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Prologue


‘YOU MISSED YOUR TURN,’ SHE SAID.


He kept going, along the village’s single street and out the other side, taking the coast road at the fork. ‘I’ve got something to show you.’


‘What?’


‘Wait and see.’


She sat back, smiling. She loved surprises, and he was good at them. Every time he left her Dublin apartment to take his long road home she found a treat hidden somewhere – her favourite chocolate, a framed photo he’d taken of the two of them, a bar of the seaweed and loofah soap she was addicted to. Once he’d replaced her bookmark with two tickets for an upcoming play he knew she wanted to see.


She planted her feet back on the dashboard and admired her blue toenails. They’d been on their way home from the beach: when she wriggled her toes she felt the not unpleasant graininess of sand between them. His car was always full of sand. She lifted a hand to lick her palm, and tasted salt.


In the hedgerows she saw dots of orange among banks of bright green spears. Montbretia getting ready to bloom, Damien had told her when she’d asked. Few more weeks, it’ll be like the hedges are on fire. Beyond was the patchwork of fields, some with animals, others with crops, and past that the shimmering turquoise ribbon of ocean that travelled along with them, the black shapes of wheeling gulls in the blue sky above it all.


A week before Christmas, a month after they’d met, in bed with flu and unable to cross the country to see him as planned, she’d answered a persistent knock at her apartment door to find him standing there with a large Thermos. He’d made the green bean, miso and noodle soup she loved, and driven three hours to bring it to her. Was that the moment – aching and feverish and shivery, hair a mess, not a scrap of make-up, wearing old comfy PJs she’d never have dreamt of letting him see her in – she’d fallen in love with him? She thought it was.


And now it was the last week of May, their sixth month together, and the weather had been unseasonably warm for the past few days, and they’d been swimming – or rather he’d cut through the water like the half-fish he was while she’d bobbed about closer to shore. He kept threatening to teach her to swim; she kept promising to learn. When we’re living together, she always added in her head.


Although nothing had been said, no promises given, no plans made beyond their next encounter, everything, it felt to her, was pointing towards a life together: the only unknowns were when and where. The when part would happen, but not just yet – six months of only seeing each other at weekends was probably not long enough for that particular conversation, impatient as she was for it.


The where part was a little more uncertain. Dublin was the only home she’d ever known, while he’d grown up in the little west coast village she travelled to every other Saturday to stay two precious nights and one full day with him. The village, with its single street, consisted of a church, a chemist, a primary school, two pubs, a chipper, a café that opened when its owner felt like it, a tiny hair salon, a butcher’s, a small supermarket with a post office tucked away at the back, and a hardware shop that was bigger than all the other premises put together, selling everything from lawn mowers to kettles to table lamps to birthday cards.


Between the shops were houses, and beyond the street more houses, gradually petering out as the countryside took over. The population, according to Damien, was around seven hundred.


But despite its small size, or maybe because of it, the place was very friendly. Everyone smiled at her on the street, everyone said hello, even children, and she loved that the bigger town half an hour away – still tiny in Dublin terms – was known simply as ‘the town’, as if it was the only one in Ireland, or the only one that mattered.


If Damien asked her to move here, she would. She’d live anywhere with him. He’d move for her too, she was sure of it, but sometimes when he came to Dublin it felt like he was trying on clothes that didn’t quite fit. He was a son of the village, known by all, perfectly content here. She couldn’t uproot him, not when she was willing to relocate.


It would be a massive change, after having everything on her doorstep in Dublin, but doing it for him, and to be with him, would turn it into something great, the best kind of adventure. She’d never been afraid of taking chances, and she wasn’t about to start now.


She’d have to travel for work if she lived here. Given its size, there wasn’t the smallest chance she could make a living from teaching yoga in the village – but again she didn’t care. She could look for work in the town; Marian said there was a community centre that might take her in – and maybe she’d organise a weekly class somewhere in the village, just to involve herself in local life. The school might let her use their hall.


She caught herself then, and smiled. Listen to her, planning their future. He probably wasn’t giving it a thought, not yet. She reached across to lay a hand lightly on his thigh, and he threw her a glance.


‘What are you smiling about?’


‘Nothing.’


He started humming. He was a hummer, always something playing in his head that had to come out. He wasn’t in perfect tune, but it didn’t bother her. She loved the happiness in him, the way he grabbed each day with the enthusiasm of a small child, and made the most of it.


She studied his profile as he drove. His eyes were between blue and grey, depending on the light. His nose had been broken in childhood from the accidental whack of a hurley, so now it had a small bump in the bridge that she decided gave it character. His mouth was wide, his cheeks ruddy and burnished from year-round swimming. Little creases radiated from the outer corners of his eyes.


And when he smiled, which was often, she melted. It was a thing of glory, a crooked grin with a kind of bashful quality to it that sent happiness into all areas and transformed his face into an adorable thing that she wanted to press between her hands and kiss fervently – and she did, anytime they were alone.


His smile caused butterflies to rise inside her and flutter madly. His smile had been the reason, on the night they’d met in a busy Dublin pub, she’d accepted his offer to carry her tray of drinks back to her table. In the city for a friend’s stag party, only his third time ever in the capital. ‘Complete culchie,’ he’d said, laughing, and something – the laugh, the merriment of him, the careful way he’d set down the tray and said a cheerful hello to her gang – something about him had found her tapping her number into his phone when he’d asked.


