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  To my daughter, Amy-Rose,


  Princess through and through




  

     

  




  ‘Cheshire puss,’ she began rather timidly . . . ‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?’




  ‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,’ said the Cat.




  ‘I don’t much care where –’ said Alice.




  ‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,’ said the Cat.




  ‘– so long as I get somewhere,’ Alice added as an explanation.




  ‘Oh, you’re sure to do that,’ said the Cat, ‘if only you walk long enough.’




  

    From Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll


  








  

     

  




  Chapter 1




  ‘How was your dirty weekend?’ my sister, Grace, asked as I walked into the kitchen. She was sitting at the table, flicking through an old copy of Grazia.




  I rolled my eyes. ‘Don’t ask. I’m giving up men for ever.’




  ‘That good?’ She smiled. ‘Sit down for a minute. Adam’s asleep; make the most of it. Besides, you always say that after a bad date.’




  ‘This time I mean it.’ I collapsed into a chair. ‘It was a disaster. Barney is possibly the most annoying man I’ve ever met in my whole life, not to mention unbelievably

  tight. I ended up paying for everything and now I’m completely broke. I’ll give you all the gory details tomorrow, I promise. Right now I just want to grab Adam and head home. Was he

  good?’




  ‘Apart from the early mornings. Does he always get up at six?’ She yawned to emphasize her point.




  I grimaced. ‘Sorry. He’s only little.’




  ‘It’s OK. I had no plans this weekend. In fact, it helped keep my mind off things. I was going to tell you on Friday, but I didn’t want to spoil your holiday. Me and Jason have

  decided to move things towards a legal separation. He’s going to continue staying with his parents until everything’s sorted out. So if you’re still looking for somewhere to stay,

  I’d be happy to put you up for a while.’




  ‘What?’ I stared at her in disbelief. We’d been talking about my soon-to-be-homeless state before I headed off with Barney and she hadn’t said a word. She had

  seemed a little distracted, but as Grace always had her mind on at least two things I hadn’t thought much of it.




  Three months ago Jason had gone to work and hadn’t come home that evening. Grace had waited up all night, eventually phoning the guards at three in the morning in a terrible state,

  convinced he’d had an accident and was lying in hospital, comatose. The next day she was so distraught the doctor had to sedate her. By the time I got there, Grace was holed up in her

  bedroom, refusing to eat anything and sobbing her little heart out.




  By day three when Jason finally rang to say he was fine, he was in London staying with his cousin, taking some time out, a spur of the moment thing, Grace was so relieved and then so furious she

  flung the telephone against the wall, denting the plasterboard. When he walked in the front door late that evening, she told him to move out immediately; she refused to have such a cruel and

  selfish man in her house. He’d been living in Glenageary with his parents ever since.




  Grace flashed me a bright smile, crossed her knees and began to jiggle her top leg. ‘Don’t look so shocked,’ she said, ‘you know it’s been on the cards. Would you

  like a coffee or a drink? A glass of wine?’




  I shook my head. Eight years of marriage, and that was it? The end? ‘Of course I’m shocked. It just seems so drastic. Are you sure?’




  She shrugged, and then sat further back in her chair. ‘I don’t know what else to do. We’ve said unforgivable things to each other. And it’s not just the London thing; his

  moods have been appalling. All the shouting – at me and at the boys. Horrible. I asked him to visit the GP, to see if he was depressed or anything. He went and there’s nothing wrong

  with him. Jason says it’s me that has the problem and if I can’t deal with it, then we’re better off apart.’




  I put my hand on hers. ‘Are you all right?’




  She gnawed at the inside of her cheek, distorting her face. ‘Most of the time. I’m keeping busy. I find the mornings the hardest, when the kids are at school. I rattle round the

  place a bit.’




  ‘What about your plan to go back to work? You were thinking of doing something in September, weren’t you? Why don’t you just do it now?’ It wasn’t like Grace to be

  so despondent; usually she was full of beans and bubbling over with enthusiasm for some ambitious scheme or other. The last one had been setting up her own social-networking website for

  stay-at-home mums, listing part-time jobs and baby items for sale.




  Her eyes dropped to the table and she drew circles on the pine with her finger. ‘I know I had great plans but, to be honest, I don’t have the energy at the moment.’




  ‘Getting out of the house would probably help, Gracey. You can’t sit around thinking about everything, you’ll only drive yourself insane. What about marriage counselling? Have

  you tried that?’




  She looked up. ‘We went once. We spent the whole session picking at each other.’ Tears sprung to her eyes. ‘I’m not going again. There’s no point. It was horrible.

  Look, I’m just about coping as it is. Let me deal with this in my own good time, and stop trying to fix everything, OK?’




  ‘Fine.’ I shifted in my chair. I was only trying to help. It was usually Grace jollying me along, I was just trying to return the favour. Except I didn’t get all huffy

  when she gave me advice. I took her suggestions graciously and then promptly ignored them.




  She gave me a limp smile. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it to come out like that. I know you meant well.’




  We sat in silence for a moment, the only noise the drip, drip, drip of Grace’s tap and her sons shrieking in the garden. Shane, a stocky lad of five, was jumping on the trampoline, sending

  his three-year-old and much lighter brother, Eric, shooting up into the air, his curly brown hair billowing out like a dandelion seed head.




