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Kate stood in the empty hall and looked around. Nothing left but memories. She remembered moving in around ten years ago. Nick had carried her over the threshold, even though it was a long time since she’d been a blushing bride. He’d been like an excited little kid, running around, showing her the fancy fridge that churned out ice cubes, the Jacuzzi and the big garden where the kids could play football.

It was his dream house. Nick felt as if he’d ‘arrived’. Big house, big garden, fancy car. Things were good, really good. Nick was doing well and finally able to have the life he’d always dreamed of living.

They’d been happy then. Luke was eight and Jess was two when they’d moved in. Jess had taken her time to arrive. After three miscarriages and years of disappointment they had almost given up, but then Kate had got pregnant and gone full-term. The longed-for and beloved Jess had arrived, like a ray of sunshine, in their lives. She had been worth the wait. Gazing at her adoringly in the hospital, Nick said they now had the perfect family.

The house had been full of laughter and fun. They’d had lots of birthday celebrations and good times there. Kate had enjoyed it all, every minute.

She knew buying the house had been a stretch for them financially. She just hadn’t realized how much of a stretch. Nick had been vague about the deposit and repayments, and she’d been too wrapped up in the kids and the daily chores, and too naive to ask questions.

Or maybe she hadn’t wanted to know. The truth was, she’d stuck her head in the sand on purpose. Life was good, and Kate hadn’t wanted to know the details. Nick had said he had it under control and she’d gladly left him to it.

When the economic downturn had badly affected the big estate agent Nick worked for, Kate had just hoped for the best. She’d redoubled her efforts to create the perfect home, always having a meal prepared for Nick when he came in at the end of the day. She’d become a regular domestic goddess, trying to smooth over the cracks.

She’d wanted to make their home a haven for Nick, but it hadn’t been enough. And then, instead of bringing them closer, Bobby’s birth had pushed Nick even further away. When Nick had started to work late all the time and come home smelling of someone else’s perfume, Kate had ignored it … until it was too late.

She looked around at her home and bit her lip to prevent herself crying. Everything was so messed up. What the hell would her life be like from now on?

‘Muuuuuuum!’ Bobby shouted from the front door, hands on his hips. ‘I want to go now. It’s hot and sweaty in the car.’

Kate went over and kissed his hot little face. ‘I just need to get Jess. She’s upstairs.’

She found Jess in her bedroom. Her daughter had her back to her. Kate knew by the hunch of her shoulders and the quiet sniffles that she was crying. She went over and put her arms around her. Jess stiffened. ‘I’m sorry, pet.’

‘I’m fine, Mum.’

Kate turned her daughter to face her. Jess wiped away her tears roughly with the sleeve of her shirt. ‘I know this is hard, Jess, but I think living with Granddad will be fun.’ She tried to sound convincing.

Jess nodded. ‘It’s just … it’s just all so final. I thought that maybe Dad would come home, but now I guess I know he won’t. Will he?’

Kate hugged her. Poor Jess. She was the optimist in the family. The boys knew Nick was never coming back. Even at seven years old, Bobby knew. But here was Jess, the middle child, still hoping for the happy ending that could never be. ‘Your dad’s with Jenny now, pet. They have a new baby and a new life, and that’s not going to change. But he still loves you all very much,’ she added hastily.

‘Yeah, which is why he never comes to see us,’ Luke drawled from the doorway.

‘Luke,’ Kate said, in a warning voice. ‘Your sister’s upset.’

Luke came in and put a big muscly arm around his little sister’s shoulders. ‘Come on, Jess. I know Granddad’s house is a lot smaller and he’s a bit mad, but we’ll be fine.’

‘You don’t have to share a room with Bobby,’ Jess reminded him.

Luke grinned. ‘Yeah, it sucks for you. But I have to study for my Leaving Cert so I can’t have Bobby droning on about his facts all day long. Besides, I’ll probably move out next year and live close to whatever university I end up going to, so you can have my room then.’

‘But I don’t want you to move out. I’d miss you.’

Luke kissed the top of her head. ‘You’re too soft, Jess. You need to toughen up.’

‘She’s perfect just the way she is.’ Kate smiled at them.

They both rolled their eyes.

‘You always say that, Mum,’ Jess said, grinning at her brother.

‘It’s true. You three kids are my proudest achievement. And I know the last few months have been awful and I wish … well, I just wish that …’ Kate was choking up.

Luke put his hand on her arm. ‘It’s okay, Mum. You did everything you could. Dad’s just a selfish dickhead.’

‘Luke, don’t speak about your father like that.’

‘Daddy’s a dickhead,’ Bobby shouted from the door, giggling.

Kate glared at Luke.

He shrugged. ‘I speak the truth.’

‘You’re eighteen, Luke. You should know when to zip it. And as for you, Bobby, you’re supposed to be waiting in the car.’

Luke flung his arm around her and pulled her in for a hug. ‘Chill, Mum.’ To Bobby he said, ‘Don’t use bad words. It’s not cool.’

‘But you said it and you’re cool.’ Bobby frowned, trying to make sense of these conflicting statements.

Kate bent down to look her youngest in the eye. ‘Bad language is not okay. You know that and so does Luke. Now, come on, all of you, Granddad’s waiting for us.’ She ushered them downstairs and out of the front door, telling them to get into the car and buckle up.

Once they’d left, she allowed herself a few minutes for a final walkabout. It was stupid: she should just walk out of the door and not look back, but it was so hard to leave the place. You spent all your time creating a home, but you never really knew just how much it meant to you until it was taken away. This had been her sanctuary from the world, the place she most enjoyed being, an extension of herself and her hopes for the future. Now, it wasn’t hers any more, and she had no idea what her future held – stress, loneliness and financial worry, probably. Nick had taken everything from her, home, security and, most of all, her self-esteem. Leaving her for a younger model was so clichéd it should make her laugh. But it wasn’t funny. It hurt like hell. The pain of it kept looping out and around her, drowning her sense of self and self-worth.

Slowly, she forced herself to walk towards the front door. She didn’t want to go. She had a brief, crazy thought of staging a sit-in protest and forcing the bank to let her keep it, but she knew that was daft. Besides, this home and that future were gone now: the place was stripped bare, back to how it was when they’d first bought it. Just like me, Kate thought sadly. Right back to square one.

Her phone pinged and she pulled it out of her pocket. A message from Maggie. She opened it and smiled. Trust Maggie and her perfect timing! Today must be hell for you. Chin up! I’ll be over at the weekend to help you unpack and put manners on George! I’ll bring wine. Lots and lots of wine! You’ll be okay. Love you. M.

She pushed back her shoulders, took a deep breath and stepped outside onto the step. As she pulled the front door shut behind her, the finality of the lock’s click almost made her sink to her knees and cry. Instead, she waved to her waiting children, swallowed her grief and took her place in the driver’s seat.

