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PRAISE FOR FELICITY HAYES-MCCOY’S NOVELS


‘A heart-warming tale of love, loss and hope’


Roisin Meaney


‘A charming and heart-warming story’


Jenny Colgan


‘Page-turning … curl up and treat yourself to the perfect escape’


Sinéad Moriarty


‘I was utterly charmed – a pitch-perfect delight’


Marian Keyes


‘Warm-hearted … reminiscent of Maeve Binchy and Roisin Meaney’


Irish Examiner


‘Engaging … sparkling and joyous’


Sunday Times









Visitors to the west coast of Ireland won’t find Finfarran.


The peninsula and all the characters in this book exist only in its author’s imagination.









CATHERINE


For Catherine, Christmas had always been about wonderful smells. Buttery biscuits just out of the oven. The smell of frost when you took in the milk from the doorstep. Wax candles on Advent wreaths. Gift-wrapped lavender soaps, bought in secret for her mum. Cinnamon, nutmeg and ginger. The scents of citrus and cloves and Demerara sugar. The clean starched smell of linen table napkins that spent the rest of the year folded away.


Better than all of the others was the magical smell of books, a mixture of newness and print and paper, suggestions of glue and resin and, sometimes, the scent of a cloth binding. The slight resistance from a spine when she opened a new book made Catherine shiver. She loved the sharp edges of dust-jacket flaps that had yet to become dog-eared, chapters that began with elaborate curly capital letters, and Christmas books with titles picked out in gold. Raised in a home where there’d been little spare money, her childhood books had mostly been borrowed from the local library. But each year there’d been a train trip to Dublin to spend the book token that came in her gran’s Christmas card. Every card was a little work of art, a pop-up toy theatre that opened to reveal the Babes in the Wood or Aladdin or Harlequin or the characters from The Nutcracker Suite. Each would mark the proper start of Christmas and, though Gran lived just a few streets away, they always came in the post.


The day in Dublin always included a matinée at the pantomime, where fairy stories Catherine had first discovered in picture books bought with her gran’s tokens appeared on the stage in glorious, scrambled three dimensions: Hansel and Gretel lost alone in the forest, the prince hacking through thorns to waken Sleeping Beauty or Jack climbing the beanstalk to find gold in the giant’s castle. Sharing a box of sweets in the back row of the balcony, Catherine would hold her breath for the star-crossed lovers, gasp at explosions and rats transformed to coachmen, and applaud tightrope walkers, comics, chorus numbers, and dancers pirouetting in coloured spotlights.


The smells of Tayto and popcorn and plush velvet theatre seating were as redolent of Christmas as the scents of the books Catherine bought on those annual trips to Dublin, when adulthood had still seemed full of fairytale possibilities. So she’d kept her gran’s toy theatre cards in their envelopes for years until, somewhere along the way in a house move, they’d been lost.
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CHAPTER ONE


In summer, during the tourist season, Catherine was used to being run off her feet from the moment she woke till she fell into bed after counting the day’s takings. But the off-season could be slack, which was why Christmas week was so important, and why she rushed down this morning to put the finishing touches to her window display. A few years ago, when she and her mum Ann had arrived in Lissbeg, Sheep Street had been a bit scruffy. Since they’d opened their bookshop that had changed. Now, looking out of the window, Catherine could see a little boutique and a hair salon and, further up, there was a smart restaurant. But Lissbeg Books still stood out as the only shop with a bow window, where a deep shelf gave scope for enticing decoration.


Some mornings, waking in the flat above the shop, Catherine could hardly believe her good luck. A bookseller’s profit margins were slim and the work could be backbreaking, but how many women in their forties got a chance to live their dream? When she’d left college, she’d worked as a rep for a company that produced office software. At first she’d loved it. She’d travelled the length and breadth of Ireland and, once or twice a year, made business trips to the company’s Berlin headquarters. But, after twenty years, the job had grown boring, and she’d simply jogged on for lack of a reason to do anything else. And then, unexpectedly, her mum had made a suggestion that, within only a few months, had changed their lives.


They’d been sitting in Ann’s back garden on a sunny June weekend, and Catherine had just returned from a trip up Ireland’s western seaboard. Sipping iced mint tea, Ann had asked, ‘So, tell me. How was the Wild Atlantic Way?’


‘I don’t think I even saw it.’


‘But why not?’


‘Oh, I don’t know, Mum. Work. Being exhausted and slumping in front of hotel-room televisions. I suppose the truth is that I’m fed up with all this travelling.’


‘Really?’


‘I loved it at first. Lately, I’ve felt as if I’m on a treadmill.’