  The tap gave a hearty belch of water and then went back to dripping again. Grace had asked Jason to replace the washer countless times, but he kept putting it off. I’d suggested she do it

  herself, she’s brilliant at things like that, but she’d said it was a matter of principle and if Jason said he’d do it he was damn well going to keep his promise.




  I looked round the kitchen; the once white walls were now grubby and crayoned. What had happened to Jason in the last few months? He used to be so house proud. And he’d never so much as

  raise his voice to Shane and Eric, let alone shout at them. In fact, Grace used to complain that he was far too lenient, leaving her to discipline them most of the time.




  Grace stood up. Her eyes were swimming with tears. ‘Tissue.’ She grabbed a piece of kitchen roll and dabbed at her eyes. ‘Sorry.’




  ‘There’s nothing to be sorry about. Stop apologizing. Is there anything I can do?’




  ‘Yes. Move in and keep me company. You can have Eric’s room, the boys can share. I’d love having you around. It would be like old times.’




  I wasn’t at all sure that was such a great idea. I liked living on my own. I’d got used to it and I didn’t want to slip back to becoming dependent on Grace again. I knew she

  was only offering because she felt sorry for me. She couldn’t really want a ratty single mum and her equally ratty teething baby in the house, could she?




  I tried to stall her. ‘It’s all a bit sudden; I’ll have to think about it.’ I stopped for a moment, staring at her bare ring finger with a sinking feeling. Grace always

  wore her wedding ring. Without it, her hand looked naked. ‘But what about Jason? What if things change and you get back together again?’




  ‘It’s over. There’s no going back.’




  ‘Can’t you give him one more chance? Aren’t you rushing into things a bit? You can’t break up your marriage just ‘cause you’re both unhappy. You’ve been

  together eight years. What about the kids? Compared to most of the men out there, Jason’s a gem.’




  ‘You have him, then, if he’s so wonderful.’




  ‘I’m only trying to help.’




  She went silent for a few seconds. Then she said, ‘Alice, I don’t want him in this house again. He threw the remote-control at me.’ She pulled back her hair. There was a long

  red mark and yellow and purple bruising on her neck, just beneath her ear.




  I drew my breath in. ‘Jesus.’ I didn’t know what else to say. No wonder she was so relieved to have him out of the house. Maybe she really did need me. Which was a first. Grace

  had been bailing me out all my life.




  ‘Has he hit you before?’ I asked gently.




  ‘No, and he didn’t hit me.’




  ‘Throwing something at you in just as bad.’




  ‘It only happened the once and I don’t want to talk about it. Ever.’ There was a fragile look in her eyes. I couldn’t leave her to deal with all this on her own; there

  were obviously things about their marriage that I knew nothing about. And it was only temporary after all.




  ‘I’ll move in next week,’ I said firmly.




  ‘Thanks, Alice. It would really help.’




  Adam started yelling from upstairs. Grace stood up. ‘I’ll get him. Coming, little man,’ she called.




  She came back downstairs with a red-faced Adam in her arms. ‘He’d got his leg stuck in the bars of the cot, poor lad. It’ll be lovely having a baby around again. I can teach

  him his numbers and letters. And maybe some French.’ She kissed the top of his sweaty head. ‘Isn’t that right, mon petit chou?’




  ‘He can’t even speak English yet,’ I pointed out, but Grace was oblivious. She was blowing raspberries under his chin, making him squeal with delight. Maybe living together

  wasn’t going to be so bad after all.




  

     

  




  Chapter 2




  As I drove back to Bray that evening, Adam fast asleep in his car seat, I thought about Barney, the twenty-seven-year-old would-be art photographer who worked in the local

  movie-rental shop. Only three days ago I’d been head over heels in love with the grubby-nailed man-boy. Was I mad? After the wash-out of a weekend in a damp B&B in Galway, with

  bang-bang-bang sex and a man whose only interests were taking photographs and watching movies, I was weary with disappointment. I felt grubby and low.




  I shuddered. It was all my own stupid fault; I should never have handed him my mobile number along with my rental card in the first place. When I’d told Grace she thought I’d gone

  mad. ‘No good will come of it, Alice,’ she’d said, like a character out of a Jane Austen novel. ‘You can’t go asking men out; they’ll think you’re

  desperate.’




  Unfortunately Grace may have been right. The thing is, I was desperate. I hadn’t met anyone decent for months, apart from the rock-climbing dentist, Patrick Brewer, who had a

  near-death experience while scaling Dalkey Quarry and took up with his ex-girlfriend again, ‘forgetting’ to tell me about her for days, leaving me ringing him and ringing him, worried

  that something else had happened to him as he wasn’t answering my calls.




  And as for Dion Lanagan, a butcher who used to collect me in his big white van which always stank of raw meat. When he traded me in for a rep from a condiments company I was actually relieved.

  He had terrible BO and liked to sleep with his arm round me. To combat the fruity armpit yang I used to wriggle about so my nose was safely away from the smell. Unfortunately this gave him funny

  ideas about my sexual preferences.




  In fact Patrick and Dion were only the most recent in a long list of failures which included Adam’s biological father. He went back to his girlfriend, too; or to be strictly accurate

  he’d never left her in the first place.