Kate eased her battered old car down the driveway. She saw Jess’s lip quivering in the rear-view mirror and her heart ached. This was not the life she’d planned for her children. She’d never wanted them to come from a broken home. How had everything gone so wrong?

I’m a forty-two-year-old woman with three kids moving back in with my dad because I’m broke and homeless, she thought. She gripped the steering-wheel and tried to control her breathing. Now that Nick was preoccupied with Jenny and Jaden, the baby, Kate had to be even more mindful of the kids. She had to be more loving and patient and giving … but she was exhausted. All she wanted to do was lie down, pull the duvet over her head and cry.
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George was standing at the gate when they arrived, wearing his navy apron with ‘The Village Café’ on it. His cheeks were flushed.

‘Uh-oh, Granddad has a cross face,’ Bobby said.

They climbed out of the car.

‘Lookit, Kate, I’m happy for you to move in, you know I am, but your removal men have left boxes all over the kitchen and I’m trying to run a business here. Besides, Sarah just called to say she’s not coming in today and that she’s found another job. The new French girl, Nathalie, is useless, so I’m pretty much on my own. I need a hand.’

Kate took charge. ‘Right. Luke, you and the others tidy up the boxes while I help Granddad in the café. Put all the boxes upstairs in my bedroom. Pile them up in the corner out of the way and I’ll sort them out later. When you’ve finished, come down and help. We’ll be busy for lunch.’

Kate followed her father through the hall into the big kitchen that served the café.

‘I’ll sort these out if you go and serve coffees,’ George said, as he began firing homemade quiches into the big oven.

Kate went through the kitchen door that led to the café. There were two tables waiting to be served. At the other three occupied tables, people were busy drinking coffee and eating scones. Five tables were empty, but not for long. The lunchtime rush would start soon.

Kate took the orders for the two tables and went back into the kitchen. She inhaled the scent of the fresh coffee beans and closed her eyes. The familiar scent of her childhood always calmed her. Kate knew the place like the back of her hand. She’d grown up behind the counter. As far back as she could remember she’d helped her mum and dad run the Village Café. Her mum had always been more front-of-house while her dad did a lot of the cooking. But after her mother’s death six years ago, that had changed. George had had to engage more with the customers and he had grown used to it. It didn’t come naturally to him, but he was much better at it than he had been.

Throughout her married life Kate had often received urgent calls whenever a staff member had called in sick or a big party was booked in. She liked helping her parents – as an only child she was close to both and the café was her home from home.

After her mother died, she had called in every day to make sure her father was coping. He had been utterly shattered by Nancy’s death, but with Kate’s help and the café needing to be run, he had muddled through. Having to get up and open it every day had kept him going, given him a purpose. Kate often wondered what he would have done if he hadn’t had the business. It had been a life-saver and kept him active and busy.

Her dad had been a rock to Kate when Nick had left her two years ago. He’d stepped in and given her money to get her through, and when the bank had repossessed the house, he had immediately suggested they all move in with him. Kate had wanted to weep with relief.

She knew it wasn’t going to be easy, given that her father was used to living alone, but they’d get through somehow. She’d make it work. She had to – she had nowhere else to go and the kids needed stability. As a new customer came to the counter, Kate put a smile on her face. She willed herself to be positive and hopeful for the future. Things would get better – for sure they couldn’t get worse. This was the lowest she had ever fallen. The only way was up. It was a new beginning.
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Jess swung back and forth on the little black gate. She was bored and wanted to go back inside the house, but she didn’t want to leave Luke alone.

He was leaning against the wall, looking up and down the road. Jess watched him check his phone. No message.

Maybe Dad’s just late, she thought. He was always late. In fact, he had never been on time in his life. Jess was always on time. She hated being late because she knew how it made the other person feel – like they didn’t matter.

Luke raised his face to the sun. He was so handsome, Jess thought. He’d got a lovely tan over the summer, even though they hadn’t gone on a sun holiday this year. There was no way Mum could afford it, and Dad had said he couldn’t either. But Luke had spent so much time training outside, he looked as if he’d been in Spain for a month. He was super-fit, like the professional rugby players on TV.

‘I bet when you go back to school tomorrow you’ll be the fittest guy on your team,’ she said, trying to distract him. She wanted to make him feel better. She had a horrible feeling their dad wasn’t coming and she knew it would hurt him.

Luke gave her one of his crooked smiles. ‘I doubt it. I’d say Harry’s been working out in Italy.’

Jess stopped swinging and leant against the gate. ‘Maybe not. Maybe Harry got really fat and lazy in Italy. Maybe he spent all summer eating pizza and ice cream and lying about by the pool.’

Luke laughed. ‘I hope so, but it’s very unlikely. Knowing Harry’s dad, he probably hired him a personal trainer to make sure he stayed in top condition.’

Unlike our dad, who doesn’t give a damn, Jess knew Luke was thinking.

‘How come Harry’s dad is so into rugby?’ she asked.

Luke put his phone down on the wall. ‘He played senior cup rugby when he was in school and he’s obsessed with Harry making the team. I know he’s hoping I’ll get injured so Harry will get picked.’

‘You won’t, though, will you, Luke? Get injured?’

Luke shook his head. ‘No. I’m going to get on that team if it kills me.’

Jess knew that rugby was the only thing Luke really enjoyed … well, that and being with Piper.

Jess glanced down at her brother’s trainers. Piper had handed him a box yesterday covered with shiny paper. When he’d unwrapped it and held up the trainers, he’d been over the moon. He was so happy. Jess wanted to kiss Piper for making Luke’s face light up like that.

‘Jesus, Piper, they’re way too much,’ he’d said.

‘Hey, babe, it’s not every day you turn eighteen.’

‘I know, but seriously …’

‘I got paid last week and wanted to treat you.’

‘They’re awesome.’ He’d leant over and kissed her.

Jess had looked away then because her eyes had filled with tears. She was so happy that Luke had Piper for his girlfriend – she was amazing.

Jess reckoned Luke was in love with Piper. She often caught him staring at Instagram photos of her when he thought no one was looking. She prayed that Piper was as into Luke as Luke was into her. She thought she was, but it was hard to tell with Piper because she was super-nice to everyone.

But when Jess saw the trainers yesterday, she’d felt really good. If Piper had spent that much money on Luke, she must be really crazy about him.

Bobby came up behind them on the path.

‘Hey, little guy,’ Luke said, high-fiving him.

Jess loved it when Luke was nice to Bobby. Poor Bobby worshipped him and sometimes Luke kind of ignored him. Jess knew Luke didn’t mean it, but when he gave Bobby attention, Bobby was the happiest kid ever. It was a bit annoying because Jess always tried to be nice to Bobby but he didn’t seem to care about her. He really only wanted Luke.

