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‘A glorious read . . . A wonderfully uplifting novel about women’s friendship by a writer who understands exactly how women think’ Cathy Kelly
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About the Book

What makes a house a home?

And what happens when your home must become a house again?

Holly Craig’s family have lived happily in Huntersbrook for generations but when times grow hard, even she must admit defeat and sell off their once-successful stables.

The three Craig children, Lainey, Joey and Pippa, find themselves locked in a fight to keep their beloved Huntersbrook; dare they transform it into one of Ireland’s most sought-after countryside venues?

Renovation work is well underway when life rears its ugly head and everything stops in its tracks. The Craig family is forced to reassess what matters and, although they no longer live at Huntersbrook, can the house work its magic even so . . . and lead them into the light once more?
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For Cian, Sacha and Kim with love.


Wicklow County Council

Attention: Mr Joey Craig

Huntersbrook House

Wicklow

Ireland

Dear Mr Craig

We are delighted to inform you of our decision to grant your commercial licence as requested. From this date forward Huntersbrook House has permission to operate as a commercial venue. Please note our terms.



	Licence to serve alcohol must be gained by applying to the address at the foot of this notice.

	The owners may host events on the grounds. Insurance for such events may now be applied for using this document.

	Huntersbrook House may host paying guests in an overnight capacity.





We will forward all relevant documents to enable full registration of your home as a business.

Kind regards

M. Brennan

Wicklow County Council


Huntersbrook House

PIPPA SHOT THROUGH THE MAIN GATE OF HER childhood home, Huntersbrook. Almost instantly she passed the gate lodge to her right. The two-bed bungalow with its painted wooden-framed windows and immaculate hanging baskets reminded her of the cottage from Hansel and Gretel, minus the cauldron witch and cruelty, of course. It blended in so well, she found it hard to remember it hadn’t always been there. Grandma had built it a few years ago as her own oasis, away from the hustle and bustle of the main house. Sadly, she’d passed away before she could really make it her own. Still, Pippa mused, as it had transpired it was a good thing. Her parents Holly and Paddy had taken up residence there a couple of years ago and seemed to have found it quite easy to mould it into their permanent home.

It was still weird to Pippa that none of them actually lived in Huntersbrook House any longer. The stunning Georgian residence had been in the Craig family for generations. But the downturn in the economy had forced them to rethink things. Rather than letting it go, they’d come together as a family to save it.

As she zoomed up the drive she remembered her mother’s finger-wagging the last time she’d come home. ‘Do you absolutely have to drive that fast, Pippa? What difference will it make to your journey from the gate to the front door? Seconds? You need to slow down, my girl. Just look at the wonderful scenery that’s on offer if you choose to glide down the driveway toward the house.’

Pippa grinned triumphantly as she glanced back at the dust cloud she’d created. She knew she was being a bit of a brat, but she’d always had a problem with doing as she was told. Her mother was right about one thing though, Huntersbrook and the surrounding land was pretty spectacular. After the muggy, traffic-jammed chaos of Dublin city, this really was like a slice of heaven on Earth. Not many houses boasted such an expanse of unspoilt land, bereft of freshly constructed housing estates or even purpose-built shopping centres. The rolling fields as far as the eye could see were a joy.

Grinding to a halt at the back of the main house, Pippa jumped out of her car and stood onto the side, leaning on the door. Craning her neck, she tried to squint across to the right and into next door. Her sister, Lainey, had married Matt from next door and was now living in the farmhouse with her baby son, Ely, and father-in-law, Jacob. Their houses were very much separate, but close enough for Lainey to feel as if she hadn’t really left home. That was one of the many differences between the sisters. Pippa would get on a plane train or jet-ski at the drop of a hat if she thought it would lead to an adventure of any kind. While Lainey had always been a home-bird and was perfectly content living a stone’s throw from Huntersbrook.

As she walked in the side door to the kitchen Pippa was greeting by a happy screech from Ely.

‘Hello baby nephew!’ she said scooping him into her arms. ‘Hi Lainey,’ she said rushing to kiss her sister on the cheek. ‘I thought you might still be across the path in your lair.’

‘Joey said to be here for ten,’ she said. ‘It’s almost ten fifteen now. I’ve made scones and the coffee and tea are waiting for boiling water.’

‘Organised to within an inch of your life as usual,’ Pippa teased. ‘Where are Mum and Dad? I didn’t notice any sign of life at the gate lodge just now.’

‘Might that have been because you careered by at a thousand miles an hour?’ Lainey asked.

‘Who, me? Drive too fast? Nah,’ she said. ‘Have you seen them this morning?’

‘Last I spotted, Mum was wrestling with an apple tree she bought. Dad is pottering in a shed, I’m guessing. Do you know what Joey’s up to?’

‘Not a breeze,’ Pippa said picking a tasty sugary bit from a scone.

‘Hey, get away,’ Lainey said slapping her hand. ‘I’m putting them in a basket and we’ll all sit and have them nicely once Joey arrives. I can’t bear the way you pick like that.’

‘I get it from Mum,’ Pippa said shrugging her shoulders. She put a wriggling Ely down so he could continue playing with his wooden bricks on the kitchen floor.

‘That’s not a good thing,’ Lainey said crossly. ‘It’s so rude to pick food like that. Besides, remember the saying Grandma used to recite? “Little pickers wear big knickers”,’ said Lainey smugly.

‘Well my knickers haven’t changed size since I was sixteen,’ Pippa said slapping her own backside.

‘Don’t I know it,’ Lainey sighed. She looked down at her own figure. Instead of losing the post-baby weight after Ely’s birth last year, she’d kind of filled in around her saggy tummy. Even though her mother and Pippa shared that annoying picking habit, neither of them ever put on weight. She, on the other hand, seemed to put on half a stone by even being in the same room as a calorie.

‘I wish I had your metabolism,’ Lainey said wistfully. ‘I try so hard. I’m good for a week and then I seem to lose the run of myself and eat my way back to square one.’

‘Don’t be too hard on yourself,’ Pippa said. ‘You grew a person inside you. That has to have a totally nasty effect on your body, right?’

Lainey stopped short and stared at her sister. With her dark sleek ponytail trailing down her slender back and her stick thin legs in her painted-on-tight jeggings, she could easily pass as a model.

‘We can’t all look like you,’ Lainey snapped.

Pippa threw her head back and whistled before bursting out laughing. ‘Touchy touchy! Jaysus, someone got out the wrong side of the bed this morning. How about I go into the pantry and pull a black sack over my head and sit in the corner rustling?’

In spite of herself, Lainey’s scowl turned into a grin. ‘Shut up, Pip,’ she said swatting her arm playfully. ‘I suppose I’m a bit over-sensitive. Mum didn’t help by telling me yesterday that I look “good and solid”.’

Sadie, who’d been their housekeeper for over forty years, came through to the kitchen from the hallway.

‘Ah now Lainey,’ she said gently. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing you just now. Your Mum didn’t mean any harm with that remark. I was there. She was trying to say that you’re toning up with all that walking you’ve been doing.’

Lainey sighed. It was typical that everyone would take Holly’s side. Nobody seemed to recognise that she treated her differently from the others. She’d never dare make a remark like that about Pippa. Even if she did, Pippa would probably drop-kick her, Lainey mused. Maybe that was what she needed. To be more forceful with her mother. Maybe then she’d treat her with a little more respect and little less disregard.

