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For sisters




There are things that we don’t want to happen but have to accept, things we don’t want to know but have to learn, and people we can’t live without but have to let go.

Nancy Stephan, The Truth about Butterflies
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Sarah smiled to herself as two more bottles of wine were ordered. Some of the school mothers were getting very loose-tongued and it was extremely entertaining.

‘Wait until you hear this.’ Molly’s mum leaned forward and the others huddled and strained to hear her. She milked the attention, pausing for dramatic effect as she took a sip of her wine. Then, in a very loud attempt at a whisper, she said, ‘Did you know that Ethan Kennedy’s mother –’

‘Who’s Ethan Kennedy?’ Frank’s mum interrupted.

Molly’s mum frowned. She was not used to being cut across. Sarah suppressed a grin. Frank’s mum was new to the class and clearly still hadn’t figured out that Molly’s mum was queen bee. She’d want to cotton on quickly, Sarah thought, because Molly’s mum had a tongue like a sword.

‘He’s in the other second class. Small, weedy, with glasses,’ Molly’s mum said impatiently. ‘Anyway, his mum came home early from work last week to find her husband being serviced by the Brazilian au pair.’

Gasps, and some giggles, around the table.

‘What do you mean exactly?’ Frank’s mum was not playing the game.

Sarah sat back in her chair, enjoying the show.

‘What do you think I mean? He was getting a blow-job up against that marble-topped island she’s always boasting about.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Frank’s mum was shocked into silence.

‘That’s awful,’ a sympathetic voice said.

‘Mind you,’ Sally’s mum said, narrowing her eyes, ‘I wouldn’t mind if someone else serviced my husband. It’d save me the trouble.’

All of the women cracked up laughing, and Sarah couldn’t help laughing too, although she definitely didn’t want this to descend into drunken confessions about their sex lives. She was way too sober to deal with that.

‘In fact,’ Sally’s mum went on, ‘maybe we should put it in the contract. Au pair must be adept at looking after kids and servicing husband.’

‘Oh, come on, ladies, sex can still be mind-blowing,’ Sadie’s mum slurred. She was sitting opposite Sarah and had been drinking the wine as if it was water.

‘Wow, your husband must be a total stud.’ Bobby’s mum failed to hide the envy in her voice.

Sarah had seen Sadie’s dad at the school gate once and he certainly didn’t look like a stud, more like a dorky accountant.

Sadie’s mum snorted dismissively. ‘God, not him. I’m talking about my personal trainer. He’s Australian. I tell you, ladies, the sex is off the charts,’ she declared.

The other women’s eyes widened, and they oohed.

‘What’s his name and does he do house calls?’ a mother at the end of the table shouted, making them all laugh.

Sarah laughed along with them but, truth be told, she was uncomfortable with this level of private information being shared. If she ever saw Sadie’s dad again, she’d feel awful knowing about his wife’s extra-marital carry-on. This was exactly what she’d been dreading about tonight. Being pregnant and not drinking, she’d known it would be a bit of an effort. On nights like these you needed a glass of wine to relax you. After all, none of these women were her friends. They were a bunch of mothers thrown together by one solitary common denominator: their children were in the same class.

Sarah was always careful to be friendly, but not too friendly. She didn’t want to get sucked into any of the little cliques and listen to gossip about other children or parents. She’d been stung badly as a teenager. She knew what it was like to be part of a group and think they were your true friends, only to be dumped when one of their ex-boyfriends fancied you. It wasn’t Sarah’s fault Brian Morrissey had taken a shine to her, but Georgia had taken it very badly. Suddenly, Sarah had found herself on the receiving end of bitchy comments, lies about being a flirt, a slut and a bad friend. Georgia and the others had dumped her unceremoniously. Sarah had spent the last year of school enduring the days, waiting to get the hell out of there. She’d been wary of groups of women ever since. Once bitten, twice shy.

She’d seen school mums becoming best friends, only to fall out a few months later when they realized they didn’t have much in common. Sarah had no interest in that type of drama. She’d had enough of it as a teenager. She had friends, but she’d never allowed herself to get really close to any women since her schooldays. She didn’t need that tight female bond because she had Mia. Having a sister she was so close to meant that she always had someone to talk to or confide in. She had grown up with a ready-made best friend, so she wasn’t as needy as some of the other women she met who had no sisters or didn’t get on with the ones they had. Women needed a best friend, and Sarah knew she was lucky that hers happened to be her sister. It was Mia she had gone to when Georgia and her gang were horrible to her. It was Mia who had told her to hold her head high and ‘ignore those bitches’.

Molly’s mum suddenly turned her laser focus on Sarah. ‘You must have insider school gossip. Your sister’s a teacher and the deputy head. Come on, Sarah, spill the beans. Are any of the teachers shagging each other? That Mr Grogan’s fit. I’d shag him myself,’ she said, laughing too loudly.

Sarah smiled patiently. ‘As you know, Mia is the most discreet and professional person you could ever meet. I know nothing.’

‘I don’t believe you. Come on, we won’t tell anyone, will we, girls?’ She poked Sarah in the chest.

Sarah swallowed the urge to bend the finger backwards and kept smiling. ‘I’ve got nothing to tell you. Honestly.’

‘You’re no fun.’

‘Give her a break. She’s driving and we’re all drunk,’ Tim’s mum said, waving her glass in Sarah’s direction.

‘Eshcuse me, I am not drunk,’ Sadie’s mum slurred.

‘Paralytic more like,’ Mary muttered.

‘Embarrassing,’ Rebecca’s mum agreed. ‘She’s so tacky.’

Sarah would take Sadie’s mum’s drunkenness over these two witches judging everyone and everything. She got up to go to the toilet. It was time to leave before people got more confessional and judgemental. She didn’t want to know about their private lives and she had no intention of discussing hers. Nor did she want to see someone who’d drunk too much being judged by pious, disapproving women.

She wove her way through the overheated restaurant towards the sanctuary of the Ladies. It was empty and the window in the corner was open, which gave her some much-needed air. She splashed some water on her red cheeks, then went into a cubicle and locked the door. Even though she was only eleven weeks pregnant, her bladder was already causing havoc. She was just buttoning her trousers when she heard the door open and voices.

‘Oh, my God, she’s so drunk, it’s mortifying. She’s going to wake up tomorrow and die. Does she actually think we’re impressed by her shagging some Australian half her age?’

‘He’s bound to give her an STD.’

Sarah winced, feeling sorry for Sadie’s mum. That was why she never gave away any private information: it only gave people a reason to gossip about you.

‘How’s Rebecca getting on?’

‘To be honest, I’m not a bit happy about the class.’

Sarah recognized their voices. Mya’s and Rebecca’s mums. They were Tiger Mothers, über-ambitious for their kids. They had the girls so over-scheduled, they constantly looked exhausted.

‘Why?’

‘Because that girl Izzy is holding the class back.’

Sarah froze.

‘Do you think?’