‘Whatcha doing?’ Bobby asked.

‘Waiting for Dad to pick me up and take me out.’ Luke sighed.

‘For your birthday?’

‘Yep.’

‘But it was yesterday.’ Bobby frowned.

‘I know, but he was busy then.’

‘Dad’s always busy.’ Bobby took Jess’s place on the gate and swung back and forth.

Luke checked his phone again. Still no message. It was six thirty. Their father was half an hour late.

‘He’s probably with stupid Jaden and his pooey nappies,’ Bobby said.

Oh, God, not Jaden again, Jess thought. All Bobby ever did was bang on about poor Jaden. It wasn’t his fault he was born. He was only a baby. Bobby was so mean about him. He hated him. Like, really hated him. Jess sometimes worried that he might pinch the poor baby or hurt him if he was ever left alone with him. On the rare times they saw Jaden, Jess watched Bobby like a hawk.

‘Dad’s probably having his balls squeezed by his stupid girlfriend,’ Luke muttered.

Thankfully, Bobby didn’t hear him say that. Jess felt her stomach turn over. Even she hated Jenny. Well, ‘hate’ was probably too strong a word. You weren’t supposed to hate anyone. But Jess certainly didn’t like her. Jenny had caused this whole mess. Jenny had made her parents split up and then her dad leave, and now baby Jaden had made him not even be around any more. Jess wished he had never met Jenny.

‘I heard Mummy on the phone yesterday calling Daddy a prick.’ Bobby grinned.

‘Bobby! Mind your language,’ Jess said.

‘I’m just saying what Mummy said.’

Luke’s phone beeped.

‘Is it Dad?’ Jess asked.

‘Nope. It’s Harry.’

Jess leant in and read the message. See you tomorrow, bro, hope the summer was good. I hear you and Piper are serious now – niiiiiiice.

Luke typed back: Not bad ☺ See you 2mrw.

‘Do you think Harry will be the winger on the team or you?’ Bobby asked.

‘Me.’

‘I hope so. You’re brilliant at rugby. I know Daddy thinks soccer is the best game because he was good at it, but I think rugby is. I want to be like you, Luke.’

Luke smiled down at him and ruffled his hair. ‘I bet you’ll be brilliant at rugby too.’

‘I don’t think so. I heard Daddy say, “Bobby can’t kick snow off a rope.”’ Bobby looked down at his bare feet.

Luke cursed under his breath. ‘He was only joking.’

‘You’re great, Bobby. I’m sure Dad didn’t mean it,’ Jess added.

‘Can I tell you both a secret?’ Bobby asked.

‘Sure,’ they said, exchanging a look.

‘I hate Chelsea Football Club and I only pretend to like them cos of Daddy. I think they suck.’

Luke laughed. ‘So do I, but we’d better not tell Dad that – we don’t want to wind him up.’

Jess smiled. It was nice being together, just the three of them, chatting. Luke spent so much time with Piper or training that they didn’t see much of him.

They heard the front door opening and their mother’s voice calling, ‘Luke?’

They turned around. She was standing in a flour-covered apron holding her phone. She looked upset. Oh, God, Jess knew that face. She was wearing her your-father’s-let-you-down-again expression.

‘He’s not coming, is he?’ Luke said, pushing himself away from the wall and standing up straight.

‘I’m sorry, love, no. He said Jaden has a temperature and Jenny’s panicking so they’re taking him to the doctor.’

‘Why can’t she take Pooey Pants to the doctor on her own, like you take us on your own?’ Bobby asked.

Jess heard her mother mutter, ‘Because she’s a child herself,’ but out loud she said, ‘I don’t know, Bobby. She’s obviously worried.’

Bobby wandered back into the house as Kate came down the path towards them. Luke was staring at the ground. Kate put her hand on his shoulder, and Jess watched as he moved away from her touch. She knew he was struggling not to crack.

In a strangled voice he said, ‘I thought this once, this one bloody time, my useless fucker of a father would actually be here. Turning eighteen is kind of a big deal.’

Jess wanted to reach over and hug him, but she knew not to. Luke’s fists were clenched, and he was trying hard not to cry.

‘Oh, Luke, it is a big deal. I’m sure he’ll make it up to you,’ Kate said.

Luke’s eyes were full of rage. ‘No, he won’t, Mum, because he’s a loser. When Killian turned eighteen his dad bought him a car and threw a huge party for him. My dad can’t even turn up a day late with a card.’ He kicked the wall. ‘How could I have been so stupid, waiting at the gate like a little kid? Even Bobby knew he wouldn’t show. This is it, Mum. It’s over. I’m never letting him disappoint me again. If you expect nothing, you can’t get hurt.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Kate looked like she might start crying. ‘Why don’t you call some pals and go to the movies or something? My treat.’

Luke shook his head. ‘You did enough yesterday, Mum. It’s fine. Forget it.’

‘Luke, your dad loves you, he’s just … a bit overwhelmed and not very good at juggling things.’

Jess flinched as Luke gazed straight into their mother’s eyes. ‘Dad has let me down for the last time.’ He pushed past them, walked into the house and went up the stairs.

Kate’s shoulders dropped and she looked defeated. Jess reached out and held her hand. Kate pulled her into her arms and hugged her tightly. ‘What would I do without my little angel?’ she whispered into Jess’s hair.

‘It’s okay,’ Jess said. ‘Luke’ll be all right soon. He’s just disappointed.’

Kate straightened. ‘I’d better get back before Granddad fires me,’ she said, smiling weakly.

Jess watched her mother walk up the path and back inside. She worked from morning till night now, and still there wasn’t really enough money to go around. As Jess went slowly into the house, she wondered how long Kate could carry on without getting sick. If anything happened to their mother, she and her brothers would be shattered. She was the centre of the circle, the point around which they all lived their lives. They needed her.

Jess went upstairs and stood outside Luke’s bedroom door, listening to the music blaring. She knew he was in there, probably crying or punching the wall. She had to do something. She couldn’t let his birthday weekend end like this.

Yesterday had been so nice. Mum had made Luke’s favourite dinner and bought him a lovely hoodie. Jess knew that August was a really bad month for her because it was ‘back to school’ and she had to pay for books and uniforms, and money was tight. But you’d never have guessed it yesterday. She’d gone all out for Luke.

Jess had helped her make a cake and they’d blown up balloons and put up a banner so the kitchen looked really nice, and her mum had said how proud she was of Luke, the ‘fantastic young man you’ve turned into’, and she’d cried a bit then and Luke had allowed her to hug him. Granddad had gone all mushy too, which wasn’t like him. He’d told Luke he was a ‘wonderful young man and grandson’ and that he had high hopes for his future. Then he’d given him a voucher for his favourite clothes shop. Jess was delighted. Luke didn’t get new stuff very often. It had been a really lovely day, but now it had been ruined.

