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To my three children, the lights of my life.




‘A person is a person, whether they live in a house or a box’


– ANONYMOUS




CHAPTER 1


Riley sat in her bedroom, chewing her nails. She had started biting them recently and, even though she knew she shouldn’t, she couldn’t stop. She tried to only bite her thumbnails, but sometimes she moved on to her other fingers.


Downstairs, she could hear her mum’s voice getting louder. She never used to listen to her mum’s conversations, but now she listened to everything.


Riley opened her bedroom door and stuck her head out so she could hear what was being said.


‘What do you mean, this week? I have nowhere to go! You can’t kick us out. I haven’t been able to find a job yet. I’ve got a twelve-year-old daughter to look after!’


Mum had been surprised when the estate agent, Mr Geoghan, had asked for a meeting earlier in the week. Now Riley couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He sounded sad but firm. ‘Alison, I’m sorry, but I’ve given you three months’ leeway, on top of the notice period. The new owners have decided to move back to Ireland early. They own the property now. There’s nothing I can do. It’s their house.’


‘Call them, tell them to wait until I get sorted. I need more time!’ Mum’s voice sounded panicky. Riley gripped the handle of her bedroom door tighter.


‘Alison, they’re moving back from America, they have three kids, they own the house and they arrive on Friday. You have to leave on Wednesday so the contract cleaners can come in on Thursday.’


Mum continued to plead and beg, but Mr Geoghan wouldn’t change his mind. At last, Riley heard the front door close and Mum collapse onto the floor, crying.


Mum never used to cry, but she cried a lot these days. First, she’d cried when Dad had died. Then, when she found out about the big mess he’d left behind, she’d cried even harder. Now, it seemed like she never stopped crying.


Riley didn’t cry at all any more. She’d cried when she found out her dad had died, obviously. She’d cried buckets and buckets every day for weeks. But she’d found that crying didn’t help. People said it made you feel better, that it ‘got out all the sadness’, but it didn’t work for her. Blocking things out did. So now, when sad thoughts entered Riley’s head, she just ignored them.


You had to be strong in life. That’s what Dad used to say. He said, ‘I came from nothing. I grew up poor, but I was strong and I worked hard. And look at us now. Look at our big house and our flash cars. This is the life I dreamt of – the good life, the rich life – and it’s all for you. The life of Riley, indeed!’


Dad had grown up in an orphanage with his brother, Martin. He’d left school at fourteen and started working on the street markets in the city centre. When mobile phones first came to Ireland, Dad had realised that they were going to be huge. So he’d started selling them. By the time he was eighteen, he’d opened his first mobile phone shop. He kept opening more and more until he had forty shops all over the country.


He used to go on TV and radio and tell his story – how he went from rags to riches. He told people that they could be rich too, if they were smart and took risks. Dad was all about taking risks.


Sometimes Mum would ask him to stop taking so many. But Dad would just laugh it off.


The two of them had been so different. Dad was loud and excitable, always coming up with new business ideas and working too hard. Mum was gentle and calm, preferring to stay home, looking after Riley, making their home beautiful and cosy, treating her to days out and trips to the nail salon. Riley loved hanging out with Mum; they always had fun together.


But after Dad died, they found out that he had taken far too many risks. He’d opened too many shops too quickly, and his luck had run out. Now they had no money. When Mum spoke to the bank they’d told her that Dad had emptied all their bank accounts trying to save his business. But it hadn’t worked: he had lost everything, and he hadn’t paid the rent on their house for the last four months. The bank manager also told Mum that Dad hadn’t paid off her credit card bill.


Mum couldn’t understand it. She kept saying, ‘How could this happen? How could he not tell me? How did I miss this?’ Then she’d cry and say, ‘I’m so stupid, I’m pathetic.’


Riley felt sick when Mum wept and said she was stupid, because she wasn’t. She was smart and kind and funny, and all Riley’s friends adored her. She was also an amazing baker, always making muffins and fairy cakes and chocolate chip cookies for when her friends came round. She was the best mum ever.


Well … she used to bake all those things. In the months since Dad had died, Mum hadn’t done any baking. Instead, she spent all her time looking through Dad’s papers, or on the phone saying, ‘I don’t understand, how can it all be gone?’ Or she’d be out selling the jewellery Dad had given her so that they had enough money to buy food and petrol and pay some bills. She also spent a lot of time looking for a job, but so far she hadn’t had any luck.


But mostly, now, Mum just cried. A lot. She tried to hide it from Riley, but Riley could see it in her puffy red eyes each morning.


Riley stood at her bedroom door, listening to her mother sobbing downstairs, and wished for the millionth time that they could go back to when their life was happy and normal.


What was going to happen to them now?


They were about to lose their home.