She’d been certain she wouldn’t hear any more from him – stag parties tended to blot out memories – but she had heard, late the very next morning. It’s the culchie, he’d said. A bit worse for wear, and in dire need of food, and their lunch date in the little Italian bistro she’d directed him to had lasted three hours.


In that time he’d told her he was a chef, still living in the seaside village where he’d grown up, and working in a busy restaurant in the nearby town. He had an older brother and no sister, and he was hopeless at DIY, and his favourite ice-cream was mint chocolate chip, and he loved music but couldn’t sing, and he’d learnt to swim before he started school.


They clicked. He made her laugh. He seemed impressed that she was a yoga teacher, and asked lots of questions about it. Her vegetarianism amused him – he himself, he told her, was a proud omnivore, nothing he wouldn’t try.


By the time he was leaving, she was smitten. When he leant in to kiss her goodbye her heart leapt, just the brush of his lips on her cheek leaving her wanting more, much more, and she couldn’t wait to see him again.


He’s the other side of the country, her friends had said, when she’d reported on the lunch. Do you really want to do a long-distance thing, Lydia? The answer to that, of course, was no. A long-distance relationship was definitely not what she wanted – she’d rather meet him every day, or at least every second one – but she’d take it over never seeing him again, and so it had begun.


Over the following weeks of long phone calls and snatched weekends – happily, both their work schedules gave them Sundays and Mondays off – they’d nurtured the precious thing they’d coaxed into being, and infatuation had quickly grown into love, and here they were.


‘Now,’ he said, turning down a lane on the coast side of the road. It was a mix of gravel and packed earth, barely wide enough for two cars to pass, a strip of grass running along its middle. Was he taking her to another beach, after just having left one?


He wasn’t. They rounded a bend and the lane petered out beside a set of rusting metal gates on the left. Damien pulled up at the gates and switched off the engine, and Lydia looked out at a big old ivy-covered two-storey house set at an angle to the lane at the end of a short curved gravel driveway.


The gates were closed, briars and more ivy clambering along the dry-stone pillars that anchored them. She saw gaps in the roof tiles of the house, and greenery climbing from chimneys, and glass missing from several of its windows. The front door, black paint peeling, had a broken fanlight above it. Sad, she thought, to let such an impressive building go to rack and ruin like that.


‘I need you to come with me,’ Damien said.


She turned and saw the excitement in him, the shine in his eyes, the smile that was on the cusp of forming. ‘What are you up to?’


In response he opened his door and went around to the boot. She followed him in time to see him lifting out two pairs of green wellingtons. ‘Put these on, Cinderella,’ he said, offering her the smaller ones.


She looked at them. She’d never owned wellingtons, never worn a pair.


‘Go on,’ he said, shucking off his sandals, ‘and bring your fleece too.’


‘My fleece? I’ll be too hot.’


‘Trust me,’ he said. ‘You’ll be glad of it.’


‘Where are you taking me?’


‘Surprise,’ he said, and she knew she’d get no more, so she shook off her flip-flops and wriggled her bare feet into the wellingtons, which made her feel like she was dressing for a part in a play. They must look wonderful with her yellow sundress. She got her blue fleece and tied it loosely around her waist.


He took a walking stick from the boot before he closed it.


‘What’s that for?’


‘Wait and see.’


He didn’t bother locking the car. Nobody locked cars or houses around here. He pushed open one of the gates, making it screech, then took her hand and led her through.


‘Damien, this is private property,’ she said, but not with any real qualms. The house was clearly empty. ‘Who owns it?’


‘A family called Chance,’ he told her. ‘The last resident died about thirty years ago. Apparently he was a bit of a recluse.’


They stepped over creeping briars and around clumps of nettles in the driveway, and she understood the wellingtons. ‘How old is it?’


‘Nearly two hundred years. It’s called Chance House.’


He looked as if he was about to add something else, but didn’t. She was aware of a wonderful sense of peace, even as the air hummed with things that darted and fluttered and flew about them, and birds that chirped loudly in the trees flanking the building, and various rustlings from the undergrowth. No traffic: that was it. No sound of cars from the road. She could imagine the recluse sitting inside all on his own, savouring the uninterrupted sounds of nature.


They approached the house and he made to bring her around the side, but she eased her hand from his – ‘Hang on’ – and stepped up to a bay window. She cupped her hands the better to make out whatever was within, but saw only darkness. She tried the adjoining window, also a bay, and still saw nothing.


‘The shutters might be closed,’ he said.


Chance House. Nice name. She loved these big old houses, full of history. She wished she’d known it in its heyday. She imagined high ceilings, covings and architraves, a sweeping marble staircase, giant fireplaces, lots of heavy mahogany furniture that gleamed with beeswax.


Maybe there had been a butler. Maybe a maid or two, and a cook. Maybe the Chance family had dressed for dinner, the meal attended by a silent footman.


Maybe she’d seen too much Downton Abbey.


‘You’ll need to put on your fleece now,’ he said as they rounded the corner of the house. On seeing the dense overgrowth, she pulled on her fleece and zipped it up. He went ahead of her, using his stick to beat at the vegetation and create a path through it, but every now and again a rogue bramble would pull at Lydia’s sleeve.


‘Hang on to me,’ he said, ‘and watch your footing.’ She grabbed a handful of his shirt and stumbled along behind him over bumps and dips in the ground for what seemed like a long time. ‘Do we know where we’re going?’


‘I do,’ he answered. ‘Trust me’ – and all of a sudden, above the birdsong, she thought she heard the wash of the sea somewhere ahead. They must be close to it, walking in the direction they were going.


