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Dedication

For my four rocks – John, Dylan, Murray and Mum.And for Emma, whose light will always burn brightly
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Dance like nobody’s watching

The boxes are going to break me – I can see that, now.

Up until this point, everything was about filling them, closing the house sale and making sure the movers got every single item, every single box, from our old house installed in their truck.

But at this moment, exhausted from being up since half five rushing round tidying and stuffing everything left into boxes, I have a sudden, horrible realisation: I will now have to unpack it all. 

It’s a Friday mid-afternoon in May: Dan and I and four house-movers, who had been looking singularly underwhelmed with the uncool and inexpensive contents of our old house, are staring at our new one. 

They’ve stopped arguing about sports, so I think they might be mildly impressed. 

Number Nine, Rowan Gardens was a tall, narrow house with on-street parking and the garden, such as it was, consisted of two olive trees in pots outside the front door.

Kellinch House – I know, a name and not a number! – is set in its own eighth of an acre, boasts several trees and is in a whole different league for myself and Dan. 

Our new home, I think, looking up at it from the drive which is half gravel/half weeds. 

It’s a slightly run-down Edwardian red-brick that needs more than a lick of paint to dolly it up.

In fact, it probably needs a live-in handyman who works for free to fix all the wonky doors, fallen-off skirting boards and the gap between the bottom of the kitchen door and the garden which must be heaven if you’re a mouse. 

But – this is the important bit – it’s a structurally sound, detached house with it’s very own gate and, really importantly, high walls.

We will be safe in this new house with the big wall. 

Safe. 

Dan puts his arm around me and I lean in to him, determined not to let unpacking anxiety – I’m sure it’s a disease – get the better of me.

‘Freya, you’re right. Buying this is a sound economic decision,’ he says in his ‘are we mad?’ voice, and I laugh because Dan always makes me laugh, even when I know he’s saying this to convince both of us that we haven’t put ourselves into unmanageable debt for a detached house with issues.

‘I don’t know why they say economists aren’t sexy,’ I tease, to change the subject, ‘because they so are.’

Dan slides one large hand up under my now-dirty T-shirt and encounters bare skin. ‘We need to christen this house,’ he murmurs.

‘Can we wait till the movers are gone?’ I deadpan back. ‘Or do you want an audience, because the gravel will be uncomfortable and phone footage of the whole thing could ruin my career . . .’

He laughs out loud and we stand there, entwined, enjoying the warmth of the slanting afternoon sun, with the scent of flowers driving the bumblebees mad.

‘Dan, are we starting to unload or are you going to stand there all day?’ demands one of said movers, Big Brian, to distinguish him from Young Brian, who is blithely hauling boxes of china out of the van as if he was about to fill a skip.

Big Brian defers all questions to Dan because he is The Man and knows all things. 

I packed the boxes and allegedly I know all things box-wise but Brian and his crew will be gone soon enough, so I ignore this rampant misogyny. 

Dan looks at me, understanding instantly that I get irritated by men who assume women are idiots, but I wave him off.

‘It’s falling apart: you know that, right?’ says Martin (Gaelic football all the way and driver of the second truck).

‘Martin, how else would we be able to buy it?’ says Dan reasonably, and he strides towards the truck. ‘We haven’t won the lottery yet.’

As the movers and Dan all laugh, I watch him walk towards them.

Dan is dark and sexy, with olive skin that tans, ruffled dark hair that looks as if he never brushes it, even when he has, conker-brown eyes and enough charisma for at least four normal people. I swear, women’s eyes follow him on the street, watching those long legs and broad shoulders.

We’ve been married blissfully for ten years, together for thirteen, and adore each other but somewhere deep inside (a residue of my horribly uncomfortable teenage years and something that would make a Jungian analyst suggest years of therapy) I feel that physically, I do not measure up to his hotness. 

I am too tall. Always have been. Not skinny model-tall, either, which appears to be the only way the world wants its tall women. 

I don’t have the permanently bent neck of many lofty women, stooping to decrease myself. My mother wisely made me do ballet for three years as a child, but I was too tall for school, too tall for dating, felt too tall for everything: until I met Dan.

At the age of forty-two, I am generally happy with myself, but sometimes, just sometimes, I wish I had been born tiny, with a retroussé nose, exquisite bones and size four shoes, instead of my canal-boat size nines.

When you’re tall, you can never blend into the crowd.

The plus is that when you’re tall, you have an inbuilt desire to take care of people. I mean, look at the Amazons and Wonder Woman, right? Makes total sense. Plus, I love Wonder Woman, both versions. 

An hour after we arrive at Kellinch House, I’m in the hall looking at the vast quantity of our possessions and wondering how exactly we have so much stuff and why I haven’t dumped half of it, when my younger sister, Scarlett, phones.

‘Can I bring the children round?’ she asks.

‘I’m not a child, Scarlett, I’m a teenager,’ says the deeply wounded voice of Lexi, our oldest daughter, fourteen and two months, who argued hotly to be allowed in as soon as we got the keys and the moving trucks rolled up.

‘Getting keys on moving day is a bit chaotic,’ I’d explained to her. ‘With Rowan Gardens, we only got the keys at five to five. We’d been waiting since one . . .’

‘Sorry, Lexi,’ apologised Scarlett. ‘Can I drive over with two children and one fabulous teenager.’

‘Come on,’ I say. ‘It’s ninety per cent packing boxes all over the place. I’ll leave a trail of breadcrumbs in the hall so you can find me.’

I hear Lexi giggle.

‘Mum.’ Lexi has grabbed the phone. ‘Can you come and get me? Liam is playing with Uncle Jack’s computer and he says it’s cooler than ours and Teddy’s using Aunt Scarlett’s make-up. I don’t think they’ll move.’

Lexi, who is not tall but is petite and so darkly beautiful that she looks like a Disney princess, has a sweet, slightly husky voice that soars in the school choir. 

Unlike me, before long she will have boys following her around like lovesick puppies, which both worries me and makes me happy for her. She will not need to lurk in the home economics room at lunchtime because the school canteen is a place of high anxiety to those kids who are different. 

