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Prologue:


The Sugar Loaf Lodge I


The Sugar Loaf Lodge wasn’t really a lodge at all.


It was actually a large country house, which had been built in the late seventeenth century by a minor English earl whose family had been gifted lands in County Wicklow, Ireland. The family - the Earl, his wife and their four children - spent a single summer in the house, which nestled close to the iconic Sugar Loaf mountain, before returning abruptly to England. The reason for their departure wasn’t clear, but it was generally believed that one of his children had taken ill and died in Ireland, leaving both the Earl and Countess broken-hearted and quite unable to return to their summer home.


When the Earl himself died a few years later, the property passed to his eldest son, who, having had a childless marriage and therefore nobody to leave it to, didn’t much care what happened to it. He rarely visited the house, and after his death it quickly fell into disrepair. Its ivy-clad walls crumbled and the large rooms were invaded by the damp Irish air, while the once carefully tended pasture-green gardens grew wildly out of control. The local people avoided it, because rumours and legends had grown up  around the derelict building, including ghost stories in which the spirit of the dead child was seen wandering sadly around the ruin. According to these stories, seeing the spirit (nobody was quite sure whether it was a boy or a girl) was meant to bring bad luck, and so generally people stayed away.


The property eventually passed to the state, which had no real interest in it either. There was a brief effort to restore it in the 1970s, but it wasn’t until more than thirty years later that Neil and Claire Archer borrowed far more money than they’d originally intended, renovated it and eventually opened it as an exclusive country hotel.


Their family and friends told them they were crazy. There was no real money in the leisure business, they said. Big companies got into it for tax breaks, but for the little people it was nothing but hard slog and no rewards.


‘We’re not trying to become multi-millionaires,’ Claire told them calmly. ‘We’re doing this because we want to.’


‘You’re amateurs,’ said Neil’s father, a barrister who’d wanted his son to follow him into the legal profession and who felt that running a hotel was somehow beneath Neil’s abilities.


‘Gifted amateurs,’ Claire reminded him. ‘I do have a hospitality industry qualification, you know. And I managed a hotel in England for three years.’


‘Totally different,’ said Alan Archer. ‘Your entire livelihood didn’t depend on it.’


‘We’ve got the backing,’ said Claire.


‘I don’t know how,’ Alan said.


‘A good business plan,’ she told him, although the level  of debt they’d taken on terrified her. But they’d come out from under it in the end, she knew. And their hotel would be the best in Ireland.


Five years after they’d embarked upon the project, the Sugar Loaf Lodge had become everything they’d intended. Large enough for guests not to feel suffocated by each other’s company, but small enough to retain a country-house warmth. With an award-winning restaurant and breathtaking spa, the Sugar Loaf Lodge was considered an oasis of peace and serenity within striking distance of the capital city. Each room was named after one of the Dublin and Wicklow mountains and was carefully decorated to reflect the ambience of an area known as the Garden of Ireland. Despite its hefty rack rates, the hotel was almost always full, and its website was regularly updated with fulsome reviews from its guests. (Well, most of the reviews were positive; Claire had been miffed to see that some people complained about the quality of the bikes that the hotel provided for cycle trips around the countryside. She thought they were fine, but apparently the guests weren’t too keen on having to work hard to negotiate the hills.)


However, what people liked most about the hotel was Neil and Claire themselves, who seemed to have an almost uncanny ability to know exactly what each guest wanted or needed before they asked for it. Extra towels or blankets or pillows were provided almost as soon as the visitor thought about it; the room temperature was regulated to each guest’s individual preference; and Claire always remembered  everyone’s name, so that they felt personally welcome. All of this meant a steady stream of repeat bookings from visitors who claimed that the Sugar Loaf Lodge was one of the best small hotels in the world.


Claire, especially, was very pleased about this. The idea of opening the hotel had been hers and she’d been the one to persuade Neil that the location of the Lodge, nestled within the Wicklow Mountains and with uninterrupted views of the rolling hills, was absolutely perfect. She’d been the one to negotiate with the council about its restoration and about the provision of a road to the building itself. She’d decided to engage an interior designer to re-create a look of stately grandeur, but with a homely touch. She’d spoken so passionately and persuasively to the bank manager that he was immediately convinced they would make a success of the hotel - although it was Neil’s understanding of balance sheets and accounts that had ultimately swung the deal.


Sometimes Claire read stories of other hotel owners who’d tried and failed to achieve what they’d achieved, and she wondered if their own luck, which had helped them to avoid the pitfalls that had plagued those others, would hold. Neil, though, said that the reason they’d succeeded wasn’t due to luck but because as far as both of them were concerned, running the Sugar Loaf Lodge was more than a business. It was the fulfilment of a dream. And having a dream was far more important than business plans designed to squeeze every last cent out of the hotel. You made your own luck, Neil said, and that was what they did every day.


