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For Mum and Dad



Hi, my name’s Emma. I’m a thirty-five-year-old make-up artist. Three years ago I married James. Things were going swimmingly in our ‘happy ever after’ marriage until we decided to try to have a baby.

That was two years ago. Since then I’ve attempted post-sex handstands, headstands and any other upside-down positions I could conjure up; spent hours with my legs in stirrups being prodded internally by all manner of specialists; taken mountains of hormone-inducing drugs, and had one failed IVF attempt – and I’m still not bloody pregnant.

I have to admit that I’ve been a bit obsessed about it – completely and utterly manic to be precise. I’ve realized that I’m driving myself and everyone around me insane, so I’ve made the decision to stop all treatment and go down the adoption route. James has agreed to it – after a small amount of arm-twisting – and we are now embarking on this, phase two, of attempting to become parents.

Adopting a baby is the perfect solution to our problems. And it’s bound to be much easier than the natural route … isn’t it?
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I woke up this morning without a pit in my stomach. It felt fantastic. My first thought wasn’t – ‘What day is it in my cycle?’ or ‘What injections, hormones or tests do I have to take today?’ Nor did I have to worry about having sex. I realize this may sound odd, but, believe me, having to have sex every month on day eight, ten, twelve, fourteen, sixteen and eighteen of your cycle, with a couple of extra rides thrown in to be on the safe side, is not all that much fun. I like spontaneity – who doesn’t? – and trying to get pregnant destroys that.

Now that we were going to adopt, I was looking forward to getting back to a spontaneous sex life that wasn’t ruled by my temperature and didn’t end up with me standing on my head for twenty minutes in a lame attempt to aid the sperm by adding my own version of gravity to the equation.

I looked over at James who was heading out to the shower.

‘Isn’t it great?’

‘What?’ he said, looking around suspiciously.

‘The fact that now when you shower, you can masturbate to your heart’s content. Your sperm can swim freely. You no longer have to keep them all in for baby making. Set them free, let ’em flow …’ I said, waving my arms about over my head. I had previously banned James from masturbating, because I read somewhere that the sperm needed to be kept in for as long as possible, so then they would be chomping at the bit during sex and charge up and fertilize the eggs.

‘Thank you, darling,’ said James, grinning at me. ‘It’s wonderful for a man to have his wife’s blessing to play with himself. I may be a while.’

I went downstairs to make breakfast. I was feeling very Doris Dayesque as I whisked the eggs and fried the sausages. This was a new day. A fresh beginning. I had a really good feeling about it. No more stress about trying to get pregnant. No more doctors and hospitals and drugs. We were going to adopt. We were going to give a child a happy home. I pictured some poor little mite in a war-torn country gazing at me through the bars of her iron cot. Dressed in rags she looked up at me, her huge blue eyes begging me to take her away to a safe, warm place. I bent down to hold her hand and, slowly, she began to smile at me, her pinched little face lighting up.

‘That’s the first time Svetlana has ever smiled,’ gasped the director of the orphanage. I beamed back at the beautiful little girl. I was special, she was special. We were made for each other.

I imagined James holding Svetlana in his arms as we burst through the arrivals gate in the airport. Our families, gathered to greet us, were holding ‘Welcome home, Svetlana’ banners and big red ‘Congratulations!’ balloons. I saw them ‘oohing’ and ‘aahing’ when they first met our beautiful, smiling daughter. James and I beamed at each other, proud parents at last. Fast-forwarding twenty years, I saw myself cheering as Svetlana won the best actress award at the Oscars for her portrayal of a deaf musician fighting against the odds to become a world-class pianist. In her acceptance speech she thanked everyone and then, pausing for maximum effect, she said, ‘But most of all I want to thank my mother for saving my life. If it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t be here today. This Oscar is for you, Mum, you are the person I love and admire most in the world. I owe everything to you …’ I nodded and bowed my head as the audience rose to its feet to applaud me.

‘Emma, what on earth are you doing? The sausages are burning.’ James pushed me aside and pulled the pan off the hob, staring at his blackened breakfast. ‘Are you all right? What’s going on?’

‘Nothing,’ I snapped, embarrassed at being caught bowing and waving to the cream of Hollywood.