‘Totally. She’s the youngest and the stupidest. She should be put into the class below. Rebecca said she’s always getting stuck on maths and holding up the lesson. It’s ridiculous.’

‘Now that you mention it, Mya did say that Izzy is reading the Secret Seven books. Can you believe it? Mya read those two years ago. She’s clearly not very bright.’

Every hair on Sarah’s body was standing on end. Her breathing quickened and she felt nauseous.

‘She’s sucking up Miss Dixon’s time because she’s so slow to catch on. Rebecca said she’s quite babyish, too. She’s clearly immature. I wanted to speak to the headmistress, but then I realized that the deputy head is Izzy’s aunt, which means we have no hope of getting her moved down.’

‘Well, unless we get a few of the other mums to ask. If five or six of us complain, it might work. They’d have to listen to us then. We can’t have our kids being slowed down by a girl with a low IQ. I don’t care who she’s related to.’

‘You’re right. How about I set up a WhatsApp group and invite some of the other mums to join and see how they feel? I’ll have a word with –’

Sarah flung open the cubicle door, which banged against the wall. The two women spun around and stared at her, open-mouthed.

‘You should always make sure there is no one in the cubicle before you set about slating an innocent child,’ Sarah snapped at them. She was so angry, and their daft shocked faces made her even angrier. ‘How dare you speak about Izzy like that? She’s keeping up just fine, thank you very much. She’s a very happy, well-balanced child, which is more than I can say for your overworked, miserable kids. Then again, no wonder they look so unhappy. They’re being raised by malicious, spiteful bitches.’

Sarah pushed past them and walked back to the others, legs shaking. Trying to look composed, she told them she was heading off, left money on the table and made a swift, if slightly wobbly exit.

When she got to her car, she fell sideways into the seat. Her whole body was trembling. She tucked her legs in and closed the door. She’d never spoken to anyone like that in her life. She felt elated and proud of herself, sticking up for Izzy, but she was also worried about the repercussions. No doubt those two witches were panning her to the other mums. She could see them now, loving the drama, telling the others that Sarah had verbally abused them and playing down what they’d said about Izzy. Lovely, innocent Izzy. Sarah felt tears prick her eyes. She’d never let anyone hurt Izzy. She’d never, ever let Izzy be bullied or made to feel left out. Never.

She needed to talk to someone, to process what had just happened. She picked up her phone.

‘Hi.’ Her sister answered on the first ring.

‘You’re not going to believe what just happened.’

‘Aren’t you on a class mums night out?’

‘Yes. Things got a bit messy. I need to discuss it with you. Can I call in?’

‘Of course. I’m intrigued.’

Sarah drove to Mia’s house, threw the car up on the pavement outside, rushed up to the front door and rang the bell.

After a minute, Riley opened the door. She was wearing tartan pyjama bottoms and a black hoodie. Black eyeliner was smudged around her eyes. ‘Hi, Sarah.’

‘Hi, love.’ Sarah kissed her teenage niece’s cheek. ‘Not out tonight?’

Riley rolled her eyes. ‘As if. The Wicked Witch of the West has grounded me for two weeks because I got home an hour late last night.’

Sarah smiled. ‘Well, curfews are there for a reason.’

‘Come on! I’m nearly sixteen. Having to be home at eleven is ridiculous. She’s a tyrant.’

Sarah laughed and put her arm around her niece’s shoulders. ‘No, she isn’t, she’s just protective of you. I would be, too. I love you too much to have anything bad happen to you, which is exactly what your mother’s thinking.’

Riley rested her head against Sarah’s shoulder. ‘Will you talk to her? I really want to go to a party next Friday.’

Sarah kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ll put in a good word for you, but you have to be back at whatever time she says, OK?’

Riley hugged her tightly. ‘I will, I promise. If you get her to agree, I’ll love you even more than I already do.’

Mia opened the kitchen door. ‘I thought I heard voices. Come in, I’m dying to hear what happened.’

‘Sounds interesting, what’s the gossip?’ Johnny asked, from the kitchen table, where he was nursing a beer.

Sarah smiled at her brother-in-law. ‘Stupid school mums’ dinner that went a bit awry.’

‘A cat fight?’ Johnny’s eyes twinkled.

‘Not quite, but not far off. I behaved quite badly.’

‘You?’ Johnny looked surprised. ‘I don’t believe that for a minute. You didn’t even snap when a barman poured an entire pint of Guinness over a brand new dress, remember?’

‘Must be the pregnancy hormones. I lost it tonight,’ Sarah said, taking off her coat and hanging it on the back of one of the kitchen chairs. ‘Brace yourselves.’ She sat down and filled them in on her lively evening.

‘What?’ Mia threw back her head and laughed. ‘God, I wish I’d been there. Good for you! You couldn’t let those two cows get away with it. I’d say they nearly died. Everyone thinks you’re this calm, laidback person, but I know inside you’re a lioness who’ll defend her cub to the death. My God, I’d say they were in complete shock.’

Sarah giggled. ‘They did look pretty taken aback.’

‘Go, Sarah!’ Johnny grinned. ‘They deserved a tongue-lashing. Anyone who would say that about Izzy is a certified idiot.’

‘Yeah,’ Riley said. ‘How dare those bitches knock Izzy? She’s the best.’

‘Language,’ Mia said.

‘But they are bitches,’ Riley protested.

‘To be fair, they sound like it.’ Johnny backed up his daughter.

‘They are,’ Sarah agreed. ‘But, still, I’m not sure I was much better in the end. I may have slightly overreacted, but then again, I won’t let Izzy be picked on, no way. I’ve been there and it’s awful.’

‘Exactly,’ Mia said. ‘You were absolutely right to put them in their place. That’s just a horrible way to behave.’

‘Actually, I wanted to talk to you about Izzy and school,’ Sarah said.

Johnny stood up. ‘Right, Riley, let’s leave them to it. Come on, I recorded the new episode of The Young Offenders.’

‘Cool.’

‘Seriously, Johnny? It’s utter rubbish,’ Mia complained.

‘It’s good fun,’ he said, walking out of the room with his daughter in tow.

Sarah waited for the door to close, then asked her sister, ‘Mia, I need you to be honest with me. Is Izzy falling behind? Is she holding up the class?’

Mia shook her head firmly. ‘Absolutely not. As you know, I was a bit worried about her because she’s the youngest, but Izzy is well able to keep up, Sarah. She’s got more common sense than half of the kids in her class.’

‘Yes, but is she able to keep up academically?’ Sarah persisted. ‘The teacher said I need to encourage her to read more and help her learn her tables, but she never said there was a problem. Is there?’

‘She didn’t say there was because there isn’t. Look, you know I’d tell you if there was, for Izzy’s sake as much as yours. I speak to Vanessa Dixon all the time and Izzy is doing fine. Don’t let those women get into your head.’

Sarah exhaled, relief flooding her. Izzy was OK. She knew Mia would be honest. Mia was always honest, plus she had Izzy’s best interests at heart because she adored her.

