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Chapter One

Frankie Green woke bathed in cold sweat. The bedroom was dark and she felt so disorientated that for a moment she almost didn’t know where she was.

Her phone lay on her bedside table and she fumbled for it, pressing the button so that the screen lit up. With light, she managed to find her glasses and look at the time.

Two fifteen.

Oh hell, she thought. She had a hectic day ahead, she hadn’t been able to get to sleep for ages and now she was awake again.

Beside her, Seth was a long mound under the duvet, sleeping soundly, which was infinitely annoying. He didn’t have to get up in the morning.

Which wasn’t his fault, she reminded herself, as she did so often these days as a sort of guilty afterthought. He hadn’t joyfully decided to retire and let her continue working, he’d been made redundant three months ago and hated it. Yet, it felt like his fault that he could sleep late while she – now the major earner – had to haul herself out of bed come rain or shine.

Pushing back the duvet, she went into the horrible, poky bathroom she swore she would never get used to, shivering as the cool night air hit her soaked cotton pyjamas.

In the bathroom’s cold light, a tired, white-faced woman stared back at her from the mirror: dark hair plastered to her skull, face sheeny with damp, nightclothes sticking like a second skin.

She looked as if she’d been running through a rainforest for days. She looked – Frankie realized the correct word with misery – old.

Somehow, while she’d been busy trying to raise two children, run the Human Resources department of Dutton Insurance and be a wife to Seth Green, age had crept up on her. She’d been so busy working, doing school runs and making vast meals to freeze, checking homework diaries and worrying about exam results, mopping up teenage tears and making rare date nights with her husband, that the blur of her thirties had morphed into her forties and suddenly, here she was, forty-nine. Calcium, collagen, oestrogen – everything was leaching out of her. Soon all that would remain would be a dried-out husk and if she stood still long enough, she’d be stuffed in a museum as an example of tinder-dry womankind. Even her marriage felt dried out and empty. That was the worst thing and she couldn’t bear to think about it.

Is this all normal? she silently asked the mirror-image Frankie. If it was, nobody talked about it. Not her sister, not her friends. If only her mother was a bit normal, she might have asked her, but there was nothing normal about Madeleine. Her mother, pushing eighty and still fond of causing havoc, managed to be old in years without being old in any other way. Madeleine to most people, but plain old Mad to her two daughters, had never bothered with creams or unguents. In her forties, she’d lain in the back garden toasting herself under layers of coconut sun oil, happiest when she was nut brown. When hot pants were the ‘in’ clothes for teenagers, Madeleine had worn them herself, not caring that other mothers wore normal summer skirts and cardigans. If she passed a building site and somebody whistled, Madeleine would blow the builders a delighted kiss, while her teenage daughters, Frankie and Gabriella, would exchange horrified glances.

Why couldn’t Mother be more like other mothers?

As Frankie grew up, she began to appreciate her mother’s unconventional spirit but even so, she wondered at the secret of her parents’ long marriage. Eventually, Frankie decided that it worked because Dad was a placid person who managed by saying ‘that’s fine, dear,’ to whatever Madeleine wanted to do.

They still lived in a cottage in the fishing village of Kinsale, and when Madeleine went through her phase of ‘forgetting’ her costume when she went for her morning dip, Dad greeted people’s outraged comments by saying ‘Isn’t she a great woman for the swimming, all the same.’

Madeleine’s marriage guidance advice, if she offered it, would be to get married to a calm man in the first place, and then ignore him happily thereafter. Dad never seemed to get sad or tired. He was just Dad, content with his paper and the crossword, able to keep his spirits up no matter what happened, happy to let his wife be exactly who she wanted to be.

Beauty-wise, the sun had taken a cruel revenge on Frankie’s mother and now her face was more wrinkled than a very old crab apple. But in true Madeleine fashion, she didn’t mind in the slightest. She continued to wear bright-red lipstick and dye her grey hair a glossy dark brown and had no problem facing herself in the mirror.

Frankie’s mother was one of the happy people who liked what they saw when they spied their own reflection.

At Sunday lunches in Frankie and Seth’s house, Madeleine would happily discuss the way her hair was still silky and obedient, and say: ‘Frankie, I was thinking of getting a more angular bob in the hairdressers. Lionel says I’ve got the bones for it.’

Lionel was Madeleine’s hairdresser and, as far as Frankie was concerned, he clearly liked living on the edge, sending his older clientele out with styles their daughters wouldn’t dream of risking.

But maybe Lionel and his clients were right, Frankie thought gloomily. They didn’t worry about wrinkles – what was the point?

Frankie had been careful with the sun. She used serums and suncream. She read articles in magazines about the latest products, she never ventured out with anything less than a factor 25 moisturizer. And look at her now. She might write to all those serum and suncream people and tell them they should be fined for filling people’s heads with insane dreams. In the cold light of the basement bathroom, with bluish shadows under her dark eyes and a spiderweb of lines around them, she could have passed for eighty herself.

Maybe it was time she started visiting Lionel – the sort of deranged, angular haircut that Lady Gaga would balk at might be the very thing. At least it would take people’s eyes away from her face.

Turning from the mirror, she stripped off the damp pyjamas and balled them up into the laundry basket. She dried off her hair and body, then, still using her phone for light because she didn’t want to wake Seth, found fresh nightclothes.

By the bed, she had lavender oil and she rubbed a bit on her wrists and temples. Nobody looked good when they woke in the middle of the night, she told herself, but at least she could smell good.

She was tired, that was all. But instead of going back to sleep, her mind began to race the way it so often did. The previous day at Dutton Insurance unfurled like a film reel, and she thought of all the things she ought to have done. Next, the following day’s meetings and potential problems began to roll out. The company employed nearly a thousand people, so as human resources director there was always something for Frankie to worry about.

Tomorrow – or rather today – she had to conduct five interviews for the position of deputy marketing director. Then there was a particularly tricky case of sexual harassment involving a woman in the motor insurance department and her boss. The claims department was in uproar over holiday policy, and the intervention of one of Frankie’s HR team had only succeeded in making matters worse, so that needed sorting out. And on top of that, one of the department heads wanted to take her to lunch to ‘pick her brains’ about something.

‘Lunch!’ she’d vented to Seth the previous evening as they sat at the kitchen table after dinner. Seth had cooked a very nice Thai curry and Frankie had eaten so much she’d had to open the button on her jeans. ‘I don’t have time for lunch! I’m supposed to run a team that isn’t actually big enough for the size of the company, recruit fabulous staff at high speed when required, and be free for lunch whenever some other executive wants to chat!’

‘You used to enjoy having lunches with the other executives,’ Seth said innocently.

‘That was when I had time for lunch. These days I barely have time to snatch a sandwich at my desk,’ she hissed. Did he understand anything? 