Damien gave a final whack – and she gasped as they emerged to a scene she hadn’t imagined. Beyond a low rusted railing the land fell a few feet to a small sandy cove, and beyond the cove was the ocean, huge and breathtaking, its edge rushing onto the sand and running away again.


‘A private beach,’ he said. ‘A few of us used to swim here as teenagers, until the garden got too overgrown. I thought you’d like it.’


She loved it. It was a little haven. She imagined a round table and two chairs on the sand. The perfect setting, on a summer’s evening with a glass of wine, to watch the sun slip below the horizon.


At one end of the railing was a gap that allowed access to a set of ramshackle wooden steps that led down to the beach. They negotiated the steps carefully and stood together, the water lapping just metres away.


Something, a bolt of excitement, took hold of Lydia. They were trespassers on a private beach. Like all forbidden things, it was thrilling. She unzipped her fleece and pulled it off. She shook her feet out of the wellingtons and strode to the water, the cool touch of it refreshing after the confinement of the rubber. She gathered up the hem of her dress and took another step, and another. With the water at her knees she kicked out, and a spray leapt into the air and arced back to drench her. She laughed happily and turned to give him a drenching too, to find him on his knees on the damp sand.


No, not on both knees, just one.


What was—?


Her hands flew to her mouth as he reached into his shirt pocket and drew out a small box, a new, different smile spreading now across his face. A nervous smile.


‘Oh,’ she breathed, her heart hammering in her throat. Her eyes filled with hot, happy tears that spilt over to mix with the cool water of the sea on her face.


‘Will you?’ he asked, opening the box, holding it out to her. ‘I know it’s soon, maybe I should have waited longer, but I’m as certain as I need to be. Will you please marry me, Lydia Foley?’


‘Yes!’ she cried. ‘Yes! Yes, I’ll marry you, Damien Cotter!’


She splashed from the water and pulled him to his feet. Half laughing, half crying, she covered his face with kisses, and he put on the ring and they danced on the sand, and then he caught her up, still in his wellingtons, and waded into the sea and whirled her around, and nobody was as happy as they were.


When they ran out of breath she sat on the steps and he pushed her wellingtons on again, and they scrambled back up and returned through the jungle of overgrowth to the house, panting, wet dress clinging to her, hands intertwined.


Engaged. She was engaged. They were going to be married. Her insides kept giving happy little swoops. Back at his car they packed up the wellingtons and sat in, and only then did he tell her that the property was for sale.


‘Really?’


She looked at it again. Once upon a time it had been beautiful. She imagined owning it, calling it home. She’d be the envy of everyone she knew. She wondered how much it would cost to buy it, and how much more it would take until it was beautiful again. Someone in the village might go for it, make it their project. The publicans might be well off, or the owner of the giant hardware store.


‘We could put in a bid,’ he said.


She turned. ‘Us?’


‘Why not? We have assets. I have my house here. You have your apartment in Dublin.’


‘Damien – are you serious?’


He laughed. ‘I think I am.’


She felt a leap of excitement. Was it possible? Could they really consider this? ‘What’s the asking price?’


He told her. Lower than she’d expected – but of course they’d need far more to restore it. Then again, she’d get a lot more for her apartment than she’d paid for it seven years ago. Property prices in Dublin were climbing all the time.


God, could they do it?


She turned to look at the house again. It would have been a family home through the ages but everyone lived in more modest properties now, easier to heat and maintain. Still, she imagined it filled with children. She pictured a girl playing a piano, a boy reading in a big armchair by the fire. She saw herself and Damien hosting dinner parties around a long table. The thought was intoxicating: she literally felt her head spin.


‘Listen,’ he said, taking her hands. ‘This house would make the perfect destination restaurant. Not just somewhere you’d go for a meal, but a place that offered a night away too, or maybe a weekend. And I’m talking quality: the best of ingredients for the food, the best bed linens, tasteful finishes and furnishings, the works. I could see families looking for it, or a group of friends, maybe to celebrate a big birthday or an anniversary. Some occasion they’d want to make a fuss of.’


A restaurant, not a family home. Of course it made more sense to run a business in it, but she was sorry to let go of the piano-playing girl and the reading boy. ‘So where would we live?’


‘We’d be in there, in our own private quarters. We could always extend the house down the line, if we needed to.’


He had it all worked out. ‘How long have you been thinking about this?’


‘Since I heard it was up for sale last week. I gave the estate agent a shout – she was at school with Tom.’


Tom, his brother. Everyone had some connection here. ‘Has anyone bid on it?’


‘No. She said my house should make enough to buy it.’


‘Wow. So whatever I made on the apartment—’


‘– would cover the renovations,’ he finished. ‘We could get my father to do the job – it’s just the kind of project he’d love, and he’d give us a good price.’


His father Brendan owned a small building company, managing a team of local tradespeople. He’d built his own house, and one each for his sons. If he could handle a job on this scale, he would be the one to ask. She liked him, with his quiet, gentle ways.


‘Does he know about this? Have you spoken to him?’


‘Not yet. You had to be the first.’


It would be a huge undertaking. They’d be selling their properties and sinking the proceeds into what amounted to a dream – but dreams came true, didn’t they, if you worked on them? Look at herself and Damien, overcoming the long-distance challenge.


‘And Marian would help us kit it out,’ he said.


Marian was his sister-in-law. Infant teacher in the local school, jangle of bracelets, blue streaks in her hair. She always looked good, hunting down designer labels in charity shops, putting items of clothing together with style, wearing colours that should clash but didn’t, and knowing exactly how to use accessories. And yes, her house was very nicely put together too.


