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1

Julie

We stood under the tree, peering up. Even though it was only five thirty in the afternoon, it was pitch dark.

‘Uncle Gavin!’ the triplets shouted. ‘Happy nearly Christmas!’

Nothing.

‘GAVIN!’ I roared at my brother.

‘The name’s Willow,’ the tree replied.

‘Oh, for God’s sake – Willow, then.’

My brother’s face appeared over the branch. ‘That’s better.’ He grinned.

‘Can we come up?’ the triplets begged.

‘I’m not sure there’s enough room, guys. Why don’t we do it one by one?’ Gavin suggested.

‘How are you doing up there?’ Harry, my husband, asked.

‘It’s surprisingly comfortable,’ Gavin replied.

‘Really? Well, I think you’re stark raving mad. It’s freezing.’ Harry rubbed his gloved hands together.

‘It’s OK if you have the right gear,’ Gavin assured him.

While Harry lifted Liam up to his uncle’s makeshift tree-house, I tried to talk sense into my brother. ‘You’ve been up there a week now. Don’t you think you’ve made your point?’

‘Julie, until they agree to cancel the clubhouse expansion and save this tree, I’m going nowhere. You have to stand by your beliefs. The problem today is that people are apathetic about everything. Money is the new religion. You’ll thank me when your kids are older.’ Wagging his finger at me, he added, ‘Remember, Julie, we do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children.’

‘He has a point,’ Harry said.

‘Don’t encourage him,’ I hissed.

‘This is so cool!’ Liam shouted down at his brothers.

‘My turn! My turn!’ Luke was impatient to get up.

I turned back to the tree. ‘Seriously, Gavin, you have to stop. Mum and Dad like coming to this golf club. They’ve practically lived here since they retired and they’re freaking out because you’re making a holy show of them. Why can’t you go and save a tree in the Amazon? Why do you have to do it half a mile from their house at their golf club?’

‘My name is Willow, Julie, and all I’m doing is trying to get people to think before they act. Ripping down a two-hundred-year-old tree is unacceptable. My mission is to save it.’

I sighed. There was no point in talking to him when he was like this. Gavin was an impressionable and very passionate twenty-three-year-old. I was a cynical, exhausted, thirty-nine-year-old mother of four boys whose only mission in life was to get a full night’s sleep. It had become the Holy Grail: I truly believed that it would be the answer to all my problems. If I could just get one uninterrupted night, I’d find my old self again.

Gavin was the youngest in the family by a significant amount – my mother thought she was starting early menopause when the pregnancy symptoms kicked in. With three much older sisters, Gavin had grown up completely indulged and spoilt by our mother and mercilessly teased by us girls. He was now a man-child: he wanted to ‘save the world’, just as long as it wasn’t too far from his mother’s home cooking and laundry service.

His naïveté had made him an easy target for ‘Forest’, a twenty-nine-year-old seasoned eco-warrior whom Gavin had befriended while working in a music store after finishing his finals last summer. Since meeting Forest he had begun spouting on about people killing good trees to print tabloids and how he was now an Earth warrior, and recently he had insisted that we call him ‘Willow’, which caused much hilarity among us sisters. Our parents, however, were not amused.

‘UP, UP,’ shouted Tom, my eighteen-month-old, from his buggy.

I leant down. ‘No, pet, you’re too small.’ He smiled at me and touched my face. I kissed him. My little accident. My little pet.

‘I want to live in a tree with Uncle Gavin for ever,’ Leo said.

‘It’s Willow, little dude,’ Gavin called.

‘I want to live in a tree with Uncle Willow.’ Leo tugged at my sleeve.

‘When you’re eighteen you can go and live in a shagging cave for all I care,’ I replied.

‘Cool! Can Liam and Luke come too?’ The triplets did everything together.

‘Hell, yes – and you can take Tom as well.’ Harry laughed. ‘Look on the bright side, Julie. They’re four and a half now, so only thirteen and a half more years till they move out.’

‘Oh, that’ll fly by.’ I smirked.

Harry tried to keep a straight face. ‘Well, exactly. I mean, the last four and a half years have only felt like –’

‘Five centuries.’ I giggled. Laughter was the only thing that kept me sane – there was often a slightly manic edge to it, these days. Laughing and reading were my saviours, although there hadn’t been much time for either in the last few years. ‘Come on, kids, we have to go – we’ll be late for mass.’

‘Muuuuummy, I hate mass, it’s so boring,’ Liam huffed.

‘Don’t say “boring”,’ Leo scolded him.

‘Or Santa won’t come,’ Luke reminded his brother.

‘Right, we’re off. I presume you’re coming down for Christmas dinner in Mum and Dad’s tomorrow?’ I asked Gavin.

‘Yeah, I’ll be home about three.’

‘OK. Well, have a good night. Here, I bought you this – you might as well open it early.’ I handed my brother his Christmas present. It was a fleece that I’d bought in the Great Outdoors. The guy in the shop had told me it would keep you warm in Antarctica, so I figured it would do just fine in suburban Dublin. My younger sister Sophie had already kitted Gavin out with the best camping equipment money could buy.

‘Thanks, sis.’ Gavin smiled. ‘See you kids tomorrow. I hope Santa comes.’

‘Mummy said he can change his mind until the last minute,’ Leo told him.

‘Bit harsh, Julie.’ Gavin pulled his new fleece over his head.

‘They drew all over the kitchen dresser with ketchup,’ I explained.

‘Ah, I see. OK, boys, be good for your mum and dad and say hi to Jesus.’ Gavin’s head disappeared behind a branch.

‘Do we really have to go to mass?’ Harry asked, as we walked back to the car.

I turned to him. ‘The last time we went to mass was last Christmas. I don’t think once a year is too much to ask.’

‘You’re right. It’s just, you know, they’ll be running riot in the church.’

‘It’s a children’s mass so it’ll be more relaxed. Come on, let’s get it over with.’

We piled into the car. Well, let’s be honest here: it’s practically a van. After the triplets were born I had reluctantly waved goodbye to my pink Mini Cooper and bought a people-carrier. I hated it. It screamed, ‘My life is over. I am a slave to motherhood. I am a dowdy, stay-at-home mum who has no life outside the home. I am boring, permanently exhausted – to the point where I am quite likely to fall asleep in the middle of a conversation – overweight, badly dressed, ignorant of all current affairs and any affairs that don’t involve celebrities in the old issues of Hello! that I read in the doctor’s surgery, where I frequently find myself, most recently for the nurse to remove a pistachio nut lodged in Liam’s right nostril.

My waist went missing in 2005 and hasn’t been seen since. As I’m turning forty next year, the chances are slim that it will be recovered. I had high hopes of finding it circa 2008 when the triplets turned three and I was beginning to see a chink of light at the end of a very dark tunnel. I even began exercising again … until I found out I was pregnant with Tom and my waist entered the Bermuda Triangle, never to be seen again. Family packs of KitKats and Hobnobs replaced carrot sticks and low-fat hummus.