She went back downstairs to the hall, picked up the house phone and dialled Piper’s mobile.

‘Hello?’

‘Piper, it’s Jess, Luke’s sister.’

‘Hi, hon, what’s up?’

‘It’s about Luke …’ Jess explained what had happened and how unhappy Luke was, that he was in his room on his own and it wasn’t a good birthday any more.

‘Oh, no, poor Luke.’ Piper sounded upset for him. ‘I’ll be finished work in about an hour and I’ll come straight over. Don’t worry, sweetie, we’ll cheer him up.’

An hour later, Jess opened the front door to Piper and grinned. ‘Thanks for coming,’ she said, as Piper kissed her forehead.

‘Where is he?’ Piper asked.

Jess brought her upstairs and Piper knocked on Luke’s bedroom door.

‘Go away, Jess.’

‘It’s me, babe,’ Piper called.

‘Just a sec.’

Jess and Piper could hear Luke scrambling around, opening and closing drawers.

‘He’s tidying up for you,’ Jess said.

‘That’s kind of sweet,’ Piper said, with a smile.

Jess walked away as the bedroom door opened.

‘Hey, what are you doing here?’

‘I came straight from work. Jess called me about your dad standing you up. Sucks.’

‘She shouldn’t have told you.’

Piper put her arms around his neck. ‘Hey, I want to know when you’ve had a bad day. I’m here for you. I’m Team Luke.’

As Jess went down the stairs, she saw Luke pull Piper into his bedroom. While kissing her, he kicked the door closed.

Happy with herself, Jess headed into the café to see if she could help. Kate still looked worried, so Jess went over to her and told her that Piper had arrived.

‘Thank goodness for that,’ Kate said, clearly relieved. ‘That’ll put a smile back on his face. Why don’t you go and ask if she’d like to stay for dinner? I’ll make something nice and we’ll all cheer him up.’

Jess nodded. ‘Sounds good. I’ll just tidy those tables over there first.’

Jess worked for the next hour, helping her mother and granddad by clearing tables and putting on the dishwasher. As the café started to empty, she went back into the house and mixed up a batch of Rocky Roads, her speciality, then ran back upstairs and knocked gently on Luke’s door.

‘Luke?’

‘What do you want?’

‘Would Piper like to stay for dinner?’

Luke opened his bedroom door. ‘Yes.’

‘Cool.’ Jess grinned. ‘Hey, Piper.’

‘Thanks for the call. I think I’ve cheered him up.’ She winked.

Luke grabbed his sister’s nose and squeezed it. ‘You’re an interfering little mouse but I forgive you.’

‘I didn’t want you to be unhappy on your birthday weekend.’

‘Don’t give out to her. She’s a sweetie,’ Piper said.

Jess gazed adoringly at her. Piper was so cool and nice and pretty and just … fabulous. Jess hoped for the thousandth time that she’d look just like Piper when she was eighteen.

‘So, are you coming?’

‘We’ll be there in a minute. Go on.’ Luke nudged Jess towards the door.

‘I made Rocky Roads for dessert. I know you like them and I thought it would cheer you up,’ Jess said.

‘Awww, you are too cute. My sisters would never do something so nice for me,’ Piper said.

‘Wouldn’t they?’ Jess asked. ‘I wish I had sisters.’

‘Never! All we do is fight over make-up and clothes and who ate whose food. Yesterday Penny came into the shop I’m working in and actually tried to pull my boots off.’

Jess giggled.

‘Seriously, in front of everyone, including my manager. She said they were hers, I hadn’t asked to borrow them and she wanted them back. My manager had to peel her off me and ask her to leave. I nearly got fired. You’re lucky not to have sisters.’

Jess shrugged. ‘I guess the boys are okay.’

Luke kissed the top of Jess’s head. ‘I hope we’re a bit more than just okay. Come on, enough talking, I’m starving.’ He led the way downstairs.

Granddad was sitting at the table, reading the paper and trying to ignore Bobby.

‘How high is the tallest man ever?’

‘Eight foot two.’

Jess smiled. Granddad hadn’t looked up from the paper when he answered. Eye contact with Bobby was dangerous: it indicated that you were interested in talking to him, and if you showed interest, he was relentless.

‘Nope, eight foot eleven point one inches. How small is the smallest woman ever?’

‘Three foot.’

‘Two foot. How long is the longest tongue?’

‘For the love of Jesus, this is the twentieth question,’ Granddad said wearily.

Kate placed a roast chicken on the table. ‘Bobby has a curious mind, Dad. It’s important not to discourage him.’

‘How long is the longest tongue? I want to know,’ Jess said.

‘Three point nine seven inches.’

‘It’s so cool that you know all this stuff,’ Piper said.

‘That’s one word for it,’ Granddad grumbled.

‘How wide is the –’

Kate cut across him. ‘That’s enough facts for now, Bobby. Let’s eat.’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘Don’t mind Granddad,’ Kate said to Bobby. ‘He’s just a bit grumpy.’

Jess sat beside Piper. ‘Which sister are you closest to?’

Piper sat back. ‘Probably Posy.’

‘Do all your sisters have names that start with P?’ Bobby asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because, for some crazy reason, my parents thought it was a good idea.’

‘What are they all called?’ Bobby asked.

‘I’m Piper, the twins are Poppy and Penny, and then there’s Pauline and Posy.’

‘Five girls!’ Granddad said. ‘Your poor father must be demented.’

Piper laughed. ‘He is. He spends most of his time in the shed at the end of the garden.’

‘I need one of those, these days,’ Granddad said.

‘I think it’s lovely to have a big family,’ Kate said. ‘I was an only child and I always envied people with brothers and sisters.’

‘One perfect child is plenty,’ Granddad said.

Kate squeezed his hand.

Even though Granddad could be a bit grumpy, Jess could see how much he loved her mum. It was good to see how a normal father behaved, she thought.

Kate kept telling them all that their granddad was an example of what a great father should be – kind, caring and generous. Jess knew she was afraid that their own dad being so selfish was setting a bad example for them, especially for the boys. But she didn’t need to worry. Luke and Bobby would never be like that. They were kind and not selfish at all.

Piper was telling Mum and Granddad a funny story about work. Luke was sitting back, staring lovingly at her. He was happy. Jess smiled. Everything was better again. They had each other and that was all that mattered.
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Kate listened to her father chatting to the customers. She heard him say in a loud whisper, ‘It was a big adjustment, but I’m used to it now and we’re all getting along well.’

She continued unpacking the wine cases and thanked God for her father and the security of his house.

When she’d married Nick, she’d imagined a life full of happiness and fun and children and love … It had been, for a while.