‘Your mother loves the bones of you three,’ Sadie continued. ‘Even though you girls and Joey are grown-ups now, she still sees you as her babies.’

‘Huh,’ Lainey said unable to let the comment slide. ‘When I was a baby she handed me over to Grandma. She was too delicate to cope with me and yet now she expects me to be unfathomably capable in everything I do.’

‘Your mother would walk over hot coals for each one of you,’ Sadie said firmly. ‘I remember the time you had chicken pox, Lainey. You weren’t more than four or five. You had the worst dose I’ve ever seen. You scratched and cried and your mother stayed awake for four nights on the trot bathing you in bread soda baths.’

Lainey busied herself with setting the table. Not for the first time, she felt Sadie had a rose-tinted image of what had gone on during her childhood. Lainey and Holly had been like sandpaper rubbing off one another from as far back as she could remember. No matter what Sadie or anyone else recalled, Lainey knew the truth. Holly had been there physically while Lainey was small, but mentally she’d been in a dark and clouded place where nobody, least of all her daughter, could reach her.

The sound of a car pulling up on the gravel outside made Lainey sigh with relief. She was uncomfortable with this conversation and didn’t want to get into anything negative with darling Sadie.

‘Here’s Joey,’ Pippa confirmed. ‘This better be good. I don’t appreciate being hauled out of bed at the crack of dawn at the weekend.’

‘It’s half ten, Pippa!’ Sadie said with a giggle. ‘Although knowing you it was dawn before that pretty little head of yours hit the pillow.’

Joey arrived in looking very smug.

‘What’s happening?’ Pippa asked, attempting to grab the A4 envelope he was carrying.

‘Ah-ah, all in good time,’ he said slapping her hand away. ‘Mum and Dad are on the way. They’re having a healthy discussion about an apple tree,’ he said. ‘They’re getting battier by the minute, you know?’

‘We know,’ Pippa said. ‘They were never exactly “normal” but the passing of time is certainly taking them to a whole new level of insanity,’ she grinned.

‘I’m getting out of here before I swat one of you with a tea towel,’ Sadie said. ‘Anyone would think this place is flanked by dotty geriatrics. I’d challenge any of you to a game of Scrabble and beat you. My mind is as sharp as a razor and your parents are babies in comparison to me. So be careful who you’re labelling as past it.’

Sadie disappeared, tutting and muttering about the youth of today.

Lainey laughed. ‘That’ll tell you, Pippa. Jeez, I have to hand it to Sadie, there are no flies on her!’

‘Quick one before the folks arrive,’ Joey interjected, glancing back to make sure there was no sign of them. ‘I need a bit of girly advice here.’

‘Ooh excellent,’ Pippa said leaning in.

‘Turns out I’m ninety-nine per cent sure I’m about to be promoted at work.’

‘Hey that’s amazing, Joey,’ Lainey said rubbing his arm. ‘Good for you.’

‘Yeah, thanks. I’m stoked. But it’s kind of a bit awkward. It’s going to mean a fair bit of social stuff. Skye isn’t really wired for sound when it comes to fancy-schmancy outings. Would you two be a little bit mindful of her over the next while?’

‘In what way?’ Lainey asked.

‘Well, help her out with stuff to wear and all that kind of malarkey.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Pippa said instantly. ‘Oh I’d love to give her a makeover. I tried a few times when we shared the flat, but she never seemed that interested.’

‘Hold up a second,’ Lainey said looking concerned. ‘Skye is beautiful just the way she is. She’s admittedly quite bohemian in style, but that’s part of who she is. I’m not sure she’d be too happy with either of us barging in and telling her what to look like.’

‘No and I don’t expect you to do that,’ Joey said attempting to back track. ‘It’s just that our social calendar is going to fill up quite a bit and these corporate do’s are a different kettle of fish from what she might be used to. Just keep an eye, that’s all I ask.’

‘Sure,’ Pippa said looking as if it was a perfectly reasonable request. Lainey wasn’t so sure. She was probably overthinking things as usual, but she couldn’t help feeling slightly protective of Skye.

‘Joey,’ she ventured. ‘Mum and Dad are about to walk in, but being the elder lemon here, don’t forget the reason you feel in love with Skye to start with. You love her because she’s different. Am I right?’

‘Yeah. Sure,’ he said. ‘Forget I said anything. It was literally just a thought and I only suggested it so she wouldn’t feel ill at ease. Maybe I’m on the wrong page. I’m only a man after all,’ he said bumping her shoulder and smiling.

Holly and Paddy arrived in amidst hugs and kisses. By the time they were all seated at the table with a cuppa and a fresh warm scone, they were all begging Joey to put them out of their misery and tell them why he had called them all to a family meeting.

‘It’s really good news,’ he announced. ‘We’ve been granted a commercial licence! We’re good to go as far as the authorities are concerned. Huntersbrook House, the venue, can officially open!’

Joey raised his coffee cup high in the air. ‘A toast to Huntersbrook House and her bright future.’

‘To Huntersbrook,’ they all chimed, grinning widely at each other.

Lainey smiled as she clinked cups with each of her family members. None of the gripes and cribs really mattered once they could all pull together when necessary. She glanced over at Pippa and Holly. Her mother had her arm around her sister and was kissing the side of her head affectionately as she smiled in delight. Lainey adored Pippa, but she couldn’t help noticing that her mother had never been that affectionate with her. As if to bridge that painful gap, she scooped Ely from his high chair and spun him around in the air, making him giggle loudly.

‘Wee,’ she said. ‘Huntersbrook is going to be a destination to be reckoned with, baby boy!’

They all clapped as Ely joined in, bashing his chubby hands together, lapping up the good humour.


Pippa

PIPPA WAS RELIEVED TO GET OUT OF HER OFFICE for a bit. Her head was wrecked from all the pressure at the moment. She’d spent the weekend in Wicklow going through list after list of jobs that needed to be done at Huntersbrook. She’d come to work this morning for more of the same.

A text from Joey’s girlfriend, Skye, asking her to meet for a quick coffee was a Godsend.

‘Hey,’ Skye said as she came up behind her in the café. ‘How are things?’

‘Skye!’ Pippa spun around to kiss her. ‘You’re looking summery!’ She looked Skye up and down and took in her powder blue cheese-cloth maxi dress. While she wouldn’t be caught dead in flat Jesus-style sandals, Pippa felt Skye could carry them off. ‘You’re the only adult I know who looks good with a daisy chain in her hair,’ Pippa said. ‘Tea?’

‘Please,’ Skye said. ‘Just a herbal one, please.’

‘And some sort of grease stroke fat to eat?’

‘Why not! I’ll have a Danish pastry. I’m famished.’

‘I’ll get it, you grab a table before they’re all gone,’ Pippa said. She ordered a large black coffee and the other things for Skye.

‘So how are tricks?’ she asked as she placed the tray on the sticky table. ‘Ugh! I can’t bear sitting in other people’s juice.’

Skye laughed and tucked into her Danish.

‘I went onto your website to do a bit of updating for you,’ Skye said through a mouthful. ‘You haven’t added any new stock since I last worked on it. What’s the story with it?’

‘Ugh, I’ve so much going on at the moment. The website is so far down the list of priorities right now, if I’m honest. I’m struggling with work and this darn Huntersbrook stuff, without the added annoyance of the website.’

