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About the book


THREE WOMEN. ONE SECRET. AN UNFORGETTABLE JOURNEY.


Zoe always knew this day would come. After all, no one can live for ever. She may not be ready, but Zoe knows the importance of goodbye – and how much it hurts when left unsaid – so it’s time to return to her grandmother’s home in Italy one last time. Even if that means deceiving her mum, Ange.


Harriet doesn’t know where she fits anymore. It’s not in Cornwall with the new family her mum is building, and it’s certainly not in the job she hates. The trip to Italy may not be the adventure Zoe and Harriet promised themselves, but Harriet is simply not being left behind.


Ange was doing fine. Well, she was coping. Like she has been for the past fourteen years because her daughter needed her. But since her mother’s death, nothing has felt fine. Even her relationship with Zoe is cracking at the seams.


Then, the last person any of them expects to see suddenly turns up, and soon it seems the only way to move forward is to revisit the past . . .









Praise for Three Nights in Italy:


‘A gorgeous, life-affirming story of getting a bit lost and helping the people we love become found. Warm, wistful, and wise, Three Nights In Italy is a book my heart will treasure’


Laura Jane Williams


‘Olivia Beirne writes with such warmth and humour. She just GETS women, and covers both light and serious topics in such relatable, tender ways’


Lucy Vine


‘You can feel the warmth of the sun on every single page . . . brilliantly funny and filled with love’


Daisy Buchanan


‘A beautiful story about changing your life and taking chances. It had me wanting to hop on a plane to Italy immediately!’


Lorraine Brown


‘I wish I could read it for the first time all over again. The relationships between all the characters were so wonderful . . . everyone needs an Aunt Fanny in their lives!’


Holly McCulloch


‘A beautiful, feel-good read with a charming cast of characters, idyllic locations and plenty of humour counterbalanced brilliantly with some thoughtful themes. I absolutely loved it’


Donna Ashcroft


‘Funny, poignant and full of heart, Three Nights In Italy simply swept me away’


Emily Stone


‘It was such a fun, pacy read full of colourful characters that will stay with me beyond the page. A story of second chances and taking risks filled with warmth and humour – I loved it’


Caroline Khoury


‘A charming, feel-good book that you won’t be able to put down. Olivia once again wins you over with her beautifully real and raw characters whose lives you can’t help but get invested in! Loved it’


Emily Houghton


‘Beirne consistently writes women and their complex, often messy, but tender relationships beautifully’


Pernille Hughes









To my Grandma Nain and my Grandma.


Grief is the price you pay for love.









PROLOGUE


ZOE


‘Zoe, wake up.’


A familiar voice fills my ears, jolting me from my deep sleep. It’s barely a whisper, quiet and scratchy like she hasn’t spoken in hours. Which would make sense considering it’s the middle of the night. I peel open an eye, adjusting to the darkness around me, except for the sliver of moonlight creeping through the slats of the blinds. Sleeping at Grandma’s is like crawling into a cave and closing yourself off from the world. There are no street lights and barely a sound in the Italian mountains where her house nestles. The only thing that can shock you awake is the occasional electrical thunderstorm that snaps and crackles across the midnight sky like a firework display. Well, that and my grandma and her disregard for the time.


I turn my head towards the figure crouching next to me. Grandma beams back at me, thrilled that her plan has worked. I can smell coffee on her breath, and I scrunch up my face.


‘Grandma,’ I moan half-heartedly, ‘why are you awake? It’s the middle of the night.’


I try to close my eyes again, but she gives me a shake.


‘I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been up for hours. Come on, get up. I’ve got something I need to show you.’


I hear the smack of her walking stick as she crosses the wooden floorboards, and I jump as she thwacks it against the door frame, shaking me immediately awake again.


‘Okay,’ I manage, ‘I’m up, I’m up.’


There is very little point me trying to get back to sleep now. Once Grandma has an idea in her head, there is no deterring her. If I don’t follow her downstairs in the next five seconds, she’ll return with a vengeance. Quite frankly, I wouldn’t put it past her to tip a bucket of water over my head.


I drag my legs out from underneath the thin sheet and follow the sound of her shuffling down the corridor. She’s like a wind-up toy. She can’t walk that easily (to be fair, the woman is in her nineties), but she shuffles with such speed that if you looked away for a second she’d be gone.


Only the moonlight peering through the shutters breaks up the darkness that has swept over the landing. I hold my hands out to try to steady myself as I make my way down the stairs. She clunks down each step and I wince every time she lands. We have spent this entire summer terrified that she’s about to fall over and break something, but Grandma goes out of her way to prove that she’s made of rubber. Last weekend she tried to get me to compete in a cartwheel race. Considering she can barely walk nowadays without her stick, I’m almost certain she was joking. But she’s so furiously against being old that I wouldn’t want to challenge her. She’d probably try and forward-roll down the mountain.


‘What’s going on?’


I turn to look back up the stairs as a beam of light spills over Grandma and me. Mum is standing in her bedroom doorway, arms crossed, frowning down at us. She yawns loudly.