‘Might you change jobs? Is there something else you think you’d like to do?’


Catherine had stretched her legs to the sun. ‘Since you ask, I’ve always dreamed of owning a little bookshop.’


‘You have? You never said.’


‘Well, other things took over.’


Sitting bolt upright, Ann put down her glass. ‘But, Catherine, dreams are for living. They shouldn’t be postponed.’


‘Mum, I’m doing fine.’


‘You’re not if you feel you’re on a treadmill.’


‘That’s just because I’m tired. Can we talk about something else?’


That night, unable to sleep, Catherine had lain in the dark, thinking. It had been fun to swan about, footloose and fancy-free. She was good at her job and good with people; she loved the stimulation of new ideas and places, and enjoyed taking responsibility for her own work. The men she’d dated along the way were easy-going and charming and, except once, when she’d found herself falling in love with a married colleague, she was always the one who’d been in control. On that occasion she’d made a clean break, to avoid damaging his marriage or herself, and afterwards she’d worked harder and done less dating. Staring at the grey dawn through her bedroom window, she admitted to herself that, anyway, footloose had begun to feel like footsore, and that unattached men over forty weren’t easy to find. Besides, she thought, lately I’ve been just as happy tucked up in bed at eight thirty, with a mug of cocoa and something gripping to read.


The next day she’d found herself googling Irish bookshops. All the cities and large towns had branches of the big chains, but around the country she could see little towns and villages where booksellers who’d set up on their own were, presumably, making a living. What if she did the same? Was it even possible? And, if it was, how would she choose where to go?


The next time Catherine dropped by Ann’s house a map of Ireland dotted with little stickers was spread on the table.


‘What’re you playing at, Mum?’


‘Don’t pretend you didn’t do some research after we talked.’


Catherine laughed. ‘I googled a bit, but I didn’t create a command centre.’


‘I’m just being methodical.’


Humouring her, Catherine sat down, and Ann swivelled the map. ‘So, here’s the Wild Atlantic Way that you didn’t even see.’


‘I didn’t on that particular trip. I have seen it before.’


‘And you know something? I would really like to live there.’


‘Have you been drinking?’


‘The west coast is stunning and it’s full of tourists in summer. You won’t want to choose a town that already has a bookshop, but you do want somewhere beautiful with lots of footfall. I’ve put green dots by all the towns that have bookshops. I used purple for towns that don’t.’


In spite of herself, Catherine had been intrigued. ‘What about the red dots?’


‘Unreliable broadband. You won’t want to buy near those.’


‘Who says I want to buy anywhere?’


‘Can we move on from pretence, please, and engage with practicality?’


‘You want practicality? Here’s practicality. I can’t afford to just go and buy a shop.’


With a gleam in her eye, Ann had taken a deep breath and said, ‘You can if you and I join forces. No, don’t argue, Catherine. Listen. I sell this house, you sell your apartment, and we find a place on the west coast with beautiful beaches, decent broadband, no bookshop, a tourist trade, and a local population with its own off-season cultural life.’


She paused and, heavily sarcastic, Catherine asked, ‘Anything else?’


‘Yes. Lots. I’ve made lists. We’ll have to be close to good rail connections. Maybe an airport too. And we’ll want to go out to eat sometimes, or take in a concert or something, so we can’t be off in the back of beyond where strangers are looked at sideways. We need to pinpoint a small, thriving town that welcomes entrepreneurial outsiders.’


Catherine had found herself nodding. ‘There’s not many places left in Ireland where strangers are looked at sideways. I do see what you mean, though.’ Returning to the map, she said, ‘You’ve focused on the south-west.’


‘I didn’t at first. But then everything seemed to be pointing to the Finfarran Peninsula. See? More or less between Cork, Kerry and Clare.’ Bending over the map, Ann had indicated a town. ‘This is Carrick. It’s a bit smaller than Athlone or Portlaoise.’


‘I know Carrick. There’s a place I visit on the Cork side of it.’


‘Okay. Well, tourist websites call Carrick the gateway to Finfarran – which, incidentally, they’ve branded ‘The Edge of the World’. There’s a good road from Carrick down to the end of the peninsula, where there’s a fishing port and a marina. Mountains and a forest in between. Cliffs and beaches. And see here?’ Ann’s pen had circled a dot on the map, nearly halfway down the narrow peninsula. ‘That’s Lissbeg. Not far off the main road, served by buses, and close enough to the ocean for evening walks. It was a little market town, and now it’s big into tourism.’


Looking thoughtfully at the dot, Catherine had said, ‘No bookshop.’