‘No, Lexi, honey,’ I say, with regret. ‘I can’t leave now. The moving guys need me and Dad here because they are moving stuff in at speed and have to be told where to put things. Get Scarlett to close up the make-up shop, switch off Jack’s computer and tell them I’ve double chocolate brownies heating in the oven.’

This is not true. Yet. But my superpower is cooking and if I can’t whisk up brownies in half an hour, then nobody can.

‘Love you, Mum.’

‘Love you, Lexi.’

Scarlett comes back on the line: ‘Message being delivered. We’ll be there as soon as I de-sparkle Teddy and drag Liam away from the computer.’

‘Good luck with that,’ I say, laughing.

Liam, eleven and a gloriously even-tempered boy, loves the computer but is wonderfully biddable. 

Teddy, four and the empress of all she surveys, needs careful handling to make her do what you want her to do. Bribery, fibbing and serious manipulation are always involved. It doesn’t matter how often I read Raising Girls, I still can’t find a chapter which deals with a child with the iron will of Teddy. I bet she’ll turn up wearing most of Scarlett’s make-up and clutching all the bright, shiny lip glosses in her chubby little hands.

I abandon the hall and go into the kitchen which is large, pretty, the only updated part of the entire property and is the reason I managed to persuade Dan that we needed this house, despite having an upstairs main bathroom with an original, not retro, avocado suite.

‘Not that I’m Mr Elle Decoration or anything,’ said Dan slowly when he first saw the avocado explosion, ‘but I’m not that keen on the main bathroom.’

‘We can live with it,’ I said brightly. ‘Think of the garden for the children! And the kitchen for my show.’ 

I am a chef, which proves that all those years in the home economics classroom were not wasted. Eight years ago, I was plucked from obscurity by a TV producer who spotted me doing a high-speed food demo at a city food festival and thought I had ‘promise’. Since then, I’ve a new job as a chef with her own TV series and I’ve written four best-selling cookery books. Four books and five TV shows, to be precise.

I’ve even been named Sexiest Cook of the Year – once – which made me laugh and made Dan get me an apron with the logo printed on. 

‘At least they agree with me,’ he said with a grin that was X-rated.

‘And where do you think I can wear that?’ I asked.

Dan grinned some more. ‘In our room . . .?’ he suggested. 

I’ve always cooked. It’s my thing. 

In the same way Scarlett’s was how to do make-up and inadvertently make boys/men drool; while my older sister Maura’s was to boss people about without them quite noticing. I have a baby brother, too, Con, and at twenty-nine, I think his superpower is telling perfectly nice women he’ll phone them, which is nearly always a lie. 

Truthfully, I learned how to cook from my mother who can stare into an empty fridge, see nothing but a few bits of bacon, leftover potatoes, a rind of cheese and a shrivelled pepper and conjure up the most amazing ‘throw in everything’ frittata you have ever tasted, followed by a crumble made with those apples you’d forgotten about. But training at the world-famous Prue Leith culinary school in London meant I knew my stuff.

I race into the kitchen, start ripping open one of the many boxes labelled ‘pantry’ and finally find all the ingredients. A bit more ripping provides a brownie tin, my palette knife and the emergency hand mixer that’s got me out of so many kitchen crises. You can’t take a pale silver Kitchen Aid to cookery demonstrations in tents is all I’m saying.

Seven minutes later, the brownies are in the oven and I’m making tea and coffee for the masses.

‘I’m an almond milk flat white man, myself,’ Big Brian is saying, looking with distaste at the instant coffee.

‘Ah, Brian,’ I say kindly, ‘we’re not up and running yet. Can I interest you in a millionaire’s shortbread?’

‘You made them, Freya?’ he asks.

I nod.

‘It’d be rude not to,’ he says happily, and takes two. 

The men are reluctantly getting back to work, when I hear a car horn tooting from outside along with the insistent press on the gate button. 

‘It’s me, Mum!’ says Lexi’s voice on the intercom.

I tear up. My babies. They might be four, eleven and fourteen, but to me, they’ll always be my babies.

This house will keep us all safe.

I close my eyes for a moment and pray. I’m not much of a one for prayer but in the last year, I’ve been living proof that fear and trauma make you want to pray to something or someone.

I pray now: ‘Keep us safe, house.’

*

It’s Saturday morning and as I survey the endless boxes at the edge of our bedroom and on the landing of our new house, I wonder if I could hire a skip, fling all the contents of our old house into it, and start again?

Feng shui the whole Abalone-Conroy family in one swoop without ever unpacking a box? 

People could interview me and instead of writing ‘Television chef Freya Abalone tells us how she cooks nutritious food for her whole family’, they could explain how the five of us live in a junk-free home where we all drift around in linen smocks like people in a Scandinavian clothes brochure.

‘We just got rid of everything when we moved into our new house,’ says Freya, who looks five (no, ten) years younger than her forty-two years . . .’ 

The photos would show our new house with no excess stuff in it. 

Sadly, this idea is just a lovely dream. Sorting out will have to be done, to the soundtrack of my inner voice, Mildred, who spends all her time telling me where I am going wrong.

How could you not have dejunked before you moved? 

Yoga pants, again? Really? 

You could fit in some exercise if you weren’t so addicted to Netflix, you know.

Yes, we all have some version of a Mildred. She lives in our head and she says things no true friend would ever say to a woman. You’d dump a friend who says you’re about to be found out by the Imposter Police and fired.

But that inner voice bitching at you non-stop . . .? You listen and you believe it. 

I hope that one day, with meditation, yoga, mindfulness and reading Eckhart Tolle on a loop, I will banish Mildred and replace her voice with a chorus of the lovely – deluded, possibly – people who said I was Sexiest Cook of the Year.

Just not today.

The box labelled ‘first morning’ is missing and all I can see are ones labelled ‘shoes.’

In the story of my life, shoes take up a whole chapter. This is because I am hopeless with actual clothes but nobody can mess up buying shoes, right?

Shoes used to take up all the space in the bottom of my wardrobe in our old house.