‘Oh good, you’re up.’ Grandma waves her walking stick above her head, not an ounce of remorse on her face at having woken up the whole house. She has at least now reached the bottom of the stairs. ‘Come on, Angie. There’s something I want to show both of you.’


‘Mum!’ Exasperation carries Mum’s voice. ‘What are you doing? Do you have any idea what time it is?’


‘Time?’ Grandma scoffs. ‘What is time? Inspiration knows no time. Magic knows no time, Angie. Time is just a state of mind.’ She continue to shuffle into the living room.


Mum rolls her eyes at me, and I shrug. We both know that this is just Grandma – weird yet wonderful, mad but incredible. She’s like a child hiding inside the body of an old woman. It’s like she doesn’t understand rules, or maybe she does and simply refuses to follow the beat of anybody else’s drum. But she gets away with it because she’s an artist, and that’s why everybody loves her.


‘Have you been drinking coffee?’ Mum asks, pushing her thin hair out of her eyes as she follows her into the living room. ‘You shouldn’t, it’s not good for you.’


‘Would you rather I drank brandy?’ Grandma challenges.


‘Remind me to replace it with decaf tomorrow,’ Mum mutters to me as Grandma turns to face us and waves her stick in the air, commanding attention.


‘Well?’ she cries. ‘What do you think?’


‘Of what?’ I say. ‘I can’t see.’


‘Hang on.’ Mum steps back and turns on a lamp. As a warm glow pools around her, she tightens her cotton dressing gown over her floral nightie, her eyes scrunched up like prunes, trying to see without her glasses.


Grandma is wearing soft sunshine-yellow dungarees. Her white hair is wild, falling down her back, with tufts sticking up where she’s scratched her head. She has splats of paint across her face and she’s clasping a paintbrush. As she waves her hand around, her engagement ring catches the light. That ring has sat proudly on her hand for the past sixty years, and she’s always claimed that it’s magic. It’s how my grandpa speaks to her; she says each glint of the ring is him saying ‘hello’, or ‘go for it!’ or – more often than not – ‘I love you!’ Whenever I catch it glimmering, she gives me a knowing look as though we are sharing a secret.


Now her blue eyes are filled with excitement as they flash between me and her latest creation, and I finally look at what she’s woken us up for.


Standing on her easel is a canvas covered in paint. It’s messy, with a flurry of colours splattered across it – azure blue and rusted orange, with careful strokes of gold and buttermilk yellow. In the centre is a woman. She is at one with the colours, as though she’s created the mess. Her eyes are closed as she embraces the paint speckled across her face.


‘Wow,’ I breathe. ‘Grandma, it’s beautiful. I love it.’


‘You see, her life is full of colour and madness. It’s random and sometimes the colours don’t go together, but she’s happy. She doesn’t care what time it is.’


‘Who is she?’


A wise smile pulls at her crinkled lips. She pauses for a moment before exclaiming, ‘Who do you think? She’s me!’


She holds out her hands, and me and Mum walk towards her. She takes our hands and turns her own so that the ring is facing us.


‘She is all of us,’ she says. ‘She’s magic.’


I laugh. ‘I’m not magic.’


She raises her eyebrows. ‘You don’t believe you’re magic?’


I grin. I’m twenty-five, but I don’t think Grandma will ever not speak to me like I’m the wide-eyed eight-year-old she used to play dragons and knights with.


She squeezes my hand. ‘When you’re wearing this ring, my love, you believe in everything.’









CHAPTER ONE


ANGIE


Six weeks later


They’re everywhere, piles of them stacked up around the village hall. Chicken sandwiches, ham sandwiches, cheese sandwiches, tuna sandwiches. White bread and granary. Neat triangles with their crusts cut off. Little sausage rolls, and bowls of crisps that people continually dip their hands into. They’re scooping dollops of hummus or sour cream and chive onto their paper plates, murmuring politely over cups of half-drunk tea and tepid, bitter coffee. It’s a sea of drooped shoulders, shrouded in black clothing. And then there are the four of us. Me, Reg, Zoe and Harriet.


It always shocks you, death. Even if you know it’s coming, if it’s inevitable. You’re never ready. Ever since her hand went cold in mine, I’ve felt as though someone has ripped me from my anchor and now I’m just floating around aimlessly. I’m starved of oxygen; I can barely breathe. But I need to keep moving. It’s the only thing I know how to do, and I have no idea what will happen if I stop.


Mum wanted to be buried in Cornwall with my dad. So here we are. A service in the rain, a few polite readings, and now a village-hall wake, full of people I want to shake and scream at in the hope they’ll tell me it’s not real. That none of this is real.


But it is. I know that better than anyone.


Zoe has been in a corner since the moment she arrived, chatting with her best friend Harriet. Every now and again she glances at me, and I can tell she is about to march over with wide eyes and ask me how I’m doing and whether I’d like to talk. The only thing that could possibly make being at your mother’s funeral worse is having your only daughter look at you with eyes full of worry. You’re supposed to be worried about them, not the other way around.