‘Oh,’ Skye’s voice dropped. ‘I thought you were keen on building your site and making your own business out of it. You were doing so well, Pippa. It seems a bit of a shame.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ she waved her hand. ‘I’ll get to it at some point. Besides I’m loving the young, free and single girl about town thing. Summer in Dublin is always amazing. So much happening and too little time to fit it all in, you know?’

‘Are you feeling better about going out now?’

‘Totally, why?’

‘Well, you know . . . after being attacked. I know it shook you to the core.’

‘Oh that,’ Pippa sipped her coffee. ‘Nah, it was a freaky random thing. I’ve put it well behind me.’ Pippa took another drink of her coffee, even though it was like ingesting molten lava. She didn’t want to think or talk about the attack. She’d had a close shave and it still woke her at night.

‘Well if you’re sure you’re OK . . .’ Skye looked unconvinced.

Pippa waited a few minutes before broaching the subject Joey had asked her about.

‘So Joey was telling me there are a few work type events on the horizon.’

‘Oh right.’ Skye didn’t seem bothered either way.

‘Yeah,’ Pippa pushed. ‘I know some of those can be real toffee-nosed things. Women dripping in diamonds with the latest labels on show, yadda, yadda.’

‘Ha!’ Skye said. ‘Well none of that crap concerns me. You know me well enough at this stage, Pippa. I’ve never been what one would call a slave to fashion. Those ladies who lunch are hardly on my radar. I never was and never will be interested in that kind of stuff.’

‘Yeah totally. But it might be . . . Uh how do I put it . . . expected of you . . .’

‘What do you mean?’ Skye said with a look of total puzzlement.

‘It’s just that I sell a lot of clobber to bosses’ wives from the big corporations. They’re a forceful bunch at times. I’d hate you to feel like a fish out of water, that’s all. If you want to borrow some bits, I have quite a wardrobe at this point. Or you could totally get stuff via my personal shopping website,’ Pippa said nonchalantly.

‘Are you serious?’ Skye laughed easily. ‘Thanks Pip, but for a start your stuff wouldn’t go over my ankles, let alone any other body part. You’re about a quarter of my size. And secondly, I have loads of dresses for those arsy events. Joey knows I have my own style and that I don’t kow-tow to peer-group nonsense. Especially those women who have nothing else to do but stare at their reflections morning, noon and night. I can just hear them now, spouting some crap that behind every good man is a good woman!’

‘Totally! You’re so right,’ Pippa said nodding fervently. ‘I’d better get back to work. No doubt Brianna has a nest of vacant mirror-gazers looking for me to sell them over-priced gear!’

Skye giggled and linked her arm as they walked out. When a text message came through on both of their phones almost simultaneously, Pippa guessed it was from one of the Craigs.

They both read it and sure enough it was Paddy, issuing an invitation for the coming weekend.

‘Yay!’ Skye said, ‘the thought of a lovely weekend at Huntersbrook with your lot will get me through the week. Nothing like a bit of Craig family time!’

They kissed goodbye and Pippa stood for a moment and watched Skye meandering down Grafton Street before heading back to work herself. She certainly wasn’t of the same mind as Skye. In truth, Pippa was sick to the back teeth of ‘Project Huntersbrook’. When her family had come up with the idea of turning the place into an events venue for weddings and parties, she’d been on board instantly. She’d envisaged fabulously glam events with cool rich people walking the grounds in wax jackets during the afternoon, before throwing wild and lavish all-night parties. The reality was endless meetings and lists of mind-numbingly boring chores. Still, they had the green light from the council now, so maybe the fun would start soon.

As she walked, she tapped out a text to Paddy: ‘sounds like a blast Dad, hope I can get there, but not sure yet.’

She felt mildly guilty for lying, but not concerned enough to fess up and turn up.

Skye had made her feel guilty when she mentioned the website just now. Pippa knew she’d let that slide lately. When she first came up with the idea of an online shopping site and Skye had set it up, she’d been stoked about it. But now, as she juggled the store job and the website, Pippa’s patience had all but run out. It was too much work for too little money. None of the labels she pushed on her site were forthcoming with freebies either. The profits were meagre and she knew unless she injected more time and energy into the whole thing, it was never going to set the world on fire. But was that where she wanted her time and energy to go?

She had reached the department store where she worked. Bill, the doorman, winked at her and held open the door with a great show of chivalry that made Pippa giggle.

‘Bill, when are you going to leave that damn wife of yours and run away with me?’ she teased.

He grinned widely. ‘Still a bold strap, I see,’ he said, wagging his finger at her.

Bill was the about the only thing she still liked about this place. Before she began working here eighteen months ago, Pippa had adored the place. She would become giddy as she walked through the cosmetic halls, up onto the designer clothing floors and as for the shoes . . . After her first week as a bona fide employee she had gushed to Lainey, ‘I feel like Aladdin walking into the cave of jewels every time I go to work.’

Somehow that had all changed, and the last six months had really dragged. The buzz of the store was well and truly quashed. The fragrance hall gave her a sickly headache and the rails of clothes made her feel both envious and claustrophobic. The staff discount was negligible. She’d thought she’d have all the latest designer gear at high-street prices. But that was a farce. The samples at the make-up counters had all been stopped, too. The management treated the staff like slaves. It was all about clocking in and out, customer satisfaction and reaching targets. There was very little room for fun and zero scope for anything free.

Of course, Lainey and Joey had no sympathy for her whatsoever. Joey loved to tell her that life wasn’t a party, it was all about hard work. What kind of a life philosophy was that? She was twenty-five, for crying out loud! She was single, with no dependants. Why shouldn’t she believe the whole world was waiting to entertain her? What was the problem with that? The way Pippa saw it, if she moseyed around being mediocre, exciting things weren’t going to land in her lap. But if she opened her eyes and broadened her horizons, who knew what could happen?

She often wondered if she’d been born into the wrong family. Maybe her parents were given the wrong baby at the hospital? Lainey and Joey were so damned sensible and strait-laced. Lainey was all loved up with her husband, Matt, and their baby, Ely, which was super cool. They were happy. She was glad for them. Joey and Skye were vomit-inducingly in love. It was all fabulous and Pippa was honestly stoked for them, but she couldn’t bear the thought of existing like them. And suddenly it wasn’t just her family opting for a boring life – it felt like everyone was abandoning the ship of good fun. All her friends had become so bloody dreary all of a sudden. Her oldest mate, Lucy, used to be great fun, but since she’d spent every cent she owned on getting onto the property ladder, she was such a drag. Every suggestion was met with, ‘Sorry Pip, I can’t afford to do that any more. I’m a mortgage-holder now.’

Sod that, thought Pippa crossly. Who gave a toss if she rented or owned her apartment? What did it matter? There were years ahead for all that sensible stuff, whereas being young and free wouldn’t last forever. What was it that Oscar Wilde said about youth being wasted on the young? She wasn’t about to do that. She’d looked fear in they eye the night she was attacked, and she was damned if she was going to live a little, narrow life – she was determined, more than ever, to grab every opportunity and live, live, live.