James shrugged and took over the cooking. He was well used to finding me daydreaming. When he was halfway through his scrambled eggs and burnt sausages, I announced that I was going to call the adoption people.

‘Today?’ he asked.

‘Yes, today. No point in wasting any more time. We might as well get going.’

‘OK, well, will you get them to send us out all the relevant information so we can go through it before making the final decision?’

‘What do you mean, final decision?’

‘I’d just like to know a bit more about the process before plunging in, that’s all.’

James had been a bit reluctant at first about the whole adoption thing. He was worried about the child’s medical history, its family medical history, abuse, Aids … But I said that everything was a leap of faith. Having kids of your own was scary too. Then I brought up his mad uncle Harry who had a fetish for exposing himself to people, but had three sons who were completely normal and well-balanced. Who could tell what genes and mental or medical foibles were going to be passed down? It was unknown and mostly inexplicable territory, but we couldn’t live our lives in fear. After much discussion and debate, James had agreed to the adoption, so I was none too pleased with this ‘final decision’ comment.

‘James,’ I said, trying to be patient, ‘we discussed this – at length. We agreed to go ahead with it. I’m not ringing up to ask for an information pack, I’m calling to put our names down on the list.’

‘All right, fine, but will you ask them to send us some guidelines. I just don’t think it’s as straightforward as you seem to think it is.’

‘Don’t be silly, every time you turn on the TV there are orphaned children staring out at you, desperate for good homes. Besides, after the last two years, it’ll be a piece of cake,’ I said, brimming with confidence. There was no way this could be more difficult than trying to get pregnant. Adoption was going to be a walk in the park compared to that. I couldn’t wait to get started.

Later that day when James had gone off to training, I called the Adoption Board. James had been promoted from assistant coach to manager and head coach of the Leinster rugby team, so he was putting in even more time at work. Leinster had lost in the semi-final of the European Cup to Toulouse the year before and James had gone into mourning for weeks. So he was determined to win the Cup this year and was giving the team his undivided attention. I just hoped his training schedule wasn’t going to clash with our adoption schedule.

‘Hello,’ snapped a grouchy voice at the end of the phone.

‘Oh, hello, I’m ringing to adopt a baby,’ I announced.

The woman sighed, ‘Hold the line.’

‘Hello,’ snapped an equally grumpy-sounding colleague.

‘Yes, hello, I would like to adopt a baby, please.’

‘Have you filled out the Intercountry Adoption Form?’

‘The Inter what?’

‘The form. Have you filled it out?’

‘No, I haven’t filled out anything,’ I said, beginning to feel a bit grumpy myself. What was wrong with these women? Why were they being so rude? And what on earth did she mean by Intercountry? Maybe I had misheard and she meant Intercounty. Yes, that must be it; she needed to know what county I was from in Ireland.

‘Address.’

‘Sorry?’

‘I need your address so I can send you the Intercountry Adoption Form.’

‘Did you say Intercounty?’

‘No, dear, I said Intercountry. As in Ireland and China – not Dublin and Cork.’

‘But why would I want one of those forms? Isn’t it easier and quicker to get an Irish baby? There must be hundreds of young teenage mothers who give up their babies for adoption.’

The woman snorted. ‘Single mothers, give up their babies? Where have you been for the last ten years? Irish baby, ha ha, that’s the best I ever heard.’

I was now really angry. How dare this old boot laugh at me? Sure, I had fantasized about adopting a child from a war-torn country, but realistically it’d be a lot easier and a lot less hassle to get a local baby.

‘So what are you saying – I can’t adopt an Irish child?’

‘There are no Irish babies up for adoption. There were four in total last year. Four in the whole country and we have thousands of parents looking to adopt and a huge backlog. Intercountry is the only option. Do you want a form sent out or not?’

‘Yes, please,’ I said, feeling utterly deflated.

‘Address?’

I gave her my address and hung up. I was reeling. Four Irish babies in the whole country! A huge backlog of parents with the only option being Intercountry. What did that mean? How big was the backlog? What countries were involved in Intercountry? Did it include England? With James being English, maybe we’d have a good chance of getting an English baby. But if the single mothers in Ireland were keeping their babies, the single mothers in England were probably doing the same.