Harriet is keeping her busy, chatting and filling her plate high with cake. She’s a lifeline, Harriet. She’s been a ball of energy ever since she turned up at my door for tea after school, aged eleven, with long, gangly legs and streams of straggly red hair. She’s kept her place at our kitchen table ever since.


And then there is my brother, Reggie, the polar opposite of me in every situation. Today is no exception. His is the only laugh to be heard, ricocheting off the walls as he greets family members and old friends with slaps on the back, big, bracing hugs and jostles of shoulders. He seems to be doing a pretty good job of keeping it together.


I’m the fourth piece of the puzzle, and I’m starting to wonder if I could slip out of the door without anybody noticing. I can feel their eyes on me, trying to find the right moment to lay a gentle hand on my arm and tell me how sorry they are for my loss. But I can’t have that happen. If a single one of these well-wishing friends even cocks their head in my direction, I’ll fall apart.


So instead I focus on the sandwiches, and I’m doing a pretty good job of coping. That is, until the instantly recognisable glissando of ABBA’s ‘Dancing Queen’ slides through the speakers and I rush off to hide in the toilet, where I sob into my sleeve, feeling like I might vomit.


Three minutes of allowing myself to drown. Then a deep breath, a splash of water to the face, and back to the sandwiches. I think it’s about time I restocked the coronation chicken.









CHAPTER TWO


ZOE


‘Thank you so much for coming, so good to see you!’


I tip another plate of half-eaten sausage rolls into a black bin bag and eye my uncle sceptically. He’s been standing by the door of the village hall for the past half an hour saying his goodbyes, while Mum, Harriet and I have scurried around sweeping and wiping and unsuccessfully closing various trestle tables. One kicked me in the shins so violently that I nearly gave Mum a stroke with the curse I yelled across the room. I had to promise I’d never say the word again to stop her having a go at me. It wasn’t even that bad! All I said was ‘pissflaps’.


While all of this has been going on, my uncle has been doing what he does best. Ignoring his responsibilities and smarming up to everyone around him.


I bundle the bin bag into the kitchen and take a deep breath. All day my heart has felt like it’s full of lead.


I knew today would be hard, but I also know that this is what Grandma wanted, not that that makes it any easier. It just feels so wrong that this is how we said goodbye to someone so full of life – in a shitty village hall, with rain pummelling the roof. We should have said goodbye to her in Italy, on a mountain somewhere, watching the sunrise. Not like this.


I cringe as my uncle booms his final goodbye: ‘Let’s not leave it so long next time! Have a safe journey home. God bless.’


He holds his hand up in a wave and then pushes a cigarette in his mouth, pulling the door closed behind him as he steps outside. I look up and see Harriet brandishing a dustpan and brush.


‘I think that’s everything,’ she says, ‘but I’ve got to run. My shift starts in . . . er . . .’ she glances up at the clock, ‘eight minutes.’


I take the dustpan and brush off her. ‘Go!’ I say. ‘Oh my God, go. You didn’t have to help clear up, but thank you.’


She wraps her arms around me and gives me a firm hug. ‘I’m going to call you later, okay?’


I nod, feeling a lump in my throat. I’ve managed to avoid hugs all day.


‘I couldn’t find your mum,’ she says as she lets me go, ‘but tell her I said goodbye.’


‘I will.’


I look through the hatch of the kitchen, glancing around for Mum, who slipped away the moment people started leaving, mumbling something about sandwiches. We all know she just wanted to get out of saying goodbye.


Uncle Reggie reappears from outside, bringing in a trail of cigarette smoke with him. He flashes his veneers at the empty room, whilst pulling off a pair of sunglasses, even though it’s currently raining outside and we haven’t seen the sun in three days. His oily hair is slicked over his balding scalp, and he loosens the black tie around his neck, smacking his hands together.


‘Right, Ange. Where are ya?’


I step out of the kitchen, dustpan and brush still in hand.


The problem with my uncle is that unfortunately he is incredibly difficult to like.


Well, he has no problem on the dating scene, and was married to my Aunt Fanny for ten years before she left him. He works in property, jetting all over the world selling houses to the rich and pompous (think Selling Sunset with more Lynx Africa), and he’s very good at charming people into buying luxury homes. So maybe what I should say is: I find him impossible to like. He’s smarmy and rude and makes no effort to hide how highly he regards himself versus everybody else, but in particular my mum. In his world, he’s sitting on top of Everest whilst Mum is in the cereal aisle of Londis.


‘That’s that all done then,’ he says, grinning at me. ‘Where’s your mum, eh? Ange?’ He yells her name across the empty hall, and I bristle.


‘I’m sure she’s coming,’ I mutter, trying my best not to glare at him.


‘Ange!’


‘Don’t shout at her,’ I say. ‘This is a really hard day. She’s not coping well.’ My voice catches. I can’t bear seeing my mum like this, floating around like a ghost.


‘Right,’ he says, pulling out his phone. ‘Ah. There she is.’