The week dragged. It felt like a year since she’d seen Skye and a decade since she’d had a decent night out. With all the meetings at Huntersbrook last weekend Pippa felt enslaved in a life that was far too grown up and sensible for her longing-to-party mind. She put the finishing touches to the artwork for the new French shoe label her boss had taken on, then stretched out her back. She’d been bent over her desk without moving for the past couple of hours, and her shoulders felt locked into position. She was in charge of all in-store signage, along with most of the artwork for their printed advertising campaigns. It was a dream job, but slowly it was becoming a bit of a nightmare – thanks in no small part to a play-by-the-rules boss who was driving her crazy lately.

It was now three o’clock on Friday afternoon. Pippa could see the lucky shoppers strolling happily by outside, as they enjoyed the low-lying lemony light of an October afternoon. Pippa loved autumn, it was such a pretty season with the changing light and the colours of the leaves. As she stared out, she decided there and then that it was far too nice to be stuck in work for a second longer. She logged off her computer, grabbed the finished artwork and strode into her boss’s office.

‘I’m feeling totally nauseous, Brianna,’ she said. ‘I’m going to shoot off home, if that’s OK with you? Time of the month and all that,’ Pippa said pulling a face.

Brianna looked at her watch.

‘I see,’ she said frostily. ‘Don’t make a habit of this, Pippa. Might I remind you that you’ve missed two Mondays this month already. If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you’re putting all your energy into partying rather than working of late.’

‘Ah seriously, Brianna,’ Pippa said making her best stricken-face. ‘I would never pull a sicky. I love my job. I’m living the dream! Why on earth would I jeopardise it?’

Brianna’s face softened. ‘Sorry, Pippa. I’m jumping to conclusions. I apologise. You go and take it easy. See you bright and breezy Monday morning. I’ll need you refreshed and raring to go for the Paris trip next week. Missy from evening wear is coming too, as it happens.’

‘Really?’ Pippa said, raising an eyebrow. Everyone in the store knew that Melissa Hassett, AKA Missy, was only working there because her father owned most of the shares in the place. Dubbed by the other staff as Missy Hilton, this girl was someone Pippa had been meaning to get to know for the past month.

‘She seems to be doing very well in evening wear by all accounts,’ Pippa said.

‘Yes,’ said Brianna dryly. ‘If you count helping yourself to one of each style as lucrative.’

‘Can she, like . . . take what she wants?’ Pippa asked in astonishment.

‘God, no!’ Brianna scoffed. ‘She pays, but it’s all a bit of a joke in reality.’

‘Why?’

‘Well her credit card is “connected to Daddy’s”,’ Brianna said in a sneering voice. ‘So she’s in the happy position of playing a game of one for me, one for the rail. If only we all had a doting father with a bottomless pit of cash, then we’d . . . Eh . . . Right, so that’s that.’

Pippa was furious when Brianna seemed to realise she was speaking out of turn and forced a smile. ‘Anything else, Pippa?’

‘Just this – I finished the Beau Chausseur artwork. Here.’

Brianna took it and squinted closely at it. ‘Fantastic work, Pippa,’ she said smiling warmly. ‘I love it. It’s just right.’

Pippa smiled. Work might be a drag right now, but it still felt good to get the recognition she deserved.

‘OK, so feel better and I’ll see you on Monday.’

‘Sorry?’ Pippa asked, forgetting she was supposed to be feeling ill. ‘Oh right, yeah. Thanks. I think I’ll just go home to the country and be with my folks and go for some lovely walks. Fresh air and some quiet family time. A hot water bottle and our golden retriever at my feet and I’ll be right as rain.’

‘OK Pippa, see you.’ Brianna’s eyes had already reverted to her work as Pippa pulled the door shut and waltzed onto the escalator. Sighing happily, she congratulated herself on the added touch of the retriever just now. Brianna would never know that Jess was a Jack Russell and Millie a mongrel. As far as Pippa was aware, Brianna thought she came from a Downton Abbey-type place. Pippa liked to think she presented herself as being arty yet rather refined.

‘Hiya!’

Pippa looked around to find Suzie, one of the nail technicians, waving a perfectly shellacked hand from the step above her.

‘Hi Suzie,’ she said. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Good. I’m finished for the weekend, TG. Zach and Luke and some of the girls from home furnishings are going to the beer garden, you coming?’

‘Won’t it be freezing?’ she asked with a giggle.

‘Ah they have outdoor heaters. But you know me, even the sight of the sun is enough to bring on a session. At least it’s not snowing!’

‘Now that sounds like a plan,’ she said. ‘I need to be careful though, I’ve just escaped early by telling Briann-ta-saurus I’ve got period pains.’

‘Nice one,’ Suzie smiled. ‘See you there in five?’

‘Cool,’ said Pippa.

By the time she grabbed her jacket from her locker in the staffroom and touched up her make-up, Pippa could almost taste the gin and tonic she was going to order.

Careful to avoid walking below Brianna’s office in the wrong direction and possibly being scuppered, Pippa went the long way to the beer garden. Ten minutes later, she was pouring the tonic into her gin as she positioned herself directly under an outdoor heater.

‘That heat is divine,’ she said pulling her shades down off the top of her head. ‘Amazing how a few shards of sunlight mixed with a gas heater and a gin and tonic can make me feel like I'm in a tropical country!’

‘Beats shuffling around listening to the piped muzak in the men’s department,’ said Zach. He managed to look positively Italian, even though he was from Glasnevin. ‘If one more uppity git looked down his nose at me today, I swear I would’ve swung my fist at him.’

‘Like hell you would,’ Pippa scoffed. ‘And risk bruising one of your precious paws? I can just imagine you having a fight, it’d be a cross between the doggy paddle and Riverdance!’

Zach pretended to be offended as he tossed his head to the side.

‘I’ll have you know I was vicious in school,’ he said dramatically. ‘I had to be, growing up gay in an inner city all boys’ school. I’d swear there are more pleasant borstals than the place I went.’

‘Really?’ Pippa asked, giggling. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but I can’t imagine you as a playground hooligan.’

‘I wasn’t quite as refined as I am now,’ he said with a sniff. ‘I wasn’t able to express my true self. I had to play the hard man and do what the other lads were doing. They’d have savaged me otherwise.’

As the beer garden gradually filled up with staff members, Pippa began to relax.

‘God I’m so glad I’m not down for late night opening this evening,’ she sighed. ‘On a Friday, it’d be rude to stay in work.’

She had so much fun with her colleagues, but she was so sick of the actual working. The hours were so limiting too. She’d never intended having a boring nine to five job. As far as she was concerned, that was for losers.

In her dreams, Pippa was rich and famous with a lavish lifestyle that involved shopping, partying and sleeping, in that order. She’d even settle for being a kept woman if the right guy came along. But so far it hadn’t happened that way. She’d honestly thought she was on to a good thing with her website. In the beginning she’d made really good money from it. But that had all evened off now and she’d kind of lost interest in it.

‘I need a new challenge,’ she said now to Zach. The gin was relaxing her and her thoughts were starting to bubble up of their own accord.

‘But you have the website,’ Zach said. ‘That must be great fun to do.’

‘Nah, I’m bored of it now. I’m thinking of selling it, in fact. It’s making great waves, but I’m worked to the bone with Brianna. It’s all too much for me. I need more spare time. Before I know it, I’ll be old and cruddy with nothing but a wardrobe of ball-busting suits and a stray cat to show for myself.’