I had imagined I’d ring up and they’d say, ‘Thank you for calling. What a wonderful person you must be to want to adopt a child. When can we meet you? We have hundreds of children waiting to be placed …’ I never imagined I’d be barked at, laughed at and then hustled off the phone.

As I sat there lurching between wanting to cry and wanting to call back and tell the woman exactly what I thought of her and her attitude, the phone rang. It was my mother.

‘Who were you on to? I’ve been trying to get through for the past ten minutes.’

‘The adoption people,’ I said, without thinking.

‘What?’

I wanted to bite my tongue in half. How on earth could I have been so casual? Telling my mother that we were going to adopt a baby required build up. It should have started with lots of subtle hints about the wonders of adoption. Throw in a few stories about people I knew she’d heard of who had successfully adopted – Mum loved Mia Farrow and thought her multiple adoptions were wonderful. She was always saying how it was the Irish blood in Mia (her mother was the famous Irish actress Maureen O’Sullivan) that made Mia such a good and charitable person. After a series of long discussions about Mia’s successful adoptions, I should then have just hinted that we were thinking of going down that route ourselves. Never, but never should I have pounced the news on her as I had just done. And, let’s face it, I had thirty-five years’ practice – well, I only started talking at three, but you get the idea – so it was a very stupid mistake on my part.

‘Adoption people? What on earth are you at, Emma? Lord save us, you’ve only been trying for a family for a short while, what in God’s name are you rushing into that for? I’d say they laughed you out of the place.’

‘No, actually they didn’t. They’re sending me out the application forms today and I’ve been trying to get pregnant for two years which is not a short time. It feels like an eternity to me.’

What the hell, I had landed myself in it now, I might as well ram the point home.

‘Pffff, eternity my eye. You young ones expect everything to happen instantly. Life’s not like that. Application forms? I never heard the like. It takes time to get pregnant. Rushing out and adopting the first child that comes along is foolish. What does James think of all this madness?’

‘He is one hundred per cent behind me. He thinks it’s fantastic, in fact it was his idea,’ I lied.

My mother thought James was the bee’s knees and the cat’s pyjamas. He could do no wrong in her eyes. The fact that I had managed to marry someone who was normal, stable, extremely attractive and successful had thrown her completely. You couldn’t blame her really because before James there had been a string of abnormal, unstable, unattractive losers. The icing on the cake was the fact that James was English – she seemed to think I’d married a young David Niven. The fact that James looked and acted nothing like the actor was irrelevant. He sounded a bit like him and that was good enough for Mum. She loved telling all her Bridge cronies about her wonderful ‘English’ son-in-law. Don’t get me wrong, I loved my mother, but sometimes I wished she worked. Her three children were all grown up now and she had too much time on her hands. My younger brother Sean had been living in London for over ten years and my sister Babs – my parents’ afterthought – was now a bolshie twenty-three-year-old student who ignored her. So Mum’s spare time was spent focusing a lot on me, my marriage, my attempts to get pregnant and now the adoption.

‘I somehow doubt that James had anything to do with this hair-brained scheme to adopt. You should …’

‘So, Mum, what did you call for?’ I said as firmly as I could without being short.

‘Well, I was just calling to tell you about Frances Moran.’

‘Who?’

‘You know Frances well – you used to play together when you were kids.’

‘I have no idea who she is.’

‘Oh, for goodness sake, you used to pal around with her and sure isn’t her brother the managing director of that mobile phone company … what’s this his name is? Greg … no … Gary … no … Gerry, is it?’

‘I’ve no idea who you’re talking about.’

‘Well, anyway, didn’t Frances go to Turkey on her holidays and get engaged to a waiter out there. Her poor mother is beside herself.’

‘Well, if she’s happy what’s so terrible about it?’

‘Happy? With a Turkish waiter she met on a week’s package holiday? Sure, everyone knows he’s only marrying her to get a visa to come over here.’

‘Maybe it’s true love,’ I said, defending my childhood pal who I had no recollection of ever meeting.

