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We may be in-laws, but we’re outlaws at heart.
Anon



1. Amanda
Amanda clenched her fists and bit her tongue for the umpteenth time that morning as Nancy ordered her about the kitchen. She could do nothing right.
‘Not like that. You always whisk cream until it stands in little peaks. That’s when you know it’s ready. Did your mother not teach you that?’ Nancy snapped, from her wheelchair.
Amanda was tempted to upend the bowl of cream over her mother-in-law’s perfectly coiffed head. She’d never really warmed to Nancy, but since the fall she had become insufferable. And living in this house with her was a nightmare, a really bad one.
Amanda’s teenage son, Theo, sat in the corner of the large kitchen, AirPods in, scrolling on his phone. Maybe she should throw the bowl of cream over his head, so that he’d look up and engage with her for once. She knew teens were addicted to their phones, but Theo seemed to spend his life on his and since … well … since everything had imploded, she had been too distracted to pull him up on his phone use.
Turning her back on her mother-in-law and her son, Amanda whipped the cream with venom and tried not to let the panic she felt overwhelm her. The move back to Ireland had been sudden and traumatic. She was still reeling from all that had happened. In a way, Nancy tripping on the footpath and breaking her leg in three places, resulting in her having a cast from her toes to her hip, had actually been a godsend. It had given Amanda and Ross the valid excuse they needed to get out of London and away from the mess that Ross and Theo had created. Who knew that your husband and son could turn your life upside-down in the space of a month? Ross and Theo had done a great job. Amanda’s happy, content, comfortable life had been well and truly shattered. Now she was living with her overbearing mother-in-law and trying to pretend that everything was hunky-dory.
Ross came into the kitchen, smelling fresh from his long shower. Her husband had timed his entrance to perfection: everything was pretty much done. Under Nancy’s watchful eye and critical instructions, Amanda had set the table and prepared the food for the family lunch. Nancy’s kitchen was spacious and bright. It had a white marble counter with six dove-grey stools to one side, a large Belfast sink and a hob on the other. The table was long and seated twelve people comfortably. It was dark oak and had once been owned by French monks (a long and boring story that Nancy liked to tell everyone who entered the house) and the chairs were covered with a fresh olive and dove-grey gingham. When Amanda had first come to the house, aged nineteen, and admired the kitchen, Nancy had told her that she had designed it, and the whole house, to have a ‘Provence meets the Hamptons’ look. Amanda didn’t know what that meant, or where Provence or the Hamptons were, but she was a quick study. She had taken note of everything – the subtle complementary colour schemes, the stylish furniture, the tasteful art, the sumptuous rugs, the herringbone parquet flooring, the carefully placed lamps, the panelled walls, the custom-made bookshelves, all of it. Amanda was determined to soak it in so that she could recreate it.
It was a far cry from the cramped, dull, grey pebble-dashed house that she had grown up in. The whole place was painted magnolia and stank of her father’s pipe smoke. Furniture was purchased for its practicality, not style, and they wouldn’t have dreamt of wasting money on rugs or lamps.
Ross’s family home was what good taste and money could get you, and from the moment she set foot inside it, Amanda had known that this was what she wanted. This elegant lifestyle was what she had always craved. Amanda had never particularly liked Nancy, but she had always admired her success and her style.
‘Ross, for the love of God, pour me a drink,’ Nancy ordered her eldest son. ‘It’s exhausting having to coordinate everything myself.’
Amanda bit her lip, hard. She felt like a disobedient staff member causing the boss headaches. Nancy might have style, but she sure as hell didn’t have grace.
‘Sure, Mum. White wine?’
‘No, something stronger, a gin and tonic, please.’
‘Should you be drinking gin? Those painkillers are strong.’
‘I’m a successful seventy-six-year-old businesswoman. I don’t need my son telling me what I can and cannot do. I thought you came home to help, not nag me.’
Ross smiled tightly and took a bottle of gin from the dresser in the corner of the kitchen. Amanda hid a smile. It was comforting to see that Nancy was driving him nuts too.
‘Can I have a drink?’ Theo asked.
‘No!’ Ross and Amanda said in unison.
‘Ah, give the boy a drink. What age is he? Eighteen?’ Nancy asked. ‘It might get him to look up from his phone for once.’
‘Theo is seventeen and he will not be drinking.’ Amanda was firm. She knew she had to placate Nancy and bite her tongue on most things, but no way was Theo drinking alcohol. She’d had enough trouble with him. He was on thin ice, very thin ice.
‘Oh, God, are you one of those awful helicopter parents?’ Nancy said. ‘I read an article in The Times about that last week. A beer at seventeen isn’t going to kill the boy.’
Amanda decided the best option was to ignore Nancy and change the subject. ‘I’ll have a glass of red, please, Ross.’
Ross poured two large glasses of red and handed her one. Amanda drank deeply and felt the alcohol take off a bit of the edge, but it would take an entire vat to remove it completely. Thankfully, Nancy had gone back to reading a new manuscript and was sipping her gin and tonic quietly. Amanda checked the roast beef and vegetables and it all looked good. She had to make sure it wasn’t overcooked. Nancy liked her meat medium-rare and Amanda did not want to give her mother-in-law another reason to criticize her. She picked up the carving knife and wondered if it was normal to have so many people in your family that you’d happily stab. She placed it back on the counter and drank more wine.
The doorbell rang. Ross went to answer it.
Amanda heard loud voices and laughter. Thank God: more people for Nancy to turn her laser focus on.
‘Here comes chaos.’ Nancy sighed. ‘Let’s hope Katie doesn’t drink all my good wine, although there’s a strong chance she will.’
Amanda was secretly glad that Nancy was so dismissive of Katie: it made her feel less alone in the worst daughter-in-law category. She actually liked Katie, who was warm and fun, but Nancy had never rated her and Amanda knew she never would.
Ross’s two brothers, Jamie and Frank, their wives and kids all trooped into the kitchen.
Katie and Jamie placed three bottles of wine on the countertop.
‘We’ll need these.’ Katie winked at Amanda, who chuckled. At least Nancy couldn’t accuse Katie of drinking her wine now.
Frank, the middle brother and general peacemaker, placed a homemade cake on the counter. ‘It’s vegan,’ he said. ‘I hope everyone likes it.’
‘It’s absolutely disgusting,’ one of his twin daughters said drily.
‘Tastes like puke,’ the other added.
‘It’s an acquired taste.’ Frank’s wife, Melanie, was clearly trying to be diplomatic.
Frank laughed good-naturedly. ‘I’ll turn you into vegans eventually.’
‘Never!’ the twins shouted.
Amanda marvelled at Frank’s calmness and wished she was more like him. She doubted he looked at sharp knives and imagined plunging them into people’s chests.
‘Hello! Am I invisible here?’ Nancy barked, evidently put out at not being the centre of attention.
They all turned and hurried over to greet her.
‘You need your colour done, Nancy. I’ll come around tomorrow and sort you out,’ Katie said.
Nancy nodded curtly. ‘Okay, but I’ve a busy day. It’ll have to be at seven a.m.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’ Katie mock-saluted.
Nancy rolled her eyes but didn’t snap. Amanda envied Katie her carefree attitude. She didn’t care what Nancy thought of her. The only person whose opinion Katie cared about was Jamie’s, and they were mad about each other. They had celebrated ten years of marriage last month and were still very much in love. Amanda thought back to her and Ross’s tenth anniversary. They had been happy then, too. But, years on … Well, that was a different story.
‘Show Granny the picture you drew,’ Katie encouraged her six-year-old Toby.
He handed Nancy a picture of a stick woman with a cloud of fuzzy yellow hair and a cast on one leg.
‘Is that supposed to be me?’
‘Yep,’ Toby said proudly.
‘He’s no Van Gogh,’ Nancy muttered.
‘Jeez, Mum, he’s six,’ Jamie said, rubbing Toby’s hair affectionately. ‘And he did it all by himself.’
‘I think it’s brilliant.’ Katie poured herself a large glass of wine and mumbled, ‘Grumpy cow,’ under her breath. Amanda smiled.
‘Hello, Granny.’ Lucy sidled up to her grandmother.
‘Hello, my pet.’ Nancy hugged the little girl tightly to her.
Amanda wondered if it was a blessing or a curse to be the favourite grandchild. It was something Theo would certainly never have to worry about.
‘How are Sloane’s sales?’ Nancy asked Melanie.
Amanda watched her sister-in-law’s face light up. She seemed to come alive when work was mentioned, which always surprised Amanda. She’d expected her to moan about work and how busy she was, like the mums in London had always done. They’d made a big deal of their constantly hectic lives, banging on about how they’d love to retire early. So it was a surprise to realize that Melanie genuinely lived for her work. Amanda hadn’t had a job in years and was impressed by how Melanie seemed able to juggle everything.
‘Sloane’s sales are up again. She’s flying in the UK. Her novel is number eight on the fiction chart this week.’
‘Good news.’ Nancy almost cracked a smile.
Still the favourite daughter-in-law, Amanda thought, watching Nancy’s face. It was annoying how obviously Nancy favoured Melanie. Then again, they worked together and Melanie was excellent at her job. It was hard to compete with that. Besides, Amanda would rather throw herself off a cliff than have to work with Nancy every day.
Amanda had loved living in London with a whole sea between her and her in-laws. But now they were back living in Dublin and she was going to have to try to win Nancy over with great meals, caring for her and being endlessly patient while she recuperated from the broken leg. She felt tired just thinking about it.
Beside her, Katie was pouring herself another glass of wine. She certainly was able to pack it away. They’d had a get-together over a simple supper on her and Ross’s first weekend back, and Amanda couldn’t help noticing how Katie kept her glass permanently filled. Maybe it helped neutralize Nancy’s snarky comments. If that was the case, Amanda wondered if she should up her alcohol intake to get through the next few months.
‘I sold Sloane’s translation rights to Norway and Croatia this week,’ Jamie said.
Sloane was obviously the agency’s new star writer. Amanda supposed she should take more of an interest now that Ross had started working in his mother’s literary agency too.
‘That’s good news, but you need to push harder, Jamie. She should be translated by everyone. She’s a star.’ Nancy was not impressed with her youngest son’s news, and Amanda could see that her response bothered Jamie.
‘What a fecking witch,’ Katie whispered, gulping back her wine.
‘Mum, that’s so mean and you said a very bad word.’ Lucy’s eyes were wide. Amanda smiled at her. She was a sweet kid, quiet and compliant, the complete opposite to her mother.
‘Sssh, I know. I’m very naughty,’ Katie said, pressing her finger to her lips.
Katie’s nine-year-old daughter shook her head. ‘Now you have to put money in the curse jar.’
‘I will. When we get home.’
‘It’s already very full, Mum, and you always curse more when you drink. You need to shush or Granny will hear you.’
‘I know, I know. I have a potty mouth and my happy juice –’ Katie pointed to her wine – ‘does make it worse. I’ll try harder, sweetie.’ Katie blew Lucy a kiss.
Lucy rolled her eyes. ‘Stop calling it “happy juice”. I’m not a baby. I love Granny and you promised not to say mean things about her any more.’
‘Jeez, relax, Lucy, it’s fine. She didn’t hear me.’
‘It’s okay. No harm done. Why don’t you take a seat here?’ Amanda said, wanting to avoid a showdown and to reassure Lucy.
They sat down – the kids on a separate table, which Nancy insisted on, and the adults at their own. Amanda placed platters, dishes and bowls of food on the table and they busied themselves passing everything around.
Everyone complimented the beef, except Frank, who ate only the vegetables but was very complimentary about them. Nancy ate all of the food, but didn’t praise any of it or thank Amanda for making it.
The chat remained very general and light, until Nancy homed in on Frank. ‘So, Frank, any news at your end?’
Amanda noticed Melanie’s body tense. Frank, meanwhile, looked very relaxed.
‘Nothing concrete, but I met up with Steevy Pine to talk about him writing a biography.’
‘He’d be a great person to get. Is he keen?’ Jamie asked.
Frank shrugged. ‘He said he’d think about it.’
‘In other words, no.’ Nancy sighed. ‘They’ll put “nothing concrete” on your tombstone, Frank. It’s your life motto at this point.’
‘Let’s wait and see.’ Frank shrugged again. Melanie’s jaw was clenched so tightly that Amanda thought her sister-in-law might crack a tooth.
‘So, how are you guys settling back in?’ Jamie changed the subject.
‘Good. It’s been pretty seamless,’ Ross said.
Amanda tried not to choke on her drink. What a liar.
‘I’m looking forward to getting stuck in at the agency now that all the admin of moving has been sorted out.’
‘What are you planning to do? Sales, marketing, optioning, deal negotiation, contracts, foreign rights, media, reading our massive slush pile?’ Jamie asked.
‘All of it.’ Ross wiped his mouth with a white linen napkin, one of the set that Nancy had insisted on using and Amanda would have to launder.
Amanda looked at the red-wine stain on the napkin: it reminded her of red lipstick – the kind she wore. Amanda pressed the image down. Not now, not here.
Jamie frowned. ‘Well, foreign-rights contracts are my area.’
‘I’m going to get involved in everything. I want to see how efficiently the agency is running. I have more experience than anyone at this table after fifteen years with Jackson Mayhew. They are, after all, one of the largest publishers in the world.’
‘We know who Jackson Mayhew are,’ Melanie said. Amanda could hear the irritation in her voice and she wished Ross didn’t always have to take the bull-in-a-china-shop approach. It had earned him kudos in London, but it might not work the same way here. ‘The agency is running very well, Ross. We’ve had a lot of success with Sloane, in particular, this year.’
Ross leant forward. ‘We all know that the agency’s success is mainly because of Hayden Lang’s cookbooks and Jessie Wright’s crime fiction – both authors my mother signed years ago.’
‘Sloane’s sales figures have far surpassed Hayden’s this year.’ Melanie was not backing down. Amanda was enjoying watching someone put Ross in his place. ‘And Jessie is way behind schedule on her new book.’
Ross had a serious adversary there, but Amanda thought Melanie should be grateful to have a job at the agency. Not only was she lucky to have been hired by Nancy all those years ago, but she’d also got a husband out of it. She’d met Frank at the agency and married into the family, thereby cementing her job and her future.
‘Ross will be a big asset to us. His expertise and experience from working on the publishing side will be invaluable,’ Nancy said, in his defence, and Amanda breathed a sigh of relief. Ross needed a big salary. There was no plan B. They needed the money to deal with the shit-show they’d left behind in London.
‘How are you finding being back in Dublin?’ Katie asked Amanda.
Amanda sighed. She missed London. She’d been so happy there until her husband and son had ruined everything. The truth was, she hated being back in Dublin: it was so small and insular and claustrophobic. ‘It’s so different here from London. I know everyone thinks Dublin has become cosmopolitan, but it seems backward compared to London. I miss the shops, the cafés, the restaurants, the theatre. London has so much more to offer. Dublin seems small and limited.’
‘But you’re from a small town,’ Jamie said. ‘I mean, you’re not originally a city girl.’
Amanda flinched. ‘Yes, and I hated living in a town where everyone knew everyone’s business. I couldn’t wait to leave it, which was why I went to university in Dublin.’
‘And met Ross,’ Melanie added.
‘Yes.’
‘Lucky for him that you did.’ Frank smiled at her.
Amanda had always thought she was the lucky one, but lately she wasn’t so sure.
‘Daaaaad, we’re so bored.’
The twins were not happy being at the children’s table. They looked pleadingly at Frank. He caved in immediately, which Amanda felt might only prove Nancy’s view of him.
Frank took out his wallet and gave them a note. ‘Here you go. Why don’t you nip down to the shops and get ice creams for yourselves and your cousins?’
‘Thanks, Dad.’ They blew kisses at him as they sprinted out of the door.
‘For God’s sake, Frank,’ Melanie hissed, ‘stop indulging them. They could just sit down like their cousins.’
‘You need to put manners on those two. They’re getting wild,’ Nancy told her middle son.
‘They’re just teenagers, Mum. They don’t want to be cooped up all afternoon, which is understandable.’
‘I’d fancy escaping to the shops myself,’ Katie muttered, as she poured herself more wine, emptying the bottle.
‘How is Theo finding school?’ Jamie asked his older brother.
Ross put down his fork. ‘Good.’
‘I hate it,’ Theo said, from across the room.
Amanda swooped in. ‘He’s only just settling down and it is very different from his old school. In London they had a swimming pool, a nine-hole golf course and indoor tennis courts. The facilities were on a different level, but he’ll just have to adapt. We all do.’
‘It’s not easy changing school at seventeen,’ Melanie noted.
Try changing house, country and life, Amanda thought darkly.
‘You’ll be all right, mate,’ Frank told Theo. ‘Hang in there. The first few weeks are always going to be a bit rough, but you’ll find your tribe.’
‘He just needs to put his head down and crack on,’ Ross said. ‘We’re all adjusting to this new chapter in our lives.’
Theo rolled his eyes. Amanda had the urge to slap him, and Ross.
‘I hated school.’ Katie’s words slurred at the edges. ‘I found it all so rigid and boring. That’s why I ended up leaving a year early. I couldn’t wait to get out. School is not for everyone.’
Amanda thought of the tens of thousands of pounds they had spent on Theo’s posh school in London. There was no way in hell he was going to waste his education and leave school early. If she had to sit on his head, he’d finish school and make something of himself.
Ross snorted. ‘Theo will not be leaving school early. My son will be studying hard for the next year and going to college.’
He sounded so sure of himself. A very different Ross from the one who had sat in the headmaster’s office at St Oliver’s five weeks ago, pleading with him not to expel Theo. Amanda shuddered at the memory. The shame still made her feel physically ill.
‘Ross is right,’ Nancy said firmly. ‘None of my grandchildren will be leaving school early. They will get a proper education and proper jobs.’
Ouch, Amanda thought. Nancy could really sling an insult when she wanted to. Poor Katie.
‘I agree with Katie,’ Frank said. ‘I think college is wasted on some people. If you’re a truly creative soul, you should follow that path and not waste three or four years studying something you hate.’
Amanda tried not to roll her eyes. Frank seemed to live in some alternative universe where life was easy and chill. Did he really not see that he was only able to live this stress-free life because his mother employed him, and his wife was an extremely successful literary agent who worked her backside off? What if his life got shattered, as Amanda’s had? Then what? Would Frank live on vegan cake and air? Amanda wished she hadn’t been so quick to devote her life to being a wife and mother. If she had her own money and independence, she’d have more choices. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
‘Finishing school is non-negotiable,’ Nancy retorted, ‘for all five of them.’
Amanda watched Frank closely, but he didn’t react. It was as if everything Nancy said just washed over him.
‘What would you like to do, Theo?’ Frank asked him.
Amanda flinched. She wanted Theo to say finance or law or medicine, but he had no interest in ‘traditional’ careers. It was a serious bone of contention with Ross.
‘Travel for a few years, then maybe design video games or do drone videography or something.’
‘Cool,’ Frank said. ‘What people are doing with drones now is incredible.’
‘Rubbish! You need to knuckle down and get a good, solid degree like your father,’ Nancy said.
And your mother! Hello, I exist too, Amanda wanted to shout. Just because I became a stay-at-home mother when I had Theo doesn’t erase the fact that I got a good degree in social studies, even though I never did anything with it.
‘Theo will be going to university to study for a decent degree that will allow him to get a job and earn a living. He will not stumble through life expecting everyone else to keep him afloat.’ Ross glared at his brother.
There was the sound of chair legs scraping on tiles, and Theo stomped out of the room, muttering, ‘Fucking prison,’ under his breath.
There was an uncomfortable silence. Melanie was shooting dagger looks at Ross and he was glaring at Frank. Jamie was glancing worriedly from one to another. Amanda just wished they’d all shut up. Things were bad enough without all this tension and arguing. She took a deep breath, trying to keep herself under control. She wanted to roar at all of them.
‘At Theo’s age, Frank was dealing with a lot of trauma. Let’s not forget that. You can’t compare them,’ Nancy said in a softer voice.
Amanda watched as Jamie patted Frank’s shoulder while Melanie checked her phone under the table.
‘Anyone like more wine?’ Katie asked.
Amanda sighed. No amount of wine was going to make this godawful lunch and crappy situation any easier.



2. Katie
Bloody hell, you could have cut the tension in there with a knife. Katie thought Amanda was going to have a heart attack. The poor woman was so wound up, she could hardly breathe. Katie wondered for the millionth time why Ross, Amanda and Theo had suddenly come home. It was painfully clear they didn’t like it here – well, Amanda and Theo definitely didn’t. Maybe Ross did, but she couldn’t be sure because, the amount of bluster with him, you’d never know what he was thinking.
They’d said it was because Nancy needed help, but Nancy was loaded: she could have hired an army of nurses to look after her. Katie reckoned her mother-in-law would have preferred that to Ross, Amanda and Theo landing on top of her and moving into her house. It was a big ask, to start sharing a space at her age.
Melanie agreed with Katie: they both smelt a rat in this whole story. Amanda was no Florence Nightingale and Ross was a selfish prick, so why were they pretending to have moved home to ‘help Nancy’?
Jamie said it didn’t matter why: it was nice to have his brother around. That was before Ross had started talking about his important role in the company and throwing his weight about, so she reckoned Jamie probably wasn’t so thrilled about it all now. Katie was glad she didn’t work in the agency – she honestly didn’t know how Melanie stuck it. Then again, her sister-in-law was great at her job so Nancy gave her some respect. Katie knew that, as a school drop-out who had become a hairdresser, she was at the bottom of the daughter-in-law pile. Nancy barely gave her the time of day. She was so cold and critical of everyone. Katie couldn’t have stuck working with her for even a day.
Lucy came over and pulled her sleeve. ‘Muuuuum, Toby’s annoying me and I’m trying to read the book Granny gave me. Can you tell him to stop?’
‘Are you enjoying The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe?’ Nancy asked her granddaughter.
Lucy nodded eagerly. ‘I love it, Granny. I love Aslan the most.’
‘Good girl. You’re such a fantastic reader. You know what I always say?’
‘Reading makes you clever and curious,’ Lucy quoted.
Nancy smiled. Wow, Katie thought. Lucy really was her favourite grandchild. It was the only time the old bat had smiled all day.
Katie was in awe of Lucy’s thirst for books. Her daughter ate them up – she read every single day. And Lucy’s teacher said she was reading way above a nine-year-old’s standard. Katie had had to admit to her that neither she nor Jamie could take much credit. Katie barely read magazines, and in school she had dreaded English class because reading had been a struggle for her. She reckoned she was probably dyslexic, but what was the point in being diagnosed now? It was too late, she was a crap reader, and that was that. Jamie only ever read sports and history biographies, so Lucy’s love of fiction was down to Nancy. She had encouraged all the grandkids to read, but Lucy was the only one who had truly fallen in love with books. Obviously Jamie and Katie supported Lucy’s love of books, but it was Nancy who really nurtured her passion.
Katie worried slightly that Nancy saw herself in Lucy. Her mother-in-law had been a bookworm too and had made a very successful career from her love of books, setting up her own literary agency aged twenty-nine. But Katie did not want her daughter turning into Nancy. Lucy was a sweet girl and she wanted her to stay sweet, not become cold and ruthlessly ambitious.
Sometimes Katie wondered if, before too long, Lucy would be smarter than she was. Katie was street smart, but not book smart. She was secretly intimidated by her daughter’s ability to read so many books. Her vocabulary was incredible – sometimes Katie had to look up words that Lucy used. Only last week Lucy had told her that one of her teachers had said she was ‘precocious’. Katie had no idea what that meant, so she’d had to google it. She kept misspelling it, so in the end she’d had to use the audio dictionary. ‘Precocious’ meant ‘gifted and talented’. That summed up her daughter.
She worried that Lucy would move past her and not find her stimulating enough. She also worried that Lucy would stand apart from the other kids her age. All Lucy wanted to do was read. She wasn’t bothered with playing Tip the Can or chasing about with other kids – she said she thought it was pointless and stupid. Katie was proud that her daughter was smart, but she wanted her to fit in and have fun too.
Katie reckoned Toby was more like her – less bookish and more of an outdoorsy kid, getting into mischief and having fun. She sipped her wine. Parenting was a head wreck. You had no idea what you were doing. You just had to try not to mess them up.
‘Mum?’
‘Okay. I’ll give Toby my phone. He can watch cartoons in the other room.’
‘Katie, you know the rules, no technology at lunchtime. The children can play chess or Monopoly,’ Nancy barked. Clearly her bionic hearing hadn’t been affected by her accident.
Damnit, Katie knew Toby would have a meltdown soon. He was six, for Christ’s sake, and he’d been sitting down quietly for almost an hour. He’d done amazingly well. The last thing he wanted to do was play bloody chess. Katie still didn’t know how to play chess even though Jamie had tried to teach her a million times. It was so hard to remember what all the stupid pieces did. Sideways, diagonal, jumping … It was too complicated.
Turning her back to Nancy, Katie stood up and led Lucy and Toby out of the kitchen and into the living room. She handed Toby her phone and he immediately clicked on to watch cartoons. He was a whiz on an iPhone. He probably had too much access to it but, feck it, it was Sunday.
‘I don’t want to lie to Granny and break her rules.’ Lucy’s forehead wrinkled.
‘It’s okay, sweetie, it’s just for a little bit, so Toby is happy and you can read.’
Katie knew her daughter: more than anything she wanted peace and quiet to read so if her mother and her little brother were going to break some house rules, she’d live with it.
‘Okay, but only for a bit. Toby shouldn’t be on the phone for long. My teacher says we shouldn’t be allowed on screens for more than one hour a day. You always give Toby your phone, Mum, and it’s bad for him. He’ll become an addict.’
Not another lecture. In a firm voice Katie said, ‘Lucy, chill out and enjoy your book. It’s fine. Toby is not going to ruin his life by watching cartoons for a bit.’
‘He watched three hours yesterday when you went back to bed for a nap because you had been out late dancing and Daddy was playing golf.’
‘Please, Lucy, I don’t have time for this. Just read your book.’
Katie closed the door and headed back to the kitchen. She was actually quite enjoying watching the family dynamics today. It was fascinating to see Ross and Amanda trying to fit back into the family with their pointy elbows rubbing everyone up the wrong way.
She felt zero guilt about the rule-breaking, especially as none of the other grandkids abided by Nancy’s ridiculous technology ban. Katie had seen Theo looking at his phone under the table all through lunch. Nancy would have a tough time getting him off it. As for Melanie’s twins, they constantly snuck off to the loo and went on their phones. Nancy’s stupid rules were too harsh, just like the woman herself.
As Katie was heading towards the kitchen, she heard Theo talking. His cut-glass English accent was hard to miss.
‘Mate, it’s hell on earth here. It’s like an actual prison. My parents are barely letting me breathe. The boys in school are such idiots. Dublin is a dump. I don’t know how I’m going to stay sane.’
Poor kid. Katie felt sorry for him. Seventeen was a difficult age for any child, but to have been pulled out of school and moved to a different country to live with your grumpy granny was really rough.
Melanie rounded the corner and almost bumped into her.
‘Sorry, I had to get out of there,’ she whispered. ‘Amanda is banging on about how far superior the UK education system is. If it’s so bloody good, why did she make Theo leave it?’
Katie shushed her and pointed to the toilet door. Pulling Melanie aside, she whispered, ‘Theo’s in there. Look, I know Amanda’s hard-going, but you can see she’s struggling, I would be too if I had to live with Nancy … and, let’s face it, Ross.’
The two sisters-in-law cracked up.
‘Oh, God, Katie, how am I going to stick him in work? He’s so pompous with that foghorn voice of his.’
‘He’s a total arse. Stay close to Jamie,’ Katie said.
‘I will. He’s my ally.’
‘And Frank,’ Katie reminded Melanie about her own husband.
Melanie rolled her eyes. ‘Frank is Frank, and he lives in Frank’s world.’
‘Yeah, but he’s got your back,’ Katie said.
‘When he’s in the office, which is rarely,’ Melanie admitted.
‘Well, Nancy likes you, in as much as she can like anyone.’
Melanie snorted. ‘Nancy respects me because I make money for the agency. The day that stops, I’ll be out on my ear. Neither Frank nor Jamie will be able to save me.’
‘Jamie says you’re like a nicer version of his mum – clever and ambitious but not ruthless.’
Melanie covered her eyes and groaned. ‘I’m half flattered and half horrified by that.’
Jamie had also told Katie that Frank was more absent than ever, these days. But Jamie didn’t mind Frank’s casual attitude to work, he always said that Frank had never been the same after the car crash and that gave him a free pass in Jamie’s eyes.
‘Why do you think Ross and Amanda really came home?’ Melanie asked.
Katie shrugged. ‘I dunno, but it sure as hell wasn’t to nurse Nancy. Amanda is allergic to the old witch.’
Melanie pushed her glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. ‘Yeah, that excuse doesn’t wash. Whatever it is, it’ll come out eventually. The truth always does. And I’m looking forward to hearing the real story behind it.’
The twins came into the hall, carrying the ice creams they had bought in the shop. ‘We’re giving these to the others and then we’re going home,’ they announced.
‘No, you’re not, lunch isn’t over.’ Melanie frowned.
‘Dad said we could.’
‘Well, I’m saying you can’t.’
‘Granny is Dad’s mum, so he has the say. And Dad said it’s okay, so it’s okay.’ They backed out through the door and were gone before Melanie could stop them.
Crikey, they were a handful. Katie tried not to laugh.
Melanie shook her head. ‘I’m going to kill Frank. He never says no to them. They’re getting so difficult to handle.’
‘They’re teenagers, and all teenagers are supposed to push your buttons. I almost put my poor dad in an early grave when I was fifteen. I think that’s why he ended up moving to the west of Ireland. The minute I turned seventeen and left school to do hairdressing, he was gone. But it’s just a phase.’
It was funny: Melanie was in complete control and professional in work. Jamie said she was so impressive and dogged with publishers and editors, always getting the best deal for her writers, yet she had no control whatsoever over her kids. The twins had been running rings around her since they could talk.
Melanie took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes. ‘I’m just so busy in work. I probably need to spend more time with them.’
Katie reached out and patted her arm. ‘Give yourself a break. You can’t be perfect at everything. None of us is. We’re all just doing our best.’
‘You seem to have a good work–life balance, though,’ Melanie said.
‘I kind of do, but then I work part-time and I’m not earning anything like the salary you are. Besides, there is more pressure on you.’ She didn’t want to say because Frank hasn’t earned the agency any money in years, but Jamie had told her they’d all been carrying Frank for a long time.
Melanie sighed. She looked exhausted. ‘Sometimes it’s a lot, but I love what I do, so at least that’s a bonus.’
‘And you’re brilliant at it.’
Melanie smiled. ‘I’m not bad.’ She ran a hand through her hair. ‘I need to come in to you for a cut.’
‘And colour,’ Katie noted. ‘Your greys are showing. Come in next week and I’ll freshen you up. We can’t have our top literary agent looking unpolished.’
‘Thanks, Katie. Nancy did mention pointedly last week that my hair needed “attending to”.’
They laughed.
Jamie came out. ‘I can’t believe you two left me. My head is melted. Get back in there and help me out. Ross and Amanda are on a London versus Dublin rant and Mum is getting snappier by the second.’
‘What about Frank?’ Katie asked.
‘I think Frank is meditating, he seems to have zoned out. It’s like he’s stoned without the drugs. I need to learn how to do that.’
Katie and Jamie cracked up while Melanie rolled her eyes.
Reluctantly, they all returned to the kitchen, where Nancy was grumbling about the cream not being properly whisked. Amanda’s cheeks were flushed.
Katie felt for her sister-in-law. ‘I think it’s a perfect texture,’ she said, dipping her finger into it and popping it into her mouth.
‘After a bottle of wine, I imagine everything tastes good,’ Nancy said sourly.
Unbowed, Katie poured herself another glass. ‘We all need our painkillers, Nancy.’ She raised her glass and winked at her mother-in-law, enjoying the look of pure annoyance on her face. She’d learnt long ago to ride it out and not give Nancy the pleasure of knowing she got under her skin.
For the millionth time she silently thanked Jamie’s dead father, Patrick, for giving him his lovely genes. She’d never met Nancy’s first husband, Ross’s father Thomas, but she reckoned he must have been very different from Patrick, because Frank and Jamie were nothing like Ross. He was all hard edges and spiky defences while Jamie and Frank were big softies.
She squeezed Jamie’s hand as he moved past her to his seat and she slurred in his ear, ‘Let’s put a movie on for the kids and rip each other’s clothes off when we get home.’
Jamie grinned. ‘Hell, yes.’
Katie saw Amanda watching them from across the table. Her sister-in-law was staring at her and Jamie, looking defeated. Katie leant forward and said quietly, ‘You okay?’
Amanda frowned, and her shoulders went back. ‘Totally fine,’ she said brusquely.
Nancy clapped her hands loudly. ‘Right, I’m tired. Can you all leave now, please? I’ll be in the office tomorrow at eight forty-five. Melanie, I want a full report on Sloane’s sales, and, Jamie, we need to push for more foreign rights. I want a plan of action and publishers to target.’
‘And kiss my arse while you’re at it,’ Katie muttered. Jamie shot her a warning glance.
Katie’s head was spinning. She realized that the last glass of wine had tipped her over. She was feeling very wobbly and had to lean on Jamie to stand up.
She hugged Amanda, thanking her loudly for producing an amazing meal, so Nancy would hear. Amanda looked surprised but pleased. She then kissed Ross lightly on the cheek, and hugged Frank and Melanie – although Melanie wasn’t much of a hugger and just patted her on the back. Then Katie turned to Nancy and waved. ‘Cheerio, Nancy, good to see you’re feeling a bit better and that the broken leg hasn’t stopped you bossing everyone about. We all need to channel our boss bitch more.’
‘Mum!’ Lucy was standing at the door, horrified.
‘It’s a compliment,’ Katie reassured her.
‘Goodbye, Katie. A cup of strong coffee might be advisable,’ Nancy said coldly.
‘Let’s get you home, babe.’ Jamie guided his wife out of the front door.
Katie’s high heels were killing her. Thankfully, they lived only a short walk away, so she kicked off her shoes and walked home in her bare feet. The relief!
Lucy was mortified. ‘Mum! No one else is walking in bare feet. The ground is wet and dirty.’
‘Relax, it’s no big deal.’ Katie leant on Jamie’s arm.
‘It is a big deal, people are looking.’ Lucy was getting upset.
‘It’s okay, love, we’ll be home soon,’ Jamie tried to placate her.
‘I wanna take my shoes off too.’ Toby whipped off his trainers.
Jamie laughed. ‘What the hell? Me too!’
Lucy walked ahead. ‘I’m pretending you’re not my family. I wish Melanie was my mum. She doesn’t drink lots of wine and walk home in her bare feet. She reads tons of books, like Granny, and doesn’t embarrass the twins.’
Melanie is hardly ever at home. She needs to get her head out of her books and spend some actual time with her kids, Katie wanted to shout, but she didn’t get the chance because she tripped and toppled sideways into a hedge.



3. Melanie
Melanie poured her coffee into her keep cup and grabbed her car keys. She cocked her ear to the stairs to hear any signs of life. Nothing.
She climbed the stairs, went into her bedroom and found Frank fast asleep. For God’s sake. She shook him awake. ‘Frank!’
‘What?’
‘It’s seven thirty, you need to get the girls up.’
He rubbed his eyes. ‘A few more minutes. I’ll get them up at seven forty-five. Plenty of time.’
‘No, Frank. If you do that, they’ll be late for school again. Come on.’
He raised a hand. ‘It’s okay, Melanie. I’ll drive them in, don’t stress.’
Melanie resisted telling him to stick ‘don’t stress’ up his arse. It was easy for Frank to live his life at a chilled-out level because he had a wife who was out there worrying, organizing and funding everything.
When they’d first met, she’d loved his laidback attitude. He was her opposite in every way. He stopped her over-thinking and spiralling. He made her leave work on time to go to concerts, movies and gigs. He tried to get her to meditate but that was a bridge too far. Melanie couldn’t sit still for two minutes, never mind fifteen. But now all of his calm, don’t-worry ways drove her nuts. Someone had to worry. Someone had to make sure the girls’ school fees were paid on time, mortgage, bills … and work long hours at the agency to earn money. It was all very well for Frank: he’d never get fired from the family business, even though he hadn’t brought in any authors or money for years. He could be Mr Chill because his wife worked sixteen-hour days and was bringing in a lot of revenue. Melanie felt she had to earn more than was expected because of Frank’s failure. She knew Nancy would never fire one of her sons, especially Frank, whom she let away with much more than the other two because of the car crash. But Melanie was growing tired of all of the responsibility falling on her shoulders.
She had been born conscientious. Nancy had told her when she’d initially interviewed her for the job of assistant agent that Melanie was the most prepared, intense and focused candidate by miles. Nancy said she had known then and there that Melanie would be an excellent agent. She had what it took – persistence, toughness, passion, belief, tenacity, and the ability to lift authors up when they were floundering, to advise and guide them with their ideas and skeleton manuscripts. Looking back now, Melanie could also see that Nancy had wanted her for Frank, too. It was Nancy who had arranged for them to work together on projects, making sure they spent lots of time in each other’s company. Nancy had nudged Melanie towards Frank and vice versa. Melanie had been dazzled by Nancy and, truth be told, a little overawed by her. The fact that this über-agent seemed to want Melanie to date her son was very flattering. Besides, Frank was lovely, and he was so different from the usual ambitious, go-getting (at times ruthless) men that Melanie had dated before, she had found it endearing. So, Melanie had jumped in feet first. Within a year of joining the agency she had been promoted and had married the boss’s son.
Sighing, Melanie left her husband in bed and headed to work. She was first in, as always. She loved this time of day when she had the whole place to herself. She went into her office and closed the door. She was not a fan of open-door policy, and thankfully neither was Nancy. Through the glass window Melanie could see the comings and goings in the agency but not hear them. She needed quiet to read manuscripts and to have those difficult conversations with authors whose books were not being picked up, and the happier conversations when she had negotiated meaty publishing deals.
Sloane was her current superstar client, but she had a couple of other authors who were really beginning to break through. It was an exciting time. Melanie had gone from having a solid list of authors who did well to finally having a real breakout name. Sloane was what every agent dreamt of – a young, brilliant, literary author, who would be nominated for (and hopefully win) prestigious awards, but whose books were also liked and read by the masses, not just readers of high-end fiction. Finding Sloane was like finding the Hope Diamond.
Melanie sat back, sipped her coffee and began to read a manuscript that had been put to the top of her pile by her most trusted reader, Alison. Finding good readers was not as easy as she’d originally thought. Alison could spot a good writer or a writer with potential. She had pulled Sloane’s manuscript from the slush pile and urged Melanie to read it. Melanie was hoping that when Alison stopped having babies – she was on number four – she’d come to work for the agency full-time.
As she was beginning the third chapter she saw Ross wheeling Nancy into the office, followed by Jamie. Nancy beckoned for Melanie to come out. Damnit, her peace and quiet were officially over.
‘Boardroom, now,’ Nancy ordered.
‘Good morning to you too,’ Melanie muttered.
‘She’s in a foul mood,’ Jamie whispered. ‘Apparently she didn’t sleep last night because Amanda gave her only one painkiller or something. Whatever happened, poor Amanda is getting blamed.’
Melanie texted Frank: Get in asap, ur mother on war path.
She followed Jamie, Nancy and Ross into the small boardroom and sat down at the round table.
‘Where’s Frank?’ Nancy asked.
‘On his way,’ Melanie fudged.
‘It’s eight forty-five. He should be here,’ Nancy fumed.
Ross snorted. ‘Frank’s never been on time in his life.’
Melanie bristled. Ross was barely in the door of the agency and he was already slating her husband. She wasn’t having that. ‘He is not always late and he will be in soon,’ she lied.
‘So, what’s up?’ Jamie asked. ‘Only I’ve a call with a Polish publisher at nine.’
‘What’s up,’ Ross said, ‘is that I’ve had a look at the books and we need to step it up. Jessie Wright isn’t writing a book this year due to ill health and we need to fill that gap.’
‘We know about Jessie.’ Melanie frowned. ‘Sloane is already filling the financial gap and Jamie’s working on more foreign deals for her. She’ll more than cover the shortfall and she’s growing all the time. Her next book is in the works, and from the early pages I’ve seen, it’s even better than When I Rise. I have also signed a new male crime writer, Gavin Holmes, who I’m confident will go to auction. He’s making some changes I suggested and then I’ll send it out to a few key editors.’
‘I like him. He’s got real potential,’ Nancy said. ‘He’s a good find, Melanie.’
Melanie smirked at her brother-in-law. F– you, Ross.
Don’t come in here throwing your weight around. I’ve worked my arse off to grow this business, so back up, buddy.
‘You need to start pushing for movie and TV deals. That’s where the real money is.’ Ross ignored them and ploughed on, clearly desperate to make his mark.
‘We’ve started working with a good film and TV rights agent, Mason-White,’ Jamie said.
‘They’re second-rate.’ Ross dismissed his half-brother. ‘We need Byron and Parsons on board. They’re the best in London.’
‘I’ve spoken to them,’ Jamie said. ‘They were total arseholes and I could tell that a small agency like us, based in Ireland, would be at the bottom of their priority list.’
Ross shook his head. ‘You have to think big, Jamie. You’re thinking like a small-town guy. That’s the problem with this agency. We need to shake things up and be more ambitious. We need to go large.’
Go large? What bolloxology was this? Melanie could feel her blood beginning to boil. But she had to be careful: Ross was Nancy’s son, and she was only an in-law.
‘This agency was built on ambition, hard work and drive,’ Nancy said. ‘Ross is right. We do need to focus more on TV and film rights. With all the streamers looking for content there’s big money to be made. Jamie, I want Ross to take over that side of things and grow it. He’s bullish and ambitious. We need that.’
Jamie held up his hands. ‘Hang on a minute, Mum, we have an agreement with Mason-White.’
‘Break it,’ Ross said.
Jamie’s jaw set. He rarely lost his temper but Melanie knew he was no walkover. ‘I am not going to break the agreement for two reasons, our reputation and because they could sue us.’
‘When is the contract up?’ Nancy asked.
‘It’s up for renewal in six months,’ Jamie said.
‘Fine. Ross, you get an agreement set up with Byron and Parsons and we’ll jump ship as soon as our contract runs out.’ Nancy was firm.
Turning to Melanie, Ross said, ‘I want a meeting with Sloane. I want to talk to her about TV and movie rights. I think we could do something huge, like Sally Rooney did with Normal People. Sloane also needs to appear at top festivals like Hay. She needs to get her face out there and increase her media profile.’
Melanie baulked. Sloane was her client. She had found Sloane, persuaded her to sign with the agency and had promised to protect her. Sloane was an introvert who hated the business and publicity side of writing. She just wanted to be left alone to write her novels and for Melanie to do all the ‘other stuff’, as she called it. She loathed public speaking and had made Melanie swear not to ask her to do interviews or festivals. Sloane lived in the wilds of Connemara and it was in this quiet isolation that she was able to create her beautiful stories.
Keeping her voice steady, Melanie looked at Ross. ‘Sloane will not be doing any media. If we push her in any way, she will walk.’
‘For goodness’ sake, all authors have egos. She’d jump at the chance to speak at Hay and be interviewed by the Observer. I know the arts correspondent there. I’ll talk to her and set it up. We need a strong social-media presence too. Let’s get her on TikTok.’
TikTok? Was he stupid, or just deaf?
Through gritted teeth, Melanie said, ‘Ross, the only person who will be speaking to Sloane is me. Nothing happens without my say-so. I know her, I know her triggers. She needs to be left in peace to write. Her idea of utter hell is social media. She doesn’t even have a smart phone.’
‘What?’
Nancy cleared her throat. ‘You are a little overprotective of her, Melanie. Sloane has to understand that selling books requires publicity. Readers, these days, want to know the authors. I’m sure you can persuade her to do one or two carefully curated interviews and a few key festivals.’
‘I’m –’
But before Melanie could finish, the door flew open and Frank burst in. ‘Congratulations!’ he shouted.
They all stared at him.
‘You’re late, and what are you talking about?’ Nancy asked.
Frank looked over at Melanie. ‘Oh, my God, you don’t know?’
‘Know what?’ Melanie asked her overexcited husband.
‘Spit it out, Frank.’ Ross was impatient.
‘Sloane has just been shortlisted for the Goldstone Prize.’
‘WHAT?’ Melanie grabbed her phone, which she had placed face-down and on silent for the meeting. It was blowing up. ‘Oh. My. God,’ she gasped.
‘This is huge.’ Jamie beamed at her.
‘Fantastic news. This will catapult her, and us, into a whole new stratosphere.’ Nancy clapped her hands.
‘It’s good news. It’ll be better if she wins, though.’ Ross tried to dampen their buzz.
‘Well done, you.’ Frank hugged his wife.
‘Thanks. I have to call Sloane. She won’t know.’ Melanie rushed back to her office to tell her favourite writer the amazing news. It was also great news for the agency. Sloane’s sales would really take off now and if she won the prize … Well, it would be a total game-changer. All of her years of hard work were paying off: Melanie had found a golden goose.
She closed her office door and allowed herself a minute to soak in this incredible news. The agency had never had an author listed for the Goldstone before, and it was her author who had broken the mould. She took a deep breath and had picked up her phone to call Sloane when Ross flung open the door and strode to her desk.
‘I’d like to sit in on this call. It’s a good opportunity for you to introduce me to Sloane.’
Melanie stared at him. Was he for real? ‘Ross, this is a very special moment between me and my author. Please step out of my office.’
‘It’s a special moment for the agency, Melanie. We all work as one, remember? We’re a team. Your success is our success.’
Go to hell, you arrogant prick. You’re ruining it for me.
‘Ross, can –’
Jamie came to the door. ‘Ross, let Melanie have some privacy.’
‘But –’
‘Leave it.’ Nancy waved him out. ‘It’s Melanie’s moment, let her have it. We’ll all benefit from the sales hike.’
Melanie tried not to look smug as she shut the door in Ross’s face.



4. Amanda
They sat in the car outside the school gates. Theo fidgeted with his phone.
‘Go on in, Theo. You’ll be late.’ Amanda had a splitting headache from another sleepless night. She kept having the same nightmare over and over, then waking up and realizing it wasn’t a nightmare: it was her life. The shame of it all still threatened to overwhelm her.
‘I hate it here in this stupid country,’ Theo complained. ‘I get slagged for my posh English accent. All the guys have friend groups and no one really speaks to me except the geeks and freaks.’
Amanda wiped her nose with a tissue. It was freezing in Nancy’s house and the cold had seeped into her bones. As beautiful and stylish as it was, it was old, with draughty windows. Amanda reckoned Nancy must be part-Inuit: she didn’t seem to feel the cold, and when Amanda had suggested switching on the heating, she had snapped her head off and told her to put on a jumper. Amanda missed their modern, warm, uncluttered, Jo Malone candle-scented apartment. She felt like an intruder in Nancy’s house, someone who was not really welcome but whose help was required. Amanda knew Nancy had never really liked her.
Her mother-in-law had been suspicious of her from day one. Who was this small-town girl dating her eldest? Ross, the bright son, the independent one, the son she had the most respect for. Nancy had interrogated Amanda on that first meeting like an MI6 agent. Where was she from? What did her parents do? Did she have siblings? What was she studying? What were her life goals? It had gone on and on. But if Nancy thought she was going to scare Amanda away, she had been sorely mistaken. Amanda was not letting go of Ross.
In fact, Nancy’s coldness had just made Amanda all the more determined to marry him. She’d doubled down, and within a year Ross had proposed – prompted by Amanda being pregnant. She hadn’t exactly planned it, but she had conveniently (and privately) stopped taking the pill and then, oops, she was expecting a baby. But she had known Ross was the man for her. She just had to persuade him to take the next step. Nancy had underestimated her, and she was incensed when she’d found out Amanda was pregnant and had done everything to push them into having an abortion.
When Amanda saw that Ross was wavering, she feigned shock and hurt and sobbed into his shoulder about the cruelty of aborting their precious child. This baby was her ticket to a better life. She told Ross that if they were married, his mother would have to stop bullying them about the abortion. Within a week they were married in a registry office. It wasn’t the big white wedding Amanda had dreamt of, but she’d got her man. She didn’t, however, get the baby. She miscarried at seventeen weeks with complications that affected her ability to get pregnant again. It had taken her many long years and a lot of fertility treatment to conceive her miracle baby, Theo. He was her world.
‘There’s no point in complaining, Theo. You just have to give it your best and find some people you like.’
‘Easy for you to say,’ Theo grumbled, not making any move to get out of the car.
Nancy had never forgiven Amanda for ‘trapping’ her eldest son, but Amanda didn’t care. She had got what she wanted, and if suffering the odd lunch or dinner with Nancy and her barbed comments was all she had to put up with, she’d take it.
It was Amanda who had convinced Ross to move to London and there they had enjoyed a blissful, Nancy-free fifteen years … until now. Now she needed Nancy, Ross needed Nancy, and so did Theo. Amanda had to push down all of her dislike for her mother-in-law and suck it up. Without Nancy they were, frankly, screwed.
But the minute Nancy was back on her feet, they were moving into their own place. Amanda didn’t care where they went, or how small the place was, she needed her own space.
‘It’s very early days. It will just take a while to settle in. Besides, you only have yourself to blame, Theo.’
He looked out of the window. ‘You could have found me another school in London.’
‘No decent school would have wanted you. Being expelled for dealing cocaine isn’t exactly what top schools are looking for in their students.’
Theo groaned. ‘For the millionth time, I wasn’t dealing. I gave a few bags to a few of my friends.’
‘In exchange for money!’ she reminded him. ‘You let us and yourself down so badly, Theo. I will never forget the shock and shame I felt in your headmaster’s office.’ Amanda’s stomach clenched at the memory.
The headmaster had been so calm. Every word from his mouth had been carefully considered and thought out. There was no room for argument, bargaining or changing his mind. He was crystal clear that Theo was no longer welcome at his school. End of discussion. Amanda had never seen Ross so quiet. He was devastated. His son, his pride and joy, had humiliated him.
‘I’ve said sorry so many times. Everyone does it – I just got caught.’ Theo brought up the same excuse he’d been throwing about since the expulsion.
Amanda gripped the steering wheel. ‘Not everyone does it. I guarantee you that Julian Taylor-Lloyd wasn’t dealing cocaine.’
‘He’s a nerd.’
‘No, Theo, he’s just a good kid who used to be your friend before you became “too cool” for him. So while he was acing his exams and representing the school in cricket, you were snorting cocaine.’
Amanda had been gutted when Theo had moved away from his friendship with Julian. She knew Julian was a good influence on him, and Julian’s father was an actual duke. Amanda had loved that she knew a duke and duchess. The first time she’d dropped Theo to their house/mini-palace for a party, aged twelve, she’d almost died of excitement. Her son was friends with a future duke. Look at me, she’d thought, as she drove up the sweeping, tree-lined driveway, a girl from a crappy town in the arse-end of Ireland hanging out with English aristocrats. Ha, if Mona Rafferty and Karen Higgins could see her now, they’d die of jealousy. They’d nicknamed her ‘Notions’ in school because she’d wanted to go to Trinity College in Dublin.
‘You’ve notions, Amanda. Who do you think you are?’ they’d asked, their voices dripping with scorn.
Someone who is getting the hell out of here, Amanda had vowed.
That had been her goal since as far back as she could remember. She’d never felt as if she fitted in there. Gortown had always seemed claustrophobic and backward. She had spent half her life sitting in the corner of her parents’ hardware store, reading glossy magazines and dreaming of a better life. Her parents had never understood her. They were happy with their life. Why was their only child so dissatisfied? Amanda didn’t know how to explain it. She just felt as if she had been born into the wrong family. She had been convinced for years that she was adopted and was secretly the biological daughter of a famous movie star and a fashion designer … but it turned out she was the biological daughter of boring old Kieran and Siobhán O’Brien.
That day, walking into the duke’s home, had been the best day of Amanda’s life. She had done it. Amanda O’Brien had shed her dingy, nothing past and arrived!
She had bent over backwards to forge a friendship with Julian’s mother, India, but it hadn’t been easy. India had lots of friends, ‘my chums from boarding school and uni’, all of them equally posh and marble-mouthed. In the early days, India had invited Amanda to a coffee morning at her house. Amanda was beside herself with excitement and had spent a fortune on a new outfit. It was an Erdem dress and she felt fabulous in it. She was slightly worried it might be a bit too dressy, so she’d opted for flat ballet pumps to wear with it. She didn’t want to stick out, she wanted to blend in, and she’d heard India talking about how much she loved Erdem. But when she’d arrived, the other women were all in tailored jackets, jeans and trainers, with low-buttoned silk shirts and stacks of gold necklaces casually ‘thrown together’. They all had that boho, Sienna Miller vibe. Amanda had got it all wrong. She’d felt so silly in her designer dress, barely able to breathe because of the Spanx underwear cutting off her circulation. She’d tried to compensate by being charming, but she didn’t understand point-to-point (it was a form of horse-racing, according to her online search later on) and she didn’t summer in St Barts or ski in St Moritz. Once again she’d felt like an outsider.
She hadn’t been invited to another group gathering, but occasionally she’d persuaded India to have a coffee with her and they had been invited over, as a family, to Julian’s end-of-school-year barbecue two years ago. That was before Theo decided he was too cool for Julian, too cool to be friends with a duke-in-waiting who was clever, focused, nice and a credit to the school. Theo had moved on to befriend a wilder bunch of boys, who were ‘more fun’. They were ‘not nerds like Julian’ … What an idiot. She’d tried to guide him back to his old friends, but you can’t tell a teenager what to do because they know everything. In her wildest dreams she had never imagined the horror of her son being expelled. Amanda remembered crying for days and days as her carefully curated life, the one she had dreamt of and worked so hard to achieve, imploded around her.
A drug-dealing son and a cheating husband. Double whammy. Double kick in the face. Double rug being pulled from under her. No gentle let-down for Amanda, oh, no: her life had been destroyed in the space of a few weeks.
Theo bit his thumbnail. ‘I could go back to London on my own. Boris said I can live with him for the year.’
‘Boris’s parents clearly don’t know why you were expelled, because I can assure you that if Florence found out about your little cocaine incident, she would not have you to stay for one hour, never mind a year.’
Theo sighed.
‘Besides, it’s not about living in London, Theo. It’s about no decent school accepting you. We were bloody lucky to get you into St Ronan’s here. Your dad had to pull a lot of strings to get you a place. You’re not going anywhere. You need to put your head down and finish the year.’
‘I know I messed up, but I really hate it, Mum.’
Amanda wavered. He looked so forlorn. But he had to complete the year, there was no backing out. There was no plan B.
‘It’s only eight months until your exams. Come on, this isn’t easy on any of us. Try to make the most of it.’
‘Eight months of no mates and just studying is hell.’ Theo’s voice shook.
Amanda put a hand on his arm. ‘Look, I know it’s tough and I’ll help you get through it in any way I can. Once you get to university here you’ll meet lots of new people and make new friends. Come on, Theo, be strong.’
‘I hate this country, I hate living with Granny, I hate this prison of a school and I hate you and Dad for dragging me back here.’
‘That’s enough. Get out, go in, and bloody well get on with it.’ Amanda had had enough of her sulky son.
‘Fine. No need to rip my head off.’ He slammed the car door shut behind him.
Amanda swung the car around and drove away. She was tempted just to keep driving to get away from all the hurt and humiliation. But she was trapped. She had nowhere to go, no career, no money, no life. She could divorce Ross, but then what? Live a single life? Alone? Her parents were dead and she had no friends here. When they’d moved to London, Amanda had never bothered keeping in touch with anyone. She’d shed her life like a snake sheds its skin. She had a new life, a better life. Besides, she didn’t have any very good friends, just some close acquaintances at best. She had what she wanted and needed – Ross, Theo and her glamorous new London life, her glamorous new London self. She’d thought everything else was behind her, for good.
Stupid, stupid, stupid.



