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Especially for Mam
With lots of love



Chapter 1


Holly O’Neill always figured that life was just like a snow globe. From the outside things looked peaceful, until you shook it and everything inside got jumbled up.


She pressed her nose closer to the windowpane as a delicate snowflake landed on the glass in front of her before quickly dissolving into nothingness.


Holly loved the first winter snowfall of the year. It meant that Christmas would be here soon – time for curling up next to warm log fires in her cosy walk-up apartment. It meant twinkling lights, mulled wine and pink cheeks, while immersed in a bustling city made all the more romantic under a blanket of snow.


Closing her eyes, she imagined the goodwill that seemed to automatically blossom in Manhattan when the temperatures outside dropped, and general feelings of cheer permeated. She smiled in anticipation of the holiday season and wondered what fantastic things the snow would bring with it.


‘Mom! I can’t find my iPod!’


Holly opened her eyes and quickly brought herself back to reality. Smiling, she turned from the window at the same moment the door to the living room flew open to reveal a ten-year-old in the midst of a technological-related meltdown.


‘I don’t know where I put it, and I need it now. I just downloaded a new Kanye song and I want Chris to listen to it at school.’ Her son Danny stood before her, his bright blue eyes wide with worry, and the dark brown hair that Holly had already so diligently smoothed down with water once again in the throes of bed-head.


‘Danny, calm down – I borrowed it, it’s right there.’ She pointed to the antique rosewood side table that she had rescued from certain doom at a thrift store on Canal Street.


He raised his eyebrows sceptically. ‘You . . . borrowed my iPod?’ He went to retrieve the little device and quickly turned it on, as if to make sure his technologically challenged mother hadn’t done anything to time-warp it back to a long-forgotten era. ‘I didn’t think you even knew how to use it.’


Holly puffed out her chest. ‘Now, I’ll have you know, I have truly mastered the BlackBerry Carole bought me for my birthday.’ She thought back to her boss’s attempt at bringing Holly into the twenty-first century, thinking it would be valuable for her to have a way to easily manage the client list, deliveries and other goings-on at the Secret Closet, the Greenwich vintage store in which she worked.


‘Only ’cause I taught you, Mom,’ smiled Danny sheepishly as he scrolled through his playlist. ‘Uh, who is Dean Martin?’ he asked, as if he had just smelled something bad.


Holly threw up her hands in mock disbelief. ‘A son of mine who doesn’t know who Dean Martin is? “When the moon hits your eye like a big ole pizza pie that’s . . . amore!”’ she sang while Danny rolled his eyes.


‘A song about pizza? Weird.’


Holly giggled. ‘It’s not about pizza; it’s about love. Listen to it, I downloaded it. I think my record must be somewhere in storage because I can’t find it.’


‘I’ll listen to it, if you listen to Kanye.’


Holly laughed. ‘Ha, quite the negotiator as usual. Maybe later, sweetheart, but we need to go soon. I’m running late, and the store has a shipment coming in this morning.’


Her son sat down on Holly’s expertly made bed, which was hidden behind a pretty silk curtain in the living room. She had given Danny the apartment’s only bedroom so he could have space for his things and privacy.


‘I don’t get it.’


‘Don’t get what, honey?’ Holly asked as she perused her closet, looking for the vintage Dior jacket she had salvaged from the bottom of a heap at work. Her employee discount was the only way she could afford beautiful clothes from another era, or more importantly, keep Danny in shoes and pay rent.


‘Why do people want to buy other people’s old stuff?’


Holly sighed. This was a conversation they had had many times before and, as always, she tried to explain about the appeal of vintage clothes, things that had a real history and had been worn when their previous owners fell in love, when they cried, and all throughout life’s great adventures. She truly believed the clothes that passed through the store were each unique in their own way: they had a personality; they had lived.


Danny, however, being a young boy, only truly loved the new Nikes on his feet.


‘Someday you will understand – or, more likely, you will meet a girl who understands.’


Danny rolled his eyes, a typical response. He was still at the age when girls were considered ‘gross’. Holly figured that in a couple of years or so, he would be singing a different tune.


‘Whatever, Mom.’


‘Whatever, you’ll see. Many a man comes into our store desperately searching for a handbag, or a scarf, or a dress that his girlfriend, fiancée or wife saw and just simply can’t live without. Someday that will be you. Rummaging through a store like ours in search of a particular handbag.’


‘Not a chance. I’m never going to like a girl who is into handbags.’


Holly found the jacket that she had been searching for and turned round to face her son, a grin on her face. ‘Ha, that’s sort of like saying you only like fish that don’t swim. It’s simply not possible.’


Danny shrugged and conceded a tiny smile. ‘Well, I guess as long as she doesn’t make me listen to pizza music it might be OK.’


‘Ha-ha.’ Holly smiled, glancing around the room. ‘OK, I think I’m ready.’ As organised as she tried to be most days, there was no denying that she usually struggled to get out the door in the morning. ‘How do I look?’


She had on a brown pencil skirt that skimmed her figure and a white blouse with a ruffled cravat that complemented her orange brushed velvet jacket. Slouched brown leather knee-high boots finished off the ensemble.


She wasn’t very tall, and only stood about five foot five in her stockinged feet, so she felt compelled to wear heels almost all the time. The boots, though lovely, would have been impractical for some, as they sported four-inch heels. Fortunately Holly had been wearing heels for so long that she was adept at walking in them, and wore them as if they were a pair of running shoes. She was reasonably slender, though in her mind she was never slender enough. She never really dieted, but tried to stay away from junk food, and of course all the walking helped. What didn’t help was living so close to some of the Manhattan modelling agencies.


Her auburn hair was piled loosely on her head, and her emerald-green eyes sparkled, setting off the creaminess of her skin. With a surname like O’Neill, and looking the way she did, people naturally assumed she was of Irish background. But while Holly had been brought up by Irish parents, she wasn’t altogether sure if she was Irish by blood, as she’d been adopted by Seamus and Eileen O’Neill when she was just eight months old.


They were practically New Yorkers by then, having emigrated from different parts of Ireland in their youth, and met and fallen in love in Queens, where Holly’s mother still lived. Sadly her dad had died years ago.


Danny was sizing her up. ‘Actually,’ he said pensively, ‘I think you’re missing something.’ He smiled at her, wiggling his hand back and forth to see if she would catch on.