Neil and Claire regularly turned down offers by international  chains to buy the Sugar Loaf Lodge. They wanted to keep its unique identity and not lose it to corporate branding, no matter how financially attractive that option seemed. Every year they congratulated themselves on doing the right thing - even though the last bid had given them real pause for thought. It had been a substantial amount of money and they couldn’t help wondering if perhaps they would be insane to pass it up.


‘Let’s give it another year or two.’ It was Claire who decided in the end. ‘Maybe by then we’ll be fed up with running a hotel anyway and we’ll want to hand it over to the faceless suits.’


‘You think you’ll ever be tired of it?’ Neil smiled at her.


‘I suppose one day,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘But right now - I love it.’


Almost immediately after they turned the offer down a sudden surge of economic gloom led to a plunge in bookings. Claire, looking at a raft of cancellations and empty rooms, felt sick inside and wondered if their amazing run of luck had turned.


People were leaving it till the last minute to book their holidays, particularly their Christmas break. Because of its wonderful location, the Sugar Loaf Lodge was usually a popular destination for Christmas, and quite often booked up by September, but this year, even as late as the beginning of December, there were still rooms available. Neil and Claire took additional ads in the newspapers and crossed their fingers while resolving that all their guests would find  their expectations surpassed. Which would hopefully mean that when people were choosing their hotels for the future months, the Sugar Loaf would be high on their list of possible destinations. Always providing, they said anxiously to each other, that people would be booking any hotel in the future at all. They didn’t even want to think further than Christmas!


It was a nerve-racking time. The banks were being unhelpful and the hotel staff, terrified at the possibility of losing their jobs, were gloomy. Claire called them all together to tell them that they would get through this crisis, and that with everyone’s help the Christmas season at the Sugar Loaf Lodge would be the most successful ever. She said this in a strong, confident voice, which reassured the staff. But afterwards she locked herself in her office until her hands had stopped shaking.


Then she looked at the bank statements (normally Neil’s job) and swallowed hard. It was because of her pig-headed-ness that they were in this situation. She’d been the one to insist that they could go it alone, that they didn’t need branding or interference from a chain. She’d been the one to say that the success of the Sugar Loaf Lodge was built on the fact that it was a family-run business and that it wasn’t logo-ed to within an inch of its life. Neil had agreed, but she knew he thought that they might regret turning down the latest offer.


The thing was, she didn’t regret it. Not for the hotel itself. And not for the money that they would have made out of it. Claire wasn’t someone for whom money was all that important. But she regretted it bitterly for the staff. Because unless they filled all the rooms at Christmas, and  unless people spent a lot more money than they had done in the last six months, all her brave words about getting through the bad patch together would be nothing more than that - brave words with nothing to back them up. And the people who’d worked so hard for her because they trusted her and Neil to do what was best would find themselves out of work.


She looked at the bookings and felt the sick feeling again. Normally by now they were turning people away, rather than wishing that they would call. It was all going terribly wrong. And it was all her fault.


Neil was anxious too. He knew, even better than Claire, how precarious the business was. People didn’t realise how quickly things could turn. There had been a time when it seemed that they could do no wrong, when people would book weekends away without even thinking about it. These days they would ring up and ask what was included and try to negotiate the price of the room or the visits to the spa or even the cost of the meals in the restaurant. Neil knew that he and Claire had pared everything to the bone, but they couldn’t do anything more without compromising the hotel. It was a luxury hotel, after all. Which meant that you had to pay more. The thing was that right now, nobody wanted to pay for luxury. They either couldn’t afford to or they wanted it on the cheap. And it was trying to find the balance between the two that was proving so difficult for them.


‘What will we do?’ Claire looked anxiously at Neil as they went through the bookings together. ‘We’re going to lose money if we don’t get more people into the restaurant every night and if we’re not booked up in the next week or so.’


‘I know,’ said Neil.


‘I’m so sorry.’ She started to cry. ‘I thought that we had it sussed. I thought that we were the best hoteliers in the country and that we knew what people wanted. I thought we knew better than the chains and that’s why I wanted to keep the hotel for ourselves. But I was wrong.’


‘No you weren’t,’ said Neil as he put his arms around her. ‘You were absolutely right. The Sugar Loaf Lodge is one of the best hotels in the country and we’re good at knowing what people want and we’ll give everyone who comes here the very best Christmas they’ve ever had.’


‘And even if we do all that . . .’ Claire looked at him anxiously. ‘We could still end up up shit creek without a paddle.’


‘All we have to do is to get through this,’ said Neil. ‘Anyone can run a business in the good times. Anyone can seem like a genius when the going is easy. Tough times sort out the men from the boys. And we’re tough, Claire. You know we are.’


‘I thought I was,’ she said. ‘Now I’m not so sure.’