Having two thin, toned, beautifully dressed sisters does not help. You’d think I’d find it motivating, but I actually find it annoying, and thinking about their small neat waists makes me eat even more. When we go out to dinner and they order steamed fish and green veg, I order battered cod and chips. It’s completely irrational, but their self-control and discipline wind me up and I become the extreme antidote, much to the dismay of my misplaced waist.

We shuffled into a pew towards the back of the church. While Tom sat calmly on my lap, the triplets shuffled, fidgeted, pushed each other, thumped each other and kicked each other. Harry and I ignored them until they climbed on to the back of the pew in front and shouted, ‘Hello, Poohead,’ at an elderly woman trying to pray. Harry pulled them back and ordered them to sit still.

The couple beside us had two daughters, who were playing angelically and very quietly with their dolls. The mum smiled at me – a ‘God love you, you poor cow’ kind of a smile. I had seen it almost daily since the triplets were born. When they were small and I’d take them out in the ridiculous triplet buggy I’d had to order online from America, women would stop me and ask, ‘Are they really triplets?’

‘Yes.’

‘All boys?’

‘Yes.’

They’d say how sweet the babies were and then they’d walk away muttering, ‘Could you imagine anything worse? How does that poor haggard woman feed them?’ Answer: badly and irregularly. ‘How does she bathe them?’ Rarely. ‘How does she get them to sleep?’ Never at the same time – look at my eyes.

I cuddled Tom closer. At least one of my kids was well behaved. When I found out I was pregnant with him, I freaked. He was the accident that happened when I forgot to take the pill due to exhaustion. Three weeks later, with my head down the toilet, I realized my mistake. My first reaction was ‘FUCK!’ My second reaction was ‘FUUUUUUCK!’

When I finally wrapped my head around it, I thought, OK, well, it’s obviously going to be a girl. I’m going to get a little angel girl like my niece, Jess, who sits quietly and never raises her voice. Finally I’ll get to buy pink, and instead of playing football, wrestling or engaging in a home-made version of kung-fu that involves causing maximum harm to the other person, I’ll get to play Princess.

‘It’s a healthy boy,’ they announced, when Tom was born. My first reaction was ‘FUCK!’ My second reaction was ‘FUUUUUUCK!’ But it turns out that Tom is my saviour. He was the sweetest baby and is now the sweetest toddler. Sometimes I secretly hope he’s gay so he can be my buddy. We can go for coffees and he can advise me on what to wear, and we can gossip and go to chick-flicks together.

I foolishly told Harry this one night and he was decidedly unimpressed. Men seem to think that having a gay son somehow emasculates them. Honestly, I’d love it if he was. I wonder is it OK to pray to God on Christmas Eve for your baby son to be gay?

‘Earth to Julie.’ Harry shook my arm. ‘The boys have gone AWOL.’

My head snapped around. ‘What were you doing?’

‘Praying!’

‘With your eyes shut?’

‘Yes.’ He put his hands up. ‘I know, incredibly stupid of me. Can you see them?’

I looked right and left. Nothing. Then I saw movement in front of me. Oh, God, they were in the manger.

‘Manger!’ I hissed.

Harry followed my eye line, and groaned. ‘Rock, paper, scissors.’

‘No way,’ I protested. ‘You took your eye off the ball.’

‘You were daydreaming.’

‘OK, go on.’

Harry did paper and I did rock. Damn. I stood up, handed Tom to his dad and gingerly made my way up the side of the church to the altar. I could see the three amigos rolling about in the straw at the back of the life-size manger, squealing with glee. I could hear furious mutterings from the pews around me.

‘Disgraceful!’

‘Where are the parents?’

‘Running wild!’

‘Those children have ADHD.’

Not for the first time – and I’m not proud of myself for this – I thought about disowning them.

By the time I got to the manger, Luke was lying in it and the other two were trying to wrestle him out so they could get in. When they saw me, they jumped in and dived under the hay. I had no choice: I dived in after them. Thus ensued five minutes of me trying to rugby-tackle them on to the floor, but I only have two arms. I managed to get Leo and Liam under each one, but Luke escaped. Eventually a middle-aged man, who was watching all this with much amusement, came to my rescue. He hauled Luke out and followed me and my red face to the back of the church, where Harry was waiting with Tom strapped into his buggy, ready to leg it as soon as I got there.

I thanked the man, and when we got outside I turned on Harry: ‘Why the hell didn’t you help me?’

‘Because Tom just puked all over me!’ He pointed to his vomit-spattered coat.

‘I hate my life,’ I cried.

‘Is Santa not going to come now?’ Leo asked.

‘No, he bloody is not. I’m furious with you. Why can you never behave yourselves?’ I lashed out.

‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Liam’s chin wobbled.

‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Leo’s eyes welled up.

‘Sorry, Mummy.’ Luke was bawling.

‘It’s OK, boys, Mummy didn’t mean it.’ Harry glared at me. ‘Of course Santa’s coming. Now, come on, let’s get home and get you ready for bed.’

I looked at Tom. He smiled and threw up all over me.

2.00 a.m.

‘Jesus Christ.’ Harry threw down the screwdriver.

‘Calm down, it can’t be that hard.’ I peered at the instructions for the zillionth time.

‘Well, then, why don’t you assemble it?’

‘Sesus, sesus.’ Tom gurgled.

‘Great. Now he’s cursing.’ I sighed.

‘What?’

‘He’s trying to say “Jesus”.’

‘Yes, Tom, good boy, it’s Jesus’s birthday.’ Harry nodded to his baby son.

‘Bit lame.’

‘Can you please stop criticizing and help me?’ Harry demanded.

‘I am helping. I’ve been holding the instructions for two hours and handing you all the right nuts and bolts in between cleaning up Tom’s vomit and changing his pyjamas.’

Harry got up to stretch his back. ‘Right. Let me see those instructions again.’

I handed him the sheet of white paper, densely covered with diagrams. ‘Remind me again why we thought it was a good idea to get the boys a life-size sleigh in a country where it rarely snows?’

‘Because I know they’re going to love it – and, besides, these wheels are supposed to be attached to the bottom so they can sleigh all year round, even in the summer.’

‘Isn’t that a bit dangerous?’ Harry held up one of the wheels. It did look quite big.

‘It’s OK, there’s a brake. Here it is.’ I held up a piece of steel.

‘Where the hell does that go?’

I shrugged.

An hour and a lot of cursing later, we finished assembling the sleigh. It looked fantastic.

‘Well done! It’s gorgeous – they’ll be thrilled.’ I handed Harry a well-earned beer.

‘Never again, Julie. Next year they’re getting something that comes ready-made.’

‘I thought you’d be good at putting things together because of your job.’

He was incredulous: ‘I’m a computer programmer, not a carpenter!’

‘I guess Joseph would have come in handy tonight so.’ I grinned. ‘I bet Jesus’s presents were all perfectly put together.’