‘I’m worried they might complain to the headmistress about Izzy, like they said, or after tonight they’ll probably complain about me.’

Mia snorted. ‘They wouldn’t dare, and if by some tiny chance they do, she’ll dismiss them. We see this type of parent every year, the ones who think their kids are geniuses and need to be challenged more. They want the teacher to give them more difficult maths problems and higher-level reading material. The head knows as well as I do that they’re delusional. Sure, their kids might be slightly ahead of the game at seven and eight, but in a year or two the others will all catch up. Honestly, Sarah, don’t worry. Keep calm – think of the baby.’

Sarah placed her hand protectively on her stomach. ‘Thanks, Mia, you’re a star.’

‘The only thing you need to worry about is looking after yourself and that little miracle inside you.’

Sarah smiled. The little thing inside her did feel like a miracle. It had been a long, bumpy road, but so worth it. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Mia.’

‘Thank God you were sober tonight. Imagine if you’d been drunk when you heard them.’ Mia giggled. ‘You’d probably have punched their lights out.’

Sarah laughed. ‘Well, that’s the last mums’ night out I’ll be going to, I can tell you. I don’t need that drama in my life.’

‘At least it’ll be something different to write in your diary.’

‘It’ll certainly make a change from my fairly boring entries recently.’ Sarah stifled a yawn. ‘Now that the adrenalin has died down, I feel exhausted.’

Mia nodded. ‘Go home and get some rest. For the moment, it’s probably best to stick to nights in with herbal tea and Netflix.’

Sarah groaned as she pulled on her coat. ‘I’ll have to go to the school gate in a wig and dark glasses.’

‘Hold your head high,’ Mia said, as she walked her sister to the front door. ‘You aren’t the one in the wrong.’

Sarah kissed her. ‘Night, Mia, and thanks.’

‘Sleep well.’

As Sarah drove home, she thought about Izzy, vowing to keep a close eye on her schoolwork and encourage her. She’d had her reservations about starting her in school when she was only four, and she often found herself wishing she’d stuck to her guns. But Adam had been so certain that an early start was right for Izzy. Her birthday was in June, which meant she started in junior infants when she was only four years and two months. Some of the other kids had turned five that summer, which gave them a big advantage, Sarah reckoned. Adam had argued and argued, insisting that Izzy was clever enough, ‘the next Sheryl Sandberg’ apparently, and that leaving school at almost nineteen was ridiculous. Sarah had argued, too, but he was so sure that she’d ended up giving in and enrolling Izzy. It was her fault, really, if it affected Izzy in the long run, and she hated herself for that.

She tried to push away the dark thoughts and focus on what Mia had said. She was right: she shouldn’t let those nasty women get into her head. She took a few deep breaths, reminding herself that Izzy was happy to go to school and ran out smiling each day. There was no evidence of her being under pressure. Thank God for Mia, who had always been her go-to person. Five years older, Mia had always seemed to know what to do and say. While Mia had been really close to their mum, it was to Mia that Sarah had always gone for advice or help. She was her rock. A rock that drove her nuts at times, but her rock, nonetheless.
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Mia opened the door to her daughter’s bedroom and stepped over the piles of clothes, the discarded shoes, the guitar lying on its side, the scattered schoolbooks and the damp towel. Riley was buried under her duvet, like a hibernating animal. Only a few strands of her long black hair were visible.

Mia tried to suppress her irritation at the state of the bedroom and not start the day with yet another argument. She gently shook the mound on the bed. ‘It’s seven thirty, Riley. Come on, up you get.’

Riley didn’t budge. Mia could hear her deep inhalations. How was it that teenagers never wanted to go to bed and then never wanted to get up? Mia shook her a little harder. Nothing. She put both hands on the duvet and rocked the body underneath.

The top of the duvet snapped back. ‘For God’s sake, you don’t have to be so rough.’

‘I tried to … Never mind. Just get up now or we’ll be late for school.’

Riley pulled the duvet back over her head and groaned.

Mia tried not to, but she couldn’t help herself. ‘And will you please clean up this mess?’

‘It’s a pigsty in here,’ Riley mimicked her mother’s voice.

‘Well, it is, Riley, seriously.’

‘It’s the middle of the night. Stop nagging.’

Mia left the room before she snapped at her daughter. All they did was argue these days – morning, noon and night. It was exhausting. Her friends said their teenagers had come out of the really moody stage at about sixteen. Only three months to go …

When Mia reached the kitchen, Johnny was sitting at the table sipping coffee, bent over his iPad, reading the news. ‘Is she up?’ he asked.

‘Nope, but she’s awake, so that’s something.’

Mia poured herself a coffee from the pot on the table. ‘Remember the days when you’d wake her and her face lit up with joy to see you?’

‘Yep,’ Johnny said.

‘I wish I’d cherished them more.’ She sighed.

Johnny waved his hand. ‘Ah, it’s only hormones. She’ll grow out of it. Give her some space.’

Mia gripped her cup. That was Johnny’s favourite line, ‘Give her some space’; the other was ‘Leave her be.’ But if you left a teenager ‘be’, and didn’t set boundaries and guidelines, they’d go wild. The rude way Riley spoke to Mia was bad enough. There was no way she was going to give her space to get drunk or take drugs.

Johnny had grown up with five brothers, and his parents had basically let them do whatever they wanted. They’d all turned out OK. Well, except for Stephen, who was ‘fond of the drink’, a.k.a. a raging alcoholic. Johnny reckoned it was a good way to grow up, free and unrestricted.

Mia’s parents had been very strict, especially her mum, who always knew where she and Sarah were, who they were with and what they were up to. True, sometimes it had been a bit much, but now Mia respected her mother’s concern.

But Mia didn’t want to be the ‘bad cop’ all the time with Riley. She was always the one chastising and disciplining. Sometimes she wished Johnny would step in and take the reins a bit more. She was the disciplinarian all day in school. As deputy head she had to deal with all the kids who got into trouble. She wanted to come home and take her foot off the pedal. But, no.

Johnny got to be Fun Dad, the parent who joked around and made Riley laugh. But it was Mia who had to keep on her back to study, have better manners, eat vegetables and on and on. She’d love to come home, kick off her shoes and ignore it if Riley was flaked out in front of the TV instead of doing her homework. Or not care if Riley never ate any vegetables or fruit. She’d love to ignore Riley’s rudeness when she was in one of her many teenage moods, but she couldn’t. Johnny kept saying, ‘She’ll grow out of it,’ but in the meantime Mia wasn’t going to let her become a monosyllabic, bad-mannered person.

She missed the old days when she’d been a lot more carefree, unburdened by responsibility and being the only breadwinner. She missed drinking too much wine and having spontaneous sex on the couch with Johnny. She missed laughing. Mia couldn’t remember the last time she’d belly-laughed. She was always worried about money. She had a permanent knot in her stomach. When did life get so tough? Where did all the fun go?