  The thing is, when it came to men I wasn’t unrealistic. I knew they all had their faults; I wasn’t looking for Mr Right or for a surrogate dad for Adam; I just wanted someone kind,

  someone I could trust.




  As I drove along the Bray seafront I wondered whether I’d blown my chance of ever meeting someone decent by having Adam. After all, a twenty-nine-year-old single mum isn’t most

  men’s idea of a dream date. But didn’t everyone have some kind of baggage? And if mine came in the form of a blond toddler, was it really so bad?




  I transferred Adam straight from his car seat into his cot and he was now sleeping soundly.




  I sat down on my lumpy sofa and looked around my bedsit, thinking about Grace’s offer. My curtains were thin and the street light was making the shabby Georgian room glow like a

  Hallowe’en pumpkin. I stared at the shower in the corner of the room, with the worst dribbling water pressure ever. Adam’s yellow plastic baby bath sat in the shower tray, balanced on

  its end like a squat canoe. My single bed was pushed up against the wall, almost touching the tray. Adam’s travel cot sat beside the sofa. And that was pretty much it: 11b St Belinda’s

  Place, a huge sprawling four-storey Georgian house on Bray seafront which was literally falling apart. The landlord had finally been granted permission to turn St Belinda’s into luxury

  apartments, and we were all out on our ear come the end of the month. I wouldn’t be sad to leave. I had only ended up here because it was so hard to find a place I could afford that would

  also take a baby. You’d think it was the 1950s the way some of the landlords carried on.




  But I did feel sorry for some of the other families in the building; many of them had been living there for years, like my next-door neighbour, Roz Gorski, who had become a good friend, and her

  two boys, and old Mrs Sutter who was in her eighties and had no family. At least I could always rely on Grace for help.




  So you can see why I’d accepted Grace’s offer. After all, she had a working shower, a warm bathroom and a back garden without a resident rat population.




  But there was one major problem. I still hadn’t told Grace about losing my job. – the magazine job she’d so kindly set up for me, pulling in old work favours. She was going to

  kill me.




  

     

  




  Chapter 3




  ‘Here’s one.’ Grace stabbed a buttery knife at the newspaper in front of her. She’d just dropped Eric and Shane off to playschool (he went three days a

  week) and big school respectively and was munching a piece of toast while reading the jobs pages of the Irish Independent. She seemed remarkably chipper for a woman whose marriage was on the

  rocks. I’d tried talking to her about Jason earlier, but she was clearly avoiding the subject, throwing herself into the appointments section with gusto. I sensed denial, but I kept my mouth

  firmly buttoned.




  She’d taken the news of my sacking remarkably well. I’d broken it to her last week, the day before I moved in. I didn’t want to pretend to go to work, like those sad men you

  hear about sometimes who are too afraid to tell their wives they’ve been made redundant and sit in the library all day in their suits, reading the newspapers.




  ‘I did wonder how long you’d last,’ she’d said. ‘You’re not really cut out for sales, are you?’




  Charming! But seeing as she’d found me the job in the first place, I couldn’t really say anything. Besides, she was right. Selling advertising space in an upmarket fashion mag was a

  bit of a long shot. I’d lasted just over two months before the sales manager, Rita, had had a gentle word with me. She said I wasn’t meeting my sales targets and had actually lost the

  magazine two of their regular advertisers. We agreed that it was probably best to call it a day. She was terribly nice about it but I felt such a failure.




  ‘This sounds interesting,’ Grace continued. ‘Assistant-Fund Raiser for St Jude’s Hospital. Excellent organizational and communicational skills a must. Office skills and

  some experience of event management are also essential. Salary level 32,000 to 38,000 euro per annum depending on experience. Not bad. Might even get you that mortgage.’




  The thing is, I’d fallen in love with a house in Bray: Rosewood Cottage, a two-bedroomed cottage with a small garden out the back that was currently covered in concrete slabs. It was

  completely run down and the pocket-sized front garden was a mess, littered with old plastic bottles sticking out of the scutty grass. But it had potential.




  It was round the corner from St Belinda’s Place and I’d spotted the ‘For Sale’ sign while I was out walking Adam in his buggy a few weeks ago. ‘Two hundred and

  sixty thousand euro, priced to sell,’ the estate agent had said when I rang. I’d made an appointment to visit. It stank of cat pee, but when I closed my eyes I could see Adam playing on

  the freshly laid grass in the back garden while I pottered in the kitchen, and climbing roses over the front door. I had a good feeling about the place; I knew we could be happy there, me and

  Adam.




  The only problem was the mortgage. Grace had bullied me into visiting a mortgage advisor when I’d first got back from London. He’d told me I’d be looking at a mortgage of about

  180,000, based on my realistic projected salary. I had some savings and Grace had promised to help me as much as she could. Mum had left us equal shares of the proceeds of the family house sale

  after the mortgage and the bills had been paid off; that would help. But here was the catch: I had to have at least three months’ worth of pay slips from a permanent job in Dublin. Hence my

  increasingly frantic job hunt.




  Grace stopped reading the St Jude’s ad for a moment and looked at me. ‘Hey, didn’t you work for an events company in London?’