5. Katie
‘Ouch, Mum, you’re pulling too hard,’ Lucy complained. ‘If you brush too hard, my hair will fall out.’
‘Lucy, I’m a hairdresser, a trained expert, and I can promise you that it won’t. You have to stop freaking out.’
Katie put the brush down and reached for her glass of Coke. She drank deeply, hoping the caffeine and sugar would help with her hangover.
‘Sore head?’ Jamie grinned.
‘Why did we open that second bottle of wine?’ Katie whispered.
‘You opened it,’ Jamie reminded her.
‘I’m regretting it now.’
‘Mum!’ Lucy poked her mother’s arm. ‘Come on, do my plaits or I’ll be late for school. I have English first class and I want to tell Miss Kerrigan that I finished my book.’
Katie had a banging headache and Lucy’s voice was like a drill. ‘Relax, it’s all fine.’ She focused on plaiting her daughter’s hair.
Jamie picked up his car keys. ‘I’d better head in or Ross will have taken over my office.’
Katie rolled her eyes. ‘What’s he like?’
‘Overbearing, arrogant, a pain in the arse.’ Jamie shook his head. ‘So, same as always really.’
‘Daddy said “arse”.’ Toby giggled.
‘Do you not like Uncle Ross?’ Lucy, who never missed a trick, asked.
‘Of course he does. They’re brothers. But sometimes your siblings can annoy you.’ Katie tied ribbons around her daughter’s plaits.
‘Toby does annoy me at times, but you and Uncle Ross are brothers with different dads,’ Lucy pointed out.
‘Yes, but we’re still brothers,’ Jamie said. ‘I like Ross a lot. We’re just getting used to him being home and working with us, that’s all.’
‘Auntie Amanda looks sad.’ Lucy inspected her plaits in the hall mirror.
‘I guess it’s not easy moving back here and living with Granny, especially as she’s a bit grumpy because of her broken leg. Amanda just needs to find her feet,’ Katie said.
‘You’re grumpy this morning and you didn’t break your leg.’ Lucy straightened the bow on her left plait so it exactly matched the right one.
Yes, I am grumpy and you are driving me nuts. Katie’s head throbbed.
‘Amanda has never been a big smiler or giggler, though,’ Jamie noted. ‘I think she’s doing okay.’
‘No. She looked like she wanted to cry at Granny’s,’ Lucy, the family observer, said. ‘I felt bad for her.’
‘Did she?’ Jamie asked.
‘Yes. You were too busy drinking wine and talking to Uncle Frank and Auntie Melanie to notice. I saw tears in her eyes.’
Katie had noticed that too. ‘It’s a tricky time for her, so we have to be extra nice to her.’
‘You should do her hair. That would be nice,’ Lucy suggested. ‘You could make it cool like yours.’
That wasn’t a bad idea. Maybe Katie would offer to cut and colour her sister-in-law’s hair. It needed some maintenance. Katie had been surprised to see the usually perfectly groomed Amanda looking bedraggled. Mind you, she doubted Amanda would want a short, shaggy peroxide bob like hers. She was more of a smooth, sleek, caramel-highlights, shoulder-length-hair type.
‘That’s a really sweet idea, Lucy. I’ll call her. Now go into the kitchen and get your lunchboxes,’ Katie told the kids.
Turning to Jamie, who was putting his coat on, she said, ‘What do you think is really going on with Ross and Amanda? I know he said he’s back because of your mum’s fall and because he wants to be involved in the agency, but I think there’s more to it.’
Her husband shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Maybe he got fired. Maybe he’d just had enough of London and wanted to come home.’
‘But taking Theo out of school at the beginning of his final year seems crazy. And the kid looks miserable.’
‘Who knows? Maybe Mum’s accident was the catalyst for him making the move. He saw the opening to come home and take over the business.’
‘Don’t you dare let him. You, Frank and Melanie have run that agency for years. He is not allowed to waltz back in and lay claim to it.’
Jamie kissed her forehead. ‘Don’t worry. Melanie is never going to let that happen and neither am I. We’ll figure it out.’
‘And Frank, don’t forget.’
Jamie rolled his eyes. ‘Frank is Frank.’
‘Muuuuummy, not stinky cheese again!’ Toby roared from the kitchen.
‘Good luck with that. I’m off.’ Jamie kissed his wife on the lips and rushed out of the door.
She finished her Coke and headed into the kitchen where her children were waving their cheese sandwiches in the air.
‘You promised you’d give us chicken today.’ Toby was incensed.
‘And strawberries, not these old apples from the bottom of the fridge,’ Lucy added.
Katie felt bad. She had promised to do a shop yesterday evening, but then Jamie had come home stressed after dealing with Ross and they’d opened a bottle of wine, then another, and the shopping had been sidelined.
‘Those apples are perfect and cheese is the best thing to help you grow tall and strong.’
‘The apples are bruised and wrinkly.’ Lucy was having none of it. ‘We need fresh fruit to feed our brains.’
‘Mummy, if cheese makes you grow, we should be huge, massive giants because you give it to us every day!’ Toby shouted. He seemed unable to talk at a reasonable level. Toby’s idea of ‘normal voice’ was ten decibels louder than anyone else’s. Katie hoped it was a phase.
She needed to get them out of the door so they’d be on time for school and she’d make her first appointment.
‘How about we stop in the garage on the way to school and I get you crisps as a treat?’
Lucy wagged a finger in her mother’s face. ‘We’re not allowed crisps or anything sugary in our lunchboxes, Mum, you know that. I don’t want to get into trouble.’
Oh, for feck’s sake. Bloody schools and their do-gooder rules. When did a packet of cheese-and-onion ruin a kid’s life? When did a small packet of salt-and-vinegar turn a kid into a psycho, or cause their teeth to fall out, or make them obese?
‘The only snack we were allowed was popcorn and we’re not allowed that any more because the teachers said it’s a pain to clear up – some kids spill it.’ Lucy was all over the rules.
Katie often wondered where her daughter had come from. She and Jamie were not rule-abiders. Especially Katie: she’d always been in trouble at school and couldn’t have cared less. From the age of seven, Katie had had no mum, and a dad who was buried in grief, so she’d been pretty much left to her own devices. She’d chosen to mess and become the class clown – it helped to hide her pain and deal with the gaping hole in her life. It also helped her hide her struggle to read. She didn’t want Lucy to be a troublemaker, but she hated that her daughter was afraid to break any rule or get up to any mischief. Lucy was too serious and, at times, anxious for her age: she worried about everything. Life was tough. It threw curve balls at you. Katie had lost her mother to cancer at such a young age, and she felt Lucy, coming from such a solid home, should be more carefree – giggling with her mates, being silly and having a lot more fun.
What was this arseology about teachers having a problem with popcorn? Try cleaning up human hair all day: that’s a real pain in the arse. Sweeping up a few kernels of popcorn was hardly trauma-inducing. Bloody teachers, bloody school rules, bloody stupid school lunches, bloody hangover … Katie wanted to kick something.
Why couldn’t the schools here be like the schools in France, with canteens where the kids were given a three-course meal every day and ate whatever was bloody well put in front of them? Thinking of healthy things to put into school lunchboxes was a head-wreck.
Taking a deep breath, Katie said, ‘Okay. Maybe the garage will have bananas or – or non-bruised apples?’
‘Miss Kerrigan said you should only ever buy organic fruit from a proper fruit and vegetable shop.’
Miss Kerrigan could take a flying jump off a high cliff. After Katie’s mum had died, she’d had to make her own school lunches. They’d usually consisted of a packet of crisps, a slice of buttered bread and a KitKat. She’d survived just fine. Why did everyone have to be perfect? Why was it no longer okay to be good enough, or even average? Instagram and TikTok bloody cooking reels were partly to blame. Perfect, pert and perky mothers baking their own ‘healthy’ bread and preparing ‘from scratch’ meals, making Katie look and feel inadequate. And now this new craze of Trad Wives? WTAF? Were these women all drugged? Women who shunned birth control, had thirty kids swinging out of them, breast-fed two babies while they milked cows, made clothes from curtains, skinned rabbits for dinner and declared how much they loved cooking and cleaning for their man. They must be mainlining Valium. It wasn’t normal to be thrilled with a life of relentless, boring drudgery.
Katie turned to her daughter. ‘Okay, what do you suggest we do, then?’
Lucy pursed her lips. ‘I suggest you do a proper shop. But it’s too late now, so we’ll just have to have horrible lunches. My new best friend, Olivia, will probably share hers with me. She does it a lot because her mum makes her spaghetti Bolognese and other pasta lunches and puts them in a big Thermos to keep them warm and they’re delicious and nutritious.’
‘Yes, well, Olivia’s mum probably has lots of time to cook because she doesn’t work and has all day to shop and make lunches.’ Katie knew it was childish and pathetic to react like that, but she was hung-over, tired, and being compared to other mothers really triggered her. Try having no mother and a broken heart, she wanted to shout. That’s a real problem. Having a cheese sandwich for lunch is a tiny blip in your day. A dead mother is a living hell.
Lucy put her hands on her hips and stared her mother down. ‘Olivia’s mum does work. She’s really clever – she’s a doctor. She does operations on people’s hearts and saves their lives.’
Oh, come on! A heart surgeon? A heart surgeon with time to create fancy lunchboxes? Are you kidding? How the hell could Katie compete with that?
Chastened and humbled by the sodding cardiologist, Katie bustled her kids out of the door. ‘Let’s go. I’ll do a shop today, I promise.’ She needed to up her game.
‘Swear?’ Lucy didn’t believe her.
‘Swear.’ But as Katie swore, she remembered she was working late, so she wouldn’t have time to do a grocery shop. She’d have to grab a few bits at lunchtime. It’d be fine. She’d take the plastic wrapping off and pretend they were fresh fruits.
Katie was taking a quick break and downing her fourth cup of coffee when Melanie walked into the salon. She waved at her and rinsed out her cup, while Kya showed her to Katie’s station, put a robe around her and handed her some magazines. Melanie pushed them aside and typed furiously into her phone.
Katie approached her and placed her hands on her sister-in-law’s shoulders, over the robe and towel.
‘Hey.’
‘Hey, yourself.’ Melanie kept typing. ‘Can I get a quick trim and blow-dry? I know I need my roots done but I just don’t have time.’ She finally looked up from her phone.
‘They need doing. Do you ever have time?’
Melanie half smiled. ‘Nope, but I badly need to get them done before the Goldstone awards. I can’t accompany Sloane looking like a bag lady. I need to look like a super-agent. And Nancy made a badger comment earlier.’
‘Of course she did,’ Katie said, rolling her eyes. ‘Okay, I’ll give you a root spray to tide you over, but you have to come in next week. Or I can do them at your house in the evening if that helps?’
‘That would be amazing. I don’t usually get home before nine, though.’
‘Melanie!’
‘I know. It’s just nuts at the moment.’
Katie looked into the mirror, catching Melanie’s eye. ‘You really need to slow down, or you’ll burn out, and you need to see your family.’
Melanie sighed. ‘I have all the best intentions but something always comes up and … well …’
A bit like me, Katie thought, with my plans to shop and prepare more nutritious lunches. Still, though, the twins would turn sixteen this coming year: Melanie had to lean in before they slipped through her fingers. ‘The twins will be gone soon. Don’t miss out on them.’
Katie wanted to add that she saw herself in the twins, but she wasn’t sure how Melanie would react. She could see they were live-wires and they needed boundaries. Katie hadn’t had any boundaries laid down by her dad, and things could have gone a very different way if she hadn’t had a swimming coach who’d kept her from spiralling. Katie had been a good swimmer, she could probably have been a great one, but she lacked commitment. Fred Hanson, her coach at the swimming club, had always encouraged her, supported her and kept a close eye on her. When he saw her beginning to act out, at around sixteen, he had taken her aside and given her a serious talking-to.
‘You have a choice here, Katie, sink or swim – sorry for the swimming reference, but I’m serious. If you keep mitching off school and hanging around with that bunch of messers, you’ll ruin your life. Go to school, and if you want to leave next year when you turn seventeen, have a plan. Find something you like doing and work hard.’
It was actually Fred who’d suggested hairdressing, ‘because you’re always coming in here with new hairstyles’. Katie had cried more when Fred died than when her own dad did six months later. Fred had been the parent-figure she’d craved. Her dad had wallowed in grief and alcohol. He wasn’t an alcoholic as such – he didn’t drink all day or miss work or shout at her or anything like that. He was a quiet, sad drunk. Some people took antidepressants; her dad drank alcohol. He’d often fall asleep on the couch after a few whiskeys. Katie would come downstairs in the mornings to find him passed out, still in his suit. It upset her that her dad had never been able to move on from his grief and find happiness, not even in his own daughter. Still, he did his best and was kind in his own way, if a bit neglectful. The house had always been quiet and sad: Katie had hated that and spent as little time there as possible. It wasn’t her dad she missed, though, it was Fred. He was the one she spoke to when she needed advice. She’d look up at the sky and ask him what she should do – and always, without fail, Fred’s deep voice would come into her head with words of wisdom.
Melanie was totally absorbed in her phone, so Katie combed her hair out slowly, losing herself in her thoughts.
Thankfully, she’d met Jamie shortly after her two losses and he had helped fill the deep void in her life. She had gone out with bad boys before Jamie, but deep down she knew she wanted a good guy. She wanted to marry someone solid, someone who would not let her down, like her dad had. Someone who would keep her from going down the wrong path. Katie was self-aware enough to know that her loneliness could lead her to throw herself into the wrong marriage. Jamie had saved her. He was her person.
She always felt Fred had sent him to her because she’d met Jamie in an old-fashioned bar, full of old men drinking pints of Guinness and talking about the olden days, not young, fit guys you could date. She used to go there with Fred and she had gone in one day after work, feeling lonely and missing him. Jamie was sitting up at the bar, and she noticed him immediately because he was half the age of anyone else there. His car had broken down outside and he was waiting for the AA to arrive. They got chatting and that was that. It was Fate, and she firmly believed that Fred had brought them together.
Because of her gloomy childhood, Katie was determined that her kids would grow up in a house painted in bright colours, with music, fun and a mum and dad who loved them and showed them affection all the time. But parenting was harder than she’d thought. She tried to be fun, but sometimes she was tired, and the constant organizing, scheduling and meeting their emotional needs was exhausting.
Running her hands through Melanie’s soft hair, Katie said, ‘You’re so lucky. You’re one of those annoying women who could never look bad, even if you tried.’
It was true, Melanie was naturally gorgeous. Her roots did need to be done, but her long dark hair, big brown eyes and smooth skin made her seem ten years younger than forty-three. Katie thought she looked a bit like Demi Moore. Make-up didn’t really enhance Melanie: she was just really naturally pretty. Katie had to work hard to look good. Melanie didn’t. And the big black-framed glasses she wore gave her a sexy-smart vibe.
Katie had had her eyes lasered – no way was she wearing glasses, no matter how cool they were on some people. They looked rubbish on her – less sexy-smart and more dorky-dumb.
Melanie’s phone rang. Joni’s name flashed up. It still made Katie giggle that Melanie had given in to Frank’s desire to call his twin girls Joni and Janis – after his two female rock icons, Joni Mitchell and Janis Joplin. It was probably the last thing she had given in on to Frank.
‘Yes?’ Melanie answered sharply.
‘I feel sick,’ Joni said. ‘Dad’s not answering his phone.’
‘You were fine this morning.’
‘Yeah, well, I amn’t now.’
‘What’s wrong?’
‘Period cramp.’
‘You finished your period last week.’ Melanie rolled her eyes at Katie in the mirror.
‘What? Yeah, well, I have post-period cramps.’
‘I can’t pick you up. I’m tied up all day.’
‘As usual. Where’s Dad?’
‘He’s working.’
‘I’m dying here, Mum.’
‘I think you’ll survive for a few hours.’
‘God, you’re such a bitch.’ Joni hung up.
Katie was shocked by Joni’s rudeness but tried not to show it. Hairdressers were experts at not reacting to things they heard and Katie had heard some hair-raising things in her many years in the salon. She always thought hairdressers would make great spies: people spilt their guts to you and you just kept your face neutral and listened.
Melanie put her phone down and raised her eyebrows. ‘Enjoy Lucy while she’s still sweet because teenage girls are horrible.’
‘She didn’t mean it. Probably just hormones.’
Melanie shook her head. ‘Oh, she meant it. They both think I’m far too hard on them, but I have to be to balance out Frank, who never says no to them. Do you know they came home last week with brand new iPhones? He bought them the latest version because they told him they needed new phones so as not to be social outcasts. Can you believe it? He is such a walkover. I don’t want to raise spoilt kids.’
As much as Katie loved Frank, and he was very lovable, he needed to learn to say no. ‘They’re good girls. It’s just a phase. I was a nightmare at fifteen. I’d no mother to keep an eye on me and my poor, clueless dad thought I was in my bedroom asleep while I was out partying.’
‘God, I was the opposite. At fifteen I was either studying in my room, playing hockey or reading. There was no tolerance for any messing in my house. It was too strict and, as a result, none of us is close to our parents, but I respected them, and their rules and regulations worked. Me and my three sisters knew we had to succeed in life. I want to be less strict than my parents were, but with Frank being so lenient I find I always end up being the bad guy and the disciplinarian.’
‘They’ll thank you for it one day. They’re just at a tricky age, pushing boundaries, trying to be “cool”, meeting boys, fitting in, bodies changing … It’s a lot.’
Melanie clicked open an email. ‘I hope you’re right.’
Katie began cutting Melanie’s hair. She’d been doing it since they’d first met in a pub over ten years ago. Melanie was married and the twins were four or five. Jamie said he wanted to introduce Katie to his brother and his wife, so they agreed to meet up for a drink. Katie was a bit nervous about meeting Melanie because Jamie talked about her a lot – how amazing she was at her job and how much his mum, who sounded like a right tyrant to Katie, respected Melanie as an agent. Katie had found Melanie a bit cool and distant the first time they’d met. Frank was instantly warm, open and welcoming, but Melanie had stood back a bit, sussing Katie out and constantly answering work calls. Jamie had kept the drinks coming fast and furious, so after an hour or two everyone had loosened up. Once the alcohol hit her, Katie forgot about being nervous and told funny stories about her clients that made them all laugh. Towards the end of the night, Melanie had leant over to Katie and said, ‘I’m so glad Jamie met you. Amanda, Ross’s wife, is hard work, but you’re lovely.’
Katie had thrown her arms around her and Melanie had given her one of her infamous half-hugs. Katie had thought they’d be besties, but soon realized that was not going to happen. Melanie didn’t have time for friends. She had her authors, her work colleagues, Frank and her kids. Friends, and that included her three sisters, came last. Melanie didn’t have the time or inclination to invest in deep friendships. Unlike Katie, she didn’t enjoy spilling her guts over a bottle of wine. She was incredibly self-sufficient and self-contained. Melanie’s job seemed to give her all the fulfilment she needed. She loved being an agent and was utterly devoted to her authors, which was why she was so successful.
While Melanie had not become the bestie Katie thought she was going to be, she had always been really supportive of Katie’s job and sent all of her authors, fellow agents and publishing colleagues to get their hair done at the salon, which Katie had really appreciated. She had learnt that Melanie was not someone who showed affection physically: she showed it by supporting you.
Katie knew something important had happened to Melanie, that there was some big news. What was it? Her brain was fried from the bloody wine. What had Jamie told her? She gasped. ‘OMG, I should have said it earlier, HUGE congratulations on the Goldstine Award nomination!’
Melanie’s face lit up. ‘Goldstone, and thank you. I’m so happy for Sloane and it’s really good for the agency’s profile.’
‘And you, her amazing agent.’
Melanie grinned. ‘I know. I’m trying to be nonchalant and cool about it, but inside I’m jumping up and down.’
Katie laughed. ‘You’re hiding it well. I’d be running around telling everyone. I’d probably have T-shirts made up and all.’
Melanie burst out laughing.
‘How are things in the office, though? Jamie said Ross is all over things and trying to take over a bit.’
Melanie frowned. ‘A bit? He’s a nightmare. He’s all up in everyone’s business and telling us what we need to do better. He came into my office demanding to talk to Sloane about the award. I think he wants to own her, to be able to say she’s his author. Well, he can back the hell away. She is my author. I found her and nurtured her.’
‘Too right you did, and Jamie says she adores you. He says you’re the only one in the agency she truly trusts. Don’t worry, Ross has no chance.’
Melanie’s phone beeped and buzzed. She typed into it as Katie continued to cut her hair.
When Melanie finally looked up, Katie asked, ‘If they’d really planned to move home and Nancy’s fall just made it happen a little earlier, why does Amanda seem so unhappy?’
‘Because she’s living with Nancy,’ Melanie stated bluntly.
‘I know she’s a grumpy old cow and you’d be miserable living with her but, like, why would you take Theo out of school at the beginning of his final year and not wait until he’d finished his exams? They didn’t have to come back to look after Nancy. We could have got a nurse in. A big, strong, scary nurse who’d slap her into shape, like that mad one in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest.’ Katie giggled.
‘Oh, I wish we had.’ Melanie smiled. ‘But you’re right, it does seem strange. There has to be more to it than we know. I thought there was a lot of tension between Amanda and Ross at the lunch.’
‘Me too. Even Lucy noticed and said she thought Amanda was going to cry.’
‘Maybe they’re breaking up,’ Melanie said.
‘Maybe he was sticking it where it shouldn’t have been stuck.’
‘Maybe she’s the one who had the affair, with that duke she used to go on about.’
‘Oh, God, yes! She was obsessed with the Duke and Duchess of Blah-di-blah. Mind you, if she did have an affair, minding Nancy is the worst punishment she could have got. You wouldn’t stray again, that’s for sure.’
They chuckled. Then Melanie’s phone beeped once more. Katie continued cutting her hair. She was used to Melanie’s work obsession. She was devoted, and kind of addicted, to her authors. They could contact her any time, day and night, and she would respond straight away. Katie thought Melanie needed to put in some boundaries on her personal time. But she wasn’t going to say that to her sister-in-law. Funnily enough, Melanie was very good at boundaries with everyone except her authors.
Melanie finished typing an email and sat up again.
‘Is Frank looking forward to the Isla Overtone gig next week?’ Katie asked.
Melanie raised her right eyebrow. ‘Does Frank ever not look forward to a gig?’
‘I know, but this one is special. Isla Overtone is a legend.’
Melanie smiled. ‘Sorry, but I don’t even know who she is.’
Katie faked horror. ‘Melanie! She’s the queen of seventies rock.’
‘Okay, okay, sorry.’ She raised her hand in submission. ‘I’m rubbish about music.’
‘So is Jamie. He thinks Coldplay are edgy.’
‘Are they not?’
‘No! Thank God I have Frank to go with. He appreciates the genius of Isla.’
‘Any chance she’d write a memoir?’ Melanie asked.
Katie marvelled at her sister-in-law’s ability always to look for an opportunity. When she thought about it, Melanie was more like Nancy than any of her sons. ‘Don’t think so. She wrote one a few years ago.’
Melanie sighed. ‘Frank needs to find an author. With Ross home and on the prowl, I’m worried that he’s going to start raising questions about Frank’s worth to the agency. He hasn’t landed a publishing deal for any of his music “geniuses” in years.’
‘He’ll find one soon.’
‘It’s been eight years since Toto Lane’s book, and it tanked.’
‘Well, there’s no way Ross can get rid of him. Jamie won’t have it and neither will Nancy. They love Frank, and Nancy has the added guilt of the accident and that whole thing too.’
‘I know, Katie, but if Ross takes over when Nancy retires, he could well fire Frank.’
‘Nancy’s going nowhere. She’ll live till a hundred and twenty, I reckon. Like a well-groomed vampire.’
Melanie shook her head. ‘The fall has definitely aged her and knocked her confidence a bit.’
‘She hides it well.’
‘I think Nancy may take a step back and hand over the reins of the agency sooner than we think.’
Katie clicked off her hairdryer. ‘Why does Ross get to swan back from London and presume he’s going to take over? Why can’t Jamie and you run the agency?’
‘I’m not family.’
‘You are too.’
‘Not blood family. We’ll always be just in-laws.’
She had a point there. But why did Ross get the agency, not Jamie and Frank? Okay, Frank was a bit useless, but Jamie was brilliant. The only thing was, Jamie liked to do his work and come home. He was good at his job but he worked to live, not like Melanie who lived to work. She was the obvious person to run the agency. Katie wondered how Jamie would feel about that. ‘There’s no way Ross would fire his brother,’ she said.
‘Half-brother, and don’t forget there’s a lot of resentment there.’
‘Because Ross was sent to boarding school when Nancy divorced his dad?’
‘Yes. Frank always said that Ross felt left out. Nancy should never have sent him away like that while she got remarried and had more kids.’
‘Nancy has a heart of ice,’ Katie said, shaking her head. ‘Who sends a devastated nine-year-old kid to boarding school? At least my dad kept me at home.’
‘I know. It must have been hell for him to visit in the holidays and see two new sons playing happy families and taking his place.’ Melanie turned her head from side to side, admiring her hair. ‘I think Nancy still feels a bit guilty about it all, which is why she’s so “Hail, Ross the King” now that he’s back.’
‘Why should our husbands be sidelined because of a bad decision Nancy made?’
Melanie shrugged. ‘Families are complicated. Blood is thicker than water, as they say.’
‘Well, no one is firing Frank and that’s final. I’ll talk to him and see if we can think of a cool musician who hasn’t written a memoir yet.’
‘That would be great. Honestly, you know Frank. He never worries about anything. He’s so bloody zen it drives me nuts. I think he overdoses on meditation and therapy.’
Katie roared laughing. ‘I don’t think you can overdose on either and, let’s face it, there’s a lot worse things he could be addicted to. I wish I was more zen. I think Frank’s amazing. He’s so wise and calm.’
‘Calm is overrated,’ Melanie muttered, as her phone beeped again and she buried her head in another email.



6. Melanie
Joni stared at her plate. ‘What’s this?’
‘Lasagne.’ Melanie continued to read the WhatsApp from Peter, who was freaking out about the masses of edits he’d just received from his new editor, Larissa.
‘I hate lasagne.’
‘No, you don’t.’
‘Yes, I do.’
Melanie finished her reply and looked up at the twins. ‘You liked lasagne last week.’
‘No, I did not. Janis likes lasagne. I hate it. I hated it last week and the week before and the –’
Melanie raised her hand. ‘I get it.’
‘I like some lasagne, but I don’t like this one. It’s all mushy. Where did you get it?’
‘Angelina’s.’
‘It’s gross.’ Janis smushed the lasagne with her fork.
‘I’m starving,’ Joni said.
Melanie’s phone beeped with a reply from Peter.
‘Are we going to starve while you keep texting?’ Joni asked.
‘It’s a bit ironic that you’re on your phone all the time and then you freaked out when we got new phones,’ Janis pointed out.
God, they were hard-going, and when they ganged up, they were impossible. Melanie was exhausted. She’d been up until two a.m. talking to an American author she was trying to sign and then had a really long day at work. She had to read a manuscript by an Australian writer she was interested in before her Zoom call with them at seven in the morning. With Ross throwing his weight around, she felt she had to work even harder to make up for Frank. She didn’t have the energy for the twins.
She opened the fridge. It was full of Frank’s latest vegan food obsession. Tofu and oat milk, soy yoghurts and hummus.
‘How about an omelette?’
‘I’d rather die.’
‘Where’s Dad? He’s a way better cook than you. Even his vegan stuff isn’t as bad as your cooking.’
That’s because he has way more time to cook than me, she wanted to shout. That’s because he lives in Frank Land where everything is chill and he refuses to allow stress or worry into his life. I hate cooking. I always have. It’s boring and thankless. I’d rather be reading manuscripts.
Melanie wished for the twins to be older and self-sufficient. She wanted them to be adults and drive and cook and just bloody well grow up faster so that this motherhood bit of her life would be over.
She had never really wanted children. Her career gave her everything she needed and she’d known she wouldn’t be a great mother. But Frank had begged and cajoled and said he’d do all the heavy lifting of parenting. Eventually, she’d given in and reluctantly agreed to have one child. Lo and behold, the ultrasound showed she was pregnant with twins. She’d cried for a solid week when she’d found out two babies were coming. She’d thought her life was over, but to be fair to Frank he had stepped up and done all the night feeds and baby-minding while she went back to work two weeks after they were born. Melanie had literally sprinted out of the door. She had been correct: she was not maternal. She did not find babies interesting or particularly cute. She came home late as often as she could, hoping they’d be asleep. She liked them when they were sleeping. She had grown to love them, in her own way, but not in the way Frank did. He adored them: they were his world. They were not Melanie’s world: her work was. They were part of it but not, by any means, all of it.
Once the twins reached adulthood and autonomy, Melanie was confident that their relationship would improve. Only a few more years to go … The years couldn’t pass fast enough. Melanie didn’t understand parents who made their lives all about their kids. Your kids would leave you. She had left home at eighteen and never looked back. Your kids would forge their own lives. A twenty-two-year-old did not want their mother calling them all the time to ‘check in’ and fussing over them. At least, no normal twenty-two-year-old did. People needed to live their own lives and find fulfilment outside being a parent. She had gone to one coffee morning when the twins were starting their new senior school. Frank had coaxed her into it. It was pure hell. A group of parents droning on about their kids – what subjects they were doing, their extra-curricular activities, who they were friends with, what sports they played and then the ‘funny stories’ about what their children wore and said and did that Melanie didn’t find remotely funny. It was mind-numbingly boring. She never went to another. Frank went and somehow enjoyed them. She was happy to leave him to it.
As far as Melanie was concerned, parenting lasted eighteen years and you were done. It felt a lot longer than that but, all told, it was a fraction of your life. Once she’d left for university, she had never asked her parents for anything. She’d worked her way through college, got a job and carved out her own path. People needed to have their own life, their non-parent life. No wonder so many people were on antidepressants. Melanie would be mainlining Xanax if she didn’t have her career. There was nowhere she would rather be than in the office, advocating for her authors and looking for new talent. It was her happy place. It was her real world.
But Frank’s world was the twins, a stress-free life, and music. Work was very low on his list of priorities. Melanie understood that it dated back to the car crash. She got that he had needed to step away from anxiety to save his sanity. But it had happened twenty-five years ago. He had meditated and sat in therapy sessions for decades. His refusal to allow any form of anxiety into his life had initially charmed her, but now she was irritated by it and resentful. Some things were stressful. Sometimes you needed a bit of tension to help you focus. It was all very well for him to live in Frank Land when his wife was working her socks off to keep everything going.
The fact that Frank earned a salary was due entirely to nepotism and Nancy’s guilt about the crash. She had been supposed to drive Frank to the airport that day, but she’d got a call from her biggest author, who was having a meltdown, so she’d asked her husband, Patrick, to do it. Patrick had been in bed feeling unwell, but he’d got up to drive his son. He’d had a heart attack at the wheel, crashed straight into a bollard and died. Frank had suffered multiple fractures, emotional trauma and life-changing internal scars plus a few visible ones, including one that ran down the side of his face, the result of a gash that required twenty stitches. He was eighteen and Jamie was fourteen at the time. Frank always said Nancy’s heart shattered that day and that the only way she could survive was to harden it to everything and everyone.
Melanie doubted Nancy’s heart had ever been soft and squidgy, but neither had hers. Nancy’s guilt protected Frank for now. If Ross ever took over the agency, Frank would be in trouble. Ross had no guilt. Frank was only his half-brother and they weren’t close because Ross had been at boarding school, then moved into university rooms and after that his own apartment. They had never spent much time together and were more like acquaintances than siblings.
‘Mum?’ Joni snapped. ‘Earth calling Mum?’
Melanie pulled herself back into the conversation. ‘Aren’t you studying home economics? How about you cook your own meals? I’m up to my eyes.’
‘What a surprise. Mum is busy with work,’ Janis drawled.
‘Let me guess, another author in crisis?’
‘A manuscript you just have to finish?’
‘A Zoom call you are needed on?’
‘An editor you must persuade to sign your brilliant author?’
‘While we, your kids, starve?’
All of the above, Melanie wanted to shout. Everything you have just listed is on my to-do list.
‘So where is Dad?’ Joni asked.
‘He’s gone to see some new musician play.’
‘Oh, yeah, he’s gone to see Isla Overtone with Katie,’ Janis said. ‘She’s so cool.’
‘Isla or Katie?’ Joni asked.
‘Both of them,’ Janis said.
‘Totally,’ Joni agreed.
‘No, the gig with Katie is next week, this is some other musician playing tonight that your father thinks has potential.’ Melanie tried not to roll her eyes.
‘So what are you doing about our dinner?’ Joni asked her mother.
‘Do you want to order food?’ Melanie asked. ‘You can order from Rocket’s. That’s healthy.’
‘No take-out or ready-made meals are actually healthy because they’re all made in unhygienic industrial kitchens by underpaid, badly treated immigrants,’ Joni announced.
‘What?’
‘I saw a documentary on it.’
Bloody documentaries. There was a documentary on everything, these days. Could they not just stick to wildlife and nature, and leave take-out and ready-made meals alone? Busy parents needed the option of pre-made food.
‘Just choose something,’ she pleaded.
Fifty euros later, the food had been ordered.
While they waited for it to arrive, Melanie left the room to call Peter, who had now sent ten WhatsApp messages about the changes. If she didn’t talk him down, he’d text all night. He answered on the first ring.
‘Hi, Peter.’
‘Oh, my God, I’m losing my mind!’ he exclaimed.
‘Okay, calm down, it’s all going to be fine.’ Melanie adapted her cool, confident agent voice. She was a pro at calming and reassuring authors. If only she could do the same with the twins.
‘Fine? Have you seen the changes Larissa wants me to make? Like, is she crazy? The whole heart of the book is being destroyed. She wants me to take Lucian out. I can’t even … I mean … Lucian is one of the main characters! He is key to the whole plot! If you take him out, there is no book!’ Peter’s voice was now at a hysterical pitch.
‘Take a breath. I don’t think you need to take Lucian out, but maybe pare him back a little. I think she’s right about fleshing out Diana and Frankie’s relationship. I agree that Diana’s character needs more backstory.’
‘Backstory? What do you mean? She’s supposed to be bloody mysterious. If we know her whole life story, how can she be enigmatic? Will I just write her CV at the beginning of the book and be done with it? Will that make you all happy?’
Melanie closed her eyes. She was beginning to regret having signed Peter. He had a lot of talent and potential, but she hadn’t realized how precious and, frankly, pretentious he was. He truly believed that he was the next Kazuo Ishiguro. However, she also knew from years of being an agent that often panic and hysteria were actually insecurity. Occasionally it was just pure ego, and those authors were the hardest to deal with, but they rarely lasted long. Their ego got in the way and they were usually dropped by their publishers for failing to deliver what they had promised. Peter, she felt, was mainly insecure, with a dollop of ego thrown in.
‘Peter, you know how talented I think you are. You know how much Larissa and I value your writing, but every author needs to be edited. Even Booker Prize winners. You know that a good edit raises a book to a new level. Of course you don’t have to agree with all of Larissa’s suggestions, but I think you should consider taking some of them on board. Look, why don’t you put the notes away, have a glass of wine and watch some TV? Get a good night’s sleep and look at the suggestions with fresh eyes tomorrow. I’ll have a thorough read-through tonight and send you my thoughts first thing tomorrow. We can talk it over then. Okay?’
‘I don’t drink any more. I told you that.’
He sounded like a petulant child and she had two of those already. Did he honestly think she remembered everything he said to her? Did he not know she had forty authors on her list, all wanting big, life-changing book deals? Now they wanted mega-bucks Netflix deals too. They wanted Booker Prizes and Hay Literary Festival invites and long lunches and Zoom meetings and phone calls and text messages and FaceTimes and … It was never-ending.
Some of her authors seemed to think she was going to be their best friend, or mother, or co-author, or therapist. In fact, she had to be all of those things every day. She truly loved her job, but some days were draining and it made coming home and dealing with the twins, their sass and outrage intolerable.
‘Of course, you did tell me. I think it’s a wonderful decision on your part. Well, then, have a cup of herbal tea and distract yourself with a movie. I promise you that when you’ve slept on it you’ll be clearer on what you agree and disagree with. We’ll work it out tomorrow. Don’t you worry, all of us want the best for this book, for it, and you, to shine.’
Peter sighed. ‘Well, okay, I do feel calmer now. Do you promise you’ll send me your feedback first thing in the morning?’
‘I promise.’ Melanie said goodbye and hung up just as the doorbell rang, announcing the arrival of dinner. Now she had to read the Australian manuscript and Peter’s – she’d get no sleep tonight.
They sat down to eat. Melanie wanted badly to read while she ate, but she thought about what Katie had said about the twins needing her and forced herself to turn her phone face-down.
‘So, how’s school?’ she asked.
Janis and Joni looked at each other. ‘What?’
‘How’s school?’ Melanie repeated.
‘We heard you but, like, what kind of question is that?’ Janis asked.
‘A perfectly normal one, I think.’
‘It’s a pointless question,’ Joni said. ‘School is the same every single day. Boring and then even more boring.’
‘Well, something must have happened that wasn’t boring. When I was at school –’
‘When you were in school they didn’t have electricity or iPhones, and kids were just, like, freaks who read books and played chess.’
‘We did have electricity, I’m not that old, thank you, but we didn’t have mobile phones, and reading books does not make you a freak. You could both do with reading more.’
The twins glanced at each other and cracked up. ‘We have Netflix now, and YouTube, and Insta, and TikTok. We don’t need books.’ Janis shovelled a large forkful of chicken into her mouth.
‘Books make you clever, interesting and curious. They open your mind to the lives and worlds of others.’
It broke Melanie’s heart that her kids didn’t read. If they were readers, she might have been able to connect more with them. Despite all of her efforts to get them to read, the twins had no interest whatsoever in books. They regarded being ‘forced’ to read a class novel in school as a violation of their human rights. Their complete disdain for books really bothered and hurt Melanie. She knew it was silly to feel offended by it, but she did. It was as if by rejecting books, they were rejecting her. Why couldn’t they see how important literature was? Their little cousin Lucy ate up books, and Melanie could talk to her: they had common ground. She totally understood why Lucy was Nancy’s favourite grandchild.
Janis waved her fork in the air. ‘Save the “books are the seventh wonder of the world” speech for your authors.’
‘There are already seven natural wonders of the world. You’d know that if you read books,’ Melanie replied.
‘And you’d know who Olivia Rodriguez is if you had social media,’ Janis shot back.
‘And you’d both do a lot better in your exams if you didn’t waste half of your lives on social media.’
‘You’d actually be normal if you had social media.’ Joni backed up her twin.
‘Dad knows who she is,’ Janis said.
‘Music is your dad’s passion. Books are mine.’
‘Because Dad’s cool and actually has an Instagram account.’
Melanie decided to stay silent. The twins were impossible to argue with, especially when they felt they were completely in the right, which seemed to be all the time.
‘Are you coming to our class play next week?’ Janis asked.
Damnit, she had completely forgotten. She was going to Sloane’s celebration dinner with her editor and publicist, plus the head of sales and marketing at Paper&Ink publishers. They were flying in from London and had booked a swanky restaurant to celebrate the Goldstone nomination.
‘Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry, I can’t. I have to –’
‘Go to a dinner?’
‘A book launch?’
‘A meeting?’
‘A book fair?’
‘A Zoom call?’
‘A book awards?’
‘A book festival?’
They were furious, glaring at her, but it was just a class play. They’d only been back in school four weeks, so it couldn’t be a big deal. It wasn’t like an end-of-year performance they’d rehearsed for months. Melanie’s parents were pharmacists who ran a late-opening pharmacy. They never went to school plays or sports days. They were busy, working. Her youngest sister, Leona, had been bothered by it, but she was the only one. Melanie and her older sisters, Niamh and Vivienne, hadn’t cared at all. Melanie had thought the mums who sat up the front at school events, overdressed and over-made-up, were silly and must have no lives.
Still, the twins were very annoyed and she wanted peace. She raised her hands in surrender.
‘I’m sorry, girls. I’ll get your dad to record it. It’s Sloane’s big celebration dinner.’
‘Whatever,’ Janis said.
‘I’m not hungry. This food is cold.’ Joni pushed her plate away and stood up.
Janis mirrored her twin. They left the kitchen. Melanie was going to tell them to scrape their plates clean of the expensive food and put their plates into the dishwasher, but decided now was not the right moment.
Her phone beeped, it was Peter: Any updates on the edits? Have you looked through them yet? What do you think? Do you agree with Larissa???????? I can’t switch off. I need your feedback!!!!!
Melanie pulled her laptop out of her bag and began to read the editorial notes. It was going to be a long night.



7. Amanda
Amanda stood outside the office door and took a deep breath. You’re doing this for Theo and for you. You have to salvage the mess your husband and son have made of your lives. It’s up to you to make this move back to Dublin work out and make sure Ross gets to run the agency and pay off that slut.
Amanda knew that if Melanie or Jamie took over the business, Ross could be out of a job. Jamie tolerated Ross, but they were not close, and Melanie owed him nothing. Melanie clearly did not like Ross and wasn’t very good at hiding it. Amanda thought Melanie should be nicer to Ross and a bit more respectful. After all, he was the eldest and the presumed heir to the agency. Melanie seemed to think that having a few good writers on her books made her irreplaceable, but if there was one thing Amanda had learnt in life it was that no one was irreplaceable.
Plastering a smile on her face, she walked through the door. Frank was the first person she bumped into. Thank God, he was the nicest of the whole lot of them by miles. A bit useless, but kind, and there was a lot to be said for kind men. Her husband could learn a thing or two from his brother.
‘Hello, Amanda, great to see you,’ he greeted her warmly.
‘Hi, Frank.’
‘What have you got there?’ He pointed to the big box she was carrying.
‘An afternoon treat for you all. Nancy’s favourite lemon cheesecake. And I got a vegan one, so you can enjoy it too.’
Frank beamed at her. ‘That’s so thoughtful of you. Mum will be thrilled.’
Amanda doubted that Nancy was about to backflip around the office, but she hoped she’d crack a smile.
Frank called to the others, who were all in their individual offices, except Ross, who was working from the small conference room. So he hadn’t got an office yet, Amanda noted. The problem was, Ross had told her, there were only four, and then some hot-desks in the reception area for the accountant, who worked two days a week, and the admin girl, who worked three days a week, and for the readers who sometimes came in to attend to the slush pile of submissions. Nancy, Frank, Jamie and Melanie each had an office. But Ross fully intended to move Frank out of his as he was, in his words, ‘a total fucking dead weight’.
The dead weight announced her arrival. ‘Amanda is here, bearing gifts.’
The others looked up from their desks and came out. Nancy wheeled herself, looking distinctly unhappy with the interruption.
‘What’s going on?’ Ross asked. He didn’t look thrilled at the sight of his wife and her cake either.
‘I brought Nancy’s favourite lemon cheesecake for an afternoon coffee break.’ Amanda kept her voice bright.
‘We’re not a crèche, we don’t have afternoon coffee breaks,’ Nancy huffed.
Amanda was tempted to shove her mother-in-law’s snooty face into the cheesecake.
‘Mum,’ Frank’s voice was calm but firm, ‘Amanda has gone to the trouble of bringing in a delicious cake. It was really thoughtful of her. We can all do with a ten-minute break. It’s good for the brain to switch off and for your body to relax and recharge.’
‘Your body must be very relaxed, Frank,’ Ross said drily.
‘It is, thanks.’ Frank grinned, Ross’s insult washing over him.
How the hell was he so zen? Maybe she should start meditating. It might help with her heightened anxiety and stress-induced insomnia.
‘I could teach you a few relaxing techniques to help you uncoil,’ Frank suggested to his brother.
Ross snorted. ‘No, thanks, Frank. I actually like working hard.’
‘Stress is a killer, Ross. You need to look after your health.’
If stress is a killer, how come she wasn’t dead? She should be ten feet under with all she’d had to deal with lately.
‘I find stress motivating, Frank. You should try it sometime.’
‘No, Frank’s right. We all need a better work–life balance,’ Jamie said, defending his brother.
Although Jamie was four years younger than Frank, he seemed like the older brother. Amanda thought it was sweet the way he always jumped to Frank’s defence. He did so a lot more than Melanie did. She was still in her office, talking on the phone.
‘Rubbish. I’ve worked twelve-hour days all my life. Hard work never killed anyone.’ Nancy wasn’t having any of it.
‘I wouldn’t say you’re the poster girl for work–life balance, Mum.’ Frank smiled at his mother.
‘Success requires dedication, determination and hard graft, Frank.’
Did it require being a cantankerous old witch too?
Melanie finally came out of her office. ‘Oh, cake, right, uhm, thanks.’
Could she have been less enthusiastic?
‘My pleasure.’ Amanda kept smiling, although her cheeks were now beginning to ache. This had not been a good idea. No one wanted the stupid cheesecake. Frank found a knife and Amanda busied herself cutting it into slices.
‘It’s a bit tart,’ was all Nancy said, although she polished off her piece.
‘Lovely,’ Jamie said.
‘Really delicious,’ Frank enthused.
‘Very nice,’ Ross muttered.
‘Tasty.’ Melanie picked at the cake, her mind clearly elsewhere.
‘What’s going on with Peter?’ Nancy asked Melanie.
She put her plate down. ‘I talked him off a ledge and he’s agreed to most of the edits. I think it could be something special if we can just keep him from spiralling.’
‘I knew he’d be tricky the minute I met him. I warned you,’ Nancy reminded her.
Amanda noticed Melanie’s jaw set. So she wasn’t all cosy with Nancy either.
‘A lot of authors are tricky, Nancy, but the gifted ones are worth it. I can manage Peter.’
‘Fine, send me the revised manuscript when it’s ready. I want to read it. Did you give him a deadline?’
‘Yes, a month from today.’
‘Too long.’
Melanie kept her voice steady but Amanda noticed her clenched fists.
‘No, Nancy, it’s what Peter needs. It’s a significant rewrite and it’ll still be ready for the Copenhagen book fair, which is the main goal.’
Amanda was impressed by her sister-in-law’s firm, don’t-mess-with-me attitude. She loved watching Nancy being stood up to. Ross would have to be careful: Melanie was undoubtedly a formidable opponent.
‘How’s Theo?’ Frank pointedly changed the subject.
‘He’s still adapting,’ Amanda said.
‘He’s fine, just needs to get on with it,’ Ross added.
‘It takes time to settle into new schools and surroundings,’ Frank said. ‘Has to be tough for him.’
‘If I had my way, he’d be at boarding school,’ Ross grumbled.
‘But you hated it,’ Jamie reminded him.
‘I didn’t hate it. I was just very young when I was sent there. Nine is … well, young. Theo’s seventeen. It would do him good to have more discipline.’
‘Nine was so young.’ Frank’s voice was full of empathy. ‘It must have been really hard on you.’
Amanda watched her husband bristle. Ross couldn’t handle Frank’s need to analyse everything and empathize with any, and all, difficulties.
‘It was a hundred years ago, Frank. I’ve moved on.’
‘Past traumas stay with you unless you deal with them. They can be toxic.’ Frank was not giving up.
‘I’m fine, Frank.’ Ross turned away from his brother.
‘Everyone handles things differently.’ Jamie jumped in, as ever.
‘If you ever want to talk to someone, Ross, I have the best therapist.’
‘Frank.’ Melanie’s voice was sharp. ‘Ross doesn’t want therapy. Not everyone needs to talk about things all the time.’
Frank nodded. ‘Okay, just offering. It saved my sanity, so I believe in its power.’
Maybe I should try it, Amanda thought. She had a lot to offload and unpack. She had no good friends, and she couldn’t trust her sisters-in-law because they’d just run back and tell their husbands. Then Nancy would find out Ross’s dirty little secret and Theo’s very big screw-up, and their car-crash of a life would be known to all. She couldn’t stand the humiliation. Besides, it might tarnish Ross’s chances of running the agency and that goal was one of the only things Amanda and Ross agreed on. Amanda had not moved back to Ireland under duress to have her husband be an employee. She wanted him running the agency and awarding himself a large salary so they could pay off Ruby, buy a house, and she could have the life he had promised her. The life he had provided until the affair and the subsequent mess that followed. Living with his mother and being a semi-carer was not what Amanda had signed up for. There was no way this situation was going to last. Ross was going up that ladder if she had to throw him up it herself.



8. Katie
Katie pulled the black eyeliner up into a wing at the side of her eye.
‘That’s weird, Mum,’ Lucy said, peering at her over her book.
Katie sipped her glass of wine. ‘It’s a party look for the concert I’m going to with your uncle Frank.’
‘Is that why you’re wearing a sparkly dress?’
‘Yes, it’s a sparkly-dress kind of night.’
‘What’s for dinner? I’m starving,’ Toby asked.
‘There’s a lovely chicken casserole in the oven for you. Your dad will be home soon and he’ll sort it out.’ God bless ready meals, Katie thought. She’d never have got out of here tonight without them. She turned her focus back to the mirror. She had very little time to make herself look good for the gig.
She topped up her glass of wine. The alcohol gave her that lovely tingling feeling, right down to her toes. Bliss.
‘I got an A in my essay, Mum,’ Lucy announced.
‘Wow! You’re such a clever girl, Lucy. I was rubbish at English, so you must get that gene from your granny.’ Katie was proud of herself for saying something nice about Nancy. It was hard at times to compliment the old boot. She knew that Nancy had never approved of her because she wasn’t ‘good enough’ for Jamie and never would be. In Nancy’s eyes, Katie was a school dropout who didn’t like reading, and a hairdresser who didn’t earn a ‘proper’ salary doing a ‘proper’ job. It stung like hell.
When she and Jamie had first started going out, Katie had refused to meet Nancy for a full year. She knew by the way Jamie talked about his mother that she would be judgemental and that Katie would not pass muster. Katie didn’t want Jamie to meet her dad either. She wasn’t bothered with people’s parents. You were stuck with the parents you had: they didn’t define you. They didn’t make you who you were. Your life choices did; your experiences did; making mistakes and learning from them did. Katie cared about Jamie, not his family. She’d grown up with no mother and a fairly hopeless dad and she’d turned out just fine. She didn’t need her dad to approve of Jamie. She loved him and that was all that mattered. She didn’t care if Nancy didn’t like her, but she did care that Nancy’s disapproval might sway Jamie. So Katie made damn sure that Jamie was head-over-heels in love with her before she agreed to meet his mum.
The initial meeting had gone exactly as Katie had predicted. When Jamie had arrived to pick her up and saw she was wearing ripped jeans and her favourite cherry-red Dr Martens, she saw him flinch just a little, but Katie wasn’t going to pretend to be someone she wasn’t. At Nancy’s home, which was like a show house, not a cushion out of place, Nancy had been polite but cold. She’d asked Katie a million questions, which Katie had answered honestly and directly. Katie had been working, earning her own living and dealing with all sorts of difficult customers for six years at this stage, so Nancy didn’t faze her. When Nancy had asked her what her career plans were, she’d said, ‘To be a great hairdresser,’ and smiled. Nancy had then asked if she wanted to own a salon. ‘No. I don’t want the hassle of all that admin and stress, with employees and wages and rent increases. I like doing hair and I’m good at it.’
She could see Nancy was not impressed by her lack of aspiration to be the next Vidal Sassoon, but Katie didn’t care. She only cared what Jamie thought. They’d left the lunch holding hands and Jamie had hugged her and told her she was amazing and how proud he was of her for not being intimidated by his mum, like all of his previous girlfriends.
Katie had turned to him, looked into his eyes and said, ‘It’s you and me, Jamie. No one else matters.’ And she loved that he had agreed and chosen her despite his mother’s objections and disapproval. Nancy had a face on her like a slapped fish at their wedding, but Katie had spent the day in a prosecco haze, not giving a toss about her mother-in-law.
‘I have a spelling test coming up, Mummy. I need to learn my spellings,’ Toby announced.
Katie looked at the clock. She had to leave in ten minutes and she had only just begun to do her make-up. ‘Why don’t you get Lucy to help you? She’s so clever. She got an A in her essay, Toby. Isn’t that amazing?’
‘I want you to help me. Lucy helped me last week when you had a headache.’
Damnit, she didn’t have time for this.
‘I’m sorry, sweetie. Lucy, can you help him?’
Lucy sighed dramatically and put her book down. ‘Fine, but it’s a mother’s job, not a sister’s.’
‘You’re an angel.’ Katie reached out to hug Lucy but her daughter swerved to avoid her. ‘I’ll take you to the bookshop tomorrow and get you some new books for being so helpful.’
‘Okay, fine.’ Lucy softened slightly at the bribe.
Jamie arrived ten minutes later. He kissed her and Lucy, and swung Toby over his shoulder, to his young son’s delight. ‘Frank’s waiting for you outside in a taxi.’
Katie applied some last-minute lip gloss and stood up.
Jamie whistled. ‘You look very sexy.’
She giggled. ‘So you like my gig-style?’
‘Very much. I might have to wait up for you.’
‘Do that!’ She drained the last of her wine, kissed him and ran out to the waiting taxi.
Frank was the best person ever to go to a gig with because he knew everyone in the music business. From the moment they arrived at the venue he introduced Katie to loads of people, ordered drinks for her and, best of all, they had VIP tickets for the concert and to hang out afterwards. Katie hadn’t come to one in ages, and now she wondered why they didn’t do this every week. It was amazing.
Tonight, their VIP spot meant they were within touching distance of Isla Overtone. Katie was in heaven. They danced and sang their hearts out.
After the final song, Katie threw an arm around her brother-in-law’s shoulders. ‘I’m only ever going to gigs with you from now on. This is so epic!’
‘It’s a deal.’ Frank grinned. ‘Melanie hates them.’
Katie often wondered what Frank and Melanie had in common. Obviously they worked in the same agency and that was how they’d met, but they were so different. When she’d asked Jamie how Frank and Melanie had ended up together, he’d said that his mother had instigated and encouraged the relationship and then they’d fallen in love. Jamie said that in the beginning Melanie had been slightly less obsessive about work and Frank had been more successful and involved in the agency. Slowly, over time, that had changed.
But Katie still couldn’t see Melanie falling for Frank. He was her total opposite. He was Mr Chill and she was Mrs Wound-up Like A Spring. Katie knew there was a theory about opposites attracting, but when you saw it in action, it just didn’t work the way they said it would. Frank’s chill vibe didn’t calm Melanie: it irritated her. Her obsession with work bothered him and he constantly tried to get her to slow down, which also irritated her. By the time Katie met them, several years into their marriage, they seemed at odds with each other in every way.
‘Jamie prefers to have a beer and watch sport than go to gigs. I’m lucky to have you to go with,’ Katie said to Frank, kissing his cheek.
Isla came back out for an encore. Katie and Frank clinked glasses, hers full of wine, his sparkling water, and sang along to Isla’s most famous hit – ‘I Want It All’.
Katie was having a blast. She felt young and cool and edgy, not a boring suburban mum. This was the crazy, fun Katie who had partied hard in her teens and twenties. She let the music wash over her as she danced. God, she felt so alive!
At the after-party, Frank’s music friends told her she was hot and fun, and she was getting lots of attention, which she lapped up happily. This was a million miles away from school lunches and spellings. She’d forgotten how much she loved gigs, and she was having an absolute ball.
Katie went to the bar and ordered shots. She came back with a tray of Jägermeister glasses for the table.
Frank raised an eyebrow. ‘Whoa, Katie, are you sure you need these? You’ll have the kids waking you early.’
‘Hell, yes!’ she shouted, over the music.
The other people in their group cheered and they all threw back the shots and slammed their glasses down, laughing. Everyone except Frank.
Some guy called Denver bought another round of shots, and then another … Katie was throwing shots back, whooping and feeling high on life. She felt greedy for everything, all of this.
She threw her arms around Frank. ‘You are my favourite brother-in-law in the world.’
He laughed. ‘And you’re my favourite sister-in-law.’
‘To be fair, the competition is not high,’ Katie slurred. They weren’t the type of in-laws to have deep-and-meaningful chats. There was an awful lot never spoken about in the Fitzroy family, and Katie had always gone along with that, but now, emboldened by alcohol, she asked, ‘How do you stand Ross, seriously, Frank? He’s driving Jamie nuts.’
Frank put his glass of water down. ‘You must remember, Ross has had a tough time. He’s just a product of his childhood. When Mum and Thomas broke up, Ross was pretty much abandoned by his dad, who moved to France to start a new life. Meanwhile, Mum was falling in love with her second husband, my dad Patrick – I wish you’d got to meet him – and there wasn’t much room for Ross in that set-up. It was really hard for him. Mum, me, Jamie and Patrick were a little family unit, a foursome, and Ross was the outsider, the fifth member who never really fitted in. He was half-brother to us and stepson to Dad. Mum tried, in her own unique way, to make him feel included whenever he was home from boarding school, but he resented her. Ross blamed my dad for the break-up of his parents’ marriage, even though it was long over before Mum met Patrick. By the time Ross was sent to boarding school, Mum was already pregnant.’
‘With you.’ Katie pointed to Frank.
‘Yes. Mum thought sending Ross to boarding school would be good for him. She reckoned it would be easier for him to be with friends rather than have to deal with a new stepdad and a new sibling. Also, let’s be honest, it was convenient. Mum could focus on her career, her new husband and her new life without her son glaring at her and blaming her for everything. I was born, and then Jamie arrived, so when Ross came to stay with us during the holidays he saw a happy family unit that he was not part of. I’m sure it hurt like hell. Jamie and I adored him and looked up to him, but he resented us too. I get it. He never got to experience what we had – a happy home life. I think underneath it all he still resents Mum hugely, and I do understand that.’
‘I didn’t have a happy home life either, but I didn’t become bitter and entitled and take it out on other people,’ Katie said.
Frank sighed. ‘I think he felt marginalized, but when he grew up and met Amanda and began to find happiness in life, he started coming around to see us more. We were beginning to get to know him better, but then the car crash happened and Dad died. Mum never forgave herself for letting Dad drive that day, and on top of all the grief and guilt she felt, she also had to look after me because my injuries were pretty bad. To be fair to Mum, she can be hard and tough but she’s had a difficult time. Her life has been complicated. In one day she lost her husband and almost lost me. Imagine the stress. She is kind of remarkable to have come through it all in one piece. But unfortunately for Ross he got shut out again as Mum had to focus on nursing me and looking after Jamie, who was only fourteen and broken-hearted. There was very little room left for Ross. He barely saw Mum for the first two years after the accident. It must have been awful for him. Jamie and I were locked in our own grief, but we probably should have made more of an effort with him.’
Katie nearly choked on her drink. ‘You were fighting for your life, Frank, plus dealing with the trauma of being in the car when your father died, and Jamie was a fourteen-year-old kid who’d lost his dad.’
‘I know, but I’ve dealt with my anger and grief through years of therapy. Ross has never faced his truth.’
‘Don’t go all hippie-dippy on me. You chose to deal with your grief and your trauma. Ross has chosen not to and just to be an arsehole instead.’
‘Ah, now, that’s harsh.’
Katie poked Frank in the chest. ‘No, it isn’t. I know you have a big heart and I know you try to love and respect everyone, but come on, Frank, you have to admit your brother can be a total dickhead.’
Frank laughed. ‘He can be difficult at times, but I understand why. That’s the key. When you understand why someone behaves the way they do, it helps you to accept them. Ross is a decent person underneath.’
Katie snorted. ‘I bet Melanie doesn’t think so.’
‘Melanie would have a different viewpoint, all right.’ Frank grinned.
‘I must say, you’re amazing, Frank. To have gone through what you went through at only eighteen and to be so … well … normal and lovely is incredible.’
Frank smiled sheepishly. ‘Not everyone thinks I’m normal, per se, but thanks. Like I said, I’ve had a lot of therapy and I’ve sought out ways of healing through yoga and meditation. I had a lot of time lying in hospital to think about things and I read a lot about healing and recovery. Even at eighteen, I knew I couldn’t do anything about the scars all over my body from the operations, but I could heal the internal ones.’
Katie hugged him again. ‘I think you’re brilliant. In my teens I healed my grief through alcohol and hash. I probably should have chosen yoga.’ She giggled. ‘On that note, time for more shots!’