Harry laughed.

‘Sesus,’ Tom cooed.

I checked his temperature. It was finally down and he hadn’t got sick after the last bottle I’d given him an hour ago. I pulled him up on to my lap. ‘Do you think Tom’s going to know Santa isn’t real now that he’s seen us assembling the sleigh without any sign of a bearded man in a red coat coming out of the chimney? Do you think we’ve ruined Christmas for him?’

‘Julie, he’s eighteen months old. He can’t even speak, not to mind process who or what Santa is. He’ll be all right – I don’t think he’s going to become a serial killer because he saw me making a sleigh.’

‘Well, I hope not. I love them believing in Santa.’

‘Me, too, and I want them to believe for as long as possible.’ Harry picked Tom up from my lap and gave him a cuddle.

Harry’s mother had died when he was only three years old and his father was a very strict, stern schoolteacher. When Harry was four he had asked Santa Claus for a bike. His father sat him down and told him that Santa didn’t exist and there was no money for any bike. That year he’d got new shoes for Christmas. His childhood was officially over. Because of this, Harry wasn’t at all strict with our boys and sometimes I found myself wishing he was a bit stronger on discipline. I understood that he didn’t want them to experience the same coldness he had from his father, but the boys were a bit wild and needed to be reined in.

I was delighted last week when Harry lost his cool and bellowed at them because they poured honey into the keyboard of his laptop and then Super-Glued it closed. But for the most part I was the ‘bad cop’ to Harry’s ‘good cop’. Sometimes I think the triplets are only ever going to remember me shouting at them. My vocabulary from dawn to dusk consists of ‘Stop it’, ‘Get down’, ‘Share’, ‘Get off him’, ‘Stop hitting him’, ‘Don’t do that’, ‘I’m warning you’, ‘You’re in big trouble’ and, for the last month, ‘Santa’s watching you.’ Every day I wake up and vow, Today I will not raise my voice. And within ten minutes of being awake I’m hollering like a fishwife. I’m surprised I don’t have permanent laryngitis.

We finished wrapping the little presents for their stockings.

‘I wonder what Louise’s news is?’ I said, as I put a small racing car into Luke’s. My older sister Louise, who lived in London, had texted yesterday and said she had some news to tell me on Christmas Day, but when I rang her to find out what it was I just got her voicemail.

‘Boyfriend?’ Harry suggested.

‘She didn’t sound excited, so I don’t think that’s it.’

‘Probably not. She’s pretty scary. I can’t imagine guys are queuing round the block to go out with her.’

‘Hey! That’s not fair. Louise is great – she’s just very focused.’

‘I’m a fan of Louise’s, but I wouldn’t want to go out with her. She can be a bit icy.’

‘She just doesn’t suffer fools – and she’s very successful. For some reason men find that intimidating.’

‘Julie, we’re simple creatures. We want to be with a woman, not a woman who acts and thinks like a guy, which is what Louise does.’

‘Maybe she’s got a new job.’

‘I thought she’d just been made senior partner at the law firm.’

‘Oh, yeah. Maybe she got head-hunted, then.’ I stifled a yawn. ‘Well, whatever it is, I’ll have to wait until tomorrow to find out.’

‘You mean today. It’s after three a.m.’ Harry pointed to the clock.

‘Oh, God, let’s get to bed quick. The boys are bound to be up early.’

‘Are Sophie and Jack coming to your parents for dinner, too?’

‘Yes.’

‘Great,’ Harry drawled.

‘Come on, you like Sophie and you just have to ignore Jack.’

‘It’s difficult to ignore someone who takes over every conversation.’

‘He’s not that bad, just a bit over the top.’

‘He’s an arrogant tosser. I swear if he tells me how much money he made this year, I’ll deck him.’

My brother-in-law, Jack, was an incredibly successful hedge-fund manager. He had told Harry and everyone else ‘discreetly’ last Christmas that he had earned four million that year. Harry, who had earned a tiny fraction of that, had almost choked on his wine. Jack had then insisted on taking Harry for a spin in his brand-new Maserati, which was parked beside our people-carrier. When they’d arrived back, Jack had made a big show of giving Sophie her ‘real’ present – apparently the Jimmy Choo boots she’d got that morning were only a token. Louise had rolled her eyes at me across the room while Dad muttered, ‘Gobshite,’ under his breath. Jack had produced a large Tiffany’s box. Inside lay an incredible platinum-and-diamond chain with a big diamond S on the end.

I’ll never forget the look on Harry’s face. He’d given me a Tiffany’s box that morning, and inside was a lovely silver chain and a round silver pendant with J inscribed on it. I was thrilled and had shown it to my sisters when we arrived, but I knew Harry now felt belittled. Ever since then, all hope of the two brothers-in-law being friendly was gone. Jack had always been showy, but in the last few years he had gone to another level. Harry, who liked most people, couldn’t stand him. I knew Dad wasn’t keen on him either, but he tried not to show it out of loyalty to Sophie. To be honest, I thought Jack was a bit of an idiot, but I tried to like him for Sophie’s sake.

I hung up the stockings on the fireplace and stood back beside Harry. Three big stockings, for Luke, Liam and Leo, and a mini-stocking at the end for Tom. I was suddenly overcome with love for my four boys. My little men. I fought back tears.

Harry put his arm around me and kissed my cheek. ‘We’re very lucky.’

I nodded, the tears now rolling down my face.

We tucked Tom up in his cot and collapsed into our bed. I was asleep before my head hit the pillow.

5.50 a.m.

Three hours later, I was woken by a stocking smacking me on the head. ‘SANTA CAME!’ the triplets squealed, bouncing up and down on our bed.

‘It cannot be morning already!’ I croaked.

Harry looked at his watch. ‘Well, it’s dawn.’ He leant over and kissed me. ‘Merry Christmas, Julie.’

‘Come on, Mummy! Come and see! Santa brought us a real live sleigh! It’s so cool.’ The triplets pulled at my arm until I stumbled out of bed.

‘Erry Issmas, Mummy.’ Tom clung to my leg.

I bent down to pick him up and we all headed off to go sleigh-riding around the hall.
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2

Louise

I hated being delayed. My plane to Dublin had been held up and there didn’t appear to be any good reason for it. It was infuriating. The flight wasn’t leaving until nine thirty, so I wouldn’t get to the hotel until eleven and I had at least two hours’ work to do. Thank God all the Christmas presents were organized. I had ordered all the children’s things from Hamley’s in November and the adults’ from Selfridges. They’d been gift-wrapped and delivered to Mum and Dad’s house.

I poured myself a coffee – my second of the day: I never drank more than two, it dehydrated me – and sat down at an empty table in the lounge. I avoided eye contact with the man sitting at the table opposite me. He’d been trying to catch my attention since I’d walked into the Gold Club lounge and I was determined to ignore him. I didn’t feel like being chatted up. Not tonight. I had too much on my mind. Besides, he wasn’t very attractive and he had a beer belly. I never went for men who were unfit or overweight. They were clearly lazy, unhealthy and unfocused.