‘And we could find room for a yoga studio in there,’ he added. ‘Just if you wanted it.’


She stared at him. ‘What?’


‘Why not?’


‘Would there be enough demand around here for that?’


‘Course there would. You’d be a real novelty – first yoga teacher in the area.’ He started the car. ‘We’d put it on the sea side of the house, so you’d have that view once the garden was cleared. In the summer you could teach out of doors, put mats on the lawn.’


All the way back to his house, she saw nothing of the scenery beyond the windscreen. She was seeing the overgrown weeds and brambles gone, the garden returned to the thing of glory it must once have been, the sea spread out at the bottom of it.


She was seeing yoga students unrolling their mats, filling their lungs with the clean ocean air as they went through their sun salutations and warriors and cobras and downward dogs. And in the winter a heated studio, with big windows to hold on to the sea view.


Was he right, saying she’d get enough takers? She liked the idea of being the first to bring yoga here. A novelty. A pioneer. She’d surely find her students among the seven hundred.


He pulled into his driveway and turned to face her. ‘It has to be an omen,’ he said. ‘The name, I mean.’


‘Chance House,’ she said.


‘It’s our chance to make something wonderful there.’


She nodded, her eyes brimming again. This day had too much in it.


He thumbed away the tears as they fell. ‘You’re with me, sweetheart?’


‘All the way.’


‘You don’t mind the thought of moving from Dublin?’


‘Not in the least.’


‘Brilliant. I’ll arrange a viewing for when you’re down again.’


‘Do.’


Chance House. She hardly dared to hope.


Later, showered and changed and on the train back to Dublin, she phoned Brona to tell her of the engagement.


‘About time,’ Brona said. ‘I can’t believe he took six whole months to propose.’


A year ago, Brona had married her childhood sweetheart at the age of thirty. They’d been together since she was fifteen.


‘I can smell your sarcasm from here,’ Lydia told her. ‘Six months isn’t a long time, but we’re both sure.’


‘I know you are, Liddy. I don’t think I’ve ever met a more perfectly suited couple – apart from me and Shaun, obviously – and I’m thrilled for you.’


‘And there’s more.’


‘Tell me absolutely everything.’


Lydia told her.


‘Let me get this straight,’ Brona said. ‘You’re planning to buy a tumbledown house and do it up. You’ll be moving three hours away from me to live in the middle of nowhere.’


‘It’s very near the village, only about half a mile outside it. And my own yoga studio, don’t forget.’


‘Yes, your own studio is wonderful. So you’ll be moving three hours away from me to live near a village that’s in the middle of nowhere. Am I right so far?’


Lydia laughed. ‘Oh come on, don’t be negative. You and Shaun can come and stay once it’s done up. And I won’t be going anywhere until that happens, so I’ll be around for ages. And that’s all assuming we get the house – we might be put off it when we see the inside, or someone with more money might come along and outbid us.’


‘But if you get it, you’ll definitely be leaving. What will I do without my Liddy?’


‘Don’t,’ Lydia said. They’d known each other for as long as she could remember, grown up two streets apart, started school on the same day. ‘We’ll still see lots of each other. Dublin isn’t a million miles away.’


‘Have you told all this to his parents – and yours?’


‘Only his so far, and only the engagement part. We won’t mention the house to anyone unless it happens.’


‘And how did they react?’


‘His father’s happy. I’ve told you what Kathleen’s like.’


‘You have.’


His mother hadn’t taken to Lydia. Nothing had been said, but it was clear in the way she never called her by name, never spoke to her unless she had to, never made proper eye contact. At the start, Lydia had wondered if she’d inadvertently said the wrong thing, but Marian had put her right.


It’s nothing you’ve said or done – Kathleen would rather a local girl for Damien, that’s all.


What does it matter where I’m from?


Maybe she’s afraid you’ll whisk him away to Dublin.


I’d never do that.


Well then, you have nothing to worry about – but Lydia still had to endure the aloofness, the feeling that she was not appreciated by the woman who was now destined to be her mother-in-law. It was all Kathleen could do to congratulate her when they’d broken the news of their engagement. Anyone could see it wasn’t what she’d wanted to hear.


No matter: all the Kathleens in the world couldn’t spoil this wonderful day. ‘Wait till you see the ring,’ she told Brona. ‘It’s gorgeous.’


She tilted her left hand to watch it sparkle. Damien had said they could do a swap if she didn’t like it – the jeweller was a neighbour of his father’s cousin – but she liked it a lot. A simple, sweet solitaire, the band white gold because Damien knew she preferred it to yellow. Exactly what she would have picked herself.


Brona was right: they were perfectly suited. It had taken a long time for their paths to cross – they’d met a week after her thirtieth birthday – but he was worth the wait. She conjured his smiling face in her mind’s eye and felt the happy little inner flip it always caused.


On the way to the station they’d decided to put marriage plans on hold to focus on Chance House. Their engagement might be a long one, but now that they’d committed to one another, now that their future together was assured, she could handle a long engagement.


What a life they were going to have.









EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER









1


‘YOU CAN COME BACK ANYTIME,’ HER MOTHER SAID at the station. ‘Your old room will always be there.’


Lydia gave an inner sigh. ‘Mum, I’m moving to make a life in the west, remember? In a few months I’ll be getting married. It’s not a trial run.’