Holly looked down at herself, a frown on her face. ‘Well, I don’t see what . . . Oh!’ She pulled her sleeve back, displaying a right wrist that was usually adorned with a very important piece of jewellery.


Danny got up and walked to Holly’s dresser, and looked through a small crystal bowl that contained several pieces of jewellery. He found what he was looking for and turned round to face his mother.


‘Here you go.’ He placed a silver charm bracelet in her palm. ‘You almost forgot.’


Holly smiled warmly at the boy who knew her so well. True, she rarely ever took her bracelet off, but she’d removed it the night before when she was cleaning the kitchen, afraid to tarnish it or snag it on something. But even if Danny hadn’t reminded her about it just then, she knew she wouldn’t have gone far without realising it was absent from her wrist. She felt naked when she didn’t have it on.


‘Can I see my charm again?’ her son asked.


‘Of course,’ she said, fastening the bracelet round her wrist. ‘There it is, right here.’ She wiggled the bracelet and displayed a charm in the shape of a stork carrying a small bundle, a baby. ‘I got this one not long after I found out I was going to have you.’


Danny studied the tiny trinket. ‘From Dad, right?’


Holly smiled tightly, her heart speeding up a little. ‘Erm, yes, I think so. Anyway, it’s time to go. You don’t want to be late for school, do you?’ She hoped to distract Danny from asking any other questions about his father. Holly really didn’t feel like going down that road again, at least not now.


Danny caressed the charm one more time. ‘OK, let me grab my backpack. Are you picking me up from school today?’


She shook her head, regretfully. ‘No, not today, but I should be home a little earlier than usual. Kate has a date,’ she said, referring to her good friend who usually did the honours with the school run.


‘Oh, OK,’ he said, slightly melancholy all of a sudden.


She leaned down to his level, worried. ‘Hey,’ she said, tilting his chin up. ‘What’s wrong? You like Kate, don’t you? You guys always have fun.’


He shrugged and avoided Holly’s eyes. ‘I know, she’s cool. It’s not that. It’s just . . .’ He stalled for a moment, looking ashamed and uncomfortable.


Holly furrowed her brow. ‘What is it, Danny? What’s going on?’


‘It’s nothing, it’s just I know you work so hard, and Kate is a lot of fun. But sometimes, the other kids, their dads pick them up at school.’


She smiled sadly. The subject of ‘Dad’ was always such a sensitive topic, and one Holly usually worked to avoid at all costs, but inevitably it came up. Usually during the worst times, like now when she was running late.


Danny looked up at her guiltily. ‘It’s just the other moms, they have help from the dads, you know? I wish you had a bit of help sometimes.’


She smiled at her son’s gallantry. ‘Hey, buddy, I have everything I need. Don’t you worry about me. I think we make a good team, don’t you?’ She pinched his cheeks and kissed his forehead.


‘I just want you to be happy. The other dads buy their wives flowers and jewellery and stuff. Someone should do that for you.’


Finally, she laughed. ‘What do I need flowers and jewellery for when I have you to educate me on the finer workings of the iPod? Trust me, Danny. I’m fine. I have you and that means I have everything I want. Now let’s get you to school. And maybe later on this week, you and I can head down to the Apple Store – see what you want from Santa this year. Christmas is right around the corner, you know.’


Danny rolled his eyes. ‘Mom, you know I don’t believe in Santa any more. That’s for little kids.’


Holly gathered up her handbag and looked again to the window, where the snow was coming down, harder than before. She smiled in anticipation of getting outside and smelling winter in the air, of feeling the wind on her face. During this time of year, New York truly was like a fairy tale.


She hustled Danny out through the door as she switched off the light. ‘Well, humour me for now, OK? I happen to believe in him. Anyway, take it from me, you’re never too old to believe in a little magic.’




Chapter 2


As she made her way to Greenwich Village after safely seeing Danny to the school gates, Holly marvelled once again at the fairy lights that seemed to dominate the city streets in this part of town. Bleecker Street was often covered in lights anyway, but at this time of year they were festive rather than just funky.


She checked her watch and stopped by her usual deli, a Korean place on the corner of Tenth and Waverly, for a cup of coffee. Warming her hands round the hot cardboard cup, she held it to her face, letting the steam rise. Even though she had been working at the vintage store for almost four years, she could still not get the journey to work down pat. She was always late, despite the short walk from her place via Danny’s school only a few blocks away.


As she quickened her pace, she stole a look at some of the other store windows and paused for a moment in front of Encore, the Secret Closet’s main competition. Encore had some hot-pepper lights around the window frame and a display of handbags in muted leathers and plaids. A mannequin wearing a full-on fifties evening dress stood in one corner of the window, and a second wearing a motorcycle jacket and jeans à la James Dean crouched in another. Holly shook her head fondly. An out-and-out thrift-store display. Pity, as she could tell the bags were authentic, and it was even possible that the evening dress on the mannequin might well have been worn by someone like Greta Garbo at some point.


Frank, the owner, just did not know how to dress a window. Suddenly the man himself appeared from behind the James Dean mannequin and waved at her happily, pointing to the display and giving her a thumbs-up suggesting, ‘Not bad, huh?’ Holly laughed and returned the gesture.


Her boss, Carole, was already at work when she arrived at the store, as the shutters were up but no lights were on yet. Holly pushed the door open, letting in cold air, and the bells that hung from the knob jingled.


‘Morning, Carole!’ she called cheerily, as she worked to brush some stray hair out of her face and wipe melting snow from her pink cheeks.


‘I’m in the back. Be out in a sec,’ a thin voice called from the rear of the store.


Holly unwound her scarf and folded it up along with her bag behind the counter.


She began switching on the lights that accented the various clothing racks around the store. Her boots clacked on the polished hardwood floor, and she could glimpse flashes of herself in the floor-to-ceiling mirrors that graced each wall.


There were only about ten racks out at a time; Carole liked to rotate clothing by season, keeping an eye on the trends that her many stylist clients (as well as the latest issue of Vogue) clued her into.


Each rack was stainless steel and uncrowded, and each beautifully restored and pressed vintage piece hung carefully on its own wooden hanger. Carole was strict about every garment being hung four inches apart from the next; she hated customers having to dig through piles of clothes to find something.


There were simple ladder-style shelves in one corner of the store, upon which hats and scarves were meticulously displayed, and in front of the windows, facing inwards, were two long benches with glass cases full of smaller accessories – brooches, hairclips and fascinators.