Nick had begun pulling away after Bobby was born. He was home less often, working more often, distracted, disengaged. Kate knew she was losing him, but she didn’t know how to fix it. She’d been overwhelmed with a third baby and didn’t have the energy to put into their relationship. Nick had checked out, first emotionally and then physically. Jenny was the inevitable final straw. Nick’s mid-life crisis had started at thirty-five and ended up with him shagging a twenty-two-year-old. He was a walking cliché, the estate agent who sleeps with the client.

Kate pulled a bottle of Bordeaux out of the case and wiped it down. She tried to quiet her mind, but it was always turning over the same questions. How was she ever going to afford her own house? Was she going to end up living with her father for ever? Would she be alone for ever? Would the kids be emotionally scarred for life? Would they not believe in marriage, having seen their parents fail at it?

Kate knew that Bobby was the most affected. Luke had had good years with his dad and so had Jess – as the only girl, Nick had doted on her. But Bobby had drawn the short straw. That was why he was angry all the time. He felt let down by the father who wasn’t interested in him. George said she indulged Bobby too much, but Kate felt she had to compensate for Nick’s lack of interest.

Nick and Bobby just grated on each other. Kate had begged Nick to make more of an effort, and when he tried, Bobby ended up driving him crazy. Bobby drove everyone crazy, but he was so sweet underneath it. Kate wished more people could see that. He was a bundle of loveliness underneath his prickly exterior.

Kate sighed. Was she enough for her kids? Everyone said boys needed a strong male presence. Since Jenny had given birth to Jaden five months ago, Nick had barely seen Luke, Jess and Bobby. Kate was glad that her father was in their lives so much now. At least he was a positive male influence, even if he had got a bit impatient in his old age. He was a good granddad and a good man, and she knew Luke and Bobby would benefit from being around him.

‘Kate?’ George called. ‘I need you.’

She moved over from the wine section, in the corner of the café, to the counter.

‘I have an order for two of those green juices you put on the menu.’

Kate smiled. ‘Really? The juices you said no one would want?’

Her father put his hands up. ‘Okay, you were right. I think they look, smell and taste awful, but it seems people like them. Why anyone would want to drink kale and spinach and God knows what else is beyond me.’

Kate began to make up the juices. ‘They’re healthy, Dad. People are into health and nutrition, these days. Even Luke drinks them.’

‘Do you think he’ll get picked for the team?’ George asked. ‘He seems awfully nervous about it.’

Kate was nervous, too. Luke was so wound up about it. When he hadn’t been helping in the café he had spent every spare hour of the summer working out and training – it was almost an obsession. Kate worried about the fallout if he wasn’t picked or got injured or something. After three weeks back in school he seemed even more het-up. Through a series of questions, which Luke answered with grunts, Kate was able to surmise that Harry was playing well and Luke feared his friend would replace him on the team.

‘I hope so. It’d be so good for his confidence and self-esteem.’

Her father raised an eyebrow. ‘That little Piper seems to have done wonders for his self-esteem.’

Kate grinned. ‘She’s nice, isn’t she?’

‘She seems like a grand girl.’

‘I like her. She makes Luke happy and she’s very sweet with Jess.’

‘Sure how could you not be sweet to Jess? She’s a dote,’ George said.

Kate added wheatgrass powder to the juicer. She loved that her father was so fond of Jess. Kate didn’t know what she’d do without her daughter. During the break-up and Nick’s departure, Jess had been so helpful. Kate had found her crying in her bedroom a few times but Jess had never complained about anything. Luke had raged against the world and got into trouble at school. Bobby had gone around kicking everything, including Kate, but Jess had been supportive. She was twelve going on sixty.

‘She has an old soul,’ George had said, when Jess was little, and he was right. Jess did have an old soul, and a very big heart to go with it.

Kate sometimes worried that Jess bottled up her emotions. Over the last year she’d tried to talk to her, but Jess had just said, ‘It’s okay, Mum. I know you and Dad love me. I’m sad because we’re not a family any more, but don’t worry, I’m not going to get drunk or kick things.’

Kate had hugged her and tried not to cry all over her daughter’s hair. Jess didn’t even seem angry with Nick. She’d come home from spending time with him and say, ‘I feel sorry for Daddy. Jenny hates being pregnant. She’s always complaining. He seems very stressed.’

Kate loved hearing how much of a pain in the arse Jenny was and that Nick was stressed. It made her feel considerably better. She wanted him to be miserable. She was thrilled to hear that bouncy, sexy, fit Jenny wasn’t so much fun, after all. Serves the snake right, she thought. I hope their baby never sleeps.

Kate finished the juices and brought them to the table. ‘Enjoy,’ she said, with a smile, then went back to the counter.

‘You look tired, Kate, will I make you a coffee?’

‘Thanks, Dad. That’d be lovely.’

‘Did you sleep badly, pet?’ he asked, and Kate suddenly wanted to weep.

She had been up half the night working out her finances. Back to school had used up all of her wages, and Luke had given her a chunk of his earnings to help with his books. But Nick hadn’t paid his child support again this month. When she’d called him yesterday, he’d said he didn’t have it because, unknown to him, Jenny had spent a fortune on his credit card doing up Jaden’s nursery.

‘Jesus, Nick, I need that money. Your three children need books and uniforms. You know back to school is a really expensive time.’

‘Don’t start, Kate. I’ve had Jenny in my ear all day. Look, I just don’t have it. I’ll get it to you next month.’

‘I need it now!’

‘Ask your father for a loan.’

Kate had felt the blood rushing to her head and thought she might explode. ‘My father is housing your children, feeding your children and helping to raise your children. I will not ask him for any more. Find me the money and send it or I’ll contact my lawyer.’

‘You don’t have to be a bitch about it.’

‘Go to Hell.’ She’d slammed the phone down on him, then stood there, trembling with fury. She hated talking to him – any conversation ended in an argument.

She’d spent the rest of the evening trying to figure out how to pay for Jess’s horse-riding lessons. She’d paid for all of their books, but had nothing left over for riding. It was Jess’s one treat. Piano lessons and dance lessons had had to go as there was simply no money, but horse-riding was Jess’s favourite thing in the world. She adored animals, and was happiest when she was at the stables, riding and grooming. Kate couldn’t bear to tell her she couldn’t go back. She’d called the stables yesterday and they’d agreed to give her a discount, but she still had to come up with two hundred euros to pay for Jess’s lessons.

‘Just my mind working overtime,’ Kate said.

Her father laid his hand on her arm. ‘Is it money?’

Kate was afraid to speak – there was a lump in her throat. This wasn’t fair. She shouldn’t be living on top of her elderly father with three kids, and she shouldn’t be asking him for money. She felt such a failure. ‘Nick didn’t pay this month,’ she muttered, her face bright red with shame.