When Mum reappears, she somehow looks even smaller than she did this morning. Much like Grandma, she is a petite woman. She stands at just over five foot, and has thin, mousy hair, which usually covers half her face. Her glasses have square frames, and they’re constantly in her hand, being cleaned by the sleeve of whatever cardigan she’s wearing. She is soft, with round edges and a quiet, tinkly laugh. She spends her entire life looking after everybody else, but she won’t let anyone look after her. She didn’t used to be this bad. I remember her laughing when I was a child, going out with friends and dancing round the room with me whenever Strictly was on. But fourteen years ago, my aunt – my mum’s closest friend – left and our lives were turned upside down, and it’s like all Mum’s confidence was taken too.


‘Sorry,’ she says, going straight to one of the few standing trestle tables with a damp cloth, ‘I was just sorting out the recycling.’


‘Right,’ Uncle Reggie says, barely listening, ‘great. So I have to run, I’m working in France for the rest of the week. My taxi will be here any second.’


I blink at him. ‘Are you not going to help clear up?’


Mum flushes under her fringe, but he doesn’t even flinch.


‘Well, you’ve done it all, haven’t you? Maybe save me a picture of Mum,’ he adds as an afterthought.


Mum glances round at the many photos of Grandma around the hall. ‘Which one?’


‘Oh, any.’


‘Right.’


‘Before I go, just a quick update on the will.’


My stomach turns over. I hate talking about all of this. It seems so formal and final. An entire life packed up neatly in a little box, like she wasn’t a living, breathing person for ninety years.


‘So, we all know that Mum wanted to auction off her artwork and any of her belongings. Her furniture and jewellery and so on.’


Mum nods. ‘For charity.’


‘And for us,’ Uncle Reggie says pointedly. ‘Split down the middle.’


Mum continues wiping. No trestle table has ever been so clean.


‘I’ve arranged for the auction to be next week,’ he says, not taking his eyes off his phone. ‘I’ll let you know how it all goes.’


I feel like my heart has dropped through my body. ‘Next week?’ I repeat. ‘That’s so fast.’


‘Well, no point putting it off, is there?’


‘But I wanted to go,’ I say, walking over to Mum. ‘I was thinking, this doesn’t feel like the right way to say goodbye to Grandma. We should do something in Italy too, near her home.’


I try to look at Mum but she’s still scrubbing, avoiding my eye.


‘You can still do that!’ Uncle Reggie says, waving a hand at me. ‘Her house will still be there, just without her things.’


‘It won’t be the same without her things!’ I protest. I take a deep breath. ‘What about her ring?’


‘What about it?’ His voice carries an air of impatience.


‘Grandma always said it would be mine.’


‘I didn’t see that in the will.’


His words sting, and for a moment, every word I know falls out of my mind.


‘Come on, Reg. You know she promised it to Zoe.’ Mum’s small voice creeps across the hall.


A car horn beeps outside, and he looks over his shoulder. ‘Fine,’ he retorts. ‘I’ll keep a ring aside for you.’


‘Not just a ring,’ I say, my heart thumping. ‘Her engagement ring. The one she never took off.’


I need that ring. It carries her magic. I always knew that one day I’d be wearing it – it’s what she always said. I don’t want to leave it up to him to keep it aside for me. I don’t trust him.


‘Why don’t we all go?’ I blurt the question, panic rising in my voice. ‘We could help with the auction and say goodbye properly.’


A shadow passes across Uncle Reggie’s face. ‘There really is no need.’


‘Mum,’ I turn to face her, pleading with my eyes, ‘what do you think?’


‘Oh, I—’


‘Zoe, stop it.’ I flinch as Uncle Reggie’s voice cracks through me like a whip. ‘You’re upsetting your mum. There is no need for you to come to Italy. I’ve got it all sorted.’


The car horn honks again, and he places a patronising hand on my arm. ‘You just stay here and take care of your mum, okay?’


Heat prickles up my body as he kisses Mum and picks up his bag. ‘I’ll be in touch!’ he calls over his shoulder. The door slams, and seconds later we hear the taxi skid out of the car park.


For a moment we both stay where we are, silent, then I walk over to Mum and place my hand on top of hers, releasing the cloth and halting her frantic scrubbing.


‘It’s clean, Mum.’









CHAPTER THREE


HARRIET


I drum my fingers on the reception desk and start counting again.


I have been sitting behind this desk for four hours. Or two hundred and forty minutes. Or twelve full-length fantasies where I slam my hand on the desk, demand to see my manager, then swan off into the sunset with my winning lottery ticket in hand. One of those fantasies involves a dog, and one features Chris Hemsworth, but they all involve Zoe. Well, except the Chris Hemsworth one. Thor trumps girl code. Sorry, Zoe.


I know pretty much everyone hates their job, but I really hate mine. And I hate that I hate it. But no matter how many meditations or sun salutations I do, the rage reappears and bubbles under my skin the second a plumped-up pompous old fart swans to the reception desk and asks me to do . . . well, anything.