Patience, she told herself. They meant well. She was their only child: of course they were protective of her – but Lord, when would they realise that she wasn’t a child any longer? She’d turned thirty-two a few weeks ago, and hadn’t needed their protection for years.


She remembered telling them that she’d decided to do a yoga teacher training course after Leaving Cert. Granted, she’d been about fifteen at the time, with another three years of secondary school ahead of her, so they could still play the adult card – but honestly, the way they’d gone on, the raft of objections they’d raised, you’d think she’d announced that she was planning to embark on a life of crime.


And even when she’d stuck to her guns and got her certification, and landed a permanent job in a prestigious Dublin yoga studio not long after, she’d sensed their faint but enduring disappointment that she hadn’t opted to study medicine like them. Having two doctors as parents was a pretty hard act to follow.


And here they were again, banging the familiar are-you-sure-you-know-what-you’re-doing drum into their child’s thirty-two-year-old ears. In the year and a half since Lydia had told them she was going to marry Damien, and all through everything that had followed – the big house bought, both Lydia and Damien’s properties sold – they’d missed no opportunity to impress on her that she could still change course.


Why couldn’t Damien come to Dublin and move in with Lydia while they looked around for something bigger? they’d asked. The city was full of restaurants, he’d have a job before he’d unpacked, and he could work towards opening his own place in time. She’d heard it all – and so had he, whenever he was around. He’d done his best to change their minds, telling them what a special property he and Lydia had found in Chance House, and how after seventeen years of working for someone else he was more than ready to go his own way, something that would take him another seventeen years to afford in Dublin.


We’ll visit often, he’d promised them, and there’ll always be a room for you in Chance House, but Lydia could see that they were just as set on their course as she and Damien were on theirs. When they saw the finished house, she told herself, when it was all done up and looking splendid, they’d be forced to love it, and to be happy for Lydia.


Her mother gathered her coat more tightly around her. It was the last day of the coldest November in years, a month of sleety showers and biting wind, and frozen fingers and toes. ‘We’re just concerned for you, Lydia. We can’t help it.’


‘I’m following my heart, Mum. You can’t object to that.’


‘You’re taking a huge risk.’


‘And it’s a risk Damien and I are happy to take.’ How many more times would she have to say it?


Her mother’s mouth tightened at the mention of his name. They’d always been fond of him, but now he was the cause of their daughter selling her home and moving so far away from them. The irony wasn’t lost on her. Kathleen had been afraid Lydia would steal Damien from her, but now the reverse was happening, and her parents were the resentful ones. At least they’d remained on good terms with their future son-in-law, for which she was grateful.


People passed by, gloved and scarved and wheeling suitcases. ‘I’d better get on,’ Lydia said. ‘Thanks for putting me up for the last few weeks.’


Happily, her apartment had sold for considerably more than she’d envisaged, so after repaying her mortgage there was still plenty left. She’d tried to return the deposit her parents had given her but they’d told her to hang on to it, which was decent of them (although she couldn’t help feeling that it was more babying). In any event, she had funds in the bank to cover Brendan’s bill for the renovations, with a bit extra to add to her own savings, so that was all good.


Giving up work, her last class just two days ago, had been a wrench. There’ll always be a job here for you, her boss had promised – was he worried too that everything would go wrong, and she’d come crawling back?


Her mother reached out to hug her. ‘Mind yourself, love. We’ll see you at Christmas.’


‘Bye, Mum.’


In truth, Lydia was regretting her promise to return to them for Christmas Day: she’d far rather be spending it with Damien. Then again, it would be her last Christmas as a single woman, and her last spent without him. In the summer they’d finally marry – and this time next year they’d be looking forward to their first Christmas together in Chance House.


They might even start a tradition of hosting both families – no point in marrying a chef if you couldn’t make use of him now and again, and the big house would provide the perfect location for a large family gathering. In another year, with the destination restaurant hopefully well underway, and her yoga studio up and running, Lydia’s parents would see that it had all worked out, and Kathleen might finally have warmed to her second daughter-in-law.


As the train left the station and began to gather speed, she watched the familiar Dublin suburbs flash past the window, and took stock.


Excited as she was to be embarking on what still felt like a wonderful adventure, she did have some qualms. Even though she’d travelled to the village lots of times, she still knew virtually nobody outside Damien’s family. Her interactions with his friends had been limited to the occasional drink in a noisy pub, or a chance meeting on one of the local beaches, and she couldn’t now recall a single name she’d heard.


She wondered how it would be, with Damien working right up to Christmas Eve – they’d agreed that he was going to take all the shifts he was offered between now and when the house was finished in May or June – and Lydia left to her own devices.


You could look for part-time shop work, he’d said. Not in the village – they couldn’t really give you a job over a local person, not until you’ve been here a while and got to know everyone. I mean in the town – there’s a bus from the village every morning.


She wasn’t sure what she thought about that. She’d never worked in a shop, never had a summer job as a teen – she and her friends had been more interested in going into the city centre, or hanging around the tennis club – but she would have time to fill, and earning a bit couldn’t hurt. Some day next week she’d take a walk around the town, see what businesses were there. A bakery might be nice, or a boutique, or maybe a bookshop.


And the good thing about getting a job was that she’d be meeting people, and the more people she got to know, the more opportunities she’d have to sound them out about the yoga classes at Chance House – although she wasn’t sure she’d pick up many students from the town. Marian had told her there was no yoga studio there, but would they drive half an hour for an hour-long class?


Damien still maintained she had nothing to worry about. There’ll be lots of interest, he’d said, even in the village alone. You’ll be turning them away. Time would tell if he was right about that.