Holly leaned into the store window to make sure there was no dirt on the glass. Their window display could not have been more different than Encore’s. Carole found regular store mannequins tacky, so ages back she had got hold of two dress dummies from a Metropolitan Museum of Art costume exhibit.


How she had managed it, Holly never knew, but they looked great. Beautifully sculpted in wood and covered with a sheer layer of creamy velvet, one dummy wore a black Ralph Lauren pinstripe suit from the sixties, and the other an Oscar de la Renta early seventies ivory lace floor-length dress.


There was nothing else in the display but good lighting and a view to the inside.


Most days Carole was out on the prowl for that perfect vintage piece, even attending Sotheby’s auctions when she knew a big estate was being sold off, but most of her mornings were spent going through new stock and donations. A percentage of all their profits automatically went to the Red Cross, and as the store had a distinguished and wealthy client base, the prices were not for the faint of heart.


Holly looked up, suddenly noticing the UPS delivery person standing in front of the counter. ‘Oh gosh, Harold, I’m sorry, I was daydreaming . . . can I help you?’ She recognised their usual delivery person, who visited their store at least once a week. ‘I hope you haven’t been waiting long.’


‘Not long. A real winter wonderland out there today, isn’t it?’ he commented in a thick Brooklyn accent.


‘I know, isn’t it beautiful? The perfect start to the season,’ Holly said dreamily, completely missing the sardonic undertone.


‘Yeah. Ho-ho-ho,’ Harold replied dully. ‘You might change your tune if you had to drive that monster around the streets of Manhattan all day.’ He motioned to the brown UPS truck that idled by the kerb, turning the snow under its wheels to a dull grey sludge.


‘Oh, Harold, stop. Surely you can still appreciate the holiday spirit,’ Holly smiled. ‘New York is especially magical around this time of year.’


‘Yeah, well, I’d appreciate some holiday magic in the form of a signature. Park an extra minute longer than necessary in the Village and I’m cited for blocking traffic. Corporate just loves when that happens, and I need my bonus this year, so if you don’t mind . . .’


‘Of course. We wouldn’t want you to get in trouble.’ Holly took the electronic signature pad from him and scribbled her name with loops and swirls. ‘Here you go.’


Carole emerged from the backroom of the store, looking completely on task and focused, and well put-together in an Yves St Laurent suit. She held a variety of clothes on hangers, all ready to be displayed out front. Holly’s boss was in her sixties and had been living and working downtown since the 1970s. She had held on to the Secret Closet all that time, transforming it from a dowdy thrift store that once sold mismatched tea cups and old toasters next to used pea coats into what it was today, a streamlined and chic designer vintage clothing store.


Plump with a short pixie cut, Carole dyed her hair a deep red and always wore dramatic eye makeup. ‘It’s my signature,’ she had told Holly once, and Holly could see why. Her eyes were huge and almond-shaped, stunning. Her boss was typically brusque by nature, but Holly knew she appreciated her work. The two women had become close over the years, each knowing they could depend on the other to do whatever needed to get done.


‘Oh, I’m sorry, Harold. I thought I heard the front door open. I was up to my elbows trying to get this stuff out before we opened,’ she said.


‘Don’t worry about it, Carole. Holly was here to help me,’ Harold said. ‘She was just telling me all about the magic of the season,’ he added mischievously.


‘Ah yes, I should have figured,’ Carole said drolly. ‘As if you couldn’t already tell from her name, our Holly just loves Christmas.’ She turned to her employee. ‘I’m sure you were skipping through the streets singing “Jingle Bells”?’


Holly shrugged off the teasing; they knew her well. ‘Well, if I thought I was going to be facing the Ghost of Christmas Past and Ebenezer Scrooge, I would have taken my time getting here.’


Carole chuckled. ‘So what do we have, Harold? How many boxes?’ No aspect of operations slipped through without Carole noticing. Her organisational skills and attention to detail were two of the reasons the store was so successful.


‘Looks like there are about three or four,’ he told her. ‘You want me to carry them out to the backroom?’


‘If you wouldn’t mind,’ Carole agreed.


Holly relieved her boss of the clothes that she had been carrying and quickly went to work getting the store set up for the day’s business. There was no denying it, she was in an energetic mood, and she knew that the weather outside would only help custom today. While it might be normal human inclination to stay bundled up inside when the weather got messy, conversely New Yorkers tended to be driven out, filling the streets with holiday shopping treks and other festive wanderings. She knew that they would have a busy day.


‘Ready to do some psychic sorting?’ Carole reappeared from the backroom and plopped a big box on the counter between her and Holly.


She grinned. ‘Yep!’


Carole detached the packing slip and ripped open the box. She pulled out the first piece, a big beautiful beige leather bag. Holly could immediately tell it was a Kelly original, still in almost mint condition. Most of their stock came from upscale clients who thoroughly inspected and cleaned what they wanted sold.


‘Well?’ Carole enquired, eyeing her.


‘Kelly original for sure, immaculate as far as I can see.’


‘Well, I know that much . . .’


Holly closed her eyes and dramatically held the bag out in front of her. ‘Tall, beautiful, in her twenties, no children, adored Grace Kelly, in a secretary pool at –’ she peered through one eye to see Carole smiling – ‘the New Yorker maybe? Wound up marrying her boss, who was much shorter, but that didn’t matter. He was wealthy beyond her wildest dreams.’


‘So that made her happy?’ Carole asked, trying to hide a grin.


Holly stroked the leather bag, kept in such perfect condition by its owner, probably on a high shelf in a protective pouch, with other bags lined up military style next to it.


‘The bag definitely did.’


‘And would money make you happy?’


Holly laughed. ‘No way: love only for me. I need to feel it like a ton of bricks.’


Carole shook her head. ‘Such a softie . . . good luck with that.’


Holly delved further into the box. She loved new deliveries – the thrill of finding something unique always gave her a rush, and there was truly something bittersweet about going through the discarded remains of someone’s life, of bygone times.


She marvelled as she pulled out one designer piece of clothing after another, hanging each on an empty rack as she worked. There were some fun party tops, two sequinned dresses – good pieces, but a little flashy.


Holly smiled as she admired each piece in her arms. Her breath caught as she noticed a particularly gorgeous fifties Givenchy party dress. She hung it on the rack for a better look, certain that this dress would not be around for long. She stroked the rich, black silken material and gazed longingly at the tiny delicate crystals that graced the full tulle skirt. It really was a special dress.