CHAPTER 2


At dinner that night, Mum pushed her pasta around her plate. They had pasta almost every night now because it was cheap and it filled you up. But Mum hardly ate any of it. She had got really skinny since Dad had died; she never seemed hungry.


Riley crossed her fingers under the table. ‘How did the interview go today? Do you think it went well? Do you think you might get the job?’


Mum put her fork down and rubbed her eyes. ‘No, love, I won’t get it because I have no experience at anything. You know what, Riley? I was an idiot. I should never have dropped out of college when I met your dad. I should have stayed and finished my law degree and got a proper job. I got swept up by him and we married too young and I never qualified at anything. I became a mum, and your dad said he didn’t want me to work, and I stupidly agreed. And now he’s gone, and I can’t get a job because I’m not qualified for, or good at, anything.’


‘But you are good at things, Mum,’ Riley said.


‘Like what?’


‘Like, baking and … and doing nails and organising amazing birthday parties and making the house beautiful … and all that.’ Riley trailed off, wishing she could think of more things her mum was good at, but her brain was all muddled up since Dad had died.


It had all happened so suddenly. Dad had gone to work as usual, and then, just after morning break, Riley had been called to the headmistress’s office. She’d been terrified that Mrs Hamlin had found out that she’d left assembly early with Sophie, snuck in to the room where the cake sale was taking place and eaten a full plate of brownies. She’d been ready for a huge telling-off, but it had been so much worse than that. Nothing could have prepared Riley for opening the headmistress’s door and seeing Mum sitting in a chair, tears streaming down her face.
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A heart attack, the doctor had said, probably stress-related. Dad had been found slumped over his desk in the office.


‘We’re on our own,’ Mum had sobbed, and whatever anyone said, there was no comforting her.


Riley didn’t really know any of her other relations. On her dad’s side there was only Uncle Martin, who was in and out of rehab with drink and drug addictions. He wasn’t able to help himself, let alone them. And she had never even met her mum’s parents because they had had a big fight with Mum when she’d dropped out of college and run off to marry Dad. They’d begged her to finish her law degree, but Mum had ignored them. Mum’s parents were so upset with her that they never spoke to her again.


They lived somewhere in Galway, but Mum never talked about them. When Riley had asked her dad about it, he’d just said that Mum was very sad and angry that her parents were so cruel and that it was best never to mention it.


Riley thought they must be awful people to just banish Mum from their lives. She could never imagine her own mum ignoring her, whatever happened. It was a horrible thing to do. She knew her mum was sad about it, though, because she’d found her once looking at photos from when she was young. Riley had asked to see them, but Mum had closed the box and said, ‘That’s all in the past now. My parents have made it clear that they don’t want to see me, so I have to forget them. I can promise you one thing though, Riley: no matter what decisions you make – even if they are bad ones – I will never, ever abandon you.’


She’d held Riley tight and kissed her a million times. Riley had felt so safe and loved.
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Now Mum smiled at her across the table. ‘You are so sweet, Riley, but I don’t think baking and home-making are going to get me a job. I’m qualified for nothing.’


Riley reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘It’ll be OK, Mum.’


Mum picked her hand up and kissed it. ‘What would I do without you? My wonderful Riley.’


‘What did Mr Geoghan say earlier?’ Riley asked. Even though she knew the answer, she was hoping that maybe he’d changed his mind.


Mum’s face clouded over. ‘We have to move out on Wednesday. But don’t worry. I’ll figure something out.’


Wednesday was four days away! How was Mum going to figure it out by then? They had no money and she had no job.


Riley’s head began to throb. Where were they going to go? Would she have to leave school? She knew the fees were high. But she loved school, and she didn’t want to leave. But she should offer – if she was a good person she’d offer.


‘Mum, I can leave Saint Mary’s and go to a school with no fees.’


Mum’s eyes watered. ‘No, Riley, the school fees were paid in full in September. It’s the one good thing your dad did before … before he lost everything and … well …’ Mum coughed to hide the fact that she was about to cry. ‘It’s your final year in primary school and I want you to enjoy this last term as much as you can. Your education is my priority. You are not going to make the same stupid mistakes I did. You’ll go to college and get a proper degree so you can support yourself in the future.’


Riley breathed out. She was so relieved. School was the one place where she could escape from all the bad stuff that was going on.




CHAPTER 3


Sophie waved her arms around excitedly as she described her upcoming party.


‘It’s going to be off the charts. My mum has gone really nuts this year. She’s actually turning the house into a full-on spa. We’re going to get manicures, pedicures, facials, boho blow-dries and get our make-up done! And then, she’s hired this whole, like, disco party bus to drive us around and we can dance inside it and then head back to our house for a big sleepover with tons of treats and presents for everyone. We bought five fab sets of silk pyjamas yesterday – a different colour for everyone. Yours is the best, obviously.’ Sophie linked her arm through Riley’s.


