ Sophie said. ‘One day we were millionaires, the next we were homeless. You need to mind your cash.’

‘I understand that, but I wish we didn’t have to talk about it all the time,’ Julie said. ‘I spent years budgeting every single day. I just want to enjoy not having to worry about money.’

‘You should treat yourself – just don’t go mad like Jack and I did.’

‘There’s no fear of that. I’m never going to wear designer clothes. I’m still too intimidated to go into Harvey Nichols.’

‘Julie!’ Sophie laughed. ‘It’s just a shop.’

‘I find it really daunting. I’m not comfortable there. I don’t feel like I belong, and I keep expecting someone to ask me to leave because I’m not glamorous enough.’

Sophie and I roared laughing. ‘That’s insane,’ I said. ‘You’re one of the only people in Ireland who has money at the moment. They’ll be welcoming you with open arms.’

‘I used to spend half my life there, shopping or having coffee or lunch. Now I only ever go there for work.’ Sophie smiled ruefully.

‘Well, I’d be happy to go with you and treat you to new clothes,’ Julie offered.

Sophie put an arm around her. ‘Thanks, Julie, but you need to spend your money on yourself and enjoy it. By the way, I keep meaning to ask you how the boys are getting on at Castle Academy.’

Julie filled us in. Sophie laughed wickedly when she heard about Victoria getting smacked by the football. I didn’t think it was so funny, though. Julie needed the triplets to start behaving. They were wild, and if they got expelled from Castle Academy, she might find it difficult to get them accepted elsewhere. She needed to be firmer with them. Harry was far too easy on them, too. He hardly ever gave out to them. He thought all of his children were wonderful. That was fine, but the triplets needed a firm hand. Tom was the opposite, an incredibly calm, sweet child. How had Harry and Julie ended up with such polar opposites?

Gavin’s head appeared around the door of the lounge. ‘The witches are in conclave, I see,’ he said, grinning at us. ‘What are you three whispering about out here?’

‘We’re putting bets on as to how long Shania will be around,’ Sophie said, teasing him. ‘The previous girl only lasted a night, didn’t she?’

Julie and I burst out laughing. Gavin’s love life was a constant source of fascination to us. Why so many girls fell for him was beyond us, but he seemed to have the magic touch.

‘You’d better get used to her,’ Gavin said, shaking his finger at Sophie. ‘This one’s a keeper, I swear.’

‘If she lasts a month, I might start believing you,’ Sophie said. ‘How are you anyway? What’s happening? Any interviews lined up?’

‘One at Stars and Stripes on Tuesday.’

‘Cool store.’ Sophie seemed impressed.

‘Isn’t that the place where the guys stand outside on the street shirtless, covered with fake tan and baby oil?’ Julie asked.

Sophie laughed. ‘It gets people into the shop.’

‘Really? Are you seriously going to work with no top on?’ It sounded ridiculous to me.

Gavin glanced towards the kitchen door, then shushed us.  ‘Keep your voice down. Mum and Dad don’t know about that.’

‘What?’ I was shocked.

‘Don’t get all judgemental. The dudes in the shop don’t wear shirts.’

‘Are you honestly telling me that you’re considering working half naked?’ I know I sounded like a granny, but come on! We didn’t live in Santa Monica: this was cold, grey Dublin.

‘Shania said it gets the ladies in. And, apparently, it’s the old birds, like you lot, who always cop a feel,’ Gavin said.

‘Do they proposition them?’ Julie asked.

Gavin grinned. ‘One or two of the really fit guys have had phone numbers slipped into their jeans by cougars.’

‘Well, if they’re single, why not?’ Sophie said.

Gavin crinkled his nose. ‘It’s a bit desperate.’

‘Do you think you’ll be propositioned?’ Julie asked, trying not to laugh.

‘I’m working on my six-pack in the gym, so I reckon I probably will.’ Gavin patted his thin frame. He didn’t even have a one-pack.

‘If you actually get this job, aside from being mauled by older women, are you going to try to get into management or are you going to spend your time in the stockroom with Shania?’ I asked. Gavin had a long history of getting distracted by girlfriends.

‘No, I’m totally focused this time. The company is really cool and I definitely see my future there.’

We all laughed.

‘What?’ Gavin snapped.

‘Come on, you always say that and then something or someone turns your head and it all goes pear-shaped,’ Sophie said.