‘There’s no need to snap,’ he said, with a hint of a snap in his own voice.

And of course, Frankie felt sorry for taking it out on him. But at the same time, she was angry. It seemed that she spent her life tiptoeing around male egos, both in the office and at home. Trying to allay other people’s worries when she was overwhelmed with her own. Sometimes Frankie felt it like an actual weight on her shoulders: worries about staff redundancies, about how pale and withdrawn Seth was, about how they were ever going to find the money to sort out the house.

The house. That was their biggest worry of all.

A dream Edwardian red-brick house with a large garden, Sorrento House has many unusual features the piece in the newspaper had purred. It had leapt out at them from the property supplement because Seth and Frankie had been talking about moving for years. They’d started married life in a narrow end-of-terrace house from the turn of the nineteenth century. When Emer and Alexei came along, they remodelled the place so that the front retained the period features, while the back was modern with a glass extension that Seth had designed, giving them a light-filled kitchen-cum-family room.

Much as they had loved that house, it was small. For years Frankie and Seth had talked about buying a big old house they could do up.

‘When Emer and Alexei are older,’ Frankie would say, during the mad junior school years when long division sums, homework and careful nurturing of delicate young souls took up every hour she wasn’t in the office.

‘When they’re settled, not an exam year,’ Seth would say when Emer and Alexei were teenagers, caught up in another phase of life where careful nurturing was required.

Then the previous July twenty-two-year-old Emer had finished college and decided to spend a year travelling the world. Inspired by his sister’s example, Alexei, just eighteen, had set off on a gap year with three school friends.

Looking back, Frankie could see that the whole moving house thing had come about as a coping mechanism for empty-nest syndrome.

She hadn’t wanted to stop being busy for long enough to think about her children leaving.

‘What if we moved house while you were away?’ she’d asked them. It had been June, and the four of them were sitting around the table in the light-filled kitchen, making the most of the last few weeks before her beloved children departed on their travels.

‘Go for it!’ said Emer.

Emer was the wild child of the family. She might have inherited her paternal grandmother’s strawberry blonde hair and bright blue eyes, but her eagerness for fun and adventure owed more to Grandmother Madeleine, Frankie thought ruefully. Still, four years at college, finishing with a masters in business studies, appeared to have calmed her down. At least, Frankie hoped it had.

‘It’s your turn to do things now, Mum,’ said Alexei gently. Her darling, thoughtful boy; she felt like leaping up from the table to give him a hug. Four years younger than his sister, he was gentler and quieter. There had been no baby after Emer and finally Frankie and Seth had turned to adoption. Since the small Russian boy with the blond hair, fine bones and a lonely look in his misty grey eyes had come into her life, Frankie had never ceased wanting to protect him.

The idea of Alexei travelling the world made her heart physically hurt. She’d thought taking care of small children had been hard, but nothing could be harder than watching those same children grow up and leave the nest.

‘It’s just a wild thought,’ said Seth, ever sensible. ‘We’d probably be insane to move. The economy’s so bad.’

‘The property market’s not great,’ Frankie agreed. ‘We should have done it years ago; we missed the boat.’

And then, alone in their family home with what seemed like the actual family part gone, they read about Sorrento House and went to see it.

What had made them fall for the place? Frankie remembered that first visit. It had been September – always the start of the year for Frankie, with its associations of back-to-school. The leaves on the trees were almost golden in the autumn light, and the beech tree with its bronzed leaves drooping outside the old stone pillars had given the house at the end of Maple Avenue a sort of faded glamour.

It brought to mind the endless leaves she’d gathered with the children for school projects, days spent trying to do leaf rubbings into copybooks, and the fun of decorating the house for Halloween, as Alexei and Emer eagerly discussed what costumes they’d wear that year.

If only they were here to see this, she thought sadly. But then she brightened up at the prospect of what a welcome home it would make, to arrive at this lovely house.

There was no doubt that the house was unusual. The porch and front door stood at a right angle to the façade, almost hidden behind great swathes of rhododendron that overran a garden at least three times the size of their old one.

The property agent was a man with a finely tuned sense of when not to speak, so he kept his thoughts to himself about the amount of work that needed doing. He’d learned the hard way not to say anything along the lines of ‘it needs updating’ because such words could prove fatal where potential buyers were concerned. Some people loved a challenge and were dying to get their hands on an industrial sander. Others thought you needed a hard hat and a guide to navigate the hardware shop.

So Seth and Frankie wandered around Sorrento House by themselves, seeing only the possibilities. The name itself called to them. Sorrento was where they’d gone on honeymoon.

The house, two storeys above a dark basement flat, had not been a single residence for years. The upstairs bedsits were miserably decorated in wallpapers at least thirty years old. On the ground floor, two of the bigger rooms, which Seth and Frankie could imagine transformed into gracious living rooms overlooking the garden, were divided in half with cheap plasterboard.

‘You’d think a person would be ashamed to put anyone in these rackety spaces,’ Frankie said in disgust, not even wanting to touch the filthy curtains half hanging on the windows.

Seth put an arm round her waist and steered her to face the long-neglected garden at the back.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘Then close your eyes and imagine how it will all appear when we’re finished with it. A gorgeous kitchen, a bit like at home, but extended out into that long garden. Don’t you love those copper beeches and the apple trees? And see that maple in the far left corner? It’s changing colour – in a week or so it’ll be a glorious crimson.’

Frankie sighed. ‘If I close my eyes, I’ll realize we’re mad to even consider buying the place. We’ll have to get it checked for damp, then rip off all that wallpaper, tear up those hideous nylon carpets, paint every inch inside and out, and … oh heck, the windows—’ She looked down in alarm. ‘Do you reckon this frame is rotten? Are the windows on borrowed time?’

‘I’ve been checking with my penknife while you were upstairs just now,’ he said. ‘The windows are actually fine. So’s the roof, as far as I can tell. Otherwise, we really would be mad to buy it. It would still be a lot of work interior-wise, and of course the extension would take time, but I can see how it will all come together. We just need to sit down and work out the numbers. Think, it will be our dream home, love. Sorrento House. That sounds a bit grand. We could change the name. Sorrento Villa is nicer, more homely, don’t you think?’

The words ‘dream home’ combined with the vision of glorious Italian coast magically mingled in Frankie’s mind. She’d been brought up in Kinsale, a jewel of a town perched beside the sea, and her sister, Gabrielle, had chosen to live in the seaside town of Cobh, about half an hour from Cork.

Another plus was the location: Redstone. It was a part of the city that had gone from fashionable in the nineteenth century, to down at heel in the twentieth, but was now growing in popularity again thanks to the regeneration of the area.