And yes, to be fair, I can understand why they think that requesting an extra pillow or more biscuits is a normal thing to ask a hotel receptionist. It’s hardly their fault that they only have to convert oxygen into carbon dioxide before I’m beginning to plot their murder. But I don’t want to be here. I categorically do not want to be here. I want to be anywhere else but here.


Well, apart from my last job as a waitress. Or that hellish job working in a call centre where my manager timed my toilet breaks. How am I supposed to check Instagram when I’m expected to pee at the speed of light? Who am I, Seabiscuit?


I turn over the scratch card next to my phone and scowl at it. I slammed it down in frustration about an hour ago when it gave me lemon, lemon, heart.


My phone lights up as Mum sends through another photo of my baby brother. He’s a fat little thing, with cute rolls and a smile that takes up half his face. I send a heart back, even though the update makes my own heart turn over.


I’m not proud of this, but I’m not sure I ever expected my mum to have a life outside of me. And yes, I don’t like the light that casts me in, but it’s the truth. It’s not that I don’t want her to be happy; it’s more that I thought she was happy. The two of us were a team. My dad has never been around, and me and Mum have always been thick as thieves. She’s a nurse, so worked a lot of night shifts, which led to lots of sleepovers for me at Zoe’s, but other than that, we were always together. I toyed with the idea that she might get a boyfriend one day (not that I’d ever really seen her date), but a baby as well? That’s a whole new family. A whole new family without me in it.


And out of nowhere, it gave me the blinding, striking feeling that this was what she had always wanted, and that maybe she hadn’t been as happy as I thought she’d been for all those years. But now she is . . . and I’m still hanging around.


I look up as the bell that hangs above the door tinkles and my manager, Sophie, sashays through reception. I jump to attention like I’ve been zapped and suddenly bang on my keyboard, pretending to look incredibly busy and not like I was imagining a moonlit walk across the beach with Chris Hemsworth. I can see her out of the corner of my eye, peering at me, and I will my cheeks to stay a normal shade of pink and not give me away.


‘Hi, Harriet,’ she says as she reaches the desk.


I hit a few more keys for good measure. ‘Oh, hello, Sophie. How are you?’


‘What are you up to?’ She cranes her neck ever so slightly in an attempt to view my screen.


‘Oh, you know,’ I say lightly. ‘Just answering some emails.’


(Nobody emails me.)


‘Have you been up to room 201 yet?’


‘Hmm?’ I try and feign ignorance, even though I received a rather terse call from someone about an hour ago demanding a fresh set of towels. I would have gone up sooner, but they didn’t say please. Rude people don’t deserve nice towels.


‘Oh!’ I say, as if the memory has just dropped into my mind. ‘Yes. No, not yet. I’m just getting to it.’


She pinches her lips together. ‘Okay. And what about the function room? Is it cleared from the wedding?’


Urgh, the function room. I was hoping that if I avoided that for long enough, somebody else would do it.


‘I don’t think so,’ I say carefully. ‘I’ve been on reception today.’


This is my answer for everything, and it’s the perfect alibi. You have to have a receptionist on the desk at all times. Nobody can argue with that. And is it my fault that I can’t split myself in half and clean the function room and sit on reception at the same time? Of course it’s not. Nobody can get annoyed with me for that.


‘And how are you getting on with the filing?’


I glance down at the stack of papers that were plonked on my desk two weeks ago.


Ah. Shit.


‘I’m just getting to it now,’ I say sweetly, leafing through the top pages.


Sophie sighs. ‘Look, Harriet. Can I be honest with you?’


Hmm. Can I say no?


‘Of course!’


‘I don’t really get the impression that you enjoy being a hotel receptionist.’


She pauses, and I try and will my face not to move when all I want to do is scream that of course I don’t enjoy being a hotel receptionist. I haven’t enjoyed a single job I’ve had since I left university. I know I could quit and get a new one, but what’s the point? They’re all the same. Everything will be the same until I can finally win the lottery, grab Zoe and run away.


‘Of course I do,’ I say, mustering up some enthusiasm. ‘I’ll start on the filing now.’


‘Actually,’ Sophie holds out a hand, ‘would you mind taking the fresh towels up? I’ll cover reception.’


I push my chair back.


Win the lottery, grab Zoe and run away.









CHAPTER FOUR


ZOE


I take a sip of my black coffee, the bitterness biting at my tongue as I try to focus my squared eyes on my flickering computer monitor. It’s barely 8 a.m., and I’ve been sitting here for an hour. I’m two coffees down already, and I’m not supposed to start until nine. But I needed to be here. I couldn’t bear the silence of my house any longer.