 ‘Well, I’m serious this time. Stars and Stripes rocks and the clothes are amazing.’

‘What about Shania? Does she rock too?’ Julie asked, with a knowing smile.

‘She’s a very cool girl.’

‘With a weird fake American accent,’ I noted.

‘That’s the way all the young girls speak now,’ Sophie said. ‘You should hear the models at the agency – you’d swear they were all from LA.’

‘She’s very pretty, great figure,’ Julie said, sounding envious. Julie had lost weight in the last few years, but she was big-busted and would always be curvy. She had always envied Sophie and me for being taller and slimmer. Mind you, we both worked hard at staying slim. I ran five miles every day and Sophie had been starving herself since she’d started modelling at eighteen.

Mum came out of the kitchen and clapped her hands. ‘Right, lunch is ready. Julie, we’ll leave the boys outside playing football so we can eat in peace. I’ll give them pizza later on.’

‘Fine with me,’ Julie said.

We went in to take our places at the table, and Shania brought Clara’s book in for her. ‘Louise, your daughter is awesome,’ she said, smiling widely at me. Her teeth were scarily perfect. ‘I was reading her book with her and she’s, like, super-bright. I cannot believe how much she knows about birds. She’s just like my little brother – he was obsessed with animals when he was young.’

I smiled at her. ‘Thank you. Clara is pretty amazing, even if I say so myself.’

Harry was sitting beside me, checking Bloomberg on his phone.

‘What are you into these days?’ I asked.

 ‘Donald at the golf club told me to buy Ardvarnid and I made a killing last week. I got out and bought some Janson shares. They’re up and down, so I’m keen to keep an eye on it.’

‘Harry!’ Julie snapped. ‘Put your phone away.’

He stuffed it reluctantly into his pocket.

‘I was on to Christelle this morning,’ I said. ‘She’s having a great time in Galway.’

Harry shook his head. ‘I don’t even know who she went with. She was very vague – she just said pals from college. I hope she’s not hanging out with a wild bunch.’

Julie snorted. ‘Christelle has more sense than all of us put together. Stop fussing, Harry.’

‘I can’t help worrying about her.’

‘Of course you can’t. That’s what good fathers do,’ Mum said.

‘I understand that, but she is a very mature and sensible girl. You probably need to give her a bit of space,’ I suggested.

Harry sighed. ‘I know, but I’m trying to make up for all that time we missed.’

‘Of course, but try to remember she’s twenty-two. She’s an adult,’ I reminded him.

‘I like Christelle. She’s really cool,’ Jess said.

‘Jess thinks everyone’s cool except me,’ Sophie said.

Jess rolled her eyes. ‘You’re my mother. Of course I don’t think you’re cool.’

‘Compared to a lot of your friends’ mothers, I am actually quite cool. I never wear frumpy clothes.’

‘You could do with a longer skirt,’ Dad said.

‘I agree,’ I said, seizing my moment. ‘It’s way too short, Sophie. It doesn’t look good. It looks a bit … well …’

‘What? Desperate? Come on, Louise, spit it out.’ Sophie’s face was bright red.

 ‘It’s just not age-appropriate,’ I said.

‘So what should I wear? Boring suits like you?’

‘I’m not saying that, but going around in a bum-skimming mini-skirt at forty-two is ridiculous.’

‘I work in fashion, Louise.’ The rest of the table had gone quiet and, out of the corner of my eye, I could see Gavin drawing his finger across his throat, obviously telling me to quit while I was ahead.

‘I know that, but you’re not a model, you’re a partner in the business. That kind of outfit is hardly business-like.’

Sophie’s mouth fell open in surprise. Then she dropped her knife and fork with a clatter. ‘Get off your high horse, you judgemental cow. We can’t all be as perfect as you.’

‘Jesus, Sophie, calm down, I’m just trying to help.’

Julie interrupted us: ‘Guys, stop, please. You have different styles. Leave it at that.’

Sophie shook a finger in my face. ‘You’re not helping me, Louise, just kicking me when I’m down.’ With that, Sophie stood up, grabbed her coat and Jess and stormed out.

‘Well done, Louise, very sisterly of you.’ Mum glared at me.

‘Someone needed to say it to her,’ I snapped. ‘I’m the only one who had the balls to do it.’

‘You shouldn’t have said it here, in front of everyone,’ Mum said.