‘For Christ’s sake,’ George cursed. ‘It’s not your fault. I’ll help you out.’

‘I just need two hundred euros for Jess’s riding. I know it’s expensive, but she loves it and never asks for anything.’

‘Of course we can sort that out. Jess deserves a treat.’ George patted Kate’s hand. He opened the cash register and took out four fifty-euro notes and handed them to her. ‘I’ll never see you short, Katie.’

It was the use of her childhood nickname that set her off. She turned to walk out so her father wouldn’t see her sobbing into her sleeve.

At twenty to three Kate hung up her apron, pulled on her coat and left to walk the short distance to Bobby’s school. She stood alone at the gate, not wanting to engage in small-talk with the other parents. She was still feeling raw after borrowing the money from her father and didn’t think she could fake a good day in front of the others.

As the children poured out, Kate waved at Bobby, who ran straight to her and threw his arms around her. ‘Good day?’ she asked, hustling him along and studiously avoiding eye contact with the teacher.

‘It was okay,’ Bobby said. ‘But guess where the most shark attacks happen?’

‘Mrs Higgins,’ the teacher called. ‘May I have a word?’

Kate froze. Turning, she put on her I’m-not-worried-about-where-this-conversation-is-going face and followed the other woman into the school.

‘Bobby, will you be a good boy and help put those books away?’ Mrs Lorgan asked.

‘In alphabetical order?’ Bobby enquired.

‘Mmm, yes, perfect.’

While Bobby was busy sorting out the little class library, Mrs Lorgan faced Kate. She was a woman in her fifties and had the authority of a teacher who had been around a while and took no nonsense.

‘Mrs Higgins –’

‘Call me Kate, please.’

‘Fine. Kate. Bobby is a very energetic boy with a very keen interest in facts and figures, information he’s always impatient to share with his classmates. While we always try to encourage enthusiasm for learning, with a class of twenty-five I can’t allow him to monopolize the time.’

‘Yes, I understand. He can be a bit relentless with his facts, but it’s his passion and he hasn’t had the easiest of years at home. Learning facts seems to keep him calm.’

‘He mentioned his father’s new baby in Show and Tell. I think some of the children were alarmed to hear him describe him as an evil devil baby.’

‘He’s having some problems adjusting.’ Kate watched Bobby through the classroom window, carefully arranging the books, a frown on his serious little face. She just wanted to go in, put her arms around him, tell him not to worry and hug all his anger out.

‘There was some bad language too, I’m afraid. He described his father’s girlfriend as a tart. Thankfully, the children thought of apple tart rather than … well, the other kind. But I did take Bobby aside and we had a word about it.’

It’s lucky he didn’t say ‘whore’ or ‘slut’, Kate thought, which were names Luke had called Jenny when Nick had told the kids he was leaving them to go and live with her. ‘I’ll talk to him,’ she said, ‘but please don’t be too hard on him in class. I know he can take over a bit with his facts and figures, but he’s very insecure and he needs attention and praise. Honestly, underneath his bluster he’s an anxious little boy.’

Mrs Lorgan nodded. ‘I can see that, and I’ll do my best to work with him and encourage him along.’

‘Thank you.’

Kate called Bobby and they headed home.

‘Mummy?’

‘Yes?’

‘Does Mrs Lorgan not like me?’

Kate stopped and crouched down. ‘Hey, now, she was actually telling me how great you are and how clever, and she wondered where you got all your amazing facts. So I told her about Guinness World Records being your favourite book.’

‘Mummy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you think Daddy will hate stinky Jaden and come back home and love us again?’

Kate put her arms around her son and drew him in. ‘Oh, Bobby, Daddy loves you, Luke and Jess. No new baby is ever going to change that.’

‘What if he has more babies? He’ll never have time to see us.’

‘I’m not sure he’s going to have any more, but even if he does, he’ll still love you the same. Besides, you have me and Granddad, who love you too.’

Bobby nodded and they started walking again. As they reached the gate, Bobby threw his arms around Kate’s legs. Muttering into her left thigh, he said, ‘If there was a world record for best mummy, you’d win it.’

Kate’s heart lifted. It was moments like these that made all the pain and worry disappear.
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He was in a deep sleep, the kind you can have only when your body and mind are completely exhausted. When he had crawled into bed earlier, his body had felt as if it had folded itself into the mattress. They were one and the same. Sleep, these days, was Nick’s favourite thing to do. It was his only switch-off.

‘Waaaaaah … waaaaaah … waaaaah …’

In his sleep he could hear something. Ignore it, his brain said.

‘Waaaah … waaaaah …’

He scrunched his eyes closed and tried to block out the sound.

‘Nick!’

He felt a thump on his arm. He rolled over.

‘Nick!’ This time she walloped him.

Jesus Christ, could a man not get one decent night’s sleep? He opened his eyes and prayed it was after five a.m. Please God, let it not be the middle of the night. The alarm clock said it was two thirty. Fuuuuuck!

‘It’s your turn,’ Jenny whined.

‘I have an early viewing. Can you do it? Please?’

‘No bloody way. I’ve been with him all day and I did the ten o’clock feed. Get up.’

Nick wanted to tell her to sod off. He was tempted to remind her that she wasn’t working. She got to sit on her arse all day, watching TV.

He, on the other hand, was trying to sell houses to people who had no money. Thankfully, the housing market had turned a bit of a corner, but it was still a bloody hard slog trying to get people to commit to a sale. He had to get some sales in soon. He owed the bank and he owed Kate, too.

He’d spent weeks trying to get that couple to buy the big house on Jacobson Road, but they’d pulled out at the last minute. The commission on it would have paid the rent on the apartment and the childcare costs for four months, but no such luck. The wife had decided the kitchen was too dark. He’d explained to her that with a lighter colour on the walls and cream tiles on the floor it would be transformed, but the stupid cow had had no imagination.

The stress of trying to pay everyone was killing him. He needed a few drinks after work to take the edge off, but he couldn’t even do that without Jenny ringing every fifteen minutes to find out when he was coming home.

Between Jenny and Kate and the kids, he felt suffocated. Sometimes lately he’d felt like running away. Just getting on a plane to South America and never coming back. He’d live in a beach hut, spend all day lying on white sand, drinking cold beers, and not have six people depending on him all the time.

He wouldn’t do it, though. He wouldn’t leave his kids. Even though they hated him. Well, Jess didn’t, but Luke did and Bobby was hard-going. Nick had always felt Bobby could see through him. Even when he was only four years old, he’d catch Bobby looking at him, and it was as if he knew Nick was having an affair. It had freaked him out.

He hadn’t wanted another child. Kate had tricked him into it. They were just getting their lives back: Jess was in school, and she was easy anyway, and Luke was eleven and they were starting to go out again, getting their mojo back, until Kate had said she wanted another baby.