Seth had a development map which showed that their house faced others that backed on to the allotments behind rows of one-time council houses, the St Brigid’s estate. ‘Part of the waste ground beside the allotments is being turned into parkland,’ he explained, ‘which adds value to the neighbourhood.’

After seeing the house, they went for a coffee at the crossroads, which was the centre of Redstone. The place sealed the deal for both of them.

‘It’s perfect,’ said Frankie wistfully, admiring the sycamores growing at the roadside.

‘Very nineteen thirties,’ mused Seth as they walked along hand-in-hand, deciding which place to go into. ‘Look at those façades.’ He pointed to one block decorated with period signage.

They admired the clothes boutique, the delicatessen with windows full of cheeses and all manner of exotic meats, they walked past a pretty pink-and-brown beauty salon, and finally settled in a coffee shop where they ate the best raspberry-and-almond muffins they’d ever tasted.

‘We can do it,’ Seth said, enthusiastically outlining his plans.

He was sure, from experience, that planning permission wouldn’t be a problem. He would design the new parts of the house, a builder he’d worked with would agree a reasonable price for the work, and Seth could manage the build himself. With two decent salaries coming in, they should be able to find the money.

‘Can you cope with living in the basement while we do up the rest?’ Seth asked her the day before the sale closed. They were walking through the property again, imagining grand neo-classical fireplaces from the salvage yard instead of the bricked-up fireplaces and the hazardous two-bar electric fires that the previous owner had installed everywhere.

‘I can cope with anything,’ Frankie had said excitedly, eyeing up the kitchen and imagining how marvellous it would look when the extension was built and the whole room had been turned into an open-plan kitchen/breakfast room. She’d got an idea for a conservatory, too. She could just see a couple of huge planters filled with exotic ferns beside the imaginary doors. And the garden. Gardening had never really been her thing, but here there was so much possibility. Or there would be, once the jungle of weeds and wild brambles had been torn away.

I can cope with anything. Famous last words for sure.

A month after they’d moved into the basement flat of the newly named Sorrento Villa, Seth was made redundant by the big architectural practice where he’d worked for fifteen years. The company was in dire financial straits, the senior partner explained: they had no option but to downsize.

Shocked, Frankie recalled that same senior partner – Seth’s friend since college – at the previous year’s Christmas dinner, where much had been made of the company’s resilience in the shaky economic climate. A glass of red wine in his hand, the man had toasted each member of staff. Frankie had clapped loudest of all when he’d said ‘Seth Green, the man we all aspire to be,’ then raising his glass, ‘quietly professional, dedicated and loyal.’

Loyalty hadn’t gone both ways it seemed. Seth wasn’t a full partner, but on a high wage, so his name was at the top of the redundancy list.

If she was shocked, then Seth had been devastated.

‘I’ve failed you,’ was all he could say. Despite his years of hard work for the company he’d only been given the statutory legal pay-off. There was no vat of cash to help fund the work on Sorrento Villa. They had savings but it would be madness to plough them into such a project. ‘How will we manage financially?’ Seth asked in despair. ‘With the new house …’

‘We’ll manage,’ said Frankie, magically switching on the same positive tone that had worked so well during the children’s teenage years. ‘We’ll manage somehow.’

But inside, her stomach was churning with fear. How could they survive on only one salary? If only they’d stayed in their modest old house instead of thinking they were the sort of people who should own a detached Victorian red-brick villa on a half-acre site in Redstone. Christmas had been just over a month off, both children were staying away – Emer in Australia, Alexei in Japan – and she and Seth had to face a dark and depressing festive season on their own. Three months later, they were still far from managing.

Coping with anything had turned out to mean a husband who sloped around in sweatpants and could barely summon up the energy to walk to the crossroads for a daily newspaper. He’d lost his zest for life when he’d lost his job. All the great plans for the house now lay untouched under a mound of bills at one end of the kitchen table.

Redundancy had settled over their house like a heavy grey storm cloud.

Frankie, who had been responsible for setting up counselling sessions for Dutton employees following a series of redundancies at the company, now saw the problem from the other side of the table. Her husband was in despair.

Work doesn’t define women in the way it defines men, she remembered telling her team in the HR department at the time. Men find it hard to cope with being out of work.

Platitudes delivered straight from the most basic HR psychology books.

Those words were certainly mocking her now as she lay beside this shadow of the man who had been her husband, waiting for sleep to claim her. Sleep didn’t come.

It was the Sleep Theorem, she told herself. The number of hours you lost sleepless in bed was always in reverse proportion to the amount of work you had to do the following day. Eventually, she drifted into an uneasy doze filled with nightmares involving Emer and Alexei in danger, when she couldn’t run fast enough to save them. And darling Seth, once her mainstay in life, was watching all and seemed paralysed into indecision.

At six the alarm went off. She woke exhausted and decided that, at that precise moment, the word for the day was shattered. While Seth carried on sleeping, she showered, dressed and had some muesli for breakfast before heading into work.

As she pulled into the underground car park of Dutton Insurance at seven twenty-five on that clear but cold February morning, Frankie felt a low drag of anxiety in the depths of her belly. Steeling herself for the day ahead, she grabbed her briefcase, got out of the car and strode towards the lifts.

The doors closed behind her with a satisfying swish. The inevitable muzak drifted into her head. She hated that music. The lifts from the car park were workmanlike and industrial. Important visitors to Dutton Insurance parked in a designated section of the car park and made their entrance through much more glamorous lifts. She pushed the button for the lobby, the lift shuddered and brought her up. She used to make it her business to run up the stairs at least once every day but these days she was too tired.

‘Morning, Mrs Green,’ said the fresh-faced security guard as she slid her recognition card into the slot on the barrier.

‘Morning, Lucas,’ said Frankie cheerily, suppressing the thought that he looked even younger than Alexei, standing there in his uniform as if ready to defend Dutton Insurance from invaders. The policemen were looking younger too. Was she finally at that age at which all the old clichés start becoming true? She headed across the Italian marble floor to the gleaming brass-fronted lifts that were the public face of the business.

These lifts were mirrored on the inside and Frankie could see herself from every angle.

As a girl, she had grown up confident in herself, confident in her tall, athletic body and never embarrassed about budding breasts or menstruation. In fact her only worry had been that her mother might run around brandishing a packet of tampons and screaming You’re a woman now! at the top of her voice when Frankie had finally had her first period.

Frankie had never dieted like the girls in her class at school, hadn’t denied herself food, had loved her body for the things it could do, the sports it could play. She was captain of the netball team and a fabulous long distance runner with those long, lean legs. In her teenage bedroom, she’d had a small haul of medals and trophies from track and field events.

For most of her life, her body had done whatever she asked of it and it never occurred to her to worry about curves here and there, or fine lines around her eyes.