‘How much are you selling it for?’ Zach asked immediately. ‘I’d love to own something like that. I’d expand it to include men’s wear too. I’ve had enough of dealing with the public face-to-face. I’ve been thinking of moving on for a while now. I think your site could be just the thing.’

Pippa sat up a little straighter. She’d only said she wanted to sell as a throw-away comment. She was actually thinking of shutting it down fullstop.

‘I’d have to get an evaluation done and work out the potential profits going forward,’ she said feeling like she was on Dragon’s Den all of a sudden.

‘How long do you reckon it would take to get that information?’ Zach asked eagerly.

‘Eh . . . I could ask my brother Joey to do some number-crunching for me. Or my brother-in-law Matt is an accountant, too . . . Tell you what, Zach, leave it with me and I’ll try and get you a ballpark figure by Monday, yeah?’

‘Deadly,’ said Zach. ‘I have a few quid stashed away and I’d love to have my own business. I was thinking of my own boutique, but I don’t have the funds for anything that big and as I said, I’m just about done with Jo Public.’

‘The website is amazing actually because I don’t buy any stock, I just put stuff together from regular stores. I have some pretty decent deals with some labels now. Especially the ones I sell a lot of. The discounts mean I make a healthy profit on some lines.’

‘Wow, I feel shivers down my spine,’ said Zach dramatically. ‘I’d love it.’

Pippa thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the evening. As soon as the sun went down and the darkness engulfed them, she began to feel chilly. She would have gone home but as it turned out, Zach was so eager to stay on the right side of her that he plied her with drinks before dragging her to a club, where he introduced her to his friends.

‘This is Pippa, AKA the queen of fashion.’

Pippa adored being adored. Whether the men were gay or straight, after enough gin, she wasn’t choosy. Attention made her purr and once she was the centre of everything, she was happy.

As Zach appeared with a tray of Martinis complete with sparklers, Pippa snatched her phone.

‘Photo op!’ she shouted, holding up her mobile. ‘Scootch in beside me, Zach! Selfie time!’

Pippa smiled drunkenly as she posted the picture on Facebook with the caption: Friday night tipples – shaken and stirred!!!


Lainey

LAINEY KNEW SHE WOULD NEVER TAKE THIS VIEW for granted. Even though she’d grown up right next-door at Huntersbrook House, a ten-year stint of city living had made her realise just how special her childhood surroundings really were. From her bedroom window in the old farmhouse, she could see the starboard side of Huntersbrook in all its glory as the low early morning sunshine warmed the glittering granite walls. Her childhood bedroom was literally a stone’s throw (if she were an Olympic discus specialist) from her marital one.

‘Ready to go?’ Matt asked as he walked into their bedroom with baby Ely in his arms.

‘Nearly,’ she said, ‘I need to grab Ely’s change bag.’

‘I’m sure everything he needs is already next-door. We won’t be too long and besides, Sadie can pop over here if she’s stuck for anything.’

‘I know, but I’d prefer to make babysitting as easy as possible for her. She’s not young and a quick trip across the field is easy for us, but Sadie’s arthritis has been acting up lately. I know we think of her as invincible, Matt, but she is in her eighties.’

Matt grinned as he jiggled baby Ely, tickling him. ‘I think you’re underestimating Sadie. You know she’d wring your neck if she heard you insinuating she’s past it.’

‘I am not,’ Lainey protested as they shut the door of the farmhouse and headed across the well-worn path to Huntersbrook. ‘I wouldn’t dare!’

‘I’m sure Holly would be delighted to look after him if we’re stuck again,’ Matt ventured.

‘Mum has enough on without us dumping Ely on her,’ Lainey said quickly. ‘Besides, we’re only going for a short while. Getting supplies for the fencing won’t take long. No point in asking Mum to trek all the way down the drive when Sadie will be there already. She’s been off blackberry picking and is making her world famous jam for the larder.’

Ely waved his arms in delight as they approached the side door of Huntersbrook, which led to the main kitchen.

‘Can you believe he’s fourteen months old already?’ Lainey said.

‘Time flies when you’re having fun eh?’ Matt grinned.

‘I know we’ve been doing plenty of practising,’ Lainey said with a smile, ‘but I have a good feeling that we’re going to get pregnant this month.’

‘There’s no hurry, love,’ Matt said. ‘Ely’s only a baby still.’

‘True, but I want at least three, if not four babies. I don’t want to be an older mother. I’m thirty-two, so the clock is ticking.’

‘Better have a set of twins by lunchtime in that case,’ he said dryly. She swatted his arm and pushed the door open to greet Sadie.

Ely threw his arms out to Sadie, and she motioned for them to go quickly. Lainey and Matt seized the opportunity to bundle straight back out the door.

‘It’s getting really exciting now,’ Matt said as they walked quickly to the car. ‘We’ve so much to look forward to and it’s going to breathe new life into this place.’

Lainey smiled. She was just as excited as Matt. Huntersbrook had teetered on the edge for a while. Three years ago things had come to a head and her parents had sat them all down and broken the news that they couldn’t afford to run it any longer, now that Paddy was retired and they were living on their pensions. For a while it looked like it would have to be sold, but then they had held a sumptuous wedding ceremony there for Lainey and Matt just two years ago. The day had prompted so many compliments from the guests that they’d come to the conclusion the house should be used for lots more weddings parties and functions. The idea of Huntersbrook, the venue, was born and they’d been throwing money and energy at it ever since.

It was exciting, but Lainey couldn’t help gazing at the flip side, too.

‘What if we pour all our combined savings into this project, and it all flops?’ she suddenly said to Matt.

‘That’s the chance we’ve got to take,’ he said easily as he turned the car and headed down the laneway to the main road. ‘There are no guarantees in business, love, but I’d be astonished if it doesn’t take off. Besides, having Joey and me number-crunching means there isn’t a euro being wasted.’

‘True,’ she grinned. ‘Most businesses use one accountant, we have two perfectionists at the helm.’

As Matt drove towards Wicklow town, Lainey’s mind wandered to her mother. They’d had yet another spat the day before. Lainey had gone to pains to match up the paint colours and accessories for each of the bedrooms. Holly had shown little or no interest, until there was something she didn’t approve of.

‘Why would you put three pictures the same on a wall?’

‘It’s sold that way,’ Lainey said. ‘It’s supposed to be like that.’

‘I think it’s ridiculous. Why would a person want to look at the same badly painted flower three times in a row?’

‘It’s a simple image that picks up the colours in the curtains and bedspread without being too in-your-face,’ Lainey reasoned, curling her fingers into the palm of her hand to keep her cool.

‘No, sorry, I don’t get it,’ Holly said, shaking her head. ‘I’d prefer one decent picture to three dreadful ones. I hate that mass-produced tat as well. Get Ely to draw something with brightly coloured crayons and frame that. At least it’d be original.’

Lainey felt her composure slipping. ‘Mum, the only thing Ely does with crayons is eat them. The whole point of my efforts here is to make over the house to appeal to a wide market. It has to be fresh and coordinated, and you’re being really rude about it.’

‘Do whatever you think is right,’ Holly conceded. ‘I was only voicing my opinion, Lainey. Please don’t go off in a huff.’

‘I’m not in a huff,’ she snarled through her teeth.

‘That’s a matter of opinion . . .’