‘It wasn’t the right time,’ Julie agreed.

‘Fine. I’ll just say nothing and let my sister go around looking like a desperate divorcée, shall I?’

‘Let’s not spoil lunch altogether,’ Dad said quietly. It was his fault – he’d mentioned it in the first place. ‘Your mother’s made us a lovely meal so we should settle down and enjoy it.’

But I couldn’t eat because I knew I’d handled it badly. The last thing I wanted to do was hurt Sophie. I’d only tried to help her. Why did everyone have to be so sensitive?
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Sophie

I reapplied some lipstick and examined myself in the mirror. Was my dress too short? Bloody Louise had made me paranoid. I was questioning all of my clothes now. To Hell with her. I looked good and the date was going well.

I sashayed out of the Ladies and back into the restaurant. At the table, I sat back down opposite Julian. He was good-looking, successful and kind – the first date I’d really connected with since I’d broken up with Jack. Tick, tick, tick. All the things I wanted in a man.

I sipped my wine and smiled as I listened to him talking about his years living in Hong Kong. I felt good. I felt attractive. I felt like a real person for once. Not just a mother or career woman or sister or daughter – an actual woman.

Julian smiled at me. ‘Enough about me. Let’s talk about you. So, what happened with your ex, if you don’t mind me asking about it?’

‘No, it’s OK, all water under the bridge now. Well, when we lost everything our lives were turned upside-down. He was at home with Jess while I went out to work. It took him a while to get a new job and back on his feet. When he did get a job, it was in London, and those two years when he was commuting back and forth, we grew further apart. As break-ups go, it was pretty amicable. We get on quite well and Jess is our priority.’

‘Was it difficult to lose everything?’

 ‘Awful, really traumatic, but we’ve built our lives back up and I’ve learnt a lot.’

‘Like what?’

‘Like making sure that my daughter studies hard and has her own career and money.’

Julian smiled. God, he was sexy. ‘I prefer women who work. They’re more interesting and less needy,’ he said.

‘So,’ I was keen to change the subject and get back to more flirty chat, ‘I’m really glad we met up. I’m having a lovely time.’

He nodded. ‘Me too. I’ll have to call Grace in the morning and thank her for setting this up.’ He was referring to our friend-in-common who had played Cupid.

‘She was very keen for us to meet. She was positive we’d get on well, and she was right.’ I winked at him playfully.

Julian glanced at his watch. ‘Gosh, look at the time. I didn’t realize it was so late. The evening flew. I’d better get the bill.’

I wasn’t normally so forward, but I really liked him and I hadn’t had sex in ages, so I took a deep breath and said, ‘Would you like to come back to my place for a nightcap?’

Julian handed his credit card to the waiter. Then, turning to me, he said, ‘Sophie, I’ve really enjoyed dinner. You look great for your age, you’re good company and good fun, but to be honest, you’re a little older than I thought. I’m looking for someone younger. Sorry.’

My lip began to wobble uncontrollably. I pushed my wine glass against it to stop it and pretended to take a sip. I managed to say, ‘No problem,’ then bent down to busy myself with my bag and try to stop myself crying.

Somehow I was able to walk to the door on shaky legs, accept a kiss on the cheek and climb into a taxi before I buried my head in my hands and sobbed.

It was utterly crushing. At forty-two I was too old for a forty-eight-year-old man. Would I have to go on dates with sixty-year-olds? Was that it? God, it was so humiliating. I wanted to crawl into bed and never get up. I was a fool, a complete and utter fool.

I sat up, looked out of the taxi window and wiped my eyes with a tissue the taxi driver had handed me. He was completely unperturbed by my embarrassing outburst. You’d think he had weeping forty-something women in his car every night of the week. He gave me the well-worn line that it couldn’t be that bad, and I smiled gratefully and pretended he was right. But he was wrong. Things were that bad. The thought of being on my own for the next thirty or forty years was terrifying. It made me feel physically ill.

The next morning I dragged myself out of bed, dropped Jess at school and went into work. I made myself a strong cup of black coffee, picked up my diary and walked into Quentin’s office for our morning briefing. He was sitting in his throne-like chair with Stella on his knee. The poor dog was so fat from being overfed and over-pampered that she could barely walk.

‘Morning, darling,’ Quentin said. ‘Loving the suit, but you look exhausted.’