‘Of course you are.’ He grinned at her and pulled her closer. ‘Who was it who marched into the council offices and demanded they re-route the water pipes? Who was it who dealt with the Amazon forest of paperwork they sent us? Who was it who managed to get this hotel open for  business on the scheduled day even though nobody said it could be done?’


‘They were things I could deal with,’ she said disconsolately. ‘People wanted to come to the hotel then. But now . . . everyone’s hoarding their money and I can’t blame them. If we had any of our own, I’d hoard it myself.’


From the first day they’d started work on the hotel, Claire had felt attached to it in a way that she couldn’t quite understand. She felt as though it was more than just a pile of bricks and mortar; as though it had a living, breathing soul. She never said this to anyone else because she knew they’d think she was a bit deranged. Or fanciful. She couldn’t help feeling as though the Lodge itself watched over them, like a guardian angel. And she felt as though they watched over it in return. But now she laughed bitterly at herself for being so foolish.


‘You’re not foolish.’ The voice seemed to come from right behind her.


‘What?’ She spun around in the chair, startled. There was nobody there. God almighty, she thought, I’m cracking up under the strain. I’m starting to hear things. I suppose I should be grateful I’m not seeing things too.


‘Everything will be fine,’ said the voice.


Claire wondered if her subconscious was talking to her, trying to reassure her.


‘This is only one year,’ the voice said. ‘The house has been here for hundreds. You’ll get over it.’


She supposed her subconscious was right. But one bad year could break them. That was the problem.


‘You’re strong,’ said the voice. ‘You’ll get through it. You won’t let one bad season get you down.’


It was funny, thought Claire, how it was that all of the good times were so overwhelmed by the bad times. When the hotel was doing well and making money, they simply accepted that as a fair return. But when things were going badly, they felt utterly despondent. And even though they knew that it wasn’t entirely their fault, they still wished they could have done things differently.


‘We all wish that,’ said the voice inside her head, and Claire could hear her own regret in it. ‘Every day we wish we’d done things better. Or not done something at all! But we have to live with how things are, not how we want them to be.’


Claire smiled. Her subconscious was right. Things were the way they were. She and Neil would live with it. And regardless of how many people stayed at the hotel for Christmas, she’d make sure that they had a superb time. So that if - when - things got better, they’d remember the Sugar Loaf Lodge and they’d want to return.


‘All the same,’ she said out loud to herself, ‘it would be just great if we could fill those empty rooms.’


She was looking at stock lists when the phone rang.


‘Sugar Loaf Lodge,’ she said in her most welcoming voice. ‘How can I help you?’


‘Hello,’ said the female caller. ‘I’m enquiring about rooms. I’m wondering do you have any availability for Christmas this year?’


‘Yes.’ Claire’s heart leapt hopefully. ‘We have a two-night package if you’d like that.’


‘Oh good,’ said the woman. ‘I want to book some for our family. There’s quite a few of us. I’m hoping you can fit us all in.’


Claire felt a warmth envelop her as she made the booking, and afterwards she replaced the receiver on the phone and sighed with relief. One phone call had made a difference. Four rooms. Just like that. She was still smiling when the phone rang again.


‘Sugar Loaf Lodge,’ she repeated. ‘How can I help you?’


‘I know it’s probably a bit late,’ said the male voice, ‘but do you have any rooms left over Christmas?’


Early on Christmas Eve morning, while the staff were getting ready for breakfast, Neil walked into the traditionally decorated lounge with its panoramic views of the frosty countryside and allowed himself a small sigh of relief. It hadn’t been until the last possible moment that the final available room had been booked. But it had. And so he and Claire could relax a bit. Not that there could be any proper relaxing until Christmas and New Year was over. But at least they had their full house.


At least it hadn’t all come crashing down on them.


All they had to do now was make it work for the guests. And they absolutely knew how to do that. It was what they were good at.


‘Everything OK?’ Claire joined him at the window.


‘Perfect,’ he said.


They stood side by side in silence. He slid his arm around her waist.


‘Ready?’ he asked softly.


She took a deep breath. ‘Ready,’ she said.


He kissed her quickly on the cheek. And they walked hand in hand through the lobby of their hotel, both determined that this would be the most memorable Christmas ever at the Sugar Loaf Lodge.







 Kilmashogue


I fell in love with Sam in an airport. Which is sort of story-book romantic in some ways but actually - not. Because I wasn’t waiting for him to arrive from some distant country and realising how much I cared as I flung my arms around him; nor was I heading off myself and crying uncontrollably at the departure gate because I knew that I couldn’t be with him. It was an unexpected thing, waiting to go through security at Dublin airport during the hottest day of the year; a day on which the air-conditioning had broken down and consequently, as we waited for our hand baggage to be screened, everyone in the queues grew hotter and sweatier and more and more bad-tempered. (So bad-tempered that in one queue a woman actually tried to hit a security guard with a bottle of water he was trying to confiscate from her. The woman was carted off by a posse of uniformed personnel, which probably meant she wasn’t getting on a flight any time soon.)