9. Melanie
Melanie sat beside Frank, listening to his voice go on and on, and tried not to scream.
‘… Janis and Joni are incredible girls. They have a lot of energy. It just needs to be channelled correctly. Perhaps if they were allowed more time to be creative, they’d talk less in class?’
Mr Grogan, the year head, smiled tightly. He looked less than impressed at Frank’s description of the twins. ‘The thing is, Mr Fitzroy –’
‘Call me, Frank, please, we’re all friends here.’
Melanie grimaced. Jesus, would he ever shut up?
‘Frank, the twins are being very disruptive in religion class, in particular. They are tormenting the young teacher, who is finding it difficult to cope.’
‘Tormenting is a very strong word. We need to use words carefully. They can be misleading. I’ve always encouraged the girls to question things. Mark Van Doren said that “The art of teaching is the art of assisting discovery.” I want the girls to be open-minded and curious.’
Oh, bloody hell, not the quotes. Here’s a quote for you, Frank: Shut the hell up, listen, nod and let’s get out of here.
Melanie sat on her hands and tried to practise Frank’s breathing technique, but it was not working, not remotely: she still wanted to punch her husband.
Mr Grogan cleared his throat. ‘Very nice. Let me rephrase my point for you. Your daughters are causing the teacher problems. The reason I called you in this evening is because yesterday, when Mr Hagan asked the class to –’ Mr Grogan looked down at his notes – ‘Select a sacred space in Ireland that is important for people belonging to one of the major world religions, Joni said, “Bershka, because it has the best and cheapest clothes in Dublin and therefore is a place to be worshipped.” When Janis was asked to Give one reason why a non-religious person might go on a religious pilgrimage, she replied, “Because they have no friends and no life.”’
Frank chuckled. ‘Ah, come on, that’s funny. They’re just expressing their humorous side.’
Melanie was mortified. The twins sounded shallow and entitled.
Mr Grogan was not amused. ‘I’m afraid, Mr Fitzroy, this is not what we expect from our students. The twins are constantly disruptive in religion class.’
‘Maybe the teacher should be firmer with them,’ Melanie suggested. ‘He has our full permission to clamp down on their messing.’ Surely the teacher should just give them extra homework, or detention, and that would soften their cough.
Frank tapped his fingers together. ‘Hold on now, Melanie.’ Turning back to the year head, he said, ‘The thing is, we don’t believe in organized religion in our house. We believe in spirituality. We want the girls to grow up knowing they are free to express themselves, to examine everything and make up their own minds as to how they feel about what they are being told or taught.’
They’d never get out of here if he didn’t shut the hell up.
‘They’re not questioning or examining things, Frank,’ Melanie snapped. ‘They’re being cheeky and winding up this poor young teacher. It’s not right.’
‘They’re just being teenagers, Melanie.’
‘They’re being brats, Frank. We’re not paying these expensive school fees for the girls to mess about and behave like brats.’
‘We’re not raising robots, Melanie. We’re raising individuals with minds of their own and the freedom to say what they want.’
‘Sometimes in life you need to just shut up, listen and behave.’ Melanie had had enough. She was too busy for this nonsense. The twins were a handful. They needed to bloody well toe the line in school and stop causing trouble.
Mr Grogan cleared his throat. ‘Perhaps you could both have a word with the girls about their behaviour in class, and from our end we’ll encourage them to participate but in a constructive manner.’
‘We’ll talk to them, but we won’t be curtailing their lively spirits. That is who they are and what makes them unique.’
They need to be bloody well reined in and their wings clipped, Melanie thought.
‘I will make sure the girls know how disappointed we are and promise you they will not be disrupting the class any further.’ Melanie knew exactly how to get the twins to behave. You just took away their phones. They would walk through a burning building for those phones.
She glanced at her watch. Damn, she had a Zoom with the US in twenty minutes. She stood up, shook Mr Grogan’s hand and headed for the door.
In the car, Melanie typed an email while Frank played some new band he was obsessed with.
‘Can you please turn that down?’ she asked.
‘Okay.’
Melanie pressed send. ‘Frank, we do need to rein the twins in.’
‘They’re not horses, Melanie.’
‘I know that, but they’re becoming harder to control and we need to nip it in the bud before they get into real trouble.’
‘All teenagers push boundaries. It’s their job. Our girls are fantastic young women, and I’m proud that they have their own minds.’
‘Cheekiness is not showing that you have your own mind. It’s being a pain in the arse.’
‘The answers were funny. They were being sarcastic, not cheeky. Katie was telling me the other night at the gig that she was a bit wild in her teenage years, pushing boundaries and getting into mischief, and look how well she turned out.’
As much as Melanie liked her sister-in-law, Katie was not a shining example of success in life. Katie worked part-time as a hairdresser, which was not a career aspiration Melanie had for her twins. She also, in Melanie’s opinion, drank too much and was a bit immature. Like Frank, Katie seemed to think life was a party. To be honest, Melanie didn’t have much in common with Katie. If she wasn’t her sister-in-law, she doubted they’d ever have crossed paths.
Melanie sighed. She needed Frank to step up and be onside with disciplining the twins. If they didn’t clamp down on them, the girls would probably end up getting expelled.
‘Frank, we have sent them to a very good school and they have to abide by the rules and play the game. They can say and do whatever they want in three years’ time when they go to university.’
‘I told you St Katherine’s was too conventional. We should have sent them to People’s Grange.’
Not this again. Frank had wanted to send the girls to some bullshit school where rich, entitled kids or kids who had been expelled from other schools went. The pupils decided what they wanted to study, when they wanted to study and where they wanted to go on school trips. Melanie had put her foot down and point-blank refused, and although Frank had finally relented, he’d never really let it go. Melanie would have given her right arm to go to a school like St Katherine’s. When she was growing up, she’d envied the girls who went to private schools. They seemed so confident, bright and sure of themselves and where they were going in life. They always had the best teachers and the best sports facilities. It infuriated Melanie that the twins didn’t appreciate the exclusive education they were getting – and that she was paying for.
‘Frank, the girls need discipline and boundaries – all kids do. I want them to do well in school, go to university, get good degrees and good jobs.’
‘Life is not all about study and work, Melanie. People need to figure out who they are and what makes them tick. They may not want to go to college. They may want to travel the world, and that’s as beneficial as any degree. Life throws you curve balls. After the accident I didn’t go to college. I travelled. It opened my eyes and my mind and helped me heal.’
For the love of Jesus! It also allowed you to check out of real life. Your mother supported you, and now your wife pays the bills. It’s all very well being in touch with your inner child but it’s not going to pay the bloody mortgage.
Melanie forced her voice to stay low and calm. ‘Frank, I want the girls to be independent financially so they can always look after themselves. That requires hard work. I understand you want to encourage their creative and spiritual side, but we have to make them see that they cannot waste a good education and they need to knuckle down.’
‘I disagree. Their mental health is more important than anything else. That needs to be our main focus. They are happy, confident kids, and I want to nurture that. The car crash almost pushed me over the edge, but I got through it with therapy and travel. The twins’ happiness is my only priority.’
The twins were too bloody confident. A bit of humility wouldn’t go amiss. And life wasn’t only about happiness, she wanted to scream. It was about reality and hard work and paying bills and grafting and dealing with difficult clients and colleagues. She knew Frank had had to deal with a lot at a young age, but she felt that in a way it had stunted his growth. Frank was still, essentially, an eighteen-year-old boy. The trauma of the crash and his subsequent journey to healing – paid for and aided by Nancy – had stopped him growing up. Frank had spent the years between eighteen and twenty-five in therapy, travelling the world and meditating on mountains at sunrise. Nancy had indulged his every whim because she was so full of guilt.
Melanie, on the other hand, had grown up in a strict family that valued education over everything. If she had put even a toe out of place, her parents would have come down on her like a ton of bricks. Money was tight and she’d always known she would be on her own financially, which had given her drive and focus, something the twins lacked. She had to keep them on track. She would not raise spoilt smartarses. But she always had to play the bad cop to Frank’s good cop and it was becoming exhausting.
‘Happiness is important, Frank, but children also need boundaries. They need to focus more on their schoolwork and less on messing about.’
‘They’ll certainly get focus from you. You never stop working. It’s not good for you, Melanie. You need to switch off from work more.’
Like you, Frank? Like the way you work part-time? I don’t have that luxury because if I take time off I’ll be fired. I’m not a blood relative. I’m an in-law. I’m disposable.
Melanie sighed and decided not to reply.
When they got home, the twins were sprawled on the sofa, cuddled under their fleecy blankets, orange for Joni and green for Janis, watching Grey’s Anatomy. They barely looked up when their parents came in.
‘Hey, what’s going on with Dr Dreamy?’ Frank squeezed himself between them.
They complained about him sitting on their blankets, then scooched over to give him space, placing their feet on his lap.
‘Can you turn that off, please?’ Melanie asked.
‘No, it’s a really good episode,’ Joni said.
‘There’s only ten minutes left,’ Janis told her.
Melanie picked up the remote and turned off the TV.
‘Muuuum!’ The twins were outraged.
‘Come on, Melanie, let them finish the episode,’ Frank said.
Melanie stood in front of them all. ‘Are you interested to know what Mr Grogan said to us?’
The twins crossed their arms defensively.
‘Go on, then,’ Janis said.
‘Here we go,’ Joni muttered.
Melanie summed up the conversation. The twins sniggered when she repeated their sassy answers. Frank joined in, like he was their pal, not their father.
Melanie tried not to let her irritation show. ‘I’m taking your phones for one week.’
The twins gasped. ‘What?’
She had their attention now.
‘Daaaaaaad?’
Don’t contradict me, please, Frank. For once in your goddamn life do not contradict me.
‘Ah, now, Melanie. Their phones are how they communicate with their friends. We can’t take that away for a whole week.’
‘Frank.’ Melanie glared at him.
Frank raised his hands. ‘Look, girls, I love that you have strong spirits and minds, but the religion teacher is only doing his best and it would be nice if you’d support him and show him some consideration. Try to give him answers that are more suitable for the curriculum. Maybe you could save the funny stuff for your friends.’
‘Is that it?’ Melanie was furious. ‘Is that the extent of your response to us being called up to the school and told our daughters are misbehaving and disrespectful?’
Joni snuggled into her father’s shoulder. ‘Dad understands us, Mum. He knows how to talk to us. You just shout and go back to work. Taking our phones isn’t going to change anything. It’ll just make us really angry and we’ll act out more. Dad gets it.’
‘How would you feel if we took your phone?’ Janis said. ‘The real phone addict in this house is you.’
‘That’s true.’ Frank nodded in agreement.
‘One hundred per cent, you are always on your phone,’ Joni added.
Melanie’s blood pressure boiled over. She’d had it with all of them. ‘I use my phone for work, so I can pay all the bills and your school fees, not to arse around on TikTok and Snapchat following vacuous “influencers” and taking stupid selfies,’ she roared.
‘Oooh, I think we hit a nerve.’ Joni smirked.
‘Bit defensive there, Mum.’ Janis chuckled.
Melanie wondered if other mothers had the urge to slap their teenagers as often as she did.
‘Ah, now, your mum has a point. She only uses her phone for work. I do wish you’d take more breaks from it, though, Melanie,’ Frank said.
‘You should chill out more and be fun, like Auntie Katie,’ Joni said.
‘She certainly knows how to party.’ Frank laughed. ‘She’s a great person to go to a gig with.’
Good old Katie, fun, fun, fun. She didn’t have the pressure Melanie had. Jamie was reliable and brought home a good salary. Yes, Katie worked, but only three days a week. Melanie had a full-time, full-on job – and she was the breadwinner here. How dare they compare her negatively to Katie?
‘Well, maybe you should all move in with fun Auntie Katie, then!’ Melanie stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
She knew she was being childish, and a bad role model, but it stung. It stung that no one ever said, ‘Thanks for working so hard. Thanks for earning good money so we don’t have to worry and can go to the best school. Thanks for working ten times harder than Dad so he can faff about with his music friends while you actually sign and nurture successful authors. Thanks for putting up with a domineering mother-in-law so things run smoothly in the family business.’ One bloody thank-you in a decade would be great.



10. Amanda
Amanda was scrolling through Instagram, looking enviously at the lives of her former friends. Were they friends, though? Didn’t friends keep in touch? Didn’t friends reach out and ask how you were doing? Wonder why you’d left so suddenly and if you were okay?
All Amanda had received was silence. Tumbleweed.
Since she’d moved back to Dublin, she’d had three texts: one from a mum in Theo’s school saying she’d heard about the ‘incident’ and could Amanda ask Theo if her son had ever taken cocaine.
One from her neighbour, asking if she could take their flower-boxes as they were no longer using them.
And the final one from her ‘friend’ at Pilates, Georgia, asking Amanda to return the Lululemon jacket she had borrowed.
From the rest of the women she had befriended, nothing. True, she had removed herself from all the school WhatsApp groups without explanation. She knew all too well that the mums would be gossiping about Theo. She’d done it herself, when another boy was expelled the year before for watching porn in class. She had gossiped with all the other mothers about it. They had done that fake-concern thing – ‘Poor Johnny, he obviously has an addiction. He does seem to spend a lot of time alone. His parents are always travelling’ – judging and pointing fingers.
Amanda shuddered to think what the messages would be saying about Theo. She knew she would not come out of it well, even though she thought she had been a good mother. She wasn’t away all the time, she was there, present in Theo’s life. So how had she missed it? Why had he done it? She didn’t understand her son or his motives. He kept saying it was just a bit of fun, no big deal. Apparently everyone did coke and everyone who had extra sold it to make a few quid. But why risk and ruin everything for ‘a bit of fun’ and a ‘few quid’? It made no sense.
As for Ross and his sordid affair, he swore that no one apart from her, the woman, Ruby, and Ross knew about it. He’d had to keep it quiet as it would not have gone down well at work for anyone to know that a senior employee of the publishing house was shagging one of their authors. Ross would probably have been fired. Somehow he had managed to keep his dirty little secret quiet. He’d even kept it away from his wife. How blind and stupid she had been. Ross had used almost the same words as Theo when trying to explain his dalliance: ‘It was just a stupid bit of fun. It meant nothing.’
Well, if it meant nothing, why did you risk your marriage and career for it?
Clearly, it had been more than just a little fun. Clearly, it was more serious and had gone on for longer than he was admitting to, and now – the cherry on the dog-shit cake – Ruby was pregnant.
Amanda knew that Ross would never have come clean if it wasn’t for the small issue of a baby. His baby. Their baby. Every time Amanda thought about it she felt physically sick. The baby had been the last straw. She could not stay in London while some perky twenty-nine-year-old waddled around with her husband’s baby inside her.
Ross had paid Ruby handsomely for her silence and promised to pay child maintenance, if she kept it all quiet. But how long would that last? How long before Ruby started showing and told people who the daddy was? Amanda reckoned the news would be out soon enough and Ross would be the office gossip for a good while. He could never have stayed there. He had shat on his own doorstep, as the saying went, which anyone with half a brain knew was a fatal mistake. Married publishers do not shag their authors, and if they do, they certainly don’t get them pregnant.
Amanda couldn’t look at any more of the London mums’ perfectly curated lives on the screen. She clicked on Ruby’s account.
There were quite a few recent photos of the young woman, her permanent red lipstick on in every one. Three beautiful photos had been posted that morning of Ruby walking her dog, doing yoga and drinking a healthy green juice – with the caption Gotta be healthy for my baby! Amanda felt nauseous. Ruby looked very glowy and young, and her bump was still small and neat. You only noticed it when she stood sideways, which she did a lot in her photos and reels, to show her followers her pregnancy progress.
The comments were all about how amazing she looked and how lucky her baby was to have a mother who wrote children’s books.
Ruby did look well, and Amanda hated her for it. She had been so sick when she was pregnant with Theo – she’d spent most of her pregnancy looking green. Ruby’s skin shone with good health and vitality. It was sickening.
Amanda stopped on a photo of a quote Ruby had posted the day before – The truth will always find its way to the surface, no matter how deep it’s buried.
It was a clear dig at Ross, a public dig. Amanda felt her blood run cold. They were not ready for everyone to know. They needed more time. Ross had to establish his position in the agency before all of this came out. He had to stop Ruby telling everyone. They needed Theo to be more settled before his life was turned upside down by the news that he was going to have a half-sibling. Anxiety coursed through Amanda’s veins, and she put her phone down. None of this was helping her already racing mind. She closed her eyes and remembered the fateful day Ross had confessed to her …
Amanda had been gingerly taking a hot casserole dish out of the oven. It was Theo’s favourite, beef bourguignon. She’d got the recipe from a school mum, Tasmin, who happened to be the daughter of a Michelin-starred chef. It had been an excuse for Amanda to contact her and try to connect with her. Tasmin was new to the school – they’d just moved back to London from Geneva. Amanda had spotted her on the first day back, she was über-glamorous and married to a hedge-fund billionaire. They had their own private jet. Amanda was desperate to befriend her before the other mothers swooped in. Tasmin had been very warm and sent her a few recipes and they had gone back and forth a bit via text and made a loose arrangement to meet for coffee.
Amanda was feeling good about the year ahead and her potential new friend when Ross walked into the kitchen.
‘You’re home early,’ she said, glancing up at the large kitchen clock that hung over the oven. Ross never got home before eight and often had to attend events in the evenings, book launches and work dinners. It was odd to see him at six o’clock.
He put his leather man-bag down on one of the bar stools that lined the marble island.
‘Ta-dah!’ Amanda lifted the lid from the casserole dish. ‘Can you call Theo for dinner, please?’
Ross didn’t react. He stood perfectly still.
Amanda frowned. ‘Ross?’
She peered at him over the steam from the casserole. He looked odd. Was he sick? ‘Are you okay?’
‘I’m sorry.’ His voice shook.
‘Sorry for what? What’s going on?’ Amanda felt her heart begin to race. Something was very wrong.
Ross gulped. ‘I’m so sorry, please believe me.’
Amanda began to tremble. In all the years they had been together, she had never seen her husband like this. Ross was always Mr Confident, Mr Fake-it-till-you-make-it, Mr I’ve-had-to-fend-for-myself-since-I-was-dumped-in-boarding-school-at-nine-years-old-so-I-can-take-on-anything-and-anyone. ‘What the hell is happening? Talk to me.’
‘She tricked me. She lied to me.’
‘Who? What are you talking about?’ Amanda’s heart was pounding. Was he talking about Nancy? Had his mother let him down again?
Ross blathered on as if in a trance. ‘She swore she was protected.’
‘Who said what?’ Amanda’s brain was beginning to catch up with the words her husband was saying. ‘Are you … is … Did you have sex with someone?’
Ross covered his face and nodded.
‘Who? When … What do you mean she said she was protected?’
Ross uncovered his face. He was pale and sweating. ‘I had a stupid little thing. It meant nothing.’
‘A thing? Can you please define a thing.’
‘A brief fling, it was barely even a –’
‘A fling? How long has this been going on?’
‘A few … like, a short while.’
‘How short? Days? Weeks? Months?’ Amanda’s fear and confusion were now morphing into rage.
‘Over a few months, but only a few times.’
So this wasn’t a one-night stand. It wasn’t a drunken night that he barely remembered. This was an actual affair. Amanda breathed deep against the nausea she could feel rising in her. ‘Who is she?’
‘You don’t know her.’
‘What is her name, Ross?’ she hissed.
‘Ruby Rose.’
‘Is that a joke? Is she a hooker?’
‘No, she’s an author. I think it’s her pen name.’
‘You have been having an affair with one of your firm’s authors?’
He nodded.
‘Why are you suddenly telling me all this? What’s happened? Guilt? Remorse? Or has someone found out?’
Ross shook his head. ‘No one knows, but, she … she’s pregnant.’
Amanda recoiled. This must be what it felt like to be shot. It was as if a bullet had just ripped through her chest. She couldn’t breathe. Her mouth hung open but no words came out.
‘I’m so sorry.’ Ross began to cry.
She’d only ever seen him cry once, after the miscarriage. Ross was a rock. He’d told her when they’d first met that he had been self-sufficient and self-reliant for so long that he hadn’t cried since that first week in boarding school. Tears were pointless in the face of facts, he’d said.
Well, he had just revealed some pretty shocking facts and he was crying now. Amanda’s shock quickly turned into anger. She felt red-hot fury. Her husband had just come through the kitchen door and annihilated her life.
Okay, breathe. Think. Amanda needed to fix this. Some young slut was not going to destroy everything she had worked so hard for. She hardened her voice, and her heart.
‘Book her in for an abortion.’
‘She’s refusing to do that. She wants the baby.’
‘That’s not possible. You have to make her have an abortion.’
Ross threw his hands in the air. ‘Amanda, I promise you I have tried everything to get her to do that. She will not agree to it.’
‘Why in the world would you have unprotected sex with some stupid bloody author?’
‘I was very drunk … it … she said …’
‘How often did you have unprotected sex?’
‘I … we … Only that one time.’
Amanda clapped her hands slowly. ‘The one miraculous time you had unprotected sex she gets pregnant. Wow, go you! Mr Fertile. Do you think I’m a total moron, Ross? Let me repeat my question, how often did you have unprotected sex with her?’
‘Twice, maybe three times. It’s not … I’m so sorry. I never meant for any of this to happen.’
‘So when you were sticking your penis inside her, what were you thinking, Ross? My wife will never find out? I can do what I want? I don’t care about Amanda’s feelings? I can shag who I like? I don’t need protection, I can be reckless, and to hell if my wife contracts a sexually transmitted infection? Was it any of those thoughts that crossed your mind?’
He wiped the tears from his face with the back of his hand. ‘I know I’ve failed you really badly. I swear to you, I’m so ashamed and sorry. I never meant to hurt you, or for any of this to happen. I don’t know what to do. It’s a total mess.’
‘It’s not a mess, Ross, it’s a cataclysmic shit-show,’ she’d screamed, and flung a cup at his head.
Looking back on it now, Amanda felt sorry for herself – that she had blindly believed things couldn’t get any worse, that her life had been ruined as much as it was possible to be ruined. She shook her head to think of it. She’d been so naïve. A week later, Theo was asked to leave his school and that was it. Her beautiful, successful London life was blown to smithereens.
And now Ruby was posting thinly veiled threats on social media. How much time did they have before she revealed who her baby-daddy was? Then the whole world would know their shame. Why had the two people Amanda loved most in the world, her husband and son, had to let her down so badly? All she had ever done was love them, support them and care for them. Maybe she had done too much. Maybe she had sacrificed too much. Her whole life had been devoted to their happiness and they had flung that back in her face. Who was she? Amanda: a failed wife, a failed mother, a failed human. What was she without her family? Nobody. Nothing. She did not exist outside her identity as a mother and wife. She had no other life. Amanda had never felt so acutely alone.



11. Katie
Katie sat down on Toby’s bed. He looked adorable in his navy pyjamas with fire engines all over them. Beside them, Lucy was lying on top of her bed in her pale-blue pyjamas with white clouds, reading a book.
‘Mummy, will you read me a story?’ Toby asked.
‘Why don’t we get Lucy to do it?’ Katie tried to fudge it.
‘No, Mummy, I want you to do it. Lucy reads too fast and she gets grumpy when I ask her to slow down.’
‘You want a snail to read to you,’ Lucy piped up from behind her copy of James and the Giant Peach. ‘When I was your age I read my own books to myself. I didn’t need anyone to read to me. You’re a baby, Toby.’
‘I am NOT a baby!’ Toby roared.
‘Hey.’ Katie frowned. ‘Toby is not a baby, and just because you are an advanced reader doesn’t mean you have to be nasty to your brother. Toby’s a great boy.’
‘Yes, I is.’ Toby punched himself in the chest.
‘Am.’ Lucy sniggered.
‘Lucy!’ Katie warned.
‘Mummy, will you read me Hairy Maclary?’ Toby said.
Damn, she hated that bloody book. It had all these character names that had lots of letters and were difficult to pronounce.
Katie’s palms were beginning to sweat. She didn’t want to read in front of Lucy. She knew she’d make mistakes and her daughter would notice.
‘Mummy!’ Toby shoved the book into his mother’s hands. Katie began reading slowly to Toby.
Lucy snorted. ‘It’s Schnitzel von Krumm, not Sknizel von Rum – you’re reading it all wrong.’
As much as Katie loved that Lucy was bright and precocious, sometimes she really wished she was less so.
‘It’s a silly made-up name, it doesn’t matter.’ Katie tried not to sound too defensive.
‘Miss Kerrigan says pronouncing words correctly is very important. Otherwise you’ll never learn to read properly.’
Well, I didn’t, and I don’t, and I’m embarrassed, and I wish you would shut up, Katie wanted to scream. Her face felt hot.
‘It’s okay, Mummy, go on. I don’t care about stupid old Schnitzel von Krumm.’ Toby patted her arm.
Katie looked at Toby’s big, brown, trusting, loving eyes and wanted to cry. She felt as if she was back in school. Those dreaded moments when she was asked to read aloud and how she’d always try to make up an excuse to get out of it – need the bathroom urgently, sore throat, coughing fit. Once, she’d even pretended to faint. She’d do anything to avoid it, and then, as she got older, she became the class clown. She’d pretended not to care about school, mainly because she’d never been able to keep up, and by the time she’d realized she was behind everyone in reading, it was too late. She was too ashamed to admit it. Leaving school and becoming a hairdresser was her way out. She’d told Jamie she found books and reading boring because she never wanted him to know how bad she was at it.
Katie read on, but stumbled over several words. She could feel her throat constricting. ‘Hey, you know what? My throat is really sore. How about we listen to the audiobook instead?’
‘But I like when you read, Mummy, I like your voice.’
‘I think the actress who reads the books has a lovely clear voice,’ Lucy said.
‘Yes, me too. Let’s put it on.’
Toby’s face fell. ‘Okay, Mummy, if you want to. Will you stay and snuggle with me?’
Katie held him close and breathed in the scent of his freshly shampooed hair. ‘Of course I will. I’m just going to pop down and get a drink of water for my throat.’
Katie left Toby with her phone and the audiobook of Hairy Maclary and went downstairs to the kitchen, where she poured herself a large drink.
The wine eased her shame and embarrassment. How was she going to manage the kids going forward? How could she help them with their homework? Lucy had already stopped asking her to read the stories and essays she wrote for school. Instead, her daughter waited for Jamie to come home or, even more humiliating, she called Nancy and read them out to her over the phone, asking Granny for her wise advice.
Katie was gulping a second glass of wine when she heard Jamie coming in. He was talking to someone. He must be on the phone … Then she heard Nancy’s voice.
Oh, God, no! Not Nancy, not here, not now. The kitchen was a mess. She hadn’t had time to tidy up properly after dinner because it was hair-washing night. She’d made pancakes for the kids for dessert and they’d all got a bit carried away flipping them. They’d had a competition to see who could flip them the highest. There were bits of pancake all over the hob and scattered across the floor.
Katie threw the frying pan and the dirty dishes into the sink and grabbed a dishcloth to try to wipe the worst of the mess off the hob before they entered the kitchen. But the door flung open and Jamie wheeled in his mother. He mouthed, ‘Sorry,’ over Nancy’s shoulder.
‘Hi!’ Katie was very glad she’d had the wine to settle her nerves and help deal with her mother-in-law.
As if on cue, Nancy looked around the kitchen, wrinkling her nose as she took in the chaos – school bags, uniforms, shoes, trainers, the cooking mess and then, to top it all off, a huge pile of laundry in the middle of the kitchen table.
‘My goodness, has a bomb been detonated in here?’ Nancy asked.
Katie saw Jamie flinch. She felt bad. The place did look awful.
‘We made pancakes and it all got a bit crazy. Here, let me make some space for you.’ Katie shoved the laundry to one end of the table, then pushed aside two chairs to make space for Nancy’s wheelchair. Jamie grabbed a cloth and wiped the table free of crumbs, jam and pancake bits.
Nancy was, as always, immaculately dressed, in one of her perfectly tailored trouser suits and a pussy-bow cream blouse. Katie felt like a hobo in her cosy leggings and oversized hoodie, which were covered with flour and splodges of jam.
‘Would you like a drink, Nancy? Glass of wine?’
‘No, thank you. A glass of sparkling water, please.’
Katie didn’t have any sparkling water. Who had sparkling bloody water knocking around the house? ‘Will tap water do?’ she asked.
Nancy sighed. ‘Fine.’
No clean glasses. Katie pulled out the only clean mug she could find. She had bought it for Jamie last year and it said on it My husband is hotter than my coffee.
Nancy held it, looking as if she was sucking lemons.
Jamie grinned and nodded at the mug. ‘Ain’t that the truth!’
Katie could have kissed him. Jamie always had her back and she loved him for that.
‘Where is Lucy?’ Nancy asked. ‘I’ve come to give her some books, three classics.’
‘In bed, reading. I’ll call the kids now to say hello to you.’
‘Just Lucy. Let Toby sleep.’
‘I think he’s still awake, he’s listening to an audiobook.’
Nancy tutted. ‘Children should be reading books at his age, not listening to them. He needs to practise his visual reading and exercise that muscle.’
‘Granny! I knew I heard your voice.’ Lucy ran over to Nancy and hugged her.
Nancy actually smiled and hugged her back. ‘Hello, darling girl, how are you?’
‘Good. I’ve almost finished James and the Giant Peach, but I think it’s a bit babyish for me.’
‘I agree.’ Nancy patted Lucy’s cheek. ‘I’ve brought you three new books that I want you to read and then review for me.’
Lucy’s eyes lit up. ‘Thank you, Granny!’ Lucy picked up the books and read the titles. ‘The Secret Garden, Charlotte’s Web, Goodnight Mister Tom. Wow.’
‘How did you do in your English essay? What mark did the teacher give you?’
‘An A, Granny,’ Lucy said proudly. ‘She said it was the best essay she’d ever read by a nine-year-old.’
‘You clever girl!’ Nancy clapped her hands.
Their bond was undeniable. They were connected as if by an invisible thread. Jamie leant towards Katie and whispered, ‘I’ve never seen Mum like this with anyone. It’s brilliant. Lucy’s amazing.’ His eyes shone with pride.
‘Wine, please.’ Katie motioned for Jamie to pour her a glass. She did not share his delight in Nancy favouring their child. She felt pressured and unnerved by it. Sometimes she felt as if Nancy was pulling Lucy away from her. Lucy talked to Nancy almost every day. They had their own little bubble.
Turning to Katie and Jamie, who were sipping their wine, Nancy said, ‘You need to get on to the school and talk to Lucy’s teacher. She needs to understand that she has an exceptionally bright child in her class and that Lucy should be given extra work and stretched so she doesn’t get bored. In fact, I’d say she could easily skip to the year ahead.’
Lucy swivelled to face Katie. ‘Could I, Mummy? Am I really that clever?’ Then she frowned. ‘But what about Sorcha and Ingrid?’
Katie held up her hand. ‘Hold on, Nancy. Lucy is not skipping any year. She is happy in school and thriving. She has a nice bunch of pals in her class too.’
‘She needs to be stimulated more.’
‘She also needs to play sport and do drama and lots of things outside academics.’
‘Nonsense. Lucy doesn’t like sports. I didn’t either. They are a waste of time, as is drama. What rubbish. Lucy has a bright, curious, intellectual brain and it is our job to nurture and foster that.’
What did she mean, our job? Since when was she Lucy’s parent? Since when did Nancy decide how Katie and Jamie raised their daughter? And who the hell was she to dictate what they did with and for Lucy? She was hardly the poster woman for motherhood.
Katie put down her empty wine glass. ‘Lucy is perfectly content in school and we will not be making any changes.’
‘But we both appreciate how much you encourage her reading, Mum,’ Jamie added.
Nancy pursed her lips. ‘Sometimes parents who don’t value education highly enough miss out on enabling their children to reach their highest goals.’
The bitch. The snide, patronizing bitch. Katie’s blood was boiling.
‘Steady,’ Jamie whispered, laying a hand on his wife’s arm. Turning to his daughter he said, ‘Time for bed, Lucy Goosy. Come on, let’s go and tuck Toby in too.’
‘Daaaad, that’s a baby name,’ Lucy said.
‘You’ll always be my Lucy Goosy.’ Jamie kissed her head and Lucy grinned.
Playfully nudging her father aside, Lucy bent to hug Nancy. ‘Night, Granny, thank you soooooo much for the books. I love you.’
‘I love you too, my little pet.’
Katie couldn’t remember the last time Lucy had told her she loved her. It had been a while. Maybe Katie should spend more one-on-one time with her. She’d have to think of something they could do together, but all Lucy ever wanted to do was read or go to the library or a bookshop, which, frankly, was Katie’s idea of hell. She always felt as if the books were shouting at her: You’ve never read us, you’re stupid, you’re thick, you mispronounce and misspell, you didn’t even finish school. She knew it was mad, but that was how she felt.
‘Piggyback, Dad?’
‘Of course.’
Lucy hopped onto Jamie’s back and he bounced her around as they left the kitchen. Katie loved seeing her daughter giggling like the young girl she was.
She prayed Jamie wouldn’t take too long. She poured herself another glass of wine.
‘So, uhm, how are things in the agency with Ross and all?’ she asked as she busied herself stacking the dishwasher. She needed something to do to make it all less awkward. While she didn’t care what Nancy thought of her as a person, she did care what she thought of her as a mother. Those comments about not valuing education had cut deep. She would have liked to smash a plate over the old witch’s head.
‘Ross is a great asset. He’s bringing a wealth of experience from his time in London. He just needs to find his place in the agency.’
‘And how is Theo settling in? Not easy for him.’
Nancy made a dismissive sound. ‘He needs a firm hand. Amanda fusses over him far too much.’
Right. So I don’t do enough for Lucy, but Amanda does too much for Theo. Is Melanie the perfect mother, then? ‘He’s only seventeen. He just needs time to find his feet.’
‘Teenagers these days are far too mollycoddled. They’ve no resilience. They need to get on with things and stop constantly navel-gazing, banging on about anxiety and depression. Christ, I lost my husband and almost my son. I had to get up and get on with it. I had to earn money, support the family and help poor Frank to recover. What Frank experienced was real trauma. Moving school is an inconvenience, not a trauma.’
While she had a point, Theo hadn’t just moved school, he had moved country too. But Katie wasn’t getting into that with Nancy now.
‘How are you feeling? Do you know when you’ll get the cast off?’
‘Thank God I’m due to be rid of it in two weeks. Then I can start physio and get back on my feet.’
‘That’s good news. It must be such a help to have Amanda there to cook and help look after you.’
Nancy shrugged. ‘To be honest, I hate having people living with me. I’m used to having my own space and a peaceful, quiet house. Amanda is always fussing about. I don’t particularly like her cooking either. But she is helpful in some ways, given that this awful cast has made me very immobile. I can’t wait to get it off. It’s impossible to sleep.’
Katie almost felt sorry for her mother-in-law. It couldn’t be easy being seventy-six, stuck in a wheelchair and suddenly sharing your space with three people you’d never spent that much time with before. ‘Would you like me to come over and give you a blow-dry tomorrow? I’m finished at twelve, so I have an hour before pick-up,’ she offered.
Nancy picked up her phone and flicked through her calendar. ‘No. I’ve back-to-back meetings tomorrow. We’re not all part-time working women.’
Bitch! All sympathy was erased. Katie wanted to turn her wheelchair around and shove her out of the door.
She went to pour herself more wine, but the bottle was empty. Where the hell was Jamie?



12. Melanie
Melanie lit the Neom Calm candle that Sloane had given her. She closed the upper blinds so the office wasn’t too bright. Sloane didn’t like bright light. She wrote all night and slept all day.
Melanie had met a lot of writers like her along the way and only the ones who didn’t go on to have children were able to continue the upside-down routine. She doubted Sloane would ever have kids – she was the least maternal person Melanie had ever met, and she was not exactly Mother Earth. Sometimes she envied Sloane, a child-free, burden-free life with nothing to focus on except work. Melanie found the twins increasingly draining and difficult. In their eyes she could do nothing right … ever. There seemed to be a hell of a lot of input from her side for very little in return.
She missed the sweet girls in matching dresses and plaits who were compliant and glad to see her when she came home. It was no fun going back every evening to the two scowling, sarcastic, often monosyllabic teens who seemed irritated by her very existence.
Through her office door she could see Ross pacing around the conference room, talking furiously into his phone. He looked extremely stressed. What was he up to? No one seemed to know exactly what Ross was doing. He claimed to be working on connections, ‘leaning in’ to the TV and movie rights business, and schmoozing potential authors, but so far nothing concrete had come of anything. It was early days, to be fair, but Melanie was beginning to wonder if he was all hot air. She’d discreetly asked around the industry and the feedback was that Ross had not been very popular at the publishing house in London, but that he was extremely hard-working. While his strong personality put off a lot of authors, those with big egos and swagger liked his direct style of doing business and his big promises – on which he did not always deliver.
Melanie’s phone buzzed. Sloane was downstairs. She’d have to go to the building’s reception area and meet her author. Sloane didn’t walk in anywhere alone. She was an extreme introvert and just getting her to come to the office was a big feat.
Sloane was wrapped in a dark, oversized coat and a beanie hat pulled low over her forehead, even though the autumn weather was still quite warm. Black was Sloane’s go-to colour. Sometimes she broke out and wore charcoal grey, but that was as bright as she got.
Melanie had dressed in a navy trouser suit and plain white shirt. Sloane hated bright colours. Melanie would have worn a hazmat suit if it made Sloane happy. Her beautiful novel, boosted by the shortlisting for the Goldstone award, had had another big jump in sales and Jamie was bringing in even more translation rights. Royalties would soon be pouring in from all over the world. Jamie privately called her Melanie’s cash-cow, not a term Melanie loved, but it was true.
Melanie gave Sloane a light hug – it was something they had in common: Melanie wasn’t a fan of big hugs either – and ushered her star author straight through to her dimly lit office. Sloane sank into the chair opposite Melanie, pulled off her hat and exhaled. Rubbing her forehead, she said, ‘It’s so nice to be in here, in the quiet. Dublin is so busy, full of people and noise. My head is churning.’
Melanie handed Sloane a glass of room-temperature water. She drank thirstily and sighed happily. She sniffed. ‘You lit my candle.’
Melanie smiled. ‘Of course. I love the smell.’
‘I’m so glad. It’s my favourite.’
In all honesty, Melanie hated scented candles – they gave her a headache. But she’d suffer it for her percentage of the large bonus cheque that had just come through for Sloane from the publisher. Melanie had negotiated into the publishing contract that if Sloane were to be shortlisted for the Goldstone or the Booker she would get a large bonus. Melanie handed Sloane a fake cheque with the pending bank-transfer amount on it.
The author’s eyes widened. ‘Seriously?’
Melanie grinned. ‘Yes! And if you win the Goldstone prize, there’s a lot more to come.’
Sloane’s eyes shone. ‘You are the best agent in the world!’ She stared at the figure. ‘To think two years ago I celebrated my twenty-fourth birthday in a mouldy bedsit, on a mattress on the floor, wearing my coat because I couldn’t pay the heating bill. And now I have my beautiful little cottage on the edge of the world in Connemara, with heating and dry walls and a cosy fireplace, and it’s all because of the deal you negotiated for me and now … now this too. I’m overcome.’
Melanie shook her head. ‘It’s your beautiful prose that got you all those things. I’m just a conduit. Your talent is phenomenal, Sloane. I’m just so pleased and proud that it’s being recognized.’
Sloane blushed. Melanie hoped she’d stay the same quirky, shy, beautiful young woman that she was. She’d seen a lot of authors change with success. When they received accolades, recognition and prizes they became more demanding and dissatisfied. They wanted more money, bigger marketing spends, better placement in bookshops, more publicity, more nominations, more prizes … more everything. They’d threaten to move agents if you didn’t get them what they wanted. She’d lost two authors to their egos, although both had been unhappy with their new agents and had come back to her. She had taken one of them, but the other she had let go. That author had never been satisfied with anything, and Melanie was successful enough to be choosy about whom she signed. She had chosen to become a literary agent because she genuinely loved books, authors and the world of words. But she was also a businesswoman who wanted to be successful and make money. She knew whose back needed the most scratching.
Sloane reached into her battered leather satchel and pulled out a pile of typed papers. They were covered with coffee stains and scribbled notes in the margins. Melanie held her breath.
‘It’s only a first draft, but I think it’s got something,’ Sloane said modestly.
Melanie wanted to rip the manuscript out of her hands and read it there and then.
‘I wanted to hand-deliver it. I know you’ve been keen to read it.’
‘So keen. I cannot wait,’ Melanie admitted, laughing.
‘I really hope you like it. Genevieve is probably the best character I’ve ever written and … well … I want you to love her as much as I do.’ The author handed over the full manuscript to Melanie.
‘I know I will. I’ll read it this afternoon and get straight back to you.’
Sloane beamed. ‘That would be amazing because I won’t be able to sleep until I know what you think.’
Melanie held the manuscript to her chest. ‘Thank you. Now, have you got an outfit for the awards ceremony?’
Sloane bit her lip. ‘You know how much I loathe shopping. But I found out that one of the women in my knitting group is a seamstress. So I asked if she’d help me and she is making me a long black silk dress with wide sleeves. It should be nice as she’s really talented, and the best part is that I can wear my boots.’ Sloane was very attached to her thick black army boots. Melanie sometimes wondered if she slept in them.
‘It sounds gorgeous. You’ll be stunning. I’ll email you all the details about the ceremony when I get them so you know exactly what’s happening at what time and where. Don’t worry. I’ll be there to hold your hand every step of the way.’
‘If … like, I know I won’t … but … if I did win, would I have to speak?’
‘Well, only if –’
The door burst open. Both women jumped.
‘Sloane, I presume,’ Ross bellowed. ‘I’m Ross.’ He shoved his big hand into her face.
Sloane was leaning back in her chair as far away from him as she could get.
‘Ross!’ Melanie snapped. ‘We are in the middle of a private meeting. What happened to knocking?’
Ross shrugged. ‘I was eager to say hello.’ Turning to Sloane he said, ‘Melanie likes to keep you hidden under her wing, but you are a valued member of this agency and it’s important for you to meet all of the senior people. I’ve just moved back from London to manage the agency. My mother had a bad fall a few weeks ago and is going to start winding down. She needs to look after her health.’
Melanie stared at him. What did he mean, manage the agency? And when had Nancy said she was winding down? She was still running the agency, even if she did occasionally work from home, these days. Had Nancy said something to Ross? Was Melanie out of the loop? Was Ross manipulating his mother into handing over the reins to him? Melanie needed to talk to Jamie and figure this out. There was no way in hell she was working for Ross. No way and no how.
Sloane said nothing. She was still unsettled from the sudden intrusion.
Ross’s beady eyes spotted the manuscript on Melanie’s desk. ‘Is that what I think it is?’ He beamed. He reached over to pick it up, but Melanie was too quick for him. She gathered it up and swept it out of his reach, onto her lap.
Sloane gasped. ‘NO! It’s only for Melanie’s eyes.’ She was clearly appalled at the thought of anyone else reading her work-in-progress.
Ross reluctantly pulled his arm back. ‘We’re a family here, Sloane. We are literally all related to each other. We work together and we share everything. As soon as Melanie has finished reading it, I’ll have a look and send on my feedback.’
Sloane looked panicked. Melanie had to do some serious damage control. Why was her brother-in-law such a total and utter dickhead?
‘Sloane,’ she tilted her head so she was at direct eye level with the traumatized author, ‘I promise you that no one except me will be reading this manuscript. No one.’
‘Swear, Melanie?’
‘I swear.’
‘But he said …’ Sloane pointed to Ross.
‘Ignore Ross.’ Melanie’s voice was icy. ‘Hell will freeze over before he reads your work-in-progress.’
‘No need for that.’ Ross was affronted.
Melanie stood up and, through clenched jaws and gritted teeth, said, ‘Ross, please leave my office now. I am in a private meeting, which you rudely interrupted.’
Ross’s eyes flashed. ‘We will discuss this later, Melanie. Things need to change around here.’ He left the office and banged the door shut.
Sloane left a while later, shaken but reassured by Melanie, after a lot of comforting and soothing, that things would not change and that Melanie was still her only agent and only contact and ‘my person’ at the agency. Melanie waved Sloane off and walked back up the stairs to the office, beside herself with fury. She stormed into Nancy’s office, where Ross was talking to his mother.
‘How dare you interrupt my meeting? You totally freaked Sloane out. Do you have any idea how important she is to this agency? It took me ages to calm her down and reassure her that you would not be reading her manuscript or taking over her agenting. I don’t know who you think you are, coming back from London and lording it over everyone, but stay the hell away from my authors.’ Melanie’s whole body was shaking as the last word came out of her mouth. Adrenaline coursed through her veins.
She felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Frank’s. ‘Hey, take a breath.’
She shrugged him off.
Ross straightened up in his chair. ‘We are a family business, Melanie. We always have been. Family businesses share everything. You need to remember that.’
‘Excuse me?’ Was that a threat? Was he actually trying to intimidate her? Did he have any idea how much money she had brought in last year?
‘Rubbish,’ Nancy said loudly. ‘We do not share authors, never have. The agents’ relationships with their authors are sacrosanct. It’s a relationship that is hard won and needs constant nurturing. Melanie’s right, Ross, you shouldn’t have interrupted her meeting. I myself have met Sloane only once. I don’t need to know her. Melanie is doing a brilliant job in keeping her happy and encouraging her to write.’
Ross was not backing down. ‘That’s the problem here. This agency needs to be more open and fluid. In London, at the publishing house where I worked, we all knew each other’s authors. It’s too closed here. I need to know what’s going on with Sloane. I need to know if she’s stable, that she’s not going to crack up and let us down. I need to know where her new book is at, and if it’s as good as the last one if I’m going to try to get movie deals and TV contracts.’
‘Sloane doesn’t want movie deals or a TV series. She wants her words never to be owned by anyone else. She’s made it very clear she would hate that.’
Ross rolled his eyes. ‘Well, then, it’s your job to change her mind. We could make a lot of money from a big network deal.’
‘As I said, Sloane is not interested.’
Frank cleared his throat. ‘Look, Ross, Melanie knows Sloane best and introverts like Sloane should never be pushed into anything. I think we need to take a minute and cool down.’
Ignoring Frank, Nancy asked, ‘If we got a big offer, could Sloane be persuaded to sign over movie and TV rights?’
‘No. She will never agree to it.’ Why weren’t they listening to her? Why did she have to keep repeating herself?
‘Everyone eventually agrees to deals when the money is right.’ Ross’s voice dripped with condescension.
‘Not everyone does, and certainly not Sloane,’ Melanie replied. ‘Money is not a motivator for her. I don’t know how to make this clearer. Sloane will not sell the rights.’
‘Money does not always equate with happiness,’ Frank said. ‘It can be corrupting.’
Jamie stood at the door, clicking his pen. ‘Melanie’s right. Sloane is not in it for the money. She is raking it in on foreign deals since she made the Goldstone shortlist, but she never asks about them or seems bothered about money in the slightest.’
‘We are, though,’ Nancy reminded them all. ‘While literary prizes are very gratifying, we are running a business and monetary gain is our primary focus. Sloane is our highest earner this year, so we need to keep her sweet.’
‘Well, please tell your son to step back and leave my author alone,’ Melanie said firmly, staring at Ross.
Nancy nodded. ‘Ross, back off. We need Sloane to finish the new novel and, all going well, win the Goldstone. Then we can get a serious auction going for a second book deal.’
Melanie was glad Nancy had backed her. Her mother-in-law knew how hard she had worked to persuade Sloane to sign with the agency and how invested she was in keeping her author happy.
‘If this agency wants to expand and grow,’ Ross hissed, ‘we need to think bigger.’
‘Slow down, Ross. We’re doing well. Expanding too quickly has been the downfall of many of my colleagues,’ Nancy said.
‘Remaining stagnant is a mistake, Mum. We need big forward momentum.’
Forward momentum yourself off a cliff, you annoying, arrogant dickhead. Melanie turned on her heels and went back to her office to blow out the candle, open the window and possibly punch the wall.



13. Amanda
Ross sat on the edge of the bed and cursed.
‘What is it?’ Amanda asked, as she pulled on a pair of jeans.
‘She wants ten thousand euros a month in child support, starting now, before the baby is even born, for rent, for “baby-proofing” her apartment and buying “necessities”.’
‘That’s crazy. We can’t afford it.’
‘I know. Her lawyer is breaking my balls.’
‘Push back.’
‘I am.’
‘Push harder.’ What the hell was he doing? They needed money to rent a house and to pay Theo’s school fees and the bills. Ten thousand euros a month on childcare would ruin them.
‘I told my lawyer that the maximum I’ll pay is three thousand. I’m doing my best, Amanda.’ Ross pulled on a shirt.
‘Really? Is this your best?’
‘Don’t start, please, Amanda. I can’t handle any more pressure.’
‘Oh, I’m sorry. Are you feeling stressed? I’m having a ball here living with your bitch of a mother and our deeply unhappy child with the shadow of your soon-to-be-born baby hanging over me. Honestly, I could not be happier.’
Ross did up his shirt. He had started on the wrong button so it was lopsided, but Amanda didn’t feel like telling him.
‘I know it’s not easy. I know I royally fucked up, but please don’t have a go at me today. I’m struggling to keep it all together.’
Amanda pulled a sweatshirt over her messy hair. Old Amanda would have spent an hour getting primed for the school run. New Amanda didn’t give a damn what she looked like.
Ross looked shattered too, but she did not have the ability to feel sorry for him. He had caused this crisis. He had hurt her, betrayed her and humiliated her so deeply that she simply did not have the capacity for empathy. She resented having to share a bed with him, but they had to pretend to Nancy that all was okay. Amanda had shut down emotionally and physically from Ross. However, she needed him to be able to function and not have a heart attack, die and leave her to clear up his mess.
‘Fine, but please make sure your lawyer knows that your actual family needs a roof over its head so you will never pay that crazy amount of maintenance. By the way, I found a three-bedroom house not far from here for two thousand seven hundred euros a month, which is good value. It’s available from next week. I think we should jump on it.’
‘Mum still needs a lot of help.’
‘Yes, but she’ll be better soon. I don’t want to let this go, Ross. Rentals in this area are not easy to find.’
‘I think it’s too soon. We could be living here for another month at least. We can save that rent money.’
A month? Nancy was getting her cast off next week. She’d be out of the wheelchair and in a boot. She’d be able to move around. Why did they have to stay longer?
‘We can’t leave her until she is fully mobile,’ Ross said.
‘Why not?’
‘Because she’s seventy-six and also because I need more time with her to persuade her to hand over the agency to me. It’s too difficult to get her attention in the office. She’s so busy, and Melanie is always talking to her, and Jamie, even Frank. Living with her gives me the opportunity to work on her privately. I have to be in charge. We need the money. I can’t support us and the baby on what I’m earning.’
Maybe you should have thought of that before you had unprotected sex, you spineless git. ‘I’m not sure I can last another month. It’s not good for Theo either. She’s always criticizing him. We’re all on edge here, Ross.’
Ross came towards her and reached for her hand, which she reluctantly allowed him to hold. ‘You have been amazing. I know how hard this is for you …’
Why did people say that? Ross had no idea how hard this was. He had not had his trust and heart shattered. He had not had his life ripped apart. He had not been an innocent bystander while the two people he loved most in the world destroyed his life. He did not have to live with a mother-in-law who criticized him incessantly. He had not the slightest idea of how hard this was.
‘You don’t, but go on.’
Ross squeezed her hand tightly, and his voice shook with emotion. ‘I just wanted to say thanks for putting up with all of this chaos. I’m sorrier than I can say and I promise you I’m doing my best to sort it all out. Thanks for sticking by me. I hope that, with time, we can be us again. I miss you. I know it’s my fault, but I really miss what we had.’
Amanda looked into her husband’s hazel eyes. He was in his boxer shorts with his shirt buttoned the wrong way, looking like a lost boy. The confident man she had married was floundering over the mistakes he had made. He was teetering on the brink of disaster. She had to help him: she had invested so much in this marriage.
Amanda had targeted Ross in university because he was a good catch. He offered her a way out from her small-town past. The bonus was that she had fallen head over heels in love with him. He was funny, affectionate, and made her feel special. He built up her confidence and always made her feel loved and safe. She did the same for him. She could see that underneath his bluster he had been damaged by his childhood. Ross had always felt like the ‘other’ son. She’d wanted to fill the hole in his heart that his parents’ abandonment had left and make him feel secure and cherished. They were both ambitious and socially astute. They worked well together as a team. They had built a wonderful life. And even though these days she wanted to murder him, part of her – buried deep down – still loved him. And the truth was, he needed her just as much as she had needed him.
‘Look, we will get through this, but we have to stay strong and be strategic. We can’t let that slut blackmail us for crazy child support, and you can’t let Melanie or Jamie take over the agency. They could fire you and then where will we be? You are the rightful heir. Your mother dumped you in boarding school while she raised Jamie and Frank so she bloody well owes you.’
Amanda watched Ross’s face change as his energy and determination returned.
‘I love you,’ he said. Her husband hugged her. She allowed herself to be pulled into his arms, but she did not melt. She remained stiff. She was not ready to forgive or forget anything yet.
Ross took Theo into school for an early-morning maths grind. As Ross kissed her goodbye, Amanda noticed Theo looking surprised. She’d tried to keep the whole affair and baby fiasco quiet from their son. He knew something was up, but when he’d muttered, ‘What’s up with you and Dad?’ she’d just said they were getting over a little bump in the road and it was nothing to worry about. That was before Nancy had fallen and Theo had got caught in his own ‘bump in the road’ at school, which had caused complete mayhem.
Amanda would have to be careful, though. She didn’t want Theo to know anything about his half-sibling until he had settled in to his new school. He needed to be focused on one thing only – his final exams. She was determined to keep him on track and not take her eye off him. Her son was not going to waste a good education and she would make damn sure he was not given any excuse to act out.
At the same time, Amanda wondered just how long they could keep the news from Theo. Ross had been adamant that he was not going to be involved in the child’s life. It was Ruby’s decision to keep the baby and she knew she’d be raising it as a single parent. Ross had made that clear. But would it last? Surely Ross would be curious to see his own flesh and blood. At some point, wouldn’t he feel a responsibility to make contact with his child? Amanda shivered at the thought. She wanted never to set eyes on the kid. The thought of her husband and son spending time with the baby made her feel sick. Ross claimed he only had contact with Ruby via his lawyers – Amanda knew that was true because she checked his phone every night when he was sleeping. She felt no guilt for doing so. If you break someone’s trust, you have to expect them to be suspicious.
Amanda needed this baby to remain a secret from Theo – and the whole family – for as long as possible.



14. Katie
The twins swung around in the salon chairs, high-fiving each other as they whizzed past. They were in their school uniforms, trying to look cool with their skirts rolled up, their ties loosely done and tanned legs. Katie remembered doing the same. With no mother to stop her, she’d cut her skirt so it was a mini, customized her school jumper by sewing patches on it and had worn Docs to school instead of the regulation shoes. She was sent home at least once a week for being inappropriately dressed. That was fine with her. The house was empty, so she’d just chill on the couch and watch TV.
Katie rolled her eyes. ‘All right, you two, enough messing. You’ll wreck those chairs.’
‘I’d love to work here,’ Joni said.
‘Same! It seems so fun,’ Janis agreed.
‘It’s not all fun. It’s bloody hard work too, and you have to deal with some delusional clients who come in with photos of supermodels and want you to make them look like them. Then, when they just look like themselves but with better hair, they get really annoyed. Hairdressers can change your hair but they can’t perform miracles.’
‘But you like what you do, right?’ Joni asked.
‘Yeah, I do. I can’t imagine doing anything else, to be honest.’
It was true, Katie did like hairdressing because she was good at it and because she didn’t have to do any admin, which would have required writing and spelling names. The receptionist did all that for her, and Jamie did her tax, so she focused on hair. Katie couldn’t imagine doing any other job. This suited her and didn’t stress her out.
‘Mum says we have to go to college,’ Joni said.
‘She’s right. You’re smart girls so you should go and get a degree.’
‘Dad says we should follow our curiosity and do something we feel passionately about,’ Joni added.
‘To be honest, I didn’t feel passionately about hairdressing. It was the only job I could get when I left school early, but then I realized I was good at it, so I began to enjoy it.’
‘I want to be an influencer. They make tons of money and all they have to do is post content,’ Janis said.
Katie grinned. ‘Have you told your mum?’
Janis rolled her eyes. ‘Are you mad? I don’t have a death wish. Imagine her reaction! “No child of mine is going to waste their education. You are going to college to get a good degree and find a job that pays well so you can support yourself and never depend on anyone for your finances, blah-blah-blah” …’
Joni groaned. ‘She is literally obsessed with us earning money.’
Katie thought Melanie put too much pressure on the twins, but she understood where her sister-in-law was coming from. Frank was lucky to work in the family business, or who knew what he’d be doing or earning? ‘All mums want their kids to be secure, that’s all.’
‘I wish Mum would relax. She’s so tense all the time,’ Joni said.
‘And she’s always working. Always,’ Janis said. ‘Her phone is literally glued to her hand.’
‘I think it’s actually part of her hand.’ Joni giggled.
‘Totally.’ Janis laughed.
‘We hid it once because we were angry with her for missing our hockey match and she almost had a nervous breakdown.’
‘Yeah, it was insane.’
Katie slapped their arms playfully. ‘Don’t wind your mother up. She has enough going on. We all do.’
‘But you’re so chill and fun,’ Janis told her.
‘Yeah, you’re never grumpy,’ Joni agreed.
‘Yes, she is. In the mornings Mum can be very grumpy,’ Lucy said, from behind her book.
Thanks, Lucy.
Was she cranky? She didn’t think she was, maybe a bit impatient when she was trying to get them out of the door to school, but what mother wasn’t?
‘Our mum’s never there in the morning. She goes to work before we get up,’ Janis said.
Thank God Jamie had taken Toby home from the salon earlier. Katie had her hands full with this lot. Lucy had insisted on staying with her big girl cousins.
Katie decided to change the subject before she and Melanie were annihilated for bad parenting. ‘Right, let’s get you both ready.’ She handed them long black gowns to cover their clothes.
‘This is so cool. We’re so excited to be allowed highlights at last,’ Janis gushed. ‘And to have the whole place to ourselves!’
‘I can’t believe Mum caved,’ Joni said.
Janis snorted. ‘She only said yes to make herself feel better for missing parents’ night.’
‘True, but it turned out to be a result for us. I wonder what we can get from her if she misses the musical?’ Joni wasn’t one to miss an opportunity.
‘Now, girls, you know your mum works very hard. Sometimes us mums miss things that we really did want to attend.’
‘Like me getting a prize for the best essay,’ Lucy said, glancing up from her book. She was curled up in the couch at the far corner of the salon.
‘Well done, you!’ Janis clapped for her young cousin.
‘We knew you were a brain-box. Mum’s always banging on about how Lucy is such an advanced reader,’ Joni added.
‘Well, I am for my age.’ Lucy didn’t do modesty. ‘Mum was invited to assembly to see me getting the prize but fell back to sleep and missed it.’
The twins turned to Katie, who flushed.
‘Oooh, Katie, that’s bad.’
‘Well, to be fair, the night before I had been out late wining and dining one of Jamie’s big German publishers, so technically I was working, helping him and the agency.’ Katie tried not to sound as defensive as she felt. She knew she’d let Lucy down. She’d woken and almost thrown up when she’d seen the time. Too much wine, and then they’d done shots and espresso martinis … It had got a bit out of hand. Those Germans had liked to party.
Janis twirled a strand of her brown hair around her finger. ‘Mum and Dad never go out together. Do they, Joni?’
Her sister thought for a minute. ‘No, not really.’
‘I dunno how they ended up together. They are soooooo different.’
‘Opposites attract, hadn’t you heard?’ Katie told them.
‘You and Jamie aren’t opposites, and Ross and Amanda aren’t opposites. They’re a bit weird but kind of similar.’
‘Hey now, they are not weird.’
‘Yeah, they are, and so is Theo. He barely says anything.’
‘They’re just trying to settle back into life in Ireland. It’s not easy on any of them.’ Katie defended her in-laws.
‘I think Auntie Amanda looks sad,’ Lucy said.
‘Yeah, me too,’ Janis said. ‘Maybe Ross is mean to her. I heard Mum saying he was a pain in the arse in the office.’
Katie wanted to get off the subject of Ross. ‘Okay, what are we doing? Honey and caramel highlights?’
‘I want bleach blonde,’ Joni told her.
‘That’s not happening. You are not leaving here looking a state or I’ll have your mum furious with me.’
‘Come on, Katie, we want to look cool.’
‘It will be cool, and also gorgeous, without being too dramatic.’
Janis popped a Malteser into her mouth. ‘You are so nice to buy us treats too.’
Joni poured herself a Coke Zero. ‘You are the funnest aunt.’
To be fair, the competition wasn’t very high. Amanda was about as much fun as a fart in a spacesuit, but Katie took the compliment.
She poured herself a Coke and, pulling a bottle from behind the counter, tipped a splash of vodka into it.
Janis’s eyes widened. ‘Can we have some?’
‘Are you mad? Do you think I have a death wish? This is for me to unwind after a busy day, not for my fifteen-year-old nieces.’
‘Mum always has a few drinks to unwind,’ Lucy said.
‘Not a few, Lucy, just one. The twins wouldn’t want me getting sloshed and ruining their hair, now would they?’
‘No! We have a party on Saturday so we need to look hot.’
‘Oh, yeah? Any cute boys going?’ Katie loved the gossip.
Joni blushed. ‘Maybe.’
‘Joni fancies a guy called Kenny who’s going.’
‘What about you?’ Katie asked Janis.
‘No one I like-like. But I don’t know everyone going, so …’
‘Well, I’ll have to make you look even more beautiful than you already are with my magic.’ Katie giggled. ‘Let’s put on some music.’ She played Dua Lipa and turned the volume up. The twins whooped and danced around the salon, taking selfies every two seconds.
Katie went to the stockroom to mix some colours, taking her vodka and Coke with her. This was fun, her nieces were good company – it was like a little party.
‘Mum?’ Lucy came in behind her.
‘Yes, pet?’ Katie sang along to the song.
‘I can’t read this word.’
Oh, no. Katie’s blood ran cold.
Lucy pushed her book in front of her mother and pointed at a word.
Reign.
Katie stared at the word. The letters danced in front of her eyes. Oh, God. Okay, think, Katie.
‘Mum?’
‘Hey, you know what? Let’s see which of the twins says it first. It can be like a little test.’
Lucy shook her head. ‘No. I just want you to tell me, Mum. I want to finish the chapter. It’s so good.’
‘Ah, come on, Lucy Lou.’ Ignoring her daughter, Katie took the book and went out to the twins. ‘Right! Which of you two can tell Lucy what this word is first? Winner gets an extra packet of M&Ms.’
‘Reign,’ Janis shouted.
Rain? Katie looked at the letters. How the hell did they make that sound? She never would have got it. Never. Lucy was only nine: how on earth would she be able to help her daughter as she got older? If the twins hadn’t been there, what would she have done? It was getting harder to fudge Lucy when she needed help. How could a child who was so bright get ahead with a mother who was so stupid?
Katie went back into the stockroom and pulled a vodka bottle out from where the staff kept their Friday-night drinks supply under the sink. She poured a large quantity into her Coke, took a long gulp, pulled her shoulders back, forced her mouth into a smile and went back out with the hair dye.
Happy Katie, fun Katie … Distract and deflect like you always have.
She cranked the music louder. ‘Let’s get this glow-up started.’
Pressed into the corner of the couch, her daughter covered her ears and continued to read.