‘What colour?’


‘Turquoise.’


Riley smiled. ‘My favourite.’


‘Duh, like, we’ve been besties for five years, I know what you like.’


Riley leaned in to her friend. ‘Thanks, Soph.’


‘And we’ve made up party bags for everyone with face masks and foot creams and sparkly nail varnishes and lip glosses and candles and other surprises.’


Riley couldn’t wait. It sounded fantastic. Sophie’s parties were always amazing. Riley reckoned Sophie’s mum went overboard because Sophie was the youngest of five kids and the only girl. Sophie said that her mum, Trisha, was so happy when she was born, finally a girl after four boys, that she bought everyone in the whole maternity hospital a bottle of champagne!


Vanessa, Sophie’s cousin, came over, ruining their little moment. ‘Hey, Sophie, less than two weeks to go to the party!’ she said.


‘I know, I am literally counting the seconds,’ Sophie replied.


‘My mum said we had to buy you an extra-special present because it’s your last birthday in primary school. You are going to be super happy when you see what we bought you!’


While Sophie’s eyes lit up, Riley’s heart sank. She had no money to buy Sophie any present, never mind a good one. In the old days, Riley and her mum would go shopping and spend ages buying the perfect present for each of the parties Riley was invited to. But now … well, now there was barely enough money for food, and they had to find a new place to live because in 48 hours they were going to be kicked out of their home.


‘Ooooh, I’m excited!’ Sophie’s eyes shone.


‘Have you got your present for Sophie yet?’ Vanessa asked Riley.


‘Uhm, no, not yet.’


Sophie squeezed her arm. ‘You don’t have to buy me anything, Riley. You’ve got enough going on.’


‘She’s supposed to be your best friend. Best friends always buy each other presents,’ Vanessa said.


Sophie glared at her cousin. ‘She’s had a horrible time with her dad and all. It’s the last thing she needs to think about.’


‘I know, but he died, like, months ago.’


‘OMG, Vanessa, he was her dad,’ Sophie hissed.


‘It’s fine. Of course I’m buying Sophie a present.’ Riley wanted to kick Vanessa really hard right in the shin. As if four months was enough time to ‘get over’ your beloved dad dropping dead. Thankfully, no one knew about his business collapsing. Mum had told people that she’d sold it because she didn’t know how to run it. No one else knew how bad things were. Mum had said not to tell anyone. She was worried that people would pity them and she didn’t want pity. She was too ashamed to ask anyone for help.


Riley didn’t want anyone to know that they were poor now, either. She didn’t want anyone to know that they had eaten pasta and butter for the last three weeks, every single night. She didn’t want anyone to know that she would have no home in two days, especially not Vanessa.


Vanessa had always been jealous of Sophie and Riley’s closeness. When she’d moved home from London and arrived in their class last September, it had been really weird. She kept trying to own Sophie because they were cousins, and she had this annoying fake English accent.


Sophie said that she had to be nice to Vanessa because she was her cousin, and family was important. She also said that Vanessa was quite nice ‘underneath it all’.


Riley had looked hard, but had concluded that – underneath, over and sideways – Vanessa was a big pain in the bum.
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At lunch time in the dining hall, Sophie pulled out her Thermos. The smell was amazing. Chicken fried rice, Riley’s favourite.


‘Ohhhh, not poxy rice again. I told Mum I wanted lasagne today,’ Sophie complained.


Vanessa was chomping down her roast chicken and chorizo bagel. Riley’s stomach rumbled. She had no lunch today because Mum had been too busy on the computer this morning, trying to find them a home, to make it – and anyway, the only bread they had in the house was out of date and had gone mouldy. Riley hadn’t had breakfast, either, because there was no milk. So today she had eaten exactly one handful of dry cornflakes.


‘Where’s your lunch?’ Sophie suddenly noticed Riley wasn’t eating.


‘I had a huge breakfast so I’m skipping lunch,’ Riley lied.


‘OMG, are you on a diet?’ Vanessa asked, as crumbs spat out of her full mouth.


‘No, I just had a big breakfast and was in a rush so I knew I’d be fine,’ Riley lied, and hoped her stomach wouldn’t gurgle again.


‘Will you please have some of my rice? I can only face half of it.’ Sophie pushed the Thermos towards her friend and handed her a fork.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘OK, maybe just a bit of it.’ Riley tried not to wolf the food down and chewed every bit slowly, savouring the gorgeous flavours.


Vanessa’s beady eyes were watching her. ‘For someone who wasn’t hungry, you certainly seem to be enjoying Sophie’s lunch.’


Riley felt her face redden. She put the fork down. There was still some left and she really, really wanted it, but she didn’t want Vanessa to guess anything was up.