My own irritation quotient was going higher and higher. I’d been directed to the queue with the stupid people. The ones who - despite all of the warnings and notices - had actually packed large bottles of shampoo or matches or penknives or any one of the millions of things that you can’t  put in carry-on luggage any more. Our queue also contained two guys with an assortment of body piercings who were being sent back through the metal detectors over and over again.


I’d like to think that I can be a perfectly reasonable person. But I wasn’t feeling very reasonable that day. Like everyone else I was hot and sweaty and getting more fed up with every passing moment. Besides, I’m not good with too much heat. I’m a crisp, cold morning sort of girl, not your lying around the pool type. Suffocating heat does my head in. And suffocating heat was exactly what we had in Dublin airport.


So not actually a very auspicious start for finding love.


In fact, as far as I was concerned, the absolute last place in the world where it might happen. But doesn’t everyone say that’s how it goes with love? When you’re least expecting it and all that sort of thing?


He was standing behind me in the queue. Like me, his reasons for travel were business. His only luggage was a leather computer bag, same as me. He’d already taken the laptop out of the bag, ready to put it through the scanning machine. I’d done the same. And I was ready to put my shiny coral sandals through too because for some reason they always set off the scanners.


Both of us were ready. But both of us were still waiting.


When one of the piercings guys was sent back for the third time, I could hear computer-man (I didn’t know his name then, obviously; didn’t know he was going to be the man I fell in love with) exhale sharply and loudly. I turned to him and gave him one of those complicit little smiles -  you know, the ‘are we the only competent people in the universe’ sort of smiles - and he grinned back at me and asked me where I was travelling to. London, I told him, I had a meeting with some bankers there.


He shuddered and then laughed and asked me if I was a banker. Not a question I’ve liked answering too much ever since bankers were blamed for almost causing the end of civilisation as we know it. I accept that there were very many people who behaved atrociously, but at the time I was just someone who worked in the new business section of a bank and my job actually involved getting in corporate deposits rather than making loans to people who couldn’t repay them. So I didn’t feel personally responsible for what went on. Nevertheless you couldn’t help but think that somehow you’d thrown in your lot with the devil and it was always embarrassing having to admit to being involved in an industry that had once been respected. (As a result of this I’d dumped my sturdy bank umbrella with its chirpy logo a few months earlier. I was afraid of being attacked on the street if I used it.)


Anyway, I told the man I was going to fall in love with that I did indeed work in a bank, but that I was an honest and trustworthy person, that I’d never lent money to anyone who couldn’t pay it back (never lent money at all, I added) and that I hoped that one day the rest of the world would forgive me. I was a sinner, I told him, with a twinkle in my eye, but I had repented.


He laughed again at that and said that he’d once worked in banking himself but had left to set up his own company, something to do with price comparison sites for financial  products, and it was going well for him. Though, he added, the whole banking crisis thing had nearly ruined him at one point because he’d been due to get a loan for expansion and it hadn’t happened and it had all been very difficult.


During that conversation, the men with the piercings had eventually succeeded in getting through security and the line had begun to move again. I put my stuff on the conveyor belt and walked through without incident. So did ex-banker-computer-man.


‘Which flight?’ he asked as I stood at the end of the conveyor belt, slipping my sandals back on to my feet. They were very pretty sandals, with kitten heels, which weren’t all that fashionable at the time but meant at least that I could walk in them without being crippled (I’m quite good with high heels, but in a car to bar situation, not for purposeful walking).


‘The eleven o’clock to Heathrow,’ I told him.


‘Me too.’ He looked pleased. ‘Fancy a coffee?’


We went to the Anna Livia lounge because both of us had passes for that. I like the lounge; at least it gets you away from the milling hordes. I’ve always struggled with crowds. I don’t like lots of people being around me. It makes me feel claustrophobic and I get very tetchy. Which was why I’d been losing it a bit in the security queue.


Computer-man told me his name when we sat down with our coffees. Sam Thornton. It suited him.


‘Holly,’ I said in reply as I tipped half a sachet of sugar into my cappuccino.


‘Golightly?’


I grinned. ‘Gallagher,’ I said.


‘You could do Golightly,’ he told me. ‘You have a look of Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’


I blushed. He was being nice, because I wasn’t Audrey Hepburn material. Actually, I don’t think anyone in the whole world will ever be another Audrey Hepburn. She remains for me the most glamorous, elegant woman on the planet. Even as she grew older she never lost her looks. I saw a picture of her once in her seventies. She was still stunning. All to do with bone structure, I guess. Mine isn’t Hepburn-fine. Also, my hair is a very light brown, which I sometimes highlight so it’s more of a dark blond. Which isn’t very Audrey either.