Organising them has always been the problem.

I thought about lining them up in boxes with Polaroid photos on the outsides but really . . . Who does that? 

So today, my many shoes are clogging up the landing in ten giant boxes and there is no sign of the vital ‘first morning’ box.

You are hopeless, says Mildred.

Yeah, yeah, I tell her. Enough already.

With a mere two days to go to the actual moving truck turning up, my younger sister Scarlett asked: ‘Have you done lists for every box, so you know what’s in them all?’ 

I gave her my seriously? face. 

‘Do I look like I have time to do lists of what’s in every damn box?’ I said waspishly. I was also considering the fact that I would never, ever be able to buy a pair of shoes again. Yes, we will be that broke from buying this house.

‘I am too busy to do lists because I am overseeing things. Did you know that Teddy is unpacking her toy boxes even when I duct-tape them shut.’

‘Respect,’ laughed Scarlett. ‘I can’t open things shut with duct tape.’

Scarlett does not have children – a source of much pain, I should add – which is why she is impressed with the things four-year-olds can do that their mothers do not want them to do. 

It is a mark of what an amazing human being Scarlett is that after years of infertility treatment, she can even be in the same house as a child. She has taken every hormone known to woman, still has no little beloved baba to show for it, and yet still takes care of my children all the time.

Today, my fabulous childminder, Angela, has had to have a tooth out, so my afternoon help is absent.

I continue my rant, albeit calmer: ‘Dan has gone off to do an interview, when I’ve cancelled all work for four days so we can get sorted. Lexi has done her boxes and wants me to take her and her friend to the cinema, as a last treat in this house, which is not happening.’ 

Instantly, mothering guilt rages up in me. 

You can tell me that guilt is a wasted emotion and I know it is, but I still let it have its way with me. The same way I feel bad when I eat huge slices of cake on shoots for the cake bit of my books, even though I have to. All part of the job. 

Guilt is part of living, although I’ve bought several self-help books on the basis that they can help me banish it.

‘Plus,’ I continue, ‘Liam is spending far too long every evening playing Super Mario on the Super Mario yoke because I promised it was the last thing I’d put away. Dan should be here.’

‘Naughty Dan,’ says Scarlett, grinning. 

She loves Dan. All my family do. Con, annoying little brother, teases me that because Dan is younger than me – three years younger – he is infinitely cooler. 

Which is true. Dan is the economist everyone wants on their TV and radio shows. 

And in truth, everyone is cooler than me. 

‘Don’t stand up for him,’ I say crossly. ‘I can’t do everything myself and I’m running out of time.’

At that point, I was at the basically-throwing-things-
into-the-cardbox-box stage of moving. Even my beloved shoes, which I had planned to pack like Michelangelo artefacts in tissue paper, were being jammed into boxes willy-nilly. 

You should have planned this. 

Yeah, well, the Oprah people should have called by now, Mildred, but that isn’t happening, either.

I argue with Mildred. In my head. Doing it out loud is just plain weird.

Now, I hear a rustle in Teddy’s bedroom and peek in. Teddy sleeps like a small bear who has found a duvet in a cave and decided to wrap itself up. One small arm pokes out at the top, clutching Bunny – formerly white, now grey, much darned by myself, and Teddy’s favourite thing in the whole world. Her other favourite cuddlies, all twenty-two of them, are scattered around the small bear shape. I want to curl myself round her just to smell her scent, that little girl shampoo, yogurt and perfume-made-from-rose-petals scent. 

Asleep, she is a cherub with the blonde curls that come from my family. All my family are white blonde, including me, and she is going to be tall, too, also like me. I am determined that she won’t slouch and wish she were smaller, the way I used to do during my hideous teenage years. I have grown into my body, a confident woman of nearly six foot who is described as a Viking Chef. 

Note: if you are tall, blonde, wear a plait and are called Freya, you get called a Viking in the press. People really have no imagination, is all I’m saying. 

Dan is tall too. Deliciously, much taller than me. Because he’s dark, together we look like a black and white photo. 

Next, I peek into Lexi’s room. Lexi is fourteen and is ballerina tiny with long dark hair. Asleep, her face looks so much younger than it does when she’s awake and practising being fifteen. I want to stroke her but she’d wake up and on a Saturday during term time, she’d be grumpy.

In the third bedroom – wallpapered an unhappy green, but he did choose the room himself, even though he knows that it will be ages before we can redecorate – eleven-year-old Liam lies star-fished on the bed with his duvet on the floor and a pillow under his feet.

Gently, I put the duvet back on my gorgeous boy with limbs that are confusing him because they are growing too much. Liam is still a hugging sort of child, which makes me want to cry because I know that one day, he’ll fight off all affection. But not today, for which I am grateful.

For a long time, I thought gratitude was an overrated, corporate invention dreamed up to keep stationery addicts buying more little notebooks. 

But for the past year, since, well . . . everything, I have been working hard on gratitude. Also: a spiritual connection; mindfulness; thinking about booking a yoga class; getting round to answering my Emails of Shame and actually finishing The Power of Now. 

‘Thank you for this,’ I murmur into the ether, to God/the goddess/whichever deity is in charge. 

At that precise moment, Teddy appears on the landing, a small, exquisite sight in a forest of packing boxes. 

Her cheeks are rosy with sleep. Her blonde curls are tousled adorably. She looks perfect. Apart from her frowny face.

Waking up in a new bedroom in a new house would send anyone over the edge. 

It’s done it to me at forty-two and my poor Teddy is only just four.

‘How is Mummy’s little pet?’ I say, scooping her up, covering her face with kisses and getting that special ticklish place under her ear, which makes her giggle.

‘Stop!’ she commands, all suddenly right with her world again. 

Mummy is here, kissing her. 

She is adored. Back to normality. Teddy is in charge of our household and she knows it. I instinctively feel that when Teddy is older, there will be no critical inner voice torturing her. 

‘Peppa Pig,’ she says now with an imperious duchess wave. Teddy came out of the womb waving imperiously. She was my hardest birthing experience. 