‘None. And here’s the thing. The town’s library is in what used to be its convent school. The school building, the convent itself and the nuns’ garden have been developed by the council as a small business hub. It’s got offices, studios, hot-desking facilities.’


‘Good broadband.’


‘Exactly. What’s more, the library houses a medieval manuscript. A book of psalms with gorgeous illustrations. It’s one of the town’s main tourist attractions.’ Ann was trying and failing to keep her voice level. ‘When I focused my searches, Lissbeg appeared bang, slap in the centre. And that was before I discovered the literary connection.’


There was a pause in which their eyes met and Catherine felt a visceral surge of excitement. ‘Big footfall, a literary connection, and no bookshop.’


‘I’m telling you, love, it’s time to live your dream.’


Standing on tiptoe on the shelf in the shop window, Catherine reached up to the Christmas tree she was building with books. Beginning with a circle of atlases, she’d worked her way up from the bottom, overlapping books of diminishing sizes, and finishing with a little Collins Gem Dictionary, which she intended to top with a paper star. Having held her breath until the dictionary was safely in place, she let out a sigh of relief and, stepping down from the window, went outside to see how it looked.


She was standing on the pavement, wondering if she should add some lights, when Hanna Casey, the town’s librarian, crossed the street to join her. ‘That looks super.’


‘Doesn’t it? I was certain it would be lopsided, but it’s fine.’


The owner of the hair salon was hanging a holly wreath in his window. Catherine waved at him, and called, ‘Good morning.’ Turning back to Hanna, she smiled. ‘Half the shops in the cities have had Christmas displays for months. I love how Lissbeg holds back until Christmas week.’


‘And then we go all-out.’ Hanna nodded at the poster displayed on the half-glazed door. ‘That’s a whopping events programme you’ve got there.’


‘Tell me about it! Friday, Saturday, Sunday and Christmas Eve.’


‘You and Ann must be exhausted already.’


‘Ah, we’re fine. It’d be easier if we had a functioning kitchen, though.’


‘The work in your flat isn’t finished?’


‘The guy swore he’d have it done weeks ago. Otherwise I’d never have let him start.’


‘How are you coping?’


‘Mostly by eating takeaways and boiling kettles in the office. It’s a nightmare. He unhooked the kitchen sink yesterday and the whole floor was awash.’


Hanna decided it was kinder not to ask if the kitchen refurbishment would be done in time for Christmas Day. By the sound of things, that might be too much to hope for. Instead she said that at least the weather was fine, which was good for shoppers, and that she probably ought to get on.


‘Hang on a minute.’ Catherine ducked into the shop and came out with a pile of fliers. ‘Would you mind having these in the library? They’re takeaway versions of my poster.’


‘No problem. I’d say you’ll have queues for your book launch anyway.’


‘Isn’t it amazing? Who’d have imagined the famous Adam Rashid would come to Lissbeg?’


Hanna was tucking the fliers into her bag. ‘It’s not his first time, you know. He was here before he was famous. Maybe seven or eight years ago. Before you and Ann arrived. He was passing through and volunteered in the Convent Centre garden. He’s not been back since, but when he won that English TV thing …’


‘The Coolest Chef?’


‘That’s it. When he won, he started a YouTube channel, got the book deals, and began teaching courses. So, Phil at the Centre decided she should claim him as one of our own.’


Catherine grinned. ‘Of course she did.’


Hanna laughed. ‘Well, it is her job to promote the Centre. And she does have to justify that kitchen she made the council install. I’ve heard she promised she’d make it pay within a year, so she had to take action.’


‘What did she do?’


‘Apparently she called Adam Rashid’s London agent and announced it would be perfect for his Cakes To Come Home To course.’


‘God, that woman’s got brass neck! I’m not complaining, though. Not when I’ve ended up with his Irish book launch. I could hardly believe it when Phil called and said he was up for it.’


Hanna hitched her bag more comfortably onto her shoulder. ‘I’ve seen the book’s cover online. It’s attractive, isn’t it?’


‘Gorgeous. Cookbooks always go well at Christmas, and Cakes To Come Home To is a lovely title. Plus it never hurts when an author’s as handsome as that.’ Catherine nodded at the poster, which featured a photo of Adam Rashid receiving his Coolest Chef award. Hanna smiled and said she hoped to be there for the launch on Friday. ‘I’d say you’ll be selling copies hand over fist.’


Back in the shop, Catherine turned the sign to Open. Looking sprightly and well-dressed in a tweed skirt and a gilet, Ann appeared through the door that led to the tiny office, the stockroom and the steep stairs to the flat. She made her way between a display of kids’ colouring books and tables of paperbacks, joining Catherine at the till. ‘The water’s off again. Jason says it won’t be for long.’