She closed her eyes, wondering where it had come from and the kind of person who had worn it . . . what parties it had actually experienced in its past life, the fun and romance it had inevitably inspired when it was worn by some young, beautiful woman of another era. A dress like this had surely seen some good times, and she was positive the fun to be had wasn’t over yet. Holly smiled, realising that destiny would soon deem someone else suitable to meet this dress . . . that the next chapter of this beautiful garment’s life was about to begin, right here.


‘It’s just so beautiful, don’t you think?’ she said to Carole. ‘Can you imagine the life it’s had?’


‘I’m sure it’s had a very interesting existence,’ Carole noted dryly, reading the delivery record. ‘Seems this lot came directly from Anna Bowery’s collection.’


Holly’s eyes widened at the mention of the well-known, elderly New York socialite. Anna Bowery had been famous during the 1950s and 1960s for rubbing shoulders with people like Frank Sinatra, the Kennedys, Clark Gable even. Truly this dress must have seen some incredible times.


‘Wow . . . can you imagine? She might have danced with Marlon Brando in this dress, or talked about books with J.D. Salinger while wearing it . . .’ Holly felt goose bumps. ‘Such an amazing life already. Whoever buys this is genuinely getting a piece of history,’ she said reverently. ‘It’s a dress that is made for magic. What girl wouldn’t want to be kissed in this? It’s simply meant for falling in love.’


‘Sounds like someone else has actually fallen in lust,’ Carole smiled. ‘I bet it would fit you,’ she ventured.


Holly laughed and shook her head ruefully.


‘Nope, not even with my store discount could I afford that. Besides, where would I wear it? This dress needs to be danced in – on a big occasion, like New Year’s Eve or something. My New Year’s Eve consists of popcorn on the couch with Danny, watching the ball drop on TV.’


Carole raised her eyebrows. ‘Spoken like a true spinster. Go on, Holly, try it on. Just to see. It will be fun.’


Holly smiled, and for a moment the urge to try on the dress was so strong that she was sure she would cave. But there was no point. Even if it did look good on her, the reality was that she had nowhere to wear something this lovely. It didn’t deserve to live out its days going unworn in her closet.


Of course, she wished she had somewhere to wear it, and, more to the point, she wished it were that easy just to hand over her Visa and think only of her own desires. But it wasn’t how things were in her life – she had Danny to think about, and every year she was more and more determined to make his Christmas magical, even if it meant forgoing the parties or events to which she was occasionally invited. While sometimes she felt it might be nice to go out on the town, she didn’t resent Danny for preventing her. She was happy with how things were.


Which meant playing Santa instead of splurging on Givenchy.


Her sudden melancholy mood didn’t escape Carole.


‘Is everything OK, honey? I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to go on about the dress.’


Holly shrugged and waved her hand airily. ‘Oh no, it’s nothing. Sorry, just have some stuff on my mind. Danny started talking about dads again this morning. Apparently, he has taken note that some of his friends’ fathers pick up their kids at school.’


‘I’m sure he just thinks that you could use someone else around,’ Carole offered. Holly looked up to protest, but Carole cut her off. ‘I know, I know. You are Superwoman and you can do it all. But I’m sure that Danny’s just thinking about your happiness, not his.’


‘But I am happy,’ Holly insisted.


‘I know you are,’ Carole continued. ‘That’s plain to see. You are one of the most optimistic people I know. You see romance and joy around every corner and infect everyone you meet with all that positivity. Do you think Danny doesn’t see that? All I am saying is that you, too, deserve a little magic. You’re too young to take yourself out of the game completely. You don’t want to end up like me, all by myself,’ Carole said with a self-deprecating smile.


‘Oh, Carole, I’m sure I could do much worse than end up like you,’ Holly teased, referring to her boss’s whirlwind social life.


‘Well then, you need to get your diary filled. No way are you going to add more charms to that bracelet if all you do is sit at home in your pyjamas.’ Carole patted Holly’s arm knowingly, aware that she had a tradition of adding charms that signified important life events and experiences to her charm bracelet. She also knew that Holly hadn’t added a charm in several years.


‘Thank you, you’re right. I’ll make a start on filling up my social calendar.’


‘Good.’


‘Just as soon as I unpack all those boxes out back,’ she added with a wink, skilfully evading the topic.


Carole shook her head as Holly headed towards the back of the store. ‘Well, it’s your life, but do you think Anna Bowery waited for Sinatra to ask her to dance? Absolutely not. I bet she took the bull by the horns. Especially in that dress!’


Holly pushed open the stockroom door with her hip. ‘I believe it,’ she called back. ‘In that dress, a girl could do anything.’ She quickly brushed through the doorframe, hoping to avoid any further discussion of her social life, the dress or her lack of either. That simply was not reality. She knew where her responsibilities lay: firmly with Danny and what was best for him.


She shook her head as if to rid herself of the cobwebs of gloom that had now descended upon her. Determined to recapture the optimism with which she had begun the day, she picked up a box cutter that lay on a folding table and turned to the boxes that Harold had delivered. Who knew what treasures were waiting to be discovered within?


She applied the box cutter to the top of the first one, slicing it open quickly and expertly, realising that it was a true garment box. Some of their stock came in anything: garbage bags, cardboard boxes, milk crates even. This box was beautifully packed, as if the owner understood well the worth of the clothes. There were a few gorgeous leather handbags on top and then some suits, all carefully wrapped in tissue paper. Three suits, to be exact. Holly pulled them out and lined them up on a rack in front of her. Three perfectly kept Gucci suits: one pink, one brown plaid and one in black. She gave a low whistle.


‘Wow, this is good stuff,’ she whispered under her breath. Why would anyone want to part with it? Then she smiled as she answered her own question. Someone with lots of money, of course. It was typical for the time of year, actually, especially among New York’s wealthy, who routinely purged their closets, readying themselves for the onslaught of holiday shopping. Nice . . .


She went about the business of inspecting them for tears and blemishes and going through the pockets. People rarely used the pockets in designer pieces and most times they were sewn up to keep the lines of the garment smooth.


Then, going back to the box, she pulled the flaps wider to reveal a red velvet jacket . . . a very expensive, classic red velvet jacket. Chanel, no less.


‘Oh my, this is beautiful . . . just beautiful,’ Holly gasped, pulling the jacket from its packaging and shaking it out gently. She smiled as she examined the workmanship; the quality the Chanel brand put into their individual pieces was truly exquisite.