Liam had been a blissful birth and I swear, if we’d had whale music, candles and a birth plan, Liam would have gone along with it and come out at high speed during the most operatic whale-singing bit.

With Teddy, I got the full works – screaming pain that went on for hours, and no sign of a person to give me the promised epidural, even though I’d have consumed a bag of Class A narcotics during the worst of the pain.

This is the big secret of childbirth. Not the stitches which require you to sit on an inflatable rubber ring for two weeks. No, it’s the fact that one child can slip out like a dolphin, while another comes screaming into the world practically sideways (this is possible, I am telling you), having made their mother howl with pain during an eighteen-hour labour. 

Lexi, my eldest, is not my birth child but I am her mother. 

Totally her mother. 

I have been her mother since she was just over two and Dan, her birth father, brought her round in desperation on a weekend he wasn’t due to have her because her mother, his ex, had left her in a restaurant by mistake. Yes, I am serious. 

Keys, handbag, yes – oh gosh, I forgot the toddler. Silly me.

Lexi was the only child of his first wife, Elisa, a woman who was physically twenty-six when she gave birth but emotionally, still a wild, party-loving nineteen-year-old. As someone who was never a wild, party-loving nineteen-year-old because my sense of responsibility has always been in overdrive, I cannot grasp this concept at all.

‘She was indulged as a kid,’ Dan says now that his rage is gone over the child-abandonment issue, which is basically standing up for the stupid cow in my book. 

My rage is not gone, I can tell you that. 

‘Her brothers were the smart ones,’ Dan always continues. 

It’s well-remembered speech catalogued in his brain: he tries to make excuses for Elisa because he has somehow forgiven her and he feels that Lexi must have an unbiased version of her birth mother.

Intellectually, I agree with him.

Emotionally, it’s a different story. 

I had already fallen in love with Dan, but when Lexi came to live with us full-time, that was the fiercest love affair ever. 

She had not emerged from my body but she was mine. I became her mother; and everybody knows, mothers are feral when it comes to their children.

Have you ever watched those nature programmes where females with their young will kill animals much larger in their defence . . .? Yup, that’s me.

‘Nobody knew what to do with Elisa,’ goes the rest of Dan’s spiel. ‘She was always a bit immature . . .’ 

Immature? That’s the best he can do?

And standing up for the woman who left our darling Lexi, innocent and defenceless, in a restaurant . . .?

Imminent high blood pressure moment, Mildred mutters, pretending to be a health robot from the future. 

She’s right. 

I can’t think about Elisa or I will start having arguments with her in my head – ‘You left Lexi in a restaurant! What is wrong with you? Immature and indulged do not cover this level of stupidity!’ 

‘And you, you, Dan Conroy, do not give me any old crapology about how she wasn’t clever and her brothers got all the attention. Selfish and spoilt are the words you are looking for!’

Almost twelve years after Elisa abandoned Lexi, the very thought of the woman can still ignite fierce rage in me. 

Instead I give thanks that Lexi is mine and Elisa is out of all our lives, what with her busy ‘modelling’ career and her exotic lifestyle financed by her current husband and possibly, her father, who appears to be remarkably wealthy. 

Which suits me just fine. 

My beloved Lexi is our child. After Dan and I got married I adopted her as soon as I legally could. 

I love Dan more for his trying to make it all right for Lexi, but it’s the one area we’ve always disagreed on.

Still, Elisa has been out of our lives for years, so I guess we’re safe.
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Think about what you want in life and you will draw it to you, magically

My phone pings with my daily ‘affirmation’ – an app I downloaded one miserable evening and keep forgetting to delete. Every morning, I receive a daily quote designed to help me find my inner energy and release all negativity. Puh-lease says Mildred every time a quote pings in. Wearing perfume in summer will draw mosquitoes to you: is that what they mean? Mildred has not yet got with the whole laws of attraction schtick. Mind you, I’m not sure I have, either. My mind never stops running despite entreaties to the Universe to slow it down and as yet, I have failed to materialize inner peace or solutions to any of my other problems. But I’m keeping going with the programme. I mean, the app cost 4.99. I can’t waste it, can I?

‘Peppa Pig,’ says Teddy.

There is a definite element of one of the fiercer warrior queens in her voice. In my abstraction, I have been ignoring her and this is not allowed in Teddy’s world. 

She will wake the whole house. Dan was up late with me shoving boxes around and trying to unpack the children’s things. He’s earned a lie-in.

This arrangement also means that tomorrow, I can be the one to sleep in: parental bargaining 101. 

‘Here.’ I hand her my phone – yes, I do some bad mothering myself but in my defence, I have never left any of my kids behind when I am out. 

Still, it is a rare treat for Teddy to get her hands on any electronics. I do not want her to be able to make and upload her own vlogs before she can write all her numbers and do ‘A is for apple’, etc.

I make a cosy nest for her in one corner of mine and Dan’s bedroom, find Peppa Pig on my phone’s Netflix and, with the sound at a reasonable level – it is six a.m. on a Saturday after all – I tell her I am going to find clean clothes. 

Teddy ignores me.

Peppa’s mesmerising theme tune is already playing and I am surplus to requirements. 

Technology and children are a knotty area of parenting. I have seen two-year-olds swipe iPhones with an expertise I do not have. Liam is getting a phone for his twelfth birthday. Although plenty of kids his age already have phones – and, no doubt, bookies’ accounts and a string of girlfriends/boyfriends on WhatsApp – Liam is not one of them. 

Lexi, who got hers on her twelfth birthday, has it surgically attached to her person at all times, except at night because I take it at eight o’clock.

Teddy giggles at something Peppa has just done and the large lump in our bed that is Dan stirs.

Speed up, I tell myself.

In the bathroom, I ignore the basic state of the place and also ignore the sight of myself in the mirror. When people – randomers in the supermarket – evince utter astonishment that I, Freya Abalone, am on the telly on the grounds that I look ‘. . . normal!’, I agree. 