  I lifted my head and rolled my eyes. All this work talk was depressing. I’d been studying some luscious shoes in Grazia, trying to bolster my rather damp mood. I’d spent all

  morning on monster.ie and jobs.ie and it made sobering reading. There were plenty of jobs for ‘Inbound Customer Service Reps’ and ‘Casual Accommodation Assistants’

  (otherwise known as chambermaids) and even cashiers in betting shops in some rather dodgy areas of Dublin, but nothing remotely appealing.




  I wanted to do something interesting, ideally in radio. I’d worked in a radio station in London so it wasn’t all that far fetched. I’d adored working at Live 95, it had been my

  last temping job before I came back to Ireland. The radio station’s offices and studios were always bustling, full of people, all yakking into mobiles, powering in and out of the place

  clutching furry blue microphones with the Live 95 logo on them. One of my jobs as receptionist was to scour the dailies for any mentions of the station. I had to cut them out and file them.

  Complete waste of time; no one ever looked in the clippings file unless there was a board meeting coming up.




  So I’d also typed ‘media’ into Google, ever hopeful, but the only jobs on offer in Dublin were for a Finnish Online Editor of Yahoo, an intern on a business magazine, and a

  Telesales Executive on Buy and Sell. And as I’d just proven, telesales wasn’t really my thing.




  If I had to work – and let’s face it, as a single mother there wasn’t much option unless I wanted to manage on the single mother’s allowance, and live in rented kips for

  the rest of my life – I wanted to find a job that meant something. For the first time in my life it wasn’t just about rent money. I wanted Adam to be proud of me.




  ‘Alice, concentrate,’ Grace said. ‘This is important.’




  ‘OK, OK, I worked in an events company. For a whole two weeks. They organized trade fairs for logistic companies and truck manufacturers. It was hardly very glamorous and I don’t

  think they were the kind of events that crowd are talking about.’




  Grace’s eyes lit up. ‘Events are just big parties. I’m good at parties, I could help you, and you’re great with people. You’d make a wonderful

  fund-raiser.’




  ‘You’re very kind. But fund-raising is just sales by another name. I’d be hopeless.’




  ‘Don’t be so defeatist. Think of the money. Good for your CV too. And you might even enjoy it. What do you think?’




  I snorted. ‘Yeah, right. I don’t know a thing about organizing balls. Or managing anything for that matter. I have no interest in auctioning off one of Westlife to do your ironing in

  the buff.’




  ‘See, that’s a great idea, you’re a natural! I’ve always rather fancied that Shane. Or the cute blond fellow. What’s his name?’




  ‘Kian.’ I smiled. ‘You live a very small life, sis.’




  ‘Don’t I know it? But you’re the one who can name all the Westie boys.’




  ‘True. But only because you’ve been buying all these celebrity gossip mags.’ I cracked the spine of Grazia in her face.




  Only months ago, Grace was an avid reader, whipping through everything from Marian Keyes to Anne Enright and devouring the book pages in the Sunday Times. Now she didn’t even read

  that newspaper’s ‘Style’ supplement. In fact, the captions below the glossy photographs in Hello! or Now were about the extent of her reading these days. She’d

  also become quite the telly addict, watching all the afternoon chat shows. She’d completely given up reading a newspaper or listening to the news on the radio; it was all very perplexing.




  Grace winced. ‘Don’t remind me, it’s a sad addiction. Anyway, back to the St Jude’s job. I know it’s a bit of a long shot; you’re not exactly qualified. But

  if you get an interview, sorry, think positive, when you get an interview, they’ll see how amazing you are. Even if you don’t get the job it might lead to something. You never

  know.’ She shrugged. ‘It’s worth a try.’




  I knew my despondency was beginning to irritate her. To diffuse the atmosphere I stood up and flicked on the kettle. ‘Want a cup?’




  She shook her head.




  I made a cup of instant and then opened the cupboard and pulled a biscuit out of the striped ceramic barrel.




  ‘Want one?’ I asked, proffering the open jar.




  Her back stiffened. Was I overstepping the mark? Maybe I shouldn’t be helping myself to her coffee and biscuits.




  ‘No thanks, I’m fine.’ Her voice was a little clipped.




  I was right, I was getting on her nerves. It really was time to get a job.




  I sat back down at the table. ‘I’m sorry it’s taking me so long to find work. I feel such a failure.’




  ‘Don’t be silly. Something will come up.’




  ‘I hope you’re right. I can’t live here for ever.’




  ‘You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. You know that.’




  ‘Thanks, but I won’t feel properly settled until I have my own place with a whopping great mortgage. Even if it is a smelly hovel in Bray.’ I squeezed her hand. It felt cool

  under mine. ‘But I do appreciate it. You’re always looking after me.’




  ‘That’s what sisters are for.’




  But Grace had done much more than any normal sister. From the age of ten she had been responsible for dragging me out of bed, making sure I ate something and getting me to school on time. And

  when Mum died, she was all the family I had left.




  When I’d come back from London to have my baby, six months pregnant and just starting to show, she’d taken one look at me at the airport and started to cry.




  ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ she’d asked, staring down at the inch of taut white skin peeping out from under my overstretched jumper.




  ‘I didn’t know how. I feel like I’ve let you down.’