He’d told her no way. She said she’d hated being an only child and wanted three kids at least. He’d said no, one boy and one girl was perfect. Why push it? They were happy, life was good. They didn’t need another baby.

‘We’re finally getting lie-ins,’ he’d argued again and again, ‘and we’re able to go out, have a few drinks and stay late without having to worry about bottles and night feeds and nappies and early mornings. Come on, Kate, let’s just enjoy it.’

But Kate wouldn’t let it go. She’d kept banging on and on about how she wanted a big family and how two wasn’t enough, until eventually he gave in and said they could try for six months, and if it didn’t happen, that was it.

Of course she’d got bloody pregnant in the fifth month and their lives had gone back to her being pregnant and wanting to stay in all the time. Then Bobby had arrived, and it was night feeds, no sleep, shitty nappies, early mornings and early nights. All the fun and freedom were gone.

If he was honest, Nick had been angry since the day Kate announced she was pregnant. He’d known it would change everything and he was right: it had. Bobby was just too much. Three kids was too much.

The Kate he’d married was funny and kind. She’d asked him about work, drunk wine with him and chatted about the day. This Kate went to bed with the kids at eight p.m. and never wanted to have sex … ever.

After Bobby was born, she’d barely acknowledged him when he came home from work. She was always feeding someone or doing homework or washing clothes or tidying up or cooking or sewing … The old Kate would have laughed at his stories about annoying clients and actually have been interested in him.

He hadn’t meant to cheat on Kate, but when Jenny had come to view that apartment for the second time, he’d given in to lust. The first time she’d viewed it she’d flirted with him and he’d been flattered, very flattered. She was hot and young and she was definitely giving him the eye. He’d been on a high, so he’d flirted back a bit, and it had been fun, really good fun.

When she rang to say she wanted to see the apartment again, he’d worn his favourite shirt and suit. When he saw her in her tight black dress he’d had to walk away to hide his hard-on. He’d wanted her then and there.

He’d used all of his charm and she’d responded to his flirting, making it pretty obvious she found him attractive. So he’d asked her out for a drink. One drink had led to five and they’d ended up back at her place having great sex. Nick had become completely addicted to her and the sex. He couldn’t have stopped even if he’d tried. She was like a drug. He hadn’t felt so alive in years. He saw her at every opportunity he could.

To be honest, Nick was surprised Jenny had gone for him. He was twenty years older than her. But she’d said she liked older guys, that he was sexy and confident. He knew what he wanted and where he was going. She’d said a lot of guys her own age were still behaving like teenagers.

‘I feel protected and safe with you,’ she’d said, after a few months of seeing him. ‘My dad left before I was born so I never knew him. My mum was a drinker, so my home life was always difficult. I guess I’ve always craved security. You’re so sure of who you are that I know you’ll look after me and never let me down. I know you won’t “borrow” money from me, like my last boyfriend, who fleeced me, or the one before that, who got so drunk that he puked on me. I’m sick of immature man-boys. I want a real man, like you, Nick.’

Nick had eaten up her adoration. It felt so good to be needed and wanted. He couldn’t get enough of it.

When he was with Jenny, he felt powerful and invincible – the opposite of everything he felt in his other life, the half-life he had with Kate. Jenny thought he was wonderful. She laughed at his jokes and told him he was the best estate agent in the world. Nick felt as if he mattered again, as if he was someone’s number one, rather than always coming last, after the kids.

He only felt guilty when he was at home, so he avoided being there as much as possible. But he was careless. In a way he wanted to get caught.

Kate found texts on his phone. She hadn’t freaked out or screamed or broken plates. She’d just cried and cried and cried. It was as if there was a river inside her.

‘I want the kids to come from a happy home, not a broken one,’ she’d said, making it clear that the kids came first, even in something as personal as an extra-marital affair. She’d offered to forgive him and to give it another go, but he didn’t want to. He didn’t love her any more – they were like strangers. He wanted out. He wanted a new start. He wanted Jenny. He wanted sex and freedom.

He looked down at Jaden’s red face. What freedom? What sex? Jenny had told him she was on the pill, but somehow she’d got pregnant. He wondered sometimes if she’d tricked him. She’d always said she wanted security: was Jaden her way of making sure Nick stayed with her and looked after her? What was it with women and babies? Why did they have to have kids and ruin everything?

Nick felt his chest contract. He gripped the side of the cot. Breathe, he ordered himself. In and out, in and out. He was beginning to panic, and his head was spinning. He needed to make more money. He needed to spend more time with his kids. He needed to sort things out with Jenny because they were arguing non-stop, these days.

He felt guilty about losing touch with Luke. He missed him. They used to play football together and joke around, but now Luke just glared at him or rolled his eyes whenever Nick tried to be funny. Jess was still her sweet self, but he knew he should go and see her horse-riding and make more of an effort with her. As for Bobby … He had a lot of making up to do. Bobby had had the worst of him. Nick had resented the poor kid for the first few years of his life, then he’d been tied up with Jenny and then he’d left. He’d never really got to know Bobby. He felt bad about it. He didn’t know his own son. But Bobby was always angry and all he seemed to do was talk about his world records, which drove Nick mad. He’d tried to play football with him but Bobby had two left feet and he’d ended up kicking Nick’s leg, hard, because it was ‘a stupid game’.

Nick had to try to figure out a way to communicate with Bobby before it was too late. He was already seven years old and they had no relationship. He needed to find some kind of common ground. But since Jaden had been born, Jenny barely let him out of her sight. She panicked all the time and cried a lot and kept thinking Jaden was going to die. Nick had Googled it, and she had symptoms of postnatal depression. When he’d suggested she might have it and she should talk to her GP, Jenny had gone absolutely mad and accused him of trying to leave her. But he was only trying to help.

How the hell had he ended up in this mess? He had only ever wanted a nice life, a few quid in the bank, a wife, two kids and some drinks on a Saturday night. But somehow, he’d ended up with four kids, two families, no money and stress everywhere he looked.

Jaden let out a roar. Nick picked him up and held him against his chest. He walked up and down the bedroom singing quietly. It was the same song he’d sung to all of his kids to calm them down – Frank Sinatra’s ‘Fly Me To The Moon’. It had even worked on Bobby.

Jaden stopped crying and soon fell into a deep sleep on Nick’s shoulder. Looking down at his baby son’s peaceful little face, Nick promised him he’d be a better dad. He wouldn’t mess this up. He’d help Jenny more with Jaden so she wasn’t so overwhelmed. He had to make this relationship work. He wanted to – he needed to.
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Jess looked at Chloë’s many photos of her trip to Australia.