But . . . I did have a kind of impish look about me that under certain conditions might evoke a touch of Audrey in her famous Holly Golightly role. If whoever it was who was looking at me was being generous. Which was clearly the case with Sam Thornton.


‘Seriously,’ he said as I stopped laughing. ‘You’ve got a lovely face.’


Audrey was in a movie called Funny Face once. More appropriate for me, I thought. But still, this guy was good. He was making me feel great about myself even though I was still hot and sweaty and a lock of hair was falling into my eyes.


‘Oh bugger,’ I said, which made him look at me in surprise. ‘Our flight has been delayed.’


And indeed, there it was on the monitor, delayed until 11.45, which was very, very annoying. Obviously, from my point of view, I would’ve been better off getting a flight to  City airport, but it hadn’t been possible. So now I was going to be late getting into the hell on earth that was Heathrow and I’d probably be late getting into the City as well. My meeting wasn’t until mid-afternoon so I wasn’t under any pressure just yet, but the thing that drove me craziest about air travel was all of the time wasted faffing around airports both when you were leaving and when you arrived.


You can see my impatient nature here. Very un-Audrey. But I can’t help myself. I’m an impatient kind of girl.


‘Never mind,’ said Sam. ‘Would you like another coffee?’


It’s not a good idea for me to drink too much coffee, because I get very jumpy and excitable, but we were here for a while more and there was nothing else to do. So I said yes to the coffee, and when he came back I asked him about his reasons for going to London and all about his company too, although the truth is that I wasn’t really listening to him because it had suddenly occurred to me that Sam Thornton was actually the most attractive man I’d met in a very long time.


He was tall - I knew that from our time standing in the queue - and he was dark (almost Mediterranean in his colouring) and he was very handsome (think George Clooney only sexier). I couldn’t understand how I hadn’t noticed any of this before, but it was probably because I was too narky with the heat and the delays and everything. So there you are: I was sitting opposite a virtual sex-god in Dublin airport and he was making me laugh and I realised that I liked him a lot and then - bam! - suddenly I was in love with him.


Oh all right, maybe I was in lust with him, but it wasn’t  just the sexual attraction. Sam was nice. He was a very nice guy. And that was what I fell in love with. Not the Clooney looks. (For a long time, when I was with Sam, I thought about our children. The offspring of a more-attractive-than-Clooney man and a pale-imitation-of-Hepburn woman. Would they be heartbreakingly gorgeous? Or did genetics do stupid things from time to time and would they be saddled with all of our bad points and none of the good ones? This was the way my mind worked then. Thinking of our children. Me, who’d always professed no interest in having kids whatsoever.)


Of course, as we sat in the Anna Livia lounge, I didn’t want him to know that I was having fantasies about him. I kept talking to him about banking and business as though I was a serious person with serious issues to worry about. Which I probably was; after our bank had lost almost half its management staff, I’d been promoted, which was why I was the one heading off to the meeting in the City. I never felt like a real businessperson, though. I can’t take it all that seriously: people trying to appear self-important and loading their conversations full of buzzwords and jargon just to make you feel inferior, which a lot of my ex-colleagues used to do. Not so smart now, I thought, a little smugly.


Sam wasn’t trying any of that over-the-top stuff, though, he was simply chatting in a perfectly normal way. So was I. But keeping it businesslike too. Just so’s he didn’t think me a moron.


I was high on caffeine before our flight was called and had another cup of coffee on the plane, which wasn’t a  particularly good idea because it made me a bit giggly. I told myself that I would have to get back on track by the time I turned up in the Gherkin, that weird and wonderful iconic building where my meeting was to take place.


‘Never been there,’ said Sam when I told him where I was going. ‘I’m afraid my meeting is in an ugly sixties block near Victoria.’


‘They say those buildings have architectural merit now,’ I told him.


‘My arse,’ he said, which made me laugh again.


‘Are you staying overnight?’ he asked when the plane eventually landed (we’d been in a holding pattern for half an hour at that point, which was making me irritated again).


‘No,’ I said regretfully. ‘I’m getting the evening flight home.’


He looked disappointed. ‘Pity.’


‘I don’t usually stay over,’ I told him. ‘Cost-cutting, you see. The bank can’t be seen to be lavishing money on unnecessary hotel rooms. Besides,’ I added, ‘it’s Friday; I can’t even justify it by having another meeting tomorrow.’


‘Why not take the weekend off?’ he said.


I stared at him.


‘We could go to dinner, have a bit of fun tomorrow . . .’


I continued to stare at him.


‘But, you know, if you don’t want to, that’s absolutely fine.’


‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘No, it would be great actually. It’s just that . . .’


‘What?’


‘I don’t have a nightie or anything.’


His navy-blue eyes crinkled. ‘What makes you think you need one?’ he asked.