‘Come on now, Emma, don’t be ridiculous. Frances was always a bit wild. I remember when you used to … oh, actually, now that I think of it, it wasn’t you she was pally with at all, it was Sean. I better go and ring him to fill him in. OK, bye.’

‘Bye,’ I said into the empty receiver.

When James came home later that evening I told him about the adoption people being rude and not having any local babies and having to adopt abroad …

‘I hate to say I told you so,’ he said, saying it anyway, ‘but I did warn you that this wouldn’t be easy.’

‘I don’t understand why it’s so hard. I mean Mum’s school friend saw a documentary one time about the orphanages in Romania and the next day she hopped on a plane. A week later, she came back with a kid under each arm. They were delighted to let the children go.’

‘First of all, I doubt very much it happened quite like that and, second of all, that was ten years ago, times have changed.’

James is one of those guys who will never let you get away with exaggerating. I like to exaggerate; I like to say it took me three hours to get home when it actually only took an hour and ten minutes. I think it makes for a better story. James, on the other hand, likes facts to remain facts and not turn into fiction. When he pulled other people up on it, I thought it was smart and funny, when he did it to me I wanted to poke his eyes out.

‘That is how it happened actually. I’ve seen pictures of her carrying the two babies out of the orphanage. She was carrying her little girl in her arms and holding the little boy’s hand. They looked as if they were a normal family – except for the fact that the kids look nothing like her. Anyway, the point is, we’ll have to go abroad to adopt because there are no Irish babies.’

‘I expected that. I read an article recently which said that something like 80 per cent of all adopted children in Western Europe are foreign.’

‘Well, next time don’t keep the statistics to yourself, share them with me so I don’t go making a fool of myself. So what do you think?’

‘About having Ling Su Wong as a daughter? I dunno, but if she looks like Lucy Liu from Charlie’s Angels, I’m OK with it,’ he said, finding himself very entertaining.
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A week later I called over to Lucy’s flat. Lucy is my best friend. We were in school and college together and she is an all round fab person. Until last year she was single and beginning to get a bit angry about it, but then I set her up with Donal – the captain of James’s rugby team. Donal is a bit rough around the edges – there is a touch of the caveman about him – but underneath it all he is a really good guy. After a rocky start they fell madly in love and have now decided to move in together.

I arrived at Lucy’s apartment which looked as if a bomb had hit it. For someone who was normally so organized both in work – she had one of those ball-breaking management consultant-type jobs – and at home, Lucy was looking unusually frazzled. I sat down on her bed and watched her sift through her belongings.

‘I just don’t know what to bring and what to leave behind. What happens when you move in? Where do I put my Tampax? Do we have sex every night? Do I need to wear hot underwear every day? Help, Emma,’ said Lucy, as she sifted through her gorgeous La Perla underwear. Looking good was not going to be a problem for Lucy, I thought, as I picked up a beautiful midnight-blue lace bra. Apart from her gorgeous underwear, she was tall, slim and good looking with long thick black hair. Lucky Donal.

I on the other hand was five foot four, ginger and a little chunky around the hip area. I’m not saying I didn’t scrub up well, but first thing in the morning I was not a pretty sight. Poor old James was subjected to my M&S cotton underwear and was lucky if the colours matched. As for suspenders, I hadn’t worn them since the first time we had sex to conceive – as opposed to ‘just for the sake of it’ sex. Maybe I should get new underwear. It couldn’t be pleasant to have to look at my big white ass in sexless cotton knickers. I’d have to make more of an effort. I’d look up the Ann Summers’ website when I got home and order some gear. Spice things up a bit. No sex toys or anything, just some hot lingerie to detract from my flabby thighs.

‘Relax, it’ll all be fine. You’ll just find your own rhythm. And no, you don’t have to wear suspender belts every day. Well, I don’t anyway.’

‘I’m very glad to hear it,’ said Lucy. ‘Seeing someone twice a week is manageable. You get your hair blow-dried, you put on your best underwear and it’s all great. But on a daily basis it’d be hard to keep up. What about sex though? On the one hand I’m worried he’ll be gagging for it 24/7 and on the other I’m worried he won’t want it at all. I keep reading about couples who move in together and their sex life dies. They go from not being able to keep their hands off each other to only having sex once every few weeks.’