‘And there’s me with a koala, and there’s me surfing, and look at how cute that guy is! And here’s me drinking a mocktail …’

The holiday looked amazing. White sandy beaches, posh hotels, and Chloë had got loads of new clothes as well. Jess felt a pang of jealousy. She’d spent her summer helping to move all of their belongings into her granddad’s house, then helping in the café. She’d had just one week of sports camp because her mum and dad had no money for more than that.

Being poor sucked. Her dad said he was sorry but that he had two families to support now and they all had to ‘make sacrifices’. But why did they? Why did he have to leave? They used to be happy. Jess remembered their holiday in France. She was only about five, but her parents had been laughing together and going down slides in the water park. They had been a family, a real family.

Bobby said he couldn’t remember anything but Mum and Dad shouting at each other and Dad never being around. Luke just said Dad was ‘a selfish prick’ and didn’t want to discuss it further. Jess wished she had a sister she could talk to.

Her dad had messed up and it was Jenny who had got the best of the whole rotten deal. She had Jess’s dad and they lived together in their own place and now they had a new baby. It felt like they’d lost everything and Jenny had won. She had taken Dad away from them, with her short skirts and her red lipstick and her fake laugh. She’d tried to be all friendly with Jess when they’d first met her two years ago, after Dad had left them to move in with her. Luke had ignored her and Bobby had kicked her, so Jess knew she was just trying to go for the easiest kid. She’d been polite for Dad’s sake, but she could see through Jenny.

The weird thing was, Jenny was only seven years older than Luke and she was twenty years younger than Dad. It was creepy. At first Dad was all bouncy and happy around Jenny. He called her ‘babe’, held her hand and rubbed her leg. It made Jess want to puke. Jenny kept saying, ‘Your dad’s so amazing. He’s so good to me.’

Jess had wanted to shout, ‘Well, he isn’t good to our mum, you horrible cow,’ but she didn’t.

But then Jenny had got pregnant and stopped wearing short skirts and lipstick of any colour. She was grumpy and didn’t laugh any more, not even fake laughs. She snapped at Dad and he stopped rubbing her legs.

The baby was really ugly. It was mean to say babies were ugly because it wasn’t their fault that they didn’t have any hair and dribbled all the time, but Jess couldn’t help it because Jaden really was ugly. Jenny dressed him up in dorky outfits, with ripped jeans and leather jackets, and he just looked even worse.

Jess was glad she had only seen Jenny and Jaden twice since he was born. She much preferred seeing Dad on her own. The last time she’d seen Jenny, she was on her own. Luke said he had to work and Bobby had a meltdown so Mum had given in and let him stay home. Jess ended up going alone: she didn’t want to let Dad down.

When she got to the apartment, Jenny was trying to breastfeed. It was disgusting – she just pulled her boob out right in front of Jess and tried to stick her nipple into the baby’s mouth. Jess didn’t know where to look. It was mortifying.

When she’d told Chloë about it later, Chloë had almost vomited in shock and disgust.

Jenny kept trying to get Jaden to suck but he wouldn’t, and they both started crying. Jess’s dad had ended up grabbing the baby and stuffing a bottle into his mouth. Jaden had stopped crying but Jenny had cried louder. She kept saying, ‘But Gisele, the supermodel, says mothers should breastfeed their babies for six months.’

‘For Christ’s sake, will you stop banging on about Gisele? The baby needs food. Look, he’s happy now,’ Dad had snapped.

Jess made an excuse to leave the room then and hung about in the small hallway, watching the clock and trying not to listen to the argument Jenny and her dad were having. After twenty-two minutes her dad had come out and asked if maybe she wouldn’t mind if he dropped her home early. Jess was never so happy to leave somewhere in her life.

‘OMG,’ said Chloë, pointing at the next picture. ‘Here’s me learning to surf. Check out my pink wetsuit. Dad bought it for me.’ She swiped her phone screen to show Jess more photos.

‘It must have been an amazing holiday,’ Jess said wistfully.

Chloë wrinkled her nose. ‘You know, it was in one way but, honestly, being an only child sucks. I have to do everything with my parents and they focus all of their attention on me. I know I’m spoilt, but sometimes I wish I was like your family.’

Poor and broken up? Was Chloë mad?

Chloë put up her hands. ‘I don’t mean that you haven’t had a terrible time with your parents separating and your dad running off with that, like, OMG, total ho. I just mean that at least you have fun with Luke and Bobby.’

‘But I don’t really. Since we’ve had to sell the house and Jaden was born, Luke is all moody. All he does is train and spend time with Piper. And Jaden being born has pushed Bobby over the edge. He was bad anyway, but he definitely has anger-management issues now.’

‘Poor Bobby. He was the baby of the family and now he isn’t.’

‘I know but he needs to stop freaking out all the time. It’s a total pain.’

‘Have you seen the ho lately?’

Jess shook her head. ‘No, and I haven’t seen Dad much either. He’s busy with work and the baby.’

Chloë applied lip-gloss to her already over-glossed lips and offered some to Jess. ‘Well, my mum said she saw Jenny in House of Fraser and she looked terrible, like totally wrecked. Mum said she had big bags under her eyes and she was wheeling the buggy around looking miserable. Serves her right.’

Jess knew this was supposed to cheer her up, and she certainly didn’t care if Jenny was miserable, but then again, if everyone was miserable, the whole nightmare would have been for nothing.

If Dad and Jenny broke up, there would be two broken families and four kids sharing a bit of a dad. In the beginning Jess had prayed that her dad would change his mind and come home to them. But after nearly three years apart, she didn’t want him to do that. She knew Mum and Dad could never live together again. All they did was argue, so there was no point in dreaming about becoming a perfect family again: they never would be.

But if Jenny and Dad were happy, then Dad might be a better dad again. He might have more time for them if Jenny was able to look after the baby without crying or phoning him all the time. Maybe if they were happy, Dad would make more of an effort with Luke and Bobby and not seem so awkward around them, like he did now.

‘Sooooo what will we do? Do you want to play tennis?’

Chloë had a tennis court and a swimming pool at her house. Her father was a builder, and Jess’s mum said, ‘He prints money.’ They were the richest people in the school. When Chloë had joined two years ago, everyone had tried to be her friend because they all wanted to hang out at her house. Jess’s dad had just said he was leaving them to live with Jenny, so Jess couldn’t have cared less about Chloë’s swimming pool.

Jess often thought it was because she hadn’t tried to be Chloë’s friend that Chloë had sought her out. They’d clicked pretty much instantly. Chloë was fun and funny, and she never worried about anything. Jess spent her life worrying about everything. Chloë said she had to stop or she’d end up with really bad lines on her forehead, but Chloë’s mum, Hazel, said she didn’t have to worry about that because Botox would sort it out.

‘Shouldn’t we do our homework first, though?’ Jess
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