15. Melanie
Melanie held Sloane’s hand as they walked through the fancy hotel lobby towards the room where the Goldstone awards gala dinner was taking place. Sloane gripped her hand so tightly, Melanie thought she might break a bone. Ahead of them, Melanie saw Ross helping his mother, hobbling in her new boot and crutches, to reach their table.
Melanie had had to go to Sloane’s hotel room to help her author get ready and avoid a meltdown. The fact that she had got Sloane down the stairs was a miracle. Sloane had insisted Melanie fly to London with her, and stay by her side every second. She had refused to speak to anyone else and had spent the plane and taxi rides with sunglasses on and a hat pulled down low on her head.
It was seven o’clock and Melanie was exhausted already. She desperately wanted Sloane to win, but she was worried that the poor woman would have a complete nervous breakdown if she did.
The room was packed with publishers, agents, authors, the literary great and good, and a few puffed-up peacocks too. Melanie had been an agent long enough to know who to avoid and how to spot an inflated ego a mile away. With Sloane gripping her hand, she could only nod and thank people who wished them luck as they rushed by. They finally got to their table, where Sloane sank into her chair with a deep sigh of relief.
‘Sloane, we’ve ordered champagne to celebrate you,’ Ross boomed, as he handed her a glass of fizz.
Sloane shook her head. ‘I don’t drink.’
Melanie poured her author some water. Sloane’s hands shook as she lifted it to her lips.
Frank, whom Melanie had placed on Sloane’s other side, leant over. ‘It’s a lot to take in,’ he said gently. ‘I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed myself and I’m not a nominee.’
‘My anxiety is …’ Sloane put a hand to her chest.
Frank patted her shoulder gently and, in his very calm way, said, ‘You know, I’ve learnt over many years of therapy that anxiety is not a bad thing. Our sympathetic nervous system does what it does and, actually, it’s very healthy and good for us. We just need to make sure it doesn’t get out of control. I find one of the best ways to control it is the five-four-three-two-one technique.’
‘What’s that?’ Sloane’s breathing was already less panicky.
‘You have to name five things you can see, four things you can hear, three things you can feel, two things you can smell, and one thing you can taste. Do you want to try it?’ Frank asked.
Sloane nodded. Melanie could have kissed her husband. Sometimes she forgot how lovely he was.
‘Okay, what five things do you see?’
‘Table, champagne, flowers, plate, fork.’
‘Great. Now what four things can you hear?’
‘Laughing, corks popping, glasses clinking, ice rattling.’
‘Excellent.’ Frank beamed at her.
Sloane smiled back. They continued with feel, smell and finally taste, by which stage Sloane had visibly relaxed.
‘Wow, you’re amazing,’ Sloane told Frank. ‘You have such a calm and serene aura. I feel so safe with you and my anxiety is almost gone now.’
Frank smiled at her. ‘I’ve picked up a few good tools.’
Melanie was reminded of why she’d fallen for Frank. He was so kind and calm. He refused to be ruffled by anything. It drove her nuts at times, but it was also kind of a super-power.
Sloane bent her head closer to Frank’s. ‘Maybe I should go to therapy. Did you go for anxiety?’
Melanie watched her husband.
He smiled at Sloane. ‘It all started when I was in a car crash with my father when I was eighteen. I watched him die, which was harrowing. I struggled with depression and panic attacks afterwards so my mother, Nancy, sent me to see a therapist. It saved my life.’
Sloane’s eyes were wide. ‘Oh, my God, Frank, that’s horrific. But you seem so together now and so amazing. I’m in awe of you. Well done to Nancy for seeing your need for help. Honestly, I find her intimidating, but I guess she had a mother’s instinct.’ Turning to Melanie, she said, ‘How come you never told me your husband was such an incredible person?’
Melanie looked sheepish. ‘It never really came up. We always talk about work.’
Frank laughed. ‘Melanie finds my therapy-speak a bit annoying.’
Ross, Nancy and Jamie had stopped their conversation and were now listening.
‘We all do,’ Ross said.
‘Not true. I think Frank’s very wise actually,’ Jamie said.
‘I think he’s incredible,’ Sloane gushed. ‘To be so healed and together after all that damage.’
‘Frank had a very tough time and he came through it well,’ Nancy admitted. ‘All that therapy-talk is a bit too much for me, but it works for Frank and that’s what matters.’
‘I don’t find it annoying,’ Melanie lied, not wanting Sloane to think badly of her.
Frank laughed. ‘Yes, you do. You told me to take my “breathing bolloxology and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine” the other day.’
Melanie smiled stiffly. Seriously, Frank? Now? In front of Sloane? ‘I’m sorry about that, Frank. I was in a bad mood. I’d had a long day.’
‘I know, and I was trying to help.’
Trying to keep her voice light, Melanie responded, ‘Sometimes, when you’re stressed, being told to breathe doesn’t help.’ Like sometimes when your husband isn’t pulling his weight in work, and your brother-in-law is breathing down your neck, it’s very goddamn stressful.
‘I’d love to find a man who understands anxiety, and respects that it is a serious condition and has the patience and emotional intelligence to help me manage it,’ Sloane said.
‘Well, Frank’s kindness is one of the reasons I married him.’ Melanie tried to save face.
‘You’re both incredibly kind. I’m so lucky to have you as my agent.’
Melanie saw Ross’s eye-roll and tried not to smirk.
‘We’re lucky to have you as our author,’ Nancy put in. ‘We’re very proud of you and your book. Now, let’s cheers for a win tonight.’
‘We are all so honoured to represent you,’ Ross said, while Melanie tried not to vomit.
They clinked glasses and Melanie crossed her fingers that Sloane would win. A win for Sloane was a win for her and for the agency, and it would mean Ross had to give her the respect she had bloody well worked so hard to earn.
‘If Sloane wins, it’s champagne all night,’ Jamie said to Melanie.
If she wins, everyone will know who her agent is and I’ll be flooded
with manuscripts from high-end authors, Melanie thought, and Ross will probably combust with envy. Bring. It. On.
Sloane’s hand shook in Melanie’s when the time came to make the announcement.
The judge fiddled with the envelope and then said …
‘Oh, my God!’ Melanie exclaimed, as Sloane’s name was called out.
‘Yes!’ Ross punched the air. ‘The Fitzroy Agency’s first Goldstone winner. Congratulations, Sloane.’
Sloane froze like a rabbit in headlights.
Nancy, Frank and Jamie all called their congratulations.
Melanie hugged Sloane, who was shaking like a leaf. ‘You won, you brilliant woman. Now you must go up and claim your award.’
‘Take your time.’ Frank helped Sloane to her feet. ‘Remember to breathe.’
Sloane clasped his hand. Sensing her panic, Frank stood up and guided her to the stage, then came back to the table.
‘Thank you.’ Melanie was grateful for his kindness to her author.
They all clapped and watched as Sloane shakily accepted the award.
‘Really well done, Melanie. This is huge for the agency.’ Nancy raised her glass to her daughter-in-law.
‘Well done, mate. This is your award too.’ Jamie hugged her.
‘I’m so proud of you.’ Frank kissed her cheek.
‘Thanks.’ Melanie thought she would burst with pride and happiness for Sloane and for herself. She was now the agent of a Goldstone winner. Yeeesss!
‘We need to capitalize on this win.’ Ross was all business. ‘I suggest a meeting in the morning to discuss the best way we can profit from it.’
‘Let’s take a minute to enjoy the moment, Ross.’ Jamie poured them all more champagne.
The presenter stood back to let Sloane say a few words.
Her voice shook. ‘I’m not very good at … well … crowds and all that. I’m much better at writing than speaking. But I do want to thank two people, my editor Judith Monroe, for helping to elevate the book, but most of all I want to thank Melanie Miller, my agent. She is amazing. I can call her any time, day or night, and she is always there for me. She has held my hand through everything. I’m so lucky to have her representing me and my books and I dedicate this award to her.’
Melanie fought back tears. This was a moment she had dreamt about. It was the biggest moment of her – any agent’s – career. It was a dream come true. All of the work, all of the missed dinners with the twins, cancelled nights out with Frank, the late-night Zoom calls with authors and editors, it was all worth it. The sacrifices had led to this incredible moment.
Frank and Jamie whooped loudly. Nancy pulled Melanie in for a half-hug. She looked emotional, too. ‘This is such a momentous day. Take it all in. You discovered and nurtured a Goldstone winner. You have raised the agency’s profile to a whole new level. Well done, Melanie. Really well done.’
‘Thank you, Nancy,’ Melanie said. ‘I’ve learnt so much from you over the years. Thank you for believing in me.’
Ross shouted towards the stage, ‘We’re so proud of you, Sloane. The Fitzroy Agency values its authors.’
Could he be any more annoying or brash? Melanie tried to block out Ross’s voice.
As Sloane was whisked off for a post-win interview, Melanie felt a tap on her shoulder. She turned to see Petrus van der Beek, one of the shortlisted authors. ‘Congratulations on your nomination, Petrus,’ she said.
Petrus thanked her. ‘I wanted to talk to you tonight. The thing is, I’m not happy with Hank. I want you to be my agent. I want to be able to call the person representing me at any time. I want someone ambitious and hard-working. Hank’s getting sloppy and lazy. He turns his phone off at seven p.m. Can we talk tomorrow?’
Melanie tried to keep her face neutral but inside she was gleeful. ‘Of course. Anytime. I’d love to chat. I’m a huge admirer of your work. The Path to Nowhere is such a beautiful book.’
‘Thank you. I’ll call you in the morning.’
Nancy leant over. ‘What did he say?’
‘He wants me to represent him.’ Melanie beamed.
‘If you bag him, you’re getting a fat bonus from me,’ Nancy told her.
‘Wow, Petrus van der Beek!’ Jamie was very impressed.
‘Is he good?’ Frank asked.
Melanie tried not to mind that her husband was so clueless about authors outside the music world. ‘He won the Booker six years ago.’
Frank nodded. ‘Okay, wow. That’s incredible, darling, you’re on fire. But you’re already flat out. Do you think you have room for another author right now?’
‘It’s called hard work, Frank. You could take a leaf out of your wife’s book,’ Nancy said.
‘Melanie works twelve-, sometimes fourteen-hour days, Mum.’
‘And it’s paying off,’ Nancy replied. ‘She is now wanted by the top authors in the world.’
‘She has a life outside work, Mum. She needs more balance.’
‘What she needs, Frank, is to take advantage of her success. This level of attention and respect does not come along twice.’
Ross hovered behind his mother. ‘Right. We need to get contracts ready to go in the morning and nail this down. I’ll set up a Zoom call with Petrus and discuss details.’
Over my dead body!
Melanie glared at Ross. ‘You will do no such thing. I will talk to Petrus tomorrow. I will see what he’s looking for and I will decide whether to sign him as my author or not.’
Ross’s eyes narrowed. ‘There were a lot of “I”s in that statement. We are a family agency, Melanie. Any success is shared by all of us.’
Nancy tutted. ‘Leave Melanie to deal with Petrus. She has a magic touch with authors. She’s this agency’s golden goose.’
‘Thank you, Nancy.’ Melanie knocked back her champagne and shot Ross a look of pure disdain.
Later that night, after Melanie and Frank had walked Sloane to her hotel room and Frank had called it a night, Melanie went back down to have another glass of champagne. She could properly relax now, without having to mind Sloane or talk to Frank. She wanted another celebratory drink and to relish the moment she had waited for so long and worked so hard to achieve. This was her life’s dream, and hopefully the beginning of more literary prizes to come. This was who she was, Melanie Miller, super-agent! She wanted to chat to her peers and enjoy their congratulations and, in many cases, envy. The utter joy of sitting with a glass of champagne, no Frank, no one calling ‘Mum’ and tugging at her, no Ross or Nancy trying to steal her thunder, just the blissful freedom of being alone and the incredibly sweet taste of victory to go along with it. This was her moment.
She was coming out of the lift when she saw Ross in the corner of the lobby, talking to a woman in a raincoat. Melanie recognized the woman’s face but couldn’t place her. They appeared to be arguing. Melanie moved closer, edging along the wall and staying out of sight. She couldn’t hear the woman’s voice, but Ross’s travelled even when he tried to whisper.
His face was red and animated and she caught certain words: ‘… won’t pay any more … I’m maxed out … tricked me … ruined my life …’
The woman stared at him for a moment, then slapped him hard across the face. She stormed off and Ross stood there, watching her leave, his face a mask of pure anger. Melanie flattened herself against the wall, praying he wouldn’t look around. To her relief, he walked straight through the lobby and into the bar.
Melanie stared at the spot where the two of them had stood. What had she just witnessed? What the hell was going on?



16. Amanda
Amanda scrolled through houses to rent, sighing as all the nice ones were out of their financial reach. She was furious that Ross hadn’t jumped on the one she’d found before, and of course it had been snapped up by someone else. She looked out of the window at the falling leaves and grey sky. It was November already. Would they be out of here soon? Nancy’s cast had been taken off and she was managing to shuffle around on crutches with the boot protecting her leg. But Ross said they needed to stay with her for another few weeks, just to make sure she was properly mobile, and also to allow him to work on persuading her of his suitability to lead the agency.
Amanda was bored. She could join a Pilates class and try to meet people, or maybe go up to the local tennis club for some lessons and find company there … but she didn’t have the energy. She felt flat all the time, lifeless. Everything was like a mountain she had to climb. She’d googled it and it seemed she had the symptoms of depression. Hardly surprising, with everything that was going on, but Amanda didn’t want to admit it. She didn’t want to go to a doctor and tell them her woes. She’d always been someone who knew what they wanted and how to get it. But now … well, now she didn’t know what she wanted. That was the problem.
She hated Ross, but also still loved him, and that was what made the whole betrayal so crushing. She was scared for Theo, too. She worried that if he found out about the baby, he’d take drugs again or act out and get into trouble. He needed stability and calm to get through this year and do well in his exams. She wanted her one and only child, her pride and joy, to succeed in life and find happiness.
Amanda had always known that you had to be clever in life, crafty and streetwise. You had to make things happen. That was what she had always done. But now she hadn’t the energy to make friends with school mums, to figure out who were the ones to target and worth putting effort into. It was all so pointless. She had spent so much of her life trying to get in with the ‘right’ crowd and where had that got her? Those people didn’t give a damn about her, out of sight and out of mind. Who was she kidding? She’d never really fitted in anyway. She had always been an outsider. She thought about her two friends in college, Orla and Hazel. They had liked her for who she was – she hadn’t had to pretend with them. But when she’d met Ross, she’d dumped her friends and devoted herself to him. Ross liked having her around all the time. He didn’t have many friends either. They were in love and only wanted to be with each other. Amanda didn’t need girlfriends because she had Ross. What an idiot.
She had thought about going out and trying to get a job to earn some money and have some independence, but it’d been so long since she’d worked, who would hire her? Who wanted a housewife who hadn’t worked in eighteen years? What could she offer? All Amanda really wanted to do these days was sleep. When she was asleep she didn’t have to worry.
She heard an ear-splitting scream. What the hell?
Amanda jumped up and raced across the corridor to Nancy’s room. The bathroom door was closed, but she could hear her mother-in-law crying out in pain.
Amanda opened the door to find Nancy lying naked on the floor. The shock made her freeze so she just stood there, staring.
‘Don’t gawp at me, help me!’ Nancy roared, as she tried to cover her body with her hands.
Amanda jolted into action, grabbing a towel from the rail to cover Nancy. Then she bent down, helped her mother-in-law to her feet and onto the closed lid of the toilet. She saw a dressing-gown hanging on the door, pulled it down and helped Nancy into it, tying it at the waist.
Her mother-in-law was breathing heavily. Amanda worried she’d have a heart attack. ‘What happened, Nancy?’ she asked gently.
‘I was trying to wash myself and lost my balance,’ Nancy admitted.
‘I told you I’m always here to help you bathe.’
Nancy looked away. ‘I don’t need my daughter-in-law cleaning me. It’s degrading.’ She suddenly seemed frail.
‘It’s not degrading, it’s practical, and it’s only until you’re fully back on your feet.’
Nancy shook her head vigorously. ‘I managed to do it when I was in the cast. I’m just not used to the crutches yet and my balance is off. I will not have someone else washing me. I’m not an invalid. I just felt a bit light-headed because I slept badly last night. I am perfectly capable of looking after myself. I’ve been doing it all my life.’
Amanda, probably for the first time in the decades of knowing Nancy, felt sorry for her. Her mother-in-law was clearly upset.
‘I’m here to help you. Please let me.’
Nancy frowned. ‘I don’t need your help. I’ll be out of the boot and off crutches soon.’
Actually, Nancy, you do need my help. I just found you lying butt naked on the floor, incapable of getting yourself up.
‘Okay. How about I sponge you down while you’re sitting there and help you get dressed? We don’t want you falling again.’
Nancy sighed, but didn’t resist. Amanda gently removed the top of the dressing-gown, sponged Nancy’s arms, chest, back and neck, patted her dry, adjusted the dressing-gown, then did her legs and feet. She left her private parts to Nancy. She was happy to help, but that was a bridge too far and she knew Nancy would have freaked.
Strangely, it reminded her of bathing Theo when he was a baby. Ross would rush home to help her. It was one of their favourite things to do. They’d sing silly songs and marvel at their son, and when Theo smiled at them … it was like the sun shining. Happy days. Happy memories.
‘Amanda! Help me up, please.’ Nancy’s voice cut through her memories.
She helped Nancy to her feet. Her mother-in-law was shaking. The fall had clearly affected her more than she was letting on. She carefully led Nancy into her bedroom and placed her gently on the bed. ‘Why don’t I call Ross and say you’re not feeling well? I think the doctor should come and check you, make sure you haven’t done any damage.’
‘No! I’m fine, it was a little tumble, nothing else. You are not to tell anyone about my fall. Is that clear? I don’t want fuss or pity or anyone thinking I can’t run the agency. This is … this is just a little blip.’
Amanda helped Nancy to sit up in the bed, placing pillows behind her back. Then she put a cushion under Nancy’s booted leg. As gently as she could, she said, ‘Nancy, you had a horrible fall and you broke your leg in three places. A woman half your age would have spent months out of work recuperating. You’ve only just got the cast off. You have to slow down and allow yourself to heal.’
Nancy shook her head. ‘I will not stay in bed like an invalid. If you allow yourself to slow down, you get old fast. I will not let that happen to me. I will not become useless and a burden. No way. That agency is my life’s work.’
‘I understand, but Ross and Jamie, Melanie and Frank are all there to help. You can trust your own family to look after things. You really need to take a small step back until you recover your mobility and balance. Going from the wheelchair to standing is a big adjustment.’
‘I hated that wheelchair. Glad to be rid of it. Besides, they need me there. I’ll just have a quick rest and then you can drive me in.’
There was no way Nancy could go into the office: she was still visibly shaken. Amanda had to stop her. ‘Why not call Ross and tell him you’re going to work from home today? I’ll bring up a tray so you can put your laptop on it. I really don’t think you should go in.’ Amanda admired her mother-in-law’s determination, but she could not allow her to go in. It wasn’t safe. She imagined having to tackle Nancy to the ground or tie her to the bed or lock her into her room … fantasies that, frankly, weren’t all that unpleasant.
Thankfully, before she had to resort to violence, Nancy capitulated. ‘All right. I suppose I could do that. But you are not to utter a word to Ross about this.’
Amanda crossed her heart. ‘Not a word. I promise.’
Downstairs, Amanda prepared a tray of snacks, tea, water, painkillers and Nancy’s laptop, and made her way back upstairs. When she entered the bedroom, she found her mother-in-law fast asleep. Nancy’s mouth was hanging open and she was snoring lightly. She looked every one of her seventy-six years and more. Underneath the mask of her carefully applied make-up, tailored work suits and groomed hair was a tired woman who had suffered a lot of tragedy in her life and kept going through pure drive and determination. Amanda had to admire Nancy: she was a survivor. She wondered what Nancy would have done if her husband – one of them, anyway – had come home and told her he was having a baby with another woman. She’d probably have cut his balls off.
Amanda watched her sleep. She had never seen her vulnerable like this before. Age was the one thing you couldn’t fight and the fall had shaken her. She wouldn’t be able to run the agency much longer, even when her leg healed. She was getting on and it was too much for her to handle. It was definitely time for her to start ceding control to Ross. He was ready and hungry for it – and Amanda needed it as badly as he did.
Amanda placed the tray on the chair beside the bed and carefully pulled a blanket over her mother-in-law’s lap. As she was creeping out of the room she heard a muttered ‘Thank you.’
Amanda was shocked. That was the first time Nancy had uttered those two words to her. All she’d done, all the meals, the constant laundry, the numerous times she’d bitten back the words she wanted to say to let Nancy know what she thought of her constant criticisms, all of it had gone unnoticed and unremarked. And now this. Incredible. Maybe Nancy’s heart wasn’t completely shut down, after all. It was only a simple gesture, but to Amanda it felt like a minor miracle.



17. Katie
Jamie moaned as Katie slapped his bare bum under the covers. ‘Come on, babe, rise and shine. We have a seven-year-old’s party to organize.’
‘Come back to bed for a bit.’ Jamie pulled her arm.
‘No, you’re not getting sex until you’ve earned it. You have thirty balloons to blow up, bunting to hang and a million other things to do.’
‘Toby already had a birthday party – we just had twenty kids thumping about the house last week.’
‘That was his class party. This is his family birthday party. Come on, Jamie, get up. I had no parties after my mum died and I always promised myself that when I had kids they’d have multiple parties for every birthday. So, up you get.’
Jamie put the pillow over his head. ‘I see my family all the time in work. I really don’t need to see them on a Sunday too!’
Katie pulled the pillow back. ‘Believe me, there are a few members of your family that I could do without seeing, but this is about Toby and he loves a fuss. Besides, I haven’t seen Amanda in a while. I feel bad about not making more of an effort with her.’
Katie had good intentions. She had meant to call her sister-in-law to meet for coffee, but every time she went to pick up the phone she chickened out. Amanda was hard-going and Katie had chosen the easier option of not calling. But she felt guilty and selfish, so this party was the perfect excuse to see everyone and tick the time-with-family box.
Jamie was blowing up balloons with Toby, who had been trying to blow up the same one for the past fifteen minutes. Lucy was helping Katie ice the fairy cakes they had baked the night before.
‘These are so cool, Mum,’ Lucy said, admiring them.
Wow, praise from Lucy! It was rare and very welcome.
‘You are grumpy and forgetful at times but you always do the best birthday parties.’
Ouch, and thanks.
‘Thanks, pet. My mum gave great parties, too, but then she died and I didn’t have any because your poor old granddad was a bit hopeless. That’s why I like to make them really special for you guys.’
‘I can’t wait for mine. Granny said she’s going to buy me the whole series of Harry Potter when I turn ten.’
Katie marvelled at Lucy’s excitement over books. At seven years old, the year her mum died, her parents had given her a purple sparkly bike with silver tassels on the handlebars. It was the coolest thing ever. If someone had given her a book, she’d have been inconsolable.
‘Have you read Charlotte’s Web, Mum?’
‘No. You know me, I don’t like reading much.’
‘Why, Mum? It makes you clever and curious.’
Katie bit her lip. If she had to hear that bloody line one more time, she’d scream. Nancy was always banging on about it. But she had to tread carefully with Lucy: she didn’t want her daughter ever to find out that her mother was stupid with words.
‘Everyone likes different things, Lucy. If we all liked the same things, life would be very boring.’
Lucy frowned. ‘If everyone liked reading, life would be super-interesting because we could talk about books and swap them and always be learning new things. I just think you haven’t found the right book yet to make you excited about reading. I’ll talk to Granny and find you a good one.’
Jesus, would she ever let it go?
‘No!’ Katie snapped. ‘Do not talk to Nancy about my reading. Ever. Just leave it, Lucy.’
Lucy’s shoulders slumped. ‘Fine. No need to be so narky, I was just trying to help.’
Katie felt awful for snapping, but the last thing she needed was Nancy forcing books on her, then demanding to know what she thought of them and why she hadn’t read them.
‘Hey, why don’t you lick the spoon? We’re finished here,’ Katie said.
‘No, you can give it to Toby.’ Lucy quietly left the kitchen.
Damn, she had upset her daughter … again. Katie glanced at the clock. Everyone would be here in fifteen minutes and she still had so much to do. She could see Jamie and Toby through the glass doors in the TV room, laughing as they watched half-blown-up balloons whizzing around the room. Bloody hell, why had she decided to do this? She began to panic. A glass of wine would calm her nerves. She opened one of the bottles of white chilling in the fridge and quickly knocked back a glass, letting the alcohol ease her nerves.
Katie was putting the napkins out when she heard Jamie opening the front door. Frank and the twins came in.
‘There’s the birthday boy!’ Frank picked Toby up and swung him over his head. Toby squealed with delight.
‘Happy birthday,’ the twins chimed, and came straight over to Katie.
‘Where’s your mum?’ Katie asked.
‘In the car on some “crisis call”.’ Janis sighed. ‘Same old, same old.’
Joni popped a marshmallow covered with chocolate into her mouth. ‘I love kids’ party food. It’s the best.’
Katie put down her wine and ate one. ‘Yum, me too.’
‘By the way, all of our friends are sooo jealous of our highlights. They all want to come to you to get theirs done. Can we give them your number?’ Janis asked.
Katie smiled. It felt nice to be praised for her work. ‘Sure.’
‘I wish Mum had a cool job that was actually useful.’ Joni sipped her Coke Zero.
‘Yeah, it’d be so cool if she was a hairdresser. We’d get free products and highlights.’
‘Instead we get books.’ Joni pretended to yawn.
Katie wondered, not for the first time, if the twins and Lucy had been born into the wrong families. Lucy would have loved Melanie as a mother and the twins would have liked her as theirs. It was as if the genes had crossed somewhere along the way. Raising the twins would be so easy – and she felt sure Melanie would say the same about raising Lucy.
‘Sorry we’re late.’ Amanda bustled into the room followed by Theo. Ross and Nancy were behind them.
‘Hold Nancy’s arm, Ross,’ Amanda said.
‘I’m perfectly fine.’ Nancy walked slowly, using one crutch to help her balance with the boot on her leg.
‘Ross!’ Amanda barked. ‘She could fall.’
‘Stop fussing.’ Nancy glared at her daughter-in-law.
‘Hi, hi, hi.’ Toby bounced up and down in front of them expectantly.
‘Uhm, hi.’ Amanda patted his head.
‘Hey, dude.’ Theo high-fived him.
‘Happy birthday, Toby.’ Ross grabbed a cocktail sausage. ‘I’m starving.’
Toby looked at his mother. She knew he was wondering where his present was.
‘Many happy returns.’ Nancy held out a large rectangular gift wrapped in brown paper and tied with blue string.
Toby thanked her and ripped it open. His little face fell.
‘Oh, wow, Aesop’s Fables, that’s so cool,’ Lucy told her little brother. ‘“The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing” is my favourite.’
Aesop? Katie couldn’t figure out the letters in the title, never mind the stories.
Toby muttered, ‘Thank you.’
Amanda’s face flushed. ‘Oh, my goodness, Toby, we left your gift at home, I’m so sorry.’
‘You could go and get it,’ Toby suggested hopefully.
‘Well … uhm … it would be rude to leave. Here.’ She rummaged in her handbag and handed her nephew a twenty-euro note. ‘I’ll drop the gift around tomorrow, or maybe the next day.’
Toby’s eyes shone. ‘Wow, thanks.’ Turning to Jamie and Katie, he exclaimed, ‘I’m rich. I can buy zillions of sweets with this.’
Katie was annoyed. Amanda had clearly forgotten to buy Toby a present. How could you forget to buy something for a seven-year-old’s birthday? Amanda didn’t work; she didn’t seem to have any friends; Theo was in school all day. What did Amanda do with her time?
Still, her son was delighted with the thoughtless gift of cash, so what the hell?
Katie offered everyone a drink. Nancy said it was too early; Ross said he was driving; Frank said he was doing a detox and Amanda said she was happy with water.
‘Right, just you and me, then, Jamie.’ Katie poured them each a generous glass of wine.
‘I’ll have one.’ Melanie came through the kitchen door and plonked herself on a stool at the counter. ‘I’ve just arranged a meeting with Petrus van der Beek to, potentially, sign with us.’ She beamed.
‘Could you speak English, please?’ Janis asked.
‘Wow!’ Jamie said.
‘That’s amazing, darling.’ Frank put his arm around her.
‘Congratulations, this is a big coup.’ Nancy nodded at her daughter-in-law.
‘If you get him to sign, it would be good news for the agency,’ Ross said.
Katie handed Melanie a drink and said, ‘Right, I’m in the dark here. Who is Petrol van der Plonk?’
The twins giggled.
‘He’s a Booker Prize-winning author, a big deal in the literary world,’ Jamie told his wife.
‘Oooh, go, Melanie!’ Katie clinked glasses with her sister-in-law.
‘I’d like to be an agent when I grow up,’ Lucy announced.
‘It’s a great job,’ Melanie said, smiling at her.
‘You will be, because you’re going to run the Fitzroy Agency one day,’ Nancy told her granddaughter.
‘I think that’s a role you have to earn and prove yourself capable of doing.’ Ross was clearly not happy about Nancy’s little announcement.
‘If you do become an agent, don’t have kids cos you’ll never see them.’ Janis stuck the knife into her mother’s back.
‘I want to be a hairdresser and give people glow-ups,’ Joni said.
‘You can be anything you like,’ Frank said.
‘Well, not anything,’ Melanie said, frowning.
‘There are so many opportunities out there. Take your time deciding what you want to do with your life,’ Frank told the kids.
‘Like you, Frank?’ Ross asked.
The prick.
Ignoring his older brother, Frank said, ‘You need to find something you feel passionate about. Passion is the essence of who we are. You have to find it and unwrap it.’
Ross snorted.
‘And work extremely hard at it,’ Nancy said.
‘But not as hard as Mum does,’ Janis added.
‘No one works as hard as she does,’ Joni said. ‘Our friend Wendy’s mum is a lawyer who puts actual criminals in prison and she never misses any school events.’
Ouch. Kids really knew how to kick you where it hurt. Melanie didn’t seem bothered, though. She was smiling and staring into space, clearly on a supreme high from her phone call. This author must be a big deal – even Nancy had been very impressed. Katie wondered what it felt like to have Nancy’s admiration. Katie would never know, that was for sure, and she doubted Amanda would either, but Melanie did. Nancy respected Melanie and held her in high regard.
When Katie had met Jamie, she’d hoped his mum would fill the gaping hole that her own mother had left behind. Katie imagined being close to her boyfriend’s mother – hanging out, gossiping over cups of coffee, going for cocktails and chats, having a shoulder to cry on and a sounding-board for life. Boy, was she mistaken! She’d nearly got frostbite from Nancy the first time she’d met her, and over the years her mother-in-law hadn’t thawed. The only thing that kept a connection between them was Lucy. If it wasn’t for Lucy, Katie would happily never see the woman. Jamie worked with Nancy, so he saw her enough. It was Nancy’s bond with Lucy that was the link. Their closeness and similarity bothered Katie, but it made her proud too. To think that she, Katie the hairdresser, had produced the favourite grandchild, the smart, clever, bookish one. Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Nancy!
‘I’m starving.’ Theo looked up from his phone.
‘Me too.’ Jamie clapped his nephew on the back. ‘Let’s eat.’
Katie went to open another bottle of wine, but Jamie stopped her.
‘No one is really drinking, and tomorrow’s Monday. We don’t need more wine, babe. Besides, I think we drank enough last night for a week. I can’t believe you’re not more hung-over. I’m struggling here.’
Katie wanted more wine, just a glass or two. The day seemed to be going on for ever. She went to the fridge and poured herself some Coke Zero. Then she went to the freezer to get some ice and to add a discreet splash of vodka. Just a little crutch to get her through.



18. Melanie
As the family chatter droned on around her, Melanie smiled into her wine glass. Petrus van der Beek wanted her to represent him. A Booker Prize-winning author had sought her out and asked her to potentially represent him. It was incredible. She wanted to shout and scream and jump up and down. But everyone was so muted. No one seemed to care. Ross was jealous. Frank and Jamie were happy for her, but they didn’t really get the significance of one of the most gifted authors in the world seeking her out. Nancy got it, but Nancy was never going to jump up and down. Melanie knew that she was pleased, but her mother-in-law would never over-praise her. Nancy was the boss and Melanie was now bringing in more income than she was. Melanie reckoned Nancy was beginning to feel threatened by her success. Before, Melanie had been driven by a need to succeed for herself and to cover Frank’s lack of success, but now … Now she was on a whole new level. She was already being inundated with calls from authors after Sloane’s big win, but once she bagged Petrus, she’d be snowed under.
She was now, by her own reckoning, one of the top agents in Europe. But no matter what she achieved, she would always be Nancy’s subordinate, an employee of the Fitzroy Agency. She studied her mother-in-law and noticed she had aged. She looked frail. There was no way she could continue to run the agency as before. Someone needed to lead from the front and the natural successor was her. But then there were Ross and Jamie … and now Lucy, for God’s sake. Melanie would always be a non-blood relative. Nothing would ever change that, and it meant she needed to figure out how to protect herself and her future.
She felt a hand on her shoulder. It was Katie’s. ‘Earth to Melanie, would you like some birthday cake?’
‘Sure.’ She held out her plate.
‘A big slice for your big news. Congratulations.’ Katie lowered her voice. ‘Poor old Ross is turning green with jealousy.’
Melanie smiled at her sister-in-law. Katie was always generous and supportive. It was one of the many reasons the twins adored their aunt.
Katie handed out plates and when she leant over to give Nancy hers, the plate tipped and the cake fell onto her mother-in-law’s lap.
‘Oops.’ Katie giggled. ‘Sorry, Nancy.’
Nancy was not amused.
‘Oh, no! Let me help.’ Amanda jumped up and began to pick the cake out of Nancy’s lap.
‘Leave it! You’re making it worse.’
Crikey, that was rude, Melanie thought.
‘She’s just trying to help, Mum.’ Ross frowned.
‘Get me a cloth,’ Nancy barked, at no one in particular.
Jamie moved first and handed her a tea towel. Nancy tried to mop up the chocolate cake as the icing spread across her cream skirt. Melanie was about to tell her that it needed a specialist dry-clean, when Katie suddenly snapped her fingers and said, ‘I know! White wine! That’s supposed to get stains out.’ Before anyone could stop her, Katie picked up Jamie’s half-drunk glass of wine and tipped it into Nancy’s lap.
‘Mum!’ Lucy gasped.
‘OMG!’ The twins snorted.
‘Babe!’
Amanda’s hand flew to her mouth. ‘What are you doing?’
Melanie’s attention was fully back to the lunch now. She tried not to laugh. It was an absurd situation, with everyone looking at Nancy in horror.
‘What? I saw it on TikTok. It works,’ Katie told them. She began to rub the icing and wine mixture into Nancy’s skirt, which made everything a lot worse. ‘Uhm, okay, so it doesn’t seem to be working.’ She giggled. ‘Sorry, Nancy. I’ll go and grab you a tracksuit to put on.’
Nancy slapped Katie’s hand away. ‘Don’t touch me, you stupid fool.’
‘Granny!’ Lucy said, her eyes wide.
‘Just trying to help, Nancy,’ Katie said. Nancy was on thin ice here.
Nancy glared at Katie. ‘But you’re not helping. You’re just making things worse, as usual. Perhaps if you spent less time on TikTok, you wouldn’t make so many stupid mistakes all the time.’
‘Hang on now, Mum …’ Jamie tried to defend his wife, but clearly Nancy had touched a nerve because Katie’s face turned bright red and her whole body reared up.
Visibly shaking, Katie bent down and hissed at her mother-in-law, ‘Why do you always have to be such a poisonous bitch?’
Jesus Christ! Had Katie actually called Nancy a ‘poisonous bitch’? Melanie was shocked.
Everyone was staring at Katie, who was locked in a glaring match with Nancy. This was bad, Melanie thought. The twins had their hands over their mouths, to stop themselves laughing. Theo, who was standing beside Melanie, looked up from his phone. ‘She’s not wrong,’ he muttered, under his breath. It didn’t sound like he was Nancy’s greatest fan.
‘KATIE!’ Jamie’s voice broke through the shocked silence.
Katie shrugged. ‘She is. She treats everyone like dirt and I’m sick of it.’
‘Stop it, Mum.’ Lucy began to cry. ‘Granny is the best.’
Melanie watched as Katie wavered.
‘How dare you speak to my mother like that?’ Ross bellowed. Just like him to overreact, Melanie thought. He certainly wasn’t helping the situation.
Frank stepped between Katie and Nancy. ‘Hey, let’s all take a breath. Things have got heated. No one meant to insult anyone. Accidents can cause strong reactions.’
‘Apologize at once,’ Ross demanded.
‘Leave it, Ross.’ Jamie’s voice was shaking with anger.
Melanie knew she shouldn’t but she was kind of enjoying this. She respected Nancy and was grateful she had hired her, but her mother-in-law could be a domineering cow at times. She had always been dismissive of Katie, and she was rude to Amanda. You could only push people around for so long and Melanie wasn’t surprised Katie had blown up. Mind you, if someone had spilt chocolate cake all over her skirt and thrown wine on top, she’d have been pretty annoyed too. But this wasn’t about the skirt. This was years of pent-up resentment coming to the surface. The problem was, how the hell did you come back from calling your mother-in-law a poisonous bitch? Was it even possible?
‘Take me home, Ross. I’m not staying another second in this house,’ Nancy barked. Her eldest son jumped up to help her and handed his mother her crutch.
‘Why is everyone cross, Daddy?’ Toby asked.
‘Just a silly fight over the spilt cake. Don’t worry.’ Jamie ruffled his son’s hair.
Silly fight? More like a family implosion.
Nancy, helped by Ross, stormed out of the room.
‘Oh, my God, Auntie Katie, you’re mad!’ Janis squealed, when the kitchen door closed behind them.
‘Mental, but also – go you!’ Joni gushed.
‘You went too far.’ Jamie was not happy.
Katie said nothing.
‘Mum, why did you shout at Granny? She’s got a sore leg.’ Lucy’s voice shook with emotion.
Melanie felt sorry for her niece. Lucy adored Nancy and she was clearly upset about the argument. It was one thing to fall out with Nancy, quite another for Katie to burn bridges with her daughter.
Katie sighed. ‘She’s … I just … I’ve had enough of her snapping at me, Lucy. It’s been going on for a long time.’
‘I think you’re the snappy one.’ Lucy ran out after her grandmother.
Theo put his phone into his pocket, and said, ‘I think you described her perfectly.’
‘Theo!’ Amanda spun around. ‘Your grandmother is very good to us. Don’t be mean about her.’
Frank went over to Katie and put an arm around her. ‘I think everyone needs to cool off. Don’t forget that the best relationships are the ones that can survive arguments.’
Although Frank drove Melanie nuts a lot of the time, he was a good man. She could see how grateful Katie was to have his support.
Lucy came back into the room and stood, red-faced, in front of her mother. ‘Granny is furious and so is Uncle Ross. He said you’re a bad example to me.’
‘Whoa, stop right there.’ Jamie held his hand up. ‘Ross had no right to say that. You have a great mother. He is bang out of order.’
‘Leave it,’ Katie said, trying to take Jamie’s hand, but he shook her off.
‘ROSS!’ he roared, as he charged out of the room.
They all looked at one another. Then Melanie jumped up and ran outside. The others followed her.
Ross was standing at the door of the car. Nancy was sitting in the passenger seat.
‘Whatever happened in there, you have no right to criticize my wife in front of our daughter.’
Ross sneered at him. ‘So it’s okay for your wife to insult our mother? You just stood by while Katie cursed at our mother. You need to grow a pair of balls, Jamie. Your wife is a basket case.’
‘Fuck you.’ Jamie pushed Ross.
Ross pushed back.
They began to tussle aggressively.
Nancy shouted, ‘STOP!’
Frank jumped in and pulled Jamie away from Ross. ‘Come on, the kids are watching, cop yourselves on.’
‘Stop fighting, Dad.’ Lucy began to cry again.
‘It’s okay, sweetie. They’re just a bit cross,’ Frank said.
‘It’s all your fault, Mum,’ Lucy wailed, as Katie’s face fell.
‘This is the maddest kids’ party I’ve ever been at,’ Joni said.
Melanie shot her a warning look.
‘Let’s all calm down,’ Frank said. ‘Ross, drive Mum home. Everyone needs to take a beat before anyone says anything else they’ll regret.’
‘I so wish I’d got a video of that,’ Janis said.
‘Me too,’ Theo agreed. ‘It was intense.’
‘Not now,’ Melanie said quietly, to both of them.
Frank stood in front of Jamie. ‘Come on, we’re a family. Let’s sleep on it and chat in the morning.’
‘Into the car. We’re leaving,’ Ross snapped at Amanda and Theo. Melanie felt sorry for Amanda, going home with a hyped-up Ross and a furious Nancy. But, to her surprise, Amanda shook her head.
‘You go on, love,’ she said to Theo. ‘I’ll stay and help clear up here.’
‘Seriously?’ Ross said. He looked furious.
‘Yes,’ Amanda said. She turned on her heel and walked back towards the house.
Wow! Melanie thought. So she does have a spine. Good for her.
Ross climbed into the car, slammed the door and drove off at speed.
Jamie stormed back into the house, followed by Katie, who looked pale and shaken.
Melanie and Frank looked at one another, and Melanie nodded towards Lucy, who was still standing on the path, crying as though her little heart was breaking.
‘Hey, Lucy.’ Frank bent down and gently wiped the tears from her cheeks. ‘All families argue, sweetheart. This will blow over. Don’t worry.’
‘Really, Uncle Frank?’
‘Absolutely, pet. I promise you.’
The twins made an aww sound. Lucy went back inside.
‘Dad is so kind,’ Janis said.
‘So nice,’ Joni agreed.
‘It’s a good thing he married you, Mum, or people would probably walk all over him,’ Janis said.
Was that a compliment?
‘Totally. He needed a tough, hard wife,’ Joni agreed.
‘Gee, thanks.’
Janis nudged her mother. ‘Tough and hard in a good way.’
‘Yeah, in, like, a don’t-mess-with-me way. It’s a good thing.’
Melanie smiled. It was so rare that her daughters ever did anything but complain to or about her. She’d take this as a compliment.
‘Do you think Granny will forgive Auntie Katie?’ Joni asked Melanie.
Melanie reckoned hell would freeze over first, but she didn’t want her daughters to worry about a family feud so she lied. ‘I’m sure in time, when Nancy cools off and Katie apologizes, it’ll be fine. We’re all tied together by the agency, so we have to forgive and forget.’ She smiled at them. ‘Why don’t you go home with your dad and watch a movie? You all need to decompress after that. I’ll help the others with the tidy-up.’
‘Thanks, love,’ Frank said. ‘A bit of decompression sounds good. Come on, girls. You choose the movie. I’m at your mercy. See you later.’
Melanie watched them walk away, then headed back into the kitchen where Amanda was stuffing paper plates and cutlery into a black sack. Katie was scraping leftovers into the food bin. Melanie opened the dishwasher and started stacking it.
Jamie walked in, dressed in running gear.
‘I’m going out. Clear my head,’ he said.
Katie nodded. ‘You do that, babe. I’m sorry.’
Jamie didn’t reply. He just headed off, sticking in his earbuds. He clearly needed to let off some steam.
Katie took Toby and Lucy to bed while Melanie and Amanda put everything back the way it had been. When Katie came down, she smiled at them.
‘Right, that’s enough cleaning. Thank you both so much. Let’s have a drink. I need one.’
‘Me too,’ Amanda said.
‘Me three,’ Melanie added.
The three women sat up at the kitchen counter. Katie poured them all large glasses of wine.
Melanie reckoned Katie had had enough wine for the day, but they were all shaken up, so a glass was welcome, and she wasn’t going to start lecturing her now.
Katie sighed. ‘I’ve fucked up royally, haven’t I?’
‘I’m sure if you apologize on bended knee she may forgive you.’ Amanda sipped her wine.
Melanie decided to be blunt. ‘You’re dead to her now.’
‘Jeez, Melanie, give it to me straight, why don’t you?’ Katie laughed. There was a hint of bitterness and regret in the laugh.
Melanie didn’t see the point in lying to Katie. Her sister-in-law knew she had blown it with Nancy. You can’t call someone a poisonous bitch – least of all your mother-in-law – and expect things to be okay afterwards. Nancy was never, ever going to forget it.
Katie sighed. ‘The thing is, I don’t care if Nancy never speaks to me again. In fact I’d welcome it. But Jamie’s angry and, worst of all, I’ve upset Lucy. As much as I dislike Nancy, I don’t want to destroy Lucy’s relationship with her.’
‘You won’t,’ Melanie reassured her. ‘Nancy adores Lucy and she isn’t going to let your argument affect that. She can go through Jamie to contact Lucy.’
Katie’s eyes welled with tears. ‘Do you think Jamie will be okay with me?’
Amanda squeezed her hand. ‘Of course he will.’
‘Jamie adores you and he knows Nancy is difficult. I think it’s Ross he’s really annoyed with,’ Melanie said.
Amanda shuffled uncomfortably in her seat. ‘Ross overstepped. He was … he is very wound up. I can only apologize for him. It was a rotten thing to say.’
‘Thanks, but just as Jamie has no control over what comes out of my big mouth, you have no control over what comes out of Ross’s either.’
Melanie admired Katie’s response. She was immediately separating Amanda from Ross’s nasty comment.
‘Oh, God, girls, what have I done!’ Katie covered her face with her hands and gave in to the tears.
You’ve blown it, Melanie thought. Nancy would take this insult to the grave.



19. Amanda
Amanda was still reeling. As she sipped her wine and helped console Katie, she could not get her head around the fact that Katie had called Nancy a poisonous bitch. It was the most shocking thing she had ever witnessed. She knew Katie was a bit of a live wire, fun, boozy Katie, but to say that to Nancy, and in front of everyone, it was mind-blowing. If she was being honest, she had thought it about her mother-in-law many, many times, but to say it out loud! Katie must really have reached the end of her tether.
And then Jamie and Ross fighting like that … It had been the craziest day. Amanda wondered who would have come out on top if Frank hadn’t intervened. She reckoned Jamie because he was fitter, but then Ross was taller … Anyway, thank God it hadn’t got violent. Mind you, she would probably have enjoyed seeing Ross get a few punches, just medium ones that hurt but didn’t cause actual damage.
As she patted Katie’s back, Amanda was thinking that Katie’s outburst could work in Ross’s favour. Now, Jamie would be tainted in Nancy’s eyes by his wife’s behaviour and his physical aggression towards Ross. So, Frank was useless, Jamie had a mad wife and a bad temper, therefore Ross was the obvious heir. Ross also had a good, sensible wife. A wife who stood by him through thick and (unknown to everyone) very thin. A wife who cleaned up other people’s messes. A wife who had scraped Nancy off the bathroom floor. A loyal, silent wife who, although she wanted to murder him, stayed by Ross’s side and supported him. Yes, this outburst definitely played in their favour.
She did feel sorry for Katie with regard to Lucy, though. Falling out with your children was horrible – she’d had enough arguments with Theo these past months to know that only too well. She wanted to reassure her. And she greatly appreciated Katie refusing to taint her with Ross’s mean comment.
‘I really wouldn’t worry about Lucy and Nancy’s relationship,’ Amanda said gently, as Katie’s tears subsided. ‘Nancy talks about Lucy a lot, she adores her. To be honest, I wish Nancy would show a scrap of interest in Theo. It’s as if he’s invisible.’
‘Nancy has very little interest in the twins either, or Toby for that matter,’ Melanie remarked.
‘Yes, but we’re living with her. She sees him every day and she still pretty much ignores him.’
‘I wish she’d ignored me all these years instead of poking holes in me,’ Katie said.
‘She’ll ignore you now.’ Melanie chuckled.
Katie half smiled. ‘I’ll be getting the silent treatment until she’s six feet under.’
‘She pokes holes in everyone,’ Amanda pointed out.
Katie poured more wine into her glass and shook her head. ‘No, Nancy has always belittled me more than you two. I’ve always been “just a hairdresser”. I didn’t go to college, I’m not book smart. She’s never rated me. She’s always made me feel that Jamie married down and could have done better.’
‘It’s true. She does do that,’ Melanie agreed. ‘She also kind of forced me to marry Frank.’
‘What?’ Amanda hadn’t been aware of that.
‘Yeah, when I started to work in the agency I was only twenty-two. It was my first job out of college and Nancy pushed me towards Frank and kept encouraging me to date him and then to marry him.’
‘But you fell in love with him,’ Katie reminded her.
Melanie twisted her wine glass around. ‘I did, but he was my first proper boyfriend and I didn’t really know what love was. I was in awe of Nancy and let the momentum carry me along.’
Did she regret marrying Frank? Was that what she was intimating? Amanda glanced at Katie, who shrugged.
‘Well, you all know she thinks I trapped Ross by getting pregnant,’ Amanda admitted, for the first time.
‘I think Ross was lucky to meet you. You’re a saint. If I had to live with Nancy, I’d have called her poisonous bitch a long time ago.’ Katie laughed. ‘And you, Melanie, you work with her every day. I only see her every few weeks and look at what I just did.’
They laughed.
‘I spend most of my time in my office with the door closed and we only ever talk about work, which is fine because I respect Nancy from a professional point of view,’ Melanie told them.
‘I hide in my bedroom when she’s around or go out for long walks,’ Amanda said. It felt good to be honest. It was freeing to confess that she hid in her room because she had nowhere else to go.
‘You guys need to get out of that house. I feel sorry for you and Theo,’ Katie said. ‘I can give you spare keys and you can hang out here while I’m at work if you like. You’re welcome to come and chill out.’
Amanda was touched. It was a thoughtful offer and she was tempted to take Katie up on it, but her love of tidiness and order would probably prevent her from being able to relax. Katie’s house was messy and chaotic. There was stuff everywhere, toys, coats, bags, shoes, books, magazines, footballs, tennis racquets … Amanda could never live in such clutter. She needed everything to be orderly and in its place.
‘Thanks, but hopefully she’ll be back on her feet soon and we can leave. To be fair, she is keen to have the house back to herself, but she’s still unsteady.’
‘I think the fall has aged her a lot,’ Melanie agreed.
‘Pity it didn’t kill her,’ Katie said, then held up her hands. ‘I know, that’s mean to say, but …’
‘How long more do you reckon you’ll have to stay?’ Melanie asked.
‘I’m not sure. I thought she was doing well, but …’
‘But what?’ Katie pounced.
Amanda knew she had promised not to say anything, but it was nice to be able to confide in others. ‘A week ago, Nancy had a fall. I found her in the bathroom, on the floor.’
‘Poor Nancy.’ Melanie looked concerned.
‘Was she naked?’ Katie asked.
Amanda covered her eyes and nodded.
‘Noooooo!’ Katie and Melanie said at the same time, then burst out laughing.
‘What did you do?’ Melanie asked.
‘Well, I grabbed a towel and covered her up.’
‘I almost feel sorry for her,’ Katie said. ‘But I feel really sorry for you.’
‘It was … awkward,’ Amanda admitted.
‘Awkward? It was a horror show! You could have gone blind looking at that.’ Katie giggled.
Amanda began to laugh. It felt so good to laugh about it. It felt good to laugh in general. How long was it since she’d had a chat and a laugh?
‘Stop!’ Melanie said. ‘I can’t get the image out of my mind now.’
‘Look, please don’t tell Jamie or Frank, though, okay? I haven’t even told Ross, because Nancy asked me not to and I respect that. She doesn’t want to look weak.’
Melanie took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. ‘There’s no way I’d tell Frank. He’d be straight over with alternative therapies and motivational quotes.’
Katie and Amanda giggled.
‘I love Frank dearly, but his quotes can be a bit much,’ Katie said. ‘Do you know what he told me when I broke my arm last year and couldn’t work? He said, “We don’t heal in isolation but in community.” I had no idea what he was on about.’
Amanda laughed. ‘He sent a card to Nancy that said, “The wound is the place where the light reaches you.” Nancy put it into the bin.’
Melanie groaned. ‘His latest one to try to get me to work fewer hours is “Time is the coin of your life. It is the only coin you have, and only you can determine how it will be spent.” I mean, give me strength.’
‘He’s all goodness, our Frank,’ Katie said loyally. ‘He’s obviously got his dad’s genes.’
‘True. I think Jamie is a mixture of the two, kind but also driven,’ Melanie said. ‘What about Ross?’
Amanda paused. What was Ross? A selfish bastard? A thoughtless prick? A cheating scumbag? She desperately wanted to share her secret and her pain with her sisters-in-law, but she was afraid. If she told them, they’d tell their husbands, and they could use it against Ross. He had, after all, had an inappropriate affair with one of his authors – not to mention the pregnancy. No, that was a secret she needed to keep.
‘I think Ross is a mixture of his mum and dad,’ she fudged.
‘What’s his dad like?’ Katie asked.
‘I’ve only met him a few times. He’s nice enough. I’d say pretty selfish, though. He’s all about his second family and he treats Ross more like an acquaintance than a son. He never really got to know Ross. After the break-up with Nancy, Ross was dumped in boarding school, Thomas moved to France, met Céline and had three daughters with her.’
‘That’s really sad. Poor Ross. It’s no wonder he’s … well, a bit tricky,’ Katie said.
‘I think the three of them are a bit messed up, to be honest,’ Melanie said.
Katie poured some crisps into a bowl and pushed them into the middle of the counter.
‘Jamie’s the most normal in my opinion, and, yes, I know I’m biased. Mind you, he’ll probably divorce me after today.’
The thing was, though, Jamie adored Katie and she adored him right back. That was easy to see. They had the most solid marriage by far. Amanda envied them their closeness – they were two peas in a pod. They also seemed to have fun together: they went out partying and drinking and dancing. Melanie and Frank, on the other hand, never seemed to spend any time together – even at work. But their lives were so tied up with the agency and Nancy being Melanie’s boss that it would be very complicated for them to split up. No, Amanda thought, the couple in real crisis was her and Ross.
Katie went to pour them more wine, but Amanda put a hand over her glass. She’d had enough. She knew if she drank any more she’d blab all her secrets to these women. She needed to keep her head straight.
Melanie said no to more wine too, so Katie poured the end of the bottle into her glass.
‘I think maybe you’ve had enough. The wine was what got you into trouble. We’re all a lot more honest when we drink,’ Melanie said, blunt as ever.
‘You’re probably right, but the damage is done and now I need to anaesthetize myself,’ Katie said, taking a long sip.
Melanie stood up. ‘I’d better go. I have to prepare for a meeting tomorrow.’
‘Everyone seemed so impressed with that Petrus guy. He must be a big hitter,’ Katie said.
‘He’s one of the most highly regarded writers in the world,’ Amanda said.
Katie shrugged. ‘I don’t know much about writers, but well done, Melanie.’
‘He’s handsome too,’ Amanda said, with a grin.
‘Oooh, now I’m interested. Show me.’
Amanda googled him and held up her phone to show Katie.
‘Niiiiiiiice. He’s fit in a geeky-sexy writer kind of way. Does Frank have to be worried, Melanie?’
Melanie laughed. ‘It’s a bonus that he’s easy on the eye, but it’s his writing that impresses me.’
‘I still fancy the pants off Jamie. No one else could come close.’
Melanie said nothing. Amanda wondered if she even had sex with Frank. She couldn’t imagine it. Did she still find Ross attractive? It was hard to tell because she was so angry with him. They’d always had a good sex life, though. They’d moved on from the ripping-each-other’s-clothes-off sex to regular sex and it had been good. It was what made the betrayal so much worse. He was ‘getting action’ at home. He wasn’t ‘deprived of sex’. Since she’d found out about the affair, she hadn’t let him near her. He’d tried a few times, but she couldn’t bear him to touch her.
‘Frank and I haven’t had sex in years,’ Melanie admitted suddenly.
‘What?’ Katie was shocked.
Amanda wasn’t. It made sense.
Melanie shrugged. ‘We just got out of the habit. I work late, and, well, it just fizzled.’
‘When you say years, how long are we talking?’ Katie asked.
Melanie thought about it. ‘Two, maybe three.’
‘Melanie! You have to get back in the saddle,’ Katie urged her.
‘I know, but it’s almost been so long that I don’t know how. To be honest, I don’t really miss it. Is that bad?’
‘Yes! Sex is good for you. Orgasms give you a high and it keeps you close to your partner.’
‘You’re eight years younger than me. I was having sex eight years ago,’ Melanie defended herself.
Katie put a hand on Melanie’s arm. ‘Melanie, I hear stories all day long from women in my salon. If the sex dries up, the marriage will too. You’re not seventy! I bet you and Ross have sex,’ Katie said, turning to Amanda.
Amanda shuffled uncomfortably in her seat. This was not a conversation she wanted to have. But her sisters-in-law were staring at her. She needed to say something.
‘We go through phases. Generally we’re pretty regular, but lately … well …’
‘Living with Nancy would put the brakes on anyone’s sex drive.’ Katie smiled. ‘Imagine your headboard banging and Nancy telling you to keep it down.’
Amanda laughed, grateful for the distraction. Thankfully, before anyone could ask her any more personal questions, Jamie came back from his run. Melanie and Amanda headed off quickly, leaving Katie to talk to her husband about Poisonous Bitch Gate.