Not that I’ve done anything since arriving at work. I can’t stop thinking about yesterday. Once Uncle Reggie had skidded off in his taxi, leaving me and Mum with our sad, limp bin bags and our sad, limp smiles, the rest of the day skimmed by in a blur. We cleaned the rest of the hall in near silence, and only left when the caretaker arrived to retrieve the keys. We didn’t speak about Italy; we barely spoke at all. I felt as if I was being pulled in two. On one hand, I wanted to ignore Uncle Reggie and book my flight. But whenever I looked at Mum, I could feel my heart turn over. She’s barely holding it together, and I have a horrible feeling that the only thing keeping her moving is my constant checking-up on her. If I left her, even for a few days, I don’t know what would happen. She’s refusing to cry in front of me, or even talk to me. All her energy seems to be funnelled into her constant fussing. Manically cleaning the house, changing my sheets every day, cooking elaborate meals from scratch. God knows what she’d do with all those emotions if she was on her own.


I wiggle my computer mouse and try to focus on the screen.


I work at a small and very intimate wedding planning agency as one of their lead client coordinators, run by my boss, Heidi James. I started here three months after I finished university and have been planning and pitching weddings alongside my colleague, Orla, ever since. Orla’s weddings are sexy and wouldn’t look out of place on a Kardashian’s Instagram feed. Whereas mine are simple and romantic. A lot of the clients I win are couples who want to elope and get married on a Cornish beach at sunrise. Heidi calls what I offer ‘a romantic service’. Which I absolutely hate. It makes me sound like I’m available to be an escort who doubles up as the little spoon while watching reruns of Friends.


Orla and I each know our own strengths, but that doesn’t stop us having to pitch for every client, which means we’re constantly fuelled by the knowledge that the winner will walk away with a fatter pay cheque and bragging rights for the rest of the month.


Where Orla has style and perfect hair, I have my own superpower: Kitty, my glorious, real-life-angel assistant. She started about ten months ago and swiftly became one of my favourite people in the world. She’s like a human Care Bear, with soft purple hair and big, bright eyes. She swoons over the brides and gushes over stories of how they met their other halves. She loves love. I love love too, but I’m also very happy to tick off another successful wedding and move on to the next one. Kitty asks for updates on the honeymoon and squeals if she sees a social media post six months later about a pregnancy announcement.


Orla hired her own assistant, Saskia. Who is just as poised and perfect, and, much like Orla, never accepts the offer of one of Kitty’s Krispy Kremes.


It’s not that I don’t enjoy my job. I do. In fact, I love it. But there are only so many times you can make other people’s dreams come true before the failure of your own starts to sting. Though pathetically, I don’t even think I know what my dreams are.


The lights flicker on around me, jolting me from my thoughts. I look up, expecting Heidi, but instead all I can see is what looks like an enormous gift basket on legs stumbling through the office. As it crashes into a desk, I jump to my feet, rushing over to help. That’s when I notice the novelty yellow tights and mini skirt.


‘Kitty!’ I cry, taking the basket out of her hands. ‘Are you okay?’


Today she is wearing a white T-shirt with a large glittering heart on the chest, matching her winged eyeliner, which is framed with a dusting of silver shimmer.


She blinks up at me. ‘Oh, I was hoping I’d beat you in this morning! I had a whole thing planned!’


I frown. ‘Planned?’


‘Sit down!’ she orders, gesturing me back to my desk. ‘Please,’ she adds. ‘And close your eyes!’


I do as I’m told, feeling my eyes throb as I shut them. They have been dry and scratchy since the funeral, sore from the wash of tears and bloodshot from the force of peering at Mum to try and check she’s okay.


‘Okay!’ Kitty sings. ‘You can open them!’


I look at my desk and feel as if I could burst into tears all over again.


‘Kitty . . .’ I breathe. ‘What is all this?’


She’s decorated my desk with a large Starbucks coffee, a unicorn bath bomb and an enormous bunch of flowers.


She drops into Orla’s empty seat and smiles at me. ‘It’s just a care package,’ she says. ‘I know this weekend must have been really hard on you.’


Do you see what I mean? She’s a real-life angel. ‘Kitty, thank you so much.’


‘You don’t have to be here,’ she adds. ‘You need to give yourself time to grieve.’


Her words cue a zap in the pit of my stomach.


I don’t want time to grieve. Time to grieve is time to accept what’s happened, and I’m not ready to do that.


I force a smile onto my face. ‘It’s fine!’ I say. ‘And I do have to be here. Libby is coming in tomorrow, remember?’ Libby is our newest client, whose rustic wedding is all scheduled for next week.


Kitty claps her hands together. ‘Like I’d forget!’ she beams. ‘I can’t wait! I’ve got all these table-setting ideas. I’ve found a company that can make custom bows for the back of the chairs, isn’t that amazing? Like you can have a special message embroidered inside the bow!’ She waves her own Starbucks in the air with such excitement that for a second I’m worried she’s about to sprinkle Orla’s desk with caramel frappuccino.


‘That’s cute.’


‘But really,’ Kitty’s eyes are suddenly wide and earnest, ‘if you need to take some time out, then let me know. I’ll cover for you.’


‘I’m fine,’ I reply, turning back to my computer as Orla and Saskia walk in. ‘But thank you. You really are the best.’