As she admired it, she couldn’t resist wondering what it would look like on. ‘Oh what the hell.’ Holly peeled off her own jacket and placed it aside. Unlike the dress, she just might be able to afford this – plus it was practical and she could wear it anywhere, no special occasion required. Slipping into the jacket, and buttoning it up, she ran her hands over the delicate fabric, checking the way it fitted.


But as Holly turned to a mirror to admire the effect while smoothing the jacket along her torso, she felt something. Something hard inside the jacket, beneath the material.


‘What in the world . . .?’ Holly unbuttoned the jacket and pulled open the lapels, wondering if something from the box had got snagged on it. But there was nothing immediately apparent against the interior lining.


Her hand returned to the spot where she had first felt the hard bulge. It was still there.


She turned the Chanel jacket inside out and was examining the lining when Carole came into the stockroom. ‘Holly, have you seen that beaded purse we had on display last week? Has it sold? Someone is asking about it . . . Oh wow, that’s beautiful.’


Holly shook her head. ‘There’s something wrong with it, though. I tried it on and there’s something . . . hard inside.’


Carole stepped closer. ‘Something hard?’


‘Yes . . . right here . . . Oh, there’s a pocket!’ Holly ran her hands along the seam and pointed out a small, barely concealed zipper that was secreted away in the lining.


‘Let me see.’ Carole peered over her shoulder. ‘Well, Chanel certainly never put inner pockets in these. This must have been altered by the original owner – or for her, at least.’


Holly gently tugged at the zipper and it opened easily. ‘There’s definitely something in here.’ She put her hand in the secret pocket, and her fingers sought out an object cool to the touch.


Taking it out, she revealed a silver chain. Actually no, she realised quickly, it was a silver bracelet – full of dangling trinkets and pretty objects.


The room seemed eerily quiet as Holly held the bracelet in her open palm and the morning light, leaking through the windows, illuminated the dust particles around the charms, giving them a slight luminescence.


‘Oh my goodness,’ she exclaimed to Carole, ‘a charm bracelet.’


‘It’s just like yours.’


Holly inspected the piece of jewellery, running her gaze over the individual charms. She noted a horseshoe, a baby carriage, a heart-shaped key, a building of some kind, a carousel . . . there were so many. Yes, it was indeed just like her own bracelet, but with many more charms.


‘So many of them,’ she whispered almost to herself. Then she looked at Carole. ‘Obviously it was left in the jacket by accident. Someone is missing it.’


Carole turned back to the boxes. ‘Well, I’m sure we can send it back. Where’s the docket?’ She duly picked up the UPS delivery documentation and read through it. ‘No name or address that I can see, just the UPS branch it was shipped from. I’m sure they’ll have some record of it.’ She frowned. ‘And according to this it’s a straight donation – no commission required.’


Which meant that the sender of these clothes intended that their percentage of the proceeds earned on any sales should go directly to charity. While this wasn’t unusual in the business, it was becoming rarer and rarer due to the downturn in the economy.


Holly nodded absently, her eyes not leaving the bracelet. ‘But why on earth would you put a bracelet in that little pocket in the first place? You’d think the owner would have missed it and remembered that they’d put it there. I know I rarely leave the house without mine.’


As she took in the variety of charms, she knew that this bracelet had to be of great value and importance – to the owner, or indeed to anyone who had chosen the charms and perhaps given them as a gift, helping the owner build up so many significant memories. It was so full that Holly could tell that whoever owned this bracelet had really lived. Her spine tingled with anticipation as she started imagining the stories that accompanied each trinket.


She instinctively glanced at her own bracelet, sitting prettily on her wrist, and ran her fingers over the individual charms. It was her talisman and each charm was a special reminder of the most important times in her life. She’d had it for what . . .? goodness, it was going on eighteen years now. Where did the time go?


Holly gazed down at the charms. There might be many now, yet once upon a time there had been only one . . .


Queens, New York, 1994


Holly looked down at the frumpy black dress her mom had bought her for the funeral.


She felt tears well up and she pulled the skirt of the dress to her face, hastily wiping it. She was broken-hearted, miserable, and she didn’t care if her appearance justified it. Besides, the service was over, they’d returned from the cemetery ages ago and no one had to see her. She just had to try and get through the endless stream of people that flowed in and out of her house, commiserating with her and her mother over her father.


Dad . . . She would never see her beloved dad’s face again. It was like a nightmare, a terrible dream Holly wished she could wake up from. She curled up in the foetal position on her bed, and lay there for a very long time, feeling terribly alone. Why did it have to be him who’d died? Why couldn’t it have been . . .? The thought came unbidden, and Holly immediately felt guilty. They might be fighting a lot lately, but of course she wouldn’t wish her mother, Eileen, dead. She just wished this horrible day, this horrible time, could be over.


Wiping her tear-stained face on the pillow, she focused her gaze on the window in front of her. Sunlight streamed into her bedroom, and she watched beams of light dance across the ceiling above her bed. She felt angry that the sun chose to show its face on such a day. It should be overcast, rainy, gloomy. It would be more appropriate if the weather matched her mood, appreciated what was happening in her life.


Holly sat up at last and swung her feet over the side of her bed, finding her footing and walking to the window. She cast her eyes across the rear lawn of her family’s home. The tiny patch of grass was packed with mourners, and in the midst of all of it, she spotted her mother. Her heart softened a little as she saw the misery that was etched in every line of her mother’s face. There was no denying that this was hard on Eileen too. Even when they had realised it might be a possibility for some time. With the cancer and all.


She knew that she should probably go down there and support her mom. If anything, she should go and give a hand to Sarah, a neighbour who had volunteered to help out in the kitchen today, and organise the crazy amount of food that people had brought. Casseroles and vegetable plates and baked goods . . . Holly had never understood why people thought that funerals or memorials were a time to eat; she had never been less hungry in her whole life.


She was about to step away from the window and retreat back to her bed when her mother looked up towards her bedroom. Their eyes locked and a weak smile touched the corners of Eileen’s lips and she raised her hand slightly, as if encouraging Holly to come down and join the living. Holly didn’t understand how that one simple gesture allowed for so much pressure to build in her chest. She felt as if a vice had tightened around her heart. She knew she would have to face all those people, but she really didn’t want to. This sadness, this funeral, was bad enough, not to mention having to wonder about the private thoughts of the people around her.