After all, I see my face before the telly make-up goes on. I am a good chef known for simple nutritious food but my appeal – well, this is what Scarlett calls it – lies in my enthusiasm and passion for cooking. This is what the TV people saw when they plucked me from obscurity years ago and gave me a fledgling television series. 

Dan tells me I’m beautiful. In fact, he never stops saying it. 

But in real-world, non-Dan situations, I know I am not a stunning woman like my sister, Scarlett, or even classically handsome like my other sister, Maura. I am a tall, pale-skinned blonde, with an open, warm face (this is what my mother says), deep-set eyes, freckles, and generally, have a bit of lip balm still left on my lips and a wonky bit of eyeliner. 

‘Yes, I agree. I don’t know why I’m on the telly, either,’ I say to the randomers, who then sometimes helpfully tell me that they hate my cooking show and add that I’m not even a real chef because I never ran my own restaurant, which is true. Unless you are a Type A personality, running a restaurant leads normal people to nervous breakdowns or expensive wine addictions.

Mildred generally agrees with the randomers, by the way.

Looking normal is nothing: what if they find out that you are making this up as you go along? she likes to say.

Today, I shut the bathroom door quietly and begin ripping boxes open with a metal nail file that Dan – who has already unpacked his shaving gear, aftershave, and toothbrush paraphernalia – has laid out. 

Several boxes labelled ‘bathroom’ have kitchen things in them. 

I was so careful.

You weren’t careful. You were rushing.

Belt up, Mildred.

I do, eventually, find my knickers, some clean T-shirts and yoga leggings that have not seen yoga since long before Teddy was born. This is immaterial – T-shirts and old yoga leggings are the casual clothes of the working woman.

I rinse my face, slather on the moisturiser I once bought Dan which he never uses but which still lives in his washbag, and finish off with both his toothbrush and aftershave. 

Yesterday’s hair elastic lies on my side of the sink so I use my fingers to corral my Arctic blonde hank into my trademark long plait. 

I then apply a slick of eyeliner from my handbag make-up kit and a hasty pinkie-finger-swoosh of lip balm, and I’m ready to face the day. 

Kellinch House is silent but the floorboards creak as Teddy and I make our way out of the room. 

The stairs creak as we go downstairs and into the kitchen where I know the coffee awaits. Dan has unpacked all the things central to our well being. Pride of place is his coffee machine, which we call the Barista Baby because it’s so complicated it looks as if it needs a trained barista to manage it. One double espresso and I will feel human. Meanwhile I get some cereal and milk for Teddy and install her in a chair at the table. 

‘Yasss,’ she says joyfully at the sight of the cereal, which is for emergency use only and contains too many E-numbers and plenty of sugar.

‘Just for today,’ I say. 

‘Every day!’ she chants, delighted.

‘Are you going to run the country when you’re older?’ I add, lovingly. You have to be impressed at her negotiating skills. 

Teddy beams. ‘Yassss.’

I refuse to feel guilty at giving her cereal because nearly every single day, I cook for breakfast.

Because we are now broke, the only change we have made in the house is to install the seven-burner double oven from our last house, so I stick bread under the grill. Slowly I become aware that the genius coffee machine is not working. It is making a noise, but the wrong one. I try to brew an espresso and realise it is banjaxed.

Dan will be distraught. He loses his temper very rarely. Still, if his precious Barista Baby has been broken by the movers, he will go nuts.

Big Brian will be getting a phone call, for sure.

‘No coffee, Teddy,’ I say, pulling a horrified face at her. ‘Mummy goes crazy without coffee . . .’ And I launch myself at her with outstretched zombie-tickling arms. 

She giggles, then says, ‘Mummy tea?’

‘Tea is only for evening,’ I sigh, and we eat our breakfasts together and watch Peppa and George laugh at Daddy Pig. 

‘I wonder if Daddy Pig could fix our Daddy’s coffee machine?’ I ask her.

Teddy picks up her bowl to slurp/spill the sweet milk and shakes her head at the same time.

Breakfast over, we wander hand in hand through the moving-box-strewn downstairs.

‘Very messy, Mummy, very messy,’ says Teddy, shaking her head.

‘Mummy and Daddy will make it lovely,’ I say with determination, ignoring Mildred telling me we have made a huge mistake buying this place and how will we ever pay for it?

‘Do you like your new house?’

Teddy nods happily. She has the easy adaptability of the very young.

‘Me too,’ I say, watching the way the May morning sun shines in through the windows and how our new garden is alive with butterflies and bees, with a starling poking at the grass as if it knows a worm is hiding just a hint out of reach.

The house belonged to a widowed lady who had lived here for years but her husband was ill for a long time, the estate agent told us. I assume there was no money left because the place, though spotlessly kept, boasts decor from the late seventies and early eighties. 

It’s still big and detached, so we had to push ourselves to afford it, which is why Dan and I will need to do complicated curtseys to the bank manager, or even go full-Buddhist on the floor and bow our heads, for the next twenty years. I, personally, will need to work flat out with minimal childcare to pay for it all, which is going to be tricky, but once I saw this house, I knew this was it. 

‘It needs a lot of work,’ said Dan, looking at rooms papered with wallpaper that even Laura Ashley stopped selling years ago.

‘But look at the kitchen!’ I said, as we admired the one modernised part of the house, that will suit for filming of my TV series in September.

The owner had it done up to help her sell the house, the estate agent added, and it has worked. This place is perfect.

Chefs who can cook in their own kitchens definitely have the edge in TV world and the redone kitchen here is gorgeous: creamy wood, a stainless steel splashback and a huge island unit. 

What I don’t mention, never mention, is that my actual favourite part of the new house is the high wall around it all.

A wall and a big wooden, electric gate that nobody can see under or over. Unless they are seven foot tall.

Although I have said a lot about how I’d love more space and a garden for the children, what I really like most about Kellinch House is that it’s safe. And since that cold January night, just over five months ago, safety comes very high on my list of priorities.

I was . . . I hate even saying it. 

OK, mugged. 

I was mugged. 