She looked at Johnny. She’d like to talk to him about it, to ask him to step up more with discipline and getting Riley to study, but she couldn’t nag her husband now. She needed to build up his confidence. He’d lost his job five months ago and she knew it upset him deeply that he wasn’t providing for them.

‘So, any meetings lined up?’ she asked, trying to keep her voice casual.

Johnny swiped his finger across the iPad. ‘No, but I’ve one or two people to contact.’

Mia said nothing. Since the Daily Business Post had shut down, there seemed to be no movement in the industry. Newspapers seemed to be the past. What was the future for her forty-one-year-old journalist husband?

It was almost impossible to survive on her income alone. She’d accepted the role of deputy head, on top of her teaching job, last year because she’d wanted to earn more to pay for maths tutoring for Riley this year. But now … Well, now there was no extra money for anything. She felt so hemmed in by her work, so trapped in the daily grind, but hers was the only pay packet in the house so she had zero choice in the matter. Every month that passed without Johnny finding a job she felt as if a noose was tightening around her neck, threatening to overwhelm her.

She crossed the fingers of her left hand under the table, like so many of her young pupils did. It was childish, but in a small way calming.

Riley shuffled in, skirt rolled up to mid-thigh, hair tied up in a messy bun. Mia could see her daughter had put make-up on to hide the smattering of spots that had appeared on her cheeks a few weeks ago. They weren’t half as bad as some of her poor friends had, but she was very conscious of them.

‘There she is, the light of my life.’ Johnny grinned at her.

Riley rolled her eyes, but her lips twitched.

Johnny reached over and laid a hand on her arm. ‘Ah, hang on now, I think I saw a smile, did I? No, couldn’t be, not this early.’

‘Go away, Dad.’ Riley pushed off his hand gently, but she was half smiling.

‘What’ll you have? Eggs? Bacon? French toast?’

Since losing his job, Johnny had taken to cooking with gusto. Mia reckoned it helped him fill the long hours and she was delighted to hand over the job to him. It was the one positive thing to come out of the rotten episode.

‘Black coffee,’ Riley said.

‘You have to eat something. You can’t sit through school on an empty stomach, love,’ Mia said. She’d heard from the head of the senior school that some of the girls in Riley’s year were teetering on the edge of eating disorders. Last year’s obsession had been self-harm. What next?

‘I’m not hungry. The coffee will keep me going. Stop fussing all the time.’

Johnny waved a spatula at his daughter. ‘Here, I’ll throw an egg on and you might be tempted.’

Five minutes later, Riley was tucking into a poached egg and brown bread. Johnny was so much better with her. Mia knew she needed to try a lighter approach, but banter with Riley didn’t come naturally to her. It sounded fake.

She glanced at her watch. ‘OK, we have to go. I promised Sarah I’d pick Izzy up on the way. She has an appointment with her obstetrician for her twelve-week scan.’

Riley got up and went upstairs to get her schoolbag.

‘Do you think she’ll find out the sex?’ Johnny asked.

‘They can’t always be sure this early in the pregnancy, but I think she’s going to ask if they can tell on the scan or not.’

‘I know one man who’d be very happy to have a son.’ Johnny put the saucepan in the sink.

‘Yes, Adam would definitely love a mirror image of himself.’ Mia grinned.

‘Ah, sure, what man wouldn’t?’

Mia bit her lip.

‘I didn’t mean me, Mia. You know I’m happy with Riley. She’s our miracle and I know how lucky we are to have her. But do you mind Sarah having another?’

Mia walked over and kissed her husband. ‘No, and don’t go bringing that up. Riley is enough. I have no regrets and don’t think I ever do.’

Johnny held her close. ‘Thanks.’

Izzy sang ‘Let It Go’ for the zillionth time as Sarah plaited her hair. Her headache was throbbing but, still, the sound of her little girl singing made her smile.

‘Will you tie the plaits back with this bow, Mummy?’ Izzy asked.

‘Of course.’ Sarah did so and smiled as her seven-year-old swirled around, trying to get a good view of the back of her head in the mirror on her wardrobe door.

The room was a princess parlour. Sarah knew she’d gone a bit overboard, but she was a girly girl and so was Izzy. The carpet was pink, the curtains were pink, the bedspread was white with pink hearts on it. The lamp beside her bed was pink and her desk chair was also pink. Sarah had chosen different shades, so it wasn’t a complete pink onslaught.

‘I love my hair.’ Izzy threw her arms around her mother’s waist. ‘Am I squishing the baby?’ she asked.

‘No, sweetheart, not at all. No matter how big my tummy gets, I want you to give me your amazing hugs.’ Sarah stood up and began to tidy up the hair bobbins and clips, putting them back into the glass box on Izzy’s desk. Keeping her voice breezy, she asked, ‘Izzy, are you finding school OK? Is maths getting too hard for you?’

‘Not hard, just boring. I only got three wrong in the test yesterday. I got seven right.’

‘So you’re not struggling to follow any of the work?’

Izzy admired her plaits in the mirror. ‘No. Why?’ She suddenly looked anxious. ‘Did Miss Dixon say something?’

‘No, sweetie, she didn’t. I just wanted to check everything was all right.’ Sarah kissed her daughter’s button nose. ‘But if you ever find anything difficult just tell me.’

‘OK, Mummy.’

Sarah folded Izzy’s unicorn pyjamas and placed them under her pillow. ‘Are Rebecca and Mya being nice to you?’ It had been a week since the ‘incident’ and nothing had been said at school, but Sarah wanted to make sure Izzy wasn’t having any trouble with the witches’ daughters.

‘Why do you keep asking about them?’ Izzy rolled her eyes. ‘I told you already I don’t play with them. They just read books at breaktime, which is sooooo boring.’

‘That’s fine. I just want to make sure everyone is being nice to everyone else. And if anyone is ever mean to you –’

‘Tell me straight away,’ Izzy imitated Sarah’s voice. ‘I know, Mummy, you’ve told me lots of times. But no one is being mean to me. Everyone is nice to everyone. Well, except Max and Ben who fight all the time, but we just ignore them. Boys can be so silly.’

Sarah laughed. ‘Good. I promise I won’t ask again for at least a day.’

They headed downstairs. Adam was standing in the hall, dressed in a suit, his car keys in his hand.

Izzy twirled. Adam looked to his wife for guidance.

‘Hair,’ she mouthed.

‘Wow, Izzy, your hair looks amazing!’ he exclaimed.

‘Thanks. Mummy helped me.’

‘Right, gotta go.’ Adam headed towards the door.

‘Daddy!’ Izzy shouted. ‘You never kissed me goodbye and you didn’t kiss me goodnight either.’

Adam turned back. ‘Sorry, Sweet-pea. I had to work late last night.’

‘You’re always working late,’ Izzy complained.

Adam picked up his disgruntled daughter and swung her high in the air, covering her face with kisses.

‘Stop, Daddy!’ she squealed. ‘Too much kissing.’