Lainey was going to retort, but she stopped herself. What was the point? She and Holly had been here so many times: Lainey trying to do something right; Holly telling her it was all wrong. With Joey and Pippa, their mother was encouraging and warm. Lainey seemed to get all her negative traits directed at her. She was the eldest, and it had always been like this. She’d be given out to, ridiculed, told she was doing it all wrong, then she’d have to stand by and watch as her brother and sister were coddled and fussed over. Her mother just treated her differently, that was all there was to it. And now she felt tired fighting to be treated the same as the others. Her mother made her feel too weary for words.

As Matt pulled up in Wicklow town, Lainey forced all cross thoughts from her mind. She wasn’t going to allow her mother to spoil this new venture. From here on in, she resolved to make a concerted effort to avoid conflict with Holly. Besides, she had too much good stuff going on to bother with negativity.

As they walked toward the DIY store Lainey linked arms with Matt.

‘Ooh they have a fabulous double buggy in the window of the baby shop,’ she said. ‘Let’s have a quick look. I want to price it.’ She steered him through the shop’s door.

‘Why?’ Matt looked alarmed. ‘Is there something you need to tell me?’

‘Not yet,’ she smirked. ‘But soon I hope.’ She spotted the buggy and dragged him over to it.

‘It’s eight hundred euros,’ Matt said in shock. ‘Does it come with a motor and a full-time nanny?’

‘That’s what decent double buggies cost,’ Lainey said knowingly. ‘There’s no point in buying a cheap one, either. It’d only break and then we’d be shelling out twice.’

‘I’d rather not shell out at all. Let’s just keep practising and not have another child until Ely can walk. What do you say?’

Lainey giggled and followed him out of the shop. She knew Matt didn’t share her overwhelming desire to have another baby. But he idolised little Ely and she knew he’d be the same way with the next one . . . Or two . . . Or three . . .


Joey

ON SATURDAY MORNING, AT THE UNGODLY HOUR of five am, Joey stooped to kiss Skye, but she was dead to the world. They were meant to travel down together today, but he’d see her later at Huntersbrook. First, he had to sort everything with his boss, Clive, who needed a brainstorm with him regarding a potentially lucrative new client, then he’d be free to join his family. He was eager to help his father and Matt. There was a host of jobs they could do themselves and make necessary savings. Once the house was running as a venue and they had some kind of income, he’d relax. So far the house was absorbing money like a sponge, with nothing to show in return.

Grinning, he cleared a woolly strand of curls from Skye’s face and gazed at her for a moment. Desire raced through him as he touched her. She was all woman and best of all, she was happy in her own skin. After almost two miserable years with domineering Sophia, he was finding his time with Skye blissful. He was finished with women who were obsessed with how they looked. Trophy girlfriends were a thing of the past for Joey. Sure, they looked good at business events, draped across your arm, but he couldn’t get enough of Skye’s realness and kindness and her unselfconscious way of moving and dancing and being, real. He’d made the right decision, leaving Sophia and following his heart into Skye’s arms. Reluctantly, he grabbed his keys and headed for the office.

Clive was already elbow-deep in paperwork when Joey arrived almost an hour before the agreed time.

‘Did you actually go home last night?’ he joked to Clive.

‘Yeah, just about,’ he said. ‘Although I’d probably have been wiser to stay here. Janet is like a woman possessed. She’s taken on the role of coordinator for the black-tie ball at the end of the month and she’s living and breathing it at the moment.’

‘I thought you had a PR firm handling the weekend?’

‘Yeah, we did. But Janet blew a gasket and said all their ideas were passé and boring. I stupidly told her if she didn’t like what they were doing, she could do it herself . . .’

‘. . . and she took the baton and ran with it?’

‘Precisely,’ Clive said rubbing his face vigorously. ‘She’s using it as a way of saying “told you so”. I’m fine with that, but Christ, she’s a perfectionist. Every detail is being micro-managed. Did you know there are fifteen shades of pink napkin? And we’re not having pink after all, just for the record.’

Joey laughed. ‘I thought my mother was bad. She’s got this obsession with Christmas and believe me, once Hallowe’en is over, it’s all hands on deck in our house, whether you like it or not.’

The men settled down to work. The others arrived for the session and they made great headway over the next three hours. Clive motioned to Joey to stay behind once the others began to make a move for the door.

‘It won’t take long,’ he said.

Joey glanced at his watch. It was lunchtime already. He really needed to get to Huntersbrook. He didn’t want the others thinking he wasn’t pulling his weight. It was enough to have one silent partner in Pippa. But then, nobody expected much else from her.

Once the office had emptied, Clive asked Joey to sit next to him.

‘You’ve had a fantastic financial year, Joey,’ Clive began. ‘I’ve had several long sessions with the other partners and we all agree that it’s time we drafted in some young blood.’

Joey’s heart was racing. This was what he’d been praying for. There’d been whispers around the office that he was in line for a promotion but as far as he was concerned nothing was solid until he signed on the dotted line.

‘So, we would like you to consider becoming an official partner.’ Clive held his hand up to prevent Joey answering immediately. ‘I do have to warn you, though. It’s going to involve even longer hours than you currently serve. It’ll mean many more meetings with other employees and quite a bit of evening and weekend time.’

‘Yes, I understand,’ Joey said evenly. ‘I really appreciate the firm’s belief in me. I’ll give it my careful consideration and let you know.’

‘Excellent!’ Clive pumped his hand. ‘I know you’ve put in for next week off,’ Clive said, ‘but I think I’m going to have to ask you to come in on Tuesday. Is that a problem?’

‘No, of course not. I’ll be stationed in Wicklow, so I can run up.’

‘I could do the negotiation without you, but I’d prefer if you’re in on any of the large projects going forward.’

‘I appreciate that,’ Joey said. ‘I’d better hit the road now, though. We’re flying along with the project I mentioned to you. You know my family estate in Wicklow . . . we’ve just been given the green light to use the old pile commercially.’

‘Ah, super! We’ll have to keep it in mind for some events in the future,’ Clive said. ‘Although, how the hell have you held on to it through the recession and all that? I mean, it’s a big place, isn’t it? Has to be a money-pit.’

Joey smiled, ‘It is that. But we’ve poured everything into saving it. A while ago we’d thought we’d have to sell, but it’s been in my mother’s family for three generations, and we couldn’t let that happen on our watch.’

‘Are there other families involved or is it just your immediate family?’ Clive asked, curious.

‘My grandma actually ran the place after she was widowed at a young age. She was born there as an only child and kept it all going when her folks died. I guess there’s a lot of pride attached to the fact that those women held on to it in spite of such difficult circumstances. So each generation wants to keep it afloat.’

‘Of course. It’s a heart-warming story, Joey. I like that sense of tradition mixed with tragedy. It’s healthy that there’s no awful feud going on in the background. That’s the kind of thing that sets the rot. Good for you keeping it going. Let me know if we can help. Would it suit for one of our events, do you think? Would it pass the Janet test?’

‘Definitely,’ Joey said, nodding his head. ‘The house was built in 1772 in the Georgian style and it retains all of its original features. It’s really beautiful and classical and it sits on fifty acres, so there are views all round. It’s really special.’

‘Well then, maybe we could pencil it in as the venue for one of our bigger parties early next year. The Spring ball is always an awkward one to host as the weather can be dodgy. What’s the capacity?’

‘Well, we’re looking at seating for up to two hundred. I’m negotiating a price on a second-hand luxury marquee at the moment. I’ll keep you posted. We’d certainly appreciate the business.’