What a hopelessly gentle word for a vicious, shattering and terrifying experience. I was in a city centre garage late at night after doing a demonstration and Lorraine, who works with me, had helped me with all the equipment and had already driven off. I was still rearranging things in the back of the car, mentally running over what I’d said and thinking about what I should have said, when a man appeared out of nowhere.

In an instant, he knocked me to the ground and threatened me with a knife. 

I knew he was on something – I could smell the foetid smell of despair, drugs and unwashed human, but my strength vanished. I felt as small as a child. Terrified. Cowering.

He ripped my handbag off and ran, leaving me bruised and with a broken collarbone. It was all over in thirty seconds and yet it felt so much longer. 

Policemen turned up and a lovely female Garda kept saying I needed something sweet. Someone produced a non-diet soft drink from a machine to restore my blood sugar. Yet despite the kindness afterwards, the residual fear of it all has not gone away. Nobody was caught. Drugged-up muggers are part of society and the garage’s security cameras were on the blink. So nobody’s doing time for it. 

Except me. 

My inspiration for work has dried up. I’m nervy all the time. I’m taking tablets to help me sleep, and worse, the only person I have told about the tablets is Dan. And even then, I’ve implied that I’m getting over it because the family is dealing with so much worse.

Because compared to what happened to my father last year, being mugged is nothing.

In September last year, Dad – Lorcan Abalone, larger than life, that glorious mix of gentleman and bon viveur – was hit by a stroke. We knew about strokes – Dan’s father had had one and had recovered with a mild speech defect.

But my dad – at this point, it appears as if a miracle will be required. His stroke was what the Professor called ‘bilateral infarcts into the caudate heads’, which resulted in a syndrome called Aboulia. 

I dutifully wrote this down when the Professor told us because I knew we’d never remember. We were all in shock, anyway, and these cold medical words were mystifying in our distress. 

‘Aboulia,’ I’d thought blankly. Sounded like a North African dish. Something with pomegranate and harissa. Not a catastrophic event.

A percentage of people with this can recover to varying degrees, the Professor explained, but over the months, it became clear that my father was not among them. The neurological damage means that while he is still alive, the man who was Dad has gone. His eyes, silver grey with a ring of blue around the irises like mine and Scarlett’s, stare unseeing at us and at the world. Mum insists he recognises us. I disagree. 

He can no longer happily tell people how he’s grown heritage tomatoes for years; how his elderberry wine is exquisitely palatable; how his surname, Abalone, comes from Spanish ancestors who traded in iridescent abalone shells; how we and Granddad Eddie were the only Abalones in the phone book: ‘unless Con gets himself a wife,’ Dad would say, with a naughty grin at Con, who was – inevitably – between girlfriends. 

Now he mutters, but not in any language we understand. He is not paralysed, but he does not walk or move.

He is with us and yet, gone.

The loss is so huge that none of us can get our heads around it. 

And the grief is endless. It’s hard to have any so-called ‘closure’ on continual pain.

After Dad had spent two months in hospital, and three more in a specialized rehabilitation centre, my mother brought him home, having used much of their savings to have parts of the downstairs of the house converted for a disabled person. Despite all sorts of dire warnings from the nursing home staff about how she would not be able to care for someone so utterly disabled, she is caring for him, with us providing both practical back-up and limited financial help.

‘He is coming home with me,’ she said fiercely, ‘where he will be loved. He needs to be at home. So his brain can mend.’

Dan’s and my fingers found each other as she told the assembled family this. Brains can mend. I now know more about brain plasticity than I ever thought I’d know but there is tragically no sign of any improvement in Dad’s condition. 

Therefore, I cannot talk to my mother about my anxiety/fear/trauma following the attack.

Imagine the conversation: Your darling husband lies in bed or sits in a wheelchair, cannot feed himself, has no control over any part of his body and does not appear to recognise you – and I want to moan about having been mugged.

See? No contest.

So only Dan knows about my insomnia and sleeping tablets; but I cannot let him know how shaken I really am because he will want to wrap me in cotton wool until I get better. I cannot take time off for this to happen. I have too much to do. Besides, I believe in fixing myself. I will fill in my gratitude diaries and attract happiness from the universe, that’s what I’ll do. Can’t do any harm?

It takes five minutes to find shoes for myself and Teddy, some clothes for her, and my purse.

We are now within three minutes of a fabulous Italian coffee shop, not to mention a deli, a pub called McQueen’s, a butcher’s, a SuperSpar, a fruit and vegetable shop so narrow that it looks as if only one person can fit in it at once, and a hairdresser’s called Sharleen’s Coiffeurs. We did a serious recce before buying and, coupled with the fact that we were actually only moving ten streets away from our old house, the presence of all these adorable shops plus a village green swung it for us.

Well, that and the wall and the seven-foot gate. 

Bellavista sounds like a town perched on an Italian sea clifftop, boasting hordes of tourists, tiny but wildly expensive hotels where a coffee on the admittedly breathtaking terrace will cost you a day’s salary, and where fast foreign cars complete with elegant tanned people litter the place.

In reality, it’s a small part of the city with a village-y look to it because once upon a time, it was a village. That was in the horse and cart era.

Nowadays, it’s three miles to the centre of Dublin via a traffic-riddled artery into the city.

Here, it’s blissfully lovely to stroll out of our house and a few yards down the road to the little village proper and the scent of real coffee. The coffee shop is called Giorgio and Patrick’s, so clearly I’m not the only one to feel the Italian vibe. 

Teddy is still discussing what sort of bun she can have – chocolate, chocolate or chocolate – when we arrive at the same time as a very elderly, thin and yet not at all fragile lady with a small fluffy dog on a lead.

I open the door for her but instead of going in, she smiles a lovely smile up at me and says, ‘You must be Freya.’

She smiles at my startled glance. ‘You can’t breathe around here with everyone knowing, so we all knew your family had bought Clare’s old house. Then we saw the moving vans yesterday. Who is this little angel? Are you going for cakes? They have lovely ones.’

Teddy gazes up at the woman thoughtfully. 

‘I like chocolate buns,’ she confides, bustling past us both.