Catherine groaned. ‘That probably means we’ll be without it for hours.’


‘I wish he’d finish one thing before ambling on to the next. Now there’s a half-built cabinet in the living room as well as the half-dismantled ones in the kitchen.’


‘I wish he wouldn’t keep disappearing. We should never have employed him. Bet you anything he’s taken work from several poor eejits at once.’


‘We weren’t to know.’


‘Well, there’s no point in dumping him. We’d find no one else at this time of year.’


‘Actually, Jason may be the least of our troubles.’


‘Oh, God, no! What’s happened?’


‘You know how Adam Rashid’s books were on their way over from England? Well, the pallet they’re on has got held up in Customs.’


‘What? The event’s the day after tomorrow.’


‘Let’s not panic till we need to. The distributor says they should be released soon.’


Catherine groaned. ‘Well, they’d better be. Otherwise we’re looking at our first celebrity book launch with a huge celebrity in the shop and no books for him to sign.’









CHAPTER TWO


The Divil slept in the shed behind Fury’s house at the edge of the forest, and came into the kitchen each morning for a feed of porridge. Every day at seven a.m., Fury would open the shed door with the question ‘Any rat?’, and The Divil would proudly show him the night’s bag. Lately, it had tended to be no more than a couple of scrawny, grey-whiskered specimens but, as Fury said, you couldn’t expect a dog of The Divil’s age to go chasing youngsters. ‘Mark you, he was a champion ratter in his day. None better.’ No one in Finfarran ever doubted Fury O’Shea’s pronouncements, at least not to his face. Like The Divil, he was getting old, but in his prime he’d been the peninsula’s most sought-after builder, a man with a finger in every pie, who knew all there was to know about his neighbours and felt responsible for their welfare. But by nature he was wily and, even when he was on your side, the bottom line was that Fury would do things his way. Never yours.


The shed door creaked open and The Divil, who was curled on a sack, pretended to be asleep. Next to his bed was a small dead mouse. His eye flicked open and closed again, and he wriggled into a tighter knot of paws, nose and tail. There was silence until Fury had scooped up the mouse on the toe of his boot and flicked it neatly through the shed door. Then he said, ‘God, you’re a great man for prioritising. Didn’t I say to myself only yesterday we’d be overrun with bloody mice if we didn’t prioritise?’ The furry knot loosened and The Divil pricked up his ears. Without looking back, Fury turned and walked towards the house, a tall, beaky figure in worn cords and an ancient waxed jacket. A grizzled muzzle poked around the open shed door, followed by the rest of the little Jack Russell. At the kitchen door, Fury turned and jerked his head at him. ‘Are you coming or not? I’ve the porridge on and we’re freezing our arses out here.’


Ten minutes later, his face saved and confidence restored, The Divil raised his whiskers from his porridge. A couple of envelopes, which had been pushed through the letter flap, had landed on the mat inside the door. Leaving his seat by the fire, Fury went to pick them up. ‘Now, would you look at that! The compliments of the season from Tintawn Terry and Family. Fair play to that man’s wife, she’s a real diamond. There’s not many these days that send handwritten Christmas cards.’ He stood the spangled snow scene on the mantelpiece. Then, opening the other envelope, he took out a letter and read it. For a moment he leaned heavily on the mantelpiece, and The Divil, who had returned to his porridge, turned his head. Fury swung away, thrusting the letter into his trousers pocket. ‘Name of God, man, do I have to stand around for ever? Are you going to finish your breakfast or what?’ Astonished by his tone, The Divil lowered his head meekly, plunging his nose back into his dish. In the awkward silence that followed, Fury cleared his throat remorsefully. ‘I’ll get the tools into the van. I might need to put an edge on the axe.’ He made for the door and, without looking back, said, ‘I can’t be doing with business letters at Christmas. It’s only an old invoice yoke. I’ll deal with it in the new year.’


The sun was high by the time they were bumping down a forest track in Fury’s van. The Divil stood on the passenger seat, his front paws braced on the dashboard, his ears pricked and his tongue lapping the wind. Avoiding tree stumps and driving with his elbow out the window, Fury swerved and took corners with a proprietorial swing. His 1960s childhood had been spent among these trees, learning the pathways between them, the shapes of their limbs and leaves, and the nature of their timber: hard or soft, straight or knotted, fit to make furniture, floorboards, joists, or delicate veneer. There wasn’t a coppice he hadn’t cut, an oak or an elm he didn’t know, a burrowing creature, an insect, or a bird nesting high in the canopy that he didn’t love and cherish. Generations of his family had cared for this forest and, if stories his father had told were true, they’d owned it for a thousand years. Up ahead, the track forked and a left-hand turn cut through a belt of conifers. A cock pheasant rose between the dark trees and whirred past the windscreen, a flurry of red wattles, green neck, chestnut and golden feathers. The Divil’s nails scraped on the scarred dashboard as Fury took the turn and drove on.