I take a final drag of my cigarette, then peel my lips away, the sticky gloss I’m wearing leaving a pink shimmer on the stub, before flicking it to the floor, giving it a quick stamp with my boot and ducking inside Tesco. I only have thirty minutes before I need to get back to the office, and what was once a relaxing lunch break where I would do a quick snoop of the ASOS website, or occasionally stroll around the local park, is now a military operation.


The problem is, I don’t like leaving my mum any more. It never used to be like this. When I was a child, we had a fairly normal relationship. But then there were the three of us: me, Mum and my Aunt Fanny, with Grandma only a phone call away. Aunt Fanny was more than just my uncle’s wife; she was my mum’s best friend. She spent more time with us than she did with my uncle, sweeping us to dinners and taking us on cinema trips. Mum was always laughing, but then overnight everything changed and she hasn’t been the same since. It’s a horrible moment when you realise your parents are human too. That they can’t be happy all the time and constantly make everything better. They feel pain, and the worst part is that often you can’t do anything to help.


As time passed, Mum slowly slipped into a new way of life. She got an admin job locally and became friendly with all the neighbours. Her calls to Grandma went from once a week to every day. She became obsessed with the Marvel franchise, so we saw every single movie together. She seemed happy, though she never laughed as much as she did before. I suppose she was coping, and I started to relax and feel like I could leave her again. I went to university, and Harriet and I started talking about going travelling, maybe even living abroad (everyone has a Sex and the City New York fantasy in their twenties, right?).


But then Grandma started getting older, and out of nowhere it was suddenly impossible to ignore her age. It was like every time Mum spoke to her, or came back from a week away in Italy, she’d be a little more tense. The opposite of Grandma herself, who I never saw worry about anything. Grandma always barked at us not to bother worrying, because what was the point? We’d all spent years knitted into the fantasy that she would live for ever. Every time we went to Italy to see her, she was the first to open the red wine and the last to go to bed. I guess we were stupid enough to trick ourselves into believing that she was indestructible; she just wasn’t like other people’s grandmas.


But when she turned ninety and started to lean heavily on her walking stick, she started to not feel so invincible, and as we watched her body shrink and the life pull from her, the tie I felt to my mum tightened. I couldn’t leave her. And now that Grandma has died, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to leave her again.


I’ve lived with Mum since I graduated, and with Grandma gone, I can’t stand the idea of her sitting in the house by herself for eight hours a day while I’m at work. So I check on her every day under the guise of a ‘nice coffee and catch-up’. There is absolutely no point in actually asking her how she is – all I ever get is a ‘fine, darling!’ – so in order for me not to incessantly worry that she’s about to fall into a pit of depression, I schedule these thirty-minute check-ins throughout the week. And have dinner with her every night, apart from Saturday, when Harriet drags me into town and Mum is left with Ant and Dec for company.


It’s fine. I keep telling myself that it won’t be for ever. It’s just until the light behind Mum’s eyes starts to reappear. Although the longer it goes on, the more I feel like it will never end.


I scuttle into Costa, which is inside our local Tesco and always brimming with yummy mummies in sports leggings with enormous prams and plump babies who look like fresh ducklings. The same woman has worked here for the past four or so years, and every time I ask for oat milk, she looks like she wants to kill me.


I scan the room for Mum and spot her immediately. She’s standing staring at the coffee board, her eyes glazed over. There is a queue of people behind her, all clasping paninis and nibbling on their lips impatiently, but she hasn’t even noticed them. She’s in a daze.


I quickly manoeuvre my way through the queue, murmuring apologies at anyone who shoots me a look of disgust at the idea that I might be pushing in.


I gently take Mum’s arm, and she jumps, turning to look at me. ‘Oh!’ She suddenly plasters a smile on her face, even though her eyes are dewy with tears. ‘Hello, darling!’ She glances around, suddenly noticing the queue snaking behind her.


‘What would you like?’ I say, pulling out my bank card and giving the barista my best smile. ‘I’ll have a large oat latte, please, and . . . a cup of tea, Mum?’


Mum pushes her thin hair off her face, her cheeks reddening. ‘Oh yes, that would be lovely. Thanks so much.’


I steer her to a table. I pretend to be looking at my phone as she dabs her eyes and we both sit down. This keeps happening. She can’t seem to face even the normal everyday tasks. She’ll be in the kitchen, chopping vegetables, or running a bath, and she’ll grind to a slow halt and just start staring. Her eyes mist over and her body completely stills.


‘How are you?’ I ask.


All of a sudden, she snaps out of her trance-like state and it’s like nothing has ever happened.


‘Oh!’ She smiles. ‘I’m fine, love!’


She’s always fine. And then we start the cycle all over again.









CHAPTER FIVE


ZOE


Six hours later, I’m sitting in my car in a dark street behind our local pub, the Queen’s Head, sucking on another cigarette. The engine is running, and I’ve been staring at people going in and out of the pub, trying to stay calm as I think about Grandma’s ring.