And then we are in, dog too, which is a no-no in the catering world, into a lovely, truly Italian-style café where both the scent of the coffee and the pastries make me swoon.

‘I’m Miss Primrose,’ says the elderly lady, ‘and this,’ she looks behind her to where her dog should be waiting diligently at the door, ‘is Whisper.’ 

‘Lovely to meet you, Miss Primrose,’ I say and look around for Teddy, who has pulled Whisper with her into the café. 

‘This is Teddy,’ I say, and realise my daughter has clambered up and inserted her top half into the only bit of the pastry cabinet accessible from the customer side. Her new partner in crime is watching expectantly.

‘Teddy, get down and bring the doggy back,’ I mutter, waiting for an owner to emerge and have a spasm at this canine intrusion.

Teddy does, but only when she has a pastry in her hand. I whisk a plate out of a stack and hiss: ‘put it on the plate.’

Teddy ignores me. 

A tall, tanned man smiles at us all over the steam. He must be unable to see Whisper, I think.

‘Giorgio,’ says Miss Primrose, doing introductions. ‘This is Freya and Teddy.’

‘Buongiorno,’ he says.

‘Oh, you’re Italian,’ I say, delightedly. The Italian people are such wonderful cooks. Love children, even pastry-stealing ones. Possibly used to small dogs in cafés; but probably teacup varieties ensconsed in expensive handbags . . .

Giorgio eyes me for a moment, working out who I am and the smile falters.

He hates my show, I think instantly. Took umbrage at my Irish version of ragu? Thinks women who weren’t born in Napoli should stay away from fiddling with pizza in cooking shows? Mildred leaps into action and hits me with one of my biggest fears: You’re a fraud, Freya. No more cooking shows for you.

And then Giorgio smiles shyly. 

‘George, really,’ he whispers, in a voice so low it could be whispering the Official Secrets Act at me. 

Miss Primrose beams. 

‘He only tells people he really likes,’ she confides. ‘George has a sixth sense about people.’

I could tell her that people tell me all sorts of mad things because I have that sort of face, but I don’t.

George slips out of his Italian accent: ‘I was born in Coolock but Italian coffee shops have the edge, don’t you think? Giorgio and Patrick’s sounds better than George and Patrick’s.’

I pat George’s tanned hand and his giant, rose gold watch jingles. ‘You look Italian and you talk Italian, Giorgio,’ I say. ‘That’s good enough for me. I thought you were going to tell me I was a useless chef . . .’

‘We adore you!’ he breathes. ‘I made your stuffed loin of pork for our third date. Patrick loves it.’

‘You’d never believe how many people tell me I’m useless when they meet me,’ I confess. 

‘Patrick does martial arts,’ says Giorgio, angry on my behalf. ‘We’ll have them all given a karate punch or whatever you call it for the sheer rudeness.’

‘I only did four karate classes and it clashed with body pump night,’ interrupts a beautifully groomed man with hair so black he already has a five o’clock shadow. ‘I wouldn’t say I’m an expert.’

Giorgio, Miss Primrose and I laugh and after that, we are bosom friends.

All except Teddy, who has been surreptitiously feeding the pastry filled with crème anglaise to Miss Primrose’s small dog, who will probably be sick later, and now wants more pastry just for herself.

‘Chocolate?’ she says sweetly, as if nobody has noticed the creaminess/crumbs on her rosebud mouth and all down her top.

Finally, full of coffee and pastry, we are all kindred spirits, as it’s leaving time. 

‘Whisper usually waits outside,’ says Miss Primrose with a definite smile, staring down at her dog. 

I smile back. ‘Teddy loves dogs and she may have led Whisper astray,’ I say, and I shuffle us all out the door before someone reports the café for health code violations. 

Myself and a hyped-up Teddy head for home with a take-out latte for Dan.

He greets me in the kitchen, still woolly-headed from sleep, and delighted to see coffee for himself.

This morning, he has an uncomfortable look on his face.

‘My mother was thinking of coming with house-warming presents on Monday or Tuesday afternoon when the children are home from school, if you’re not working. I can be here.’

‘Gwanny,’ says Teddy, scenting presents for herself. She has her eye on a Sylvanian family mansion that will make ours look small. 

‘Yes, Gwanny and she asks if she can bring Mrs Markham,’ Dan says at speed. 

Break bad news hastily. 

I’m glad I have some quality caffeine inside me to soften the blow.

Why now? 

Mrs Markham is Elisa’s mother, a steely woman who runs an interior design firm where ordinary side-table lamps cost thousands and curtains could set you back the price of a small car. We see her once a year at Christmas at a neutral venue, once or twice with Elisa when the international modelling world (snort) can let her go. Elisa has a nose like a 747. Have I mentioned this?

‘Why does Adele want to see us now?’ I say to Dan, managing not to snap. ‘It’s not Christmas.’

‘They wouldn’t stay long,’ he says, not answering my question.

‘But why does she want to come here?’

‘She told my mother she wants to see Lexi. It doesn’t have to be here.’

‘Well, she can’t,’ I say, fear and anger battling for supremacy in my mind.

I do not want any part of Elisa’s family involved with my daughter apart from at specifically designated times. How dare Elisa’s mother think she can waltz in here now and see her and us.

‘She has a gift for Lexi. An aunt died, there’s a piece of jewellery for each of the grandchildren . . .’

Dan’s voice trails off when he sees my face.

‘The grandchildren?’ I hiss. ‘Where was the worry for the grandchildren when Lexi was little?’

Roughly translated, this means: where was Adele Markham when it came to installing moral values or basic common sense into her daughter so she would not leave her child behind in restaurants. 

I burn on Lexi’s behalf about this. Elisa handed her over and drifted off to Spain, child forgotten. How could she?

I know Dan also feels huge guilt over how he never realised how hopeless a mother Elisa was, but he doesn’t care in the same long-range way I do. He says he tries very hard to like Elisa – ‘for Lexi’s sake’, he always points out, lest I go into one of my ‘you’re sticking up for her!’ rants. 