Parking the van in a clearing, Fury eased himself down from the cab and went to get tools from the back. The Divil followed, full of anticipation. This was the patch from which the O’Sheas had always cut Christmas trees, gifts for suppliers and shopkeepers in Lissbeg. Armed with an axe and a saw, Fury set out towards the trees he’d chosen. When he reached the first slender conifer he stood and waited while The Divil circled it, barking loudly. Then Fury raised the axe and The Divil stopped barking and sat on his tail in silence till the tree fell. When they moved on, the ritual was repeated, and when six trees had been cut and carried back to the battered van, Fury leaned the axe against it and rolled a cigarette. It was half smoked when he pinched it out and put it behind his ear. A robin that had perched on the axe handle chirped and flew away. The Divil had disappeared back into the forest. Fury whistled. He was answered by distant high-pitched barking and, since The Divil never ignored a summons, he strode anxiously towards the sound. As he approached, the barking became more imperious and, pushing through branches and past holly bushes, he found The Divil circling another tree.


Irritation replaced Fury’s anxiety. ‘Dear God Almighty, can you not come when you’re whistled? We don’t need another tree, and we sure as hell don’t need that one. Look at the size of it!’ It was more or less the same height as the others, but the circumference of the lower branches made it twice as wide. The Divil paused to catch his breath, then doggedly kept going. Fury rolled his eyes. ‘Well, if you’re going to be like that.’ He plunged back through the trees and returned with the axe on his shoulder. ‘Stand away, then, and give me room.’ With a final bark, The Divil obediently sat on his tail, watching in silent satisfaction as Fury hefted the axe.


Their first drop-off was at Garrybawn House on the main road from Carrick. Recently opened by the council, it offered sheltered accommodation, and a family-size apartment for a manager. The six self-contained residents’ flats were said to be the perfect mix of cool design and cosy comfort, the communal spaces easy to run, and the facilities modern, so the manager’s job had had dozens of applicants. The successful couple, Theresa and Rory Kavanagh, had worked as nurses in Carrick General Hospital, and now, with a teenage daughter, wanted a less stressful life. When Fury’s van pulled up outside, Theresa came to the door. ‘Have you brought the tree? You’re such a dote, Fury. Thanks.’


‘No problem, Mrs K. Is everyone well? How’s young Saoirse?’


‘Ah, you know what teenagers are. Up one minute, down the next, and never off TikTok. Mind, it hasn’t been an easy few years for any child, what with Covid. We’ve a great family break booked for London soon, so she’s wired to the moon about that.’


‘Here’s your tree.’ Fury leaned into the van, apparently choosing at random. ‘I trimmed you a decent length of trunk at the bottom for your bucket.’ He’d passed a length of rope round each tree, pulling the branches close to the trunks to make them easy to carry. Even so, The Divil’s tree, which he pulled out, looked immense. Theresa considered it dubiously. ‘You wouldn’t have anything thinner, would you? One that’d take up less space.’


Glowering at The Divil, who was watching from the cab, Fury slid out another tree. ‘They’re much of a muchness.’


‘I’m sure they are. This one looks great, anyway. Thanks a million.’


‘D’you want a hand in with it?’


‘Not at all. It’s light as a feather. The perfect size.’ Swinging it onto her shoulder, she disappeared into the house. Fury got back into the cab and said to The Divil. ‘If we end up stuck with that blasted tree, we’ll both know who’s to blame.’


The turn for Lissbeg was five minutes down the road from Garrybawn House. They drove into town and Fury swung the van into Broad Street, once a marketplace to which farmers had brought cattle and sheep. Now it had a paved traffic island in the centre, and a one-way system around which the traffic swirled. There were shops and businesses on one side. On the other, a red-brick wall had been removed, opening the street to the newly developed Convent Centre, trees, flowerbeds, a little fountain, and a thriving enterprise known as the Garden Café. Fury drew up at a butcher’s shop where customers were queuing to place Christmas orders. Sticking his head around the door, he caught the eye of the man behind the counter. ‘I’ve Mrs Fitz’s tree in the van, Des. Will I bring it in?’