He put her down. ‘You can never have too many kisses, can you, Sarah?’

Sarah shook her head. ‘Nope.’

Adam kissed her and winked at Izzy. ‘I’ll see you ladies later.’

‘Bye. Good luck with the meeting today. Don’t be late for the scan,’ Sarah reminded him.

Adam smiled. ‘I should make it in time. I’ve a good feeling we’ll get this contract, and if we do, I’m booking us a fancy holiday this summer.’

‘Make it early June so I’m not hugely pregnant in my bikini.’

‘You’re gorgeous pregnant,’ he said, kissing her again.

‘Enough kissing. Go to work, Daddy.’ Izzy pushed him out of the door.

Sarah packed Izzy’s lunchbox while her daughter sat at the counter, chatting to her.

‘Not carrots again, Mummy,’ Izzy complained.

‘They’re healthy and good for you and will make your eyes shine.’

‘My eyes are shiny. You just can’t see them through my stinky glasses.’

Sarah looked into her daughter’s blue eyes and smiled. ‘They’re beautiful, and they shine through the glasses, which are cute and cool.’

Izzy wrinkled her nose. ‘I hate them.’

Sarah leaned forward to look at her daughter. ‘I know you do, sweetie, but you’ll get used to them and you do admit they help you see better – and you are a gorgeous girl with them.’

‘I’m not wearing them on my Communion Day. I don’t care if I can’t see perfectly.’

‘That’s a deal. You can take them off for that special day.’

Izzy’s frown faded. ‘I love my dress so much, Mummy.’

‘Me too. You look like an angel in it.’

Izzy clapped her hands together. ‘Only a few weeks to go!’

The bell rang as Sarah packed a water bottle into her daughter’s lunchbox. Izzy clambered down from the stool and ran to open the door. Mia was standing on the step.

‘Morning, sunshine. Ready to go?’ Mia asked her niece.

‘Yes. Is Riley in the car?’

‘Yes, she is and she’s grumpy, as usual.’ Mia came into the kitchen followed by Izzy, who grabbed her schoolbag and lunchbox, gave her mother a quick kiss and ran to the car.

‘She’s obsessed with Riley,’ Sarah said.

‘God love her, she’ll get no joy from her this morning. Riley’s in a foul mood.’

‘Quick coffee?’ Sarah asked.

‘No time.’

‘You look nice. I love that colour on you,’ Sarah said.

Mia was clearly surprised. Sarah knew her sister wasn’t feeling good about herself, these days.

‘Thanks.’

‘Green has always been your colour. It matches your eyes.’ Sarah grinned at her sister.

‘Pity about the big saggy bags underneath.’ Mia sighed.

‘Stop that! You’re gorgeous. Thanks for taking Izzy.’

‘I can take her every day. After all, we’re going to the same place.’

‘I know, but I like taking her to school. Well, I used to, but now I have to avoid certain mothers.’

‘Have you seen them?’

‘Yes, but only from a distance. We all ignored each other.’

‘Did any of the other mums mention it?’ Mia asked.

‘Harry’s mum told me she’d heard there was an altercation in the Ladies.’

‘What did you say?’ Mia asked.

‘I said I’d heard some mums being mean about Izzy so I defended her. I didn’t name names.’

‘Nicely handled. I asked the headmistress to let me know if anyone approached her about Izzy or anything to do with Izzy. I checked again with her yesterday and there’s been nothing so far.’

‘Phew.’ Sarah smiled. ‘Tell me, how’s Johnny getting on? Any sign of something turning up for him?’

Mia shrugged. ‘There don’t seem to be any jobs for journalists. I think he may have to retrain as something else.’

‘Like what?’

Mia rubbed her eyes. ‘I don’t know. I need to look into options.’

Sarah thought it was up to Johnny to search into options, but she said nothing. Her older sister had always liked to control everything. She couldn’t help herself – it was in her DNA. Their mother had been the same.

‘Well, hopefully he’ll get sorted soon.’

‘Thanks. Let’s not talk about Johnny. How are you feeling? You look pale. You might need iron. You’re probably anaemic. Ask the doctor today for a prescription.’

‘I’m fine. I just slept badly. Don’t fuss.’ Sarah didn’t want another lecture on looking after herself. Mia had always been bossy, but since their mum had died three years ago she’d gone into overdrive. It was as if she felt her role now was leader of the family. She was even bossing their poor dad, Charlie, about. Sarah thought Charlie’s romance with Olivia was an attempt to get away from Mia telling him what to do. Mind you, Sarah wasn’t sure Olivia was the best choice, but Charlie seemed content.

‘Well, good luck with the scan later. Will you find out the sex, do you think?’

Sarah was still undecided. ‘I think so. It depends if they can see anything on the scan or not. Adam’s mad keen to know. He has a big meeting today and I’m worried it’ll run on. If he misses the scan, I’ll kill him.’

Adam will always put work first, Mia thought. She picked up her bag and headed out of the door. ‘Call me if you want me to bring Izzy home. You might need a lie-down – you really do look tired.’

Sarah didn’t bother responding. She walked to the front door and waved them off. She could see Izzy chatting to Riley, while her teenage cousin stared at her phone. She hoped Izzy would love the new baby as much as she loved Riley.
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Sarah sat in the waiting room at the clinic, flicking through a fashion magazine. She kept one eye on the big clock ticking in the corner of the surgery. Photos of celebrities on the beach with big red circles around their stretchmarks couldn’t distract her from the anger rising in her chest. Where the hell was Adam? Her scan was scheduled for half past two. Knowing Adam’s disastrous time-keeping, she’d lied and told him it was at two o’clock. It was now twenty past and there was no sign of him. She dropped the magazine onto the coffee-table and picked up her phone. She dialled his mobile. Straight to voicemail. She left a third grumpy message.

Damn him. He knew how important this was to her. And it should be just as important to him, for God’s sake. She’d told him to be there, no matter what. This was a really big deal. This was their longed-for, wished-for, prayed-for baby. She did not want to do this alone.

A text flashed up. So sorry. Negotiations still ongoing. Good luck. Ax

Sarah wanted to throw the phone against the wall. She felt emotion well up. She wanted support today. She’d been feeling really tired and headachy lately and she didn’t want to do this without her husband. She stared at the phone, silently cursing Adam for being so bloody unavailable all the time. Then she began scrolling through her contacts, stopping at ‘Dad’.

Charlie lived ten minutes away. If he was at home, maybe he could come and support her if her husband couldn’t.

Charlie answered on the second ring. Sarah explained the situation, struggling to hold back tears.

‘I’ll be there in ten minutes,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Dad, you’re an angel.’

Sarah sat back and tried to calm her breathing. Getting worked up before the big scan was not a good idea. She was only twelve weeks pregnant, but she already had a tiny little bump. She’d thought it might be twins because she’d had no bump until about sixteen weeks with Izzy, but the original scan had shown just one baby. Mind you, it could be down to the daily scones she was scoffing. She’d have to be careful not to put on too much weight this time.