But she was looking forward to seeing Chance House again. She hadn’t travelled west since Damien’s house sale had closed just before last Christmas, and he’d moved back in with his parents. She couldn’t imagine Kathleen being too impressed if Lydia had landed on her doorstep with her weekend bag, so Damien had done all the travelling, and she’d seen none of the work so far.


Don’t send me photos, she’d said. I don’t want to look at it on a screen. I want to wait till I can see the real thing.


What about our apartment?


Not even that.


The architect Brendan found had drawn up a plan for the renovations that had set aside roughly a third of the ground floor to make a two-bedroom apartment for them. The yoga studio would be close by, just off the main entrance hall, and the rest of the downstairs space would be taken up with the restaurant.


She’d seen the plans, but you couldn’t get a proper sense of it from drawings on a page, however detailed. In her head, Chance House was still the ruin they’d viewed with Deborah the estate agent, picking their way around gaps in the floorboards, seeing – or trying not to see – enormous black patches on the walls, and a fossilised bird in one of the huge fireplaces.


They’d been denied access to the upper floor due to the uncertain condition of the staircase. I couldn’t have it on my conscience, Deborah had said, if one of you fell and broke your neck. I chanced going up myself when I came to assess it, so I can tell you it’s got eight sizeable bedrooms and one bathroom, and they’re in the same condition as this level. On the plus side, you’d definitely qualify for a grant to do it up.


That viewing had brought home to them just how much work was involved, but it hadn’t scared them off. They’d taken Brendan to view it, and a light had appeared in his eyes that Lydia hadn’t seen before. I can bring it back, he’d said. Take a good while, mind you, and they’d told him he was hired if they got it.


They’d put in a bid that was slightly under the asking price, and Damien had put his own house on the market. They’d held their breath for three weeks, four weeks, five weeks – and finally Deborah had rung with the news that their bid had been accepted.


And now, at last, their adventure was beginning properly. What was that expression? Today was the first day of the rest of her life, and she was going to share it with Damien, and she couldn’t have been happier.


The apartment finished, their wedding in the summer, as soon as the rest of the house was done. They were on the home stretch.


All would be well.


It was almost three by the time her train pulled into the station, the sky as leaden as it had been in Dublin. She gathered her things and searched the faces on the platform, like she always did when she landed – and there he was, holding up a small sign reading Welcome home above a line drawing of a house that made her laugh.


‘The yoga teacher has arrived,’ he said, wrapping arms around her, pressing cold lips briefly on hers. ‘Are you ready for this?’


‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’


‘Right then – let’s go.’ He handed her the sign, gathered up her luggage and led the way to his car.


‘How’s everyone?’ she asked.


‘Grand. Mam’s making the Christmas cakes today, so the house smells like a distillery.’


‘Cakes? More than one?’


‘Two – one for themselves and one for Tom’s house. Marian makes the puddings. Shame you won’t be here on Christmas Day.’


‘I know.’ She told him of her idea to host future Christmas dinners at Chance House. ‘You think your mother would like to have the day off?’


‘We could certainly run it by her,’ but she saw the doubt in his face, and understood it. Kathleen wouldn’t relinquish the reins easily, particularly to Lydia. If she refused to travel for her turkey dinner, Lydia would just have to grin and bear her way through the meal at the senior Cotters’ house – or maybe she and Damien could start a different tradition, and take themselves off to the sun every Christmas instead. Definitely worth considering.


They got to the car and climbed in. ‘I’m dying to see the apartment,’ she said, turning up the heat as he reversed from his space, ‘and the rest of the house. Are we allowed upstairs yet?’


‘We are. I’ll show you around tomorrow. The outside is still a mess: don’t expect it to look good. They’re leaving that till last.’


The roads were quiet, most people still at work. By the time they reached the village the light was beginning to fade from the sky. She saw coloured lights strung along the main street, and a tall fir tree already erected in the church grounds. They probably had a switching-on ceremony like in Dublin: she and her friends used to go every year, not so much to see the ceremony as to soak up the Christmas spirit in their favourite pub afterwards.


The hedgerows on the cusp of December were twiggy and bare. When they took the coast road at the fork she felt a dart of déjà vu. I’ve got something to show you, he’d said. The novelty of owning the house and all that went with it was still fresh, probably because they hadn’t lived in it yet, but she suspected she’d never stop delighting in the fact that Chance House was their home.


‘Nearly forgot,’ he said. ‘I have someone taming the jungle out the back. He started a few days ago, so we’re on the way to a proper garden. You’ll meet him tomorrow if the day is dry. Get ready,’ he said, turning down the lane, and she felt a sudden rush of excitement at what might await her.


The rusted gates were gone, allowing Damien to drive straight in. The car lurched and bumped over the short curve of driveway. ‘The vans and lorries have churned it up,’ he said. ‘They’ll level it off before they leave, but in the meantime you’ll have to watch your step coming and going.’


He cut the engine and they sat in the quiet half-light. No other vehicles, workmen obviously having downed tools for the day and gone home. It must be freezing for them, working in an unheated house. Thank goodness the apartment had heat.


The place looked bigger than she remembered. The ivy was gone from the walls, leaving them patchy and bare.


‘Great that they’ve got that ivy off,’ Damien remarked. ‘Can’t wait to see the walls painted.’


With Marian’s help they’d chosen a beautiful soft grey-green shade for the outside. ‘It’ll be fab,’ Lydia agreed.