As he drove out of Dublin and onto the N11 motorway, Joey was elated. He’d been hoping for a long time that the offer of a partnership would come and now here it was.

He was happy in love, work and family life. Things couldn’t be better!

When he pulled up outside Huntersbrook an hour later, the view of the cherry red door against the two majestic pillars of the family home made him smile. So many memories and good times, and now they’d get the chance to add a whole lot more. He was so pleased he and Skye were getting to stay here for the whole week. He knew she’d fall in love with the place, too.

Skye and his mother were tending to some new boxus hedges they’d placed in pots on either side of the door. Like two peas in a pod, his girlfriend and mother were dressed in baggy tracksuit bottoms, mud-smeared quilted jackets and Hunter wellies. His mother had the added edginess of a red scarf tied around her head.

‘Hey you!’ Skye said skipping over to greet him.

‘Hello, love,’ Holly said, pulling off her gardening gloves and joining Skye. ‘What do you think of our display?’

‘Looking good, ladies!’ Joey said. ‘Love the outfits, too.’

Skye grinned and kissed him.

‘You’ve got earth in your curls!’ he laughed.

‘That’s what happens when you’re a country gal. I’ve been counting down the days to this holiday,’ she said happily. ‘A whole week off work to spend at Huntersbrook. It looks like the weather is going to hold up, too. There’s no rain forecast and if it stays as calm as it is today, we’ll be flying with the work.’

‘And you’re the residing owners for the first time,’ Holly said. ‘With Dad and I fully moved into the gate lodge, you’ll be in charge up here.’

‘It’s going to be a bit strange,’ Skye mused, ‘sort of like living in a hotel!’

‘Speaking of hotel, come and see the new revamped entrance hallway,’ Holly said. ‘Lainey hired a steamer and it has brought the old floor tiles back to life.’ They all went inside and Joey stood grinning with his hands on his hips.

‘Wowzers,’ he whistled. ‘That looks fab. I adore the old style matt black and white look. I’m delighted you and Dad never gave in to all the interior fashion trends. I remember Pippa bending your ear about having them ripped up and replaced with something more modern.’

‘Oh no, that’d be a travesty,’ Skye agreed. ‘The first time I walked into Huntersbrook, I was blown away by its classic beauty. The high decorative ceilings and chequerboard floor have the wow factor. Especially against the bright red front door.’

Holly smiled. ‘I love that you feel at home here, Skye,’ she said. ‘Right. Chatting over. I’m going back outside to finish my jobs. I’ll leave you two to get settled!’

As Joey carried his bags up the stairs to the room they’d decided to sleep in, he was quiet.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Skye asked.

‘I never laughed with Sophia,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to harp on about my ex or anything, but we’re so different,’ he said reaching over and taking her hand to kiss. ‘I’m so different. I’m lucky to have you, Skye.’

‘Aw, what a lovely thing to say,’ she said. ‘I think we’re pretty great actually,’ she grinned. ‘We basically rock.’

‘Joey?’ Paddy’s voice echoed in the hallway down stairs.

‘Hi Dad, just coming.’ He kissed Skye and raced down, taking the steps two at a time.

‘How’s it going?’ Paddy asked, giving Joey a quick hug. ‘Good to see you, son. Now, are you ready for some hard work? The gravel has arrived. Will you come out and give a hand? There are two men with rakes, but I want to make sure it’s all put in the right place. If they drive off and leave us with enormous big mounds of it, we’ll be goosed.’

‘Let me grab some old clothes from the shed and I’ll join you,’ Joey said.

By the time he joined his father and the men, he found Paddy, as excited as a small child, directing the proceedings.

Joey got stuck in and helped ease the mounds of gravel onto the turning circle and paths that immediately surrounded the house. It finished the look of the place nicely. The old tarmac that lay beneath was full of potholes and weeds. The new surface added an instantly even finish. By the time the truck drove away, Holly and Skye had joined them and were examining the handiwork closely.

‘I hope we get lots of parties booked in,’ Holly said.

‘You don’t sound convinced,’ Skye said gently.

‘No, I am . . . it’s just . . . well, while I think it’s the best possible plan to use Huntersbrook as a venue, I’m still desperately sad that none of us is living here full-time. It was always a family home and nothing else.’

‘I know, Mum,’ Joey said putting an arm around her shoulder. ‘But this is the way it has to be right now. Me and Skye will be here for the week, so at least there’ll be many times like this. Just because it’s becoming a rentable property won’t stop us turning it back into a family home from time to time.’

‘Maybe in a couple of years some of us will be back in residence full-time,’ Paddy reasoned. ‘But for now, isn’t it better that it wasn’t bought by a developer or someone who wanted to rip its guts out and make it unrecognisable?’

‘I know,’ Holly said. ‘I’m just having a silly moment. Don’t mind me.’

They chatted about the plans to creosote the fences.

‘Lainey, Matt and Jacob are going to pitch in, along with a couple of the lads from Shaffrey’s farm down the road,’ Paddy told them.

‘I can’t wait to catch up with Lainey and Matt,’ Joey said.

‘They’re over at the farmhouse right now, finalising the paper work for third party insurance and the alcohol licence,’ Paddy said.

‘Is Ely over there with them?’ Skye asked.

‘Yes,’ Holly said, slightly snappily. ‘But Sadie is over there minding him. I’ll be having a word or two with Lainey when they join us later. Sadie is far too old to be dumped with a teething baby. Besides, she’d already promised to have my back this weekend. With all the helpers on board, we’ll have quite a crowd to feed. I’ve asked her to make her world-famous lamb with garlic potato gratin,’ Holly said.

‘I can almost taste it already,’ Joey said. ‘It’s worth coming down here for one of Sadie’s delicious dinners. How is the old doll?’

‘I don’t mind the doll reference, but less of the old, thank you,’ Sadie said, appearing from the pathway between Huntersbrook and the farmhouse with a happy Ely in her arms.

‘Caught rapid!’ Skye laughed. ‘You tell him, Sadie. You’re still a teenager up here, right?’ Skye tapped her own head.

‘Indeed, I am,’ Sadie agreed. ‘Although I thought I was spritely until I took charge of this little monkey today. He’s full of beans, so he is.’

They all fussed over little Ely and commented on how like Lainey he’d become.

Joey took his nephew into his arms and swung him around, making him giggle. His infectious laugh made them all join in.

A pungent smell filled the air and Joey held the baby out at an arm’s length. ‘Who wants to do the honours?’

‘Joey!’ Skye laughed. ‘Dirty nappies are part and parcel of minding little ones. Can’t you do it?’

‘You’re joking, right? I’m a long long way off being ready to change smelly nappies. Until I absolutely have to, I’m choosing not to!’

‘Come to me, pet,’ Holly said, taking him and kissing his cheek. ‘I’m sick of telling Lainey I can mind him. I’ve been pottering in the garden since early morning and he could easily have helped me. The fresh air would’ve done him the world of good. Still, I won’t butt in when I’m not wanted.’

Sadie smiled softly at Holly and put her hand on her arm for a moment. ‘Ah now, you know how it is with first-time mothers, Holly, have to keep the reins tight and keep it all to themselves. That’s all it is.’

Clearly wanting to dispel the awkwardness in the air, Paddy chucked the baby under the chin and winked at Sadie and Holly. ‘Two women in my life and I’m standing here parched. Any chance of a cup of tea, my darling ladies?’