She didn’t care what sex the baby was. A girl would be wonderful because Izzy would have a sister, like Sarah had Mia, but a boy would be amazing too, a little Adam.

The sonographer, Frankie O’Sullivan, called her name. Sarah looked towards the reception door. Charlie hadn’t arrived yet.

‘My father’s on his way. Can you show him in when he arrives?’ she asked the receptionist.

‘Of course, no problem.’

Sarah followed Frankie into the small, dark room. She hopped onto the bed, undid her belt and the zip of her jeans, pulling them down to just below her hips. Frankie squeezed cold gel on her stomach and began to run the probe over her pregnancy bump.

Sarah held her breath. She hadn’t had any bleeding or spotting, but you never knew until you heard the heartbeat and saw the screen if all was truly well. The probe moved around and then … the beautiful thump of her baby’s heartbeat filled the room. Sarah smiled. The most wonderful sound in the world.

‘Everything looks good,’ Frankie assured her.

The door opened and Charlie rushed in. ‘Sorry. Traffic. Am I too late?’

‘No, Dad, just in time. Look, there’s the baby.’

Charlie sat down beside his daughter and stared at the screen. ‘Well, now, isn’t that something?’ He was transfixed.

They stared at the screen and Charlie took Sarah’s hand in his. ‘I’m so glad for you, love.’

‘Thanks, Dad.’ Sarah tried not to cry. Turning to the sonographer she asked, ‘If possible, I’d like to know the sex.’

‘Are you sure, love? Would you not like a surprise?’ Charlie asked.

Sarah shook her head. ‘No. Either way I’ll be thrilled. With Izzy I was happy for it to be a surprise, but I’ve decided this time I want to know.’

Sarah turned back to face Frankie.

‘Well, Sarah, I can’t say with one hundred per cent certainty, but I can say that I’m very confident that it’s … a boy.’

‘Oh, a boy,’ Sarah whispered, as tears of joy ran down her cheeks.

‘A grandson.’ Charlie beamed. ‘The first boy in our family for decades.’

‘It’s perfect,’ Sarah said. ‘We’ll have the perfect family.’

‘You deserve it, pet.’ Charlie squeezed her hand.

Sarah sat in the café next door to the hospital, staring at the printout of the ultrasound. The café was small and warm, full of students from the nearby college of art. Charlie came back to the table with a tray. He plonked down two cappuccinos and a large slice of sponge cake dripping with cream and jam. ‘To celebrate my grandson.’ He winked and handed Sarah a fork.

She groaned. ‘Daaaad! I’m supposed to be trying not to eat too much in this pregnancy. You know cake is my downfall.’

‘Ah, will you stop! No man likes a skinny woman.’

The cake was calling: ‘Eat me.’ Sod it. Sarah dug in her fork and put a chunk into her mouth. God, it tasted so good.

‘Do you think that person behind the counter is one of those transvestite or transgender types?’ Charlie asked.

Sarah looked over. ‘No. She’s a girl with really short hair and a lot of tattoos.’

‘In my day you’d know who was a girl and who was a boy. Nowadays you can’t be too sure. And you’d be afraid to say anything in case you’d get it wrong or insult someone. I don’t know, I think it was easier in the old days.’

‘Easier for some, oppressive for others,’ Sarah remarked.

‘It’s hard for us oldies. We don’t know what to be saying to anyone any more. You’d be afraid even to tell a girl she looks nice. The world has gone mad.’

‘No, Dad, it’s just that people who were once marginalized can now openly be who they are. And women don’t have to put up with being sleazed over. It’s a good thing, believe me. I had a really creepy boss in the call centre who was always making lewd comments. I hated it. It made me feel so uncomfortable.’

Charlie ate a large chunk of cake. ‘Fair enough, point taken. Anyway, my little grandson will be a boy and that’s that.’

Sarah laughed. ‘He’ll be whatever he wants to be.’

‘He’ll be marvellous. I can’t wait to take him to football matches and kick a ball about with him. I’ve been outnumbered by women for too long – me and this little fella will be great pals.’

Sarah smiled at her father. He’d be a fantastic granddad to her son, just like he’d been a wonderful father and grandfather to her and Mia, Riley and Izzy. She was extra glad it was a boy for Charlie to hang out with.

Sarah’s phone buzzed on the table between them and the screen lit up. It was Adam. Well? All OK? She ignored it.

‘Are you not going to tell him?’ Charlie said, nodding at her phone.

‘No. He can wait. I’m really furious with him. I begged him to be there, but he got stuck in some negotiation. It’s always work with him.’

Charlie put down his fork. A group of loud students left the café, bringing a lot of the noise with them. It was a relief. Sarah’s headache was back and throbbing.

‘I know you’re angry but, to be fair, if he was stuck in negotiations for a new contract, he couldn’t really walk out. He’s a very driven man and you have to admire that.’

Sarah pushed a strand of hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. ‘I do, Dad, but sometimes I think he’s too driven. In the last year he’s been so busy in work he’s rarely home for dinner or even to tuck Izzy in. I miss him. Izzy does too.’

Charlie sighed. ‘It’s hard for him to turn down contracts – you have to make hay while the sun shines. Look at Johnny. Will he ever get another job in journalism? Poor old Mia is worn out with the worry and stress. She’s very short-tempered, these days. Jeepers, she ripped my head off the other day just for telling her she looked tired.’

Sarah winced. No woman wanted to be told she looked tired, especially a woman who was tired and under pressure. ‘I guess you’re right, Dad, but there has to be a better work–life balance for Adam. Izzy is growing up so fast and I don’t want him to miss it. We don’t need a bigger house or fancier cars. I just want him to be there more.’

‘Talk to him, love. The key to a good marriage is communication. Even if you’re roaring at each other, at least you’re communicating. It’s when you stop talking that things go wrong.’

Sarah polished off the last bite of cake. What the hell? She was eating for two. She glanced at her watch. It was half-past three. She’d put Izzy into after-school care until four.

‘I’d better go, Dad. I need to collect Izzy.’

Charlie stood up and they walked out to the car park. He hugged her. ‘I’m thrilled for you, love. A little boy. I can’t wait to meet him. I’m so proud of you.’

Sarah kissed his cheek. If Adam could be half the father Charlie had been to her, this little boy would be very lucky indeed.
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Mia hadn’t sat down all morning. She glanced at her watch. A quarter to three: no wonder her stomach was rumbling. Between Communion practice, a meeting with the headmistress, the endless form-filling, then dealing with three children who seemed to have a vomiting bug and needed to be picked up early, she hadn’t had a second. Work was piled up on her desk, but there was no way she could get to it. Her chest tightened at the thought of all that still had to be done today.