Des was cutting rashers with precision. ‘Do, Fury. Thanks a million. Stick it there in the corner. Mrs Fitz’ll be delighted.’


Fury disappeared and returned with The Divil’s tree on his shoulder. He was edging past the queue when Des called, ‘Would you have something smaller? No offence, but if you leave her that, there won’t be an inch for the goose-fat and sauces display.’ With clenched teeth, Fury left and returned with another tree. Twirling a bag into which he’d slid the rashers, Des shouted, ‘Good man yerself. Happy Christmas now, if I don’t see you again.’


The next stop was the Convent Centre, where Phil pointed out that her corridors got crowded. ‘I’d love a tree outside the kitchen where Adam Rashid’s doing his course. It’d be a great focus for selfies, and I’ve photographers coming in. It’ll have to be tall and thin, though, Fury. Otherwise, people will always be knocking it.’


Drawing breath sharply, Fury stumped back to the van.


He nearly got away with leaving The Divil’s tree with Hanna in the library. ‘You could have it behind your desk, up against the glass wall.’


‘The wall was designed to draw the eye to the exhibition space.’


‘But, sure, the exhibition’s closed for the Christmas. You don’t want people peering through the wall at your medieval psalm book and feeling let down when they can’t get in to see it.’


Hanna wavered, then shook her head. ‘Sorry, Fury, I can’t have a tree up against that wall. The county council wouldn’t allow it.’ Fury clenched his teeth and said God forbid that the County Architect would get his arty knickers in a twist. This was a low blow, since Brian, the county architect, was Hanna’s partner but, knowing Fury of old and being fond of him, Hanna just repeated that she was sorry.


‘Oh, fair dos. I’ll take the blasted tree away. Can you fit a smaller one somewhere?’


‘You know I can. And I’m awfully grateful, Fury. It’ll be really appreciated.’


The Garden Café had installed a chiller cabinet full of chocolate logs sporting robins and sprigs of holly on top. Bríd, the owner-manager, shook her head at The Divil’s tree. ‘It’s too big, Fury. Customers wouldn’t see my bûches de Noël.’ She gave him a winning smile and added, ‘I’d love that other tree, though. The skinny one you’ve got there. Thanks a million, you’re a star.’


By the time they got to Tintawn Terry’s Hardware Stores, Fury didn’t even bother to take The Divil’s tree out of the van. ‘There’s that one and the other, Terry, and I know which you’ll want.’


‘Well, it doesn’t take a genius. That tree’s about eight feet around.’


Terry was a short, burly man in a red woolly hat pushed well up to expose his large ears. Propping himself against a shelf of galvanised buckets, Fury said thanks for the Christmas card and asked after his children.


‘They’re grand, Fury. In great form altogether. Angela’s home for the Christmas. The last few months, she’s been up to her ears with plumbing work, and she’s just after getting her electrician’s cert.’


‘Fair play to the girl. There’s no holding her.’


‘And Declan’s signed up for this celebrity cake-making course at the Convent Centre.’


‘That’ll cost him an arm and a leg.’


‘He’s been saving up to pay for it from the decorating jobs. I tell you what it is, that lad’s got the makings of a fine plasterer.’


Fury said he’d better be getting on.


‘Right so. I’ll see you round. Thanks for the tree. Sorry I wasn’t up for the humungous one.’


By now, Fury and The Divil were barely on speaking terms. As they drove in silence down Sheep Street, Catherine stepped out of her shop. Fury slammed on the brake and opened his window. ‘Come here to me, do you want a Christmas tree?’ He looked so ferocious that Catherine took a nervous step backwards. The Divil immediately scrambled across and thrust his furry face through the cab window. Charmed by his rusty ears, Catherine relaxed and shook her head. ‘I don’t need a tree, thanks. I’ve already got one in my window.’ She stood back to give them a view of the book tree, twined in twinkling lights and topped with its paper star. Fury looked at it balefully, said, ‘Dear God Almighty,’ released the handbrake, and drove away.


He was still muttering under his breath when he turned back into Broad Street and saw Liam Carmody, Lissbeg’s estate agent, dodging through the traffic to flag him down. ‘Here, lookut, Fury, I’m glad I caught you. Can you come in for a minute?’


‘No, I can’t.’


‘Just for a minute. If you could. It’s important.’


Fury got out of the van and slammed the door. Leaning into the cab, he told The Divil to stay put and mind his manners. ‘You’ve been in a strange mood all day. Don’t go barking now, and causing a breach of the peace.’ Following Carmody down the street to his office, he took a seat and plucked the cigarette from behind his ear. In the heavy silence that followed, Carmody shifted a pile of papers. ‘You’ll have got my letter?’