‘And the new windows have started going in at the back. They’ll make a big difference too.’


She smiled. It was obvious he was looking forward to showing her the apartment: he was giving off the same anticipation she’d seen on the day he’d proposed. They got out and made their way around to the side, where she saw a brand new door between two sash windows in what had been a solid wall last time she’d looked. Door and window frames were black, to match what was planned for the rest of the house.


‘This is us,’ he said. ‘Our apartment.’


She gave the brass knocker a tap. ‘Anyone home?’ she called.


‘Better not be. Hang on.’ He dropped her bags and opened the door, then turned and scooped her without warning into his arms. ‘Over the threshold with you, missus,’ he said.


She laughed. ‘I think that’s for newlyweds, darling.’


‘Shush. I need the practice.’


He set her down in a space that was pleasantly warm, and smelt of fresh paint. While he retrieved her bags she took in the little entrance hall – yes, she remembered it from the plans – with its row of hooks on one wall, a black umbrella and Damien’s raincoat the only things hanging there right now.


She spotted a light switch and flicked it on – and nothing happened. Her heart sank. ‘Don’t we have electricity?’


‘We do – they must have forgotten the bulb in that one.’ He dropped her bags and closed the door and took her hand. ‘Come on, I’ll show you around.’


The kitchen – with a light that worked – was a decent size, with black and white floor tiles, and white units that wrapped around two of the pale grey walls, and big windows for lots of daylight. At one end of the room his round table was set for dinner, along with an opened bottle of their favourite Malbec. His slow cooker sat on the worktop, the savoury aroma of its contents wafting in the air.


He led her into the sitting room, slightly smaller but delightfully cosy, with an open fireplace, again in keeping with the style of the big house, and a lovely floor of wide wooden boards. She’d forgotten about the floorboards Brendan had offered them, salvaged from old houses.


Easy to clean them up, he’d said, and he had. Their beautiful mellow glow lent character and warmth to the room, and Lydia’s big orange rug was the perfect finishing touch. Damien took away the fireguard and poked the reddened coals back to life, and added more. ‘We can have our coffees in here,’ he said, replacing the guard, and again she was touched by his eagerness to please her, his delight at showing off their first home.


The rest of the apartment comprised two bedrooms, one double, one single, and a bathroom with the bath and separate shower Lydia had insisted on. Wall colours throughout were pale, and furniture was a mix of his and hers: his kitchen appliances, her crockery and glassware, his chef’s knives, his couch, her bookshelves, her bed, dressing table and wardrobe. His television in the sitting room, her smaller one in their bedroom.


‘So,’ he said, ‘what do you think of our home sweet home?’


‘I love it. It’s wonderful.’ It was compact, but for now it had everything they needed. ‘And that must lead to the rest of the house,’ she said, indicating the door at the end of the short corridor.


‘That’s right.’


‘Could I see it?’


‘Now? It’s not hooked up with electricity or heat yet. You’d see nothing in the dark.’ By now the sky had lost the last of its light, winter daylight hours firmly established.


‘We could bring a torch, and wrap up.’ After waiting for so long she was suddenly impatient to see what lay beyond the door. ‘Just a quick look.’


‘Go on then.’ They got back into jackets they’d shrugged off and he found a torch, and they opened the connecting door. Immediately she felt a blast of frigid air. The floor was bare concrete, the walls unpainted. The ceiling here was considerably higher than in the apartment, giving her the sense that they were entering a bigger world.


The hall as she remembered it had been reduced in size, but was still plenty big enough to accommodate the reception desk it would need. Set into its back wall were two doors.


She pointed to one. ‘The office?’


‘Correct.’


‘And . . .’ she approached the other, the one closer to the apartment ‘. . . what could be behind here, I wonder?’


He shrugged. ‘Can’t remember.’


She turned the handle and pushed in the door – and there it was.


It had the same high ceiling as the hall. She swept the torch beam around and saw three tall windows on one side, and another at the end that took up nearly the entire wall. There was no flooring, no paint, no fittings or furnishings. The air was so bitingly cold they might as well have been outdoors, but in her mind’s eye she saw the sprung floor of pale wood, the creamy yellow walls that would make the room sunshiny even on a cloudy day, and the built-in storage unit to hold mats and blocks and the rest of her paraphernalia.


She saw the ceiling spotlights in place – dimmable so she could offer a restorative class with subdued lighting – the slimline radiators that were going in vertically between the tall windows, the framed mantras she’d chosen for the walls, duplicates of the ones in her old workplace, and the mirror that would run the length of the room, across from the three windows.


Her very own studio, something she’d never in a million years have afforded in Dublin. She’d use it every single day when it was finished, even if hers was the only mat in the room. She’d teach their children, if nobody else came.


‘You like it?’


His voice startled her. She’d forgotten he was there. ‘I love it. It’s going to be amazing.’


‘It is. Now come and check out the dining room before we freeze to death.’


From the hall she followed him through a newly created arch that led directly into a large room that used to be four smaller ones. They’d decided on seating for forty, so they could feed the general public as well as the number the house would sleep. With nothing apart from chipper fare and pub sandwiches on offer in the village, the locals would surely be glad of a restaurant closer than the town.


It was a splendidly proportioned room, expansive and elegant, with the large fireplace they’d retained, and no fewer than three bay windows, two to the front and a third to the side. Right now it looked a little less than magnificent, with a huddle of wheelbarrows in a corner, a stepladder propped against one of the unpainted walls, the fireplace empty and the floor not yet put down. Lydia was glad to see a pair of gas heaters there – at least the workers had some comfort.