Until now.

As she stood on her own in the lift, harsh lights accentuating every flaw, it struck her that the woman in the charcoal skirt-suit, the subtle pearl earrings, and the long, dark hair tied up neatly into a knot, looked old.

Frankie closed her eyes and waited for the lift to arrive at her floor, then marched out without another glance at herself. In her office, she switched on her computer and keyed in her password.

The instant messaging icon flashed that a message was waiting. It was from Anita, Frankie’s closest friend within the company, a mother of two who was second in command in the legal department. She clicked on it.

You in yet? Have gossip – not nice gossip.

Where are you? typed Frankie.

About to go to canteen. Need coffee. War when I left the house. Julie knows it’s my early day but she still hadn’t turned up when I was leaving, Clarice was on the kitchen floor screaming, Peaches was throwing baby porridge around and Ivan was glaring at me, as if it was my fault. I only got out by the skin of my teeth.

You should fire her if she’s late again. I told you about giving her written warnings.

It would be simpler to fire Ivan. Husbands are easier to come by than good nannies. See you in five?

Frankie grinned and set off for the canteen, walking at speed through the vast open-plan beige kingdom that was Dutton Insurance. She certainly didn’t believe that a husband was easier to come by than a nanny. Besides, Ivan was actually a sweetie. Francesca knew it was useless to point out yet again that Julie was invariably late, barely listened to half of what Anita said and was paid as much as the head of the UN Peacekeeping Force. Last time she had said this, Anita’s voice had veered into near hysteria as she protested that Julie was the one person in the world capable of managing her two children: ‘She’s been with us since Clarice was a baby and she’s the only person Peaches will settle with. Even Ivan’s mother can’t make Peaches go to sleep – and she had eight kids.’

‘Blimey, eight kids,’ said Frankie. She’d have loved more children herself, but not that many.

Anita was in the empty canteen pushing a tiny dark-red pellet into the trendy Nespresso machine that the Chief Financial Officer had installed on all the floors of the company two years before, when they’d achieved record profits, despite the state of the economy.

In ten minutes, the canteen – which served the executive floor – would be buzzing with people in early for the monthly status meeting, attended by representatives from all the divisions. It was a largely for-show meeting because all the real business was done behind locked doors, but the CEO was keen on making everybody feel a part of the team.

‘Have you heard anything?’ Anita said, as she waited for Frankie to get her coffee.

‘Heard what?’ Frankie said slowly, again feeling that low drag in the pit of her stomach.

It was obvious from Anita’s face that, whatever she’d heard, it wasn’t good news.

‘Heard that we’re in trouble, that there’s a takeover on the cards.’

‘Oh.’ Frankie reached for the nearest chair and sat into it. ‘Where did you hear it?’

‘Oh, the usual labyrinthine methods whereby gossip gets around. Someone in the executive dining room was overheard by one of the chefs who told his girlfriend on the third floor. I heard about it last night, haven’t been able to sleep. I mean, if we’re taken over by another company, loads of us are going to lose our jobs. What’ll I do? The mortgage is huge and we can only just manage it with both our salaries.’

She looked so distraught that Frankie, who had spent her working life mentoring colleagues, ignored her own shock and pain to comfort Anita.

‘Now listen here,’ she said, ‘it’s just a rumour. Companies thrive on that sort of stuff. Besides, whatever happens you can get through it. We can get through it. We’re made of stronger stuff. We’ve gone through childbirth! You had a ten-pound baby, Anita. There’s nothing you cannot cope with.’

The comment had the desired effect. Anita gave a snort of laughter.

‘Yeah, I guess,’ she said, shaking her head ruefully.

Baby Peaches had been a positive Goliath, taking after her tall, broad father rather than her petite five-foot-two mother.

‘I know there’s no medal for childbirth, but there should be,’ Frankie went on. ‘A ten-pound baby – you should get gold for that. No, platinum.’

They talked a while longer and then Frankie looked at her watch.

‘Time to move,’ she said, finishing her coffee. ‘Once more unto the breach and all that.’

She hurried back to her office, rumours of a takeover now adding to the turmoil in her mind. Stay focused, she told herself. Panicking never got anyone anywhere.

With the office still empty she decided to grab the chance for a speedy morning email to Emer and Alexei.

Beautiful Emer, currently in Sydney but thinking of moving to the US for a few months, was waitressing by day and putting years of piano lessons to good use by playing in the restaurant of a boutique hotel by night.

It’s incredible here, Mum, you’ve got to come out before I leave, she’d emailed only last week. I love it. The sun, the people, you’d love it. too.

If Frankie, who had read many CVs in her time, had to come up with one word to sum up her daughter, that word would be light: the shining light that flowed out of her like the sun. Emer was vivid and sparkling and prone to mischief. Frankie had been the same as a child.

‘How come you always know, Mum?’ Emer would demand crossly when Frankie would take one look at her child’s eyes shining naughtily in her tiny little face. ‘You always know what I’m doing – have you got X-ray vision?’

 ‘Yes,’ Frankie would say gravely, suppressing the urge to laugh. ‘All mothers have it. As soon as the baby is born, kapow! – we are given the gift. I can see through ceilings. So I know you have been upstairs doing something verrry naughty.’ She’d drag out the syllables in pretend menace.

Emer was a kind person too, but in Sydney she was far removed from the pain in Sorrento Villa and it was out of the question to let on that there was a problem. That would only have her rushing home to help Frankie cope.

So when Emer telephoned and asked: ‘Dad sounds down on the phone, is he all right?’ Frankie made herself smile into the receiver and slipped into her cheery, buoyant tone.

‘No, love, he’s just relaxing, taking time off from being a wage slave.’

‘Has he started work on the house yet?’ Emer said.

In the background, Frankie could hear happy voices and could almost sense the sunniness of Emer’s new world. Wishing some of that sunniness would beam out of the phone and light up the gloom in her world, she upped the cheeriness a notch:

‘Not yet. We’re still discussing things. You know your dad, he wants it to be perfect. Now, tell me all about you, darling. What’s the weather like? It’s chilly here, I can tell you …’

It was a struggle to come up with snippets of cheerful news from home, so her emails followed the same tactic of swiftly shifting the focus from life in Redstone to the latest goings on in Sydney and Japan. It was a little trickier in Alexei’s case, because he was hugely intuitive and much more liable to pick up on things. While Emer took after Frankie, drawing on a tough nugget of strength buried deep inside of her, managing to stay positive no matter what, Alexei was a worrier.