20. Katie
Katie sat on the edge of Lucy’s bed. Her daughter had her arms folded over her chest and was looking up at the ceiling. She was not going to make this easy. Katie felt a bit fuzzy-headed after all the wine. She shouldn’t have had that last glass. She needed to tread very carefully here.
‘Lucy, I’m sorry you’re upset. I should not have lost my temper and called Nancy a bad word but –’
‘A VERY bad word. Even Joni and Janis were shocked.’
‘Well, yes, okay, it was a very bad word, but Nancy was also really rude to me and she has been for years.’
‘I’ve never seen her be rude to you, except today, and she only called you a stupid fool, you called her a waaaaaaaay worse word.’
That’s because nine-year-olds don’t understand digs or passive-aggressive behaviour and how it eats away at your self-esteem.
Keeping her voice steady and her frustration buried, Katie kept going. ‘You may not have seen it, but it happens all the time. Even Melanie said so, and you know Melanie always says it straight.’
‘How is Granny mean to you?’
‘She says things that make me feel stupid and she doesn’t think being a hairdresser is a good job.’
‘But she lets you do her hair, so she must think you’re very good.’
‘She lets me do her hair because it’s convenient, I go to her house and she spends the whole time on the phone or on her computer. She barely speaks to me.’
‘She’s a very busy person, Mum. She runs a whole agency.’
‘I have lots of busy clients but they usually talk to me and don’t treat me like I’m their staff.’
Lucy sighed. ‘I think you’re being way too sensitive.’
Really? Am I? I’ve been belittled for years, it’s a bloody wonder I didn’t snap sooner.
‘No, I don’t think I am. I think I’ve been very patient and I’ve bitten my tongue a lot. Today I just snapped.’
‘But Granny has a sore leg and she’s old and she was just cross because you spilt things on her.’
‘I understand that, Lucy, but she was rude.’
Lucy blinked back tears. ‘She said she won’t come to our house ever again.’
The cow! How dare she upset Lucy? ‘Of course she will. This will all blow over,’ Katie lied.
Lucy shook her head. ‘No, Mum, it won’t. Granny was furious. I’m scared … I’m scared she won’t love me any more because of you.’
Katie’s heart broke as her daughter sobbed into her pillow. ‘Lucy, you are Granny’s favourite grandchild by miles. She adores you. That will never change. Even Melanie and Amanda were saying how much Granny loves you.’
Lucy sniffed, but looked a little less worried. ‘When Uncle Ross said you’re a basket case, what did he mean?’
Katie felt sick. She knew her mother-in-law didn’t rate her highly, but for Ross to call her a basket case? Jesus, did everyone think she was worthless? Did they all agree with Nancy and think Jamie married beneath him?
‘Mum?’
‘Oh, he was just being silly. It means nothing.’
‘You have to fix it, Mum. You have to say a big sorry to Granny. She’s my favourite person.’
Did she mean more favourite than her own mother? Katie was feeling too insecure to ask. She tucked a strand of Lucy’s hair behind her ear. She hated seeing her so upset. If she had to walk barefoot on broken glass to fix this, she would.
‘I will, sweetie. I promise I’ll do everything I can. Now, please stop worrying and go to sleep.’ She leant down to kiss her, but lost her balance and fell on top of Lucy, who squealed.
‘You’re squashing me!’
‘Sorry.’ Katie steadied herself. ‘Night night. I love you, Lucy.’
Silence. She was not getting off lightly with this issue. Lucy was going to make her pay.
Katie’s head throbbed as she brushed her teeth and got ready for bed. She had the beginnings of a hangover, was riddled with guilt and worry about Lucy and, deep down, she knew she had behaved badly, even if Nancy had had it coming to her.
Jamie was sitting up in bed, reading. He had said very little to her since he’d come in from his run.
Katie slid in and turned off her bedside light. She just wanted to sleep and deal with it all tomorrow.
‘Katie?’ Jamie’s voice was sharp.
Oh, no …
‘Yes?’
‘We need to talk.’
Sighing, Katie turned to face her husband, and the music.
‘You were out of line. You cannot speak to my mother like that, or anyone for that matter.’
‘But, Jamie, she’s always –’
He snapped his book shut. ‘I know how difficult she can be. I work with her every day. But she is my mother and my boss and we invited her to our house to celebrate Toby’s birthday. You spilt cake all over her, made a right mess, she got a bit snappy and then you totally lost it. Who the hell calls their mother-in-law a poisonous bitch in front of the whole family? It’s out of control, Katie.’
‘I just snapped. She’s always belittling me. I’ve put up with it for years.’
‘The whole thing got crazy. I had to call Ross and apologize. I shouldn’t have fought with him. It was wrong.’
‘You were defending me, babe. I love that you did that.’
Jamie sighed. ‘I can defend you without losing my temper. It was not cool, especially in front of the kids. Ross said he’s never seen Mum so angry. He was shocked at what you said. Everyone was.’
Her hatred of Ross grew deeper. ‘I’ll apologize.’
‘I don’t think Mum’ll accept it. Not only have you upset her, you’ve upset Lucy. She’s been crying.’
‘I know. I was just talking to her.’
‘Mum’s relationship with Lucy is really special. I’ve never seen her like that with anyone. I love that Mum sees how brilliant Lucy is and how sweet she is with her. Lucy brings out the very best in Mum, but you jeopardized that with your big mouth and, frankly, too much wine. You would never have said that if you hadn’t been drinking.’
Hang on a minute, he couldn’t blame her for everything.
‘That’s not fair, Jamie. I haven’t ruined everything. Your mum’s relationship with Lucy is separate from me.’
‘But she’ll never call in here to see her now, will she?’ Jamie’s jaw tensed.
‘I’ll drop Lucy up to her house.’ Katie was panicking now. She needed Jamie on her side. She was all alone here, drowning. Jamie was her person. ‘I’ll grovel and do whatever it takes to get her to forgive me.’
‘I’m not sure she ever will. You’ve just made everything so much worse, awkward for Lucy and for me in work. Jesus, Katie, why did you have to drink so much wine and be so disrespectful?’
Katie had never felt so small or alone in her life. It reminded her of how she’d felt after her mother died – like no one understood her, like no one really cared about her, like no one had her back. She wanted to cry and shout, What about me? What about my feelings? What about your mother calling me stupid? Making me feel stupid? Belittling my career?
Quietly, in as calm a voice as she could manage, she said, ‘I understand that you’re angry, but can you please just acknowledge that your mother has been pretty disrespectful to me since I first met her?’
Jamie clicked off his lamp. ‘You’re oversensitive about all that. Mum prefers bookish people, that’s all. It’s why she loves Lucy so much. You just don’t have much in common. You’re a bit paranoid about it. Anyway, I’m tired. Tomorrow we’ll figure out how best you can apologize to her.’
Jamie rolled over. Katie stared at her husband’s back. She’d known he’d be cross, but she’d presumed he’d also see her side. But to call her paranoid and oversensitive? Katie had put up with years of micro-aggressions from Nancy, and Jamie knew that. But one blow-out, one curse word and he was no longer Team Katie: it was all ‘poor Nancy’.
Thank God for Melanie and Amanda. At least they saw what a weapon Nancy was. Katie felt tears streaming down her cheeks. She wanted Jamie to hug her and tell her it would be okay. Now she’d have to grovel and beg forgiveness from her mother-in-law, when she actually believed she deserved an apology from her. She closed her eyes and thought of Lucy. She’d do anything for her, even if it meant eating a mountain range of humble pie.



21. Melanie
Jamie sat in Melanie’s office, sipping his coffee.
‘Why did Katie have to open her big mouth?’ He groaned.
Melanie sat back in her chair. ‘Nancy triggers her. To be fair, she has niggled at Katie for years about her job and about not being a reader. I remember when they first met and Nancy asked the question she asks everyone, “What is your favourite book?”, and Katie said, “A very short one.”’
Jamie grinned. ‘I remember that. Mum was so shocked.’
‘They’ve never really got on. Katie has been biting her tongue for a long time.’
‘I know, but Lucy’s upset and that’s killing me.’
‘It’s killing Katie too, Jamie. She knows she shouldn’t have lost her temper, but she’s human.’
‘You know Mum. She’s never going to forgive her.’
Jamie was right there. Nancy would never let Katie forget this.
‘She doesn’t have to. Nancy and Lucy’s relationship can exist on its own. Katie respects that and will always encourage Lucy to spend time with her granny.’
‘Katie was up in the middle of the night, cooking and making stuff. God only knows what Mum is going to receive.’
Melanie smiled. ‘You see, she’s already trying to make amends.’ She tapped her pen on the desk. ‘Now, what news do you have on Sloane’s foreign rights?’
Jamie clicked into work mode. ‘Very good news, actually. I’ve negotiated contracts with Slovenia, Turkey, Greece, Norway and Iceland. I’m in the final stages with Bonnier in Sweden. I’ve asked for a higher royalty rate on the audiobook, so I’m just waiting for confirmation of that.’
‘Brilliant!’ Melanie was thrilled. ‘I have a Zoom meeting with Simon and Schuster US at four to discuss a deal for book two. They’re terrified of losing her to Harper-Collins who they know are sniffing around and have already offered a huge advance to move Sloane to them.’
‘Would Sloane move?’ Jamie asked.
‘No. She loves Kendal, her US editor. You know how particular Sloane is about people, so there’s no way she’d move unless Kendal went with her, and Kendal is not leaving S and S, but it’s always good to have big offers coming in for bargaining purposes. Nothing like a little fear to get publishers to up their advances.’
Jamie raised his cup. ‘And no better agent to inform Simon and Schuster of their competitor’s interest.’
Melanie grinned. ‘I may have dropped it into conversation.’
There was a cursory knock and the door opened. Nancy hobbled in. She had ditched the crutch and was just using the boot.
Jamie jumped up to help her into a chair.
‘I’m fine, don’t fuss.’
‘I’m not fussing. I’m just helping you.’
Nancy winced as she sat down. ‘I’m not going to mention yesterday except to say I will not be going to your house again, Jamie. From now on I will see Lucy in my house or here in the office.’
‘Look, Mum, I know –’
‘Jamie!’ Nancy snapped. ‘The conversation is over.’
Melanie decided to cut through the awful tension by filling Nancy in on HarperCollins wanting to poach Sloane and telling her the good news about Sloane’s foreign rights deals. ‘… so as you can see, Jamie has done an amazing job of getting Sloane really good deals with big advances and great royalty percentages.’
Nancy’s jaw loosened slightly from its clenched position. ‘That is good news and will bring in a nice bump for the agency in fees. What’s happening with Petrus?’
‘I’m meeting him for lunch on Wednesday.’
‘I’ll join you,’ Nancy said.
No! Melanie did not want Nancy to come. She wanted to meet Petrus alone. She was looking forward to it. He was handsome and charming and it was Melanie he wanted as his agent. Nancy would change the whole dynamic of the meeting. She was in rotten form and might scare him off. Melanie knew exactly what to say to persuade him to sign on the dotted line.
The door burst open. ‘Did I miss a memo? What’s going on?’ Ross looked put out.
He handed his mother a coffee and a croissant. ‘There you go, Mum. You need to eat something.’
She took them and placed them on Melanie’s desk.
‘So? What’s going on and why am I not privy to it? I would have thought after yesterday you’d be treading on eggshells, Jamie.’
Jamie flinched. ‘Nothing’s going on, Ross. As for yesterday, you were rude about my wife and I overreacted, for which I have apologized to you, so I will not be walking on any eggshells. It’s done. I was having a catch-up with Melanie and Mum came in. It’s not a conspiracy, Ross. Stop being so paranoid all the time.’
‘I hardly think you’re in any position to be rude to me, or is that your family’s go-to behaviour? Clearly, manners are not big in your house.’
Jamie’s face darkened. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’
Ross gave his brother a patronizing smirk. ‘Your wife has the manners of a fishwife. The way she treated our mother was despicable. She needs to lay off the wine and learn to have some class.’
Oh, my God, did he actually just say that? Melanie stared at Ross. He was clearly trying to goad Jamie into doing something reckless in front of Nancy.
‘Hear, hear,’ Nancy said.
She is a bitch, Melanie thought. How could she be so two-faced about Katie – happy to get free haircuts from her, then saying stuff like this behind her back?
Jamie jumped up and stood face to face with Ross. ‘I thought I’d made it clear that you are not to speak about my wife like that ever again, or –’
‘Jamie!’ Frank was standing at the door. In all the drama, Melanie hadn’t noticed her husband arriving. ‘Come on, guys, I understand that tensions are high from yesterday but arguing and insulting people isn’t going to help. We’re a family and we need to remember that. This needs to end now.’
‘Go to hell, Frank,’ Ross growled. ‘Seriously, either write a best-selling book about your hippie-dippy shit or shut the hell up. You’re just a leech on Mum and this agency.’
Melanie stood up, ready to tell Ross where to stick his insults, but before she could get a word out Jamie was shouting at him.
‘Who the hell do you think you are, coming in here lording it over all of us? We’ve spent years with Mum, working our arses off to grow the agency and make it successful.’
Ross gave another of his maddening patronizing smirks. Melanie had never wanted to slap someone’s face so badly in her life.
‘I hardly think Frank has been driving the agency forward.’ Ross doubled down.
Frank placed a hand on Jamie’s shoulder. ‘Don’t rise to it, Jamie. Ross is trying to fit in and figure things out, and in his typical Ross way he’s stamping on a few feet while he does it. It comes from him always having had to fend for himself from when he was sent away as a kid. He doesn’t understand the value of subtlety. I imagine it was dog-eat-dog in a big, all-male boarding school.’
Melanie coughed to disguise the laugh that had bubbled up inside her. Frank had just summed up Ross in the politest way, while subtly getting in a few digs.
‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ Ross muttered.
Nancy slammed her hand on the edge of Melanie’s desk. Her coffee swayed but thankfully didn’t spill. Melanie had spent a lot of money on the beautiful antique desk that had once been used by Samuel Beckett.
‘Enough squabbling. This behaviour is completely unacceptable in the workplace. We need to work together. I don’t want Katie’s name mentioned in this office again. Melanie and Jamie are doing Trojan work. Ross and Frank, you both need to step up.’
Nancy pushed herself upright. ‘What time have you booked lunch with Petrus?’ she asked Melanie.
Melanie decided to try being subtle but firm. ‘Actually, Nancy, if you don’t mind, I’d rather meet Petrus on my own. It’s our first meeting and I’d like to feel him out first, see if he’s courting any other agents and what his plans are for a new book. Once I feel he’s definitely keen to sign with us, I’ll organize a meeting with you. How does that sound?’
‘Sounds rude,’ Ross said.
Melanie shot him a withering look.
Nancy shrugged. ‘It sounds fine, probably wise. I don’t have time to waste if he’s just courting us. Make sure you sound him out fully and don’t let him order the wine. I’ve heard he likes to order very expensive bottles when he’s not paying.’
Melanie nodded. ‘Thanks. I’ll let you know how it goes.’
Ross and Nancy left the room. Jamie looked at Frank. ‘Mate, thank God you came in. I swear this time I would have punched Ross in his arrogant face.’
Frank patted his younger brother on the back. ‘I sensed that. I was actually worried for Ross.’ He laughed.
Jamie shook his head. ‘He just knows how to wind me up.’
‘To be fair, he insulted Katie, which was completely out of order,’ Frank said.
Melanie remembered an older man being really rude to her at a book fair years ago when she was a young agent. She’d wanted Frank to pin him up against a wall and punch him, but her husband had just said, ‘People like that want a reaction. They feed off it. The best way to deal with them is to ignore them so they feel disregarded.’
Melanie still would have preferred it if Frank had knocked the man down with a left hook. But she had married a pacifist and an appeaser, more likely to hug than punch.
‘How am I going to work with him, seriously? I know he’s our brother, but he’s an arsehole.’
Frank nodded. ‘He’s not easy, I agree. When Ross feels out of control he behaves like a school bully. He’s trying to mark his territory and be the big man in the office. He knows that you and Melanie are basically running the agency and that worries him. He wants to be in control. He’s never been someone who’d work well collaboratively – it’s not in his nature. He wants to be the boss.’
‘So what are we supposed to do?’ Melanie said. There was simply no way she could ever work for Ross. That was not happening.
‘Let him settle and find his place. If we can figure out what he can bring to the agency, we just let him have ownership of that fiefdom and leave him to do his thing.’
‘But what is his thing?’ Melanie asked.
‘Being a wanker?’ Jamie said.
‘Being the king of irritation?’ Melanie said, and Jamie laughed.
Frank shook his head. ‘No. I’ve been thinking about it, and I think he should head up a film, TV and theatre rights department. It means the agency wouldn’t have to outsource it any more and, to be fair, Mason-White haven’t done much for us, so it’s not a huge loss. It seems to be a very tough industry where an assertive man could do well. He’s bright and he’s ambitious, and his sharp edges will soften once he’s feeling valued. He could be an asset.’
Melanie was impressed – Frank’s reasoning was solid and he had really thought this through.
‘The feedback from London is that he was a very tough negotiator and sometimes pushed too hard, but that he did get some good deals over the line,’ Jamie said.
Melanie had heard similar things. ‘I’ve heard from women that they found him verging on aggressive at times, but that he was persuasive and did get some strong deals done.’
Frank beamed. ‘You see? We just need to channel his energy and let him do his thing. All families are different, and everyone has their place.’
Before Melanie could reply that not all families were as messed up as this one, there was a commotion in the lobby.
‘NANCYYYYYYYYY! OH, NANCYYYYYYY! COME ON OUT!’
They all went out to see who was bellowing and why.
Nancy threw open her office door and limped out. ‘What on earth is going on? I was on an important call.’
Melanie froze when she saw what was happening. In the small reception area there were four middle-aged men dressed in brightly coloured striped blazers and trousers, wearing boater hats and talking in a sing-song voice.
‘ARE YOU NANCY?’ the man in the yellow trousers sang to Nancy.
‘Yes, now will someone tell me what in God’s name this is about?’
‘MMMMMMM …’ The men tuned their voices.
Oh, dear God, no, Melanie thought. They broke into song:
‘Oh dear, Nancy, I made a blunder,
In a moment of rage and thunder,
The words I used, I must confess,
Caused a mess, and such distress.
Oh, I didn’t mean to make that glitch,
I’m truly sorry, I called you a …,
Now I feel so very small,
Please forgive me, for it all.
We’ve had our ups and downs,
But I never meant to make you frown,
You and Lucy are peas in a pod,
It’s a precious thing and I thank God.
So let’s forget that ugly spat,
I’m sorry, Nancy, I take it back,
I will eat the humble pie,
Let’s move on, can you please try?
Thank you for listening to Katie’s APOLOGYYYYYY.’
The four men howled out the last note.
Melanie covered her mouth to stop the cascade of giggles popping out. Frank clapped and whooped. Jamie whispered, ‘Katie, you absolute nutter.’ Ross and Nancy were open-mouthed with shock.
‘Well, that’s the best apology I’ve ever seen – or heard.’ Frank waved to the barbershop quartet as they left hurriedly, sensing the tension in the air. ‘Well done, Katie.’
‘Christ, has she lost her mind?’ Ross spluttered. ‘So crass, has she not heard of a bouquet of flowers?’
‘She obviously wanted to make a big gesture to show how sorry she is,’ Jamie defended her.
‘A lot of thought went into that song and set-up,’ Melanie added. She wished Katie had called her first. She could have told her that Nancy would not appreciate being sung at.
Nancy finally spoke. ‘That was tone-deaf – both the song and the gesture.’
The reception door opened and a figure came in, half hidden by an enormous hamper filled with food.
Katie placed the hamper at Nancy’s feet. ‘Well, did you like it? Am I forgiven? Amanda helped me write the song, I’m rubbish with words – as you know. In case the song didn’t totally work I baked and brought you all your favourite things. Ta-dah!’ Katie was trying to smile brightly in the face of Nancy’s very obvious disdain.
‘How thoughtful,’ Frank said.
‘She was up all night baking,’ Jamie added.
‘I can’t believe you organized all of this in less than twenty-four hours. Wow,’ Melanie said.
‘Amanda helped you with this clown show?’ Ross did not look one bit happy about his wife being part of it.
Nancy stood silent and stony-faced.
Katie sighed. ‘Look, I messed up and I’m sorry. I don’t really care if you hate me, but I do care about Jamie and Lucy. I never want to do anything to hurt them or cause problems for them. So, ignore me, insult me, do whatever you want, but please don’t let my stupid mouth affect how you feel about Jamie and Lucy, Toby too.’
Nancy pursed her lips. ‘Nothing you can do will ever change how I feel about my son or my granddaughter. The only person you are damaging by your alley-cat behaviour is yourself. Can you please leave now? You have caused enough drama and chaos. We are trying to run a professional agency. Thank God none of our clients was here to witness this. Do not ever darken my door again.’ Nancy turned on her heels – one heel and a boot – went back into her office and firmly closed the door.
Ross rushed in after his mother. Katie shrugged, but Melanie could see she was fighting back tears.
‘Oh, well, you can’t say I didn’t try.’
‘It was incredible.’ Frank hugged her.
‘The song was brilliant.’ Melanie squeezed her hand.
Katie looked to her husband, who remained silent. Shoulders sagging, she turned to leave.
Jamie called, ‘Katie.’
She turned. Jamie went over and threw his arms around her. Kissing her, he said, ‘You are a total nutter and you have caused mayhem, but you’re my nutter.’
‘I love you, babe, and I’m so sorry.’ Katie cried into his shoulder as they held each other tight.
Melanie felt a wave of emotion watching her in-laws. They were mad about each other. As much in love now as they’d been when they’d first met. She glanced at Frank. They were so far from this – they’d lost each other. She wondered if they’d ever find each other again.



22. Amanda
Amanda stared at her husband’s back. It amazed her how easily he slept. Once his head hit the pillow he was out like a light. Clearly guilt didn’t faze him one bit. While he slept, she lay awake, panicking about the future, Theo, their life, her marriage, living in Dublin, going backwards … everything.
They still hadn’t had sex. She just could not do it. She had so much rage inside her that she wanted to strangle him, not straddle him. She tried to remember back to when they were happy, but the affair had made her doubt her whole marriage. Had Ross always had a wandering eye? Was this, as he swore to her, his first affair? Was she delusional? No, they had been in love. She had loved him and she knew he had loved her. They’d had a good partnership: she ran the home and looked after Theo, and Ross earned the money. Yes, she knew it was very traditional, but she had been happy with it. She didn’t want to work, she loved her life. Her fabulous London life. But now she hated Ross. She didn’t know where to put the anger. It was like a hard knot inside her chest. She probably needed to see a therapist, but she couldn’t face talking about it because she was scared. She was frightened that if she let out her anger, sorrow and grief, if she relaxed her grip on it for even a second, she’d fall apart completely. She had to keep it together for Theo. She also had to remain strong in front of Nancy so she would believe that Ross had a solid family life and therefore could concentrate fully on running the agency. It was exhausting: the lack of sleep and constant anxiety mixed with rage were draining.
She glanced at the clock. It was only five, but she knew sleep would not come. She tiptoed out of bed and dressed in warm clothes. She put her swimming togs and a towel in a bag, just for show, and went down to make a flask of strong coffee and fresh scones. As the sister-in-law who didn’t work, she felt she needed to bring the food.
Katie’s text had come out of the blue: Gonna do a sunrise sea swim for my sins 2 c if it washes away my filty mouth. U 2 had my back with Nancy, will u come with me? Come on it be fun!
A sea swim? Had Katie lost her mind? Amanda had read the text again, but before she could type out a very definite No, thank you, her screen had lit up again.
Melanie: Are u drunk?
Katie: No! I want to b a bettre person and I used to love swimming. Come on, I’ll bring cofee. COME ON!
What time?
6.30 a.m. U will b home by 7.30 a.m. to get kids sorted and get to work.
Sunrise is actually at 5.40.
OMG, Mel, just come!
OK, what the hell, will wake me up.
When Melanie agreed, Amanda had felt pressured.
Katie: A? You in?
She hadn’t wanted to say no in case they never asked her to do anything again. She also did not want to get into the freezing sea. I’ll come but not sure I’ll swim.
Bring ur togs!
Amanda was sick of hearing women banging on about sea swimming. Since Covid, every second person she knew was swimming – and talking about it. In London it was in lakes and rivers; in Dublin it was the sea. Women who had previously been fun to meet for coffee suddenly became evangelical – and total bores – about sea swimming. They wanted to tell her all about the highs and the endorphins. They talked, at length, about all the equipment needed for the winter months – the neoprene shoes and gloves, the flask of hot coffee or tea, the warm dry-robe, the woolly hat … It was endless and deadly dull.
Amanda rarely got into the sea on foreign holidays when it was a pleasant temperature. She hated getting her hair wet. It ruined her blow-dries. She only ever went into the sea up to her waist to cool down and then she’d retreat to her sunbed. The notion of throwing herself into the freezing sea in the wee hours of the morning was horrifying.
On the other hand, she didn’t want to be left out, and her sisters-in-law were the only people who understood how bloody difficult Nancy was. It had felt like sweet relief to vent after Katie’s disastrous party and she’d had lots of fun helping Katie to write the song for the barbershop-quartet apology.
She’d decided to go to the sea with them, have a coffee, watch them swim, and be home in time to make Nancy her scrambled eggs. Besides, she was sleeping so badly, an early start would be no bother to her. She was waking up at four o’clock most mornings. It would make a nice change from staring at the ceiling, feeling sick with anxiety.
Katie was sitting on the wall, looking out to sea, when Amanda arrived. She had her eyes closed and seemed to be meditating, or possibly nursing a hangover.
‘Morning,’ Amanda said softly, so as not to disturb her. She put down her basket of coffee and food beside the wall.
Katie opened her eyes and turned around. ‘Oh, hi.’
God, she looked even worse than Amanda. Her face was ghostly white and she had purple rings under her eyes.
‘What kind of crazy idea is this?’ Melanie arrived, wearing a hoodie and leggings, and holding her work clothes, which were covered in plastic on a hanger.
Katie smiled. ‘It’s called starting your day on a good note.’
‘Seriously, Katie, who are you right now?’ Melanie said, shaking her head.
Katie’s smile faded. ‘I’m trying to be better. Lucy is still so cross with me, I’m hoping the swim will shock me into behaving like a grown-up and not slag off my mother-in-law.’
‘It was kind of fun to witness all the same.’ Amanda grinned.
‘Not as much fun as the song you wrote.’ Melanie cracked up. ‘I have to hand it to you, Amanda, the lyrics were brilliant.’
‘I had a lot of fun writing it. I only wish I’d been there to see it,’ Amanda said.
Katie put her bag down on a rock. ‘Nancy didn’t even crack a smile, but at least she said that I hadn’t hurt her relationship with Lucy or Jamie. If she wants to snarl at me for ever, I’ll suck it up.’
‘You’re lucky Jamie was so nice about it. I don’t think Ross would ever have forgiven me.’
Katie pulled off her tracksuit bottoms. ‘Jamie was furious at first, but I think when he saw me making a total fool of myself trying to apologize, he took pity on me.’
Melanie stood with her towel on her shoulders, shivering. ‘He adores you.’
Katie unzipped her hoodie. ‘I honestly don’t know what I’d do without him. He’s my rock.’
‘Right, let’s do this,’ Melanie said, flinging off her towel.
‘I hadn’t figured you to be a swimmer.’ Amanda was really surprised by Melanie’s hardiness.
‘I was brought up in Sligo, so I surfed a lot when I was younger. I’m well used to cold water.’
‘Well, I grew up in Dublin and thought that only people who were seriously unhinged swam in the sea,’ Katie admitted, as she pulled on a cap. ‘But I loved swimming when I was younger. Mind you, that was in pools. I figure the cold water will be my punishment, so let’s do this.’
Amanda stood at the water’s edge, watching her sister-in-law plunge in, squealing as the cold water hit her.
‘Oh, my God, it’s freezing … but also kind of amazing,’ Katie panted. ‘Just do it. Come on. I promise you, it’s such a buzz.’
Amanda stood by the wall, wrapping her cardigan tightly around her. ‘No way. You’re mad.’
Melanie walked to the edge and dived in – like a dolphin. Amanda was shocked.
‘Bloody hell, you’re a dark horse.’ Katie whooped, as Melanie appeared beside her.
‘Us Sligo girls are well able for a bit of cold water. Besides, Sloane’s mad into sea swimming so she’ll be very impressed with me when I tell her I’ve been in for a dip.’
Amanda watched her sisters-in-law. They were laughing and having fun. She was, once again, on the sidelines. She had to make an effort if she wanted to connect with them. They were her lifeline here in Dublin, she needed them, and she was growing to like them.
‘Come on in!’ Katie shouted. ‘Be brave!’
What the hell? Before she could talk herself out of it, Amanda yanked on her togs and walked down the steps into the cold water.
Sweet Mother of Jesus, it was Baltic! She shrieked with fright.
‘Keep moving, breathe slowly, you’re okay. It’s just the cold water giving you a bit of a shock,’ Melanie reassured her.
Amanda tried to slow her panicked breathing. She copied Melanie and Katie, and slowly her body adjusted to the water temperature and her breathing became less shallow.
‘How the hell is this supposed to be relaxing? I almost had a heart attack,’ she puffed.
Katie laughed. ‘It’s all about the breathing. Also, apparently, you do get used to it. Keep moving. I don’t feel the cold half as much now.’
‘I’m not sure this is for grown-up me. It’s a lot colder than I remember as a kid.’ Melanie laughed, as she swam in circles to keep from dying of cold.
Amanda was feeling marginally less cold, but not by a whole lot. Her body was tingling in a strange way and she definitely felt awake and alive.
‘Okay, I’m getting out now,’ Melanie said.
‘Me too.’ Amanda was relieved.
‘One more minute, girls, come on,’ Katie urged them.
They swam for another minute, then climbed out. Surprisingly, Amanda’s skin hummed with a very pleasant, warm sensation. She didn’t feel cold at all. She dried herself briskly with a towel.
‘Don’t you feel great now?’ Katie, the newly obsessed sea swimmer, asked.
Amanda nodded. ‘I have to admit, I do. Although I did think I was going to die when I first got in.’
‘Melanie?’ Katie turned to her sister-in-law, who was pushing her arms into her thick dry-robe.
‘I actually did enjoy it, brought me right back to my youth. It’s definitely a good way to start the day. I usually like to be in the office really early, but I’ll join you every now and then.’
Amanda opened her basket, poured hot coffee and handed it around, with the buttered freshly made scones. They sat on the wall, cosied up in layers of warm clothes, sipping the coffee.
‘You’re an angel for thinking to bring coffee, and these scones are amazing,’ Katie said.
‘Yes, the coffee is bliss,’ Melanie said, cradling her cup to warm her hands.
The hot drink was warming Amanda from the inside. She realized she felt better than she had in weeks. The heavy feeling on her chest had been lifted, temporarily at least. Maybe this was why everyone became so obsessed with swimming and couldn’t shut up about it.
When Amanda got home, she was humming to herself, feeling a wave of good mood from her little adventure. She walked into the kitchen, where Ross was making himself coffee.
‘Where’ve you been? I woke up and you were gone.’
‘I went for a swim with Katie and Melanie.’
‘What?’ Ross looked shocked. Amanda didn’t blame him. It wasn’t as if they were all mates.
She opened the fridge and took out some eggs. ‘Katie texted and asked if we’d join her. I think it was some kind of cleansing ritual for her after the Nancy episode.’
‘She needs a lot more than a swim to cleanse herself. I don’t know what Jamie ever saw in her. She’s punching way up with him.’
Amanda felt protective of her sister-in-law. ‘That’s not fair. Katie’s a really nice person and they seem to have a great relationship.’ She broke the eggs into a bowl and began whisking them.
‘I really don’t want you hanging out with her. She’s a bad influence. She needs to stop drinking and get a grip on herself. She’s vulgar and uncouth.’
Amanda bristled with annoyance. ‘That’s nonsense, Ross. Yes, she overreacted, and she knows that. But she’s apologized and tried to make amends. That’s all she can do.’
Ross sipped his coffee. ‘I must say, I was not impressed that you helped write the lyrics for that godawful song.’
Amanda popped the eggs into a saucepan, adding only one spoonful of butter and one of milk, just the way Nancy liked her scrambled eggs. ‘Katie was trying to make amends, and I was happy to help her apologize.’
Ross rinsed his cup and placed it in the dishwasher. ‘That was the tackiest apology I’ve ever witnessed. She has no class.’
Amanda used to think Katie was a bit tacky and a messy drunk, but as she was getting to know her better, she saw her big heart and kind nature. Ross’s unkind and cynical take on his sister-in-law said more about him than it did about Katie.
‘And who are you to judge anyone? Who are you to call anyone else tacky? You have no place on the moral high ground, Ross. You fell from grace with a big bang, remember? Katie is incredibly kind and thoughtful. She just snapped, Ross. Your mother has spoken down to her for years.’ Looking directly at her husband, she added, ‘We all have a breaking point, Ross. We all snap when we’re pushed too far.’
Ross looked uncomfortable. ‘Regardless of what you think of me and the many mistakes I have made, I would never shout abuse at an elderly woman. I think Jamie needs to have a serious conversation with Katie about boundaries.’
Amanda shook the wooden spoon in Ross’s face. ‘Jamie supports his wife. He loves her. He thinks she’s great, and even though he was angry with her, he still had her back. That’s what love is. That’s what true love looks like. You wouldn’t know about that because you have done the complete opposite to me.’
‘Amanda, I do love you,’ he said quietly, ‘even though my actions have not shown that.’
She sighed. ‘Look, Ross, we have no friends here, we only have your family. We rely on them for work, a home and support. You cannot fall out with them. I know you feel you’re the odd one out, but Jamie and Frank have been very welcoming. You have to get rid of the chip on your shoulder. They are your brothers and they are also your colleagues. We have to make an effort to fit in and find our place among this family. You need to try to build a relationship with your brothers, not fight with them and belittle their wives, who, by the way, are really great women. We have had so much upheaval this year, and so much more to come, that we need all the support we can get. I like my sisters-in-law and I’ll be seeing both of them whenever I want. If you have any brain, you’ll do the same with your brothers. It’s very lonely here, Ross. I lost my best friend when you betrayed me. I need friends.’
Ross reached for her hand, but Amanda pulled back.
‘I’m still your best friend,’ he said pleadingly. ‘I still love you. I want us to work this out.’
Amanda smiled sadly. ‘And I want my old life back, but we don’t always get what we want, Ross.’



23. Katie
Katie stood shivering in the cold playground. She couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that Melanie and Frank hadn’t had sex in more than two years. She’d always had a huge soft spot for Frank and she had grown very fond of Melanie – in as much as Melanie would allow you to get close. When she’d first met Melanie, she’d found her a bit intimidating. Melanie was a bookish intellectual and Katie worried she’d suss that Katie was as thick as a plank and couldn’t spell properly. But Melanie had only ever been nice to her – distracted and work-obsessed but nice.
Katie wanted Melanie and Frank to get back on track. What if they broke up? God only knew who Frank would end up with. The agency needed Melanie. Jamie needed Melanie. The whole family needed Melanie – she was the one keeping the agency afloat, these days. Nancy’s writers were getting old and not so successful any more. Jamie said Melanie was the backbone of the agency now. Katie had royally messed up with Nancy, but here was a chance to do some good for everyone by fixing Melanie and Frank.
She was due to go to a gig with Frank that evening. She’d talk to him then. How was she going to bring the conversation around to sex, though? She’d figure something out. She couldn’t imagine not having sex with Jamie. She was still mad about him and the sex was great. She’d noticed that Amanda had fudged her answer to the question: granted she was living with her mother-in-law, but was she having sex with Ross? They were hard to read. They’d always been so striking – both tall and fit and good-looking. When they entered a room, they did so very confidently, the way good-looking couples do, as if to say, ‘Okay, everybody, we’re here now.’ But that cool self-assuredness had dimmed lately.
‘Muuuuuummy!’ Toby pulled at her skirt.
Who the hell had invented swings? The playground was supposed to be a place where kids could entertain themselves with slides and roundabouts, but then some bright spark had decided to invent something that parents had to get involved in. Katie had been smacked in the face twice by a swing and it was bloody sore.
‘Mum, Toby needs you,’ Lucy said, from behind her book. She was wearing her mother’s coat because she wanted to finish the new book ‘Granny gave me’ and had refused to run around to keep warm. Katie felt she couldn’t deny Lucy anything after the poisonous-bitch fiasco, so she was now coatless, freezing and mind-numbingly bored. They should put bar-carts in playgrounds, she thought grumpily. A little glass of mulled wine would take the edge off this torture.
She pushed Toby on the swing until he told her he felt sick. Katie pulled the swing to a stop and went to help him down. That was when he projectile-vomited the ice cream he had insisted on getting earlier.
For goodness’ sake, it was all over her new trainers.
‘Oh, Toby! Are you okay?’ she asked.
‘He obviously is not. He just vomited all over your shoes.’
Katie took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, Lucy, I can see that. Toby, stay here with your sister and do not move. I’ll go and get some water and napkins from the coffee shop.’
Katie cut across the park and as she passed a bicycle shed she heard a familiar voice.
‘About time. I’m freezing my balls off here. Have you got it?’
It was Theo’s unmistakable posh accent. Katie stuck her head into the shed. What the …
Theo was handing money to a kid on an electric scooter and receiving what looked suspiciously like a small bag of cocaine in return. A lot of the young stylists in the salon did coke on the weekends. Katie was used to seeing teenagers on scooters delivering bags to the salon on Friday evenings. She did not approve. Alcohol was fine, but drugs – no way.
‘Theo!’ She marched towards him. Her nephew almost jumped out of his skin. The teenager selling the drugs hopped onto his scooter and fled.
In his shock, Theo dropped the bag. Katie reached down and picked it up. Waving it in front of his face, she asked, ‘Theo, what are you doing?’
He regained his usual don’t-care attitude and shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal, just a bit of fun – helps take the edge off.’
Katie knew all about taking the edge off, but not this. ‘Have a beer to take the edge off. Don’t snort this crap up your nose. Come on, you’re too smart for this. A lovely young man like you doesn’t want to get caught up in it. What if I’d been the police? Imagine what your dad would say. Or Nancy.’
Theo looked up. ‘I don’t give a shit what my dad or Nancy thinks.’
A man after my own heart, Katie thought. ‘Okay, your mum, then. She’d be devastated.’
Theo looked a bit sheepish. ‘Don’t tell Mum, please. I got kicked out of my last school because of coke and I swore I’d stopped. I don’t want to upset her any more than she already is. Please.’
What? Katie stared at him in disbelief. He’d been kicked out of school for doing cocaine? So that’s why they’d moved home so suddenly. Now it all began to make sense. No wonder Amanda looked so stressed and Ross was so uptight, although he had always been uptight, to be fair. She suddenly saw their lives, their move and their current living arrangement in a whole new light. It was tough, and Katie felt sorry for all of them. No one wanted their kid messing around with drugs. It was every mother’s bloody nightmare.
Theo was looking at her, his eyes wide at the thought of Amanda finding out. He suddenly looked young again, not so cocksure of himself. Katie wanted to hug him and slap him at the same time – but he definitely needed a bit of tough love.
‘Well, then, what the hell are you doing, Theo? If you promised Amanda you’d stop, then bloody well stop. You’ve got a mum and dad who love you and you’ve let them and yourself down already, mate. It’s time to start behaving.’
Theo snorted. ‘That’s rich coming from someone who called an old woman a poisonous bitch.’
Katie took a deep breath. ‘Okay, fair point, but believe me, I’ve paid for that blow-out. Look, Theo, drugs are a road to nowhere. I’ve seen really talented stylists in the salon lose everything to their habit.’
Theo pulled his backpack over his shoulder. ‘I’m not an addict, Katie. I just like a bit every now and then. It’s an absolute nightmare being here. I don’t fit in and I hate it. I just wish I could go back to London.’
‘Well, maybe you should have thought about the consequences when you brought drugs into your school and got expelled and had to leave London. You have to own your mistakes, Theo.’
Theo shook his head. ‘We’re not just back here because of me. We had to move back because of Dad’s a–’
‘MUM!’ Lucy shrieked.
Katie turned to see her two children standing at the bike-shed door. Lucy looked furious and she was holding her brother’s hand tightly. ‘You said you’d be back in a minute and it’s been nine minutes. We could have been snatched by strangers, or had an accident, or been eaten by wolves.’
Katie stuffed the cocaine into her pocket. ‘I’m so sorry, sweetie. I bumped into Theo, and we were chatting.’
‘About what? Theo never speaks.’
For a nine-year-old Lucy could really cut people dead. Katie hoped she hadn’t inherited all of Nancy’s genes.
‘Theo was telling me about school and that he’s finding it a bit hard being the new boy.’
Lucy studied her cousin. ‘Oh, that is hard, especially as you’re so old. Auggie in Wonder took a while to fit in, but he did make friends in the end.’
Theo baulked. ‘Are you joking? That kid had a deformed face. Of course he didn’t fit in.’
Katie winced. Theo had no idea what he had just walked into. Auggie was Lucy’s absolute, most favourite character in the world. Katie hadn’t read the book, but she might as well have because Lucy had told her the entire story in excruciating detail.
Lucy’s face turned red. ‘Auggie is not deformed. He’s just different and he has the biggest, kindest heart, which everyone sees and then they all want to be his friend.’
‘Chill out. He’s not real, he’s a made-up character.’
‘He’s real to me!’ Lucy shouted. ‘And maybe if you were kinder, the other boys would like you.’
‘Okay, no need to bite my head off. I get nagged enough at home, thanks.’
‘Play football. Everyone likes good footballers,’ Toby wisely told him.
Katie needed to get her children out of here and home. She nodded to Theo. ‘Okay, we’ll see you soon, Theo. You’re a good kid, make good decisions.’ She gave him a light hug.
‘Any chance I could get that back?’ he asked in her ear.
‘Hell will freeze over first,’ she whispered.
Katie headed off with two cold and grumpy children while her nephew took out his phone, probably to order more drugs. Poor Amanda. Now that Katie knew why they had left London, she felt even sorrier for her. She even felt a little sorry for Ross too.
Later that night, Katie was sitting at a table with Frank listening to an up-and-coming Welsh singer-songwriter, Tiny Poole, whom everyone was comparing to Amy Winehouse. Tiny was in Dublin, doing a gig and meeting the press, so Frank had asked Katie along to see her perform.
‘Well?’ Frank asked.
‘She’s good, I mean really good, but she feels more like a Joss Stone than an Amy Winehouse.’
Frank put his drink down. ‘That’s exactly what I was thinking.’
‘We should have got married, Frank. We have so much in common. I chose the wrong brother.’ Katie winked at him. ‘Mind you, I wouldn’t change my Jamie for anything. Thank God he’s forgiven me for losing it with Nancy.’
Frank grinned. ‘You’ve had quite a week, between the outburst and the very original apology.’
Katie chuckled into her wine glass. ‘Your mum’s face!’
They cracked up.
‘Poor Mum … Underneath her hard shell is a soft person.’
Katie patted Frank’s arm. ‘Nice try, Frank, but your mother is a weapon, always was, always will be.’
‘Not true. She is a woman who has had to deal with a huge amount and has had to be strong and, yes, at times hard-hearted to survive and provide for her family.’
‘I know lots of women who’ve had tough times and it makes them more empathetic, not less. Besides, your mum has never had any time for me. I’m the least favourite daughter-in-law. She always felt Jamie married down, and most of the time I let it wash over me, but that day I just cracked. Don’t worry, I won’t do it again. It hurt Lucy and that killed me.’
Katie finished her wine and poured another glass.
‘Don’t be hard on yourself. You’re a great mother.’
‘I’m not sure I am, but I try.’
‘You’re with your kids a lot, and that really counts. I wish so much that Melanie would spend more time with the twins – they’re growing up so fast. She’s a wonderful role model, but I’d like them to know her better.’
‘I guess she parents more by example than by being present.’
Frank sighed. ‘She just works longer and longer hours. She’s hardly ever at home, and when she is, she’s on Zoom calls or reading manuscripts. They get hardly any of her attention.’
Katie saw an opening and decided to jump in. ‘That must be hard on your relationship, too. My weekly date night with Jamie is what saves us. We look forward to it so much. How are things with you and Melanie? Could you do a date night?’
Frank laughed loudly. ‘Katie, I haven’t gone out for dinner with Melanie alone in about five years. If she is, by some miracle, free, she’s exhausted and in bed by nine.’
No sex for more than two years and no date night for five! This was bad.
‘Okay, so date nights might be hard to organize, but what about having one night where you have dinner together? Maybe run her a bubble bath after and you can hop in with her too.’
Frank looked down at his hands. ‘I don’t think Melanie would want me in the bath with her.’
Katie didn’t want to overstep with Frank, but she did want him to shake things up in the bedroom or their marriage would disintegrate. There was precious little joy in the routine of family life so it was awful to miss out on the joy of sex.
‘Maybe Melanie would like a couple bath. Maybe you just need to set the scene and make it romantic and sexy.’
‘She hates sharing baths. Even in our early days when sex was … well … active, Melanie was never a bath-for-two person.’
Katie took a gulp of wine and went for it. ‘What about porn? Sometimes Jamie and I watch porn to get us in the mood.’
Frank clapped as Tiny Poole finished her song. ‘Melanie would never watch porn. It’s just not her. But if I’m being honest, we do need to revitalize things in the bedroom. It’s got a bit …’
‘Stale?’ Katie helped him out.
‘Yep.’
‘Well, you’re into meditation and yoga and all that stuff, so what about Tantric sex? Didn’t it do wonders for Sting and his wife? Could you get a lesson or a private class or something like Sting and Trudie did? Apparently they were riding each other day and night afterwards.’
Frank leant his head to the side. ‘I never thought about that, but it’s not a bad idea. I must look into it.’
Katie knew that if Frank said he’d look into something it could be months or years before he acted on it. His marriage was on life support.
‘Get out your phone and let’s google it. I bet there are private classes you can book.’
She leant over his shoulder as he scrolled through the options. Katie was surprised there were so many. Who knew how popular Tantric sex classes were?
They found one that looked and sounded very professional.
She nudged her brother-in-law playfully, but also to get him moving on it. ‘Email them now, go on, Frank. Do it, and before you know it you and Melanie will be having marathon sex sessions and Jamie and me will be looking for tips.’
Frank shrugged. ‘I suppose I’ve nothing to lose, but I’m pretty sure Melanie will say no.’
‘She may surprise you,’ Katie said, as she tried to figure out how to persuade Melanie to go to the classes. Maybe she could get Amanda to help her. After all, she’d been there when Melanie admitted her sex life was dead, and she was good with words. Thinking of Amanda made her think of Theo. Somehow she had to work out how to talk to Amanda about what was going on with her son. Katie hadn’t the first idea how she’d handle that conversation. Tantric sex seemed like a walk in the park compared to snorting cocaine.



24. Melanie
Melanie drained her coffee and rinsed her cup.
‘Why are you all dressed up?’ Joni’s voice rang out.
Melanie jumped. She’d thought everyone was still in bed. She turned to face her daughter, who was covered head-to-toe in a fluffy blue onesie. ‘Hi, Joni, how come you’re up so early?’
‘We have to be in early for rehearsals.’
‘For the Christmas show? But it’s only mid-November.’
‘It’s a big deal and we have a lot to cover. Janis and I have pretty big parts.’
‘I know, yes, that’s great.’
‘Do you, Mum?’
Melanie’s phone buzzed. ‘Do I what?’
‘Know what parts we have?’
Melanie paused. What was the play? She knew it – they’d talked about it. It was Grease … No, that was last year. Damnit. Her mind froze. What the hell was it? Footloose? Yes!
‘It’s Footloose.’
‘And what parts do we have?’ Joni’s arms were folded. She reminded Melanie of her mother’s stance when she’d once got a C in maths. ‘There is no place for Cs in this house,’ her mother had warned her. Melanie had never got another.
What parts did they have? Melanie rattled her brain.
‘You’re part of the main gang, you’re one of his friends and Janis is one of the girlfriend’s friends.’
Joni snorted. ‘Wow, Mum, nice try. I’m Reverend Shaw and Janis is Rusty, Ariel’s best friend.’
‘Yes, I remember now. It’s the part Sarah Jessica Parker played in the movie.’
Joni pursed her lips. ‘A weak comeback, but at least you were half listening.’
Melanie smiled. ‘That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me in ages.’
Joni shrugged. ‘We just feel that work always comes first with you and sometimes it sucks.’
‘I know, but with Nancy not at her best there’s even more pressure on me to bring in money.’
‘You also love it. I mean, you’re borderline obsessed.’
‘I enjoy what I do and I don’t think I should apologize for that. I hope you and Janis find something you love to do, too.’
‘I’m never going to work. I’m going to marry a guy with a great job and stay at home with my kids.’
Come back to me in ten years’ time, Melanie thought. ‘It’s hard on anyone when they’re the only breadwinner. It puts a lot of pressure on them. Also, I think as women we should always have our own money. I’m not saying you have to work as much as I do, but always earn some money of your own. Work part-time, if you like, but if you earn nothing, you’re completely reliant on your partner. What if you break up? You have to protect yourself and, also, I think it’s good for both partners’ self-esteem to contribute to the household.’
Joni poured cereal into a bowl. ‘Jeez, Mum, it’s a bit early for the big lecture. Let me wake up fully before you give me the life-lessons talk. You may have had your coffee but I haven’t.’
Melanie ruffled her daughter’s hair and kissed her head. ‘Fair enough. Okay, I have to fly.’
Joni batted her mother’s hand away and fixed her hair. ‘Hey, you never answered my question, why are you so dressed up?’
‘I have a posh lunch with a possible new writer.’
‘Is he cute?’
‘No!’ Melanie lied. ‘Good luck with the rehearsals.’
Melanie discreetly sprayed perfume on her wrists under the table as she saw Petrus walking past the window, and then into the restaurant. He looked really well – tanned, fit and beautifully dressed in perfectly tailored grey trousers and an expensive-looking teal shirt that matched his eyes.
She stood up to greet him, and as he kissed her cheek, she got a waft of his musky aftershave. She felt her libido spring to life. Get it together, Melanie. He’s a prospective client, not a date. But it had been a very long time since Melanie had felt any attraction to anyone. She’d assumed her libido was dead, buried under years of disuse and inattention. But right now, she had the urge to rip off Petrus’s shirt and have sex on the table. What the hell was going on? Was this what happened when your sex drive suddenly reignited?
‘So,’ Petrus said, ‘what are we drinking?’
Melanie’s normal answer would have been ‘Water. I have to go back to the office’, but she felt like breaking out and not doing what she was supposed to do. What the hell? She’d have some nice wine.
‘Let’s order some wine, shall we?’
Petrus took charge of the menu and ordered an eye-wateringly expensive bottle. Not wanting to have to deal with Nancy nagging her about the extortionate cost of the meal, Melanie decided to put the wine on her personal card and the food on the company credit card. She’d make the cost of the wine back in spades once she’d signed up Petrus.
They drank and chatted. Melanie laughed at his stories, which weren’t all that funny, but it felt good to let go and be a bit silly. He reacted to her attention, leaning in and telling her inside gossip, which she lapped up. The wine flowed, a lot more for Petrus than for her, but she was still feeling looser than normal and a little giddy. Petrus slated his old agent and his former editor and told her he wanted a makeover. He was ready to make radical changes. New agent, new publisher, new editor, and he had just started to write a ground-breaking and original novel.
Melanie danced inwardly. A new bestselling literary book, yes!
‘Can you tell me a little about the new novel?’
Petrus leant forward, taking her hand in his. Melanie felt an electric shock run through her. Petrus, his eyes glazed with alcohol, explained, ‘It’s about a woman from a tribe in the Amazon jungle who menstruates constantly and how the blood that spills from her vagina becomes known far and wide as a river of life that people come to drink from. It has healing powers that can cure all kinds of disease and deformity.’
Melanie tried to keep her face impassive, but she knew she was failing to hide her shock. Was he insane? Was he delusional? A middle-aged white man writing a book about a tribal woman who bleeds constantly and people drink her menstrual blood … Christ above! Her mind whirred, trying to find a workable angle. Perhaps if she could get him to drop that idea and do something that people would want to read and wouldn’t get him cancelled, he was still worth signing. Knowing how precious his ego was, she trod lightly.
‘Amazing, right? You’re amazed, yes.’ His smile was so self-assured.
‘I’m amazed all right and it’s certainly original but, I have to be honest, Petrus, I feel that people will not react well to a man writing this story.’
‘To hell with that bullshit. A good writer can write about anything, and a good actor can act any part. The whole point of art is that we inhabit our characters and create stories. I’m so sick of this cancel culture and appropriation bullshit. Am I only allowed to write about a fifty-year-old white South African man? If that was the case, Follow the Sun would never have won the Booker Prize!’
‘To be fair,’ Melanie said, ‘that book was set in South Africa and it was about a white South African farmer.’
‘Yes, and I’m not a farmer, and I wrote from the point of view of the wife and the son too. I hate this new world where you can’t say what you think, you can’t write what you want and everyone has to be so “woke”. I won’t play that game. I’m going to finish this book and it’s going to be a masterpiece. Women will weep when they read it.’
Weep? They’ll have your balls for breakfast.
Melanie was beginning to get a wine hangover. Petrus’s attractiveness was suddenly waning. His book would die, that was certain. She had to get him to park the idea and come up with something that editors would want to publish and people would actually want to read.
‘So that’s one of your work-in-progress projects, but I’m curious to know if you have any other ideas on the backburner. I’d be happy to help you brainstorm. I’m not saying the book you’re writing won’t find a place in the future,’ she said, lying brazenly, ‘but right now, no publishing house will touch it. I think the follow-up to The Path to Nowhere has to have a wider appeal and a more resonant story that readers will find immediately compelling.’
Petrus pulled away from her and folded his arms, pouting like a child. ‘When a writer is inspired and compelled to write a particular story, there is no room for any other ideas. I will not be persuaded to write anything until this masterpiece is finished. It’ll win me a second Booker.’
Maybe it was the wine headache, maybe it was the fact that her little frisson had disappeared and she was furious that he’d ruined her very welcome sexual awakening, but Melanie was angry now. She felt like a deflated balloon. She’d wanted so badly to sign him, it would have been a huge coup, but now she just wanted to throw the contents of her water glass over him and tell him to cop the hell on.
She wrapped up the lunch and paid the stupidly large bill.
Petrus, oblivious to what had just happened and still living in his ‘Petrus the genius’ bubble, put his arm around her. ‘Send me the contracts and I’ll have my lawyer look over them.’
Melanie gently removed his arm. ‘I’m sorry, Petrus, but as I said, no one will touch this book. I just don’t think you’re a match for our agency at this time. But if, down the line, you’re open to writing something else, I’d be happy to have a chat.’
She left him open-mouthed in shock and walked back to the agency feeling completely dejected. Her big star signing had fallen flat on its face.
She was staring out of the window when Frank came into her office.
‘Well?’
She shook her head. ‘His ego is bigger than his talent. The book he’s working on is a car crash. I couldn’t sell it no matter how hard I tried, and I wouldn’t want to.’
Frank came over and sat beside her. ‘I’m sorry. I know how much you wanted him on the books.’
She exhaled deeply. ‘Yep, I really did. I thought if I signed Petrus, I’d have really made it. People would take notice and it would make me one of the top agents globally.’ She suddenly felt as if she wanted to cry.
Frank reached over and held her hand. ‘You’re a legend in my eyes, Melanie. You already have a big prize-winner in Sloane. And you’re inundated with manuscripts. Don’t worry, you’ll find a Booker Prize-winner, and you’re already hugely respected.’
Melanie smiled at him. ‘Thanks.’ Frank had always known how to reassure her when she had a wobble. It was one of his super-powers – empathy oozed from his every pore.
They sat in silence and then Frank said, ‘Actually, there was something I wanted to talk to you about.’
Oh, no. When Frank wanted to talk it was usually about her needing to spend more time at home or with the twins …
‘I think it’s fair to say that we have been drifting a bit. I miss you and I miss us. I feel that the intimacy in our relationship could do with a boost. So I’ve booked us a private Tantric sex class. I know it’s out of your comfort zone and I promise you it’s not naked guided sex or anything like that. This practitioner is all about helping couples to reconnect with each other. If at any point you feel uncomfortable, we’ll stop. I think it’s worth a try to help us find each other again. What do you say?’
Melanie would normally have dismissed it, put it off or just said no. But she was tired and feeling down, and Frank was so kind and good, and he was right: they had drifted miles apart and sex was a distant memory. She had just felt her sex drive spark up and die again, but at least she had felt something, even if it had been for another man. She did not want to do this, it most certainly was out of her comfort zone, but she felt guilty for giving Frank so little time. She owed it to him, and to their marriage, to give it a go.
She squeezed his hand. ‘You’ve caught me at a weak moment. Okay, I’ll do it, but if it gets in any way weird, I’m out.’
Frank wrapped his arms around her and she snuggled into his shoulder. He smelt familiar and comforting.
Her phone buzzed.
Frank pulled back and stood up. ‘Go on, I know you want to get it.’
‘Thank you!’ She smiled at him.
He left the room and she opened the email. It was from a children’s author called Ruby Rose, asking to meet for a chat about Melanie possibly representing her. She said in her email that she lived in London, but she wanted the meeting to take place at the Fitzroy Agency office. Curious, Melanie typed ‘Ruby Rose’ into the search bar and clicked. A string of images filled her screen.
Melanie sat back in her seat, shocked. Oh, my God! She recognized her immediately. It was her! It was the woman she’d seen Ross arguing with at the Goldstone awards. The woman who’d slapped him across the face. And she wanted to come here, to the office. Melanie stared at Ruby Rose, smiling out at her from behind her latest novel for children. What was going on?



25. Amanda
Amanda studied Ruby Rose’s Instagram page. She was flaunting her baby bump in every perfectly posed photo. There was one of her at pregnancy yoga and she had captioned it: 28 weeks gone and blooming … huge. She looked very glowy and young and, frankly, smug. Thank God she hadn’t named Ross as the father yet. She told her followers that the baby-daddy is still a secret … for now. It felt like a veiled threat.
Amanda stared at the trees outside her bedroom window, a room she spent far too much time hiding in. The autumn leaves had fallen and winter had set in. Bare branches, grey skies and a whole lot of rain. It suited her mood. Bleak. What were they going to do when this baby was born? Whatever the circumstances, the baby was an innocent victim and Ross needed to step up. But how could they ever afford a nice house here in Dublin with a child to support in London? Would Ross have to fly over every few weeks to spend time with his baby? And, if so, where would he stay? Would he end up rekindling his relationship with Ruby? A gorgeous young mother was a lot more enticing than a furious, hurt, paranoid, peri-menopausal wife. If they broke up, what happened to her, and to Theo, and what kind of future would she have? Would she meet anyone else or live alone for ever? What kind of job could she get? Stacking shelves in Tesco was about all she was qualified for at this stage. She felt panic grip her again and knew she needed to do something to fend off a panic attack.
Amanda dragged herself off the bed and went downstairs. Theo was hunched over his phone at the kitchen counter, eating toast.
Ross was standing at the end of the counter, shouting, ‘Take those bloody AirPods out.’
Theo ignored him.
‘Theo!’ Ross roared.
Amanda, sensing a huge row brewing, tapped her son on the shoulder. ‘Take them out,’ she said quietly.
Theo pulled the AirPods out of his ears. ‘What?’ He looked at his father coldly.
‘I’m trying to talk to you is what. Do you have any idea how rude it is to sit there with those in? It’s disrespectful.’
‘Okay, they’re out now.’ Amanda tried to smooth things over.
‘Disrespectful?’ Theo asked.
‘Yes, extremely,’ Ross answered. ‘Your midterm test results have come in and they are not good, Theo, not good at all. You need to get your head down and start studying, because you won’t get any decent course in university with these useless grades. Pull up your socks, for Christ’s sake. You’ve already messed up your education once.’
‘Disrespectful?’ Theo asked again.
Ross glared at him. ‘Are you deaf? Yes, disrespectful.’
Theo sat up straight. ‘It’s an interesting word to use. I mean, I understand Mum using it, but you, Dad … not so much.’
‘Excuse me?’ Ross’s rage was almost palpable and Amanda angled herself to be between her husband and son. In this mood, Ross was unpredictable and she didn’t want Theo getting the rough end of his tongue.
Theo was staring Ross down. ‘For a man who shat all over his own family by getting a much younger woman up the pole, I think you have some nerve to call me disrespectful.’
What? He knew? Theo knew about the affair? Amanda thought they had done a good job of hiding it from him.
Ross stood very still.
‘I think,’ Theo said, never taking his eyes off his father, ‘that it’s extremely disrespectful to your wife to screw someone else. I think it’s very disrespectful not to use a condom – didn’t you say to me, “Never trust a woman with birth control, mate. Always wear a hat”? Remember that, Dad? I think it’s disrespectful to blame me for us moving back to Ireland when it was really your affair, and the half-brother or -sister I will soon have, that was the real reason for it. I think it’s very disrespectful of you to criticize your brothers and their wives all the time. Frankly, Dad, I think you’re behaving like a complete and utter wanker.’
Amanda gasped. ‘Theo, I thought …’
Theo snorted. ‘Thought I didn’t know? I know you wanted to protect me from this, Mum, but I’m well able to listen at doors. I can read text messages, and I can feel the bloody tension around you two. I’ve known for ages. I don’t know how you’ve forgiven him.’
‘I haven’t.’ The words came out of her mouth without her realizing she was about to say them. But it was true: she hadn’t. She wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive Ross. The betrayal ran so deep.
‘If my partner did this to me, I’d be gone. Simple as.’
Amanda smiled sadly. Teenagers saw life as black-and-white, but it was all grey.
Keeping her voice steady she said, ‘I stayed because your dad and I have a long history together and, most of all, because we have you, my pride and joy. I stayed because I didn’t want you to have to move country and have us separate as well. I stayed because, despite everything, I still love your dad. But will that be enough for me to be able to forgive him? I honestly don’t know. When the baby is born it will all be even more complicated. I just want you to be okay. That’s my only priority.’ Amanda brushed Theo’s hair back from his eyes.
Ross cleared his throat. ‘I have apologized to your mother a million times in private, but I’d like you to hear it too. I also want to apologize to you, Theo. I am truly, deeply sorry and ashamed. I don’t know what I was doing. I guess my ego was flattered by the attention … and … I don’t have an excuse, really. I was selfish and I regret it every single day. I know it sounds ridiculous to say I never meant to hurt anyone, but I swear I didn’t.’ Ross’s voice shook.
Theo was unmoved. ‘You can’t say you never meant to hurt Mum when you were screwing someone else.’
Wow! Amanda was secretly enjoying watching Theo make Ross squirm. It actually felt so good to have someone on her side, someone who knew, who understood her pain.
Ross flinched. ‘Come on, no need for that.’
‘I guess the truth hurts, Dad. I don’t remember you holding back when you told me what a disappointment I was for getting expelled, how let down you felt, how I was a spoilt, entitled little arsehole.’
Theo was sticking the knife in and turning it. Amanda almost felt sorry for her husband. His face was white.
‘Okay, I’ll admit that I did go hard on you, but I think any parent would have. I mean, whatever my mistakes are, I don’t want you to make big ones at such a young age.’ He held up his hands. ‘I know I’m older and supposed to be wiser, I know I messed up, but I take full responsibility for my terrible decisions and I’m devastated that they’ve hurt your mum and you so much. I will do everything in my power to make it up to you both. I’m trying to make things work here. I’m trying to persuade your grandmother to hand over the running of the agency to me so that I can get us a nice house and also look after this child that I have a responsibility to. I don’t know how it’s all going to work. I’m stressed out of my mind, to be honest, but I’m trying to do the right thing by everyone and I’ll have to own up to the child when it’s born. I’ve been putting off telling everyone until I’d found my feet at the agency. I know how badly this all reflects on me.’
Theo shrugged. ‘They’re your family, they’ll be pissed off, and then they’ll get over it. Like I will.’
Amanda smiled at her son and watched the tension and fear drain from Ross’s face. He came over to hug his son.
‘Whoa, back off. We’re not hugging. I still think you’re a cheating scumbag. I need time to get rid of the anger.’
Was that what the coke was about? Amanda wondered. ‘How long have you known?’ she asked.
‘Three or four months. I saw a text you sent to Dad and started snooping.’
‘Is that why you were acting out? Is that what the cocaine was about? Was it a cry for help or a rage-against-the-world thing?’
‘I guess so.’
Amanda hugged her son – she was permitted to as the parent who hadn’t screwed around. Theo had used cocaine as a cry for help. He was just an angry, hurt teenager being silly. She felt a weight lift off her shoulders. She was glad Theo knew, and that he had expressed his feelings. By letting go of his anger it wouldn’t sit in him like a poison. This was good, this was healthy. He needed to vent and tell his father how he felt.
‘I’m done with the family chat now.’ Theo put his AirPods back in and left the room.
Ross let out a deep sigh. ‘Jesus, that was intense.’
‘It certainly was.’
‘He seems to be handling it well enough, doesn’t he?’
Amanda could hear pleading in Ross’s voice. Part of her still wanted to hurt him, but he was doing his best and she had to try to let her anger go or it would destroy her.
‘He does, yes. He’s a great boy, and we should be very proud of him. He’s had a really tough time.’
Ross sat down at the counter. ‘I know. I’ve been too hard on him.’
‘Yes, you have.’
‘I’ll make it up to him, and to you, I promise.’
Amanda knew he meant it, but how did you make up for deep betrayal and crushing someone’s heart?