  She’d just thrown her arms around me and hugged me close, her tears trickling down my neck.




  I’d stayed with Grace and Jason until Adam was three months old. Grace had insisted. It had been quite a squish, camping out in the living room, me on the sofa, Adam in Eric’s old

  travel cot, but we’d all managed.




  Now, I was so eager to get some caffeine into my system I almost burnt my tongue off. Adam, currently playing happily with some plastic bricks at my feet, was teething again and my energy levels

  were brushing the floor low. If I had my own place at least I could leave him to cry a little. Here I was always nervous of waking the whole household. When Adam niggled I’d been popping him

  in beside me in Eric’s bed and cuddling him until he dropped off. I so needed that mortgage, but first I needed a job.




  ‘I hate to say this,’ I began glumly, ‘but Mum was right. I should have gone into the bank. I bet they have part-time work and job sharing in the bank. Do you think

  they’d take me now?’




  Grace’s eyebrows lifted. ‘With your maths? No offence, but I don’t think so. Why don’t you apply for that St Jude’s job? There’s nothing else in the paper and

  no one’s exactly chomping at the bit to hire you.’




  Ouch!




  She ripped the large ad out and handed it to me. ‘Your CV isn’t bad if we just give it a few tweaks. I’ll help you with the application letter. I can give you a mock interview

  if you like.’ She lifted a strand of my hair. ‘You might need your highlights topped up, though. They’re looking a bit rock chick.’




  ‘You can stop right there.’ I got the feeling I was about to be bamboozled into doing something I’d regret. ‘There’s no way I’m applying for that job.’

  Adam started to grumble, pulling at the leg of my jeans. ‘Thanks for all your advice, but I’m sure something will come up soon.’




  I didn’t want to sound ungrateful; Grace was trying to be helpful. I whipped Adam onto my knee and gave him a hug. ‘I’m going to take this little fellow to the park. I

  wouldn’t even get an interview for the St Jude’s job; I’m not cut out for anything like that, but thanks for being so supportive. You’re the high flyer in this family,

  Gracey, not me. I’ll try the temping firms first thing tomorrow. I’ll just have to wave Rosewood Cottage goodbye.’




  I blame myself for what happened next, but how was I to know that Grace would take my parting words as a challenge? I should learn to keep my mouth shut when my big sister is around.




  

     

  




  Chapter 4




  Two weeks later I heard a strange creaking noise in Grace’s back garden. It was just after ten on Monday morning and she and Eric were at their mother and toddler group.

  I peered out of the bedroom window, my heart hammering in my chest. A tall dark-haired man was crouched over, trying to pull something out of the overflowing garden shed. Jason’s bike. He was

  trying to steal it. I whipped out my mobile to ring the guards but then the front wheel came off in the man’s hand and he fell backwards. I recognized him instantly.




  I reefed open the window and yelled down,’ Jason! What are you playing at?’




  Adam stared up at me in surprise. He’d been pottering at my feet while I attempted to tidy up our small room, which meant moving heaps of clothes from one surface to another.




  Jason shaded his eyes with his hand. ‘Alice? Is that you? What are you doing up there?’




  I opened my mouth to explain, but then thought better of it. Grace wouldn’t want her business shared with the whole estate. In Angel’s Grove the houses were built criminally close to

  each other and the neighbours – mostly stay-at-home mums like Grace – loved a bit of a gossip to spice up their day. Grace had already warned me about telling anyone about Jason; the

  official line was that he was ‘away working’.




  ‘I’ll be down in a second.’




  I clicked the window closed and went downstairs, Adam on my side like a hip extension. Sometimes I forgot he was there at all.




  I glided open the sliding door at the back of the kitchen. Grace had doctored it with WD-40 at the weekend and it moved like a dream.




  Jason stepped forward but I stood in his way.




  ‘You can’t come in,’ I squealed, feeling rather stupid. Grace had changed the locks and warned me if Jason tried to force his way into the house I was to stop him.




  ‘But it’s my house. And my key doesn’t seem to work.’ He looked at me with hound-dog eyes and my heart softened. ‘Please? I just have to get a few

  things.’




  This was all so difficult. Jason was the big brother I’d never had. We’d all grown up together, playing on the green, hanging out at the basketball nets. Later on, he used to look

  after me when Mum was working at the nursing home and Grace was out with one of her boyfriends.




  From her mid-teens, Grace had a steady stream of boyfriends. Mum used to call her the serial monogamist. I think she was a bit jealous. She was always moaning about being abandoned by Dad,

  having to drag up two teenagers on her own and having no real social life. Dad left when I was six and Grace was nine. He now lived in Florida with his ‘fancy woman’ as Mum used to call

  her and we didn’t have any contact with him. It can’t have been easy for Mum, but she made such a song and dance about being on her own that it used to annoy me.




  I was about to stand back when I remembered the remote control incident. ‘Jason, I can’t let you in. Not after what you did to Grace.’




  ‘The London thing? That was so stupid.’ He ran his hand through his short cropped hair. ‘But this is all just temporary. Grace will come to her senses soon. I’m just

  keeping out of her way at the moment. Listen, I’m supposed to be on a job. Can I just run up and get some clothes? Please?’