Fury lit the cigarette, blew a long plume of smoke, and said nothing.


‘Lookit, Fury, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to go dumping this on you before Christmas.’ Unnerved by Fury’s expressionless face, he shifted his papers again. ‘Honest, I wouldn’t have written only I’m under a lot of pressure. It’s a time thing. And I wanted this private word with you because I thought it might help.’


‘You reckon I need help, do you?’


‘Christ, Fury, how would I know? I always thought the forest was yours. I mean I never knew your brother sold it.’ Seeing a dangerous gleam in Fury’s eye, Carmody began to stammer. ‘It’s none of my business, of course.’


‘You’re right. It isn’t.’


Carmody hesitated. ‘I’ve had the instruction to sell. From the owner’s solicitor. Well, the owner’s widow’s solicitor. The man your brother sold it to died. The widow’s settling his affairs. And the thing is, Fury, I could let you in on the ground floor. If that’s what you wanted. I could say there was hardly any interest in it, and they’d do well to take your best offer. We could wangle it so they don’t know who you are.’ Fury continued to say nothing. Carmody ran his finger around the inside of his collar. ‘I wouldn’t say her solicitor would be paying much attention. I mean, he’s on the other side of the world, and the deed shows it’s just forest.’ Glancing over his shoulder, he leaned forward. ‘Look, the point is, the land’s not worth much with the trees on it, but if it got planning permission for housing …’


‘Now isn’t it strange you didn’t say that in the letter?’


Carmody sat back hastily. ‘I’m saying nothing. All I’m saying is you’re a builder, you know the score, Fury. There’s a lot of luxury yachts coming into Ballyfin marina. That’s the future. The trawlermen hardly scrape a living these days, but there’s rich fellas wanting to buy themselves holiday homes here in Finfarran. I’ll say no more.’


Pinching out the cigarette, Fury stood up and replaced it behind his ear. He was through the door when Carmody called after him, ‘I thought you’d want to know. I mean, everyone thinks you own the land. They think you inherited it when your brother drank himself into the grave. You’ve been acting like it’s yours for fifty years, Fury. This way no one will know it was someone else’s.’


Fury returned to the room and closed the door behind him. Placing his two gnarled hands on the desk, he leaned across it.


Carmody hastily scooted his chair back. ‘Okay, point taken, no need for anyone to get heated.’


Dropping the words like stones, one by one, Fury said, ‘It’s Christmas. I’ve got trees to deliver.’


‘Sure. Absolutely. Don’t let me delay you. I was keeping it friendly and local. Trying to do you a favour.’


Fury didn’t dignify this with an answer. When the door closed, Carmody scooted his chair back to the desk and passed his hand over his sweating forehead. Straightening his tie resentfully, he lowered his voice to a vicious mutter, ‘Well, if you’re too old and thick to grab a chance to make easy money, I know plenty of smart builders who aren’t.’









CHAPTER THREE


That morning, Adam Rashid woke up in a hotel room in Carrick. The previous night, he’d flown from London after a day of meetings, picked up a hire car, driven from Dublin, and got to Finfarran after midnight. The Royal Victoria was Carrick’s biggest hotel and, under new ownership, had been given a facelift, new staff and a new manager. Adam had checked that carefully when Phil offered to book him in.


Realising he’d been woken by the sound of his phone, he groped for it and heard his agent’s voice: ‘Adam! So you made it to the arse-end of the universe?’


‘Well, good morning to you too.’


‘Don’t get smart with me, son. Not when I’m up at the crack of dawn, breaking my bollocks on your behalf.’


‘Sorry, Dom. I’m half asleep. What’s the story?’


‘Nothing locked in yet. Things are looking good, though.’


‘I have no idea what that means.’


‘You’ll know what it means when I tell you. I’m still in negotiation.’


Adam gave up. It was Dom who’d propelled him to celebrity status, scooping him up when he won the Coolest Chef title and convincing the production company of his potential for future projects. The agency was one of the biggest in the industry, and Dom was known as a genius for sniffing out talent. At their first meeting, he’d sat Adam down and fixed him with his famous Rottweiler glare. ‘So here’s the position. I can make you big. Properly big. All I need from you is focus. Give me a hundred per cent and I’ll do the rest. You’ve got looks, you’re bright, you’re hardworking and the camera’s in love with you. You turn up on time, do what you’re told, and never lose your nerve under pressure. You’ve got the ambition to put yourself out there and fight. And you’re young, which, from my point of view, means you’ve got a decent shelf-life.’ All this was true, though in fact Adam had entered the competition simply because the chef in whose restaurant he’d been working at the time had suggested it.