26. Katie
Katie was finishing at the salon when she got a message from Jamie reminding her about the client dinner. He was taking out an Italian publisher they were hoping would sign a big rights deal for Sloane’s book and he wanted to push for deals for some of their other authors too.
She stared at the message and sighed. She’d forgotten all about it.
Bring ur A game babe, these guys r really important.
Katie felt tired. She’d got up for an early-morning swim and she’d been looking forward to a few glasses of wine on the couch and an early night.
She texted her usual babysitter, but they couldn’t do it. Neither could her back-up babysitter. She was half tempted to tell Jamie she couldn’t go because she had no sitter, but she knew he wanted her there, that it was an important work dinner, and she didn’t want to let him down. She had been trying to be the perfect wife since the incident with Nancy. Could she ask the twins? Would Melanie let them babysit? Maybe Theo was a better option. Then again, Lucy and Toby didn’t really know him. He was so much older than them and hadn’t made much of an effort since moving back to Ireland. But it might be a good opportunity to talk to him again about what had happened at the playground.
She texted Amanda to ask if Theo would babysit and she texted straight back – Yes! It will do him good to look after others. Just leave him very clear instructions.
Lucy was not happy. She glared at Theo and then at her mother. ‘But you said we’d make cupcakes after dinner.’
‘I know, sweetie, but I completely forgot that I have to go to this work dinner with Daddy. It’s important to him.’
Her daughter crossed her arms. ‘Well, my cupcakes are important to me. You promised to make chocolate-chip ones with me tonight.’
Katie was treading carefully with Lucy, trying to get back into her good books. ‘I know, Lucy, but look, I’ve left instructions for Theo and he’s going to bake them with you.’
‘I don’t know Theo. He’s like a stranger.’
‘Stranger danger!’ Toby shouted, pointing to Theo.
Theo stood in the middle of the kitchen, looking mortified.
‘Kids, come on now. Theo is your lovely cousin from England and he’s being so nice babysitting you when I’m sure he’d rather be out with his friends.’
‘You said he doesn’t have any friends,’ Toby reminded Katie.
‘He’s not from England, he’s from Ireland, just lived in England for ages and ages.’ Lucy was all about the details.
‘He has a funny accent, though, la de la de la,’ Toby said.
Katie turned to Theo. ‘I’m so sorry. The kids are not normally this unwelcoming. They’ll settle down once I’ve left. Now, I do need you to bake cupcakes with Lucy. I’ve left everything ready and the recipe is very simple, I printed it out for you.’
‘Can you cook?’ Lucy eyeballed her cousin.
‘Well, my mum does the cooking in our house, but I’m sure we can figure this out.’
‘Your mum is a fabulous cook,’ Katie enthused. Katie knew Amanda prided herself on her cooking. When she was in London, she used to post her recipes on her Instagram page. Katie would look at them, admire them, then order take-out.
‘Granny doesn’t think so,’ Theo said.
‘Granny is a bitch.’ Toby giggled.
‘Toby! I told you never to use that word.’ Katie was mortified and ashamed that her seven-year-old even knew that word. She regretted the outburst every day.
‘Well, he heard it from you,’ Lucy said. ‘And Granny is not that word, Toby. Granny is the best and kindest person.’
‘All she does is give everyone boring books,’ Toby complained.
I hear you, buddy.
‘Okay, let’s move on.’ Katie was embarrassed that her kids were acting up so much in front of Theo. She didn’t want him going back to Ross and Amanda, telling them that her kids were wild and rude.
Desperate to change the subject, Katie asked Theo how he was getting on in school, if things had got any better.
He shrugged. ‘Not really. It’s hard to fit in, to be honest. The other boys have formed their friendship groups and aren’t that welcoming.’
‘My new class was like that this year. They mixed up the classes and all my friends were in the other class. It took me a while to make new ones.’ Lucy went over to her cousin. She patted his arm. ‘It’ll be better when they get to know you.’
Katie wanted to hug her daughter for being so sweet.
‘Maybe they don’t understand you because of your weird accent,’ Toby suggested. ‘Try talking like us. You can practise tonight.’
Katie laughed. ‘People would pay money to have Theo’s beautiful accent. He shouldn’t change a thing.’
‘I’ll be your friend,’ Toby told him. ‘You can play with me anytime.’
Theo’s serious face broke into a smile. ‘Thanks, Toby. I appreciate the offer.’
‘I just need to give Theo some instructions.’ Katie finished her wine, pulled Theo into the TV room and closed the door. ‘I have to talk to you about the cocaine. What’s going on? I presume you don’t have any with you now?’
Theo looked appalled. ‘Of course not. I would never bring it into your home. I just do it sometimes when I’m feeling … well, when things get a bit full-on.’
‘Like when you feel overwhelmed or stressed?’
He nodded. ‘Exactly.’
Katie had to admit that at his age – and younger – she’d used alcohol as a crutch. But drugs were so much worse. ‘You have to stop, Theo. It’s so dangerous. Have a few beers, but stay away from the heavy stuff.’
‘Alcohol is a drug too,’ Theo said.
‘I’d hardly call a glass of wine or a beer a drug.’
Theo shrugged. ‘They’re all drugs.’
Katie didn’t have time for this, and she thought it was a bit rich of him to be banging on about alcohol when cocaine was actually a proper illegal drug. ‘Promise me you’ll stop. It’s a road to Loser Land and it would break your mother’s heart. You’ve put her through enough. Come on, you’re a lovely young man. Just park the drugs and make your mum proud. Your dad too,’ she added.
Theo rolled his eyes. ‘My dad’s the one breaking my mum’s heart.’
‘What do you –’
The door burst open. ‘MUMMY!’ Toby bellowed. ‘Lucy said I’m stupid.’
‘Lucy!’ Katie glared at her daughter.
‘He is, Mum. He keeps reading “dog” as “bog”.’
Katie felt herself being triggered. ‘Lucy!’ she snapped. ‘Do not ever, ever call your brother stupid again. He is only just seven.’
‘I could read books at seven.’
‘Yes, but you’re different. Toby will learn to read at his own pace. Do not criticize him, it’s really nasty.’
‘No need to be so narky about it.’ Lucy flounced out of the room.
‘Am I stupid, Mummy?’ Toby’s big brown eyes looked up at her.
She leant down and hugged him tightly. ‘No, you are the cleverest, sweetest boy in the world.’
Katie’s phone buzzed. The taxi was outside.
‘Sorry, I have to go. Theo, the instructions are all written out for you. Any problems, call me. Bedtime is seven thirty for Toby and eight for Lucy.’
‘Come on, Toby, let’s quickly make the cakes and then we’ll build a fort,’ Theo suggested.
‘Cooool!’ Toby’s eyes lit up.
Leaving her kids with their cousin, Katie rushed out of the door.
Jamie waved her over. Katie could tell by his flushed face that he’d had a few glasses of wine already. ‘Everyone, this is my wife, Katie,’ he announced to the group of two men and one woman.
Introductions were made. Katie smiled and shook hands.
‘Hello.’ The older guy, Nico, lifted her hand and kissed it.
Bit over the top, but okay.
‘We’d like to see some Irish good times tonight,’ Lucia said, as she threw back her drink.
It looked like neat whiskey. This Italian woman was hard-core.
‘Very nice to meet you,’ the younger guy, Enzo, said in perfect English. ‘We are happy to be talking with the Fitzroy Agency on working together. You have read Sloane’s beautiful book, no?’
‘Uhm, not yet, but Jamie said it’s incredible,’ Katie said. He must be the big cheese, Katie thought. I need to charm him for Jamie. God, she hoped he wasn’t going to ask her about books all night.
Jamie filled her wine glass and Katie knocked it back. She needed to settle her nerves. Hopefully she could have dinner, chat about things apart from books, then let them go off and find their own ‘good times’. She really didn’t want a late night given it was Theo’s first time babysitting.
As the night went on, they all got merrier and the conversation moved away from books. Katie felt herself relax and she stopped looking at her watch and texting Theo to make sure everything was okay – which he assured her repeatedly it was. He’d even sent photos of Toby and Lucy tucked up in bed asleep.
Katie smiled and joined in the chat, not minding when Nico spat droplets of alcohol into her face as he told a very long and boring story about his gifted football-playing son. She kept drinking her wine, followed by some sambuca shots and a few espresso martinis. The night got a lot better.
Katie told the Italians one of her hairdressing stories and they all roared laughing – well, the two fun ones did. Enzo only kind of laughed.
‘I like you, Katie, you are so funny. We want to go to a club, which one is the most fun?’ Nico asked.
Jamie put his hand on Katie’s arm. ‘Actually, I’m so sorry but we really have to get home to our kids. But we can tell you where to go.’
‘I am tired. I will go to the hotel now,’ Enzo, the boring big cheese, said.
‘No! Come with us, we will drink and dance,’ Lucia begged Katie and Jamie.
‘Hell, yes!’ Katie high-fived Lucia and knocked back her martini. She was feeling very buzzed and up for dancing.
‘Babe, it’s time to go,’ Jamie said.
‘Don’t be so boring, Jamie. Let’s go out and show these guys a good time.’
‘Katie, it’s one in the morning,’ he said quietly.
Katie waved a hand in his face. ‘Who cares? I’m going dancing with Lucia and Nico.’
The two Italians whooped and clapped.
As Katie got up to go to the bathroom, she tripped on the leg of Enzo’s chair and fell splat on the floor.
‘Oops!’ She giggled.
Jamie jumped up and helped her stand. He led her towards the bathroom.
She pinched his bum. ‘Oooh, Jamie, are you looking for some bathroom sex?’
‘No, I am not. Katie, you’re smashed. We need to get back and let Theo go home.’
‘You go home. I’ll stay out and entertain your important clients.’
Jamie put his hands on her shoulders. ‘Katie, you’re drunk. I’m not leaving you with two strangers to go clubbing.’
‘Oh, my God, Jamie, I’m thirty-five, not ten. Why are you being such a square? Let’s go out and have fun.’
‘We’ve had fun and it’s time to go home. You have work tomorrow.’
‘Who cares? Don’t be such an old fart. Let’s party!’ She threw her hands into the air.
Why was Jamie being such a party pooper? She wanted to go dancing and have more shots and more fun.
‘Katie, I’m taking you home.’
‘Go away, Jamie. I’m going out, your Italians love me. Nico thinks I’m the best craic.’
‘Nico’s as drunk as you are, but Enzo, the managing director, is pretty sober and he’s not so impressed.’
‘He’s no craic, the big boring head on him.’
‘Keep your voice down,’ Jamie hissed.
‘Oh, my God, you’re turning into your mother,’ Katie said. Turning back towards their table she shouted, ‘Nico, Lucia, save me from my controlling husband.’
Jamie cursed under his breath.
Lucia and Nico rushed over. ‘Let her go, Jamie, we’ll look after her.’ They playfully pulled at Katie’s arm.
‘See?’ Katie slurred.
‘Basta.’ Enzo’s voice cut across them. ‘Jamie would like to take his wife home and I think it’s a good idea for us all to go home now.’
‘Boooo!’ Katie said. ‘You’re no fun.’
Jamie gripped her arm tightly as she continued to try to wriggle free.
‘Goodnight, everyone, see you in the office tomorrow morning. Nancy and Melanie are looking forward to meeting you to discuss moving forward with the deal,’ Jamie said.
He half dragged Katie out of the restaurant. As they stepped outside the door and onto the path, she shouted, ‘Save me! I’m being kidnapped by the party police!’
‘Shut up!’ Jamie hissed. ‘You’re making a show of yourself.’
Katie was about to shout back at him, but she tripped and fell onto the road. That was when she blacked out.



27. Melanie
Melanie sat opposite a woman dressed in a long caftan-type garment. The room was brightly lit – too bright for Melanie’s liking. She would rather it had been pitch-dark so her complete lack of comfort would have been less obvious.
Why the hell did I let Frank talk me into this? Bloody Petrus and bloody sexual attraction and bloody dead sex life.
There was a smell of incense wafting about, but apart from that the room was not full of hippie-dippy trinkets, as she had expected. It was sparse, with just a couch, two chairs and some cushions on the floor.
The woman, Helena, asked them if they knew much about Tantric sex.
‘No, and we have just an hour. I have a meeting at two,’ Melanie said sharply.
Helena smiled knowingly. ‘Okay, I want you to sit back and relax while I tell you a little about the practice. There is a lot of misinformation about Tantric sex. Tantra is an ancient Indian practice that dates back more than five thousand years. In Sanskrit, the word tantra means “woven together”. People who practise Buddhist and Hindu meditation may also practise Tantric sex as a way to “weave” the physical with the spiritual.’
‘Right, okay. Just to be clear, I will not be taking my clothes off,’ Melanie said firmly.
‘Relax, Melanie. I told you, this will only go as far as we want it to,’ Frank reassured her, for the millionth time.
Helena smiled. ‘Don’t worry, Melanie. You will not be asked to take off any clothes, but you might like to take off your coat so you are more comfortable.’
Melanie hadn’t realized she was clutching her coat around herself. She took it off and placed it beside her. It was the only item of clothing she would be removing today.
‘So, what has brought you both here?’
Frank cleared his throat. ‘Melanie and I have drifted apart on an intimate level.’
‘It happens to everyone,’ Helena reassured them. ‘What was your sex life like before, when you were closer?’
‘I think we’ve just got into a bad rut. In the early days we had good sex.’ Melanie suddenly felt defensive about her former sex life. She didn’t want Helena thinking she was cold and frigid.
‘Really good,’ Frank agreed.
‘Did Frank satisfy you sexually?’ Helena asked.
Oh, God, it was all so horribly awkward. Still, she had agreed to this so she had to engage.
‘Yes, Frank is all about being in the moment and he was very considerate, always made sure I was … well, you know, satisfied.’
‘That’s wonderful. How about you, Frank? Did Melanie satisfy you sexually?’
‘Yeah, yes … I mean, yes, she did.’ Frank sounded very hesitant.
‘It’s important to be honest here,’ Helena reminded Frank.
‘Melanie is a good lover, but I suppose as time went on she seemed more in a hurry, but that’s Melanie. She spends her life sprinting forward.’
‘What are you saying?’ Melanie was not being slated sexually without a fight.
‘It’s not a bad thing, just your personality. I felt that you were keen for things to be done efficiently.’
‘You’re saying I rushed you?’
‘You always seemed in a hurry for me to climax.’
Melanie winced at the word ‘climax’.
‘Were you in a hurry, Melanie?’ Helena asked.
‘I don’t … I mean … I just … I suppose I didn’t feel the need for it to go on for a long time.’
Helena clasped her hands together. ‘Okay, sex is as much about intimacy as the mechanics. The more intimate you are, the better the sex. It seems to me that you need to work on intimacy. Tantric sex brings together spirituality and sexuality and emphasizes the importance of intimacy during a sexual experience. The exercises that we will do today are simple, but profound.’
God, what did that mean? Simple was good, but profound? Melanie didn’t like the sound of that. Her phone buzzed in her bag. She reached for it, but Frank got there first.
‘You promised one hour.’
‘Yes, but I’m waiting to hear –’
‘It can wait one hour.’ Frank was firm.
It was like her fingernails were being pulled out, but Melanie dug deep and nodded. She had agreed to give one hour of full focus to this – her relationship and Frank deserved it. Frank switched off her phone and they turned back to Helena.
She played some kind of New Age music and told them to stand up and let go. She started shaking and swaying on the spot with her eyes closed, asking them, ‘What is your pelvis saying?’ She began to moan and grunt. Melanie was paralysed by mortification, but Frank, well, Frank was grunting and moaning like a crazy person.
If this was supposed to release sexual chemistry or increase intimacy, it was doing the polar opposite. Melanie had never found Frank less attractive than seeing him bent over, grunting like a gorilla in heat.
Helena encouraged Melanie to let go, but after ten minutes she turned off the music. Melanie snuck a look at her watch. God, half an hour still to go. It was the longest hour of her life.
‘Now we are going to have you face each other. Sit on these big cushions, cross your legs and sit opposite each other.’
Melanie hated sitting cross-legged. It felt unnatural and uncomfortable and it was making her suit trousers crease. Frank sat opposite her, his legs crossed like a yogi’s, looking extremely comfortable.
‘I want you to hold hands and stare into each other’s eyes. Lose yourselves in each other’s windows to the soul.’
At first it felt really fake and embarrassing, but slowly, Melanie began to relax. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually looked into Frank’s eyes. She’d forgotten how lovely they were, navy blue, with a hint of grey. They radiated kindness and love. Fondness for him came flooding back. Frank, her Frank, the man she had fallen in love with, married and had children with. Frank, who encouraged her to be the best agent. Frank, who enabled her to work long hours. Frank, who was always proud of her. Frank, who had made her feel seen and safe when she’d met him. Melanie’s breathing slowed and she felt her body sink into the cushion.
‘Wonderful, I could really feel the connection there,’ Helena enthused.
Melanie smiled at Frank. Okay, that wasn’t so bad. Now she could get back to work. She stood up and moved towards her coat, but Helena stopped her.
‘Now that you have established a meaningful connection through the eyes, we will do full-body, non-sexual hugs that will awaken emotions and sensation in surprising ways.’
What? Really? Okay, hugs, and then that was it. She’d done her bit.
Frank pulled her towards him and wrapped her in his arms. Like the eyes, Melanie took a minute to lean into the exercise, but then she did. She hugged Frank back, inhaling his comforting Frank smell. But as he pressed against her, holding her tightly, she became aware he had an erection. She jumped back.
‘It’s perfectly normal and healthy for Frank to feel aroused at being close to you,’ Helena said. ‘Feel free to add more physical foreplay to increase this sexual arousal. Why don’t you try some deep, slow kissing?’
‘No.’ Enough was enough. Melanie was not standing in a brightly lit room in front of a stranger with her husband’s erection digging into her thigh while snogging.
She grabbed her coat before anyone could stop her.
Pulling it on, she said, ‘Thank you, it was better than I expected, but I have to go now.’
‘Do you feel a closer connection to Frank? A more intimate union?’
‘Yes, I do,’ Melanie admitted, and she did. But what did it mean and what would it bring them as a couple? It had reminded her that she loved him, or at least had loved him. But did she want to rip his clothes off? No. Did she want to lie down and have long-drawn-out sex? No.
She walked out with Frank. She felt bad about what had just happened, but there was no way she could have kept going with it. She hoped she hadn’t embarrassed him.
Frank glanced at her and smiled. ‘Thanks for doing it. I know it was miles out of your comfort zone.’
Melanie laughed. ‘It certainly was, but it was good. I’d forgotten how nice your eyes are.’
‘It made me realize just how much we’ve drifted,’ Frank admitted.
Melanie said nothing. Frank reached for her hand. ‘I love you, Melanie, always have, always will.’
‘I love you too, Frank.’
But I’m not in love with you and I don’t want to have sex with you even if you have the loveliest eyes.
The realization washed over her in a wave of grief – their love had died. Her lovely Frank wasn’t really hers any more. And she was no longer his. She had skirted around the edges of her thoughts and emotions for so long, but now the truth had pushed its way to the surface.
I’m not in love with my husband.



28. Amanda
Amanda set the table reluctantly. She was not happy about this lunch. It felt wrong. It felt deliberately cruel and she felt like a traitor for being involved. But what could she do? She was living with Nancy, and her husband worked for his mother.
She had texted Katie that morning: I just want you to know that I hate this. I think it’s wrong on every level.
Katie had texted back: Me and my big mouth got me into this mess. Nancy is Jamie mother, his boss & my kidz granny. I wont stand in the way of that even if she is a poysonus bitch

Nancy limped into the room and checked the table. ‘Why are there twelve settings? There are only eleven of us.’
‘I set a place for Katie, in case you changed your mind.’ Amanda busied herself, stirring the casserole she had made.
Nancy’s back straightened. ‘Katie will never cross my threshold again. I’ve made that clear. Remove the setting.’
‘No.’ Amanda continued to stir.
‘Excuse me?’
‘I said no, Nancy. I think it’s wrong to exclude one member of the family, especially when she has apologized profusely to you.’
Theo glanced up from his phone and grinned at his mother. ‘Boom,’ he mouthed.
Amanda felt buoyed by her son’s support.
Nancy muttered under her breath and snatched up the place setting.
Ross came in with two bottles of red wine and two of white.
‘You can probably halve the wine,’ Nancy said. ‘Katie won’t be here drinking herself under the table as usual.’
Amanda hated the way she spoke so dismissively of Katie. Yes, she did drink too much on occasion, but she was wonderful in so many ways.
The doorbell rang. Glad of an excuse to leave the kitchen, Amanda went to open it. Jamie, Lucy and Toby stood on the doorstep.
‘Hi, guys,’ Amanda welcomed them in.
Lucy rushed past her, calling, ‘Granny, I’m here.’
Jamie and Toby hesitated at the door. ‘I don’t wanna go in,’ Toby moaned. ‘I hate Granny’s lunches. They’re so boring. I want to stay with Mummy.’
Jamie leant down. ‘Hey, buddy, remember what Mummy said? She wants you to be nice to Granny and to have a good time with your cousins.’
‘My cousins are waaaaay older than me and they never want to play.’
‘Theo will play with you.’ Amanda tried to placate the young boy.
Toby’s face lifted. ‘Theo was fun when he babysat us.’ He ran in shouting, ‘Theo, let’s build another fort.’
‘How’s Katie?’ Amanda asked quietly.
‘Upset, but trying not to show it. She appreciated your text.’ Jamie took off his coat and hung it on the coat rack.
‘And how do you feel about it all?’
‘Not good. I wanted to stay at home, but Katie insisted we come. She made the valid point that I work for my mother’s agency and Lucy adores her granny and, no matter what happens, Nancy is my mother and Frank and Ross are my brothers.’
Amanda shook her head. ‘Well, I for one think it’s awful. I really feel for you.’
Melanie, Frank and the twins came up the garden path behind Jamie.
‘Are you talking about Katie’s blacklisting?’ Melanie asked.
‘Yes,’ Amanda said.
‘If Nancy wasn’t my boss, I wouldn’t be here,’ Melanie said. ‘I was very conflicted but … my job is too important.’
‘My job … my important job.’ Janis rolled her eyes.
‘Always about the job,’ Joni said. ‘We didn’t want to come because we love Katie and we wanted to go on strike.’
‘But Mum and Dad made us,’ Janis said, shooting her parents a sour look.
‘I believe if we keep the communication channels open and talk to Mum, she’ll come around,’ Frank said.
‘Well, I’m very glad you’re here.’ Amanda smiled at them as they walked past her into the house. ‘Jamie, I’ve put some of the chocolate cake aside for you to take home to Katie.’
‘Thanks,’ Jamie said. ‘All right, let’s get this over with.’
Nancy insisted that Lucy sit beside her at the table, while the other children sat together at the end.
‘Fine by me,’ Joni muttered.
‘We won’t have to listen to Granny giving out about our English test results,’ Janis said.
Amanda made sure she sat at the far end from Nancy, with the children. She would have taken her plate out into the garden and eaten there, if she could. There was no way she was going to make pleasant small talk with Nancy today.
‘Let’s just eat quickly and we can go to my room and hang out,’ Theo suggested.
‘Sounds like a plan.’ The twins looked happy to be able to make a quick getaway.
‘Okay, but don’t play music too loud. It sets your granny off,’ Amanda reminded her son.
‘I know, Mum. I live in this prison, remember.’
‘You’re an actual saint,’ Janis told him.
‘I’d be on Xanax if I lived here,’ Joni said.
Amanda winced. ‘Theo doesn’t need any medication whatsoever.’
Theo rolled his eyes.
‘Hopefully we won’t be living here for much longer,’ Amanda added.
Nancy tapped her glass with her fork. ‘We’re ready to eat now,’ she told Amanda, whom she seemed to be mistaking for a slave.
Amanda got up and did her duty. Ross helped her hand out the food-laden plates and everyone got stuck in. There were lots of ‘Yum’ and ‘This is so good …’ comments from the family. Nancy, as usual, held back on the praise. God forbid she’d actually show appreciation to her daughter-in-law for cooking all morning to feed her family.
Jamie, Ross, Melanie and Nancy talked about the agency. Frank tried to veer onto different topics, but he was ignored and gave up. Amanda sat back and let the conversation wash over her. She missed Katie: they’d always have a little eye-roll across the table when the family started droning on and on about work.
‘Are you listening to all this, Lucy?’ Nancy asked her granddaughter. ‘You need to take an interest in the agency. It’ll be yours someday.’
Amanda watched her husband’s face flush.
‘I think that’s a little premature.’ Ross’s voice was tight. ‘All of the grandchildren have a right to be involved in the agency if they want to. No one child is entitled to it.’
‘No, thanks,’ Janis said instantly. ‘Lucy, it’s all yours.’
‘Yeah, we’d rather poke our eyeballs out with a rusty spoon than work with boring books all day,’ Joni added, with a pointed look at her grandmother.
Theo snorted, laughing. ‘I’m out too.’
‘Me three,’ Toby shouted.
Nancy raised an eyebrow at her eldest son. ‘It seems that Lucy is the natural and only successor from the next generation.’
Amanda noticed Melanie’s face darken. She was clearly unhappy with this conversation around succession. She didn’t blame her: Melanie was the star of the agency so she should inherit the top position, but she wasn’t a blood relative, and that would always keep her on the outside. Nancy controlled them all with her iron fist.
‘Lucy, you can be whatever you want to be,’ Jamie told his daughter.
‘I want to be an agent like Granny.’ Lucy snuggled into Nancy’s side. Nancy kissed her granddaughter’s head.
Wow! Amanda had never seen Nancy show so much affection. Lucy really was the chosen one. Poor Katie: not only was she banished, she also had to deal with Lucy adoring Nancy – and wanting to be her when she grew up. It struck Amanda that Nancy probably enjoyed her relationship with Lucy all the more because it undermined Katie. She had a cruel edge to her.
‘What about being a hairdresser, like your mum?’ Amanda wanted to remind Lucy of her mother at home, alone.
‘I want to work with books,’ Lucy said.
‘I’d like to be a hairdresser, like Katie. She makes people look and feel great,’ Joni piped up.
‘I wish she was here. She’s so much fun,’ Janis said.
‘Me too,’ Toby said. ‘Mummy is the best. I miss her.’
‘We all miss her,’ Melanie said.
Amanda enjoyed watching the irritation on Nancy’s face.
‘Granny,’ Lucy stared up at her grandmother, ‘can Mum come to the next lunch? She’s lonely at home.’
‘Your mother was very rude to me.’
‘I know, but she said sorry, and when you do something wrong and say you’re sorry and you mean it, the person should forgive you.’
Go, Lucy!
Nancy wavered. ‘I’ll consider it. Now, let’s have dessert. Amanda, please clear the plates.’
As Amanda did her servant turn around the table, she smiled to herself. Maybe Ross should get Lucy to ask his mother for a raise. The little girl clearly had magic powers of persuasion that no one else in the family possessed.
Later, after Amanda had cleared the last of the dessert bowls and everyone was about to head off, Nancy clapped her hands loudly. They all turned. What now? Amanda wondered.
Nancy announced that she wanted a family photo.
‘Lovely idea. I’ll take it,’ Frank said, reaching into his pocket for his phone.
‘Absolutely not,’ Nancy said. ‘I want a family photo. Three generations of our family together, and you need to be in it, Frank.’ Pointing at Melanie and Amanda she said, ‘You two can take the photos.’
Melanie looked at Amanda, her face flushed. As she turned to fish her phone from her handbag, Melanie whispered, ‘The poisonous bitch.’ Amanda could only nod in heartfelt agreement.



29. Katie
The coffee-shop door burst open and Katie dashed in. She plonked herself down opposite Melanie and ordered an extra-large cappuccino. ‘Sorry! My last client’s husband died recently and she was crying in the salon. I couldn’t leave her.’
‘Oh, no. What age was he?’
‘Ninety-five.’
‘Okay, so it can’t have come as a huge shock?’
They began to giggle.
‘God, I needed a good laugh. It’s all been a bit serious and grim lately.’
‘With the Nancy fall-out?’
‘Yeah, and other stuff, which I’ll get into. But, first, how was the lunch?’
‘We missed you. The twins were very vocal about you not being there. You know how much they adore you.’
‘Jamie did tell me that and I was chuffed. He also told me about the family photo Nancy insisted on – he was mortified.’
‘Just Nancy being Nancy, making sure we know our place in the pecking order.’
‘I have no words … well, none that aren’t curses.’
Melanie shook her head. ‘I hear you.’
‘I bet she was all over Lucy.’ It had killed Katie to watch her family leaving for a lunch she was banned from. She’d spent the afternoon crying.
‘She was, but Lucy spoke up for you. She had your back. She’s so good with Nancy – she really knows how to handle her.’
Katie sighed and sipped her cappuccino. ‘I know it’s childish and I’m glad they get on, but sometimes I wish Lucy would see Nancy’s mean side.’
What she wanted to say was It really bugs me that my own daughter doesn’t see what a total bitch her granny has always been to me, and I think I am very selfless to encourage her to visit the old cow. If I wanted, I could ban her from seeing Nancy, but I’d never do that.
Melanie stirred her coffee. ‘She gets a different Nancy from anyone else. She brings out the best in her granny.’
‘I suppose she does, and I bring out the worst.’
Melanie laughed and glanced at the clock.
‘Okay, I know you’re busy and I’m late, so I’ll get to it.’ Katie paused. She felt bad about discussing this with Melanie, but she needed advice and Melanie was very level-headed, clever and practical. She’d be able to help her figure out what to do.
‘Spit it out, I’m imagining all kinds of awful things.’
‘It’s about Theo …’ Katie told her about bumping into Theo in the park and the cocaine, and how Theo admitted he had been expelled from school.
Melanie was as shocked as Katie had been. ‘Expelled for dealing coke?’
‘Well, not dealing. It sounded more like he was sharing it about.’
‘Still, though.’
‘I know, it’s not good.’
‘Poor Amanda. No wonder she was so low when they moved back,’ Melanie said. ‘That’s a lot to deal with. She loved that posh school – she was always talking about how wonderful it was.’
‘And banging on about her friendship with Lady La De Da. I bet she dropped Amanda like a hot cake when the news got out.’
Melanie turned a packet of sugar between her fingers. ‘Do you think Theo’s an addict?’
Katie shook her head. ‘No, I honestly don’t. I knew a lot of kids growing up who messed with drugs and you can always tell the ones who are addicted. I think he’s just been acting out and probably trying to be the “cool guy” in school. Theo is a good kid.’
Melanie bit her bottom lip. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything until I knew more, but seeing as how we’re sharing secrets and concerns, I think Ross may be having an affair.’
Now it was Katie’s turn to be shocked. ‘No way! He’s so up his own arse and Mr Responsible … Are you serious?’
Melanie told her about seeing Ross arguing with a woman at the Goldstone awards, and the slap, and how she’d then received an email from Ruby Rose, asking for a meeting at the Fitzroy office.
‘And then I googled her and it’s the same person. And –’ she paused – ‘on her Instagram page, she’s pregnant and there is lots of secrecy around who the father is.’
Katie spluttered her coffee into the cup. ‘Jesus Christ!’
Melanie exhaled. ‘Yep.’
Katie whipped out her phone and looked up Ruby Rose’s Instagram page. ‘She’s not exactly hot, but I guess she’s young and kind of cute.’ She scrolled through the posts and messages. ‘Oh, look, someone’s asking who the dad is and she says, “I can’t reveal that just yet.”’ Katie showed Melanie the message.
‘Yeah, it all seems to point to Ross. Now that I think of it, she says she’s seven months pregnant here. When I saw her she had a big coat on, so I didn’t notice anything, but that’s probably what they were arguing about.’
Well, well. Ross was a dark horse. Katie was gutted for Amanda, but it all began to make sense now, why they had rushed home to ‘look after’ Nancy when they had barely come home once a year before now. Why Amanda had looked so broken when they came back and seemed so upset. Maybe it also explained why Ross was so tightly wound up and such a dickhead to everyone – guilt is a difficult burden to carry.
‘Do you think Amanda knows about it?’ Katie asked her sister-in-law.
Melanie shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea, but I wouldn’t be surprised. They seem distant from each other, her and Ross. They’re usually so in step, but they haven’t seemed close at all when I think about it.’
‘Yeah, I thought she just hated being home, but now that you mention it, I’ve seen her be pretty cold towards him. Theo was saying something about them not being back in Ireland just because of him, but then Lucy barged in and interrupted us. He must have been talking about Ross. God, poor Amanda. That’s too much for anyone to deal with. A son expelled and a husband playing away from home.’
‘She must be a lot stronger than she looks.’
‘She must feel so alone. We need to support her.’
‘I was thinking the same.’
‘Do you think Nancy knows?’ Katie asked.
‘No. She’d be much harder on Theo and Ross if she did. Nancy will go nuts when she finds out Ross was having an affair and got a young writer pregnant. Ruby was one of his publishing house’s authors. It’s inappropriate on so many levels and reflects very badly on him. Nancy will be furious.’
‘What will we do about all this info, though? How do we approach it? I was awake all night worrying how to tell Amanda about Theo, but now with this other bombshell … My head’s spinning.’
Melanie pushed her coffee cup to the side and propped her chin on her hands. ‘Okay, we’re assuming Amanda knows something about Ruby, and we know she knows about Theo, but she probably doesn’t know about his recent drugs purchase, so the main shock will be that.’
‘Unless Ross hasn’t told her about Ruby and the baby.’
‘Yes, but if she knew about the affair, she would surely have looked Ruby up online and seen the pregnancy news that way.’
‘True.’ Katie nodded.
‘To buy time, I emailed Ruby to say I was tied up but could potentially meet her next week. What I’ll do now is set a date for her to come over and meet me for a chat about signing her up. Although I’m wondering now if that was just a ruse to get into the office and see Ross.’
‘What’s a ruse?’ Katie asked.
‘A stunt.’
‘Right. Yeah, you could be spot-on there. Maybe he’s ignoring her calls so she wants to doorstep him like she did at the awards.’
Melanie nodded. ‘Exactly what I’m thinking. She was absolutely insistent that the meeting had to take place at the agency, even though she’s pregnant and lives in London. So I’d say that’s her plan all right. She’s banking on me not having a clue about the affair and then sweeping in unannounced. Ross is going to get one hell of a shock when she walks into the office.’
‘She might waddle. She looks quite big now,’ Katie said, grinning.
Melanie smiled. ‘I know I shouldn’t be getting any satisfaction out of this, but I am a bit. He’s such a sanctimonious arse.’
‘I need to see this. I’ll have to make an excuse to pop in to see Jamie. I have to see Ross’s face when he’s confronted by his hugely pregnant mistress in front of everyone. Oh, my God, it’s going to be so good. Karma!’
Melanie picked up her phone. ‘Right. I’m going to email her now and ask if next week suits her to come to Dublin to meet.’
Katie rubbed her hands together. ‘Is it really bad that I can’t wait?’
Melanie chuckled. ‘No, I can’t either.’
‘Are you going to tell Frank?’
Melanie paused. ‘No, because Frank will talk me out of it and try to organize some kind of mediation or something. I want Ross to face up to this in front of Nancy.’
‘Yes! Me too. I won’t tell Jamie either, although it’ll be sooooo hard to keep this to myself.’ Katie frowned. ‘What about Amanda, though? On the very small chance she doesn’t know, she’ll be devastated. And there’ll be no hiding it when this Ruby one exposes Ross in the office.’
Melanie stopped typing and put her phone down on the table. ‘Well, by doing this we’ll have one hundred per cent proof that Ross is about to father a child with this woman. I think it’s best to have the facts. Then you make decisions. This way, we’ll find out the whole truth for her, no matter what she does or doesn’t know.’
Katie picked up her cup and sipped thoughtfully. ‘I think you’re right. If it was me, I’d be grateful if you two found out for certain and told me all the facts. I’d rather know – especially if my husband had been lying to my face.’
‘I think you should hold off on telling Amanda about Theo until after Ruby comes over. Once all of that is out in the open, we can have a really honest and open chat with Amanda and make sure she feels supported by us.’
‘We’re Team Amanda all the way! I can’t wait for that smug jerk to get his comeuppance.’
‘It’s going to be epic,’ Melanie said, typing furiously again. She tapped send and sat back in her chair. ‘It’s done.’
‘I wonder if she’ll –’ Katie was interrupted by a buzz from Melanie’s phone.
‘It’s her,’ Melanie said, picking it up. ‘That was quick.’
‘What does she say?’ Katie said, leaning forward.
Melanie scanned the email. ‘We’re on,’ she said. ‘She’s suggested Monday at eleven. She’s keen.’ She checked her schedule, then sent a reply. ‘We’re good to go,’ she told Katie.
‘So Ross has a date with destiny on Monday,’ Katie said, shaking her head. ‘He has no idea what’s coming down the tracks at him.’
The two sisters-in-law walked out of the café, chuckling with nervous excitement. Ross was going to face the music and Katie could not wait to watch it all happening. He had been so condescending and awful to her after her argument with Nancy, made her feel so small and worthless, and all the time he was hiding this dirty little secret. She wasn’t a vengeful person, but in Ross’s case she had no issue with watching him thrown to the wolf that was his mother.



30. Melanie
Nancy knocked and walked into her office. Melanie noticed that her mother-in-law was steadier on her feet now, barely limping. Ross followed her, the ever-faithful lapdog.
‘I’m just checking in. Are you absolutely sure about Petrus? Maybe Ross could work with him. Petrus strikes me as more of a man’s man.’
Melanie gritted her teeth. ‘Nancy, I have never had any problems dealing with male authors. The issue is not his sex, it’s his idea. He will not listen to anyone and is hell-bent on writing this godawful book. When he has written it and it dies, I will talk to him again. But for now, he is a liability, not an asset.’
Ross picked up the stapler on her desk and opened it, then shut it again. ‘I could talk sense into him, make him see his idea is not going to work. He probably thought that, as a woman, you were too sensitive about the theme.’
Melanie looked at her stapler and imagined punching staples into Ross’s large hands. ‘I’m not sensitive about the theme. I’m realistic. We do not want the heat from this. Petrus is going to write this book and nothing is going to stop him. If he finds anyone insane enough to publish such crap, he’ll probably be cancelled and anyone who represented him or supported the book will have a negative spotlight shone on them. We do not want that kind of publicity. It puts authors and publishers off. We’d be the laughing stock of the publishing world.’
Nancy nodded. ‘Okay, that’s final, then. I respect your decision.’
‘Hang on.’ Ross put the stapler down. ‘Let me at least talk to him, man to man. See if I can change his mind, or at least steer him in a different path.’
‘Ross,’ Melanie snapped, ‘I have been dealing with authors for twenty years, I know when an author is not for turning and, believe me, Petrus is not.’
‘I trust Melanie’s judgement. She’s never been wrong. We’ll leave you to it. You have a new author coming in now who wants to meet us all, correct?’ Nancy asked.
‘Yes.’ Melanie smiled brightly. ‘She’s due any minute.’
‘Who is it?’ Ross asked, as Melanie’s phone rang. It was the author. She was having trouble finding the building.
‘You’re on the right road, I’ll come down and get you,’ Melanie said. She walked past Ross and Nancy, out through the office, and down into the street.
Melanie saw Ruby Rose walking the wrong way and called out to her. Ruby turned. Under her open coat she was wearing a tight-fitting wool dress, which showed off her big and round pregnancy bump to the max, and bright red lipstick.
Here we go, Melanie thought. No going back now. She went over and introduced herself. ‘Thanks so much for coming over from London. Are you feeling okay?’
‘Yes, I’m fine. Only seven and a bit weeks to go now so the end is nigh.’
In more ways than one.
Behind Ruby, Melanie saw Katie running up the street.
‘Hi!’ she panted. ‘Oh, God, I got stuck in work! I was worried I’d miss … well … hi.’ Katie beamed at Ruby.
‘This is my sister-in-law,’ Melanie said.
‘What?’ Ruby gasped.
Melanie realized that Ruby thought Katie was Ross’s wife.
‘My sister-in-law Katie who is married to Jamie,’ she quickly explained. ‘He’s in charge of foreign rights.’
Ruby’s face relaxed. ‘Oh, hi.’ She smiled. She was more attractive in real life: there was a cute pixie vibe to her and she looked younger than twenty-nine. ‘Do you work at the agency too?’ she asked Katie.
‘God, no, I hate books. I’m rubbish at reading. I’m just popping in to give Jamie his phone,’ Katie explained – the phone Katie had told Melanie she would hide so she had a good excuse to call into the agency.
Ruby laughed. ‘A woman who hates books married to a man who sells them for a living. I love it.’
‘We’re like the odd couple,’ Katie said, grinning, ‘but it works for us.’
‘You’re lucky,’ Ruby said. ‘It must be wonderful to find your soulmate and get to make a life with them.’
Melanie shot Katie a look.
‘It is,’ Katie said, nodding, ‘and, yes, I am lucky.’
‘Let’s go inside out of the cold. Would you like some water? Tea? Coffee?’ Melanie opened the door and ushered Ruby inside. Katie followed and winked at her.
‘Water is fine. How many agents do you have working here?’ Ruby asked, as they walked up the single flight of stairs to the first floor.
‘There’s Nancy Fitzroy, who founded the agency, me, and then Jamie. Frank does non-fiction, mostly music bios, and Ross has just moved back from the UK. He’s looking at heading up a TV and film rights department and maybe doing some agenting too.’ Melanie paused, then added, ‘You may have come across Ross. He worked in publishing in London for years – he actually worked for your publishers, Jackson Mayhew?’
‘His name definitely rings a bell,’ Ruby said, as cool as you like.
Katie mouthed, ‘OMG,’ behind Ruby’s back.
They walked through Reception. Katie went to Jamie’s office to give him his phone and Melanie directed Ruby towards her room. Everyone was busy working, but Frank was making tea. Melanie introduced them.
‘How lovely to meet you. I think children’s authors are the most important of all writers. If you can get a child to disappear into a world outside their own, well, that’s magic,’ Frank said.
Ruby beamed at him. ‘Sorry, Melanie, but I think I want Frank to represent me now.’
Frank laughed. ‘Unfortunately I only do non-fiction, and Melanie is the best agent in the world so I’ll leave you in her very capable hands.’
Frank left and Melanie poured Ruby a glass of water. ‘He’s amazing,’ Ruby gushed. ‘I bet all the authors drool over him.’
Melanie smiled. ‘Full disclosure, he’s my husband.’
Ruby put her hand over her mouth. ‘Sorry!’
Melanie laughed. ‘Not at all. It’s a compliment.’ And it was. Frank was amazing with people, always putting them at ease and making them feel good about themselves. But, sadly, he had lost his shine for her.
Melanie showed Ruby into her office and noticed her looking around, her eyes darting from door to door.
‘Seems quiet. Is everyone in today? I did ask to meet the whole team,’ she reminded Melanie.
‘Yes, don’t worry, everyone’s in.’ Melanie had made damn sure everyone was in today for the showdown.
‘Maybe I could meet the others now, before our chat. I’d like to get a feel for the agency and the people who work here.’
‘Of course. Let me see if they’re free.’
Melanie went out to check. Nancy was on the phone in her office. Jamie and Katie were having coffee in the reception area. Katie’s eyes were firmly trained on Melanie. Ross was in the conference room.
Melanie called him out.
‘What?’ he snapped.
‘I have a new potential author who wants to meet everyone.’
‘Oh, are they good? Will they bring in revenue?’
‘Yes, I think you’ll like them,’ Melanie said, as Katie stifled a laugh.
‘What are you doing here?’ Ross had noticed Katie. ‘Mum will go nuts if she sees you in the office.’
‘She came to give me my phone, Ross.’ Jamie’s voice was cold.
Katie smirked at him. ‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, Ross. I’ll head off in a minute.’
‘Well, just try to refrain from slinging insults about the place while you’re here. We have an author in today and we need to project professionalism.’
Melanie could see that Jamie’s jaw was set in a hard line, but Katie just smiled brightly at her brother-in-law. ‘No problem, Ross.’
‘And stay away from my mother. I don’t want you upsetting her.’
Jamie moved as if to stand up, but Katie put her hand on his arm. ‘Nancy has nothing to worry about from me, Ross.’
‘Okay,’ Melanie said. ‘I’ll just bring the author out to meet you all.’
Melanie’s heart was pounding as she opened her office door and asked Ruby to step out.
Ruby stood up and waddled to join her.
‘Everyone, this is Ruby Rose,’ Melanie said, ushering her forward.
‘Hello, nice to meet you.’ Jamie put out his hand.
Ross recoiled as if he’d been hit by a bullet. ‘What the … What are you …’ he stammered.
Melanie saw Katie from the corner of her eye. She was standing behind Ross, grinning widely.
‘Hello, there, Ross, surprised to see me?’ Ruby drawled.
‘What the hell?’ Ross managed to gasp. His face had gone white and he was staring at Ruby, unmoving, horrified.
‘What’s going on?’ Jamie said, looking from Melanie to Ross to Ruby.
Melanie shrugged, claiming innocence, enjoying every moment.
‘Long time no see or hear, Ross,’ Ruby said.
‘You two know each other?’ Jamie asked.
‘Very well, actually,’ Ruby said. ‘Do you want to fill your family in, Ross? Or will I?’
Nancy’s office door opened and she walked out. Melanie noticed Katie taking a step back, standing almost behind Jamie so Nancy wouldn’t see her. ‘Sorry, I was on a call.’ She walked towards Ruby, her hand extended. ‘I’m Nancy Fitzroy, nice to meet you.’
Ruby shook it. ‘Nice to meet you too. As it happens I know your son Ross very well.’
Nancy looked around, took in the scene, and frowned. ‘Oh, I thought you were here to see Melanie.’
Ross finally managed to move. He walked towards Ruby and said, ‘Can I speak to you privately?’
Ruby shook her head. ‘No, you’ve lost that privilege. I’ve tried contacting you privately loads of times, but you were always too busy to return my calls and emails. You had your chance to do this privately, I’m done.’
‘Ruby, please,’ Ross begged.
Ruby placed a hand on her pregnant stomach. ‘No!’
Nancy was watching Ross closely and Melanie could see that she was starting to put two and two together.
‘Okay, what’s going on here?’ Nancy cut briskly to the chase. ‘I thought you were an author looking for Melanie to represent you?’
‘I am looking for a new agent, but hell would freeze over before I’d let anyone in this family represent me. I came here to confront your son about his child.’ Ruby pointed to her bump.
Katie peered out from behind Jamie and beamed at Melanie, who tried to keep a straight face. Melanie was watching Ruby, and she actually admired how composed she was. Ruby was ready for her moment. She had no doubts or fears: that was clear.
Jamie’s mouth fell open. ‘What’s … Ross?’
‘Ross?’ Nancy barked.
Melanie watched as her brother-in-law, always so self-assured and bullish, tried to control his emotions. ‘I … I … Jesus, the thing is, I met Ruby a while ago and … well …’
‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Ruby hissed, ‘man up.’ Turning to Nancy, she explained, ‘Ross and I had an affair and I got pregnant. As soon as he found out, he ran home to Dublin and has been avoiding me ever since. I want him to acknowledge his child and help pay for their upkeep, like any proper man would do. And I need him to speak to me directly because, come hell or high water, he’s going to be involved in this baby’s life. He can’t keep cowering behind a lawyer. It’s pathetic.’
Nancy’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her eldest son. ‘Is this true?’
Ross’s face had drained of all colour. Melanie thought he might actually faint. ‘Well, yes, but it’s more complicated than that.’
‘What’s complicated? You have a child on the way, own it,’ Ruby snapped.
Nancy’s face darkened. ‘Christ, Ross, what a bloody mess.’
‘Bloody hell,’ Jamie muttered. ‘So this is really why you came back.’
Melanie could see realization dawning on Nancy’s face – all that talk of caring for his mother, being there for her, unable to stay away when she needed help, it was all a front to hide the true story. Looking at Nancy, she reckoned it hurt her to realize that she, and her home, had been used because it suited Ross’s agenda, not because he was a loving son.
‘Well, Ross?’ Ruby Rose wanted answers.
Beads of sweat had formed on Ross’s brow. Melanie almost felt sorry for him.
‘I’m just finalizing things with my solicitor. I’ll have a contract for you next week.’
‘It had better be fair, and you’d better acknowledge this baby and be a dad to them. I want my kid to know their father, even if he is a spineless git.’
‘Ross will do the right thing, I can assure you of that,’ Nancy told her, standing with her back very straight.
‘Yes. We’ll make sure your baby is looked after,’ Frank added. ‘The happiness and wellbeing of the child is the most important thing.’
Ross glared at Frank. Melanie couldn’t tell if Frank was being sincere, or getting a dig in.
‘Look, Ruby, I’ve just been trying to work things out for the best for everyone,’ Ross said.
‘Ignoring me is not for the best for me,’ Ruby said.
‘Who knows about this?’ Nancy asked. She was in business mode now. Melanie marvelled at how focused she was – nothing could faze her mother-in-law for long.
‘No one knows he’s the dad – yet.’
Nancy nodded. ‘Right. Well, Ross will get the contracts over to you next week, as he says. We can work out a compromise that works for all parties. Then a social-media post from both of you would get ahead of the gossip.’
‘Yes, that sounds good.’ Ross was trying to get back some control, but Melanie could see it was far too late for that. He was caught between his mother and his mistress. Talk about a rock and a hard place. She looked at Jamie and Katie, and they were entranced, hanging on every word.
‘I’ll think about it,’ Ruby said, holding Nancy’s gaze.
‘This doesn’t have to be a big scandal or fodder for gossip if we handle it upfront and appear united,’ Nancy said. ‘I’m sure you don’t want negative publicity following you around. It wouldn’t be good for your reputation as a children’s author.’
Melanie had to admire Nancy: she was good at crisis control.
Ruby smiled. ‘I doubt your agency needs the publicity either, not great for your reputation. My baby is more important than anything, so if I feel I’m being treated fairly, we can resolve this peacefully. Otherwise … you will be facing the wrath of an angry pregnant woman and no one wants that, believe me.’
Melanie looked at Katie and raised her eyebrows. Nancy had met her match. Ruby was no pushover. Melanie was impressed with her don’t-even-think-about-messing-with-me demeanour. She was not going to be intimidated by Nancy, and certainly not by Ross. He had picked the wrong woman for this game.
‘There is no need for threats,’ Nancy said haughtily. ‘My son will step up, you have my word.’
Ruby laughed bitterly. ‘I don’t think your family’s word holds any weight. You have a week to send me a contract, and it had better be a generous one.’
With that, Ruby turned on her heel and stalked out, leaving the three brothers and matriarch reeling. Melanie met Katie’s eye, and knew she was thinking the same thing as her – poor Amanda.