I don’t trust my uncle to find the ring and bring it home for me. I don’t trust him to run the auction, and I hate the idea of staying here, carrying on like normal, while all of Grandma’s things are being boxed up and sold to the highest bidder. It doesn’t feel right.


But I can’t leave Mum. I mean, for God’s sake, I can’t even leave her alone for a working day without checking in on her. Let alone run away to Italy for a week.


Although I’m starting to wonder if there is any point in me checking in on her, considering that she won’t talk to me.


I break out of my thoughts as I spot Harriet charging down the street towards me. Her red hair is flying behind her, and she looks like she’s fleeing a murder scene.


I swallow a smile. Harriet was on another Tinder date tonight, and about twenty minutes ago, I received the word ‘pineapple’, which is our code word for a get away from a bad date. What are best friends for?


To be honest, I’m quite pleased, as I can use this as support for my anti-dating stance. Harriet likes to challenge me on it every so often, but I can’t face Tinder. I tried it for a bit after I broke up with my boyfriend from university, but with every swipe, I felt like I was pulling back a layer of my confidence, and after being ghosted for the third time, I started to feel like love didn’t even exist. So I deleted the app and focused on work instead. Well, work and being Harriet’s personal chauffeur. Better that than turning to writing sad love songs.


‘Oh thank God,’ Harriet puffs, falling into the car and slamming the door shut. ‘Start driving, please. I don’t want him to ask for a lift. I told him I had to go because my cat was sick.’


I look up and see a bemused man with floppy hair stumble out of the pub, looking around aimlessly.


She shrinks down into the seat, and I snigger as I push the car into first gear and roll down the high street.


‘How was it then?’ I ask, grinning.


She shoots me a look. ‘Awful.’


‘Worse than the first date?’


‘So much worse!’ she cries. ‘The first time we met, he talked non-stop for an hour, but I just thought he was nervous and would ask me some questions the second time. But he was worse! It was like me agreeing to another date fuelled his confidence in his one-man show and tonight was a bloody encore.’


I laugh. ‘I don’t know why you agreed to see him again.’


She sighs. ‘Pickings are slim. Anyway, what have you been doing with yourself?’


I sigh as I flick the indicator on and steer the car around a corner.


‘Oh, not a lot,’ I say. ‘Just obsessing over my grandma’s ring and wishing I could go to Italy.’


Harriet looks up from her phone hopefully. ‘Are you about to quit your job and run away?’


‘No,’ I say, steering my way round a roundabout. ‘I can’t leave Mum. But the idea is tempting.’


‘Well I’ll come with you in a heartbeat. I am absolutely desperate to get out of this town. I nearly quit my job three times today and I think I almost got fired once. Oh!’ She suddenly sits up straight as we drive past a KFC. ‘Can we stop and get some food? Please? I’ll buy you a burger.’


I pull into the car park and wrench my handbrake up. Harriet unclips her seat belt and looks at me expectantly.


‘Aren’t you coming in?’


‘Can’t I wait here?’


‘No,’ she says. ‘I’ll need your help carrying everything.’


I groan and pull my hood up to try to hide my face, which is raw after the vigorous scrubbing I gave it earlier and shining from the face mask I lathered on moments before Harriet called me.


Harriet clacks across the car park and I totter after her. At five foot eleven, she already towers over me, but in her heels she’s almost a foot taller. We’ve been best friends since school, and there was a blissful time in Year 7 when we were the same height. Then she hit puberty and shot up. But what she gained in height I gained in breast. Which may sound great, but in reality she looks like Jessica Rabbit and I look like Mrs Doubtfire.


‘How hungry are you?’ I ask as we push through the doors.


‘Starving,’ she says, ‘and I want to eat my feelings of disappointment too. Oh, and anger. So it’s going to be a lot of food.’


‘You’re not really that disappointed, are you?’ I ask.


‘Of course I am!’ she cries. ‘I wasted an entire evening and a full face of make-up on this guy, and he didn’t even ask me how my day was!’


Well, that’s fair enough.


‘Right,’ she says as we reach the counter, ‘can I please have a Zinger Meal, some popcorn chicken and a bargain bucket.’ She snaps her fingers. ‘Oh! And a cherry pie. Thank you.’


I laugh as she pays and the woman behind the counter gives her a receipt.


‘You will never eat all of that,’ I say.


‘Maybe not on my own.’


‘I’m not even that hungry. How are—’


‘Oh my God! Harriet Ashton!’


We both turn on the spot to see a gaggle of girls sitting around a table wearing flashing headbands with furry L plates bouncing at the top.


Oh no. It’s Jo Ripley from school. Please don’t recognise me. Please don’t recognise me. Please don’t . . .


‘And Zoe?’


Urgh, great.


I smile, trying to act normal with my bright purple hood pulled close to my face, like I’m totally cool and put together and don’t look like a massive purple condom.


‘Hi, Jo,’ Harriet says. ‘Are you on your hen do?’ She glances down at Jo’s glittering ‘Bride-to-Be!’ sash.


Jo springs to her feet and wraps her arms around us both.
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