Eventually, Holly left her room and walked down the hallway that led to the stairs descending into the entry hall of their tiny house. She was well aware that her footsteps echoed on the bare wooden floors, and that it would be easy for anyone to tell that she was up and about. There would probably be people down there waiting for her, all wanting to talk and hug her and tell her how much Seamus had loved her.


Seamus her dad. A man too young, too lively and too full of energy and ability to be lying in a coffin under six feet of earth. But it was true. She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose as if this effort would push the tears to the back of her eyes, but it didn’t. Two large drops of water spilled forth. She wiped them on her sleeve just as Sarah walked into the room.


‘Oh, Holly, I thought I heard you coming down.’


Sarah spotted the teardrops on Holly’s face and her heart melted at the sight of such suffering.


‘Honey, come here, come here,’ she cooed as she encircled Holly in her arms. ‘There, there, don’t cry. I know it hurts, I know it hurts terribly. We are all going to miss him.’


Holly nodded sorrowfully as she rested her head on Sarah’s shoulder. ‘Come on now. Let’s go and get something to eat. You must be hungry.’ Food. Sarah’s answer to everything. Holly smiled in spite of herself and shook her head. ‘I’m not really hungry.’


‘Of course you are,’ Sarah insisted. ‘I haven’t seen you eat all day. Oh, and I almost forgot, there is a package for you on the counter.’


Holly looked up. ‘A package?’


She had been getting the mail ahead of her mother, so as to weed through the condolence cards. It was fascinating to Holly the types of cards that came in. Wishing You Well, Sending Prayers . . . they were so stupid, and she could see why they upset her mother, but they just made Holly angry. She wanted to get a card that told the truth: Life Sucks, It’s Not Fair, or I Have No Idea What You Are Going Through But I Am Glad I’m Not You.


Sarah shrugged and led the way through the hallway to the kitchen that ran parallel to the backyard. ‘Yes. It was delivered just a little while ago.’


‘Are you sure it’s not for my mom? Everything else has been for her.’


‘No, it’s definitely for you. Has your name on it. It doesn’t say Eileen O’Neill. It says Holly O’Neill.’


Holly followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the polished Formica table in the breakfast nook. ‘Right there.’ Sarah pointed to a small package next to a bowl of fruit. ‘Came about an hour ago.’


Holly reached forward and took the small package in her hands, turning it over and over.


‘Well? Aren’t you going to open it?’


Holly shrugged a non-verbal answer like any sullen teenager, even though on the inside she was burning with curiosity, as well as some relief at being offered a temporary distraction from her otherwise terrible day.


What could it be? Who was it from? she wondered, hoping that her anticipation wouldn’t show on her face. It felt wrong somehow.


As the plain brown packaging paper was peeled away, a beautiful velvet lilac-coloured box adorned with a white satin ribbon revealed itself.


‘Oh, looks nice. What is it?’ asked Sarah, moving closer to the table with a plate of sandwiches she had prepared for Holly. She placed the plate on the table and pushed it towards her, but Holly ignored it.


With trembling fingers, she untied the ribbon and lifted off the top of the box, wondering what it contained. And what’s more, who was it from?


Then she sucked in her breath and gasped. ‘Oh my goodness. How pretty.’


Inside the box was a silver bracelet made of delicate loops that sparkled beneath the kitchen lights. Holly lifted up the chain and examined it more closely. A single item dangled from the centre of the bracelet. A charm. It was a charm bracelet.


‘Well, isn’t that lovely?’ Sarah said, moving closer. ‘What’s that?’ she asked, pointing to the charm.


‘It looks like . . . an hourglass,’ Holly replied finally. The tiny hourglass charm was made of silver and glass, with sand particles inside the glass.


She turned her attention from the bracelet back to the box that had been discarded on the table. Looking inside the lid, she felt around under the cushion that the bracelet had rested upon but found no note, no receipt or explanation. Just . . . nothing.


Right then her mother appeared in the kitchen doorway. ‘I think we need more iced tea outside,’ she said. ‘Patsy Collins said that the jug is empty . . . what are you two doing?’ She turned her attention to Holly and Sarah, who were both still studying the bracelet. ‘What’s that?’


Holly looked up at her mother, her eyes wide with fascination.


‘It’s a bracelet. A charm bracelet. It’s just arrived out of nowhere addressed to me,’ she said, holding up the piece of jewellery for Eileen to see.


Forgetting about the iced tea, Eileen crossed the room to get a better look. ‘Isn’t that gorgeous! An hourglass . . . beautiful. Who is it from?’


Holly shook her head. ‘I have no idea.’


Her mother let out a chuckle. ‘Looks like someone has a secret admirer . . .’


Colour flooded Holly’s cheeks as she considered the thought. Everyone knew that her father had passed away recently, and her classmates were well aware that she hadn’t been in school for the past week or so. However, when she thought about who might possibly have sent her the bracelet, it seemed unlikely that it could be anyone from there. Most of the boys she knew were as subtle as a battering ram, and what’s more she couldn’t imagine any of them picking out such a pretty piece of jewellery, let alone taking the time to select a charm like an hourglass.


Even Corey Mason, who had been following her around lately (and who definitely liked her), was the type of guy who was more interested in showing off his biceps than taking the time to figure out a thoughtful gift.


Holly shrugged, awkward about the idea of discussing boys on the day of her father’s funeral. ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said defensively, while inside her head her thoughts were racing.


‘You know, the hourglass . . . that’s a symbol of passing time,’ said Sarah after a beat. Her voice was gentle. ‘Maybe . . . maybe somebody wanted to help you realise that today is also about celebrating your father’s life, about realising that things are always moving forward, and life is for living.’


‘Sarah’s right,’ Eileen agreed, her voice cracking a little. ‘Your dad would have wanted you to be happy, to be whole. He loved you so much and cherished every second he spent with you. You know that, don’t you?’


A lump in her throat, Holly stared at the hourglass, beginning to understand the significance. Days of sadness and uncombed hair, of her and her mom bumping into each other in the night because neither of them could sleep. Of mumbling in the morning as they avoided Dad’s favourite chair in the kitchen, eating separately in their own rooms. She and her mother would pass each other in the living room, again avoiding his chair, but mostly avoiding each other.


A surge of optimism pulsed through her veins . . . Holly would miss her dad desperately. For ever. And Seamus would have known this, known how lonely and adrift she’d feel without him.