31. Amanda
Amanda sat on the edge of the bed, watching her husband pace up and down.
‘She came to the office! How could she do that? Jesus, my workplace!’
Amanda didn’t blame Ruby Rose for turning up at the agency. If she had been in her position, she’d probably have done the same. Ross had been avoiding her and not returning her calls. What choice did she have? This baby was arriving whether Ross was ready for it or not. ‘You should have contacted her.’
‘I was going to!’ Ross said. ‘I was just waiting for my lawyer to draw up an airtight contract. I told her I’d be in touch as soon as I’d figured things out.’
‘She’s over seven months pregnant, Ross. She could go into labour early and she wants to know what’s going on.’
Ross stopped pacing and faced his wife. ‘Whose side are you on?’
‘Yours.’ Mine and Theo’s actually. ‘But you need to get this sorted ASAP.’
‘I know. I’m doing my best.’
Are you, though? Seems to me like you’re dragging your heels.
‘What have you decided?’
‘I’m going to offer to cover half of all the childcare costs and visit once a month. Is that okay?’
Now you’re asking if it’s okay. Didn’t think to ask me if it was okay to screw a younger woman, make her pregnant and ruin my life, but now you want my opinion?
‘As long as you can rent a decent house for us, pay Theo’s school and, hopefully, college fees, I don’t want to know what you do with her and the baby.’
Ross crouched in front of his wife. ‘I promise I will always look after you and Theo. You are my priority. I’m so sorry.’
Sorry, sorry, sorry. It was just a word people used after they had hurt you.
‘What did the others say?’
Ross groaned and filled her in on the showdown at the agency, with Nancy and Ruby facing off like two prize bulls.
Amanda exhaled. ‘Wow. That sounds incredibly tense.’
‘It was.’
‘Your mum is some woman. I wouldn’t cross her, and I doubt Ruby will either.’
‘She was incredible. I feel like such a let-down. She went into her office, closed the door and I haven’t seen her since. I sent her a text to thank her for her help and support, but she hasn’t replied.’
‘It had to come out, and obviously the situation wasn’t ideal, but at least everyone knows now. Hopefully, if you’re fair to Ruby, she won’t make a fuss.’
Ross lay down on the bed and covered his eyes with his arm. ‘You should have seen Melanie and Jamie. They were shocked, and then bloody Katie appeared from nowhere. I’ve blown any chance of heading the agency now. Melanie will use this against me.’
Amanda pulled her husband’s arm from his face. ‘Get a grip, Ross. Seriously, stop feeling sorry for yourself. You created this mess, own it and move on. Stop assuming everyone is against you. Of course Melanie’s shocked. Of course it weakens your position in the agency, but if you take responsibility and behave correctly, you can put it behind you. Show Nancy that you’re in control.’
He sat up. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry, I was just blindsided.’
Stop saying sorry and sort out your bloody mess.
‘I understand, but you need to get back on track, get us out of this house and make damn sure that Theo and I are always your priority.’
‘Of course you are.’ Ross put his arms out, but she stood up and left the room.
Strangely, she felt relieved that the whole sorry mess was out in the open. No more pretending, no more lying. Now everyone in the family knew about Ruby, she could be honest and not have to hide why they had come home or pretend that she and Ross were a happy couple. She felt lighter. All the hiding and faking had been exhausting. It was freeing to have the worst things about you out there for everyone to see. No more shame and fear of exposure. No more knots in her stomach in case anyone found out their horrible secrets. Now Nancy knew that her eldest son had behaved so badly, maybe she would be nicer to her. Maybe she’d value that Amanda had stood loyally by Ross … for now anyway.
Melanie and Katie were sitting on a rock, sipping coffee, when Amanda arrived. As she approached she overheard Katie saying, ‘What a prick.’
‘I presume you’re talking about my husband?’ Amanda came up behind them.
Katie jumped. ‘Oh, my God, you gave me a fright. But, yes, I was.’
‘Well, now you know the sordid truth.’ Amanda placed her bag beside them.
‘I’m so sorry. I had no idea you were dealing with all that. You poor thing,’ Katie said.
‘Yes, I’m really sorry too, Amanda. What a nightmare for you,’ Melanie added.
Amanda shrugged. ‘Honestly, I’m glad the secret’s out. It was like a poison festering inside me. It’s actually easier this way.’
Katie handed her a coffee and patted her arm. ‘You must have been so lonely holding on to all that pain.’
Amanda’s eyes welled. It had been a while since anyone had been sympathetic to her. ‘I was.’ She sniffed. ‘It was so painful and hurtful and … just awful.’
‘Oh, babe.’ Katie put her arm around her and hugged her. ‘You should have told us. That’s what family’s for.’
‘I couldn’t. Ross had to do it, and in the end he didn’t even do that. I’m so glad Ruby contacted you pretending to want an agent. I’m glad it’s all out now. You must have been so shocked.’
Melanie looked at Katie. Amanda saw the glance between them. Hang on, there was more to this.
‘What am I missing here?’ she asked sharply. ‘Did you know?’
Melanie shook her head. ‘No. I swear I didn’t. But I saw Ross and Ruby arguing at the Goldstone awards and then she contacted me out of the blue. When I googled her and saw she was pregnant but not naming the dad, I admit I had suspicions. So I invited her over to meet.’
‘And Katie just happened to be in the agency that she’s banned from at that exact moment?’ Amanda began to piece things together.
Katie looked a bit shamefaced. ‘Melanie told me she was suspicious and I wanted to see if it was true. Ross has been such a prick to me that, yes, I’m not proud, but I did want to see him forced to come clean.’
‘So it was kind of a sting operation?’ Amanda asked.
Melanie stared at the ground. ‘I suppose it was.’
The two of them looked mortified now. ‘Well, you’re quite the pair of detectives, aren’t you?’ Amanda said angrily. Then she grinned. ‘I wish you’d told me. I’d love to have been there too.’
Melanie laughed, looking relieved. ‘God, no, we’d never have put you in that position. Besides, we weren’t a hundred per cent sure what the full story was or how much you knew,’ she added. ‘We wanted to be sure so we could tell you the truth.’
‘Well, you’re sure now. Ross is about to be a daddy again. Whoopee!’
Katie slapped her hand against the rock. ‘How could he cheat on you – you’re the perfect wife – and then be thick enough to get this one pregnant? I mean, hello? What age is he? Fourteen? Has he not heard of condoms? Like, seriously?’
Amanda began to laugh. Once she started, she realized she couldn’t stop. It was as if a release valve had been opened. She laughed and laughed and soon the other two joined in.
Other early swimmers were staring as the three sisters-in-law cracked up.
Melanie wiped tears from her eyes. ‘I feel bad laughing about your awful situation.’
‘I don’t. It feels so good,’ Amanda admitted. ‘I’ve been so upset and low for months, and it feels wonderful to just let it all go.’
‘Nothing more healing than a good laugh,’ Katie said. ‘And a swim. Come on, I know it’s freezing but this will be brilliant for you, Amanda.’
They walked down the steps. Without hesitating, Amanda dived right under the water. The shock of the cold was liberating. She broke the surface. She felt free. Free from secrets and lies. She thought about all the months of pain and loneliness. They were over now. She could breathe again.
‘Look at you, turning into a mermaid,’ Katie said.
‘God, it feels so good!’ Amanda beamed at her.
They got out and sat in their towels, facing the weak winter sun.
Amanda saw that Katie’s knees were cut and bruised. ‘Oh, Katie, what happened? Did you fall?’
Katie blushed. ‘Yes, I got a bit drunk at a dinner with Jamie and some Italian clients and fell over. Jamie was furious with me. I made a bit of a tit of myself, to be honest. I can’t seem to do anything right, these days.’
Melanie winced. ‘Yikes. With clients? Maybe cut back a bit on the wine when you’re at work events,’ she suggested.
‘I’m an idiot. I honestly didn’t think I’d drunk that much. Anyway, enough about me and my stupidity. What did Nancy say to you, Amanda?’ Katie turned the focus back to her sister-in-law.
‘She just said it was unfortunate, that we needed to control the narrative, and I was a very loyal wife.’
‘That’s it? Not “You’re amazing, you’re wonderful, you’re a rock”?’ Katie asked.
Amanda laughed. ‘It’s Nancy we’re talking about.’
‘Did Nancy say anything to you in the office?’ Amanda asked Melanie.
Melanie pulled on her socks. ‘Not much. She was quiet yesterday. I think she’s still processing it all. She just said we need to make sure we see Ruby’s social-media announcement before she posts it. She wants Ross to look as good as possible.’
‘What about Jamie?’ Amanda asked Katie.
‘He came home in total shock. He said he felt sorry for Ross being blindsided by Ruby in front of everyone, but he really just feels bad for you and Theo. Theo knows, right?’
‘Yes, we didn’t realize that Theo knew all along.’ Amanda was happy to tell all now. She had grown to trust these women. They had her back. ‘He said he was upset about the affair and was messing about with cocaine and he brought some into school and got caught and expelled. So that was the cherry on the cake.’
‘You poor thing, that’s just so much to deal with,’ Melanie said.
‘It was. But he’s stopped now. It was just a cry for help. He was devastated about Ross’s affair and the baby.’
Katie cleared her throat. ‘I’ve got something I need to tell you and this is not easy. It’s about Theo.’
Amanda froze. All the good vibes from her swim drained out of her.
‘What is it?’
Katie took a deep breath. ‘I bumped into Theo in the park. I was with the kids and he was there … Anyway, I caught him buying drugs. Only a small bag of cocaine, nothing really, but … I’ve been agonizing over whether or not to tell you, but then I thought if it was me I’d want to know.’
Amanda tried not to scream. Why? Theo had promised all that was over. He’d sworn he was just using it in London after he found out about Ruby. She gulped back the disappointment, worry and anger that threatened to overwhelm her. Every time she thought things were getting a little bit better, they went backwards again. Would life ever stop knocking her back?
‘I took it from him and he swore it was just a … just a bit of fun. But he did mention that he had been in trouble in school in London. That’s why I felt I had to tell you.’
Tears ran down Amanda’s face. She didn’t even try to stop them.
‘Oh, Amanda, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I just thought … Oh, God, please don’t cry.’ Katie handed her a tissue.
‘Hey, all teenagers push boundaries, it’s probably just a little blip, a phase.’ Melanie tried to reassure her.
‘I was mad when I was his age. I tried all sorts,’ Katie added. ‘It’s just stupid teenage behaviour and he’ll grow out of it.’
Amanda shook her head. ‘He swore to me he’d never do it again.’ She sobbed into her hands.
Melanie and Katie wrapped her in a big hug.
‘Life can be so hard sometimes.’ Melanie sighed. ‘You try to make things work, but sometimes they just don’t.’
Amanda didn’t understand what Melanie was talking about. She had a great life, a job she was brilliant at, a loyal husband who adored her and two healthy kids, who, as far as she knew, were not doing drugs and getting expelled from school.
Katie rubbed Amanda’s back. ‘Theo is a good kid. He’ll be fine. Talk to him. Communication with teens is key. I hear it all in my salon, and everyone with teens says that talking is the most important thing. You have a good relationship with him, just have a chat.’
‘I need to communicate better with the twins,’ Melanie said. ‘All we seem to do is argue. You’re a much better mother than I am, much more hands-on. Theo is lucky to have you.’
‘I’m hardly mother of the year when my son is doing coke,’ Amanda said quietly.
‘Do not beat yourself up. You are incredible to be still standing with all you’ve had to deal with,’ Katie told her. ‘We’ll all keep an eye on Theo. He’s had such a tough time, but he’s a great kid. He was brilliant with my two when he came to babysit. He didn’t even bat an eyelid when I told him he had to make a batch of cupcakes with Lucy. He just got stuck in. Toby adores him. Please don’t worry. It’s just a silly phase. He really will be fine.’
‘I can get Frank to talk to him, if you like,’ Melanie offered. ‘He’s really good with young people and he tried a lot of different therapies after the car crash, including ones that involved psychedelic drugs. He could talk to Theo on his level.’
Amanda sniffed. ‘That would be great, thanks.’
‘And Jamie can take him out to a rugby match and talk to him too. Don’t worry, Amanda, we’ve got your back.’
‘Thanks. I just want him to be okay. He’s my only child and he’s my world. Who knows what’ll happen with Ross when the baby comes along? Theo is all I really have.’
‘First thing you need to do is get out of that house. Nancy looked pretty steady on her feet when I saw her at the agency.’
‘I agree, you need your own space,’ Melanie said. ‘Especially now that there’ll be tension between Ross and Nancy. It will get even more awkward.’
‘We’re moving out as soon as we find a house. When Ross becomes a dad again he’ll probably go to London once a month to see his kid and there’s no way in hell I’m staying with Nancy on my own now she’s mobile.’
‘How do you feel about the baby?’ Katie asked gently.
Amanda zipped her fleece and held a hot-water bottle close to her for warmth and comfort. ‘It’s taken me a long time and a lot of deep soul-searching, but at the end of the day, the baby is an innocent victim. They will need a father, and they will be Theo’s half-sibling. I can’t ignore that.’
Katie handed around some oat cookies. ‘You are some woman. Honestly, I really admire you so much.’
Amanda shrugged. ‘What choice do I have? I either sink or swim and, as you can see, I’m choosing to swim.’ She gave them a half-smile.
‘I think you’re being incredibly considerate and understanding,’ Melanie said.
Amanda crunched her biscuit. ‘Believe me, I’ve been a fishwife at times, called Ross every name under the sun and thought about leaving him, but for what? I have nothing and nowhere to go. Besides, I don’t want Theo to have any more upheaval, especially in his final year at school.’
‘Don’t you want to stick a knife through Ross’s head, though?’ Katie wondered.
Amanda chuckled. ‘Yes, but I’m trying to let go of the raw anger. It was making me sick. I need to be calm for Theo and accept the situation or it will drive me insane.’
‘Well, we have your back. We’re Team Amanda, aren’t we, Melanie?’ Katie put an arm around her sister-in-law’s waist.
‘Absolutely.’ Melanie put one over Amanda’s shoulders.
Amanda felt warm inside. It was so nice to be wrapped up in the support and care of these two very different but lovely women.
They sat in silence, soaking in the infinite horizon of the wide blue sea.
‘Who knew that nature could be so restorative?’ Amanda said.
‘Sorry, I’m thick, but what does restorative mean?’
Amanda straightened and looked at Katie. ‘Why do you do that? Why do you put yourself down? You’re not thick at all. In fact, you’re very smart.’
Katie’s face flushed. ‘Thanks, but I’m so not.’
‘Yes, you are.’ Melanie agreed with Amanda.
‘I don’t read books, which in this family is a crime.’
‘Lots of people don’t read much, especially these days with phones and social media sucking up our time. I struggle to get Theo to read anything.’
‘I could send you some really good ones,’ Melanie suggested, ‘that might just spark your interest.’
‘Jesus, no!’ Katie held up her hands. ‘I … Look, I struggle with it all. It’s not the books, it’s me.’ Katie’s eyes filled. ‘To be honest, I can barely read Toby’s books. I’m a bit crap at all that stuff. I think I’m dyslexic but in my school no one was ever tested. You were just told you were stupid.’
‘What? Oh, Katie, why did you never tell me? Have you still not been tested?’ Melanie asked.
Katie shook her head. ‘I was too embarrassed, and no.’
‘There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Lots of people are dyslexic, Einstein, Cher, Tom Cruise, Picasso, Tom Holland …’ Melanie told her.
‘Tom Holland, the sexy guy from Spider-Man?’ Katie looked astonished.
‘Yes, and loads of other clever, successful people,’ Amanda added.
‘Being dyslexic does not mean you’re stupid, it just means you see things differently. My dad was dyslexic and he was a pharmacist,’ Melanie told Katie.
‘Really? I thought all your family were geniuses.’
‘They’re all very clever, as are you! Honestly, you should get tested and then get help with it. Your world will open up.’
Katie sighed. ‘I know I have to do something. I think Lucy suspects I’m not a good reader and I don’t want her to be ashamed of me.’
Amanda put her arm around Katie. ‘She could never be anything but proud of you.’
Katie sniffed. ‘Well, I did call her beloved granny a poisonous bitch.’
They all laughed.
‘She is, so you were just stating a fact,’ Amanda reminded her.
‘I’ll ask around and find someone good who can test you,’ Melanie told her.
‘Thanks, but … please don’t tell Frank or Ross I’m … Well, it’s …’
‘We won’t tell a soul. This is your private business. But do let us help. I can give you reading lessons, if you like. I’ve plenty of time on my hands,’ Amanda suggested.
‘Really?’
‘I’d be happy to.’
‘Okay, I’m going to start crying because you’re both being so nice to me. We’re on a roll here. Right, Melanie, what do we need to sort out for you?’
Melanie stood up abruptly and grabbed her bag. ‘Oh, nothing. I’m fine. I have to go anyway.’
‘Well, next time we’ll focus on you,’ Katie said.
Melanie rushed off, waving over her shoulder.
Amanda and Katie walked to their cars. ‘We’re here for you. Please remember that. Call me anytime, day or night,’ Katie said, hugging Amanda.
Amanda hugged her back. ‘Thank you for organizing these mornings and for your support. I feel so much better after a swim. It really does help clear your head, and the chats are like therapy for me. I feel so much less alone now.’
She meant every word. The swims and, more importantly, the time with her sisters-in-law had become a safe space for her, somewhere she felt supported, loved and never judged. It was like a lifebuoy, tossed to her in stormy seas. She was going to hold on to it for all she was worth. Like she had said, sink or swim, and she was certain now that she was not going to let Ross sink her.



32. Katie
Katie slowly opened her eyes. She stared up at the ceiling. Jamie was snoring beside her, but something was wrong.
God, her head. It felt as if it was going to explode. This was bad. Her mouth tasted like an ashtray. Had she smoked last night? She must have been really drunk if she was smoking. She hoped Jamie wouldn’t smell the nicotine: he was the smoke police.
He was snoring very loudly. Her eyes were blurry. She blinked and looked up again. The ceiling was painted blue. What?
Slowly, she turned her head to the right …
Sweet Mother of Jesus, that was not Jamie. She clamped her hand over her mouth so she didn’t scream. Who the hell was it? Where the hell was she?
The man muttered in his sleep and rolled over. Katie’s eyes were now wide open. She was in a hotel room. There were clothes, bottles of alcohol and chips strewn all over the floor.
Holding her breath, she reached down – she was topless. Noooo! She reached further down … Oh, thank God, she still had her tights and underwear on.
But how the hell had she ended up alone in bed with a stranger? What was she going to do? What time was it? She looked at her watch. It was five a.m. She had to get out of there and go home. What was she going to tell Jamie? Where was Frank? Had he seen her head off with this stranger? What had she done with this guy?
Katie thought she might have a heart attack. As slowly and quietly as she could, she slipped out of the bed and crawled around the floor, gathering her bra, dress, shoes and bag from the four corners of the room.
Thankfully, the stranger remained asleep. Crouching behind the sofa, she got dressed, too afraid to go to the bathroom for fear of waking him. She crawled to the door, opened it as gently as she could …
‘Hey, sexy, where you off to?’
Shiiiiiiiit!
Without turning around, she whispered, ‘Have to go.’
‘Come back to bed. You passed out so we never got to seal the deal.’
Thank God, she hadn’t had sex. Katie could have cried with relief.
‘Please just forget you ever met me,’ she croaked.
‘Suit yourself,’ he drawled. ‘Thanks for the coke, by the way. I found it in your pocket after you passed out. Hope you don’t mind.’
Oh, my God, Theo’s bag of cocaine. She’d completely forgotten about it.
‘You’re welcome.’
Katie slipped out of the door and was closing it when she heard a cheery ‘Morning, ma’am.’
Jesus! Katie almost jumped out of her skin. It was a bellboy showing a guest to their room. The guest looked at Katie in disgust, probably thinking she was a hooker.
She bowed her head in shame, scurried to the lift, and jumped inside, mercifully alone. That was when she saw herself in the mirror. It was worse than she’d imagined. She had mascara streaked down both cheeks. Her hair was a bird’s nest on her head. Her dress was ripped on one side and, worst of all, she had a love bite on her neck. Who the hell gave love bites? How the hell was she going to explain it to Jamie?
She was too embarrassed to go out onto the road to call a taxi, so she scurried into the Ladies in the lobby. She washed her face, splashed water on her underarms, neck and chest and did up her black bomber jacket. The short sparkly dress and platform boots, which had seemed so ‘cool’ and ‘sexy’ the night before, now seemed cheap and nasty. Just like her. She was cheap and nasty. What thirty-five-year-old mother of two gets so smashed that she wakes up in a hotel room with a stranger? What kind of a person was she?
Katie put her head under the cold-water tap to wash away her tears and try to un-fog her mind. The only person who could fill in the gaps was Frank, but he was Jamie’s brother and, no matter how zen he was, he adored Jamie and would not approve of this kind of slutty behaviour.
With shaking hands, Katie texted Frank.
Hey, bit of a mad one last nite. Think I blaked out. Seem 2 have overdone it. Can u give me a buz later? May be dont say to much to Jamie until weve chatted and ive filled in the gaps.
She scuffled out of the room, out of the front door of the hotel, where thankfully a row of taxis were lined up. She jumped into one. Where was she? She looked around, recognized the area and realized she was near the gig venue. Not too far from home.
As the taxi took her home, her phone buzzed. It was Frank: Morning, I’m heading to a yoga class. Call you later. You were on fire last night. I left you at about midnight chatting to Naomi and her bandmates. I tried to get you to come home, but you absolutely refused. Hope your head’s not too sore. Is everything okay?
Bandmates? So she had gone to bed with one of the guys in the band. If there was a small, weak silver lining, at least it was an Australian bandmate, not some Irish guy she could bump into in Tesco. The band would be on their way back to Australia today. Also, Frank had obviously left before she’d … before she’d … turned into a slut.
She had to manage this situation very carefully. Biting her lip, she typed back: Crazy nite, way to much to drink. Good fun. Just woke up, v sore head. Chat later.
She needed Frank to think she had woken up in her own bed. She’d just have to pray that Jamie was asleep when she got there so she could sneak into the shower and pretend she’d got home earlier. She willed the taxi to hurry up.
When she reached her house, she opened the front door as quietly as she could and snuck up the stairs, avoiding the creaky step.
‘Mummy.’
She froze.
Toby was standing outside her bedroom door.
‘I’m thirsty.’
‘Sssh.’ She put her hand over his mouth and carried him into the bathroom, closing the door as he wriggled in her arms.
‘Mummy!’ He was furious. ‘I just want a drink of water.’
‘Please shush, Toby, everyone is asleep. I’ll get you water now. But you must be quiet.’
Toby wrinkled his nose. ‘You stink, Mummy. Why are you still in your dress? It’s morning time.’
‘No, it isn’t. It’s still night time. Go back to bed and sleep tight.’
‘But it says six on my clock.’
‘That’s still night. Come on, Toby.’ She filled his tooth mug with water and handed it to him, gently nudging him towards his bedroom, resisting the urge to fling him in and lock the door. She settled him, told him if he went straight back to sleep and did not ask her any more questions she’d buy him a box of Heroes chocolates.
He was wide-eyed. ‘A full box for me?’
‘Yes.’
‘Wow.’
‘Okay, now shush and sleep.’
‘All for me and I don’t have to share with Lucy?’
‘Yes. Now, for goodness’ sake, shush or you’ll get nothing.’
‘No need to be grumpy.’
‘Night, sweetie.’ She closed the door.
Holding her breath, she pushed open her bedroom door. Jamie was flat on his back, fast asleep. His ability to sleep deeply, which had annoyed her when the kids were babies and he never woke up to their cries, was now the biggest blessing ever. She snuck past him into the bathroom and locked the door.
Katie ripped off her clothes and stuffed them into the washing basket, then sat under the hot shower trying to scrub away her shame and her shocking behaviour.



33. Melanie
Melanie froze as Frank reached for her. She knew she should. She knew she needed to. She knew their relationship was on life-support, but she just couldn’t. He slowly rubbed her back as she tried not to squirm. As his hand moved lower, she leapt out of bed.
‘Come back here, you.’ Frank gave her a sexy smile.
How could it feel so awkward with someone you’ve been with for twenty years? Melanie kept her back to her husband and moved towards the bathroom door. Over her shoulder, she muttered, ‘Sorry, early meeting.’
‘Melanie, we have to make an effort. We need to reconnect on an intimate level,’ he reminded her.
She knew he was right, but the thought of having sex with him made her skin crawl. She thought about the tingling feeling she’d had when she was with Petrus. She wasn’t dead inside, just dead to Frank.
‘I’m sorry, Frank. I just can’t right now.’
She heard him sigh as she closed the bathroom door.
The twins were downstairs, which was a shock as it was only seven.
‘How come you’re up so early?’ she asked.
‘Guess, Mum,’ Janis told her, narrowing her eyes at her.
‘She’s forgotten,’ Joni said.
The musical! ‘No, I haven’t, it’s the musical tonight. You have early rehearsals, right?’
‘Yes, and Dad’s bringing us in because you have to prepare for a “very important meeting”.’ Janis rolled her eyes.
Melanie bristled. ‘I do actually. I’m meeting a young author. I think you may have heard of her.’
‘Stop!’ Joni raised her hand. ‘No offence, but we don’t have time to hear about your latest amazing new writer. We have to go over our lines.’
Melanie finished her coffee, wished them luck and left the room.
‘Do not be late,’ they shouted after her.
‘I won’t,’ she called back, as she closed the front door behind her.
Melanie, Ross and Jamie waited in the hotel suite.
‘I’m sorry, Xina is a little behind schedule,’ her PR person apologized and scurried out of the room.
Melanie looked at her watch. ‘We’ve already been waiting for half an hour. This is rude.’
Ross leant forward and picked up a glass of water. ‘If we can sign her for this book, it will be huge. She has two million followers on TikTok and it’s going up every day.’
‘I don’t get her,’ Melanie admitted.
‘Me neither, but the kids love her,’ Jamie said.
‘I watched hours of her videos and all she seems to do is sit in her bedroom and put make-up on, curl her hair and talk about her social anxiety. She doesn’t sing or dance, just talks and reviews make-up and hair products.’ Melanie had really tried to understand what all the fuss was about, but she didn’t get it. Still, two million followers and counting was a huge potential readership, and now that Xina wanted to write a book, publishers would jump on it.
Ross shrugged. ‘All Theo does is scroll on his phone watching TikTok. It’s all teenagers do. This could be really lucrative for us.’
‘Is it the direction we want the agency to go in, though?’ Melanie asked.
‘We want the agency to make money,’ Ross replied.
‘I know that, and we are making money, but we can do that by signing actual authors as opposed to flighty TikTok celebrities.’
‘We have to move with the times,’ Ross said, as if his was the final word on the matter.
He was beginning to irritate her. In the week following his big reveal, he’d been quieter and a lot less bullish. He had apologized to all of them. He would make sure that Ruby never bothered them again, he’d said, and that his mistake would not affect the agency’s reputation. But his loud opinions and pushy personality seemed to be coming back now.
‘As we all know, following trends is a short-term strategy,’ Melanie reminded him.
‘Look, Melanie, I had to pull a lot of strings to get this meeting, can you just go with it? She asked for a female agent, which is why you’re here. Otherwise I would have done it on my own.’
‘Chill out, Ross. Melanie knows how to handle authors,’ Jamie said.
‘Is she an author, though?’ Melanie mused. ‘Her manager said the book will contain a lot of photos, product placement and short paragraphs of her opinions.’
‘It could be like a TikTok version of a graphic novel.’ Jamie laughed.
Ross’s phone buzzed. He looked down. ‘Yes, finally!’
‘What?’ Jamie asked.
‘Ruby has signed the custody and child maintenance agreement.’
‘That’s good news, it must be a relief,’ Jamie said.
Ross’s face visibly relaxed, he sat down beside Melanie. ‘It’s a huge relief. I can’t wait to tell Amanda. She’ll be so happy it’s all sorted. She’s been a rock.’
Melanie felt there were no words for how strong Amanda had been. The Instagram announcement that had been drafted by Ruby, with considerable input from Ross and Nancy, had finally been agreed on by both sides, then posted. There followed a few days of intense gossip with nosy industry people trying to winkle out more information, but the agency had stonewalled them. The news soon died down and everyone moved on to the next book-world drama. For Amanda, though, it had meant constant messages from ‘concerned friends’ in London. She’d had to field all their prying questions and comments, which had been really hard on her. She didn’t complain, but Melanie could see the toll it was taking on her.
‘Amanda really has been a rock. You’ve put her through the mill.’ Melanie wanted him to know how lucky he was to have such a supportive wife.
Ross winced. ‘I know. I’ve been such an idiot. She’s incredible.’
‘She’s a diamond. I’m not sure Katie would have stayed with me,’ Jamie said.
‘I’d have been long gone,’ Melanie admitted.
‘I have a lot of making up to do,’ Ross said.
‘We all make mistakes,’ Jamie said. ‘Look at Katie calling Mum a poisonous bitch.’
‘How are things between them now?’ Melanie asked.
‘Non-existent. She drops Lucy up to the house and collects her. I’m not sure Mum will ever forgive her. White wine and Katie are not a good combination.’
Ross leant over. ‘Well, I’m in the doghouse with Mum now, so Katie’s probably in the clear.’
‘She should be. She’s been a very good daughter-in-law except for that one blip,’ Melanie said.
‘Is Mum still giving you the ice treatment?’ Jamie asked his brother.
‘Yes, she keeps saying how disappointed she is and how foolish I’ve been, that she never had the opportunities I had, the privilege to work in a family business …’
‘Oh, I hate when she does that. It makes you feel like you’re five years old and a really crap son. She’s used that line on me and Frank, too.’
‘It’s effective, I felt very small.’
‘Like a tiny speck,’ Jamie said, and the two brothers laughed.
‘Were you able to get the house Amanda found to rent?’ Melanie asked.
Ross crossed his fingers. ‘We’ll know tomorrow. I’m praying we will. We all need to move out and move on. It’s claustrophobic.’
‘Amanda needs her own space.’
‘How do you feel about being a dad again?’ Jamie asked quietly.
Ross grimaced. ‘I honestly don’t know. My head is so scrambled. I want to be a father to the child, I don’t want to let them down, but I also need to be respectful of Amanda and Theo. It’s a minefield.’
‘You planted the mines,’ Melanie reminded him. She glanced at her watch. If Xina didn’t come out soon, she’d be late for the girls’ play. Just as she was about to blow a fuse, the door opened and Xina entered.
She was tiny. Like a little doll. She looked much younger than twenty-one. She was pretty in a ‘girl-next-door’ way, but she had presence: you wanted to keep looking at her. There was something magnetic in her persona.
‘I’m sooooo sorry, I was having, like, a full anxiety attack. I needed to meditate before meeting you,’ she said, in her mid-Atlantic, I’ve-watched-too-much-American-TV-and-now-have-a-weird-accent-even-though-I’m-from-Bristol accent.
Ross went to shake her hand but she recoiled. ‘I don’t do hand touching. The germs are endemic.’
‘Right, sure, well, hello.’ He gave her a half-wave.
Melanie and Jamie did the same.
They sat on the couch opposite her chair, which was placed at quite a distance. Ross asked her about her business and TikTok followers and praised her success.
‘So what exactly do you want the book to be about?’ Melanie asked.
Xina fiddled with the sleeve of her jumper. ‘My life.’
But your life consists of you in your bedroom. How on earth can that be a book? Even if it was seventy per cent photos, they’d all be of you in that room.
‘Right, and I believe you want it to be very image-heavy?’ Melanie prodded.
‘Yeah, totally. My fans love aesthetics. So, lots of make-up and fashion and hairstyles.’
‘Okay, I can tell you that any editor who takes this on will want to shoot at different locations to make it more interesting and visually appealing.’
Xina’s eyes widened in horror. ‘I don’t do outside.’
‘Well, would you do inside locations?’
‘Only hotels because they’re cleaned daily.’
‘That could possibly work. What is your message going to be? What do you want your readers to know?’
‘That they can be beautiful and on trend and fierce without having to spend lots of money. That self-care is just as important as the air we breathe.’
Or not, in your case, as you never go out.
‘Amazing message, young people will eat that up. You’re an inspiration to so many.’ Ross laid it on thick. ‘I’m more over the whole social-media and media side of the agency, so I’d probably be a better fit for you than Melanie, although I know you requested a female agent. Melanie covers more of the literary side of things.’
Ross was welcome to her. Melanie worried that she would struggle to connect with Xina. She reminded her a bit of the twins. Melanie had trouble ‘getting’ young people. She didn’t understand their need for constant affirmation and likes, instant gratification and needing to know where all of their friends were all of the time. She didn’t understand watching a film while scrolling on your phone. She didn’t get why they had to record every single thing they did. That was why she got on so well with Sloane because, although she was young, she was an old soul.
‘Yes, I agree. I think Ross would be a better fit for you.’ Melanie was happy to hand over this one.
Xina’s perfectly shaped brows knitted. ‘No, I want Melanie and it’s not just because she’s a woman. It’s also because she represents Sloane Foyle. I absolutely loved her book. I’ve read it, like, ten times.’
‘Really?’ Melanie tried not to sound as surprised as she felt.
Xina wagged a finger at Melanie. ‘Yes, I read a lot. You of all people should know that you should never judge a book by its cover!’
‘Touché.’ Jamie grinned.
‘And that’s why I want you to be my agent. I want someone who is more serious and older so that my book isn’t just fluff. I want it to say something and to mean something and I know you can help me do that.’
Melanie was impressed and warming to Xina by the second. ‘I did judge you and I apologize for that. I’d be happy to represent you. I think it could be fun, and we could raise your book to a higher level, if that’s what you want.’
‘Great. Let’s talk more about that. I’d love to hear your ideas and we can discuss contracts and fees. We can order room service.’
Melanie caught sight of the time on Jamie’s smartwatch. No! It was eight p.m. Thanks to Xina being forty-five minutes late, she’d missed the first half of the play. Oh, God, the twins would go nuts.
She stood up. ‘Xina, I’m really sorry, but I have to go.’
‘What?’ Ross frowned.
‘Seriously?’ Xina seemed shocked that someone was leaving her at, to be fair, a key moment of negotiation.
‘I really don’t want to, believe me, but I have fifteen-year-old twin daughters who are in a school play. I’ve missed a lot of school events because of work and they are permanently angry with me. If I miss this, I honestly don’t think they’ll ever forgive me. I’m already an hour late.’
‘And you know better than anyone, Xina, how sensitive teenage girls can be,’ Jamie added. Melanie could have kissed him.
Xina straightened up. ‘Of course I do. They’re my followers. You should go, I get it. We can Zoom tomorrow.’
Melanie paused. ‘Any chance you’d come with me so they’d hate me less?’
‘Oh, my God, no. A crowded school hall, my anxiety would be off the charts.’
‘How about a video message?’ Ross suggested.
Yes, that was perfect. Melanie smiled her thanks at Ross.
‘Would you?’ Melanie asked.
‘Sure thing.’ This was Xina’s comfort zone.
Looking into Melanie’s phone camera, she said, ‘Hey, girls, your mum is late because she is with me, helping me with my new book. She is rushing over to see you guys now. She rocks. Don’t be mad at her. Stay real.’
‘Thank you!’ Melanie grabbed her coat and raced out of the door.
She snuck into the hall just as the musical was ending. She watched the girls taking a bow and listened to the cheers, which were especially loud for Joni – she must have nailed her part. Melanie saw Frank up the front, videoing. Thank God, she’d be able to watch it later.
The lights went on and Frank came over to her. ‘I saw you coming in. You missed the whole play.’
‘Xina was late and –’
‘It was a really, really important night.’ He cut across her excuse. ‘The girls were absolute stars, especially Joni. She was incredible.’
‘I heard the cheers. I’ll watch it later.’
Frank tilted his head. ‘Watching a video is nothing like watching it live, Melanie. You missed out on seeing your kids shine. It was exhilarating. Not to mention that you swore to them you’d be here tonight.’
‘I was stuck with Ross and Jamie waiting for Xina. It’s not my fault.’
Frank sighed sadly. ‘It’s never your fault.’
The twins bounded over to their father, buzzing with adrenaline. ‘Well?’
‘Unbelievable, I’m bursting with pride.’ Frank hugged them in turn.
‘Fantastic,’ Melanie lied.
The twins glared at her. ‘Doreen saw you coming in at the very end. We knew you wouldn’t make it. You never do.’ Joni’s voice shook with emotion. ‘I was really good tonight and you missed it.’
‘I’m sorry, but I’ll watch the video the minute we get home.’
Janis put her arm protectively around her sister. ‘We always come second.’
Melanie had to try to salvage this. Their hurt and anger were raw. ‘I was only late because I was with Xina. Maybe you’ve heard of her.’
The twins stared at her. ‘Xina, like, Xina from TikTok?’ Joni asked.
‘Xina the social-media icon?’ Janis looked shocked.
‘Yes, that Xina, and she made a video – look.’ Melanie shoved her phone in front of their faces and played Xina’s video message.
‘OH, MY ACTUAL GOD!’ Janis screeched.
‘Xina sent us a video, like, to us, personally.’
Grabbing her phone, they raced off to show the video to their friends. Ross might be overbearing, but he had done her a good turn tonight by coming up with that idea.
Melanie smiled at Frank. ‘It looks like I’ve been forgiven.’
He looked at her sadly. ‘Oh, Melanie, don’t you get it? A video is not going to make up for being an absent mother.’
He turned and walked away, leaving her standing there in shock. How could he be so cruel? She wasn’t absent now. The girls were thrilled with their Xina message – more thrilled than they would have been with their mother sitting in the hall, watching the play. It felt like they all wanted too much from her – to be the breadwinner, the high-achiever, but also to be at home and a hands-on mother. It wasn’t possible to be an ambitious career woman, a perfect mother and a great wife. She couldn’t have it all and neither could they. More and more, Melanie was realizing this, and she resented the constant pull on her in all directions. It was exhausting … and something was going to have to give.



34. Amanda
Katie sat in her pyjama bottoms and an oversized sweatshirt, crying. Her hair was sticking up in different directions like Theo’s used to when he was small. She looked like a little girl.
Amanda glanced at Melanie, who shrugged her shoulders. She was obviously as much in the dark as Amanda was.
Katie’s hands were sweaty. ‘Thanks so much for coming. I didn’t know who to call. I couldn’t tell the girls in the salon and, well, you both have big, forgiving hearts, even though what I’ve done is a bit like what Ross did and I feel sick.’
What did she mean ‘a bit like what Ross did’? What the hell had she done?
‘How could I have been so stupid? How did I let myself get so drunk?’
Melanie handed Katie a tissue. ‘What’s going on, Katie? You’re talking in riddles.’
Amanda was glad Melanie was there to cut across Katie’s ramblings.
Katie told them about her night at the gig and waking up in a hotel bed with another man. ‘But I had my tights and pants on, so we didn’t have sex, like I didn’t do that, and he told me we didn’t do it … but … but it’s really bad, I know it is.’
Amanda’s mouth dropped. How could she do that? How could she risk her lovely marriage? She and Jamie were perfect for each other. They disagreed at times and Jamie got cross with her, but they adored each other. How could she have been so stupid? She had everything, a loving husband and two gorgeous kids. Amanda knew Katie was looking for empathy and support, but she was having a hard time processing this. It was like what Ross had done, the same careless neglect and betrayal, and it made her feel so angry.
‘Jesus, Katie, that’s really bad.’ Melanie didn’t sugar-coat it. ‘Does Jamie know?’
Katie shook her head. ‘I snuck back in while he was still asleep.’
‘Does Frank know?’
‘No, he left at midnight and he tried to get me to go home with him, but I was in “party Katie” mode and I wanted more fun. I’m pathetic, I know I am.’ She covered her face with her hands. ‘I have no one to blame but my thick self. I ordered the shots. Why didn’t I go home with Frank? I’m such an idiot. I put my marriage at risk. I love Jamie. I love him more than anything and my kids too. I’m so lucky, how could I risk all that?’
‘Do you remember anything about the night?’ Melanie asked.
‘I’m getting little flashbacks – I remember thinking the drummer was cute and he was being very flirty and I have to admit I enjoyed the attention. I felt young again, not like a thirty-five-year-old mum of two. I got high on the attention and drank more. What an idiot. Who does that? Who gets so out of it that they end up in bed with a stranger? I have such a good life. I made a very conscious decision in my early twenties to move away from my wild friends. I knew what I wanted, and I didn’t want chaos. I wanted a solid and stable life. How could I do something so terrible?’
Amanda felt sorry for her sister-in-law because she was so upset, but a part of her judged Katie harshly. It was as if she had a self-destruct button. Here was Amanda, trying so hard to make her marriage work despite being cheated on and humiliated, and Katie, who had everything, was risking it all for ‘fun’. Why couldn’t people see when they had a good thing going on? A good partner, a lovely family? Why all this running about looking for something else? Did they even know what they were looking for? Amanda was digging deep to find empathy, but it was hard. She stayed quiet while she sorted through her feelings.
‘Katie, the root of all this is alcohol.’ Melanie said it straight.
‘I know,’ Katie said miserably, ‘but I never usually black out when I drink. I usually just get giddy.’
‘And you slur, and you fall over too, in front of clients.’ Melanie wasn’t holding back.
Amanda thought of the times she’d been with Katie and, apart from swimming, Katie had always had a drink in her hand. The family lunches always ended up with Katie being pretty smashed. Whenever Amanda and Ross had come home for Christmas, Katie had always been buzzing then too. She used to see her sister-in-law only once or twice a year but, truth be told, she’d never seen Katie sober at a family event. She was rarely messy, but she was always a bit drunker than anyone else.
‘I … Well, I find I drink more now than I used to.’
‘How much would you drink in a normal week? Be honest,’ Melanie asked.
Katie paused. ‘I dunno, I suppose Jamie and I share a bottle of wine a night. Maybe two on Fridays.’ She blushed.
‘Would you both drink the same amount?’ Melanie continued.
‘I guess I drink faster than him, and I’m the one who usually opens the second bottle.’
‘What about the weekends?’
‘We try to go out every Saturday night, to keep our relationship fresh and be a couple. We go for dinner, drinks, maybe a club. I suppose we’d have wine and vodkas, maybe some cocktails.’
Jesus, that was a lot. Amanda would be smashed after four drinks.
‘Katie, that’s a huge amount,’ Amanda said. ‘Have you always drunk this much?’
Katie sniffed. ‘No, it seems to have crept up.’
‘When did you start drinking?’ Amanda asked.
Katie pulled the sleeves of her sweatshirt down over her hands. ‘Well, I had my first drink when I was thirteen. My mum was dead and I’d just got my period. I couldn’t ask my dad for help. I was full of hormones and feeling lost. I couldn’t handle the pain of missing her. I tried self-harming, but it hurt too much. I’m such a wuss.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘So, I drank. It helped to numb the pain.’
Amanda felt her anger and judgement of Katie evaporate. Her sister-in-law’s relationship with alcohol clearly went much deeper than she’d imagined. Amanda hadn’t realized how much Katie had suffered, losing her mother at such a young age. She always seemed so bubbly and sunny-side-up, but underneath there was a lost little girl who desperately missed her mum.
‘That must have been very difficult for you. Do you think drink has become a way to manage things in your life?’ Melanie was sympathetic but clinical.
Katie sat back in her chair. ‘I guess so. I always do have a drink after a long day, or a difficult day with a tricky client, or if the kids are being annoying, or if I’m just feeling a bit low.’ She looked down at her hands. ‘I even had a drink before you guys arrived to help steady my nerves.’ She looked up, her eyes wet. ‘When I’m saying it now … it’s all the time. I didn’t even realize. I suppose I see alcohol as something that’s not that bad. It’s not like I’m doing drugs or anything. My dad drank every day after work. He was no shining example of parenthood and he drank because he was sad and lonely, but he never missed work or was abusive or nasty to anyone, least of all me. He was just broken-hearted about my mum dying and alcohol helped. I started drinking most nights after I got my period. It used to help me sleep. I kept having the same nightmare over and over … and then I’d wake up and realize it wasn’t a nightmare, my mother was dead and I’d never see her again. Even now I can’t go to sleep without a drink, ever.’
‘But, Katie,’ Amanda said, ‘alcohol is a drug, one of the most addictive and abused ones, especially in Ireland.’
‘I just never thought it was.’ Katie stared at Amanda, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Amanda reached out to hold her hand. ‘Hey, it’s okay, you’ve had a lot to deal with. I never knew how lonely your childhood was. You always seem so happy and together, and you and Jamie are such a brilliant couple. I always envied your closeness.’
‘And now you see I’m just a basket case and a terrible wife, a cheating drunk.’
‘Don’t say that. You’re human and we all make mistakes,’ Melanie said. ‘I was tempted to sleep with Petrus. If he hadn’t been such an idiot, I might well have.’
‘Really?’ Amanda was shocked. Melanie, the straight, driven, never-put-a-foot-wrong agent, was tempted to cheat? Was everyone in this family okay about cheating? Was she the only one who thought it was morally wrong and a horrible thing to do to your spouse?
‘I’m sorry, that was insensitive of me to admit it, with everything that’s going on between Ross and Ruby.’ Melanie realized her mistake too late. ‘It was just a moment of madness and nothing happened.’
‘I’m sorry too, Amanda. I’m not a cheat, I swear. I love my family. I’d die for them and I’ve put all that at risk. I honestly think I’m going to have a nervous breakdown from the guilt and all I want right now is a drink. Isn’t that awful?’
Katie was truly heartbroken. Amanda patted her arm. ‘Look, it’s how we handle our mistakes that matters. You were a lost, grief-struck young girl who got into a bad habit that she never got out of. But I think cutting out alcohol would do you a power of good. It would clear your mind and help you make smarter decisions.’
‘I agree,’ Melanie said. ‘If you weren’t drunk that night, you wouldn’t have gone back to that guy’s room and you wouldn’t have fallen over in front of clients and you wouldn’t have called Nancy a poisonous bitch. Alcohol is not your friend. It’s causing you nothing but trouble.’
Katie wiped her eyes with a tissue. ‘God, you’re so right. I’ve become a nasty, messy drunk and it’s affecting all aspects of my life. That’s it. I’m never drinking again.’
Amanda thought Katie was naïve to assume she’d be able simply to stop a habit of a lifetime. ‘You’ll need help. I think you should go to counselling to get over the alcohol dependency and also to work through your childhood traumas.’
‘I agree. You can’t do this on your own, Katie, you need professional help.’
Katie nodded. ‘I’ll do anything to stop.’
‘I’ve just found a really good therapist for Theo. She came highly recommended. She specializes in addiction and trauma. Theo’s only had one session, and I had to drag him there, but he said she was really good. Why don’t you book in with her?’
‘I’m so glad Theo’s getting some help. I’d love to see her too. Send me the details.’
Amanda shared them with Katie.
‘Contact her now,’ Melanie urged. ‘You need to have a date sorted or you might change your mind and back out.’
Katie typed an email requesting an urgent appointment. ‘I swear to you both that I will do everything I can to be a better person, mum and wife. I will never risk my beautiful family for a bender or to feel young again. Ever. This is rock bottom and I am done.’
‘Are you going to tell Jamie?’ Melanie asked.
‘I’m scared to.’ Katie’s eyes filled again. ‘He’s already cross with me and I’m afraid he’ll walk out.’
‘He will never do that. He adores you,’ Amanda said. ‘And in my experience, being honest is so much better than letting him find out. It’s the most awful feeling to know you have been lied to. It makes it all so much worse.’
‘I agree, and you don’t have to give him all the details, just say you passed out on the couch and woke up clothed, but you realize that you could have done something really stupid and that’s why you’re giving up drinking,’ Melanie suggested.
‘Okay, I’ll do that. I’ll have to tell him something. He’ll be well surprised when I become a Pioneer overnight.’
Amanda put her arm around Katie. ‘It will be hard, but it’s the right thing to do and your life will be better without drink. No hangovers, no shouting at mothers-in-law, no cut knees …’
‘No love bites to hide with concealer,’ Melanie added.
Katie groaned. ‘What man over sixteen does that? It’s fading quickly, thank God.’
‘I used to put toothpaste on mine to hide them,’ Amanda said.
‘I put Sudocrem on mine.’ Melanie laughed. ‘But my mum still spotted them.’
‘Thank God for strong concealer.’ Katie half smiled.
‘Okay, you have a plan in place and we’re here for you. Onwards and upwards. I have to fly.’ Melanie gave Katie a hug and swept out of the door.
Katie fell back on the couch, hugging her legs to her chest. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tired. I feel weary in my bones.’
Amanda knew that feeling. It was how she’d felt when she’d found out about Ross’s affair and love child, then about Theo. ‘I know. Everything seems like a mountain to climb, but I promise it’ll get easier. You have to stop drinking, though, or it’ll ruin your life. Whenever you feel like a drink, call me and we’ll go for a swim or a walk or just chat.’
Katie took Amanda’s hands in hers and looked into her eyes. ‘Three months ago I never would have imagined that you’d be my person in a crisis, but you have been incredible. You could have judged me, but you didn’t, and I do know that this situation is hard for you. I am so grateful, honestly. You’ve been a true friend.’
‘We’re family.’
‘Yeah, I guess we are.’
‘Besides,’ Amanda added, ‘you’ve been really kind to me about Nancy and Ross and the baby and you told me about Theo, which was so important. We’ve had a big chat and we’re putting everything in place to support him.’
‘He’ll be fine. He has the best mother.’
Amanda smiled. ‘Thanks, that means a lot.’ She stood up to go. ‘Don’t forget our reading lesson on Friday morning.’
‘Are you sure you want to take this on?’
‘Absolutely. I’m delighted to help.’
Katie hugged her again. ‘You’re the best. You and Melanie are the sisters I never had.’
‘You’re the best friends I never had,’ Amanda replied, and she meant it. They were.



35. Katie
Katie handed the kids their lunchboxes.
Lucy peered inside. ‘Wow, Mummy, you made a heart-shaped sandwich.’ Her eyes shone with happiness.
‘And mine’s a car!’ Toby exclaimed.
Katie’s heart ached. She should have done more of these things. She’d always said, ‘I’m not a morning person,’ but she was. She wasn’t a morning person because in the evenings she’d always have a few glasses of wine, stay up late and be tired when the alarm went off. Now she loved mornings. In the last two weeks she had got up every morning, gone swimming and been back at seven thirty to wake the kids for school. The first week was so hard: she’d had constant headaches and had had to dig deep not to reach for wine in the evenings, but every time she wanted to drink she thought about waking up in that hotel room and the shame stopped her. She’d talked a lot to her old coach, Fred, sending her words heavenwards. When she’d listened for his answer, she’d heard him say, ‘One more lap, Katie, just one more.’ It was what he’d said to her when she was training as a swimmer. Katie translated it as ‘One more day without a drink, Katie, just one more day’.
One evening when she’d felt she was about to crack, she’d had to call Amanda, who had told her to get into the car and meet her for a swim – Katie’s second swim of the day – but whatever worked.
She’d had two sessions with the therapist, who had been brilliant. Katie liked her immediately and felt safe in her hands, but it was exhausting. She spent most of the sessions crying. So much pain from her childhood, which she had deeply buried, was coming up. As challenging as it was, she knew it would help her quit drinking and be a better person. And even though she was drained, she also felt lighter.
By the end of the first alcohol-free week Katie felt clear-headed and ready for the day. She had energy she hadn’t had before. She had met the nicest people too. There weren’t that many daily early-morning swimmers in the little cove she went to, so they all chit-chatted to each other in the water and while they were getting changed. It was a complete mish-mash of people, all ages, sizes and backgrounds. But they loved their morning swims and everyone left smiling. No one asked why each person was there, but Katie could tell that some went because it helped them cope with whatever they were dealing with. ‘You never regret a swim. It’s good for the soul and the mind,’ an older lady had told Katie, and it was true. Being in the water every day soothed her and reminded her of happy times when she was younger. It felt familiar and cleansing.
The only thing she hadn’t done yet was tell Jamie. She needed to build up to it. Katie smiled at her kids. I was missing all of this, she thought. She had made the kids their lunches every day, but never enjoyed it. She’d considered it a chore, not the privilege it was. Her mother would have loved to live long enough to make Katie’s lunches all through school. Katie was ashamed of how negative she’d been about it. Now the morning was her favourite part of the day. She was determined to have more fun with the kids instead of hustling them out to school and snapping at them for being slow to get ready because she had a wine headache. Now, she played music and sang songs with them.
‘Okay, it’s Toby’s turn to choose the music this morning, what’s our song today?’
‘I want the Happy Song.’
‘Nooooooo, Toby, we had that the last time.’
‘I like it and I want it.’
‘Muuuum?’ Lucy pleaded.
In the past the whining and arguing would have made her cross. The old Katie would have told them both to shush and not played any music.
‘Hey, come on now. It’s Toby’s choice. You can choose your song tomorrow. Come on, Lucy, if you sing along, it’ll put you in a great mood.’ Katie tickled her daughter. She got her to giggle and she played the song loudly as they all sang at the top of their voices.
‘Can we turn it down a bit?’ Jamie entered the kitchen covering his ears.
‘NO WAY!’ Toby shouted.
Jamie looked pleadingly at Katie. ‘It’s eight a.m., can we please tone it down?’
‘Nope.’ Katie grinned and sang along.
‘Who are you?’ Jamie asked.
‘I’m me.’ Katie kissed his cheek.
‘You’re like two a.m. Katie at eight a.m.,’ Jamie pointed out.
‘You can have just as much fun in the morning.’
‘Since when? You’ve never been a morning person.’
‘I used to be years ago, when I swam a lot, but then … well … I want the kids to go to school full of music and laughter.’
‘Okay, that’s cool and I’m all for it, but does it have to be this loud?’
‘YES!’ Toby and Lucy shouted.
Jamie laughed and Katie sent the singing kids out of the front door and into the car.
‘Is this not-drinking thing because of the night with the Italians?’
Katie froze. Now was not the best time, but she needed to give him an answer. ‘And calling your mum a poisonous bitch and generally drinking too much and being an idiot. I’m five foot two, I can’t handle alcohol. I’ve done some stupid things and made a fool of myself and caused drama with your family, so, yes, I think it is going to be permanent.’
‘When I gave out to you, I didn’t mean for you to become a teetotaller. I just wanted you to drink less and not get messy.’
‘I know, babe, but … but when I went to that gig with Frank, I got really drunk and woke up passed out in a hotel room, on the couch, fully dressed, but still … ashamed of myself.’
Jamie frowned. ‘You what? Whose hotel room? Was Frank there?’
Katie reached for his hand. ‘No. I stayed on with the band being “fun Katie”, doing shots and being a fool. We went back to the band’s hotel and kept drinking and then I woke up at five on the couch.’
‘Who was in the room?’ Jamie’s jaw was clenched.
Katie knew lying was wrong, but she also knew that fudging the truth would protect Jamie from being hurt and, after all, nothing had happened, a bit of kissing and a love bite. She opted for a small white lie. ‘Most of the band. They were still partying when I woke up. I legged it out.’
‘How come you never said anything?’ Jamie was watching her closely.
‘Because I was ashamed, a mother of two passed out in a hotel room. I’m … I was so embarrassed … It was a wake-up call. I need to stop drinking.’
Jamie was very still. ‘Katie, did anything happen in that room?’
‘No, Jamie! Nothing except drinking. I was the oldest person by about fifteen years. I am pathetic. I’m sorry I’ve been such an idiot and causing problems with my stupid drunk mouth. I’m going to be Katie 2.0 now.’
Jamie didn’t say anything. He studied her. Katie held his gaze.
‘I’m also seeing a therapist to help me stay off the booze and to sort out a lot of stuff about my mum and my childhood that I never dealt with.’
‘When did this happen?’
‘Only in the last few weeks. My drinking has been getting out of hand, like at your client dinner when I fell over and all that. I need to stop and find other ways to have fun. It’s not easy, I won’t lie, but I like feeling good in the morning and having more energy.’
‘You’ve more energy in the morning but you’re asleep at ten every night,’ he noted.
‘I’ll try and stay awake until eleven on the weekends.’ She smiled at him.
Jamie was still studying her. ‘It’s going to take a minute for me to process all of this and get used to the new Katie.’
‘I know, but I’m a happier and better person sober, and now you don’t have to worry about me insulting your family or colleagues. I want to be better for you and the kids.’
‘Okay, well, I support you and it probably is a good idea. I certainly don’t want to hear of you passing out in any more hotel rooms. That’s not okay.’
‘It was my kick up the arse to start making changes.’
Jamie nodded and turned to go.
‘I love you, babe,’ Katie called.
There was a pause, but then he said, ‘You too.’
Katie exhaled, realizing she’d been holding her breath.
When Katie parked the car, she walked Toby to the door, then turned to go with Lucy to her classroom.
‘You’re different, Mum,’ Lucy said.
‘What do you mean?’
‘You’re less grumpy and nicer.’
Katie felt a lump form in her throat. ‘Was I very grumpy?’
‘No, but you were snappy in the mornings and always had a headache. But you haven’t had a headache in aaaages.’
Two weeks to a nine-year-old was a long time. Katie crouched down. ‘I’m really sorry for being snappy. I love you and Toby so much, and I want to be the best mum in the world.’
‘You were never bad – except the day you were mean to Granny. You were quite good, but now you’re better.’
‘I’m so proud of you, Lucy, you’re so clever and smart. I’m in awe of how much you read and how well you do in all your tests.’
Lucy smiled. ‘Granny says I get my brains from Daddy.’
Of course she bloody does.
Katie tried to keep her positive thoughts positive, but it was difficult when it came to Nancy.
‘Well, she’s right. Daddy is very clever.’
‘Why don’t you read books, Mum?’
Katie coughed to try to shift the lump in her throat. ‘I … I’ve just never been very good at it. I wish I was better.’
‘Granny says the more you read, the cleverer you are.’
‘Yes, she’s right, but it’s not that easy for everyone. Some people find it hard to read and are better at more creative things. Everyone is different, we all need to remember that.’
Lucy wrinkled her nose. ‘I suppose so. Lainey is amaaaaazing at drawing but hopeless at spelling, and I’m brilliant at spelling and not very good at art.’
‘Well, there you go. Everyone has different talents, but you’re both as clever as each other.’
‘What’s your talent, Mum?’
Surviving, Katie thought. Surviving my lonely childhood, my wild teen years, knowing Jamie was the one for me and putting up with his mother and now … life without my crutch, alcohol. ‘I think I’m kind and I’m good at making people feel better when I do their hair.’
‘You are kind and you are good at hair, but I never want to be a hairdresser. It’s boring. I want to have a really interesting job like Granny.’
Nancy had really done a number on her. It was actually upsetting to see the extent to which she had run Katie down in Lucy’s eyes – she had very successfully painted her as the brainless, boring non-achiever. Poisonous bitch indeed.
‘Okay, time to go in.’ Katie nudged Lucy towards her class before she crushed her good mood.
The three sisters-in-law sat on their towels.
‘Fifteen days and not a drop,’ Katie said.
‘I’m very proud of you. It’s not easy to give up alcohol. You’re doing really well,’ Amanda said.
‘Thanks.’
‘Absolutely,’ Melanie agreed. ‘I’m sure it’s very tough on difficult days, but you seem perkier already.’
‘That could be more to do with the freezing swim we just had.’ Katie grinned. ‘If you ever see me reaching for a glass at a family lunch – if I’m ever allowed to attend one again – stop me. I know I’ll have wobbly days.’
‘How’s the counselling going?’ Amanda asked.
‘Tough, but really good. How’s Theo?’
Amanda smiled. ‘He’s doing really well, thanks. He’s communicating with me. We’ve had some intensely emotional but important conversations. He’s really opened up and seems much happier. I haven’t told Ross yet. He’s been so stressed out sorting the legal stuff with Ruby that I decided to wait. Besides, he’ll just get angry with Theo and that never helps.’
Melanie pulled her coat around her shoulders. ‘We all need help at difficult times. I went to see someone after the twins were born. I had post-natal depression and I really wasn’t coping. Frank organized it for me and, although I was reluctant, I found it very helpful.’
What? Melanie the badass, the strong, successful, don’t-mess-with-me woman, had gone to see a therapist? Katie was shocked. But she felt better knowing Melanie wasn’t infallible.
As if reading her mind, Amanda said, ‘Wow, I never thought you’d need any help. You always seem so in control and on top of everything.’
Melanie smiled sadly. ‘Appearances can be deceiving.’ Then, putting her cup down, she announced, ‘In the spirit of honesty, I think my marriage is over.’
‘What?’ Katie couldn’t believe it.
‘Oh, my God, Melanie,’ Amanda said.
Melanie shrugged. ‘It’s been over for years, but I didn’t want to admit it. Frank and I are so different, and while in the early days that worked, over time it has pulled us apart. I’m lonely, and I know he is too. Frank deserves more. He deserves someone who will spend time with him and shares his passion for yoga and meditation, bands and gigs. I’m not that person.’
‘But it’s Frank,’ Katie said, devastated at the idea of them not being a couple any more.
‘I know, Katie. I realize what a good man he is, but it’s not working. We have no spark. We’re like room-mates. When I met Petrus and I felt that sexual chemistry, I knew it was over with Frank. We have nothing left. I just need to find the courage to tell him.’
‘Why not go to couples counselling?’ Amanda suggested. ‘Ross and I are going to do it. He asked me to try it and I agreed.’
Melanie shook her head. ‘You and Ross still have a connection, you have things in common. Frank and I are way beyond that. I truly believe we’ll be happier apart. I want him to meet someone who will appreciate all his goodness. I’m not making him happy and I’m sick of feeling guilty all the time about not being good enough or present enough, so I’m going to set him free.’
Katie felt sick. Frank and Melanie had always been there since she’d first met Jamie. They’d got on well as couples because Katie and Frank bonded, and Jamie and Melanie did too.
‘What about the agency?’ Amanda asked. ‘Won’t it be difficult to work there?’
‘I thought you might ask that.’ Melanie grinned.
‘I’m not asking for Ross, I’m asking for you,’ Amanda clarified.
Melanie stood up. ‘I’ve thought about it a lot, and I’ve decided to go out on my own. I can’t stay on with Frank’s family. It wouldn’t be right. To be honest, I’ve always thought I’d like to do my own thing when the time was right, and I’m about to sign a very lucrative author, not my usual type of writer, but a big star, so for many reasons, now is the time to jump.’
‘Oh, Melanie! Jamie is going to die,’ Katie wailed. ‘Why can’t you stay on? No offence to Ross, but you’re the obvious person to take over from Nancy.’
‘I can’t stay there with Frank. It’s too awkward.’
‘Frank can … I dunno … do something else.’ Katie was grasping, but she knew how upset Jamie would be if Melanie left. They were thick as thieves in work and Melanie was the one who found the big authors. Nancy was slowing down.
Amanda put down her cup. ‘Nancy is still working, Katie, and Ross, Jamie and Frank can run the agency. They’ll need to find a strong new agent, but they can do that. Obviously Melanie will be a huge loss but, let’s be honest, succession was always going to be contentious with Melanie being an in-law.’
‘It’s true,’ Melanie agreed. ‘Nancy made it crystal clear when she named Lucy as her successor, then excluded us from the photo at that lunch, that we will always be outsiders in this family. She will never pass the mantle to me. This way, it’s a clean break for everyone and I’ll help them find a good replacement agent.’
Bloody Ross would be thrilled, but Jamie would be gutted.
Amanda pulled her jumper over her head. ‘I really need to get a job. I’m not exactly qualified for anything. My ancient social sciences degree is useless, but if you’re looking for a receptionist or a general office-admin person, I’m free.’
‘Really?’ Melanie asked.
‘Yes. I need to earn my own money and find myself again. I’ve been Ross’s wife and Theo’s mum and nothing else for far too long. I want my own identity back.’
‘I’m not sure Ross will like you working for me, though.’ Melanie chuckled.
‘Ross can go fuck himself,’ Amanda said.
‘Woohoo, look at Amanda being all sassy.’ Katie whooped. ‘Good for you.’
The three sisters-in-law laughed together.