I couldn’t imagine a life without exercise. It cleared my head in the mornings and gave me a physical and mental high. Over the last few months exercise had kept me sane as I tried to work out what to do with the mess I’d got myself into. I was still shocked when I thought back to that day. It was so unlike me to lose control. What an idiot I had been. I sighed, sipped my coffee and forced myself not to wonder how my family was going to react to my news. I didn’t want to think about it any more: I was worn out.

Julie thought I was addicted to exercise and she might have been right, but at least it was a positive thing to be addicted to. I wished she’d start working out. She really needed to lose her baby weight and start taking control of her life. The triplets were a nightmare and she was always too tired to discipline them properly, which was hardly surprising considering she survived on a diet of chocolate biscuits and left-over fish-fingers.

Last winter she’d rung me crying because she couldn’t fit into her fat jeans – her skinny ones were long gone – and I’d spent ages creating a detailed schedule of what she needed to do. I had typed up a day-to-day meal plan for her and given her an exercise regime that she could fit easily into her chaotic life. But it didn’t last. She said she had tried really hard for four days, but then the boys got expelled from summer camp for cutting off a little girl’s ponytail during the arts and crafts class and Julie had turned to chocolate for comfort. When I suggested she could have tried to eat carrot sticks and nuts instead she’d told me to ‘Shove your carrot sticks up your arse,’ and slammed down the phone.

It wasn’t that I didn’t see it was tough for her – the triplets were a real handful – but I did think that if she managed her time better she’d be able to fit everything in, including more sleep, exercise and some time for herself. I was just trying to help.

My youngest sister, on the other hand, had far too much free time. I couldn’t understand how Sophie wasn’t bored out of her mind. How many pedicures can you have? She had only one child, Jessica, and a full-time housekeeper-childminder. Sophie was always perfectly groomed and she looked great, but I found it incredible that, with all her spare time, she never seemed to read the paper or even watch the news. She was completely clueless about current affairs – all she seemed to read were fashion magazines. Her life consisted of tennis, beautician, hairdresser, and endless coffee mornings talking rubbish with other bored, wealthy housewives. When Jessica started play-school last year I suggested Sophie should get a part-time job or go to college and do a course, but she looked at me as if I was mad and asked, ‘Where on earth would I find the time?’

I was tempted to say, ‘How about in between your skinny latte and your blow-dry?’ but Julie kicked me under the table, so I shut up.

It also bugged me that Sophie never, ever, asked me about work. I didn’t have a family, and my career was a huge part of my life. I had recently become only the second woman ever to be made senior partner at Higgins, Cooper & Gray. It was a really big deal. I got front-page coverage in the Law Gazette, the Law Journal and Legal Week.

I asked Sophie about Jessica and Jack all the time, and listened to her going on about Jessica’s talent as a ballet dancer, the pros of an Aga versus a gas range and how Jack was making millions, but she never once asked me about my job. She was only interested in finding out what cool new restaurants were opening up in London and if I’d seen Priscilla Haddington – some kind of ‘It girl’ socialite who lived in my apartment block.

The thing that shocked me most, though, was the money issue. Five years ago Dad had sold his business, just before the bottom dropped out of the economy. His timing really was impeccable. With the money he made he gave all four of us €80,000 each, a ‘rainy-day fund’, he called it. I had ordered Gavin to hand his over to me to look after because I knew he’d waste it otherwise, and when Julie had asked my advice on how to invest hers, I’d offered to look after it for her. The money was really important to her. They weren’t well off and she really wanted to send the boys to a private school. I was delighted to be able to tell her last month that her money was now worth €92,000.

When I was doing that for Gavin and Julie, I had called Sophie to see if she wanted me to invest hers too, but she said she’d given it to Jack. When I asked what he was doing with it, she said she didn’t know and got really huffy when I said I thought it was ridiculous to have no idea where your own money was or how it was being invested. Considering how successful Jack was, she reckoned it was in pretty safe hands, she snapped.

The flight was finally called and we were able to board the plane at nine forty-five so I got to my hotel, as predicted, at eleven o’clock. I never wanted to stay at home with Mum and Dad – which Mum strongly resented: I found it claustrophobic. I’d been living on my own since I was eighteen and I liked my own space.

I worked on my laptop for two hours and collapsed into bed at one. I set my alarm for seven. I wanted to go for a run, have a nice long soak in the bath, finish reading the Grogan file and check on my apartment before heading over to Mum and Dad’s. The two-bedroom apartment in a development near UCD was the first investment I had made fourteen years ago when I got my first big bonus. It was just before property prices in Ireland went through the roof. I never had any problem renting the place, but I only let it to mature students or lecturers. I didn’t want younger students trashing my pension property.

I tossed and turned for ages, trying to figure out the best way to drop my bombshell at Christmas lunch. Eventually I fell into a fitful sleep.

At two thirty the next day I pulled the rental car into my parents’ driveway and took two deep breaths. Here we go …

Mum rushed to the door to welcome me. We gave each other an awkward hug.

‘I’m delighted to see you,’ she said, ushering me into the lounge. ‘Look, all your presents are here. They were delivered four weeks ago. I never heard of anyone buying presents in November, really and truly!’

‘I had a busy December so I just wanted to be organized.’ I tried not to snap.

Ignoring me, Mum continued, ‘Well, you’re the first here. Sophie and Jack were popping into his parents’ house this morning and Julie’s late as usual. Now, let me look at you.’ She held my shoulders and peered into my face. I braced myself. ‘You look tired, Louise. Working far too hard, I’ve no doubt. You need to get out in the fresh air and join a tennis club or something,’ she suggested. ‘You won’t meet any nice men locked up in your office.’

‘I went for a run this morning, Mum. I’m getting plenty of fresh air.’

‘Running is a solo sport – you won’t meet anyone doing that.’

‘I’m happy being single,’ I reminded her for the hundredth time.

‘No one is happy on their own.’

‘Maybe I’m just a freak of nature.’

‘Don’t get smart with me, young lady.’

‘I’m just –’

Thankfully, before we ended up having yet another argument about my lack of desire to get married, Dad came in. He kissed me on the cheek. ‘Welcome home, Louise. How’s the corporate world?’

‘Busy, thanks.’

‘She’s overdoing it as usual,’ Mum said, picking up a bottle of wine. ‘Now, sit down and have a glass of red before Julie arrives and the madness begins. Those children are completely out of control. They need a firm hand but Julie and Harry are walkovers.’

‘Ah, you can’t be shouting at them all the time. They’re just lively.’ Dad defended the boys.

‘Boys need discipline.’ Mum wagged a finger at Dad. ‘Maybe if you’d been stricter with our Gavin we wouldn’t be in this mess.’

‘I’m not the one who spoilt him rotten all his life,’ Dad muttered.