Holly swatted him with her gardening gloves. ‘You’d think you were helpless,’ she said, teasing him. ‘I’ll get it for you.’

‘Sure I’ll help,’ Skye said. ‘Come on, Sadie, I’ll mind Ely so you can have a sit down and a cup as well.’

The women headed off to the kitchen, and Joey was glad to have a few moments alone with his father.

‘I’ll have a little chat with our Lainey later,’ Paddy mused. ‘Your mother would love to see more of Ely. The two of them are like cats in a sack, though. Any time I think they’re getting on, there’s another spat. One’s as bad as the other as well.’

‘They’ve never been any different, Dad.’ Joey sighed. ‘Mum would say black and Lainey would say white and no one could back down. I have to say I feel sorry for Mum, though. I think she’s feeling very left out.’

‘I’ll sort it,’ Paddy said. He looked at Joey and smiled. ‘So how is work going, son?’

‘Busy,’ Joey said. ‘But it’s all worth it now that I’m on such good money. I was blessed that they waited for me to get back on my feet after the accident last year. So many companies are giving people their marching orders, never mind waiting for them to recuperate.’

‘You’re brilliant at what you do. You deserve their loyalty,’ Paddy said. ‘Besides, it wasn’t your fault the council left those road works uncovered. You could’ve been killed. I still shudder when I think of you lying in that hospital bed.’

‘I know, it wasn’t the most enjoyable time in my life,’ Joey grinned. ‘Between that and everything with Sophia, I think I can confidently sum up that I’m a hell of a lot happier now. And, as it happens,’ Joey said, lowering his voice, ‘Clive offered me a partnership this morning.’

‘No way!’

‘Yes way! I’ve to confirm or decline on Tuesday. I’d booked the week off as you know, but I’ll have to shoot back up to Dublin for the day now.’

‘I assume you’ll say yes?’

‘Totally.’ Joey grinned. ‘I haven’t said a word to Skye or anyone. I wanted to discuss it with you first.’

‘I’m honoured, Joey. Thanks.’

‘Clive has pointed out I’ll be expected to work even longer hours, but I don’t mind that.’

‘No, so you shouldn’t. You weren’t raised to be afraid of hard work. When are you going to tell Skye and the others?’

‘This evening. I needed to mull it all over for a couple of hours and be sure it’s what I want.’

‘Well, the alternative at this point would be to move company or set up on your own,’ Paddy said. ‘Neither would be as lucrative and you’d be starting from scratch. In the current economic climate, as they say, I wouldn’t see that as a good move.’

‘No, I agree,’ Joey said. ‘I really want this, Dad. But I suppose I’m just scared. It’s a commitment and I guess it all feels very grown up! Am I really ready for that?’

Before Paddy could answer, the ladies appeared back with Ely in the buggy. Skye was carrying a tray of mugs and cakes.

‘I thought we’d have a final fling at the outdoor table before we put it away in an outhouse,’ Holly said. ‘I can’t believe the evenings have become darker already.’

‘Yes, but the upside is that Halloween is around the corner,’ Sadie said as her eyes wrinkled into a smile.

‘Ooh, don’t get me started,’ Holly said rubbing her hands together in glee. ‘Because we all know what follows Hallowe’en, don’t we?’

‘What would that be, Mum?’ Joey asked.

‘I was sitting at the gate lodge last night feeling a bit sad about the fact that the evening light is fading so much earlier, when it occurred to me that I could start thinking about my Christmas décor for this year,’ she said.

‘You crack me up!’ Skye said. ‘I’ve never met another woman who loves Christmas the way you do, Holly.’

‘What’s not to love?’

Joey accepted a cup of tea and stood back watching the ladies and his father cooing over little Ely as Holly attempted to explain Christmas to the baby. These were the type of scenes he remembered from his own childhood. No matter how old he was, nothing was as important as knowing he belonged. Work was mildly scary, in a good way. But here at home, he always felt secure and safe. A shiver ran down his spine. He was nervous and elated in equal measure about his new offer. But as he studied his father, Joey hoped most of all that he’d be as happy and self-assured as his father in years to come.


Lainey

LAINEY PHONED HUNTERSBROOK TO MAKE SURE Ely was OK. She grimaced when Holly answered.

‘Hi Mum,’ she said with forced cheer. ‘Just wanted to check that Ely is OK for another hour? Matt and I are finally finished with all the business and we were going to get a couple of things done here at the farmhouse before joining you all.’

‘Well, that’s nice for you both, dear. Seeing as I’m not in charge of Ely, I’ll pass you over to Sadie.’

Before she could reply, Lainey heard the phone being clunked down on the kitchen counter as Holly called out to Sadie. She came on the line and was discretion itself as she assured Lainey that Ely was snug in his buggy.

‘Skye and Joey have taken him for a walk down the avenue. He was getting a bit grizzly, so he might have a little sleep, which will do him the world of good.’

‘Thanks, Sadie. We’ll be over in about an hour.’

She hung up and found Matt in the kitchen putting the paperwork in a file.

‘All OK?’ he asked.

‘Super,’ she said, sounding deflated.

‘What’s up?’

‘Ah, nothing much. Mum answered the phone and is clearly in a total snit with me because I asked Sadie to watch Ely.’

‘Holly is always offering to have him. Maybe you should take her up on it sometime,’ Matt said easily.

‘I know my mother, Matt,’ she argued. ‘She’s full of hot air. She’s great at offering, but I can guarantee you if I actually asked her to mind him, she’d be grumbling. You know what she was like during the pregnancy and his first weeks.’

‘Ah she meant well,’ Matt said. ‘Remember what Sadie told you, that becoming a grandmother for the first time is just as overwhelming as becoming a mother for the first time. Sometimes, you need to see it from her side – cut her a bit of slack.’

Lainey decided to drop the subject, but she was damned if she was letting Holly poke her nose into her life. Before and after Ely was born, Holly had dictated and pontificated at her about what she should and shouldn’t eat, drink and do. It really didn’t help that Holly lived so close by and could ‘pop in’ whenever it suited her. By the time the child was born, Lainey was at her wits’ end with Holly’s constant advice. When Lainey finally snapped and told her mother to back off, Holly had nodded in a knowing way.

‘You probably have postnatal depression, like I had with you. I understand. If you get much worse I would suggest you see a doctor, though. They can do marvellous things, you know? There’s no need to suffer in silence.’

Lainey was exhausted, sore and just wanted to be left alone. ‘I am not you,’ she had pretty much screamed at her mother, something she felt guilty about to this day.

She understood that her mother had been plagued by postnatal depression. Back then, the support and treatments hadn’t been great, so Lainey had no doubt her mother had suffered immensely. But Grandma had stepped in and practically raised Lainey singlehanded. It wasn’t as if Holly had been left in a flat all alone with a screaming child and nobody to turn to. Lainey couldn’t help feeling as if her mother blamed her for her depression. But how could it be the fault of a little baby? In her heart of hearts, although she’d never admit to anyone, not even Matt, Lainey believed that Holly loved her less than Joey or Pippa because of the depression. And it hurt.

OEBPS/images/title01.jpg
eeeeee





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR

Emma
Hannigan

= ‘A wonderful,
e magical storyteller’
~ CATHY KELLY