36. Melanie
Melanie braced herself with a double espresso, took a deep breath, held it for four, exhaled for four and then, still feeling jittery and anxious, went out into the garden.
Frank had his back to her: he was meditating. He looked so calm and peaceful. She envied him his tranquillity and stillness. She knew he had worked hard after the car crash to get to this place. Ever since she’d known him, he had been centred and serene. When she’d fallen apart after having the twins, Frank had looked after them and found her a therapist. There had been no judgement, no resentment, just love and understanding. She knew how lucky she was to have met him and she thanked God that he was the father to their daughters. The twins were blessed to have Frank as their dad.
She waited for him to finish. When he turned around, she handed him a green tea. He was surprised. ‘Thanks, this is so nice.’
‘It’s cold out here.’ She pulled her cardigan around her.
‘Crisp but beautiful.’ Frank sipped his tea.
‘I need to talk to you, Frank.’
Frank said nothing. He gave her the space to talk, just like he always did.
Melanie looked into his eyes. ‘I love you, Frank. I think you’re an incredible man, husband and father.’ She paused.
‘But?’ Frank smiled sadly.
Melanie continued: ‘But we’re not working and, yes, I know it’s my fault. I take full responsibility, but I can’t do this any more. It’s not fair to you or to me. I wish I was a better person, a better wife and mother. I’m not proud of the fact that I’m neither. But I am who I am, Frank, and I’m not making you happy. I want you to be free to meet someone who will appreciate all of you and be a partner for you. The only thing I’ve ever been really good at is my job. I was never sporty or creative or science-y, I just loved books and I found my dream job. I love it, it fulfils me. I know I’m a workaholic and I know that impacts you and the kids. I’m sorry, I really am, but there’s nowhere else I want to be. I never wanted kids because I knew I’d resent having to give up time at work to raise them. I think that’s why I fell apart when they were born. One child was going to be hard enough, but two …’ she sniffed ‘… too much.’
Frank bit his lower lip. ‘I knew this was coming, but it still feels a bit like being shot.’
Tears were welling behind Melanie’s eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’
‘It’s okay, you’re being honest and you’re right, we have grown apart. I believed … well, I’d hoped we could find our way back to each other, but I accept, with a heavy heart, that we can’t. I persuaded you to have children, even though you were resistant, I know that, and they are the loves of my life.’ His face lit up just thinking about the twins. ‘Thank you for giving them to me. I know it wasn’t easy for you, especially when we had twins.’
Melanie chuckled. ‘Will you ever forget that scan?’
Frank laughed. ‘No, the sonographer was startled by your scream.’
‘You’re such a good man, Frank. Thanks for putting up with me and for doing the heavy lifting with the girls.’ Melanie did love him as a person and wished it was enough, but it wasn’t.
‘Hey, now, you’ve done the heavy lifting in work, and I know you love it, but the onus has been on you to pay the big bills. I’m sorry for not being a better provider. While work is your great joy, being a dad is mine.’
Melanie was glad he had thanked her for providing the main finances. It had been a weight to carry, which had pushed her to be better and work even harder. She had always known that their mortgage and the girls’ school fees mainly depended on her.
‘God, this is all so civilized.’ Melanie felt tears on her cheeks.
Frank came over to her and hugged her. She leant into him. ‘Can we tell the girls tonight, together?’
‘Sure. Just let me do some research first about how best to break news like this to teens.’
Just tell them, Melanie thought. Be honest. They are lucky this is not a contentious break-up. ‘Okay, let me know when you’re ready.’ She pulled out of his hug. ‘We need to talk about the agency, too. I can’t stay there.’
Frank frowned. ‘Why not?’
‘Because your mother owns it and you and your brothers work there. I’m not family, I’m an in-law, and now I’m going to be an ex-in-law, which is an even more dubious position.’
Frank shook his head. ‘But you’re the key person. Mum respects you so highly. You’re the reason authors are flocking to be signed.’
Melanie put her hands up. ‘Frank, I can’t work in your family agency if we’re divorced. It would be weird and awkward.’
‘But why? We’re going to be friends, aren’t we? There’s no trouble between us.’
‘I know, but it would be weird to see each other every day – and, besides, Ross wants me out. He’ll keep chipping away at me, and I’d like to be my own boss. I have enough good authors who I know will come with me, and with the interest I’m getting from publishers about Xina, she alone will pay my office rent for a few years.’
‘Mum will be upset. She won’t like you leaving. Nor will Jamie.’
‘Nancy will only miss the revenue I generate, but I think our break-up is the right moment to make the leap.’
Frank mulled this over. ‘What if I left the agency?’
‘What?’
‘I’ve also been thinking about making a change. I’d like to set up a small yoga and meditation studio.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes, and let’s be honest, I won’t be a big loss to the agency.’
They laughed.
‘So I’ll leave and you can stay. Then, when Mum retires, you can take over. Everyone will be happy.’
‘You seem to be forgetting Ross, Jamie and Lucy.’
‘You could run it jointly with Jamie. Ross has to sort out his personal life. I don’t think he’s ready to run anything.’
‘Blood is thicker than water, Frank, and your mother’s recent comments and actions have made it clear that, as an in-law, I will never get to run the agency. Honestly, I’d rather do my own thing. I’m ready.’ Melanie cleared her throat. The next bit was hard, but she wanted to be honest. ‘I think you should have primary custody of the twins and I can see them on weekends. You’re a much better parent. You’re on top of all their school activities and you’re a better cook. I think they’d be happy to live with you Monday to Saturday. I’ll take them Saturday and bring them back on Sunday evening.’
‘Are you sure?’
Melanie nodded. ‘Yes.’ She didn’t add that the relief of being on her own from Monday to Saturday would be huge. No guilt, no pressure to be at home, or cook or organize uniforms or sports gear or lifts or pick-ups … just time and space to work. Then she’d be free on the weekends to actually spend time with them. ‘And I’ll move out. I don’t want the girls to have to move, it wouldn’t be fair. I’ll rent an apartment nearby.’
‘Melanie, I’m happy to share custody.’
Melanie smiled at him, her lovely Frank, always so fair and considerate. ‘No, Frank, you deserve them and they deserve you. I’m fine with it.’
‘You can come over anytime, obviously.’
‘Thanks.’
‘I’m sorry it’s ended, but we have two beautiful daughters and we had good times, didn’t we?’
Melanie reached up and kissed him. ‘Yes, we did. Marrying you was the best decision I made, Frank. You’re one in a million.’
They held each other and Melanie felt relief flood through her. Being honest about everything felt so freeing. A huge weight lifted from her shoulders. There was a new sense of hope about her future, a new sense of possibility. This was absolutely the right decision for her.
The twins were giggling at something on their phones when Frank and Melanie walked into the kitchen. Melanie looked to Frank. She was happy for him to take the lead. He was a lot more subtle than she was, and while he oozed empathy, she had always been more practical and plain-speaking.
‘Girls, can you put your phones down. Your mum and I need to talk to you,’ Frank said gently.
Joni looked up. ‘What’s going on? Oh, God, you’re not going to try to cut our phone-time again, are you?’
‘Seriously, we’re fifteen, not ten!’ Janis groaned.
‘No, it’s not about your phones.’ Frank sat down and indicated for Melanie to do the same.
The twins sat, arms folded defensively.
‘Is this about the detention for bunking off school early to go to St Jude’s rugby match?’ Joni asked.
‘What detention?’ Melanie asked.
‘Never mind,’ Frank said.
‘It was last week. You were in London at some book fair,’ Janis told her.
‘It’s not about that either. It’s a little more serious.’
Now the twins looked worried. ‘What’s going on?’
Frank laid his palms flat on the table. ‘You know how much your mum and I love you. Your happiness and wellbeing are the most important thing in our lives.’
‘Not in Mum’s life, they aren’t,’ Janis said.
‘That’s not fair,’ Frank defended Melanie.
‘I may not be the world’s greatest mother, but I do love you,’ Melanie said. Although Janis had a point: Melanie had put work before the girls many times. She was able to because Frank was always there to fill in the gap. Then again, he had pushed her into having children so …
‘We both love you so much and we love each other very much, too. But sometimes in relationships that love goes from being a romantic love to a more platonic one. Your mother was my first great love. We met when we were both in our early twenties and have been very happy together. But lately we have grown apart. I think –’
‘Oh, my God, are you getting divorced?’ The penny dropped for Joni as Janis’s face fell.
‘Are you?’ she gasped.
‘We have decided to separate with a view to divorce, yes.’ Melanie decided to be straight with them. ‘But we want you to know that nothing will change for you. You are still our priority and your welfare is paramount.’
Janis frowned. ‘What do you mean, nothing will change? Where are we going to live? Who are we living with?’
‘Your dad will have primary custody.’
‘Thank God for that,’ Janis said.
‘You will still live here. I’m going to move out.’
‘Your mother,’ Frank told them, ‘has been very generous and offered for us to remain in the house and for me to be your primary carer.’
‘Well, you are,’ Joni pointed out. ‘You do everything.’
Melanie knew this should have stung her deeply, but it didn’t. Joni was right. Frank was always there for them. He was a brilliant dad and made up for her hands-off mothering. She loved her children, but she had always found being a mother difficult. It had never come naturally to her. If she’d had her way, they would have gone to boarding school, like Ross had, but Frank wouldn’t hear of it.
Instead of feeling bad about what Joni and Janis had said, she was looking forward to having her own place. She was excited about this new chapter in her life. She felt as if a noose was being untied and she was being set free. She could be a guilt-free workaholic.
‘Are you having an affair?’ Janis asked her mother.
‘Are you shagging some poxy author?’ Joni hissed.
‘No, she is not,’ Frank said. ‘And neither am I, for that matter.’
‘There is no one else, I promise. We have just grown apart and become more like best friends than partners,’ Melanie told them.
Joni chewed her nail. ‘So we stay here, Dad continues to look after us, and Mum moves somewhere nearby?’
‘Yes, and your mum can call over any time she likes. This is her house too,’ Frank assured them.
Joni’s eyes narrowed. ‘So Mum basically gets what she wants, a place to herself and no responsibility for us?’
‘This is a good day for you, Mum,’ Janis added.
‘Stop, girls, that’s not fair,’ Frank said.
‘Are you okay, Dad? Are you sad?’ Janis asked.
Frank nodded. ‘I am, of course, pet, it’s the end of our marriage, but your mum and I love each other and that will never change. I’m glad there is no bitterness or nastiness. We will always be friends and we will always be a foursome. The four Fitzroys. That will never change. Your mum will just be living down the road.’
No – three Fitzroys and one Miller, Melanie thought.
‘Will we have to stay with Mum sometimes?’ Janis asked.
Melanie jumped in before Frank tried to persuade them that they’d have to sleep over in her place. ‘Not unless you want to. This is your home. I’ll rent somewhere nearby so you can always come home to sleep in your own beds if that’s what you’d prefer.’
‘See? I told you she doesn’t want anything to do with us. She’s thrilled to get out. I bet this was Mum’s idea.’ Joni looked at her father.
‘No, it was … it was fairly mutual,’ Frank said.
Melanie gestured to Frank. ‘Your dad is an exceptional person. I was lucky to meet him and you are blessed to have him as a parent. I know I’ve come up short on the parenting front, but Frank balances my weaknesses out. I love you both, I want you to be happy, and I think this arrangement will be best for all of us.’
‘Best for you, more like.’ Janis snorted. ‘Don’t try to tart it up as a great solution for all of us.’
‘Dad would never have left you. This is you doing what you always do – suiting yourself.’ Joni backed her sister.
Melanie was taken aback by their venom. Had her relationship with them fallen this low? She knew they didn’t have her on any pedestal, but their fury towards her was a surprise. She hadn’t expected it to be so strong and pointed.
‘Now, girls, come on. Your mother and I have decided to separate. It’s a mutual decision. Don’t be so hard on her. She loves you as much as I do.’
The twins laughed. ‘Nice try, Dad. The only thing Mum loves is work,’ Janis said.
‘I do love you. I may not be the best at showing it, but I do,’ Melanie said, in an attempt to defend herself.
‘Girls, I understand this is a shock and a lot to take in. Take a minute. Do you want to ask any questions? Would you like us to go through it again to clarify anything? We are here for you.’
Melanie frowned. What was there to clarify? They’d explained it all.
The twins shook their heads. ‘No,’ Joni said.
‘It’s not a huge shock,’ Janis admitted. ‘You are way more like room-mates than husband and wife, and Mum has never been into motherhood.’
‘Can we go now?’ Joni asked.
‘Yes,’ Melanie said, relieved it was over.
‘Come and talk to me if you have any concerns,’ Frank said, as the twins hurried out of the room.
Melanie stood up. ‘Wow, they really hate me.’
‘No, they don’t. They’re upset. They need to process the news. I’m sure they’ll have questions and concerns – no one wants their parents to break up. We need to be extra sensitive to their needs for the next while.’
‘I think we’ve done everything to make it as seamless and pain-free as possible,’ Melanie reminded him. ‘Their lives won’t change much at all.’
‘Their mother is moving out. It’s a big deal, Melanie.’
Melanie sighed. ‘Okay, yes, it is a bit of a shock, but they’ll be fine, Frank, once they realize that day-to-day their lives are the same.’
‘I hope so. I’ll miss you,’ Frank said.
Melanie reached for his hand. ‘Me too, but we know we’re doing the right thing.’
Her phone buzzed. She let go of his hand and picked it up to take the call.



37. Amanda
Amanda sat in front of her son and husband, who were looking expectantly at her. She waited for the waitress to put down the coffees and leave.
‘What’s going on?’ Ross asked.
Amanda let out a long breath. ‘What’s going on is that our son is still doing cocaine.’
‘Excuse me?’ Ross was shocked.
Amanda had chosen to have this conversation in a public place because she didn’t want them to end up shouting at each other. She wanted Ross to know what was going on and to help support Theo going forward. But she needed the conversation to be calm and constructive.
‘Is this true?’ Ross hissed at his son.
Theo shrugged. ‘I was doing just a bit now and then. It’s not like I’m addicted. I haven’t done any in weeks.’
‘Jesus Christ, Theo, I thought we were finished with this subject. Just how stupid are you?’ Ross snapped.
‘Not as stupid as you,’ Theo retorted.
‘Theo,’ Amanda warned her son, as Ross’s face turned a dangerous shade of red. ‘What’s important to know is that I’ve found Theo a therapist to help him figure this out. He’s only had two sessions so far, but I think it’s helping. Is it, Theo?’
Theo fiddled with a packet of sugar. ‘Kind of, like I’m not messing around with drugs any more. But the main problem is that I just hate it here. Like, I really hate it. I have no friends in school. I know I have Irish parents, but I feel English. I loved London. It’s my home and I want to go back. I don’t fit in here.’
Amanda looked at her son. He was pale with dark circles under his eyes. He looked miserable. She had been trying so hard to make everything work in their new lives that she had convinced herself that if Theo tried harder he’d fit in. If he just took more time and made more of an effort, he’d be happy in his new school and find friends. If he stopped messing about with cocaine and got help via therapy, he’d be fine. But looking at him now, she realized she had been wrong. You can’t force a square peg into a round hole. Theo was right: he was an English boy, he was different, he’d had a very tough time, and this new living situation did not suit him. But they had moved, and they were here now, and they had to make it work.
‘It’s been hard on all of us.’ Amanda could see Ross was trying to stay calm. ‘And I get that it’s not easy to make friends when you come into a school in the final year, but you just need to stick it out and things will get better.’
‘I can’t stay here.’ Theo began to get upset. ‘I can’t. I hate it. I know what I did was stupid, I don’t even know why I did it – I don’t like taking coke. I think I wanted to get caught again so you’d see how miserable I am. It’s like I’m completely invisible in that house.’
Amanda reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘I know it’s hard, love, but it’s only one year. And not even a full year. You just have to get through to the summer. If you do well in your exams, you can go to college in England. I’ll help you apply to any university you want.’
Theo looked up at her. ‘Really?’
‘Of course.’
‘But it’s so expensive and Dad has a new kid to support and I hear you arguing about money all the time and … well …’
‘Oh, Theo, I’m sorry, pet. But things are clearer now that the child-support finances have been sorted out. In fact, we’ll be able to move out of your granny’s house soon and, don’t worry, we’ll find the money to send you to college in England. I promise you that if you study hard, stop messing about and behave, we will both one hundred per cent support you going to college in England. Won’t we, Ross?’
Ross nodded. ‘Yes, we’ll figure it out, but only if you stop with the drugs, Theo. It has to stop now. I’m serious. If we find out you’ve been at it again, you will be in major trouble.’
Amanda nodded. ‘Please, Theo, no more. I can’t take any more worry. I’ll move mountains to make you happy, but I won’t tolerate any more bad behaviour.’
Theo was visibly relieved. He broke into a smile. ‘Knowing I can go to uni in England is the best news ever. I thought I was trapped here. I can’t wait to tell the boys. Harry, Alex and Jools are hoping to go to Exeter. I could go there too.’
‘If you study hard, you can go anywhere,’ Ross told him.
‘I will. I promise, Dad.’
Amanda watched her son’s face light up. It was as if a burden had been lifted off his young shoulders. She had underestimated how much he was struggling. He had lived in London for most of his life – of course he felt more English than Irish. He was a fish out of water here. England was his home. She put an arm around his shoulders. ‘I’m so sorry, Theo. This has been awful for you and we haven’t given you enough credit for coping as well as you have. Your whole world has been upended and it’s not fair. I promise you that, from now on, your dad and I will do everything we can to get you into whatever university you want. Once we move out of Nancy’s, things will be calmer and easier too.’
Theo hugged her back. ‘It’s okay, Mum. This has been horrendous for you, too. I don’t mean to worry you. Now I know this is only temporary, I can deal with it.’
‘We all need to do better and try harder to make this work, okay?’ Amanda looked at her husband and son.
‘Agreed,’ they said.
Theo sipped his coffee. ‘Joni and Janis told me about Melanie and Frank splitting up.’
‘It’s sad, but I think it’s for the best. They’re good friends and Melanie has been really generous,’ Amanda told him.
‘The twins don’t think so. They blame her for everything.’
Amanda felt the need to defend her sister-in-law. ‘That’s not fair. Melanie is the reason they live in that lovely house and go to that posh school. She works so hard to provide a good life for them. They need to remember that.’
Theo shrugged. ‘I’m just telling you what they said.’
‘I know, sorry. But I hate to see Melanie getting all the blame.’
Theo finished his coffee and asked if he could go. ‘I want to FaceTime the boys and tell them the good news. I need to make sure they know I might be coming to Exeter so we can get a four-bedroom house to share.’
‘Of course, go!’ Amanda laughed, thrilled to see her son looking happy for the first time in ages.
When he had left, Ross paid the bill and they strolled back towards the house, walking through the park. Ross told her about Melanie’s shock resignation.
‘How did your mum take it?’ Amanda asked.
‘Not well.’ Ross grimaced.
‘Tell me everything, I want all the details,’ Amanda said.
‘Okay, well, Melanie called us all into the boardroom and bluntly announced that she had decided to leave the agency and go out on her own.’
‘What did Nancy say?’ Amanda would have loved to have seen her mother-in-law’s face in that moment.
‘Well, obviously she was furious. She hadn’t seen it coming. She demanded to know why Melanie was leaving.’
‘And?’ Amanda prompted her husband.
‘Melanie stayed ice cold, no emotion at all. She told Mum that she appreciated everything she had done for her but she simply felt that, after twenty years, it was time to go out on her own.’
‘Did Nancy try to get her to stay?’
‘She pointed out that it was a really bad time for Melanie to leave, with everything that’s going on.’
Amanda shrugged. ‘That’s not Melanie’s fault. It’s yours.’
Ross sighed. ‘I know, but it is a terrible time to jump ship. Mum reminded her that she had given Melanie her first job and mentored her.’
‘Yes, but Melanie has paid her back in spades,’ Amanda pointed out.
‘That’s exactly what Melanie said, and she quoted all the revenue she had brought to the agency. She had all the facts and figures ready. It was pretty impressive.’
Amanda buried her hands in her coat pockets to warm them. ‘How did Nancy react to that?’
‘She tried emotional blackmail. “If you leave us, the agency will fall apart,” which was pretty insulting to us, her sons. I said we’d be perfectly capable of running the agency without Melanie. We just needed to find a replacement agent. Melanie, to be fair to her, offered to help us find a good one.’
‘That’s decent of her.’
‘Mum still wanted her to stay, but then Melanie told us about her and Frank breaking up and said that her mind was made up. She was leaving.’
Amanda said nothing.
‘I presume from your silence that you knew about all of this?’ Ross asked.
She nodded. ‘Yes. It’s sad, but it’s for the best, I think. They’ve drifted so far apart.’
‘I never understood how they married in the first place. Two more different people you could never meet. Anyway, it would make it all way more complicated if she did stay, so she’s right to go. Even Mum could see that.’
‘So are you going to step in and take over?’
Ross shook his head. ‘I thought I would, but Jamie was having none of it. He kept banging on about how he had been in the agency the longest, and Melanie backed him. It felt like a bit of a set-up. But the worst of it is that Melanie is taking Xina, whom I bloody well found.’
‘But didn’t Xina specifically request a female agent?’ Amanda reminded him.
‘Yes, but still, she’s worth a fortune. I’m sure I could have convinced her to stay with the agency if Melanie hadn’t gone behind our backs and persuaded her to leave.’
‘She chose Melanie, Ross, get over it.’
‘Why are you defending her? Melanie has just walked out on us taking our two biggest authors, among others.’
‘Melanie found and nurtured Sloane, and Xina wants to be represented by her.’
‘Mum sees it as a total betrayal.’
Amanda stopped walking and turned to Ross. ‘Ross, it was not a decision she took lightly. Melanie loved the agency and worked bloody hard for it. I think she’s right to set up on her own. If she doesn’t do it now, she never will. Besides, Nancy has made it clear that her succession plan is for Lucy to take over as soon as she’s able to. Melanie was never going to be handed the agency because she isn’t a blood relative, just like me and Katie. Nancy made it clear at that awful lunch when she banned Katie and treated Melanie and me like outsiders. We will always be just the in-laws.’
‘I still think Melanie could have waited to leave until I had a year under my belt.’
Amanda sighed. ‘It’s not always about you, Ross. God, can you take yourself out of the centre for once? Why would Melanie factor your needs into her life decisions, for God’s sake?’
‘Okay, no need to snap my head off.’
‘Seriously, though, why should she wait? Now is the time to go. She’s broken up with Frank. It’s the perfect time to cut ties with the agency.’
Ross pulled his hat down over his ears. ‘We’ll have to start looking for agents immediately. We need to keep the company name high on people’s radar.’
‘Melanie said she’d help you with that. Get a list from her and start there.’
‘I will, if Jamie hasn’t already. He was very bullish in the meeting, way more than before. He seems pretty keen to run the agency now Melanie is going.’
‘Well, if Lucy is the heir apparent, maybe it makes more sense that her dad is the one minding the seat for her.’
‘Where does that leave me? I’ve already been bossed about by my mother. Am I now going to have my brother ordering me about, and then my bloody niece?’
‘Maybe you need to think outside the box. Look at new avenues. You don’t have to stay in the agency either, if you feel it’s not right for you and that your career will be stunted.’
‘But I moved home to work there.’
‘No. You moved home to get away from your affair and because our son was expelled. Theo will be in England next year, and so will your baby. Maybe you should consider going back and working in London.’
Ross scuffed some leaves with the toe of his shoe. ‘Do you want me to go?’ he asked quietly.
‘I don’t know. Maybe. It might be a good idea. Your two children will be there.’
‘Would you come with me?’
‘No. I don’t want to be around the baby, not yet anyway.’
‘Please don’t leave me,’ he whispered. ‘I need you, Amanda. I know I’ve put you through hell, but I love you. You’re the rock of our little family.’
Amanda watched her husband fight back tears. Did she want to stay married to him? Like Melanie, was it time for her to make changes too? Was this what she wanted now?
‘I don’t know what I’m going to do,’ she said honestly. ‘At the moment I’m taking it day by day. I don’t know how I’ll feel when the baby is born. It may be the final straw, it may not. We’ll have to wait and see.’
Ross wiped his nose. ‘I understand. I just need you to know that I really love you and I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you and to Theo.’
Amanda patted his arm. A month ago she’d have felt nothing, but she actually almost felt sorry for him. He had made a balls of things and he was really feeling the repercussions now.
‘One more thing,’ she said. ‘I’m going to work for Melanie.’
‘What?’
That had got his attention.
‘I need a job. I need to earn money and find myself again. I offered to help her out in any way I can as a kind of office manager and she accepted.’
‘But you can’t … I mean … She’ll be a direct competitor.’
‘So what? She’s offered me a job and I’ve accepted, end of discussion.’
Amanda strode on through the park, smiling to herself, as her shell-shocked husband followed in her wake.



38. Katie
Katie was tired. The kids were driving her nuts and refusing to eat a meal she had spent ages preparing.
‘Yuk, yuk, yuk.’ Toby mushed the food with his fork.
‘It tastes weird, Mum. I’m not eating it.’ Lucy pushed her plate away, it toppled and fell off the table.
Katie stared at the mess on the floor. She wanted to scream. Before she blew a fuse, she told Lucy to clean up her mess and left the room. She went into the living room to calm down. The drinks cabinet was directly in front of her. What she wouldn’t do for one vodka. Just one, to take the edge off. One drink to make her feel less angry. One drink to lighten her mood. She pressed her right thumb into the palm of her left hand – it was something her therapist had shown her, a tool they had given her to help when she felt overwhelmed by anxiety.
Katie pressed hard and closed her eyes. She thought about the disgust and shame she’d felt on waking up in that hotel room. Never again. One more lap, Katie. One more lap. She took a few deep breaths and went back into the kitchen.
Lucy had made a half-hearted effort to clean up, but had just made it worse. Katie asked Alexa to play ‘Don’t You Worry ’Bout a Thing’ by Tori Kelly. As the music played she sang along, releasing the tension. The kids joined in and soon the dinner drama was forgotten. Katie put on some fish fingers and reminded herself that she didn’t need to be perfect. She just needed to stay sober and be present.
Jamie came downstairs from his post-run shower.
‘Lucy, your granny says you can call over now. She has a few new books for you and she wants to talk to you about Anne of Green Gables.’
‘I’ll take you over.’
‘No, it’s fine, I’ll do it,’ Jamie said.
‘No.’ Katie was firm. ‘I haven’t set eyes on Nancy in weeks and I just want to say hello and break the awkwardness. I’ll see how her hair looks and maybe offer to do it for her.’
‘Are you sure?’ Jamie looked worried.
‘Yes. I feel bad for her about Melanie leaving, although I think Melanie is right for doing it. But I know your mum is upset, so I’ve made her a cheesecake to cheer her up. If Lucy gives it to her, she might eat it. Ross, Amanda and Theo moved out yesterday, so I want to make sure she’s okay. Besides, I know the twins are there setting up her new smart TV, so I’ll have a buffer.’
Jamie kissed her. ‘I saw her in the office earlier, and she’s fine, but it’s thoughtful of you. I’m upset about Melanie too. What do I get?’
Katie grinned at him. ‘I have something in mind for you later.’
Jamie whooped and pinched her bum.
‘Dad!’ Lucy covered her eyes.
Jamie laughed as Katie swatted his hand away.
Lucy got her books and climbed into the car. ‘I don’t think Granny will be happy to see you, Mum. She’s still cross.’
‘Well, I can only try to break the ice. She can’t stay angry for ever.’
‘I told Granny that you were super-nice and fun at the moment and she said it was probably because you felt guilty about being mean.’
The bitch. How dare she slag Katie off to her own daughter? Katie’s willingness to make amends was fading fast. This had to stop.
They pulled up outside the house and Lucy jumped out, eager to see her beloved granny. The house was dark. Katie rang the doorbell.
‘I have a key.’ Lucy pulled it out.
‘I know, but we should give her a minute’s notice before we barge in.’
Ignoring her mother, Lucy opened the door and went straight inside. ‘Hi, Granny.’
Katie hovered behind her daughter.
Nancy was sitting at the kitchen counter with the twins, having dinner. Her face lit up when she saw Lucy. ‘Hello, my little pet.’
‘Hi, Nancy.’ Katie put on her cheeriest voice, the one she used in the salon for the impossible clients who complained about everything.
‘Mum came to give you a cake and see if you’re okay and not lonely,’ Lucy gushed, clearly trying to get her granny onside with her mother’s presence.
‘Hi, Katie.’ The twins climbed off their stools and came over to hug her.
‘Hello,’ Nancy managed, though how she did it through clenched teeth Katie wasn’t sure. It was clear that Nancy hated the sight of her. The idea of bridge-building seemed stupid now.
‘I’ll leave this here, Nancy,’ Katie said, putting the home-baked cheesecake on the counter. ‘I just wanted to check in on you. Lucy can text me when you guys are finished.’
‘No, stay,’ the twins said. ‘We need help setting up the TV.’
‘Yes, Mum, stay.’ Lucy looked sideways at her grandmother.
Nancy nodded. ‘Let me talk to Lucy about the book and you can help the twins.’
‘Fine.’
Katie and the twins sat down in the lounge. She got the twins to read out the instructions so she could work out how to set up the TV. The twins lay on the couch, legs crossed on top of each other. It was as if their bodies meshed when they were together. It was nice that they had each other, Katie thought. They were never alone.
‘Well, how are you both? It’s been a tough week.’
Joni bit her nail. ‘Yeah, big-time.’
‘Mum is such a selfish bitch,’ Janis said.
‘Whoa! Steady on there. Don’t speak about your mum like that. She is not selfish or a bitch. She’s an amazing woman.’
‘She’s a crap mother.’
‘She never puts us first, ever.’
‘Not true,’ Katie said. ‘She’s worked her arse off for twenty years, putting up with that … well, putting up with Nancy, who is not easy, to provide you with a lovely home and a great education and holidays and all the extras you take for granted.’
‘She’s leaving us, Katie. She’s walking out.’
Katie connected the TV to the Sky box. ‘She’s not leaving you, she’s moving to a new place. She’s not abandoning you. She and your dad have decided to live apart. She’s still your mum, she’s still going to be providing for you all, and let me tell you, it’s very decent of her to make sure you don’t have to move out of your house. She’s the one moving. She’s the one who’s making the changes.’
‘She wants to go,’ Joni said. ‘She can work twenty hours a day without having to look after us, or even think about us.’
She had a point. Melanie did seem to be looking forward to her new working environment.
‘Look, girls, my mum died when I was young and I hated not having a mother. You have a mum and dad who love you and are there for you and do everything to make your lives as perfect as they can be. So instead of giving out and being mean about your mum, try being grateful for all she’s done. Believe me, when you have no mother there’s a big hole in your life. Melanie may not be perfect, but she’s good enough. Now give her a break, please.’
The twins looked a bit sheepish. ‘Okay, we’ll try,’ Joni said.
‘Sorry you had no mum,’ Janis added.
Katie smiled. ‘Thanks. It’s only now I realize how hard it was. At the time you just get on with it. Honestly, appreciate the mum you have.’
The door opened and Lucy came in carrying a pile of books. ‘Look, Mum, Granny gave me all these to read.’
‘Thank God she has you to dump her books on.’ Joni giggled.
‘Granny wants to talk to you,’ Lucy told Katie.
What? Did she? Oh, God, was she going to have another go at her? Sighing, Katie made her way to the kitchen.
Nancy was sitting at the end of the kitchen table.
‘Did you want to see me?’ Katie asked.
‘Sit down.’
Katie fought the urge to tell her to sod off, and sat down.
‘As you know, I want Lucy to take over the agency as soon as she’s old enough.’
‘If that’s what she wants.’ Katie was not having Lucy being bullied into doing something she might not want to do when the time came.
‘She does want it.’
‘She’s nine, Nancy. She’s perfectly entitled to change her mind as she gets older. When I was nine I wanted to be a lion-tamer.’
‘Yes, well …’ Nancy left the you-are-an-idiot implication hanging between them. ‘As you probably know, Melanie is setting up a rival agency.’
‘She’s setting up an agency. I’m not sure whether it’s rival or not.’
‘It’s a literary agency. What else can it be?’
Katie shrugged. ‘Healthy competition?’
‘Anyway, this betrayal has left me with a decision to make about my interim successor.’
Katie said nothing. She waited.
‘I’ve decided it’s going to be Jamie.’
‘Okay, great. Good choice.’ Katie was not going to grovel with gratitude.
‘Jamie will have more responsibility. He’ll be travelling more often and doing more entertaining of authors and publishers.’
‘Right.’
Nancy’s eyes narrowed. ‘He needs a solid partner, someone he can rely on to keep things going smoothly at home. Someone he can bring out with him, when needs be, to wine and dine important people and do it well.’
‘Mm-hmm.’ Katie waited for the insult to come.
‘You will need to step up.’
‘In what way?’ she asked. If Nancy wanted to insult her, she was going to have to spell it out.
Nancy waved her arm towards Katie. ‘Well, your drinking will have to be curbed. You’ll need to edit yourself before opening your mouth, and you’ll have to read a lot of books so you can be good company for these people. Jamie will need someone he can trust to behave in an appropriate way by his side.’
Katie pressed her thumb into her palm so hard she thought it might break through the skin.
‘Nancy,’ she kept her voice low and cool, ‘Frank’s marriage is over and Ross’s is hanging by a thread. Jamie and I are very much together, very much in love and very happy. This little speech of yours, clearly designed to make me feel lesser than, is not going to intimidate me. I will talk about whatever the hell I want to talk about. People actually find me great company. I will read what I feel like reading. The one thing I do agree with you on is alcohol. It has not been my friend lately and I’ve cut it out. So you don’t need to worry about me making a show of myself in front of your precious clients. I have always supported Jamie. I think he’s the bee’s knees. I know he will run the agency so well. You’re lucky to have him.
‘If, and it’s a big if, my Lucy decides she wants to join the firm, then that will be her decision and only hers. No one will be pushing my daughter into doing anything she does not want to do. I will be protecting her and making sure she makes her decisions on her own terms. I understand that you are part of my life because I’m married to Jamie. I understand that my outburst was wrong and I have apologized again and again for it. However, if you host another lunch and exclude me, Jamie and our children will not be attending. I will walk across hot coals to make Lucy happy, so despite years of putting up with your snide comments and constant put-downs, I will sit at the table with you. But I will not have you belittling me in front of my children ever again. You may not rate me as a person or a professional, but you will not disrespect me in front of my children, just as I promise not to disrespect you either.’
Nancy’s eyes widened in surprise. Katie could see she had not expected that.
‘Jamie and Lucy are my priority.’
‘I also have a son, Nancy. Toby.’
‘Yes, well, he’s very young. I’m not sure what to make of him yet.’
Give me patience. Katie kept pressing her thumb.
‘As I was saying,’ Nancy continued, ‘they are my priority and I accept that you are part of the package. So I will be civil to you as long as you are civil to me.’
‘Fair enough.’ And it was. If they both treated each other with respect, they’d muddle through.
‘I would like to suggest that Lucy comes into the office after school one day a week to learn the ropes.’
‘Lucy is nine. She will not be going into any office after school. Come back to me when she’s seventeen.’
Nancy gritted her teeth. ‘Fine. Then I would like to spend an hour every Sunday morning discussing books with Lucy.’
‘That sounds lovely.’ Katie stood up and winked at her mother-in-law. ‘Look at us, Nancy, compromising already. We’ll be bezzie mates in no time.’ Katie chuckled at Nancy’s sour face and called the twins to bring them home.



THREE MONTHS LATER …



39. Melanie
Joni and Janis stared out of the window, nudging and pushing each other to get a better view.
‘Is she definitely coming?’ they asked, for the millionth time.
‘Yes, and please don’t go nuts when you see her. Be cool,’ Melanie told them.
‘Be cool.’ The twins cracked up. ‘Mum’s telling us to be cool, like, seriously!’
Melanie grinned. ‘Okay, well, be calm then.’ She loved seeing her daughters so excited and happy.
‘You’ll scare her away with all your hype,’ Katie warned them.
‘You’re just as excited as we are.’ Joni nudged her aunt playfully.
‘I so am! The girls in the salon are dead jealous!’
‘Even Theo’s impressed you’re signing Xina,’ Amanda said, smiling from behind her new desk in the small area they were grandly naming Reception. ‘He’s fuming that he’s missing it, but he was so excited to go to his friend’s eighteenth birthday party in London.’
‘Is that the guy whose dad is a lord or something?’ Joni asked.
‘He’s a duke.’
‘Theo told us his parents had rented out a whole nightclub and flown in DJ Mastermix to play.’
‘They have.’
‘Oh, one of your la-di-da London mates.’ Katie grinned.
Amanda laughed. ‘Not so la-di-da. More full of crap and not my friend at all. It just took me a while to figure that out.’
Katie nodded. ‘You have us now instead, doesn’t she, Melanie?’
Amanda smiled. ‘Yes, I do.’
Joni held out her phone. ‘Look, Theo sent us a photo of Juniper. She is soooooo cute.’
Melanie glared at Joni. She had warned the girls not to go on about the new baby in front of Amanda. Theo was smitten, but that didn’t make things any easier.
‘Joni!’ Janis hissed.
Joni turned bright red. ‘Sorry, Auntie Amanda, I wasn’t thinking … It’s probably weird … Sorry.’
Amanda smiled. ‘It’s okay. Juniper is a very cute baby and she is part of Theo and Ross’s life now. I just need a bit longer to get used to it.’
‘Of course you do, and you’ve been incredible.’ Katie patted her shoulder.
She was right, Melanie thought. Amanda had been incredible. She had handled the whole baby thing with such grace. She was nice about Juniper from a polite distance and did not engage with any of Ross’s drama with Ruby, of which there seemed to be a lot. She had drawn her boundaries and refused to let anyone cross them. Melanie was so impressed with her. And Amanda had turned out to be a bloody brilliant assistant. She seemed to be able to do everything and grasp all of the minutiae of running a literary agency with relative ease. She was also firm with the persistent authors who turned up on the agency doorstep demanding to speak to Melanie ‘right now’. Amanda saw them off quick-smart, but without insulting them or making them angry. She was a true diplomat.
‘Oh, my God!’ Joni screeched. ‘She’s here!’
The twins and Katie jumped up and down as Xina climbed out of a black SUV and rushed up to the front door.
Melanie gave the twins a final warning look as Amanda went to let Xina in.
She walked into the room wearing an oversized tracksuit.
‘Hiiiiiiiii!’ The twins bounced up and down in front of her.
‘Oh, hey, you must be Joni and Janis,’ Xina said. Melanie gave her a thumbs-up from behind the twins for remembering their names.
The twins stared adoringly at her. ‘Oh, my God, you know our names?’
‘Sure, your mum talks about you all the time.’
Melanie liked Xina more and more every time she opened her perfectly glossed lips.
‘She does?’ The twins sounded shocked.
‘Yeah, she’s really proud of you guys.’
‘She is?’ The twins turned to their mother in astonishment.
‘Yes, I am.’
‘And you must be well proud of her too. She’s like a rock-star book agent,’ Xina added.
Now Melanie wanted to marry her.
‘Uhm, yeah, like, sure,’ Joni said.
‘Totally. She works so hard for all her authors,’ Janis added.
‘She’s got me an unreal offer and that’s what every author wants,’ Xina said. ‘She’s my hero.’
‘Would you like tea, coffee, water?’ Amanda asked.
‘No, thanks.’
‘I’m Katie, big fan.’ Katie waved at her.
‘Hey, love your hair.’
‘Thanks, I decided to dye it pink for fun. New hair, new me.’
‘You rock it.’ Xina turned to Melanie. ‘Okay, can we sign so I can get home? I have tons of recording to do and I’m not great outside my house, but I’m getting better.’ To the twins, Xina said, ‘Your mum is making me go outside for ten minutes every day because she says I have to do publicity in person to promote the book, which terrifies me. But it is kind of working. Like, I didn’t have a panic attack before coming here. I was chill.’
Melanie beamed at her. ‘Well done, that’s great news. We might up it to twenty minutes now.’
Xina groaned. ‘Really?’
‘Yes.’
‘Okay, I’ll try. She’s a bit of a slave driver, isn’t she?’ Xina said to the twins.
‘Try having her for a mum!’ They laughed.
‘Can we get a selfie with you?’ Janis asked.
‘Sure. Let me sign first and then we can take a few.’
Xina signed her contract, then took selfies with the twins. She blew kisses to them all as she left, out of the door and back to the safety of her car.
‘Wow!’ The twins looked at the selfies on their phones.
Janis turned to her mother. ‘Best day ever, Mum.’
‘That was amazing,’ Joni added.
‘Your mum’s brilliant,’ Amanda told them.
‘Awesome,’ Katie gushed, throwing her arm around Melanie’s shoulders.
‘She is kind of cool sometimes.’ Janis grinned.
Melanie smiled at Janis and Joni, thanking God for Xina. Getting to know Xina and being able to talk about her had given her and the girls some common ground. They were still well able to throw a nasty barb Melanie’s way, but Xina had been a great distraction and something for them to focus on when they came to have dinner in her apartment or when she saw them at home with Frank. Melanie wasn’t delusional: she knew they’d always blame her for the marriage break-up, but she could live with that if they could all get on.
If Melanie was honest, she absolutely loved her new life. The new agency office had been open officially for just a week, but it was perfect. She had bought a house near her family, then set about dividing it into an office downstairs and an apartment upstairs. It was small but ideal. For the first few weeks, she and Amanda had worked in the sitting room upstairs, surrounded by boxes, trying to ignore the sound of workmen knocking down walls to create the office space below. It had been challenging, but so exciting too.
Every time Melanie looked at the discreet brass plaque at the front door – Melanie Miller, literary agent – it made her heart sing. She had done it. She had opened her own agency. Her dream was realized, and now she got to live it.
Frank arrived with a potted plant. He hugged her warmly. ‘I was going to drop this in last week, but the twins said the paint was still wet. Well done, you, the place looks amazing.’
‘Thanks, Frank.’
‘It’s a lovely gift,’ Amanda said.
‘I bet Mum would have preferred champagne,’ Joni suggested.
‘No, I love it.’ Melanie smiled at her ex-husband.
‘It’s a Swiss cheese plant. They’re known to be good for creative inspiration.’
‘That is so thoughtful, thank you.’
‘Awww, Dad is the best,’ Joni and Janis gushed.
Yes, he was the best, but not for her. Melanie loved her single life. She had no interest in dating – not yet anyway. All she wanted to do was work and build up her list of gifted authors. She wanted to win all the awards. No goal was too high.
‘Bloody hell, Frank, that yoga class yesterday was tough.’ Amanda rubbed her thighs. ‘I never knew my body could twist into those shapes.’
‘I was the same last week. He makes it look easy, but it isn’t,’ Katie said.
Frank laughed. ‘You’re both getting really good, and thanks for spreading the word. I’m turning people away now.’
Melanie was proud of Frank. He was a new man, content and passionate about what he was doing. She realized how lost he’d been in the agency. He had obviously been completely unfulfilled for years. It was lovely to see him so happy.
‘I’m doing a class at the girls’ school next week. They want to introduce yoga to the timetable.’
‘You’re not to be embarrassing,’ Joni warned him.
‘No long speeches or quotes. Stick to the yoga,’ Janis added.
Frank chuckled. ‘Can I not even give a few inspirational quotes?’
‘NO!’ the twins said.
They all laughed.
Katie looked at her watch. ‘Right, time for my class with Amanda.’
‘Can we help?’ the twins asked.
‘Help your thick aunt to read?’
‘Katie!’ Amanda snapped.
‘Sorry, you’re right. I’m not thick, I’m dyslexic.’
‘And you’re doing so well.’
‘Thanks to you.’
‘Please can we help?’ the twins asked again.
Katie shrugged. ‘Okay, if you want to.’
‘We do. You’re always so nice to us, doing our hair, that we want to give something back.’ They headed into the small conference room with their two aunts and shut the door behind them.
‘We did well,’ Frank said quietly.
‘I’m so proud of them right now,’ Melanie replied. ‘It’s great to see them thinking of someone else and wanting to help.’
‘They seem to be adapting well to the change.’
‘I think so, but you’d know better. You see them more.’
‘I talk to them a lot about it and I really think they’re fine. You were right. Once they realized their lives weren’t going to change all that much, they accepted the new normal.’
‘How are you finding it?’
‘I’m adjusting, too. I miss you, but I’m busy and I’m getting so much out of teaching yoga. It’s good for the body but also the mind. You should come to one of my lessons.’ He smiled at her.
Melanie laughed. ‘Come on, Frank, you know I’d hate it and I’d only annoy you.’
‘Maybe,’ Frank said, ‘but you’re always welcome. Right, I have to get ready for the evening class. See you tomorrow.’
She walked her ex-husband to the door and watched him cycle away. She was so grateful to have such a reliable co-parent and friend. She looked at her plaque next to the door and smiled. She did not have a single regret. Her decision had been the right one and she woke up, every day, grateful for having had the balls to make it. She wasn’t cut out to be a mother. She knew her relationship with the twins would improve as they became adults. It felt like a shocking thing to admit to not liking motherhood but, really, she had been lying to herself by not confronting it. The sheer relief of being honest about what she wanted felt incredible. Living here alone and working here was bliss. She was finally able to be true to herself, and to her potential. The silence when the office was closed, her bookshelves, answering only to herself, she absolutely loved it. She was happy and content. This was the life she had truly always wanted.



40. Amanda
Amanda, the twins and Katie worked through the book Katie was currently reading, stopping on the words she struggled with. When Amanda had offered to help Katie, she had been shocked to find out how bad Katie’s reading was, so she had researched and found the best ways to help her. She wanted to make sure she was giving Katie the right tools to help with her dyslexia. Katie got frustrated at first and she was deeply embarrassed, but Amanda reassured her, encouraged her and nudged her along. In three months she had come so far. Katie was extremely determined and hard-working.
‘What’s that?’
Joni spelt it out: ‘T-o-n-g-u-e.’
‘Tongyouwee,’ Katie said.
‘It’s a really hard one because it doesn’t sound like it looks,’ Janis told her aunt. ‘It’s “tongue”.’
‘But that should be spelt t-u-n-g!’ Katie said, frustrated.
‘You’re right, it should. Spelling is so hard when the sounds don’t match the words,’ Janis noted.
‘Yeah, it’s like “neighbour”!’ Joni said. ‘That’s a mental spelling for that sound.’
Amanda smiled at her nieces. They were being so sweet with Katie.
‘Remember last week we had “vague”, and it had a silent “u-e”?’
‘Oh, yeah, silent u-e. I remember – “vague” and “vogue” and “rogue”,’ Katie said.
‘Yeah, but then there’s “argue” when you do pronounce the u,’ Janis said.
Katie threw her hands into the air. ‘Oh, for feck’s sake, how am I ever going to get it? Why is English so complicated? It’d be easier to learn bloody Mandarin.’
‘I still can’t spell “scissors”,’ Joni admitted.
‘“Embarrassed” trips me up,’ Janis said, ‘I mean, why are there two rs? It makes no sense.’
Amanda laughed. ‘Mine is “nauseous”. I always get that wrong.’
‘Okay, enough of trying to make me feel better,’ Katie said. ‘Come on, let’s crack on. I have to get better before Lucy twigs her mother can’t read properly.’
‘But you can read. You just get tripped up by tricky words,’ Janis said.
‘You’re a perfectly good reader. Everyone struggles with words that don’t sound like they look,’ Joni added.
‘You two are the best.’ Katie hugged her nieces. ‘Right, where was I? Oh, yes – “Buster stuck out his tongue and …”’
After Katie and the twins had left, Amanda went back to her desk and opened her laptop. She needed to figure out how to set up the new royalty-payment system she had sourced. It was supposed to be the best and most efficient one. She was really enjoying working again. It had been daunting at first, but Melanie was a fantastic boss. She encouraged Amanda, then left her to get on with it. Amanda worked late every day to get to grips with it all. It was an uphill learning curve, but she was tackling it step by step and gaining in confidence with each win. She felt like a new woman: she had a job, a purpose, and she was adding value to the agency. It was also a welcome distraction amid the whole baby saga.
Her phone buzzed. It was Theo: Hey Mum, just checking in. Dad and I visited Juniper this morning. Ruby was a total pain, hovering around when I tried to hold J, but J is very cute. Hope you don’t mind?
He was so sweet. Since Juniper was born a month ago, Theo had tried not to mention his baby sister in front of her. Ross was pussy-footing around it too. But then Amanda had walked in on Ross showing Theo a video of Juniper. They’d both looked so guilty when they saw her. The whole situation was so bizarre and unsettling. Amanda was still processing it all. She wanted Ross to take responsibility and be a father, and for Theo to know his sister, but she also felt very detached. She was the outsider in that group. Juniper was Ross’s daughter and Theo’s sister, but she was nothing to Amanda. Ross and Theo were going to have this whole life away from her, an important familial relationship that she had no place in. She was still trying to figure out how she felt about it. While she did not want to hear Ross talking about his new baby, she didn’t want Theo to feel guilty about meeting his sister and that he had to lie to her about it.
She texted him back: Theo, Juniper is your half-sister. It’s important you get to know her. I’m glad you got to hold her.
Theo: Okay, just wanted to check. Dad and Ruby had a scrap so we didn’t stay long. Luv u x
Love you too x
Oh dear, another argument. Ross needed to figure out how to handle Ruby or the next eighteen years would be hell. Amanda was glad Ross was working back in the UK and that she was here, far away from all the drama. She didn’t want any part of it.
At home now it was just her and Theo, and Ross came back every second weekend. The arrangement worked for the moment, but when Theo went to Exeter in September, Amanda was going to move out of the rental house and find a small apartment. Somewhere she could afford to pay the rent by herself, just in case she decided to go her own way. She did still love Ross, but there was so much baggage and drama now that she wasn’t sure she wanted to take it all on. She wanted a calm, fulfilling life without angst and worry – she’d had enough of that for a lifetime.
Melanie came out of her office, beaming. ‘Canada just made a huge offer for Sloane’s new book.’
‘Yes!’ Amanda fist-pumped Melanie. She was thrilled. Melanie had been incredibly generous when she hired her, after an initial four-week trial period.
‘I want you to be invested,’ Melanie had said, ‘so I’m giving you two per cent of every deal we do. Every book deal, every foreign-rights deal … all of it.’
Amanda had been left speechless. Melanie charged fifteen per cent agenting fees and she was giving Amanda two per cent of her own earnings.
‘The harder we work, the more successful we’ll be. I want you to reap the benefits of your work. Besides, we’re family.’
Amanda had tried really hard not to cry, but failed. She felt so grateful to her sister-in-law, not only for taking a chance and giving her a job but for investing in her future too.
It was only now Amanda’s confidence was growing that she realized how foolish she had been in giving up her chance of a career the minute Ross had proposed. She’d thought being a full-time mother, married to a successful man, would be her role for life. She had never imagined that her life would implode so dramatically.
But maybe now, with a little distance and the fact that she was in a happier place, she could look at the implosion as not all negative. Painful, incredibly stressful, yes, but all of the drama that had occurred had rocketed her out of her bubble and made her dig deep, deeper than she’d ever thought possible. She was stronger than she’d thought. She could make it on her own. If she decided to leave Ross, she would be okay. She had a son she adored, a job, a salary, and two sisters-in-law who had her back. Her life had taken an unexpected turn, but she had come through, bruised and battle weary, but wiser and determined to live it on her own terms. That was worth everything.



41. Katie
Katie placed the flowers in the centre of the table.
‘It looks so pretty, Mum,’ Lucy told her.
‘Thank you, sweetie, and thanks for all your help setting the table.’
‘I’m so excited to have everyone over for lunch. We haven’t had a big family lunch in ages,’ Lucy said. ‘I was scared that we might never have any more after you and Granny had the big fight.’
Katie stroked her daughter’s cheek. ‘Hey, I never want you to worry. Granny is part of our family and, even though we may disagree on some things, we will always be connected. This is a lunch to celebrate lots of things. Daddy being the new boss at the agency, Melanie opening her new office, Amanda having a new job, Theo getting a place in college in Exeter, you getting another A for an essay, Ross’s new job, Granny being all better now, and –’
‘And me being brilliant!’ Toby wasn’t going to be left out.
Katie and Lucy giggled. ‘Yes, that too.’ Katie kissed his head.
‘And you being the best mum in the world. You’re so lovely, Mum, and kind to everyone and funny.’ Lucy hugged her.
Katie held her daughter tight. ‘I love you so much, Lucy. You’re amazing.’
‘And me!’
‘And you’re utterly wonderful.’ Katie pulled Toby in for a group hug.
Jamie came in. ‘Hang on, no group hugs without Daddy.’ He flung himself into the hug, enveloping them all with his strong arms.
Katie inhaled the apple-scented shampoo of her children’s hair and Jamie’s sexy aftershave and, for the millionth time, reminded herself that one drunken night had almost ruined her beautiful family. As much as she was finding not drinking difficult, these magical moments got her through, along with therapy, sea swimming, her sisters-in-law and a lot of willpower.
‘That smells good, babe.’
‘Lamb stew, your mum’s favourite.’ She smiled.
‘Look at you, daughter-in-law of the year.’
‘Well, since Melanie walked out and Amanda is now working with “the enemy”, the bar is even lower than usual.’
They cracked up. ‘And you are the wife of the new CEO of the Fitzroy Agency.’
‘Should I bow?’
Jamie grinned. ‘No. I prefer you on your back.’ He kissed her neck.
‘Stop it, they’ll be here in a minute.’
The doorbell rang and Toby raced to open it. Ross, Amanda and Theo came in.
Toby pulled Theo into the playroom to show him his new remote-control car.
Jamie and Ross shook hands and had an awkward half-hug.
‘How’s it going in London? How are things at Byron and Parsons?’ Jamie asked his brother. ‘I saw they did a huge deal with Universal for the new George Tanker book.’
‘Yeah, I had a small part to play in that, which was exciting. It’s going well. In fact, I might have someone who’s interested in the TV rights for Urick’s book.’
‘That would be brilliant.’
‘I’ll let you know next week. I’m pushing hard.’
‘Thanks, Ross.’
‘How’s the agency?’
‘Great. The agent Melanie found for us, Diana, is working out well. She’s like a mini Melanie.’
‘And Mum?’
Jamie grinned. ‘Mum is Mum. Taking a step back, but not. It’s an adjustment for both of us. But we’ll get there.’
The kitchen door opened and Melanie, the twins and Frank came in, followed by Nancy.
Everyone hugged and kissed.
‘Hello, Nancy, I’ve got your favourite here.’
Nancy peered into the casserole dish. ‘You need to add more stock.’
‘Okay.’ Katie smiled, teeth gritted.
‘Breathe,’ Melanie whispered.
‘In for four and out for four.’ Amanda giggled.
‘There aren’t enough breaths in the world.’
‘At least you’re talking to each other and she’s here,’ Melanie noted.
‘True.’ Katie poured more stock into the stew while Jamie got everyone to sit down.
Nancy leant over Frank and addressed Melanie. ‘Well, how is the new agency?’
‘Good, thanks.’
‘She’s doing really well. Did you know she signed Xina?’ Joni asked her granny.
‘Yes, I did, and I hear your mother is negotiating very lucrative deals for her. It’s the talk of the town,’ Nancy said. Turning to Amanda, she asked, ‘And how are you finding working with Melanie?’
‘I love it.’ Amanda beamed at her mother-in-law.
‘Interesting. Well, Diana has just signed a fantastic debut author. We have very high hopes. She’s a wonderful agent.’
‘I know. I found her for you, remember,’ Melanie replied.
Go, Melanie. Katie was enjoying the show.
Jamie jumped in: ‘She’s great.’
‘Good, so everyone’s happy,’ Frank, ever the peacemaker, said.
‘I wouldn’t say happy, Frank. We’re getting on with things after an unexpected and unwelcome upheaval,’ Nancy said.
‘How are you, Frank?’ Katie changed the subject. She didn’t want any drama at her lunch. She wasn’t going to let Nancy wind people up.
‘Really good, crazy busy. I’ve had to rent a studio because my classes were too big for the sunroom at home. I’m doing six a day at the moment but loving every minute of it.’
‘And he does one a week at our school,’ Joni said.
‘The first one was sooooo embarrassing, but now everyone’s really into it,’ Janis said proudly.
While the twins described Frank’s classes, Katie turned to Ross and quietly said, ‘Congratulations. I hear you have a baby girl.’
‘Yes, it’s … it’s strange. I’m still getting my head around it.’
‘It’s a lot for all of you.’
‘Has Amanda said anything?’
‘She just told me that the baby had arrived safely and that Theo had met her.’
Ross rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted. ‘I’m trying to be sensitive to all parties. It’s a bit like walking on eggshells.’
You reap what you sow, Katie thought, but then she had behaved badly, so who was she to judge?
‘You’ll figure it out.’
‘I’m glad Amanda is busy. I admit I was a bit taken aback at first that my wife was with a rival agency, but she’s really happy to be working and it will help keep her mind off everything else.’
‘She’s amazing. Melanie really values her.’
‘Dad!’ Janis’s voice cut through them. ‘Theo is allowed to vape, so can we?’
‘Absolutely not,’ Frank stepped in. ‘Theo is eighteen, you’re fifteen.’
Katie knew that Amanda and Ross had agreed to let Theo vape because he said he needed some kind of outlet to help him with everything that was going on. They weren’t happy about it, but it was better than the alternative. Amanda had described it to her as a compromise she was hoping to nip in the bud once he had finished his exams and got used to having a new half-sister.
‘It’s a temporary thing, just until after his exams,’ Ross said.
‘Your hair looks nice,’ Amanda said to Nancy, clearly keen to move on from Theo’s vaping and the twins’ envy.
Nancy touched her hair. ‘Thank you.’
‘Mum did it for her,’ Lucy said. ‘She’s very clever at making people look and feel good.’
Amanda smiled at her niece. ‘Yes, she is.’
They chatted on, and after dessert, Katie nodded to her sisters-in-law. They stood up.
‘Where are you three off to?’ Jamie wondered.
‘We’re going for a swim.’
‘Now?’ Ross said.
‘It’s lashing rain,’ Frank said, nodding towards the window.
‘We’re hardy,’ Katie told him.
‘We’ll be wet anyway,’ Amanda added.
‘We haven’t had time to catch up this week, so we’re going now,’ Katie explained.
‘But you’ve just had lunch together,’ Jamie said.
Katie laughed. ‘No, Jamie, our proper catch-ups are for in-laws only. Your ears will be burning soon.’
‘On fire.’ Amanda chortled.
‘They may fall off.’ Melanie grinned.
They stood on the edge of the rock in the lashing rain. They had the place to themselves – no other nutters swimming that afternoon.
‘I don’t know,’ Melanie said nervously. ‘It’s very high.’
‘We’ve watched people do it every time we’ve come here. Now it’s our turn to be brave,’ Katie urged her on.
‘I’ve taken so many leaps of faith in the last year, what’s one more?’ Amanda said.
And with that, she threw herself off the rock and dropped into the water below.
Katie whooped.
Melanie shrugged. ‘What the hell?’ she said, and leapt in.
Laughing, Katie jumped after them.
Their screams and gasps as they hit the cold water could be heard for miles.
‘God, that feels so good.’ Amanda’s face shone as she shivered.
‘I needed that. I was up until three working,’ Melanie admitted, treading water.
‘You need to be careful or you’ll burn out,’ Katie warned her.
Melanie shook her head. ‘I won’t. I’m loving every second of it. I’ve never felt so energized or motivated. Amanda works really long hours, too.’
‘I’m a bit jealous of you two working together,’ Katie admitted.
‘You’re always welcome at the agency,’ Melanie told her.
‘I know my lane, and my lane is hair. But thanks.’
‘Christ, it’s cold. Come on, we’ve done the ballsy jump, time for a hot cuppa,’ Amanda said, striking out for the shore.
The others followed her. They ran up to the towels and pulled on their dry-robes, snuggling into them. The rain fell lighter and by the time they were dressed, it had stopped. They abandoned their wet towels and went to sit on the wall.
‘How are you coping with all the baby stuff?’ Katie asked Amanda.
She shrugged. ‘I’m not going to lie, it feels strange and confronting. Sometimes I feel like an outsider in my own family. I’m not sure how it’s all going to pan out, to be honest. I’ll give it until Theo heads off to university, and then if things aren’t better, if Ross and I are not in a better place, I’ll leave him. I was terrified of my marriage breaking up before, but now I know I can manage on my own, thanks to you two, so I feel I have options.’
‘Look at us! Who’d have thought we’d become best mates?’ Katie grinned.
‘Not me anyway.’ Amanda laughed.
‘Nor me,’ Melanie agreed.
‘But I want to say to you both that you have been my rocks.’ Amanda’s voice shook with emotion. ‘Honestly, I would not have got through the last few months without you. I’ve never had real friends before. I was so busy trying to be friends with the “right people” when all the time the best people were in front of my nose.’
‘You’ve saved me too, helping keep me off the booze, deal with Nancy and learn to read. What would I do without you?’ Katie said.
‘And me,’ Melanie said. ‘What a few months it’s been. You both encouraged me to leave the agency and Amanda is my rock in work. And, Katie, I cannot tell you how much I appreciate the chats you’ve had with the twins. It’s made such a big difference to my relationship with them and how they’re coping with everything.’
‘Ah, stop, I’m getting emotional now.’ Katie fought back tears. It had been a roller-coaster of a time, but moments like this were so precious.
‘They may not always appreciate it, but how lucky are the three boys to have married us,’ Amanda said.
‘Ross and Jamie were blessed,’ Melanie said, ‘but I’m not sure how lucky Frank was.’
‘Yes, he was!’ Amanda wagged a finger in Melanie’s face. ‘You gave him two beautiful girls and a lovely home and have supported him for decades.’
‘They all made good choices,’ Katie agreed. ‘Lucky for us they did or we’d never have met. Let’s be honest, we’d never have been drawn to each other naturally, but we were thrown together and look what happened?’
‘Magic,’ Amanda said.
‘Chemistry,’ Melanie added.
‘Three mighty women who are so completely different but who have grown to appreciate, support and love each other,’ Katie cheered.
‘Maybe we should toast the three brothers for choosing us,’ Amanda suggested.
‘Sod that, here’s to us.’ Melanie held up her mug of tea.
Amanda giggled. ‘To us, then.’
‘To sisters-in-law,’ Katie said. ‘We may be in-laws, but we’re outlaws at heart.’
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