‘To be honest, Lucy, my sex life has been so regimented over the last two years I can’t remember what we were like before that. Maybe you should ask Jess?’

Lucy looked at me and raised her eyebrows. We giggled. I had forgotten about the night Jess confessed to not having had sex for eight months after the birth of her first child. Jess was our other best friend. She was married with two children and was finding it hard going. The good news was that she had got back to having sex only three months after her second child was born.

‘I’m going to miss this apartment, it’s been a real haven for me,’ said Lucy, looking around her lovely cream and beige apartment. ‘Donal’s place is a bit smelly and bare. It’s a real bachelor pad.’

‘Just think of all the fun you’ll have doing it up and making your mark,’ I said, doing my best Pollyanna impression.

‘God, Emma, I’m really scared,’ admitted Lucy, in a rare display of vulnerability that made my heart melt. ‘What if it doesn’t work out and I end up on my own again?’

‘Hey,’ I said, giving her a hug, ‘you’re going to be fine. Donal worships the ground you walk on. I’ve never seen you this happy with a guy. You’re made for each other. It’ll be fine.’

‘Yeah, but it’s not just the two of us, is it?’ said Lucy, referring to Donal’s niece Annie. Five years ago when Annie was ten, her parents – Donal’s sister Paula and her husband Tom – were killed in a car crash. Paula had named Donal as legal guardian to Annie. So Donal had moved back to Ireland from the UK, where he was playing rugby professionally, to look after his niece. She was in boarding school now and only got out one weekend in six, but little orphan Annie had reacted very badly when Donal told her that Lucy was moving in. She clearly didn’t want another woman taking Donal away from her, so Lucy was understandably nervous about dealing with a fifteen-year-old who hated her.

‘Don’t worry about Annie, she’ll come around. She obviously just has abandonment issues being an orphan and all that. She’ll love you when she gets to know you. Speaking of adoption, I called the Health Board and they told me I have to go overseas to get a baby, so we could end up with the united colours of Benetton!’

‘What happened to all the Irish babies?’

‘There are none. It’s weird actually that you will be kind of adopting Annie – well, being lumped with her – at the same time that I’m trying to adopt a baby.’

‘God, that is a bit weird. You can come over and practise your parenting skills on Annie if you like, she’s out in three weeks. Come on, I better get all my stuff moved in before she has a chance to change Donal’s mind.’

A few days later Lucy was unpacking her boxes in Donal’s house when he strolled into the bathroom and saw his cupboard – the one that used to hold a bar of soap and a toothbrush – crammed full of products.

‘What’s all this?’ he asked.

‘Oh, it’s just stuff for my hair. I’ll need to buy a new cabinet for my other products, there’s no room in here.’

‘Hair products?’ said Donal, gazing down at the numerous bottles cluttering up his sink. He picked one up: ‘Kerastase Aqua-Oleum, Nang-nutrition – nourishing recharge … What the hell does that mean? Is it in Chinese? Frizz-ease, mirror image heat-activated laminator,’ he read. ‘Laminator! For your hair? Whatever happened to shampoo? Ah, Jesus, Lucy, you’ve got to be kidding me. Is there one product for each hair on your head?’

‘Donal, it takes time, energy, money and good products for a girl’s hair to look good, so buzz off and leave me to it.’

Donal shook his head and walked into his bedroom. Lucy heard a roar.

‘What the hell?’

She followed him in and saw him staring at his wardrobe which was now filled with her shoes – just the fifty pairs.

‘How in God’s name could anyone in their right mind need all these shoes. You have – one, two, three … eight pairs of black boots in here.’

‘They’re all totally different,’ said Lucy.

‘Fifteen pairs of little strappy shoes! We live in Ireland, not Barbados.’

‘I wear my Jimmy Choos every Saturday night. I’ll let you in on a little secret – women suffer to look good.’

‘Jimmy what?’ asked Donal.

‘Choo, he makes amazing shoes.’

‘What’s the story with all the Chinese stuff? Hair products and now shoemakers. Whatever happened to Head and Shoulders and Clarks shoes?’

‘Some of us actually moved out of the seventies. It’s really quite liberating. You should try it.’