Which was why she knew in her heart that the bracelet must have been arranged by her father, arranged before . . . everything, so that it would arrive at a time just when she needed it.


She slipped the bracelet on; the weight felt good and solid, as if someone was firmly touching – holding even – her hand.


Thank you, Dad, she told her father silently, knowing that she would treasure his final gift to her for the rest of her life.




Chapter 3


Greg Matthews tapped his fingers on his desk, nervous about what was about to happen, what he was about to do. He had been in the office since seven thirty that morning, and had been working through this onslaught of frantic energy, debating with himself, making sure he wasn’t going to regret it. It was now ten, time to get this done.


It was the right decision, wasn’t it?


He looked around his tiny cubicle. Even after eight years at Foster, Cummings and Tyler – a top Wall Street brokerage firm in Lower Manhattan – he still had barely enough room to get comfortable. His desk chair needed replacing; this he knew because of the pain that had lodged itself in his lower lumbar region about two years ago, a pain that he paid a masseuse dearly to get rid of, but still felt return after a few days of being back in the chair.


The office was a grim building on Vesey Street, with grim lighting and this grim cubicle. Greg had always hated it, but enjoyed the money. He liked his clients, but usually got sidetracked into talking to them about a gallery opening or how their kids were doing, rather than trying to sell them the next hot commodity.


He’d started out on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange and had worked his way up to the cubicle he was in now. There was no denying that it brought him little joy, just a big bank account balance.


‘It’s now or never, Matthews,’ he said under his breath. ‘Time to make the call.’


He poked his head up over his cubicle walls hesitantly, like a prairie dog hoping to go unnoticed by its prey. Looking straight ahead, he scanned across the sea of cubes, ignoring the noisy activity of his co-workers, into his boss’s office. He could see the stately figure of Dave Foster at his polished mahogany desk, like a king on his throne.


Greg had known this day was coming for a long time. Recent events had brought it home that life was short and there was little time to waste. Now it was nearing Christmas. The end of one year, the beginning of another. He couldn’t face the thought of entering the New Year still sitting in this cube. He cringed at the idea of another ignored holiday season and regretted, for his family’s sake, that he hadn’t done it sooner.


That’s not to say that he didn’t have a good life. He had been happy, blissfully happy, when he wasn’t inside these walls. The problem was that the time he spent outside the walls was limited. And with everything that was going on in his personal life at the moment, that just couldn’t continue.


It wasn’t as if he was bad at his job. Over his eight years as a broker he had amassed plenty of money: money that had bought trips, a nice townhouse, expensive dinners, the whole shebang.


But, frankly, he was burned out. His eyes were red at the end of the day from staring at the computer screen, his heartbeat accelerated from tracking all of his investments, for himself and his clients, and his free time was . . . non-existent. Depending on his trades he could be up and out at three to five a.m., and not be home till late at night. He knew it would have to be this way for at least another ten years if he were to have a career like his father’s; he had built his own stockbrokerage from scratch. But Greg had already made a tidy sum (and was on every fancy gala list and main event in the city as a result) and he found the job a fruitless, endless effort in the pursuit of money for clients who already had enough.


Greg bit his lip. He just hoped people would understand, his dad especially. Unlike Jeff Matthews, Greg had grown to loathe standing in the pit, and most of his clients hated to hear from him anyway, the way the economy was going. No joy on his customers’ faces. More like panic, or disgust.


Smiling gently, he thought of his mother; she would definitely be supportive about it, was always urging him to follow his dreams, and do something he was passionate about.


What’s more, after nearly three years together, he and Karen could finally begin concentrating on what was important. The rest of their lives.


Yes, Greg knew it was time for him to make a choice that he was sure would make him happy when he looked back and recounted his life.


He shuffled some papers around, finally creating a neat pile. His stomach felt as if it was tied in a knot. Maybe he should have spoken to someone about it before today, just to make sure that he was doing the right thing.


He shook his head. ‘No, it’s my life.’ And he thought of his mother once again.


Cristina had been such an inspiration to him for as long as he could remember. And it wasn’t that he was a mama’s boy. Far from it. His mother always said that thirty-six years ago when she found out that she was having a baby she’d been hoping for a boy, because she could raise him to be a man. She had always been intent on teaching him to be strong, honourable and brave. ‘No matter what, never compromise on your morals or ideals,’ she would say. ‘Those things make you who you are.’


He knew that she hadn’t wanted him to return to the firm after 9/11 and it wasn’t just that she was scared of the ‘what if?’ that had been on many people’s minds since that day. Rather, she had believed – correctly – that life was too short to spend it working in a cube. Nevertheless she had respected his choice to play the role of the young corporate maverick. Even when she knew about the hobby he had had since childhood that had turned into a full-blown passion of his.


Photography.


Greg loved New York as much as he loved anything, and had spent countless hours and days exploring this city, photographing everything – from day-to-day life in the boroughs to the magnificence of the Manhattan buildings that seemed to become one with the sky. He loved it all. Earlier this year he’d even sold an arty shot of the Flatiron Building to a downtown art gallery, something his mother had been intensely proud of, and a piece of his past that he considered a fierce accomplishment. It had given him a renewed sense of faith.


Then the week before, the Ninth Precinct had let him ride with them as they made their rounds in Queens. Greg had put in the request months ago in the hope of capturing drama in the city at night through a lens.


He was thrilled when they finally got back to him, and he had spent the entire night tagging along with the cops as they not only saved lives, but in some cases just put lives back on track.


He had got some great shots of a relieved mother staring gratefully into the eyes of her three-year-old, who had just recovered from an asthma attack. Of a drunk teenager being pulled out of an elevator shaft he had tumbled into, and of an elderly man being pushed in a wheelchair to the local church because there was no heat in his apartment. It was part of a ‘People of the City’ portfolio he was working on. He had just finished a series on the construction downtown, focusing on St Paul’s Church and the work on the Freedom Tower and the other newer buildings at Ground Zero. While he always loved to photograph the cityscape, he felt he had overdosed a bit on the buildings recently, and had been looking forward to getting some faces in front of his lens again.