I decided to interrupt them. ‘What time is Gavin coming?’

‘Apparently he’s going to grace us with his presence at three.’ Dad fiddled with his tie.

‘Mortified, we are.’ Mum sniffed. ‘We’re the laughing stock of the golf club. Can you imagine how humiliating it is to have everyone looking at your son, your only son, living up a tree?’

‘I wouldn’t mind if he was protesting against child slavery,’ Dad said, between gritted teeth. ‘I told him I’d plant ten trees to make up for it. He says, “Dad, would the birth of ten babies replace me if I was murdered?”’

I suppressed a smile. ‘At least he believes in something. Most young guys are out getting drunk every night.’

‘Easy for you to say. You haven’t been here,’ Mum remarked pointedly. ‘You haven’t had to listen to his eco-this and eco-that for the last six months.’

‘If you’re tired of listening to it, tell him to move out,’ I suggested.

‘And live where?’ Mum asked. ‘Sure he can barely boil water – he’d never survive on his own.’

‘That’s because you do everything for him,’ Dad growled.

‘Us girls had learnt to cook and do our own laundry by the time we were sixteen,’ I reminded my mother. ‘You never let Gavin do anything for himself. Maybe it’s time you did.’

‘Isn’t he up a tree by himself?’ Mum retorted.

‘Yes, but you’re bringing him casseroles and clean clothes every night,’ Dad said.

Mum stiffened. ‘What am I supposed to do? Let him starve? Let him wear dirty underpants?’

‘It might make him grow up a bit,’ I said.

‘He’s not tough like you. He’s very sensitive,’ Mum told me.

I bristled. ‘You can be sensitive and self-sufficient at the same time. He’s twenty-three, for God’s sake. Stop mollycoddling him.’

‘He’s different from you, Louise. You’ve always been independent. The first chance you got you ran away to England and we hardly ever see you now. I don’t want that for Gavin. I’d miss him too much.’

‘I didn’t run away to England. I took up a place to study law at Cambridge. I can see what a disappointment that must have been for you.’

‘Now, now, you know your mother and I were very proud of you getting into Cambridge,’ Dad said.

‘Of course I was proud.’ Mum pulled her cardigan around her. ‘I just don’t understand why you can only come home once a year and why you can’t stay with your own mother when you do.’

I sighed. ‘We’ve been over this a million times. It’s not personal, it’s just that I’m forty-one and I like my own space. I don’t think it’s such a terrible thing.’

‘Noreen Ryan’s daughter’s forty-three and she always stays with her when she comes back from New York. She doesn’t seem to have claustrophobia.’ Mum took a noisy sip of her wine.

Thankfully, before it could escalate further and end up with me saying something I’d regret, Julie and her gang arrived. I rushed outside to say hello.

‘Merry Christmas,’ Julie said, hugging me.

‘Thank God you’re here.’

‘What’s she giving out about?’

‘Working too hard, lack of a man and staying in a hotel.’

‘Home sweet home.’ Julie laughed.

‘Nice ears,’ I said, smiling at her red sparkly reindeer antlers.

‘Hold on.’ She pressed a button and the ears began to sing ‘Rudolph The Red Nosed Reindeer’.

‘You should have married Santa Claus.’ I grinned.

‘He’s a bit old for me, but he might suit you!’

‘Thanks a lot.’

‘Here you go, Mrs Claus.’ She fished a second pair of antlers out of her bag and plonked them on my head. ‘It’ll help get you into the spirit of the day.’

Harry came over, carrying Tom. ‘Hi, Louise.’ He kissed my cheek. ‘How has your morning been?’

‘A lot more civilized than yours, I imagine.’

‘Don’t talk to me.’ He groaned. ‘I’m exhausted already.’

He looked it. Since they’d had the triplets, Harry and Julie had aged ten years. Julie looked knackered too, and she’d put on more weight.

The triplets were running around in circles in the garden, wrestling each other to the ground. ‘GET UP!’ Julie roared, pulling Liam out of a puddle. ‘Look at you. You’re covered in mud and I went to all the trouble of dressing you up.’

They were wearing jeans and navy jumpers. Each jumper had a different picture on it – a Santa, a Rudolph and a snowman – which was now caked with mud.

‘Say hello to your auntie Louise,’ Harry told them.

‘Hello, Louise,’ one of them said – I could never really tell them apart. They all had brown hair, which made it difficult.

‘Hello, Cheese,’ another said.

‘Hello, Keys,’ the third said, as they all giggled.

Harry turned Tom to face me. ‘Say hello to Louise.’

He beamed and said, ‘Kello, Ouise,’ in the cutest little voice. I kissed him.

‘Well, at least one of them is semi-normal.’ Julie sighed.

Harry shivered. ‘Come on, let’s go in. It’s freezing out here. Louise, would you mind taking Tom while Julie and I grab the triplets?’

I carried Tom inside. He grinned at me, then vomited all over my dress.

There was a knock on the bathroom door. I opened it and Julie stood there, holding a packet of baby wipes. ‘Oh, God, Lou, I’m so sorry.’ She handed me some wipes. ‘He’s just getting over a little bug and I thought he was fine. Look at your beautiful dress!’

‘It’s fine – it’s not new or anything,’ I lied. It was brand new, expensive and I really liked it.

‘I know you’re lying, but thanks. I really am sorry. Last year you got apple juice spilled all over you and now this.’

‘Forget it, it’s done.’ I rubbed the last bit off and prayed that a good dry cleaner would be able to eliminate all stains and vomit smells.

Julie sat down on the side of the bath.

‘Apart from Tom’s tummy bug, how are things?’ I asked.

‘Same old story,’ she said. ‘Honestly, Lou, you were so wise not to have children. It’s like bloody Groundhog Day. I can’t wait for them all to be in school so I can do something constructive with my life.’

‘Are you still managing to read?’ I asked. Julie had always been the most voracious reader I knew. She used to get through three books a week – anything she could lay her hands on: history, science, politics, religion, spirituality, sport, psychology. It was incredible, and yet she hadn’t done particularly well in school or college. She wasn’t interested in exams. She just liked reading for reading’s sake.

‘Less than I’d like, but I’m still managing a book a week. I can now read while cooking, cleaning, doing laundry and eating. Anyway, I’m much more interested in your life. How are you? Are you even more manic now that you’ve been promoted?’

I nodded. ‘I didn’t think it was possible, but my workload is even heavier. It’s all good, though, and my new office has a view of the Thames and Big Ben.’

‘Wow! Mind you, it’s no more than you deserve after twenty years’ devotion to that firm.’

‘It’s nice to be recognized,’ I admitted.

Julie’s head snapped up. ‘I can’t believe I nearly forgot to ask you! What’s the news you said you had?’

I put my hands over my face.

‘Oh, my God, Lou, is it that bad?’