‘All the Chinese wear is those old flip flops, so why would I want them to make my shoes? Hey,’ said Donal, staring at the wall, ‘where’s my poster gone?’

‘If you are referring to that tacky picture of Pamela Anderson in a thong, it’s in the bin.’

‘What? I love that picture. It’s good for the soul to wake up to a beautiful sight every day. I open my eyes in the morning and there she is winking at me. It’s fantastic. Where is she till I put her back up?’

‘You’re joking?’ said Lucy, looking appalled. ‘If you think that I’m going to have those plastic boobs staring down at me every morning, you’ve got another think coming.’

‘They may be plastic, but they look fantastic. Seeing Pammie helps me get motivated in the morning. She gets me going. Right, where’s the poster?’

‘Donal, it may have escaped your notice, but you are now in your thirties. It’s time to take down the teenage posters. Not to mention the fact that you are about to embark on a new living arrangement which includes me, your girlfriend, sharing your bedroom. If you want to look at someone’s breasts, look at mine.’

Donal looked down at Lucy’s chest. ‘Lucy, it may have escaped your notice that two fried eggs do not have the same impact as two large melons.’

Lucy’s first night living with Donal was spent alone in his bed, while he slept in Annie’s room. When she woke up the next morning Donal was standing beside the bed with a tray.

‘Breakfast in bed,’ he announced as he placed the tray on her lap. ‘As you will see to the left we have a mound of shredded paper which was formerly the lovely Ms Anderson with the horrible big plasticky boobs. To the right we have two perfectly rounded, beautifully shaped fried eggs and a rose. You have to say you forgive me because I can’t spend another night in that tiny bed. My legs were frozen. I’m an athlete and we sportsmen need our limbs to be kept warm at all times.’

‘You’re a world-class idiot all right,’ said Lucy, smiling. ‘You’re forgiven – this time.’

Donal hopped into the bed and snuggled up to Lucy. Placing his hands on her fried eggs he asked, ‘Any chance of some action?’

Lucy elbowed him sharply in the ribs.

‘Ouch.’

‘Don’t push your luck, sunshine. You’re lucky to be allowed to lie beside me. Sex is not on the menu this morning. You’ll have to do a lot more grovelling first.’

Donal hopped up and knelt in front of her, ‘I’m so sorry, Lucy, I will never mention Pammie again. You’re the most beautiful girl in the world, not only have you a sensational body but you are also a beautiful person inside. You are the woman I have dreamt of meeting all my life. I had given up all hope of meeting someone special until I met you. You, Lucy, have changed my life. I cannot believe how lucky I am. Now can we have sex?’

What the hell, thought Lucy. She was only depriving herself as well.
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A week later I received an official-looking letter addressed to Mrs Hamilton. I still hadn’t got used to being called Mrs Hamilton. Mind you, I had been delighted to be able to change to Hamilton, because my maiden name was Burke. When your name is Burke, you have to try harder to fit in than other people with nice normal-sounding surnames. ‘Oi, Burke head’ was the highly amusing nickname that Sandra Teehan called me on my first day in senior school. The first day at a new school is difficult enough without being singled out during roll call and sniggered at by the entire class. Although Lucy, my best friend from down the road, joined the school at the same time as me, she was in a different class – the one with all the other geniuses. I was in the class with the just-about-average girls, only one class up from the real thickos.

Sandra made my life fairly miserable in the first few months of school. She was the ‘cool’ girl in the class, in the way that at twelve years of age the loudest girl in the class always is. She had a group of mates who laughed at everything she said and a lot of their time was spent poking fun at me and my stupid name. Meanwhile, I was sitting beside the class super-swot Fiona, who constantly followed the teachers around, trying to befriend them, and regularly snitched on her classmates. The last thing I needed was to be lumbered with a snitch. I was desperate to be in with the ‘cool’ gang, but they were having none of me. Lucy meanwhile was hanging out with her classmates and having a ball. All the clever girls stuck together, even at lunch break. Lucy, I’m sorry to say, gave Judas Iscariot some stiff competition – she completely disowned me. As if that wasn’t bad enough, after blanking me during school hours, she’d call around to my house at the weekends to hang out with me.