She took a deep breath to calm her racing thoughts. Harry’s parents were waiting for her in her office, and it was going to be a difficult meeting. Poor Harry was falling behind in his senior infants’ class and the tests she’d asked the learning support teacher to conduct showed that he was within the autism range. The family had two other kids in the school who were bright academically, so this would be new territory for them. She took another deep breath, then straightened her shoulders and opened the door. ‘Joan, Peter, lovely to see you,’ she said, extending her hand. ‘Thanks so much for coming in.’

Over the next hour, Mia listened as Harry’s parents went through all the stages of shock, disbelief, questioning, anger, upset and, finally, acceptance. She felt for them, but it was essential that they get to grips with the diagnosis and focus on helping Harry to cope with school and fulfil his potential. He needed them to be strong now.

‘I’m here if you have any other questions,’ Mia said, standing up and smiling at them. ‘The staff are here for you and Miss Coakley is one hundred per cent behind Harry, there to support him every day.’

When she closed the door behind them, Mia heaved a sigh of relief. Another tick on her unending list. The next thing she wanted to sort out was the broken curtain rail in the sitting room at home. It was driving her crazy looking at it every evening. She texted Charlie, as he’d promised more than a week ago to do a run to the hardware shop, get the necessaries and come over to fix it. Johnny was hopeless at DIY. Her phone pinged almost immediately: Just with Sarah. Can’t today. Sry. Mia cursed under her breath. The curtain would never be fixed at this rate. She’d just have to try to do it herself. No doubt the two of them were having coffee or out on a walk. God, what Mia wouldn’t give for some time out, just five non-pressured minutes in her day. A leisurely cup of coffee with nowhere to be and nothing to do would be utter bliss.

Mia spent an hour trying to tackle the work on her desk, but eventually realized it was impossible to get through it all. She’d have to stay late again tomorrow. For now, she had to be at the post office before it closed, pick up her dry cleaning, and Johnny had texted her to buy some pork chops for a new recipe he was trying. Now that they only had one car, Mia ended up doing all the bloody picking up and shopping. She fired some work into her bag, grabbed her car keys and set off at a brisk trot to the car park. Hers was the only car there. The last to leave, as usual, she thought crossly.

She hit roadworks on the way to the post office and got there just as they were pulling down the hatch. Then she had to dash to make it to the dry cleaners before they shut up shop as well. She decided to drive to the supermarket, as their meat counter was the cheapest. It never ceased to amaze her that she had become the woman who carefully cut out coupons and knew the discounts offered in every shop in a five-mile radius. When Johnny was working and Riley’s demands didn’t stretch beyond Barbies, she’d been able to buy as she pleased. She wouldn’t have had a clue how much pork chops were, she’d just have paid whatever was asked. And she would have gone to the organic butcher near Sarah’s house and paid way over the odds without a second’s thought.

Her life was almost unrecognizable to her now. She tried to tell herself that family was all that mattered, but it was hard to keep your chin up when everything fell on your shoulders. Mia felt old and tired. Tired right down to her bones. She was sick of having to carry everyone on her back. She earned the money, budgeted, nagged Riley to study, tried to keep track of her movements, and did the majority of the shopping. She did most of the worrying as well. It was great that Johnny was into cooking now, but texts with ingredient orders weren’t so great. He could have got the bus to the supermarket.

The worst thing was, it was impossible to go from Mrs Coping With It All to Mrs Might Just Want Sex Occasionally. Johnny had tried it on last night, but she was so tired and felt so deeply unsexy that she’d swatted him away. How was she meant to do the household accounts, argue with Riley, tidy up, then be all hot and seductive at the drop of a hat? She just couldn’t do it. The imbalance between her and Johnny had crept into their bedroom, and while it upset her deeply, she couldn’t see a way out of it. All she wanted to do after ten o’clock at night was collapse into bed and sleep.

As she walked towards the checkout with the pork chops in hand, she saw Rebecca’s mother coming towards her. Great, thought Mia. Now I have to be nice to this cow who was mean about Izzy. It was such a pain to have to put her work face on outside school, but everyone expected her to be deputy head at all times.

‘Mia, how are you?’

‘Hello, Grainne. Just grabbing a few dinner things on the way home.’

‘Same here,’ Grainne said, rolling her eyes. ‘The work never stops, does it? We working mothers are heroes. Mind you, you teachers have it easy with the short days and the long holidays.’

‘Not really. I think everyone is busy, Grainne,’ Mia said evenly.

‘I’m not so sure,’ Grainne said. ‘Those stay-at-home mums have no clue about the pressures of the corporate world. They just don’t understand the demands of being in a high-powered, high-pressured job. It’s all coffee mornings and yoga with them.’

Mia felt the irritation prickle across her like a skin rash. Could this woman be more judgemental? She had no idea of the lives of the other mothers with children at the school. Those who didn’t hold down day jobs did Trojan work, throwing themselves into school fundraising events, committees and every other task going, regardless of difficulties at home, like money worries or elderly parents who needed minding. From her years of experience in dealing with families, Mia was all too aware that no one got away lightly.

‘I think you’ll find they do a lot more than that,’ she said, trying to keep the irritation out of her voice. ‘Everyone has their own stress and pressure. It’s easy to judge from the outside but looks can be deceiving.’

‘Oh, sorry. I forgot your sister doesn’t work. Oops, hit a nerve, did I? Anyway,’ Grainne said, ‘speaking of Sarah, how is Izzy getting on? She’s in my Rebecca’s class, you know.’

Mia smiled tightly. ‘She’s getting on extremely well. She’s a bright little girl. Sorry, Grainne, but I’ll have to dash. My husband is waiting for the ingredients to arrive.’

‘Sure I’m rushing myself,’ Grainne said. ‘Never get a minute to sit down. It’s non-stop conference calls and meetings. Mind you, the hefty bonuses always help ease the pain.’ She winked. ‘This is last year’s bonus.’ She shoved a hand in Mia’s direction to show her a huge diamond ring. ‘Present to myself.’ She tittered.

‘Very nice.’ Mia walked away with clenched fists. What a piece of work, judging everyone else, then crassly shoving her success in Mia’s face. It had the desired effect, though. Mia did feel a bit envious. Working so hard would be easier if you were getting paid tons of money, but a teacher’s salary was never going to buy a diamond of any size. Still, all her success couldn’t save Grainne from being a total idiot. Mia needed to focus on the good things in her life and somehow find a better work–life balance before she broke.

The house was in darkness when she pulled into the driveway. She hated it when Riley and Johnny sat in the kitchen and forgot to put on the porch light. It looked so unwelcoming, as if they’d forgotten about her. Wearily, she gathered her stuff from the back seat, kicked the door closed with her foot and locked it. She couldn’t wait to take off her shoes and be served a hot meal, preferably with wine, if there was a bottle knocking around. Sarah had given her one last week, so if Johnny hadn’t got his mitts on it, she was going to treat herself to a glass to unwind after what had been a pretty lousy day, all told.