‘Imagine it,’ Damien said softly, encircling her with his arms from behind. ‘Tables spread out, white cloths, silver place settings, sparkling glasses.’


‘Candles,’ she said. ‘The fire blazing. Maybe we could put a little piano in, have live music at the weekends.’


‘Great idea. And a small but perfectly formed menu.’


‘Vegetarian option.’


‘Naturally – and vegan if we must.’


She searched for his hand in the near-darkness, trying to stop her teeth chattering. ‘I wish we didn’t have to wait so long.’


‘For what?’


‘For our wedding. It feels like a million years since you proposed.’


‘You’re shivering. Let’s go and eat. You can see the rest tomorrow’ – and when they were back in the warmth and light of the apartment, after she’d poured wine and he’d ladled sweet potato and coconut curry into bowls, he said, ‘Maybe we don’t have to wait.’


‘For what?’


‘To get married.’


She shook her head. ‘We said we’d have the reception here.’ Somewhere along the way they’d settled on that. With the seating limitations it would mean a smaller event than Lydia had envisaged, but they could have a big party later for everyone else.


He tore bread from a loaf. ‘We could still have it here, just bring it forward.’


She laughed. ‘What – you mean as it is now? In the freezing cold?’


‘Why not?’


‘Damien Cotter, I know you’re joking. Stop it.’


‘We could light a fire – the chimney could be cleaned, if it hasn’t been already. And you saw the gas heaters?’


‘I did.’ She imagined a wedding reception taking place in what was to all intents and purposes a building site. People would certainly remember that one. ‘What would we do for lighting?’ she asked, still sure he was joking. Wanting to catch him out.


‘That’s easy – battery-powered fairy lights around the walls, hurricane lamps with candles in the windows, and a few of those rechargeable lamps on the tables.’


‘What tables?’


‘We’d borrow them from Susan.’


‘Who’s Susan?’


‘The school principal. She has trestle tables she lends out for street parties and fairs and things, and folding chairs too.’


Lydia laughed again, shaking her head. ‘Folding chairs. You’re hilarious.’


‘Think about it,’ he insisted. ‘People start planning their weddings months ahead, sometimes years, because that’s when they have to book their venue, but we have the venue right here. We could get married before the end of this year if we put our minds to it.’


‘Damien, the end of this year is in four weeks – now I know you’re crazy. And it’s not just the venue – we’d need food, for a start. Don’t tell me we could feed forty from this apartment.’


‘Not at all – I could get a few lads from work to bring a buffet.’


‘It would need to be piping hot.’


‘Food warmers. Simple. Hot for three hours.’


‘OK – what about a wedding cake?’


He didn’t miss a beat. ‘Greta in the café makes all the occasion cakes around here.’


Lydia had never laid eyes on Greta, never even seen the café open, although allegedly it did open. Tom’s wife Marian had told her it served very good coffee.


‘What about flowers?’


‘Marian’s best friend is a florist in the town.’


He had an answer for everything. Was nothing beyond possibility for him? ‘Music?’


‘Music would be the least of our worries. People would bring instruments.’


‘What people?’


‘The locals. They’d be coming to the afters. It’s a thing here, a general invitation to the whole community to turn up after the wedding meal for cake and a singsong.’


She pictured the entire village population crowding into the dining room with fiddles and bodhráns and whatever else. Pure bedlam, it sounded like – but one way to get to know them.


‘And before that we could ask a few of the pub buskers to come. They’re very good, very versatile.’


Buskers. She was beginning to wonder if he could actually be serious – and more to the point, if she wanted him to be.


Married before the end of the year, when she’d assumed they’d have to wait till summer. They could sweep the bare floors, or throw down some rugs – and maybe the new windows would be in by then.


Firelight, candlelight: readymade romance right there. God, it might just work.


‘Look at me,’ she commanded, even though he already was. ‘Are you serious? Tell the truth.’


‘I am,’ he said. ‘I want to marry you, Lydia Foley. I’m tired of waiting.’


So was she. She thought of something else. ‘What about a photographer?’


‘Denny O’Neill,’ he said promptly. ‘He’s a taxi driver, photography’s just a hobby – but he’s very good. Everyone gets him to do their weddings.’


Buskers for their band. A taxi driver taking photos. Catered food. An elusive café owner baking the cake.


‘We could do it,’ he said, watching her face.


‘You think we could?’


‘I know we could.’


There were other considerations. Her parents, and doubtless his too, would prefer a church wedding. Exactly how much notice did a priest need? And her parents would definitely have been planning a lavish reception – if she and Damien went ahead with this crazy idea, it was not going to go down well with them. It was a terrible time of year to be asking friends and family to drive across the country. And she didn’t even have a wedding dress, for goodness’ sake.


On the other hand, she was the one who’d said she didn’t want to wait, and here he was, making it happen. Here he was, finding a solution so she didn’t have to wait. And by the sound of it, this wedding would cost a fraction of any other one. She didn’t imagine taxi-driving photographers were very expensive.


She’d have to put her job-hunting plans on hold till January. Not a big problem.


She looked at him. She saw the smile that had attracted her the night they’d met. She saw the man she loved deeply, the man she’d follow to the other side of the moon if he asked her. She took a breath. They could do this. Together, they could do anything. ‘Let’s go for it,’ she said.


‘Honest?’


‘Honest.’


He raised his glass. ‘To our wedding,’ he said.


‘To our wedding,’ she echoed.
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