  I softened a little. It was Jason after all. He was clearly delusional about Grace giving him another chance, but I didn’t have the heart to set him straight.




  I looked at him closely, checking his pupils weren’t dilated. Grace hadn’t said anything about drugs but you couldn’t be too careful. But apart from his flushed cheeks and the

  bruise-coloured shadows under his eyes, he looked normal. ‘OK, but be quick. Grace will be back any minute.’




  But of course, the way my luck was running, Grace arrived back while Jason was still in the house. I thought I’d better come clean as soon as she pushed Eric’s buggy into the

  hall.




  ‘Jason’s upstairs.’




  She swung around. ‘What?’




  ‘He’s just getting a few bits.’ When I saw the black look on her face I chickened out. I did have to live with her after all. ‘It wasn’t my fault. He practically

  forced his way in the back door. He was rummaging in the shed for his bike. I thought he was a burglar.’




  ‘Was he now?’ She undipped Eric, strode into the kitchen, swung him into the high-hair and handed him a rice cake. He threw it on the tiles and she handed him a digestive biscuit

  instead. She put her hands on her hips and stood at the bottom of the stairs. She took a deep breath and bellowed, ‘Jason! Get the hell out of my house.’




  He appeared at the top of the stairs. ‘It’s my house too, Grace.’




  She narrowed her eyes. ‘Don’t even start.’




  Just then the phone rang. ‘I’ll get it,’ I said.




  But something flickered across Grace’s face. ‘No, I’ll get it.’ She rushed towards the kitchen but I was too quick for her and I whipped it up.




  ‘Go and deal with Jason,’ I hissed, my hand over the mouthpiece.




  ‘Hello,’ I said into the phone.




  ‘I’m sorry, is this a good time?’ I didn’t recognize the male voice.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ I said cheerily. ‘It’s an excellent time. My sister and her husband are just trying to kill each other. I presume you’re trying to sell me something. Go

  on, give me your spiel. Or are you in marketing? I’m actually one of those weird people who likes answering questions, even quite personal ones. I’m unemployed at the moment so I

  don’t have anything better to do.’




  ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I’m Jack Wise-heart, Director of Fund-Raising at St Jude’s. You applied for a job here. You have a most interesting and may I

  say a most entertaining CV. We’d like to interview you next week.’




  I dropped the phone.




  It spun on the floor and, as I crouched down to pick it up, Adam, who was in his usual spot on my hip, acted like a dumbbell, giving my hamstrings a nice old work out.




  I could hear Jack’s voice on the other end of the line. ‘Alice? Are you still there?’




  ‘I’m so sorry,’ I gabbled into the receiver, my mind spinning. ‘There seems to be something wrong with the line. I’ll ring you straight back.’




  I cut him off and marched into the hall. ‘Grace, that was some guy called Jack from St Jude’s. He wants to interview me. How did he get my CV?’




  Grace stopped yelling at Jason and looked at me defiantly. ‘From me. I emailed it in for you. You got an interview? Hey, that’s great.’




  I was outraged. ‘How could you? I never said I was applying for that job. And he said my CV was entertaining. What the hell did he mean?’




  She winced. ‘I may have embellished it a little.’




  ‘Grace, show me what you sent him.’




  ‘I’ll just get rid of Jason first.’




  ‘But you’ve already done that, haven’t you, Grace?’ Jason said, glaring down at her. ‘And from the sounds of it you’ve moved on to bossing Alice around

  instead. She’s welcome to it. You’ll be hearing from my solicitor in the morning; I want my legal share of this house. And if you think I’m going to pay for you and your sister to

  live here in the lap of luxury, you have another think coming.’




  ‘Lap of luxury.’ Grace snorted. ‘Don’t make me laugh. I’m still waiting for you to fix the shower: how long has that been? Let me see, ah yes, two years. And you

  still haven’t put that trellis up on the back wall, the tap in the kitchen’s still dripping and—’




  Jason walked down the stairs, a large black travel bag in his hands, and pushed past her rather roughly.




  ‘And you’re not taking that bag,’ Grace screeched, grabbing at the handle. ‘It’s mine.’




  ‘Let go,’ he said in a low, threatening voice.




  He swung it away from her and the handle ripped off the bag.




  ‘Now look what you’ve done,’ Grace said.




  ‘What I’ve done?’




  I’d had enough. ‘Just stop it the pair of you. Jason, please leave. I have a few things to sort out with Grace. And if you need to collect anything in future, it’s probably

  best to ring Grace first.’




  He scowled at me like a teenager. ‘But she slams down the phone every time I ring.’




  ‘Then text or email her.’




  ‘I’m not emailing my own wife,’ he said.




  ‘Ex-wife,’ Grace said icily.




  Jason stared at her and opened his mouth as if he was about to say something, then decided against it. ‘Fine by me,’ he muttered and then stalked out of the front door, slamming it

  loudly behind him. Eric began to cry and Grace bustled into the kitchen. I ruffled Adam’s hair and kissed the top of his head. ‘It’ll always be just you and me, buster. It’s

  easier that way.’




  When I walked into the kitchen Eric was munching away on another biscuit and Grace was sitting at the table, staring out the back window. Jason had left his bike propped up against the garden

  shed.