I peered out from between my fingers. ‘Brace yourself, Julie. You’re not going to believe this. I –’

‘Julie! Are you in there?’ Mum barged in and stood glaring at Julie, hands on hips. ‘If those children do not behave, I’m locking them out in the garden.’

‘Where’s Harry?’ Julie asked.

‘Harry doesn’t seem to think there’s anything wrong with his children pulling all the decorations off the Christmas tree, but I do!’

‘OK, I’ll be down in two minutes,’ Julie promised.

Mum grabbed her arm and marched her downstairs. ‘Julie, in two minutes my tree will have fallen down and killed someone.’

I sat down and exhaled deeply.
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Sophie

‘Merry Christmas, darling.’ Jack handed me a big Cartier box.

I opened it and screamed.

He grinned. ‘Happy?’

‘It’s incredible.’ I took out the watch and held it up to the morning light. ‘Oh, Jack, it’s stunning. Thank you.’ I turned to kiss him.

‘A Cartier Tank Française eighteen-carat white gold and diamond bracelet watch for my beautiful wife.’

He helped me put it on and I watched the diamonds sparkle as I moved my wrist. I couldn’t wait to show it off at Victoria’s next coffee morning; she’d be green with envy. She’d wanted one of these for two years and had been dropping loads of hints to Gerry, but so far he’d ignored her. Mind you, he had given her a new Land Rover LRX Concept last year, which I admit I envied.

‘Was the watch horrendously expensive?’ I asked Jack.

He nodded. ‘But who cares? I had a bloody great year and money is there to be enjoyed.’

‘I just love it.’

‘Well, I can think of one way you can thank me.’ He rolled over and climbed on top of me. I wasn’t in the mood for sex, but I could hardly refuse him after such an amazing gift. Thankfully, it was all over in five minutes and Jack fell straight back to sleep. I lay and admired my present.

There was a soft knock on the door. ‘Come in, sweetheart,’ I called. Jessica rushed in and climbed up on to the bed. Her cheeks were flushed.

‘He came, Mummy! Santa came and he left me so many presents! My room is full up.’

I hugged her. ‘Of course he came. You’re the best four-year-old girl in the world. Now, come on, show me your new toys.’

‘Daddy, are you coming?’ she asked.

‘Ssh, he’s asleep,’ I said. I took her hand and we ran across to her bedroom.

For the next hour we played with all her new things. I’d gone a bit mad and bought her everything she’d ever shown an interest in. I loved spoiling her. She was such a sweet, gentle little girl and so easy to mind. When I looked at what Julie had to deal with, I thanked God for Jess. I honestly didn’t know how Julie did it. No wonder she always looked worn out and had lost her easy-going personality. She’d been constantly tired and grumpy since the triplets arrived. She’d started getting her life back to normal when they were about three, but then she fell pregnant with Tom and completely lost it. She cried for most of the pregnancy. I felt so sorry for her. It was as if she’d just given up and accepted that her life was over, which it pretty much was with four boys under five. I shuddered just thinking about her day-to-day life … and she had no childcare!

‘Mummy, did Santa come to you?’ Jess asked.

‘Santa only comes to children, but look what Daddy bought for Mummy.’ I showed her my watch.

‘Oh, it’s so pretty and shiny.’

‘That’s because of all the diamonds.’

‘When I grow up I’m going to marry a prince who buys me diamonds,’ Jess said.

I looked at my beautiful daughter with her long curly blonde hair and big blue eyes. ‘I think you’re going to have lots of princes wanting to buy you diamonds and that’s a very good thing.’

She giggled and then asked to put on her new party dress. I’d bought her a red velvet one with a net skirt underneath to give it body. It had smocking across the chest and a white collar and cuffs. It came with a matching red velvet cape and beret. I loved dressing Jess up: she was like a little doll and looked beautiful in everything. Now she twirled around in her new dress.

‘There’s my princess,’ Jack said, coming in freshly showered. He picked her up and kissed her.

‘Daddy, Santa came!’ Jess told him.

‘I can see that.’ Jack winked at me. ‘I think Santa must have had a separate sleigh for you. He seems to have bought you everything in every shop. Come on, let’s have some breakfast.’

We headed downstairs to the kitchen where Mimi, our Filipina housekeeper, had left everything laid out – a large fruit platter, natural yoghurt, granola, pumpkin-seed bread and sugar-free jam.

‘Mummy, can I have a hot chocolate because it’s Christmas Day?’ Jess asked.

‘No, honey – I’m sorry, but you know it’s bad for you.’

‘But I had it in Ella’s house yesterday.’

‘Well, Ella’s mummy shouldn’t have given it to you.’

‘She didn’t. It was Lilly.’

Lilly was Mimi’s sister. They had both come to Dublin from the Philippines in search of work. I’d hired Mimi and one of the other mums at Jess’s Montessori school – Naomi, Ella’s mother – had hired Lilly.

‘Lilly was wrong to do that. Hot chocolate rots your teeth and makes you fat. Now, here you go, here’s a nice carrot juice.’

‘Please, Mummy, it’s Christmas.’

‘Go on, Sophie, give her the chocolate,’ Jack said indulgently.

‘You’re the one who always comments on other people’s kids being fat or having bad teeth. Do you want Jess to end up like that?’ I asked him.

He sighed and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Your mum’s right, Jess. It’s not good for you and we want you to grow up to be as beautiful as Mummy.’

Jess looked upset. I went over and put my arm around her. ‘I’ll tell you what – if you drink your juice, I’ll give you a treat.’

‘What?’

‘A chocolate rice cake.’

‘OK,’ she said, and proceeded to drink.

‘You know, Jess, I fell in love with Mummy the first time I saw her,’ Jack said. ‘She was the most gorgeous girl in the room.’

‘Did she have a princess dress on?’ Jess asked.

‘I think princess dresses tend to have more material than that one. It was red, short and very sexy.’ Jack grinned at me.

‘Jack! She’s four.’ I tried not to laugh.

‘I love red,’ Jess said.

‘And you’re beautiful in it,’ Jack assured her.

‘Mummy is too.’

‘Yes, she is. But to be honest, Jess,’ Jack leant in conspiratorially, ‘Mummy is stunning in everything she wears, and even more so when she’s naked.’

‘Jack!’ I giggled as he kissed my neck.

Jess laughed with us. ‘I’m so happy you love Mummy. Rose’s daddy doesn’t love her mummy any more. He lives in another house by hisself.’

‘I know, angel, and I know you’re sad for Rose, but she’ll be fine. Her mummy and daddy still love her the same as before,’ I assured Jess.

Jack kissed her head. ‘Jess, you never have to worry about Daddy going to live in another house. He loves you and Mummy way too much for that. There’s nowhere else Daddy wants to be but here. I have a beautiful family, a big house and money to spend on having fun.’ He winked at me.

‘And buying presents,’ Jess added.

‘Yes, baby, lots of presents for you and Mummy.’

‘Hurrah,’ Jess and I said in unison.