‘Point taken,’ he says easily. ‘Mum can come alone. I thought I’d mention it.’

‘It’s mentioned,’ I say, but I feel scared. And angry. Why now? Lexi knows who gave birth to her but as Elisa married some rich Spanish guy and now bakes herself the colour and texture of unpolished mahoghany in a ritzy Mediterranean spot, she is gloriously out of reach. 

Why does her mother want to come now, away from our strictly agreed Christmas schedule?

Not that I believe in novenas, but I immediately plan to get Granny Bridget saying one of her ‘for hopeless cases’ ones on the grounds that I need all the spiritual help I can get to keep the Markhams out of our lives.

I might stick a few rowan tree branches in a vase too, as well as finding my ancient smudging stick – Maura got it somewhere and gave it to me. It is supposed to protect your home, although when you burn it, it does smell like a music festival circa 1980 in a marijuana-ish way.

Mind you, who knows where it is. If I can barely find knickers, what odds are there of finding spiritual smudging things to ward off the evil of Adele Markham?

You need to dejunk or your elderly corpse will be found in a mound of old clothes, magazines and wine bottles, Mildred reminds me primly.

‘Latte, no sugar,’ I say, handing the coffee to Dan, who looks no more pleased than I am. ‘The Barista Baby is broken.’
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It never gets easier: you just learn how to be stronger

At ten o’clock on Saturday night, I am comatose with exhaustion from unpacking boxes and everyone else is finally in bed. Except me.

I feel unsettled in our new house, partly because not all the windows have curtains. Outside, our slightly wild garden has transformed into a murky, dark place, full of unidentifiable shapes. But still, I reassure myself, we have a wall and a big gate. Right? 

I’m sitting with a cup of valerian tea – I do try everything to sleep, nobody can say I don’t – in front of the TV in the tiny den off the kitchen, a room which does have curtains. Dan, who is techy but tetchy after a long time trying to fix his coffee machine, had connected the TV early in the day, mainly because Liam had actually thrown a mini tantrum at the thought of not being able to play Xbox. 

‘But, but you said I could, you said, you said that, that I’d be able to and that it would be OK and . . .’ 

For the most easy-going child in the world, these words were the equivalent of a screaming-on-the-floor tantrum.

Afterwards, during which time Liam had said ‘sorry’ several times, he sat in front of it for his allotted hour before smiling and beaming.

He is such a good child. Lexi is less biddable. The Wi-Fi is only working periodically and discussions about how it was supposed to have been installed by the previous day and how the Wi-Fi Gods are to be called out on Monday, are having no effect. She is on a slow simmer.

But still, she’d unpacked and made her bedroom as pretty as was humanly possible, with my help and some unasked-for assistance from Teddy, who felt that at least ten of her cuddly animals lined up on the bed would make anyone happy. 

‘They are on their holidays,’ she said to her big sister with an adoring face. Teddy is Lexi’s little handmaiden and secretly, though she doesn’t really know it yet, wants to be like Lexi when she is older. 

‘They are yours and I don’t want them in my room,’ said Lexi, crossly, reaching out an arm and pushing a few of the cuddly unicorns and baby seals off the bed.

Like I said, Wi-Fi failure can make the best of us miserable.

‘Lexi,’ I said, ‘don’t be mean to your little sister. She was only trying to help. Say sorry.’

Teddy, however, is made of stern stuff. No crying for her.

‘Gimme my unicorn seal,’ she hissed, grabbing a purple sparkly thing with a twirling horn. ‘You are horrible!’ 

Grabbing up her offerings, and managing to kick over a few of Lexi’s books on the way out, she made a damn good attempt at slamming the door. 

I’d covered up a very big grin because Teddy would make anyone laugh.

From the look on Lexi’s face it was clear she didn’t feel like laughing. 

‘She idolises you,’ I told Lexi.

‘I wish she wouldn’t keep coming into my bedroom,’ said Lexi crossly. ‘It’s private.’

‘I know, darling.’ 

I hugged her for a full minute, feeling her lovely ballerina-style bones against mine and I marvelled at how quickly she’s growing up.

She has small breasts now, although they embarrass her. She gets regular periods: ‘Every month?’ she said when I explained menstruation when she was younger. 

She wants privacy too, now. My eldest child is moving further away from me and it hurts so much.

‘Love you, Squirt,’ I said, using Dan’s pet name for her because she’s such a pixie of a thing.

‘You too, Mum,’ she says, as I leave, but her reply’s automatic. My anxiety impulse kicks in. What if she would like to see Adele Markham, who is genetically her grandmother? What if she wanted to see Elisa too? And what if they became more important to her than me?

That might well happen.

‘Thank you, Mildred,’ I say, with added sarcasm. 

It will not happen.

I have been through enough.

I could not cope with that. 

Dan, who is angry with me for getting angry with him, had taken two hours off in order to get his precious coffee machine fixed, because obviously, in the middle of a house move, having perfect coffee is of vital importance. I ache all over and I’m pretty sure I’ve ruptured something internal shoving bits of furniture around the place. I’ve also made a big scratch on the walnut flooring in the big living room, which will, no doubt, cost a fortune to repair. 

Still, things are improving; boxes are more or less in the rooms I wanted them in. Now everyone is shattered and has gone to bed quietly, without any screaming matches from the older kids. Teddy had loved her bath in the giant old-fashioned bath in the peachy bath in our en suite.

‘Pretty, princess pretty,’ she’d said, admiring it. 

‘Yes, princess pretty,’ I’d agreed. 

Now I could walk around and look at the place with more of our stuff spread out and less boxes to clutter it up. Exhaustingly though, there is so much work to do. This room definitely needs to be painted, even inexpertly by Dan, who is a bit of a speed racer at painting. 

It would probably be better to paint it sooner rather than later before the wall gets hidden by books and pictures and the endless supply of photos of the children that lined the walls in our old home. Still, shabby decor or not, it’s ours. 

I wander back into the kitchen, looking out through the dark windows into the dark of the garden and tell myself that I am safe because nobody could scale those walls and broach the murderous pointy bushes all around them
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