And so I spent my lunch breaks being ignored by my so-called best mate, trying to avoid Sandra and her gang and also running away from Fiona so as not to be tarnished with her super-grass reputation, which left me pretty much alone. I used to take refuge in the loo, and read Little Women, feeling a great kinship with the main character Jo. I, like her, was an outsider. I felt very sorry for myself indeed. I lay awake at night dreaming up different ways of torturing Sandra. I wanted to inflict pain on her, I wanted her to suffer. I agonized over how I could get out from under her when it suddenly came to me – if I studied hard every night and did really well in my Christmas exams, I’d be moved up a class. Sandra was not the sharpest knife in the drawer, so the likelihood of her ever following me up a grade was slim to none. I lay in bed and grinned; all I had to do was study.

For the next five weeks I studied late into the night. My parents were surprised by the sudden turnaround. No longer was I interested in watching TV and listening to records, I dashed up the stairs after school and didn’t reappear. I sat the exams at Christmas, and for the first time in my life knew the answers to everything. My results shocked both my parents and me, and I was duly upgraded a class. I was now in the second cleverest class as opposed to the second thickest. My parents were delighted, as was I.

When we went back to school after the Christmas holidays I felt like a new person. Over mince pies and cream in my house, I had confronted Lucy on her disloyal behaviour and she had promised to be an in-school friend as well as an out-of-school friend, provided I started behaving a bit more normally and stopped hiding in the loo at lunchtime.

‘I know it’s mean, Emma, but everyone thinks you’re a bit odd and if I hang around with you I’ll get slagged too. So just try to be more normal and hang out with the cool people in your new class. Jess Curran’s quite cool, so try and be in her gang.’

Harsh words, but good advice. Jess was very cool – she had spiky hair and was going steady with a boy called Mark. We became great friends – so much so, that Lucy ended up being jealous of our friendship and felt decidedly left out. After letting her sweat it out for a few weeks, I eventually invited her over to hang out at my house with Jess and we became the Three Amigos. When Sandra tried to slag me, Jess told her that as she was both fat and ugly, she’d really need to work on her personality or she’d end up an old spinster with a dried-up fanny. Coming from a girl who actually had a boyfriend, this was a crushing put-down. Sandra never bothered me again.

I still occasionally raise this Judas interlude with Lucy over a bottle or three of wine and she lurches from teary apologies to telling me to get over myself, reminding me that it happened over two decades ago and that she has spent the last twenty-three years making up for it by being a top friend – which is true.

I opened the letter addressed to Mrs Hamilton. It was from the adoption board thanking me for my enquiry in relation to intercountry adoption and saying it would be processed in accordance with standard procedures. They enclosed two booklets to provide me with some information – James would be pleased with that – and an application form for assessment. Along with the application form we were required to provide originals of: long-form birth certificates, a long-form marriage certificate and any documents relating to previous marriages.

The application form was accompanied by three pages of application guidance notes. I skimmed over them, most of them didn’t relate to us. They were things like – if we were not married then only one of us could apply to adopt, we had to be resident in the country for at least a year before adopting … but the last point caught my attention. It was about providing referees. The referees we chose had to know us both very well and know our families and at least one of the referees had to have children.

Yikes. The only couples we knew well who had children were James’s brother Henry and his awful wife Imogen who lived in England, and my friends Jess and Tony who had two kids. The only problem was that I hadn’t spent a whole lot of time with Jess’s kids. Truth be told, I had kind of avoided seeing them. I found it really difficult to be around babies, so I barely knew little Sally and Roy. As for Imogen’s children, her son Thomas was a brat, but I was fond of her twin girls, especially my goddaughter Sophie, although I hadn’t actually seen her since the christening, nearly a year before. By the looks of things, James and I would have to start hanging out at Jess and Tony’s to try to bond with their kids. The notes said that our referees would have to send in a written reference and be visited by a social worker to discuss the reference more thoroughly. Obviously that ruled out Henry and Imogen – I doubted somehow that the adoption board were going to fork out for a social worker to pop over to Sussex for a few days to interview them. It’d have to be Jess and Tony and I’d get Lucy to be the other referee.