While Jess ate her rice cake, Jack reached out to pour some honey over his yoghurt. ‘So, dinner with the in-laws this year. That should be fun.’ He smirked. ‘Has Gavin come down from the tree yet?’

‘No, he’s still on his crusade. I had Mum on the phone for an hour yesterday, ranting about it. I don’t blame her, though. It is embarrassing for them in the golf club.’

‘He needs to get a real job. As soon as he starts earning proper cash, he’ll leave all that eco-crap behind.’

‘He’s just finding his way in the world. Try not to wind him up – he’s very passionate about it.’ Jack had a tendency to slag people and sometimes he took it a bit too far.

‘Is Louise home?’

‘Yeah, she flew in last night. She’s staying at the Four Seasons.’

‘And Julie and Harry are going to be there too?’

‘Yes.’ I took a bite of pineapple.

‘It’ll be lively.’

‘It’s better than going to your parents’ house and having to talk about surgery for hours.’

‘True. My dad and Roger are terrible bores.’

‘Thank God you didn’t become a surgeon too.’

‘I didn’t have the brains.’ Jack’s mood immediately darkened.

It never ceased to amaze me how much it bothered him that he hadn’t got enough points in his Leaving Cert to study medicine at university. No matter how successful he was or how much money he made, it still really got to him. Aged eighteen, as soon as he’d received his exam results, he’d run away to New York. He was ashamed and knew that he was a disappointment to his father. Roger, his older brother, had already finished his first degree and started his surgical studies when Jack took off.

‘Jack,’ I said, ‘look around. You are the successful one in your family. They don’t earn a tenth of what you do.’

‘I suppose it’s not bad for a kid who never went to college and started as a runner on the New York trading floor.’

‘The same guy who then worked his way up to become a partner in the GreenGem hedge fund and was sent to Ireland to set up an office here,’ I reminded him.

‘Just think, if it hadn’t been for the low corporate tax regime in Ireland, I may never have moved back here and met you.’

‘It’s lucky for you you did! Not only did you bag yourself a stunning wife but look at what you’ve achieved. Look at how much money you’ve made.’

‘Ah, yes, but I’m not saving lives like my father and brother.’ Jack wagged a finger at me. ‘I should donate it all to medical research. Maybe then they’d respect me.’

‘Over my dead body! Let them live in their superior little medical bubble. It’s a hell of a lot more fun in the hedge-fund world.’

‘That’s my girl.’ Jack hugged me.

‘Hug! Hug!’ Jess said, jumping down from her chair to join in.

I slipped into my new black Prada dress and the very high, very cool Christian Louboutin boots Jack had brought me back from New York last week. I looked in the mirror and I liked what I saw. I was the thinnest I’d ever been, a small size eight, and I was thrilled. Every time she saw me, Louise told me I was too thin. As the eldest, she seemed to feel she had to boss us around the whole time. She was always telling Julie to manage her time better and to lose weight, and ordering me to stop dieting and getting so much Botox.

Julie did need to lose weight – she needed to lose at least two stone – but it wasn’t Louise’s place to nag her. As for the Botox, I’d looked ten years younger since I’d started getting it two years ago. It was completely addictive and I loved the way my forehead was now line-free. Louise said I had that frozen-face look but, honestly, at this stage in my life I just ignored her. She was always bossing me about something – I should get a job, go back and study, manage my own money … Why? I didn’t want to get a job – I didn’t need one. I had never been academic, so why would I want to go to college? And as for managing my own money, I hadn’t a clue about investing and interest rates and all that stuff so I’d given it to Jack.

Thank God Jack had come along when he did. At thirty-one my career as a model was seriously drying up and I’d just broken up with Dominic Beaufort – he’d dumped me for a twenty-two-year-old who modelled for the same agency. I was so humiliated. I’d been with Dominic for two years, and when he’d taken me out to dinner to ‘discuss something’ I’d presumed he was going to propose …

I’d met Jack three weeks later at the opening of a new nightclub I was helping to promote. We’d flirted, swapped numbers, and I was determined not to let this one get away. He was better-looking and wealthier than Dominic. He’d only been back in Dublin a month – I was incredibly lucky to meet him that night or I’m sure he would have been snapped up by someone younger and prettier. Thankfully, it had all worked out for the best.

Julie once joked about how I only went out with rich guys. She was right. I did. When we were growing up I’d looked around me. Louise was super-bright, independent and ambitious. Julie was really content – she had her friends and her books and she was very happy. I, on the other hand, was never happy. I was always looking for something else, something better. The one thing I had going for me was that I was good-looking. That was it. I wasn’t smart, or sporty, or popular, but I was pretty. So I used it to its full advantage. I made a career of it and got a rich husband too.

The bonus with marrying Jack was that I really loved him. He appeared very confident, but he had an insecure side because of his horrible family. We had our insecurities in common – his were about not being clever enough and mine were about losing my looks because they were all I had. That was why I starved myself and got Botox and fillers. I knew it was important for me to hold up my part of the deal. Jack married me because he loved me, but also because I was good-looking, thin and glamorous. I married him because I loved him and because his money made me feel secure and allowed me to have the kind of lifestyle I’d always dreamt of. Being Mrs Jack Wells made me feel powerful. It gave me status. I loved the way shop assistants fawned all over me. I loved staying in five-star hotels wherever we went. I loved having designer clothes, fabulous diamonds and a big car. It might seem shallow to some people, but I got a high from it. It made me feel important, the way some people’s jobs make them feel important.

‘Ready, darling?’ Jack came into the dressing room with Jess. He was wearing the new caramel cashmere coat I’d bought him.

‘The coat looks great.’

‘Thank you. My wife has impeccable taste.’

‘Yes, she does.’ I turned around to show him the dress. ‘Do you like it? It’s new.’

‘I like it very much and the boots are hot.’

‘You look beautiful, Mummy,’ Jess said.

‘And you’re adorable.’ I kissed her nose.

I put Jess’s cape and beret on her and we headed off in Jack’s new Aston Martin. It was his Christmas present to himself.

As we walked up to his parents’ front door I reminded him that we were only staying for an hour. ‘We have to be in Mum and Dad’s by three. I promised we wouldn’t be late.’

‘Don’t worry, Sophie. An hour here will be plenty for me.’ Jack rang the bell.

William, his father, opened the door. ‘Greetings of the season. Don’t you look lovely, Jess?’ he bellowed. ‘Sophie. Jack.’ He peered over our heads and turned to Jack. ‘New car, I see.’

‘Yes, it’s an Aston Martin. I remember you telling me it was your favourite car,’ Jack said.

‘Nice to look at, but far too ostentatious to own,’ his father replied, and I watched Jack’s face fall.

‘I think it’s fantastic,’ I piped up, full of false cheer. ‘It drives like a dream. You should take it for a spin, William, you might enjoy it.’

Jack’s mum, June, came over and hugged Jess. ‘Merry Christmas, Jessica. You look very nice.’