‘She’s doing me a favour, Van. Mum goes mad if I don’t eat all my lunch. Apparently, a good lunch will help me concentrate better in the afternoons and I’ll do better in my exams. Like chicken fried rice is going to make me good at maths!’ Sophie rolled her eyes.


Riley laughed. Sophie was the best: kind and funny.


If only she wasn’t related to Vanessa.




CHAPTER 4


Mum was waiting in the car at pick-up time, parked a little back from the school. Riley ran over to her, her heart in her mouth. Please God, please let Mum have found a house, Riley whispered to herself.


She knew as soon as she saw her mum’s face that things were not good. Riley could see suitcases and plastic bags piled high in the big boot.


As she approached the car, Riley saw Vanessa’s mother, Tanya, come over and tap on her mum’s window. Riley watched her mum reluctantly roll it down.


‘Hi, Alison, how are things?’ Tanya asked.


‘Fine, thanks.’


‘Are you going on a trip? What’s with all the suitcases?’


‘Oh …’ Mum fake laughed. ‘No, we’re just moving house.’


‘Oh, where are you moving to?’


Mum hesitated. ‘Just a few miles from where we were, not too far.’


‘What’s the name of the road?’ Tanya was not letting it go. She was as nosy and annoying as her stupid daughter, thought Riley.


She knew her mum needed saving, so she took a deep breath and bounded over. ‘Hi, Mum, you’re not going to believe what happened today! Oh, hi, Tanya.’


‘Hi, Riley,’ said Tanya. ‘I hear you’re moving house.’


‘Yes, it’s super-exciting. Oh, I think I see Vanessa waving at you,’ Riley lied.


Tanya pulled back from the car window and Riley jumped into the front seat. Mum put her foot on the accelerator and sped off before Tanya could ask any more questions or realise that her daughter was not waving at her.


‘Stupid woman.’ Mum’s teeth were gritted.


‘Yeah, Vanessa’s just the same, so nosy.’ Riley waited a beat and then asked, ‘So, where are we going? Did you find a place?’


Mum’s hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. Looking straight ahead she said, ‘Not exactly. I haven’t been able to get anywhere because I don’t have enough money for a deposit and the first month’s rent. But the good news is I finally found a job.’


Riley tried to focus on the good news. ‘Great, where?’


Her mum coughed. ‘Well, it’s in a restaurant in town –’


‘And you’ll make all their cakes?’


‘Not exactly … It’s a Polish restaurant. I’ll be helping in the kitchen, tidying and cleaning up and that kind of thing.’


Cleaning up? Was her mum going to be washing up in a restaurant?


‘Oh,’ was all Riley could think of to say.


‘It’s a good, solid job, Riley,’ her mother said. ‘It doesn’t pay very much, but my boss is going to let me do overtime for the first few weeks so that I can get enough money for us to rent a place.’


‘But where are we going to live now?’ Riley asked.


‘Well, I’m not sure. I thought maybe we could ask Trisha and Sophie if we could stay there for a few days?’


No way. Riley didn’t want Sophie to know she had no house. She’d tell Vanessa and then everyone would know. She didn’t want the whole school finding out how bad things were.


‘No, Mum, please, not Sophie. What about Uncle Martin?’ she begged.


‘He’s in rehab again.’


‘What about your friends from Pilates or … or …’ Riley suddenly realised that her mum didn’t have many friends. There were the women she did Pilates with twice a week, and she would go to coffee mornings with Riley’s friends’ mums sometimes, and there was Una from down the road, but that was kind of it.


Come to think of it, Mum and Dad hadn’t really had many friends together either. Dad was always busy working and Mum really just focused on him and Riley.


‘I can’t ask any of those Pilates women. I only know them in a chit-chat kind of way. And I can’t ask Una because I found out that your dad borrowed money from her husband and never paid it back.’


Riley could feel herself beginning to panic. Where were they going to stay? She tried to think of other women she’d heard her mum talk about …


‘What about Sally, that woman you went to school with from Galway?’


Mum’s face darkened. ‘I can’t tell Sally. She’d tell her mother and then my family would find out what a mess my life is and that they were right about your dad after all. I won’t let them throw it back in my face. I’m too ashamed, Riley.’


Riley understood how her mum felt, but where were they going to sleep?


‘Well, just for tonight, we could sleep in the car, and tomorrow in work I’ll ask around and see if anyone there knows someone who would let me have a place without paying money upfront. The chef or the waitress in the restaurant might know landlords who are more flexible.’


In the car? Had she actually just said that? They were going to sleep in the car? Had Mum gone mad?


‘But how can we … I mean, where do we … ?’


Mum pulled over and took Riley’s hand in hers. ‘Sweetheart, I know this is difficult, I know this is kind of a nightmare, but I’ll sort it. I’ll figure something out. It’ll only be for a night or two. I promise.’
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