I filled James in about the letter and the need for two referees over dinner, and then told him who they were going to be. He looked up at me and shook his head.

‘Hold on, Emma. Deciding who our referees are going to be is not a snap decision. We need to think about it.’

‘What’s to think about? I’ve just told you who they’re going to be. We don’t need to analyse it for hours, it’s been decided.’

‘By you, without consulting me.’

‘For goodness sake, it’s no big deal, they’ll be great referees.’

James picked up the form and began to read the notes on referees.

‘It says here that the referees should know both partners very well. Jess, Tony and Lucy are all your friends. We need someone who knows me and my family well.’

‘Like who?’

‘Like my brother,’ said James. ‘Oh no, it says they can’t be family members.’

‘Exactly,’ I said, pretending I had read the small print. Phew – that totally ruled out Henry and Imogen. Thank God, because I knew that Imogen didn’t like me at all. She was one of those loud, overbearing, horsey types, and every time she rang or saw me she’d demand to know why I wasn’t pregnant. Thankfully I had geography on my side, so I only saw her once a year when we went over to visit James’ parents.

‘All right then, I’ll ask Donal.’

‘Yeah, right.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he’s a male chauvinist pig.’

‘This is the man you set your best friend up with.’

‘Yes, because Lucy is well able for him. She gives as good as she gets. He’d frighten the life out of some poor gentle social worker.’

‘Apart from the fact that Donal has been my best friend since we met seven years ago, he’s also bringing up Annie pretty much on his own. He’s the perfect candidate.’

‘As is Lucy as stepmother to Annie, on top of which she spends all day negotiating and dealing with difficult clients. Lucy can be very persuasive, you know, which is exactly what we need. We want the social worker to be convinced that we will be ideal parents.’

‘Having your two best friends as referees is simply not going to work. It has to be balanced, Emma. It says so here,’ said James, tapping his finger on the form. ‘The referees need to know both of us very well. What about Paddy and Sarah? They’ve got kids.’

Paddy was the full-back on James’s team and was a nice guy, but his wife Sarah was the most almighty handbrake you ever met and aggressive to boot. I have actually never seen her with her coat off. When we go out, she sits there with a puss on her face, coat on, handbag in her lap sipping a fizzy water, unless she’s feeling particularly wild in which case it’ll be a pineapple juice. The first time I met her, I had only just started seeing James and was still at the stage where I had to down at least three sneaky drinks at home for Dutch courage before meeting up with him. By the time I met Sarah I had had an additional three drinks on an empty stomach. (That’s the other thing about the early dates – I wouldn’t eat all day in a lame attempt to have a flat stomach.) Anyway, James introduced me to Sarah who was, as usual, sitting down with her coat on. I went to sit down beside her in an attempt to be friendly. I was trying to make all James’s friends like me, so that they’d tell him what a great bird I was.

‘Hi, Sarah, nice to meet you,’ I said in super friendly mode, trying not to slur my words.

She sort of smiled, in that mean way where the person just about raises the ends of their lips, but shows no teeth. I like to see a set of gnashers myself. I find it a lot more genuine.

‘I heard James had a new girlfriend,’ she said, yanking her coat tail from under my bum. ‘So what do you do?’

‘I’ve just given up my job and am training to be a make-up artist. Isn’t that cool?’ I was still on a high from having made the decision. I had agonized over it for three years, so it was a huge relief to have finally made the break and resigned from my mind-numbingly boring job as a recruitment consultant. I was thoroughly enjoying my make-up classes. I had finally found something I was really good at … if I say so myself.

‘Make-up artist?’ said Sarah, not exactly whipping out the pom poms to cheer me on in my new career path.

Thankfully I was so delighted with myself that I didn’t really notice – although that could have had more to do with the drink than the happiness.

‘What do you do?’ I asked politely.

‘I’m one of the directors at Jones Kelly and McDonald. I’m the first woman ever to be made a director,’ she announced, assuming I knew the famous JKM firm. Needless to say, I had never heard of them.

‘Good for you,’ I enthused. ‘What do they do?’

She looked horrified. ‘They are the most prestigious public relations firm in the country – everyone has heard of them. Bernard Jones advises the president.’

‘Well
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