She pictured him now, with his wide Slavic cheekbones, grey eyes and the shock of blond hair, so different from everyone in the family. He might not have been born from her body, but he was very much the child of her heart. It had been a wrench, letting him go off on a gap year before college. The thought of her daughter travelling alone actually troubled her far less than the thought of her son venturing out into the world with three other boys for company. Emer had street smarts in abundance while Alexei was softer, much more vulnerable than his feisty sister, who’d signed up for a self-defence course months before she left.

‘Got to be able to look after myself, Mum,’ she’d said, showing off some of her techniques. 

 Alexei took after Seth: he was gentle, thoughtful and prone to staring into the distance when working out a problem, his mind drifting off to some higher plane just the way Seth’s did.

Seth. All her thoughts came back to Seth. If a person was supposed to get better at things over time, why didn’t that dictum hold true when it came to marriage? Perhaps, she thought, closing her personal email and opening up her business mailbox where fifty new messages had arrived overnight, a visit from Seth’s long-lost half-sister might succeed in lifting his spirits.

He’d been so thrilled when he got the email from Melbourne. Thrilled, with a tiny and utterly-to-be-expected element of shock.

‘I have a sister,’ he’d said in wonderment as Frankie leaned over his shoulder to read the email. As she carried on reading he’d sat staring at the email as if it was a thing of fantasy that might vanish at any moment. ‘I’d always wanted someone else when I was growing up, a brother or a sister. And I had one all along …’

Frankie hugged him, aware even then that she could support Seth over this, yet the words that would help him with the grinding pain of his redundancy escaped her. Her career as a human resources executive was built on a mastery of effective interpersonal skills, arbitration, mediation, appraisals, setting goals and accomplishing them … but when it came to Seth, instinct told her that there was nothing she could do for him. If he was going to crawl out of this misery, he would have to do it by himself. Without her help. And Frankie, who wanted to solve everyone’s problems, hated herself for that.


Chapter Two

Peggy Barry had spent a long time searching for the perfect place: a town far enough away from home for her to flourish – and yet near enough for Peggy to drive to her mother if she was needed. Her mother was the reason she hadn’t left the country altogether, but nobody, including Mrs Barry, had to know that. Peggy wanted to remain in Ireland in case one day her mother would accept the truth and phone her daughter. Until then, she travelled, searching.

Since she’d left home at the age of eighteen, an astonishing nine years ago, Peggy had lived in all of Ireland’s cities and many of its towns and still hadn’t found the perfect place.

She had almost resigned herself to the likelihood that it didn’t exist, that there was no town or village or suburb where she could feel as if she belonged.

‘What are you looking for exactly?’ the owner of the last bar she’d worked in had asked her.

Peggy had liked TJ, even though he wasn’t her type. Mind you, in the past year, nobody had been her type. Men and dreams of a future didn’t appear to work well together. Guys mistakenly thought that tall, leggy brunettes working in bars wanted quick flings and couldn’t possibly be serious about saving money for their own business or about waiting for the right guy to settle down with.

The bar – lucrative, loud, boasting a vibrant Galway crowd – had been quiet once the last stragglers had been sent home. TJ was cashing up and Peggy was cleaning. Her shift ended in half an hour and she yearned for the peace of her small flat two storeys above the dry cleaner’s, where there was no noise, nobody gazing drunkenly at her over the counter and telling her they were in love with her, and could they have two pints, a whiskey chaser and a couple of rum cocktails, please?

‘Sanctuary,’ said Peggy absent-mindedly in reply to TJ’s question as she went from table to table with her black plastic bag, bucket, spray and cloth. She’d already gathered up the ashtrays from the beer garden and put them to soak in a basin. The glass-washing machines were on, the empty beer bottles collected. The floor, sticky with alcohol and dirt, was somebody else’s problem in the morning.

‘Saying “sanctuary” makes you sound like a nun,’ remarked TJ.

‘OK, peace, then,’ Peggy said in exasperation.

‘If you want peace, you need one of those villages in the middle of nowhere,’ TJ said, reaching for another piece of nicotine gum. ‘Sort of place where you get one pub, ten houses and a lot of old farmers standing at their gates staring at you when you drive by.’

‘That’s not at all what I want.’ Peggy moved on to the next table. Somebody’s door key was stuck there in a glue of crisps and the sticky residue of spilt alcohol. Peggy scrubbed it free and went back to the bar, where she put it in the lost property tin. ‘TJ, you can’t run a business in a village in the middle of nowhere and I want my own business. I told you already. A knitting and craft shop.’

‘I know, you told me: knitting,’ TJ repeated, shaking his head. ‘You just don’t look the knitting type.’

Peggy laughed. She seldom told people about her plans for fear they’d laugh at her fierce determination and tell her she was mad, and why didn’t she blow her savings on a trip to Key West/Ibiza/Amsterdam with them? But whenever she did mention her life plan, it was astonishing how often people told her that she didn’t look ‘the knitting type’.

What was the knitting type? A woman with her hair in a bun held up with knitting needles, wearing a long, multi-coloured knitted coat that trailed along behind her on the floor?

‘I want to run my own business, TJ,’ she said, ‘and knitting’s what I’m good at, what I love. I’ve been knitting since I was small: my mother used to knit Aran for the tourist shops years ago. She taught me everything. I know there’s a market for shops like that. That’s what I’m looking for – somewhere to start off.’

‘You told me, but I’m not sure I believe you.’ TJ’s eyes narrowed. ‘What exactly are you running away from, babe? You should stay here. You’re happy, we appreciate you.’

What got a woman like Peggy trailing all over the place looking for peace? A man, he’d bet tonight’s takings on it. When women moved all the time the way Peggy did, a man was usually behind it all.

Women like Peggy, tall and rangy with those steady dark eyes half-obscured by curls of conker-brown fringe and a hint of vulnerability that she did her best to hide, were always running from men. Not that she couldn’t be tough when she was dealing with angry drunks pulling at her clothes and making suggestions. But she was soft inside, despite the outer tough-chick exterior and the black leather biker jacket and boots. Too soft. He wondered what had happened to her.

‘I’m not running,’ Peggy said, straightening up from the final table and facing him squarely. ‘I’m looking. There’s a difference. I’ll know when I find it.’

‘Yeah.’ He waved one hand wearily. The soft women who’d been hurt by men all said that.

‘It’s not what you think,’ Peggy insisted. ‘I’m looking for a different kind of life.’

But as she walked home that night, hand wrapped around a personal alarm in one pocket of her leather jacket, she admitted to herself that TJ was sort of right – only she would never tell him that. He thought she was running away















































































































































































































































Six months later

When the phone rang one evening in the small bungalow in Portlaoise, Kathleen Barry jumped at the noise. Nobody rang the house at this hour of the day. Tommy’s pals talked to him on his mobile and none of Kathleen’s friends even had the number.

Women cackling on the phone annoyed him, he said.