  ‘He forgot his bike,’ she murmured. ‘He loves that bike.’ I was still angry with her but I softened a little when I saw the tears in her eyes. She wiped them away with

  her knuckle. ‘I guess that’s it then. I’d better get myself a lawyer.’




  I thought she already had. She’d obviously been having second thoughts. ‘I suppose so,’ I said gently. ‘If you’re sure that’s what you want.’




  ‘Positive. And I’m sorry about the St Jude’s thing. I was only trying to help.’




  ‘I can find a job myself, Grace. You don’t have to mother me all the time.’




  She gave me a look. Really? It said. And even though she was still crying I felt a sense of irritation bristling. She always thought she knew best.




  ‘Are you going to ring the St Jude’s man back?’ she asked.




  In all the drama I’d forgotten. ‘Yes. It’s a shame, he sounded nice.’




  ‘What do you mean a shame? You have an interview.’




  ‘I didn’t get that interview, you did.’




  ‘It’s your CV.’




  ‘I thought you said you embellished it.’




  ‘Only a little. I just gave it a little more oomph. Hang on a second.’ A minute later she handed me a clear folder. I pulled out several A4 sheets and began to read.




  ‘Alice Devine, Pitch for the Assistant Fund-Raiser’s Job at St Jude’s’, the front page read in large navy-blue letters. I read on. I smiled when I realized what Grace had

  done. It must have taken her hours.




  

    CV: Alice Devine


  




  

    Date of Birth: 18/2/1978


  




  Nationality: Irish




  Marital Status: Single [no mention of Adam I noted]




  Tel. (Mobile): 086 1958818




  Address: 12 Angel’s Grove, Delgany Glen, Delgany, Co Wicklow




  

    WORK EXPERIENCE


  




  [this is where Grace’s editorial skills came in handy]


  





  

    

      	

        Sales Executive at Harmony Media, Dublin




        short-term contract


      



      	

        Jan to May 2008


      

    


  




  [Grace had talked to Rita, who kindly said she’d gloss over the fact I was fired if they rang her. She also told Grace she owed her big time.]




  

    

      	

        Office Angels Recruitment Agency




        Relevant posts include:


      



      	

        Oct 2000 to June 2007


      

    




    

      	

        Office Manager at London Live 95FM Radio


      



      	

        2006 to 2007


      

    


  




  [True!]




  

    

      	

        Assistant Event Organizer at Events Logic, London


      



      	

        2006


      

    




    

      	

        Promotions Manager, Harcourt Events, London


      



      	

        2005


      

    


  




  I was in charge of several large accounts including Triple X Beer and Smashing Cider.




  [I used to do beer promotions for these guys, trooping round the Irish pubs, giving out scratch cards, and free caps and T-shirts. Luckily the company, run by two wide-boy

  Greek brothers, went bust so there was no chance the guys at St Jude’s would actually be able to contact them.




  Grace had also added some of my other temping jobs, in newspaper offices (free sheets), and a transport consultancy (a taxi company). Even I was impressed. She’d also

  added:]




  As you can see, I have a wide range of experience in various positions. As one of the prized temps in Office Angels Recruitment, I was in great demand. Many companies offered

  me full-time positions, but I remained loyal to my company and always declined their generous offers.




  

    EDUCATION


  




  

    Excellent Leaving Certificate


  




  [For me, passing was excellent!]




  Diploma in Business Studies and Media Studies from Dublin Business School [True!]




  Private PR tuition from a top account executive – Grace Silver of Pemberton PR




  [Grace added this – she used her married name – she said this gave me a real edge and showed I was a serious player. I wished she hadn’t put it in, but it

  was too late now. She said if I’d listened to her at all over the last few years, I would have picked up more than most college PR students. And she did bang on about her job a lot, so maybe

  she was right.]




  

    INTERESTS


  




  

    I enjoy going to the gym, swimming and hockey.


  




  [Not that I’ve actually done any of the above in the last, oh, ten years.]




  I also like travelling, music, theatre, books.




  [That’s all true. Except for the theatre bit. Grace put that in. It would make me sound cultured, she said. And she told me to say I’d adored Ralph Fiennes in

  Faith Healer, and was a huge Beckett fan if they asked. (As if!) She said no one really understood Beckett’s plays and they were all about dreary things like death and mortality and

  the futility of life, and one of them was about men in flowerpots, or compost bins or something. She originally included opera but changed her mind and deleted it – thank goodness. Theatre

  was bad enough.]




  I am very interested in voluntary work and have been involved in many different flag days and fund-raising efforts for various organizations.




  [For this read – I once did a sponsored fast in school and sponsored Josep Gorski in his school’s Readathon. I gave him twenty euro too! Oh, and I used to be in

  the Girl Guides and once bag-packed in the supermarket to raise money to go youth hostelling on the Isle of Man.]




  

    OTHER QUALIFICATIONS


  




  

    Languages: Fluent Polish, some French, Slovakian and Czech


  




  [I asked Grace was this a joke. She said no. I do have some Polish, courtesy of Josep and Roz. Plus she said Polish, Slovak and Czech are very similar languages and being

  able to talk to our new European neighbours shows initiative and forward thinking.]




  Full Driving Licence




  [After failing the test three times.]