Anyway, the truth is I’m not sure whether I fell in love with him in the airport or on the plane or later that night in his room in Claridge’s. (Claridge’s, I thought. The bank never put me up in Claridge’s even when I did stay overnight. The comparison site company must be doing well.) It doesn’t matter where I fell in love with him. That’s just a detail after all. The key issue is that fall in love I did. With a thud that could have been felt on the other side of the world.


In every relationship there’s a point where you start to ask questions, where you don’t take everything at face value and where you want to know the bad things as well as the good things about the person you’ve become attached to. I was having such a wonderful time with Sam that I didn’t want to ask any questions at all, but eventually I did. Casually, because I wasn’t too concerned; we were taking things a bit slower than you’d expect after me falling in love with him on the day we met, but still, that was then and life isn’t like a romantic movie after all. So we didn’t meet every single day or even every single week, because as it turned out, Sam lived in Wicklow. In Gorey, which is a little under a hundred kilometres from Dublin, making it just that bit awkward for a quick drink on a Saturday night or whatever. I’d thought that what might happen was that we’d spend weekends together. In my apartment in town or in his house  in the country. I liked the sound of it and the idea of it but it didn’t happen that often. He stayed with me a few times (though only Friday nights, never the entire weekend), but I never stayed with him. Which, after a while, began to rankle a little. And so I asked him about it.


Never ask a question when you don’t already know the answer. My best friend, Susannah, who’s a solicitor, once told me that. I retorted that you ask questions to find out answers, but her view is that you already know the answer you want to hear. And if you’re not going to get that, then you’re better off leaving the question well enough alone. I should’ve listened to Susannah. Or perhaps I should’ve asked the question sooner. But maybe I hadn’t wanted to do that. Maybe, somehow, despite myself, I already knew the answer.


We were sitting in St Stephen’s Green when I asked it.


‘Why don’t I ever stay with you?’ I pushed my hair out of my eyes and turned to look at him. ‘I know Dublin’s great fun and all that, but it would be nice to do the more peaceful country thing sometimes, don’t you think?’


I saw the shadow cross his face and I felt an icy hand grip my heart.


‘Holly,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘We need to talk.’


How I hate that phrase. Cormac Mulcahy, my first boyfriend, used it when he wanted to break it off with me. (We were both twelve at the time. He was a very serious kind of boy.) Dermot Doolin, my second, said the same. And the truth is that I’ve used it myself too on more than one occasion. So I know what ‘we need to talk’ means. It  means we’re having this conversation and it’s the last one we’re ever going to have and I don’t want to have it with you but I’m too soft-hearted to dump you by text.


‘Why?’ I asked. I couldn’t believe how terrible I was feeling inside. Well, I could. I loved Sam. More than anyone I’d ever loved in my life before. I’d had the wedding fantasies about him. Me in a dress that would make me look like Audrey. Him in a tux that would make George envious. I’d designed the dress myself. It was stunning.


‘Well . . .’ And then he told me.


It wasn’t the dumping conversation; it was the other one. The one where the man you’ve fallen in love with tells you he hasn’t been fair on you and he shouldn’t have fallen in love with you because as it turns out he’s already married.


‘What!’ At that point you realise how utterly, utterly blind and stupid you’ve been, and the fact that he always stays at your place and the times he hasn’t been available, and a hundred and one other small things that you’ve noticed but ignored suddenly make perfect sense.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I know you must hate me.’


‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘I do.’


‘I didn’t mean for this to happen.’


Oh, who bloody does?


‘When I met you it was as though the sunshine had come back into my life.’


Yeah, yeah.


‘I love you, Holly.’


But you’re married to someone else.


‘It’s not working out between me and Amy.’


Amy. Nice name. Cute and girlie.


‘But right now . . . I can’t break up our family.’


Family? What family?


‘The twins are only two years old.’


OK, one kid is bad enough. But two . . . And twins! That seems even worse somehow.


‘It’s not that I don’t care about her,’ he said.


Great. Rub it in, why don’t you?


‘But I don’t love her in the way that I love you.’


And that was what got me. Because he said it like he meant it. Because he sounded so tortured and so unhappy. Because he started to cry.


I have conflicted views about crying men. There’s a part of me that thinks it’s good for them to get emotional from time to time, to show their sadness in public. There’s another part of me that thinks it’s fairly pathetic and unmacho.


When our bank nearly went bust, some of the guys cried. They really did. It was the strangest thing seeing them sitting at their desks with tears rolling down their cheeks. They were the tough, sexist men who’d often made my life a misery. In front of whom I wouldn’t ever have dared to cry, no matter what the reason. And they were blubbing away in front of the Bloomberg screens. Unbelievable! I didn’t cry back then. As far as I was concerned it wasn’t something worth crying over. Though I did want to attack the lending manager who’d once made a pass at me in the lift in the full knowledge that nobody would believe me if I tried to make a big deal about it. He was a horrible man and I was glad he was losing his job. I wanted to attack him because other people  were losing their job thanks to him too, not because of his pathetic pass at me.