She’d been about to pour his tea after he’d finished a feed of dinner: shepherd’s pie topped with a cloud of fluffy mashed potato, which had been lumpy, he’d said irritably.

‘Make decent tea, now. Not that weak slop you like.’

‘I’ll be back in a minute to pour the tea out,’ she said, hurrying into the hall where the phone sat on the old telephone table-and-seat arrangement that nobody had any more.

Even more anxiety than usual was flooding Kathleen’s shattered system because unexpected phone calls were always bad news. Peggy only rang on her mother’s mobile – she knew better than to call the house. This had to be bad news.

‘Yes,’ she said faintly into the phone.

‘Is that Kathleen Barry?’ said a strangely accented voice.

Kathleen gripped the edge of the old table.

‘Is it Peggy? What’s happened? Has she been hurt?’

All the fears Kathleen usually kept tightly inside her tumbled out now. She had to lever herself on to the seat in case her legs gave way and she fell.

‘Peggy’s fine,’ said the voice. ‘Honestly, Mrs Barry, she’s fine, I promise you. My name is Fifi and I work with her in the shop. Peggy’s told me all about you.’

Unexpectedly, tears came into Kathleen’s tired, unmade-up eyes. Peggy had told this strange woman all about her. There were so many people in Peggy’s life and yet Kathleen knew none of them.

‘I’m glad,’ Kathleen whispered.

‘She couldn’t come to the phone herself, but she asked me to phone you when she went into labour and she has. She gave me your cell phone number and I’ve rung that, but you didn’t answer.’

‘It’s on silent a lot,’ Kathleen said. ‘In labour? The baby’s coming?’

‘Yes, but everything’s fine. It’s a few days early, but you know babies. They come according to their own schedule.’

Fifi sounded so happy, so cheerful.

‘Is she in the hospital now? Who’s with her?’ asked Kathleen.

‘David and Opal,’ Fifi went on. ‘I don’t know if you’ve met Opal,’ she added tactfully. ‘She’s David’s mother. Peggy’s in good hands; Opal’s a very comforting person to have around. She was the one who was with Peggy when her waters broke, so she went with her in the ambulance.’

On the other end of the phone, Kathleen was clutching the receiver very tightly.

‘Peggy’s going to be fine, I promise,’ said Fifi, mistaking Kathleen’s silence for anxiety.

But Kathleen’s silence came from another place: a place of huge sorrow to think that her daughter was going to give birth with another woman by her side.

‘Kathleen!’ came a roar from the kitchen. ‘Who is it?’

She wasn’t sure where the strength came from. Certainly, she’d never had it before, not for all the years that Peggy and the women at work had been telling her to leave Tommy Barry before he wore her into the grave.

‘Can you give me your mobile number and tell me the name of the hospital she’s gone into?’ Kathleen whispered.

In the kitchen, she poured out Tommy’s tea and gave him a big slice of the fruit cake he’d decided he liked more than scones these days. It took longer to bake than scones, but it was worth it if it kept him happy.

Then she left the room and went to their bedroom with her mobile phone. Stored on it she had the number of Carola Landseer.

Carola was at her book club and couldn’t really hear properly because of all the talking.

‘Sorry, Kathleen, what?’ she roared.

‘I want to know if you meant what you said about helping me leave Tommy?’ hissed Kathleen, head half in the wardrobe so her husband wouldn’t hear her from the kitchen.

‘Dear God,’ said Carola, and Kathleen knew this was a prayer of thanks. ‘I said it and I meant it. Will I come now?’

‘Yes, please.’

It didn’t take her long to pack. She hadn’t many clothes and the precious memories of Peggy’s childhood were all in a box in Peggy’s room. Kathleen put them in another suitcase, along with some of the ornaments she’d collected over the years.

There was so little of her in this house, really, she thought. She’d always been too scared to buy things in case Tommy got angry. She’d feared his anger so much: it was almost as if his anger was a physical presence in the house, making her fearful and afraid to live.

But what sort of mother would let her only daughter give birth and stay away, purely in case her husband got angry with her? Tommy would get angry no matter what happened or didn’t happen. She would not stay around to witness any more of it. She was going to her daughter. As to what would happen afterwards … hadn’t Peggy offered her a place to stay? There was a way out of this life and she was taking it.

When Carola drove up, Tommy, unaware of what was going on, opened the door and gave one of his polite nods. Kathleen had long suspected that he was afraid of the tall, graceful woman, who now swept past him into the house, giving no heed to his, ‘What’s going on here?’

Kathleen was in Peggy’s room, looking around one last time.

‘Only three suitcases?’ said Carola in the commanding tones that made her such a successful chair of local charities.

‘Not much, is it?’ said Kathleen, shaking inside. Tommy had followed Carola into the room and was looking at Kathleen in amazement.

‘Tommy, be a good man and put these in the back of the car,’ commanded Carola.

Tommy did exactly as she’d asked. It took two trips and each time he left the room, Carola and Kathleen smiled at each other.

Then Carola took Kathleen by the arm and led her firmly from the house.

‘Where are you going?’ demanded Tommy.

Kathleen was shaking visibly now. He’d kill her for showing him up like this in front of the posh Mrs Landseer. But Carola had a good grip on her arm and she gave it a reassuring squeeze.

‘Get into the car, Kathleen.’

She opened the passenger door and handed Kathleen and her handbag in. Then she shut the door and clicked the lock shut with her keys.

From inside, Kathleen could hear her speaking.

‘Your wife is leaving you, Mr Barry, and if you attempt to contact her or frighten her in any way, I shall be in touch with the police. I took the precaution of phoning them before I came here tonight, by the way. I have also informed my brother, who runs the family law firm. He tells me that he would be delighted to take on your wife’s case.’

Suddenly, Tommy became reanimated.

‘What case?’ he blustered. Inside the car, Kathleen winced.

Carola Landseer stared contemptuously at the man she had loathed since the first time she saw him verbally abusing his poor wife in the supermarket. That had been years ago and ever since, she’d spoken to Kathleen every week, telling her that if ever she needed to leave, to just phone.

‘My brother hates bullies, Mr Barry. It will give him great pleasure to see you ripped asunder for the way you have treated Kathleen. Please go inside your house and shut the door now, or I will phone the police.’

She held up her mobile phone. ‘It’s a moment’s work, Mr Barry.’

Tommy Barry glared at the car but his wife was looking down at her own mobile phone and was sending a text to the number Fifi had given her:

Tell my dear Peggy that I am on my way with my suitcases. She’ll understand. Kathleen.

Carola went to the driver’s side and stood with the car locked until Tommy lowered his eyes and went meekly into his lonely house and shut the door.

Only then did Carola unlock her car, hop into the driver’s seat and drive off.