  Computer Skills




  [Very, very basic]




  

    REFEREES


  




  

    [Grace had put her best friend, Petra, and her husband as my referees, but I laughed when I read their titles:]


  




  Petra Almquist, Image Consultant, 49 Maple Lawns, Delgany, Co Wicklow.




  [Petra is Swedish but has lived here for years. She used to work as a freelance stylist, but gave it up to look after the twins, Linn and Pippi, 3, and Nils, 7. Now she runs

  a shop in the mornings while the twins are at playschool and, in Nil’s case, big school.]




  Davey Hannigan, Chef-Patron of Davey’s Restaurant, Grand Canal Dock,Dl.




  [This is Petra’s husband (she kept her own name). And as Davey’s is a burger joint, although a rather upmarket one, I don’t think he’d describe

  himself as chef-patron, more general dogsbody.]




  ’Grace, some of this CV’s pure fiction.’ Not that it actually mattered. There was no way I was doing that interview.




  Grace smiled. ‘Don’t worry, we can tweak it a bit for the next application if it makes you uncomfortable. Besides, everyone exaggerates on their CV. So are you going to ring the St

  Jude’s man back or will I?’




  I took a deep breath, my cheeks filling up like a hamster’s, and then blew it out noisily. ‘I’ll do it.’ I had no idea how much my life was about to change.




  

     

  




  Chapter 5




  ‘You’ll want to know exactly what the job at St Jude’s entails, I’m sure,’ Jack said when I rang him back, apologizing profusely for the delay and

  the chaos earlier.




  I was about to tell him not to waste his time. I had it all planned in my head: ‘Thanks very much for your time, but something has come up and I’m not interested in the job after

  all.’ But I didn’t want to be rude so I listened patiently as he listed the duties of the Assistant Fund-Raiser, which sounded rather all-encompassing. He mentioned something called the

  Ladies’ Guild a few times.




  ‘What exactly is the Ladies’ Guild?’ I asked.




  He laughed. ‘Sorry, good question. It’s what we call our ladies’ committee. They do a lot of voluntary fund-raising work for the hospital, lunches, fashion shows, balls, that

  kind of thing. One of the Assistant Fund-Raiser’s jobs is to back them up, do some of the admin work like sending out the invitations and taking notes at their meetings, plus a few other bits

  and pieces like collecting dry cleaning; it’s all very straightforward.’




  I was surprised. ‘Collecting dry cleaning? Is that standard?’




  Jack hesitated for a moment and gave a little cough. ‘To be honest, no. But I think it’s best to warn you in advance: the chair of the Ladies’ Guild can be a little, how can I

  put this delicately?’




  ‘Lazy?’ I suggested, instantly regretting it.




  He just laughed. ‘Busy. You’ll meet her at the interview. Her name is Maud Hamilton-O’Connor.’




  The name rang a bell. I was sure I’d read about her in one of Grace’s glossy mags.




  He added, ‘She can be a little intimidating, but her heart’s in the right place.’ Then he gave another cough, aware that he’d been rather indiscreet. ‘As I said,

  the Ladies’ Guild do amazing work. Now, did I mention the flag day?’




  Just after I’d said goodbye to Jack, Grace walked into the sitting room. She’d obviously been lingering outside the door.




  ‘Well?’ she said.




  ‘The interview’s on Thursday at ten.’




  ‘You’ll go?’




  I shrugged. ‘I’ve nothing to lose. And Jack was so nice; I didn’t have the heart to tell him I wasn’t interested.’




  ‘Jack?’




  ‘The Director of Fund-Raising.’




  She gave a whoop. ‘That’s my girl! This calls for a celebration. A glass of wine in the sun? We may as well make the most of it.’




  I grinned at her. ‘Why not? Any excuse.’




  Sitting outside, I told Grace what Jack had told me about the St Jude’s office and the Ladies’ Guild. ‘They run all kinds of things to raise extra funds for the

  hospital,’ I explained. ‘Balls and charity auctions and stuff; it all sounds very glitzy. Apart from the dry cleaning bit. Apparently there’s some woman called Maud and I have to

  collect her dry cleaning.’




  Grace looked confused. ‘Who’s Maud?’ she asked.




  ‘Maud Hamilton-O’Connor. She’s the head of the Ladies’ Guild. She’ll be on the interview panel on Thursday.’




  Grace’s mouth dropped open. ‘That’s Boothy Hamilton-O’Connor’s wife.’




  ‘No! I knew I recognized the name.’ I sat up, sloshing some of my wine onto the deck. Even I knew Boothy. He was one of Ireland’s richest men. He was all over the news on a

  regular basis. In his mid forties, he was strikingly good-looking with intense dark brown eyes and salt and pepper hair, the kind of George Clooney type who only improves with age. He also had a

  larger than life personality with fantastic, controversial expressions for everything from SUVs (‘Dublin Dumptrucks’) to the bin charges (‘Sin Bins’), and he was always

  giving ‘state of economy’ soundbites on the telly and the radio. His recent claim to fame was the sale of his Slainte site, an Irish social-networking site – Facebook with a

  begorrah twist – which he’d recently sold to Google for a reputed fifty-three million euro. He also presented Business with Boothy, Irish television’s answer to The

  Apprentice. Boothy was business in Ireland.
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