All that stuff about the bank and the crying men whizzed around in my head when Sam started to cry. But I didn’t feel the way I’d felt then, angry and bitter. I felt sad. For Sam and for me.


‘I’m sorry.’ He got himself together and gave me a half-smile. ‘I’m sorry for not being honest with you, Holly. But the thing is - the moment I first saw you standing in the queue in your bare feet, I felt something I’ve never felt before. It was like an instant connection. I wasn’t thinking then about . . . about what’s happened since. I just wanted to keep talking to you and stay with you, and I know that was wrong but I couldn’t help myself.’


I told myself that I could look at this objectively. I could decide that he’d made a decision to be nice to me and flirt with me (or whatever was going on in the queue) despite the fact that he was a married man and had no right to be nice to or flirt with girls he didn’t know. I could cut him a little slack and decide that the situation in the queue was a bit different, what with the terrible conditions and the way that made people suddenly empathise with each other and comment to each other, just so’s you knew you weren’t the only one being driven demented with the heat and the crowds. I could decide that having coffee with him in the Anna Livia lounge was simply a friendly thing to do. Perfectly innocent on my part, though obviously not so innocent on his - especially with the Audrey Hepburn comparisons - but harmless enough.


Only it hadn’t turned out to be harmless, because here  we were now with him crying and me feeling as though my heart had been ripped out.


‘Do you love your wife?’


Never ask a question you don’t already know the answer to. I knew I shouldn’t have asked it before I’d even spoken the words.


‘She’s a lovely woman,’ he said, neatly side-stepping it. ‘She’s a great wife and a great mother.’


‘How long have you been married?’ The answer to that question didn’t matter too much.


‘Five years.’


‘Are you going to leave her?’ Another one I wasn’t sure about. I wondered if I actually liked torturing myself.


‘It’s all been so sudden,’ he said, once again side-stepping an answer. ‘I knew Amy and I were unhappy, but I didn’t know why. And unhappy is probably the wrong word; it’s just . . . I don’t think we do love each other any more. I don’t know exactly what happened. Whether it’s me being away, or whether it’s the twins . . .’


I would be breaking up a family with two small kids. I couldn’t do that.


‘I’ve got to go.’ I stood up and smoothed down the pale skirt of my business suit. And then I walked out of the Green and left him sitting alone on the bench.


I should’ve left things like that. I knew I should. It’s really easy to know the things you should do but not at all easy to actually do them. Sometimes it’s like someone else is in your body, operating it, making you do stuff you don’t  want to do. Or telling you that you have to do it anyway. Which is what some part of me said when, two weeks later, Sam called and said he had to see me.


We met in the Morrison, on the north side of the city. The Morrison is on the quays of the Liffey so is only barely on the other side of town, but there is a cultural divide between north and south in Dublin. I knew why he’d picked it. It distanced him from the south. Being on the north side was, for Sam, like being in another world. (Maybe that was how he felt in the airport, which is also on the north side of the city. Or maybe it’s just that airports are self-contained little worlds anyway.)


‘I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,’ he said. ‘Every second of every day all I do is think about you. I think about you the moment I wake up and just before I go to sleep. I think about you when I’m driving in to work and when I’m driving home.’


‘Do you think about me when you kiss your wife good night? Or when you’re playing with your kids? Or when you’re sitting down to Sunday lunch?’ My voice was deliberately harsh because my heart was breaking again. I was still in love with him even though he was a traitorous, deceiving swine of a man.


‘Don’t make me feel worse than I already do,’ begged Sam. ‘Don’t make me say things I don’t want to say.’


There was no future in a relationship with Sam. I told myself this over and over again. I would be wasting part of my  life, giving him years that could be better spent looking for someone who was available, who could love me the way I wanted to be loved. Who wasn’t cheating on someone else. But the thing is - and you have to forgive me for this, because I know it’s selfish and awful of me - there was a part of me that didn’t care. I didn’t care because I loved him so much, and because I could understand the position he found himself in.


I’d nearly got married myself. Four years earlier. With a few months to go I’d got cold feet and called it off. But I’d agonised and agonised about what I should do, and I’d even told myself that I could go along with it for the sake of everyone and get a divorce afterwards. Not rational, I know. But those thoughts had gone through my head. And so I could see how Sam might have married someone he wasn’t truly in love with, because when you get on the marriage roller-coaster it’s very hard to get off again. (I didn’t ask him if he’d had doubts before his wedding. I truly didn’t want to know the answer to that one.)


‘Look,’ I said. ‘I like you very much, but there’s no point to this.’


‘I miss you,’ he said. ‘I miss talking to you. I know I can’t expect to have what we had before, but couldn’t we be friends? Maybe meet for coffee every now and then? I need to be able to talk to someone, and you’re the only person I can talk to.’