‘Thank you, thank you,’ whispered Kathleen.

‘You’ve been so brave,’ Carola said. ‘You’re braver than a hundred lions.’

‘I don’t feel it.’ Kathleen felt something strange on her face. She reached up. She was crying. She never cried. Not any more. Crying was too dangerous because she always felt as if, once she started, she’d never stop.

‘Teddy’s going to drive you to Cork. He’s got to hand a paper into college by tomorrow, anyway. He’ll take you wherever you need to go. He’s not a bad driver for a twenty-four-year-old, I promise you.’

Kathleen reached over and put her hand on Carola’s.

‘I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done.’

‘No,’ said Carola. ‘You’ve done it, never forget that. Now make that call.’

Kathleen picked up the phone Peggy had sent to her all those months ago and rang it.

‘Hello?’ said a male voice.

‘Hello,’ whispered Kathleen. ‘This is Peggy’s mum, Kathleen, could I speak to her?’

‘Yes!’ said the man eagerly. ‘I’m David, Mrs Barry. I’ll put you on to Peggy.’

There was some talking and then the noise of the phone being handed over.

In the delivery suite, just after the most horrendous contraction, Peggy Barry picked up the phone.

‘Mum?’ she asked tremulously.

‘I’m on my way, love,’ said Kathleen Barry. ‘I’m with Carola now. I’ve left your father. Carola’s son is going to drive me to Cork to be with you. I love you.’

‘Oh, Mum,’ said Peggy, clutching the phone in one hand and David’s large hand in the other. ‘I love you.’


And now an extract from an interview with Cathy Kelly!

Cathy Kelly is so friendly and such good company that it is ignoble to entertain the question that we have learned to ask about every celebrity: can she be as nice as she appears? Yes, she can, according to all reports. Kelly does not have, in that old-fashioned phrase, ‘any side’ to her. When she talks about her close and uncompetitive relationships with contemporary women writers, and when she explains that she finds it rewarding to mentor aspiring novelists, she is genuine.

This generous spirit is what readers respond to in Kelly’s fiction. Because she began her career at the time when ‘chick lit’ by young women writers was in vogue, she has sometimes been associated with that genre. But really her books, which have sold many millions of copies all round the world, are not all about finding Mr Right, but about friendship, resilience, and learning how to change. The warm atmosphere of her novels is closer in tone to the work of Maeve Binchy than it is to that of the writers whose names tend to be embossed on Day-Glo covers. ‘I don’t think I ever fitted quite into the Chardonnay thing,’ is how she puts it. Yes, the heroines in her first novel were looking for men; but one of them ended up on her own, with her children – a most unglamorous choice, some would think. ‘I would find a 20-something, chick-litty novel almost impossible to read now,’ Kelly says.

False starts

Kelly always wanted to write novels. Like many aspiring writers, she had a few false starts, one of them a plan she and her mother concocted to write a Mills & Boon novel. Like many others, they discovered that it was a lot harder than they had expected.

‘My mum had done a writing course, and I’d read plenty of Mills & Boons when I was growing up, so we decided we’d do it. We had a second-hand typewriter with a dodgy “e”. I’d go to college, and when I came home she’d have written in a notebook, in absolutely appalling handwriting, something like, “Heroine goes into room”, and then in brackets, “(Describe room)”. The heroine worked in the hotel business, about which we knew absolutely nothing.

‘I have no idea how two people can write a book together, it’s beyond me. So of course we couldn’t do this desperate thing. And then, hilariously, my father decided that he was going to write a Mills & Boon too, because his father had written songs. He’d never even read one.

‘Then, when I was in my early 20s, the news editor of my paper told me about someone he knew who was allegedly a scout for publishers, and they were looking for writers. I met this guy, who turned out to want clogs and shawls novels. I doubt very much if the industry ever worked like this, in fact I’m quite sure it didn’t, but I went home very excited. I did loads of research, but I didn’t read those sorts of books, and after a while I realised that I couldn’t do it.

‘I made the mistake of telling everyone about it. So for two years people kept asking, “How’s the book?”, and I’d have to say, “I’ve written about two pages”.

‘So when I finally started writing properly, I thought, “We won’t do Mills & Boon, we won’t do clogs and shawls: just write something that you’d want to read.” That was the only way to go.’

She worked for 13 years at the Sunday World in Dublin, and ‘loved’ journalism, mostly. ‘I was hired as a news reporter, and I was an appallingly bad news reporter, because I was quite shy – you wouldn’t think it now! My friends had been nerdy, bookish kids, who are exactly the wrong kind of people to be tabloid journalists. I hated asking people emotional, personal questions that I would have found hurtful. Sometimes, you need to put your foot in the door, and it would kill me. I’d go back to the office – there would have been some horrendous tragedy, and I’d have had to talk to the people involved – and they’d ask, ‘What age were the victims?’. I couldn’t ask those questions. Sometimes I’d lie, and say that I’d asked that question but that people didn’t want to answer.

‘But I liked writing features, on subjects like poverty, and prostitution, and child abuse. I was interested in the stories behind the news stories, in the people. I think if I’d stayed in journalism I’d have been someone who crusaded in a particular area.’ She also worked for a while as an agony aunt.

Starting out

The discipline of journalism helped her when she came to write novels, ‘Because you have to sit down and work – someone would say, “We want 400 words – yesterday!” The difficulty I found was that I’d come into the office after writing at the weekend, and I’d find it very hard to get back into writing a 400-word story, with a short snappy intro and a joke at the end.’ But, having learned how to get on with writing rather than agonising over it, she was able to write her novel in the evenings, after work, and at the weekends. It was no hardship, she says. ‘I’d say to myself, “I’ll just write for half an hour”, and three hours later I’d still be at it. I worked in an open-plan, small living room and dining room, on a second-hand kitchen table, and on a second-hand computer. My beautiful dog would be on the couch, wanting another walk, and it would be 10 o’clock at night. It was a wonderful escape.’ (After the death of this dog, a Labrador called Tamsin, Kelly dedicated her novel Best of Friends to her.)

A friend of Kelly’s knew someone at Poolbeg, the Irish firm most associated with the ‘production line’ mentioned earlier – it had published novels by, among others, Patricia Scanlan, Marian Keyes, and Sheila O’Flanagan. Kelly sent off the novel, ‘long before I had finished it’. Three months of silence ensued. ‘I thought, “I must be an idiot, and this is just confirmation of the fact”. My friend said, “Ring them”. I said, “If they had wanted the book, they would have rung me”. Anyway, in the end I did ring them, and they said, “We liked it, yeah”. Poolbeg sold the British rights to Headline, which was later to publish O’Flanagan’s novels too.