That morning, walking by Zuccotti Park had made up his mind for good. He’d been wearing his suit and carrying his briefcase, and slowed down as he passed. There were people of all kinds just milling around talking with each other. It looked like a modern-day Rome. The businessman exchanging ideas with the woman with dreadlocks and a baby strapped to her chest. The student with bare feet in an intense debate with the concrete worker on his lunch break. Greg felt frustrated he didn’t have his camera. His fingers itched to adjust the lens and he felt like a junkie without a fix. The suit he was wearing suddenly felt heavy and the briefcase like a shackle, even though his camera equipment was ten times heavier. It was at that moment that he had felt complete clarification. He wanted to run back to his house, get into a pair of jeans, grab his photography gear and get back there, quickly, before it all went away.


Sure, this was New York and there were plenty of photographers everywhere, but Greg knew he had talent, and what’s more he had passion. Passion that had led to his decision today. And while his new career might not be anything like as lucrative as being a broker, he was certain that it would pay tenfold in happiness.


Steeling himself, he ran his fingers through his closely cropped dark brown hair.


It was a Monday morning. The markets were long open, and trading was in full swing. He glanced at his co-worker Mark, who sat in the cube across from him. His face was flushed and his eyes bulged as he studied figures on three computer monitors and yelled into the phone, placing an order to the trading floor of the stock exchange.


Mark suddenly became aware of Greg’s presence and turned to face him in a full-blown panic.


‘Matthews, what are you doing? Don’t you see what’s happening? There’s another goddamn issue with the euro and oil prices are going nuts because some new shit-storm is brewing in the Middle East! You’d better get on the phone with Carmichael. He’s going to be pissed if you aren’t on this right now!’ Mark picked up a bottle of Tums and flicked it open with one hand before putting it to his mouth and pouring several tablets down his throat.


Greg stared at Mark, feeling a sense of disconnect. Sure, he should probably get on the phone with his biggest client, Leonard Carmichael, and tell him what they needed to do to protect his investments, but he found he didn’t want to, that it didn’t matter. There was always some new crisis, something that caused fortunes to collapse or developments that created windfalls and landed vast amounts of wealth into the laps of people who did nothing but push buttons and issue orders.


He shook his head; he was tired of the constant state of panic that everyone here operated in, including himself. He was sick of the stress and the stale air of the office. There was more to life than this.


He left his cubicle as Mark shouted behind him, ‘It’s your ass, Matthews! It’s your ass Carmichael will have for breakfast if you don’t tell him about this shit NOW!’


Greg ignored Mark’s message of impending doom and walked straight forward, with conviction, towards Dave Foster’s office. He saw the man sitting calmly at his desk, seemingly oblivious to the meltdown that was occurring just outside his door.


It was the way it always was, though. The rest of them suffered heart attacks, panic disorders and acid reflux, while Foster sat at his desk thinking about the next yacht he was going to buy.


As he closed the distance between him and the door to his boss’s office, he caught the eye of Foster’s bulldog executive assistant, Claudia. Fiercely protective of guarding the inner sanctum, she could melt the skin off your face just by looking at you. Usually Greg worked to stay off her radar – there was no denying she was a cow; he had the attitude that if he didn’t get in her way, she wouldn’t get in his.


Today, though, was a different story.


Greg continued to march forward, even after Claudia stood up and took her usual vicious canine pose.


‘I have to see Dave,’ Greg stated in a voice that meant business.


Claudia placed her hand up. ‘Mr Foster is busy. You can’t go in there.’ Greg kept walking. ‘Hey, stop,’ she ordered.


He pushed past her, reached for the doorknob to his boss’s office and turned it. It was open.


‘You do not have an appointment. You cannot see him!’


He ignored Claudia completely and went into Dave’s office uninvited. Sure enough, he could see what Dave was looking at on the Internet. OK, so he wasn’t shopping for a yacht, but a villa in Tuscany. Same difference.


‘Ah-hem,’ Greg cleared his throat and the noise startled his boss. The man quickly turned round and met his employee’s eyes.


‘Matthews. What are you doing? I’m up to my eyes here.’ He quickly minimised his screen.


‘Mr Foster,’ Claudia huffed as she pushed past Greg, ‘I’m sorry, I told him he couldn’t come in, that you were busy. I apologise. Do you want me to call security?’


Greg rolled his eyes and put up his hand. ‘No need for that. This will only take a minute.’


Dave puffed up his chest in an attempt to gain control of the situation. ‘I don’t have a minute. And what the hell are you doing in here anyway? Look at that out there, it’s chaos! Get to work!’ He pointed to the office as if he had been monitoring the situation this entire time, instead of only just noticing it.


Greg shook his head. ‘No, Dave.’


His boss’s eyes bugged out. ‘No? No? I’m going to tell you what you are going to do right now and that’s—’


‘No,’ said Greg calmly. ‘I’m going to tell you what I’m going to do right now. I quit.’ He smiled pleasantly at Claudia’s shocked expression.


‘Can’t take it no more, huh?’ Dave said calmly, in one of his infamous mood changes. He nodded briefly at Claudia, who got the message and left.


Greg shook his head. ‘Nope.’


His boss calmly took out a cigar, lit it and blew the smoke up at the ceiling. Greg knew he had dismantled the smoke alarm ages ago. Dave wasn’t much of a rules guy, which is probably why he had got so far. ‘Must admit, I envy you.’


‘Why?’ Greg asked, surprised. ‘You want out too?’


Dave slapped his hands down on his desk. ‘Nah, I love the job. It’s dangerous, always unpredictable . . . addictive. I’d just like to know that if I did walk away, I wouldn’t be ruining so many lives.’


Greg nodded. ‘Right, wife, kids . . .’


Dave chewed madly on the end of his cigar and waved his hand. ‘Mistress, and her kids, and my sister who can’t hold down a damn job, and my mother-in-law who always needs surgery on something or other, and . . .’ He stopped short and grinned at Greg’s surprised face. ‘What got you? Mistress, or the fact that I’m keeping my mother-in-law maintained?’


Greg stumbled. ‘Both?’


Dave nodded satisfactorily. ‘You’re too nice for this job anyway. Go and be a shutterbug, or an artist, or whatever you want to call it these days.’ He stood up and slapped Greg hard on the back. ‘But whatever you do, don’t get married – take it from me, they’re all leeches.’


‘Erm, thank you,’ Greg said, his head spinning a little at the unexpected ease of it all. ‘I really appreciate that. Of course, goes without saying that I’ll work out any notice if you—’


‘Nah, doesn’t work like that in this business, you know that.’


Greg did but he wanted to make the offer anyway. ‘I’ll clear out my desk right away.’
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