‘Oh, Sam . . . I don’t know.’


‘Give it a try?’ He turned his huge dark eyes on me. ‘Please?’


And so I agreed. That evening we talked and talked but there was no inappropriate behaviour, and we met for lunch  a few days later and all that was perfectly innocent too; and then one evening I met him in town and we went for a few drinks and, sitting beside him in the pub, I couldn’t help myself and leaned my head on his shoulder. He kissed me then and I kissed him and he came back to my apartment in Dundrum and made love to me and I knew that I could never let him go.


So that’s how it happens. You tell yourself one thing and you do something else, and I wanted to believe everything he told me because, having let him back into my life, I wanted us to be a true love story. And I wanted to believe, too, that one day he’d leave Amy and his children and live with me and it’d all end up happily for everyone. Because in my little fantasy world, Amy was having a torrid affair with one of her Wicklow neighbours anyway.


I was devastated when they went away on holidays, two weeks at the end of September, during which I didn’t hear a word from him. I hadn’t realised how closely my life had become entwined with his and how many times I texted him during the day with silly comments just to prove that I loved him. I didn’t want to text him while he was away in case Amy picked up his phone and asked who Holly was. I realised that I was The Other Woman. It was a bit of a shock to see myself like that.


He phoned when he got home and he came to my apartment, where as soon as he got through the door I started  to tear the clothes from his back. He did the same to me and we ended up making love in the tiny hallway, where I’m sure we could have been heard by anybody walking past the door.


‘I missed you so much,’ he said.


‘I missed you too.’ I held him fiercely. ‘I love you.’


He kissed me on the mouth.


He was the best kisser I’ve ever known. He was the best lover I’d ever known either. I couldn’t let him go.


I wasn’t looking forward to Christmas. As a family it was never a big deal in our house, from the moment me and my three brothers stopped believing in Santa Claus. I was the youngest, so they had to wait for me before they could all give up the pretence of magic. I was nine years old when I asked my parents about it, and I know they weren’t distraught over my loss of innocence or anything because they’re both scientists and I think having to go along with the Santa Claus myth went against their principles.


We’re not a very close family. It’s not that we don’t get on, because we do, but we don’t get very emotional about being together for special occasions or anything like that. Maybe it’s the scientific thing coming through, but to my parents, a date is just a date and it doesn’t matter whether it’s 25 December or 25 June, it’s all the same to them. My mum has a little reminder on her computer for all of our birthdays because she forgot mine a couple of times and I know she felt bad about it. But I think she was equally annoyed about the fact that it’s other people who make celebrating a  birthday important. She likes to celebrate other things, like me finally understanding the concept of light being a wave and a particle. That was a major thing for her. They’re good people, my parents. Just slightly in another world.


The year that I met Sam they were both living and working in the States and they had no plans to come back to Ireland for Christmas. Nor did it occur to them to invite any of us to be with them. Which was fine. My three sisters-in-law all asked me to their houses on Christmas Day, but to be honest, I didn’t think I could face their happy family Christmases, because even though my brothers weren’t too pushed about the family thing, their wives certainly were. And so it would have been a full house at Eamonn’s or Christopher’s or Rory’s. And I wasn’t really into that. (I’d spent the previous Christmas at Eamonn’s and it was excruciating. Far too huggy and kissy and sharing the love for me.) I planned to have a quiet day to myself. I would stock up on booze and chocolates and I’d watch stupid movies on TV all day.


And then Sam suggested the Sugar Loaf Lodge.


‘You’d leave your family for Christmas?’ I was beyond astonished.


‘Only Christmas Eve,’ he said. ‘I’d go home on Christmas Day. Around lunchtime maybe. I’ve got these Japanese clients in town until then and I was talking to Amy about it and saying that I thought I would have to be meeting with them and taking them to dinner on Christmas Eve and she was the one who said that perhaps I should stay in Dublin overnight and not risk coming home, especially if I had a glass of wine or something.’


‘And don’t you have to take them to dinner?’


Sam shook his head. ‘I’m meeting them in the morning and taking them to lunch.’


The opportunity was too good to pass up. I felt a shiver of excitement mingled with guilt and told myself to lose the guilt. After all, if Amy had really wanted him to come home she would’ve insisted on him dumping the Japanese clients.


‘Why the Sugar Loaf?’ I asked.


‘They do a great Christmas Eve dinner,’ said Sam.


I crumbled. I couldn’t help it. I said yes.


My three sisters-in-law were intrigued by my revelation that I would be staying in a hotel over Christmas with my boyfriend. Naturally I didn’t say that it was only for one night. And that my boyfriend was married. Nobody knew about Sam’s marital status.


‘Why didn’t you tell me about him before?’ asked Tara.


‘A boyfriend! Taking you to the Sugar Loaf. I’m impressed,’ said Blanaid.
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