This first novel was Woman to Woman, about two friends, one of whom discovers that her husband is having an affair, while the other, unmarried but with a gorgeous boyfriend, learns that she is pregnant. Two further novels followed before Kelly decided to leave journalism to become a full-time writer; she also moved from Poolbeg and Headline to HarperCollins, which in the past 11 years has published 11 books by her, all bestsellers.

Writers are, on the whole, a competitive crowd, jealous of the successes even of, and sometimes particularly of, friends. But Kelly’s generation of novelists appears to be immune from this trait. Kelly and Marian Keyes are particularly close: Keyes, who has suffered a well-publicised battle with depression, clearly has found Kelly a supportive and cheering friend, while Kelly has gained from Keyes encouragement in her writing.

‘In the world of journalism, they want you to be rivals,’ Kelly says. ‘When I was a journalist, that was the vibe, and it was so toxic – they wanted you to be aggressive, to beat others to stories, to do them down. But that’s a horrible way to live your life. It took me a while, after I had got out, to say to myself, “That isn’t who you are, you don’t have to be like that”.’

As for rivalry: ‘The pie is infinite,’ Kelly says, meaning that she does not jealously guard her share. ‘There’s no point in saying, “I hate so and so, because she sold so many copies”.

‘Marian is a mate, and I love her to bits. I’ve read her new novel, and it’s amazing – she’s just brilliant. She’s just so funny and gifted, an amazing diarist of life and how human beings feel. Nobody can do what she can do. Even her newsletter is brilliant: I can have been talking to her the day before, and the newsletter pings in and I’m so excited to see it.’ Browsing in an airport bookshop recently, she noticed that a novel by Patricia Scanlan was at number one in the shop’s bestseller list, and texted Scanlan with the news.

Kelly’s generous attitude to other writers extends to mentoring those at the starts of their careers. One of them has been Emma Hannigan, who began writing after she had been diagnosed with breast cancer, which has since returned seven times but is now in remission. ‘I’m very proud of her. She hasn’t really broken over here [in Britain], but she should.’ Kelly has been known to rearrange bookshop displays to give Hannigan’s novels more prominence. ‘I would NEVER do that with one of my own books,’ she adds.

Of course, there are many people who want Kelly’s advice and help. ‘I never mind,’ she insists. ’I love helping people, and I’m always there to help new writers. I’m a huge believer in mentorship.’

Does she never regret her reputation for being helpful? ‘There have been occasions when people have stuck manuscripts in my letter box,’ she concedes. ‘I’m getting better at drawing boundaries. About two years ago, I got a part-time assistant, Sarah, who deals with these enquiries, and sometimes she will say, “Cathy is really busy”. It works out ok. I’m not bombarded.’

No writers enjoy criticism, and aspiring writers can take it particularly hard. How does she give advice? ‘I think you have to be honest but not devastating. In the beginning I’d work quite closely with people. Now there are websites like Authonomy [run by HarperCollins] where people can get a lot of feedback. You do have to be frank, to a point.

‘But when people get referred to you by someone you know, you’re in trouble. I remember this lovely woman, and she had this massive manuscript. I said to her, “This is about eight books, and they’re all different, and they’re all glued together, and you need to do x, y, and z”. And she’d say, “Oh no, but I love this bit”, and I realised she wasn’t hearing anything I was telling her.

‘About a year later, I got a letter from her saying, “Nobody is interested in my book, what do I do next?” What do you say? And there was a friend of a friend who emailed me – I was actually cross about this – and her email was so badly written, with random capitals all over the place. So in a case like that, you just have to say, “Go away”, as nicely as you can.’

It’s not as if Kelly has an excess of time on her hands. She is a mother of twins, and lives with them and her husband, former Sony Music Ireland Managing Director John Sheehan, in County Wicklow. She produces a book a year, and goes on regular publicity tours – last year, she went to Canada, and this year she has been in Australia. She also travels as part of her work as an Ambassador for UNICEF, for which she has visited Rwanda and Mozambique, highlighting the charity’s ‘Unite for Children, Unite against AIDS’ and ‘Schools for Africa’ campaigns. Her fellow ambassadors include Rory McIlroy, Liam Neeson, Stephen Rea, Gabriel Byrne, and Pierce Brosnan.

‘I feel like a big sponge for pain,’ she says. ‘The genocide museum in Rwanda: oh God, I can’t begin to tell you about it. There was a children’s room... I’d always had it in my mind that I wanted to visit Auschwitz, but now I know that I couldn’t do it, because Rwanda was too much for me.

‘Then you go to Mozambique, and see a clinic with mothers and their babies sitting outside in the sun. Pick five of those babies, and one will be dead before his or her fifth birthday.’

How she writes

Many of us, given Kelly’s home life, might be inclined to enjoy it to the exclusion of experiences such as these. She and Sheehan have been together since roughly the time when she started writing, but they got married only a couple of years ago – after their six-year-old twin boys had started asking them when they would. The family lives with three Jack Russell terriers. Kelly describes her writing routine: ‘Before I had children, I would spend about eight hours a day at the computer, and I probably wrote less. Now, I take the children to school, come home, maybe have some breakfast, flip through the papers, hug the dogs about 800 times, and put on the washing.

‘John and I share a study. That’s fine, because I was raised in a newsroom where you write no matter what’s going on. But about a year ago I changed one of the bedrooms into a study, with no internet access, just books and pictures of things I like and of my family, and candles – Marian sent me a lovely candle recently. The internet had become so intrusive when I was working downstairs – you’d think, “I wonder if so-and-so’s got back to me?” It’s really a very bad way to write. So I might spend a few minutes on urgent stuff downstairs, and then I go upstairs, and work there, with breaks for tea or coffee, until the boys come out of school. I rarely try to write after that, because I never wanted the boys to think that my work was more important than them.

‘School holidays are hysterical. In Ireland, they’re three months. I have a Brazilian girl who comes in – well, she’s not a girl, she’s 30, but she’s so much younger than I am. [Kelly is 45.] Sometimes I’ll have a blast of work at the weekends if the boys are away on a playdate. But I love having the children in the house, being with them and doing things with them.’ A favourite game involves making up stories: ‘One of the boys will say, “The Pacific Ocean and China”, and the other, “A banana and a computer”, and I have to make up a story with all those things in it.’

After 14 novels, she is still sometimes prey to the insecurities she felt when starting out. ‘There are many days when I think, “This is cobblers, and I should delete it all”. And I feel dispirited and that I’ve failed. At those moments, you long to be in a 9 to 5 job, where at the end of the day you turn off your computer and that’s it. There are lots of days like that. But so much of the time I love it. I feel so lucky to do this amazing thing.’

Interview with Nicholas Clee, first published in New Books magazine, September 2012
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