She let herself into the house. Inside it was cold and dark. There were no sounds of life, and certainly no smells of dinner cooking. She went down to the kitchen, switched on the light and dumped all her stuff on the table. She looked around. There were dirty dishes on top of the dishwasher, a habit of Riley’s that drove her insane. Johnny had obviously been cooking something earlier, and there were pots on the hob and spoons on the counter. The washing-machine was flashing ‘End’, with a full load inside, waiting to be taken out. There were newspapers strewn across the table. It looked messy and unloved. Where was everyone?

Mia took out her phone to check her messages. Sure enough, there was a text from Johnny: Riley had a tough day, so I’ve taken her to cinema. Be home by 10.30. Reheat soup if hungry.

If hungry? Mia wanted to scream at the top of her lungs and fling the shagging pots on the floor. She had worked like a maniac all day, done all the extras on the way home, collected the damn chops and he was suggesting she might be hungry. Was he for real? And, as usual, he was off playing best dad in the bloody world. Fun Dad. Dad who never gives Riley grief. Never nags. Mia felt completely alone. Who was going to take her out for a treat after her crappy day? Who was going to make her feel better? Cheer her up? As usual, no one. She was on her own. Suck it up, Mia. This is your life.

Mia sank into a kitchen chair and put her head in her hands. The silence of the house was heavy around her, and her limbs felt as if they were made of concrete. She should get up and put on the heating. She should tidy and empty the machine. She should reheat the soup. She knew those were the sensible, grown-up things to do, but she felt broken with exhaustion and disappointment. Instead, she cried. Mia was not one for crying, and she knew her mother would be utterly horrified at the sight of her giving in like that, but it was just too much. She had nothing left to give. I’m sorry, Mum, she thought, but my life has gone down the toilet and I don’t know what to do. Sitting alone at the messy table, Mia cried until her throat was sore. She felt absolutely wretched.

When the front door opened at ten thirty, the kitchen was clean and tidy, all the pots put away, everything in its place. Mia had eaten the soup, and she had found the wine bottle, half full, then realized she just couldn’t stomach it. The clothes were out of the dryer, folded and in the hot press. There was another load on in the washing-machine. She’d tidied the house, and was now sitting on the sofa, a smile glued to her lips, her face washed and showing no sign of the tears that had overtaken her earlier.

Johnny and Riley came into the room. ‘You would have enjoyed that film,’ Johnny said cheerfully, falling onto the sofa beside her.

‘I’m sure I would, but I was kind of busy doing everything in the house after a really tough day at work. So …’

‘There’s no need to be like that, Mum.’

Mia looked at her in surprise. ‘What? Grumpy? Fed-up? I dunno, Riley, how would you feel if you’d come home after your “tough” day at school to a cold, empty house and had to spend two hours cleaning and washing?’

‘You should have left it, Mia. I would have done it,’ Johnny said.

‘When?’

He shrugged. ‘Now, or tomorrow morning.’

‘He was just cheering me up,’ Riley said. ‘Don’t nag him.’

Mia looked at her daughter, then stood up. ‘Someday, you might think about cheering me up. I’m a person with feelings, too. Goodnight, everyone.’ She left the room. She literally couldn’t take another second of this day. She craved the oblivion of sleep.
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Izzy lay back in bed and put her hands over her head. Sarah gently took her daughter’s glasses off and placed them on the bedside locker. She sat down beside her on the bed. ‘Are you tired, sweetie?’

Izzy stifled a yawn. ‘No.’

Sarah kissed her soft cheek. ‘I think you are. Swimming on Wednesdays always tires you out.’

Izzy reached up and played with Sarah’s hair. ‘I wish mine was lovely blonde like yours, Mummy. It looks like a princess’s hair in fairy-tales.’

Bleach and hair tongs, Sarah thought. ‘Thank you, Izzy, but your hair is blonde and beautiful too.’

‘But it’s not shiny gold like yours, Mummy.’

‘It is shiny, just like your blue eyes. You are the prettiest girl in the world.’

Izzy sighed. ‘You always say that.’

‘Because it’s true.’

Izzy twirled Sarah’s hair around her fingers. ‘Mummy, is the baby going to take you away from me?’

Sarah frowned. ‘No. Why would you think that?’

‘Because Caroline’s mummy had twin babies and she said her mummy is always busy-busy, and she never reads Caroline stories or tucks her into bed or anything.’

Sarah chose her words carefully. Taking Izzy’s hand in hers, she said, ‘I will have to look after the baby, feeding and changing nappies and stuff, but I’ll still be able to read you stories and tuck you in.’

‘Do you promise?’

‘Yes. I’ll love you the same, look after you the same, hug you and kiss you the same.’ Sarah covered her daughter’s adorable face with kisses.

Izzy giggled, but was only temporarily distracted. She was clearly fretting over the baby more than Sarah had realized. ‘So you won’t love the baby more than me?’

‘Of course not, sweetie.’

‘But how do you know? You said when I was born your heart was full to the top with love. There’s no room for you to love the baby unless you love me a bit less.’

‘Oh, Izzy,’ Sarah said, resting her forehead against her daughter’s. ‘My heart is big enough to love lots of people. You, Daddy, Mia, Riley, Granddad and Johnny, and Rob and Ellen in Canada and lots of other people. The heart is a muscle, so the more you love, the bigger and stronger it gets.’

‘For real?’

‘Yes. I will always love you, Sweet-pea.’

‘So when the baby comes, you’ll love it the same as me?’

‘Well,’ Sarah whispered in her daughter’s ear, ‘I’ll let you in on a secret. I’ll love the baby so much, but I’m not sure I can love anyone more than I love you.’

Izzy beamed. ‘Me too, Mummy. I love you the best.’

They hugged, and Sarah inhaled the scent of her daughter. She felt as if her heart might just overflow.

Adam came into the bedroom and handed Sarah a mug of tea. She was sitting up in bed, wearing her most comfy brushed-cotton dove-grey pyjamas. Mia always joked that Sarah’s ‘worst’ pyjamas were better than her own best ones. Mia usually slept in an old pair of leggings and one of Johnny’s big T-shirts. Sarah had lots of silky pyjamas that Mia said were far too good to wear. But Sarah liked making an effort to look nice, even in bed. But not tonight: tonight she was cross and tired.

‘You’re not forgiven,’ she said to her husband.

He sighed. ‘For the millionth time, I’m sorry.’ He had loosened his tie and the top button of his shirt was open. His brown eyes had dark shadows under them. But Sarah was not going to feel sorry for him, not now. She didn’t care how tired he was: she was tired too.

‘It was really important to me, Adam. I wanted you there with me for the scan.’

‘I wanted to be there, but the meeting ran over and I couldn’t just get up and leave. This is a huge contract for us. It’s going to make us a lot of money.’

Sarah put the mug down carefully on a magazine on her bedside locker. ‘I don’t care about having more money. I care about you being around for this baby, Adam. You work all the time. Izzy’s growing up and you’re missing it. I feel like a single parent, you’re so busy all the time.’

Adam rubbed his jaw. ‘Look
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