I was wearing the only designer trouser suit I had left. I’d sold almost all of my clothes and jewellery on eBay to make some money when Jack lost everything. But I’d kept this suit, an Armani in midnight-blue. Even Louise would have approved of it. ‘I dressed up today because we have that Style Central department store account review.’

Quentin rolled his eyes. ‘Oh, God, I forgot. We mustn’t let Frankie railroad us. She can be so aggressive.’

‘She’ll try to screw us on our rates.’

‘I know.’ Quentin frowned.

We had already cut back our model rates for that account twice in the last two years. We had to roll with the times, but our profit margins were being squeezed. The company was still in profit, but only just. The Style Central account was important.

‘Don’t worry, we’ll just have to be firm but charming,’ Quentin said. ‘Now, darling, what is up with you? You look like I did after Ramón dumped me.’

Quentin had broken up with his partner six months ago and had been devastated. I’d nursed him through it.

‘Bad date. Well, actually a great date, but it ended abruptly when I propositioned him and he turned me down because I’m too old,’ I said, desperately trying not to cry.

‘Oh, sweetie …’

‘I just find it all so hard. I hate being on my own, but I hate having to go on stupid dates too.’

‘I know how you feel. I’m sixty next year and I want to find someone to grow old with. I don’t want to be a sad old queen who’s found dead in his apartment when the smell of the decomposing body finally draws attention to his fate.’

‘Stop that,’ I told him. ‘You’ll meet someone wonderful. You always do. I’ve never known you to be alone for long.’

‘So will you, my lovely Sophie.’

‘I don’t believe it any more, Quentin,’ I said sadly. ‘And I don’t want to put myself through it. It’s so humiliating having to sell yourself. I’m sick of it. I feel like going home and curling up on the couch with a glass of wine and a good box set.’

‘You mustn’t give up.’

I sighed. ‘I guess I’m finding it harder now – now that Jack has found someone. It makes my aloneness more acute. He seems so happy. He’s got his old swagger back and he looks great, all upbeat and confident. I’m jealous of his happiness. I want that too.’

Quentin wagged a finger at me. ‘Well, then, you have to get back out there. If you stop going out, you’ll never meet anyone. You have to force yourself, Sophie. You’re a gorgeous woman and any man would be lucky to have you.’

I smiled at him. ‘Thanks, Quentin. If only you weren’t gay, I’d go out with you.’

Quentin and I ran through the rest of the day’s events. Amber, our top model, was shooting a commercial for a new health bar; we had eight models booked for a lunchtime fashion show in Style Central and six out on various press calls.

I went back to my desk and sat down. Quentin was sweet to say it, but I certainly didn’t feel gorgeous. In the good old days, when I’d had all the time and money in the world, I’d looked good. I was toned, tanned, Botoxed, blow-dried, manicured, pedicured, massaged and designer-clad. Now I shopped mostly in TK Maxx.

I opened my email and saw another message from Louise, apologizing. She’d left two voicemails as well, but I was still too cross to talk to her. There was also an email from Jack.


Morning Sophie, Pippa has to go to London on Friday to tape a piece for her show so I’m going to go with her. We’re taking Jess. Pippa wants her to model some of the kids’ clothes for the show. I’m going to tell her tonight, she’ll be so excited.



London? Modelling clothes on TV? Had Jack lost his mind? I ran a modelling agency and I never, ever used Jess for photo shoots or TV slots. I didn’t want her anywhere near that world. She was too young and impressionable. I wanted to protect her innocence for as long as possible. He knew that.

I picked up the phone and rang him.

He answered straight away. ‘Hi, did you get my email?’

 ‘Yes, Jack, and the answer is no.’

‘What do you mean, no?’ He sounded irritated. But, then, so was I.

‘You’re not taking Jess to London to model for some TV show.’

‘Come on, Sophie, it’s no big deal. Pippa thought it would be fun for Jess to model a couple of outfits.’

‘I’m sure she did, but I’m not having my nine-year-old daughter on TV. I have never used her for any of my agency campaigns, so I’m not about to let someone else use her. I don’t want her head turned.’

‘Jess would love it.’

‘I said no, Jack. I don’t want my daughter modelling.’

‘Our daughter,’ he said sharply.

‘I want her to remain grounded.’

‘You’re being ridiculous.’

‘Protecting Jess isn’t ridiculous.’

‘Let her live a little.’