‘Happy Christmas, June,’ I said, leaning in for her to air-kiss me.

‘Oh, my goodness, how on earth do you walk in those things?’ She stared at my boots. ‘They’re awfully jazzy.’

‘You have to suffer for fashion,’ I said, fixing a smile on my face.

We went into the lounge where Jack’s brother, Roger, and his wife, Fiona, were sitting at a chessboard with their daughter, Grace. She was two years older than Jess and in a different league intellectually. She’d been playing chess since she was three. Roger was leaning over the board in his navy blazer, explaining a move, while Fiona, in her simple but stylish black trouser suit and flat pumps, watched, beaming proudly. I always felt overdressed when I met them.

‘Hi, everyone. Happy Christmas,’ Jack said. They barely looked up.

‘We’ll be with you in a minute. Grace is just about to beat her daddy at chess,’ Fiona explained.

‘What’s chess, Mummy?’ Jess asked me.

I bent down to whisper in her ear, ‘It’s a game for people with no personality.’

‘How are things, Dad?’ Jack asked, sitting down beside me on the couch.

‘Excellent, thank you. I’ve just been asked to speak at the American College of Cardiology convention in Florida next month.’

‘Sounds great. Congratulations.’

‘Checkmate!’ Grace squealed. ‘I did it! I beat Daddy!’ She jumped up and down.

‘She really is an extraordinary child,’ June, the proud grandmother, said to me. ‘They’re taking her to be tested for Mensa.’

‘Mensa is a society for the brightest people in the world. Your IQ has to be in the top two per cent of the country,’ Fiona explained to me, her dim-witted sister-in-law.

‘I know all about it, Fiona. My sister Louise is a member.’

‘What?’ She was clearly shocked that I could possibly have a genius for a sister.

‘Yeah,’ I said, deliberately casual. ‘Louise has been a member since she was a kid.’

‘What does she do?’

‘She’s a lawyer,’ Jack said. ‘She studied law at Cambridge and got a first, didn’t she, Sophie?’ he boasted, on my behalf.

‘Yes, she came top of her year.’ I squeezed his hand.

‘We’re hoping Grace will go to Harvard,’ Fiona replied.

‘And no doubt she’ll become an arrogant bore like her parents,’ Jack muttered. I forced myself not to laugh.

‘Will you have a drink, Sophie?’ William asked.

‘Thank you. A glass of white wine would be lovely.’

He handed me a large glass and I gulped some down. It was going to be a long hour.

‘So how are things with you, Roger?’ Jack asked.

‘He has just been made master of obstetrics and gynaecology at the Royal College Hospital,’ William said, patting his elder son on the back.

‘That’s great. Well done.’ Jack went over to shake his brother’s hand.

‘And Fiona has been promoted to head of radiology at RCH,’ Roger said proudly.

‘They make an incredible team, don’t you think?’ June asked me.

I could think of many words to describe them – smug, self-obsessed, snobbish – but ‘incredible’ wasn’t one of them. ‘Congratulations, Fiona,’ I muttered.

‘Thank you, Sophie. How’s everything with you?’

‘Great, thanks.’

‘Still doing the stay-at-home-mother thing?’

‘Yes.’

‘I must say, I do admire you stay-at-home girls. There’s no way I could sit around the house all day. I’d go completely insane. The lack of intellectual stimulation would kill me. Besides, I couldn’t imagine not earning my own money.’

‘Well, Fiona, Jack earns enough for a hundred wives, so I don’t find it a problem.’ I smirked at her. Jack grinned at me.

‘Why don’t we open presents?’ Roger suggested, before a catfight broke out.

‘Santa brought Daddy a new car,’ Jess announced.

‘Yes, I can see that,’ Roger said. ‘It’s always easy to tell when you’ve had a good year, Jack. You’re never shy about displaying it.’

‘Jack had his best year ever,’ I bragged. ‘He’s a genius at what he does.’

‘I think you were being a little casual with the word “genius” there, Sophie,’ Roger said.

‘Who else do you know makes that much money?’

‘Genius has nothing to do with money.’ William snorted. ‘Anyone can make money, but very few people can save lives.’

I wanted to punch him on the nose. Here we go again: ‘We surgeons are gods, you know … We stop people dying … We make the difference between life and death, blah blah blah.’ I was sick of hearing it.

‘Let’s do the presents. Sophie and I have to leave soon.’ Jack cut across his father’s lecture on the wonders of surgeons.

Jack was incredibly generous with his money. He loved buying presents and had put a lot of thought into his family’s Christmas gifts. He knew Roger and Fiona liked opera so he had bought them flights, accommodation and tickets to the Rossini Opera Festival in Italy in August.

Roger read the itinerary. ‘Thanks, but unfortunately we won’t be available. I’ve got a conference in Mexico in August. I’m the keynote speaker.’ He handed the envelope back to Jack. ‘You guys should go. You never know, you might actually enjoy opera.’

I wanted to shove the envelope down his throat. What an ungrateful bastard. Jack was crestfallen.

‘Oh, my goodness, Jack, this is far too generous,’ June said, opening her envelope. ‘Look, William, he’s bought us a weekend at the George V in Paris.’

‘Bit over the top, don’t you think?’ William boomed. ‘No need to spend all your money in one go, son.’

Jack gritted his teeth. ‘I’m not, Dad. I wanted to treat you and Mum. I know she’s always wanted to stay in that hotel and I’ve had a good year so I thought it’d be a nice present.’

‘It is, dear,’ June said, patting her younger son’s arm. ‘It’s a lovely surprise.’

William snorted.

Jack looked like thunder as we carried on with the presents. Roger and Fiona had given us a chess set – ‘so you can teach Jess and expand her mind’. And they gave Jess a hundred-and-fifty-piece jigsaw, ‘because Grace is doing three-hundred-piece ones’.

I had bought Grace a Burberry raincoat with wellingtons to match. Fiona looked at them and fished around in the bag for the receipt. By the time we left I almost had lockjaw from the fixed smile I’d worn.

‘Thank God that’s over.’ I laid my head on the headrest in the car.

‘I can never do anything right. I’ll never be good enough.’ Jack thumped the steering-wheel with his fist.

‘Maybe you should stop trying so hard. You always get knocked back.’

‘They’re my family. I’d like them just for once to bloody well acknowledge that I’m a success, not a disappointment.’

I put my hand gently on his arm. ‘Jack, they’re never going to do that. You have to let it go.’

He sighed. ‘I know you’re right. It’s just so frustrating. I’ve always been second best and I’m sick of it.’

‘They’re so arrogant with their master-of-the-hospital this and head-of-department that, and their weird Mensa child. Who the hell wants to be like them? They’re miserable. Grace is a freak. Who wants to play chess all day at six years of age?’

‘Mummy, does the African American Queen dance on the stripy dance-floor with the White King?’ our own little genius asked from the back seat.

Jack and I looked at one another and roared laughing.
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