‘She’s perfectly happy.’

‘Lighten up, it’s just a bit of fun.’

‘She doesn’t need that kind of fun.’

‘So that’s it, she can’t do it?’

‘No, she can’t.’

There was a pause and I could nearly see the expression on his face. Jack was not a man who liked being told what he could and could not do. ‘When did you turn into such a killjoy, Sophie?’

‘When your greed left us destitute,’ I said, and slammed down the phone.

It took me the whole drive to Amber’s health-bar ad campaign to calm down. In the old days, I would have loved Jess to model. I used to dress her up like a mini version of me. She was always in designer clothes. She looked like an angel, all blonde curls and big blue eyes. I thought it was fun for us to dress alike and spend our days shopping, buying more clothes. I never took her to the playground: it was far too boring. I took her to expensive restaurants, but only let her eat non-fat food. Also, if I’m being honest, I often left her with Mimi, our Filipina housekeeper, while I travelled with Jack. I felt terrible about that now. Jess had always hated it when I went away. She’d cry when she saw my suitcase.

But then we found ourselves with nothing and I ended up sharing a bed with my little girl in a small apartment. During those long, dark days, we’d become really close. We’d snuggle up and watch Disney movies on rainy afternoons or go to feed the ducks in the park, which turned out not to be boring. We went for walks along the seafront, cooked and read books together.

My other self, rich Sophie, suddenly seemed like a monster. I couldn’t believe how stupid and blind I’d been, and for so long. Now, instead of filling her head with rubbish, like, ‘You’ll meet a prince who will buy you diamonds and sparkly dresses and take care of you,’ the new me began to tell her how important it was to be clever and have a great career, like her aunt Louise. I told her she needed to work hard in school, then find a job she loved and never, ever give up working and earning her own money.

‘But, Mummy, you said you felt sorry for the mummies who work,’ she had reminded me, at only five years of age.

I was wrong, I had told her firmly, very wrong. I assured her that the mummies who worked were the smart ones. Over the last four years I’d told her every day it was imperative that she could always support herself and her family, and the only way to be sure of that was to work.

At first she was a bit taken aback by my complete turn-around. But I could see that over the years my advice had begun to sink in. Jess had gone from a very princessy girl, obsessed with sparkles and

















Acknowledgements

A book is a collaboration and I owe sincere thanks to:

Rachel Pierce, my editor, whose ideas, input and suggestions always enhance my books.

Patricia Deevy, for her insight and help in the editing process and the brainstorming sessions.

Michael McLoughlin, Cliona Lewis, Patricia McVeigh, Brian Walker and all the team at Penguin Ireland, for making the publishing process so enjoyable.

To all in the Penguin UK office, especially Tom Weldon, Joanna Prior, and the sales, marketing and creative teams.

To my agent Marianne Gunn O’Connor, for her steadfast belief and encouragement.

To Vanessa O’Loughlin, for her kindness, honesty and openness in helping with my research into Asperger’s.

To Sarah Webb, for her help and generosity.

To Colin Murphy, for his help on the medical side. Any errors are my own.

To Hazel Orme, as always, for her meticulous copy-editing.

To my family, for their unwavering support.

To Hugo, Geordy and Amy, who make bad writing days so much easier to forget. You are my proudest achievement.

Most of all to Troy, who has perfected the art of constructive criticism, which is crucial when married to a writer … and for so much more.

Finally … this book is dedicated to my godsons. My wish for them is to live a life full of joy and fulfilment.




Remember, if you enjoyed this novel you can find out more about Sinéad and her novels …

On her website

On her Facebook page

By following her on Twitter

And you can share your thoughts with fellow readers on Goodreads





[image: Penguin Books]


THE BEGINNING

Let the conversation begin …

Follow the Penguin Twitter.com@penguinUKbooks

Keep up-to-date with all our stories YouTube.com/penguinbooks

Pin ‘Penguin Books’ to your Pinterest

Like ‘Penguin Books’ on Facebook.com/penguinbooks

Listen to Penguin at SoundCloud.com/penguin-books

Find out more about the author and
discover more stories like this at Penguin.co.uk

OPS/images/logo_brand.gif





OPS/images/cover.jpg
The o
Secrets:

SlSteTS keep

Are some secrets too big to share?






OPS/images/logo_small.gif





OPS/images/PCHI_1.gif