Dom had got him guest appearances on every TV programme that mattered, and bullied the Coolest Chef company into a road show and a huge internet presence. Then, having established him as a bona-fide celebrity, he’d brokered a book deal, organised and promoted his Coolest Chef courses, and assured Adam that within a year he’d have his own TV series. ‘And I’m not settling for national coverage, I’m aiming for global syndication.’


Staggered by the fees, the prediction and the workload, Adam had gone along with it all with no sense of where he was going. At an early stage, he’d discovered that Dom didn’t take kindly to questions and, anyway, mostly he didn’t know what to ask. So, remembering a time in his life when success like this would have been unimaginable, he’d decided that his role was to work and Dom’s to do the thinking.


The voice in his ear sharpened. ‘I’m looking at serious numbers over here. Don’t undercut my position. I don’t want anyone knowing your fee for this dumb Lissbeg gig.’


Adam controlled a spurt of irritation at the description. ‘Of course not. Anyway, Lissbeg’s a one-off.’


‘It’s an embarrassment, that’s what it is. And you’d better not make it a precedent. Hold it. I need to take a call. Talk later.’


Propped up against his pillows, Adam looked around him. It felt weird to be lying in a bed in the Royal Victoria, especially since his being here was a chance in about a million. Normally, small fry like Phil wouldn’t have got past Dom’s assistant. But, by chance, Adam had been there when the call came through. Overhearing the assistant’s derisive snort, and ‘Lissbeg’, Adam had butted in, talked directly to Phil, and told Dom later that he wanted to make this happen.


‘She can’t afford you, Adam.’


‘I know, but we’ll cut back on costs. Pare things to the bone. Don’t make a thing of it, though. I don’t want her to feel it’s a favour.’


‘A favour? It’s bloody charity.’


‘It’s three days in Christmas week, Dom, and I really want to do it. Don’t I deserve a break at Christmas?’


He’d never stood up to Dom before but, in the end, he’d swung it, and, on the crest of the wave of her success, Phil hadn’t noticed she’d been given a whopping bargain. When the contract was drafted, it halved Adam’s normal fee, subsistence and travel expenses, and omitted his usual requirement for two trained kitchen assistants. He’d also had to scale back the course, rework the information packs, and lower the cost to participants.


Outraged, Dom had made a last effort. ‘If you’re so eager to pare things back, why not drop the giveaways? Your merchandise doesn’t come cheap.’


‘Anybody who’s seen my vids will know my courses come with giveaways.’


‘They do when people are paying full whack.’


‘Giveaways are product placement. They sell books.’


‘And that’s another thing. If you’re going to have an Irish book launch, why not do it in Dublin? What’s the point of turning up in some titchy indie bookshop in the sticks?’


‘I’m not going to insult Lissbeg by treating it as insignificant.’


‘And you reckon the Coolest Chef team are going to be cool with this, do you?’


‘They’re fine. I’ve talked to them.’


It had taken a lot of talking to convince The Coolest Chef’s producers that launching Cakes To Come Home To at an indie bookshop in the sticks was a good idea. Eventually, someone had said it could be quirky. ‘Edgy, you know? Unique.’


Remembering a useful fact, Adam had said, ‘Edgy’s the area’s buzzword.’


‘Why?’


‘The tourist board puts it in their metadata. They market the place as ‘The Edge of the World Peninsula’.’


‘That’s pretty edgy.’


‘So edgy. Very cool. Plus, it has gorgeous scenery.’


‘Photo ops?’


‘Masses. And the woman who runs this Lissbeg Kitchen place has great contacts.’ He hadn’t been sure about that bit, but felt Phil had such brass neck that, given a chance, she’d probably charter a press plane. Eventually, the company had agreed to pay for food and wine at the book launch, and to send along a social-media person. Emerging from their Soho office, Adam had breathed a deep sigh of relief. Provided they got their percentage, and the Coolest Chef brand wasn’t tarnished, they’d no particular interest in the deals Dom did for his courses. But they did have a big financial interest in his cookbooks and, for this launch to go smoothly, he’d needed to have them onside.


Showered, shaved and dressed, Adam went down to breakfast. Under the new management, the bedrooms’ decor had been modernised but downstairs the hotel retained its mid-Victorian vibe. It was an imposing building, faced in granite, set in a quiet terrace off Carrick’s main street. A broad flight of curved steps led to mahogany double doors with shining brass fittings and etched-glass panels. Everything was well-polished, from the massive, carved furniture in the reception area to the gleaming rows of glasses that hung above the bar in the lounge. There was a coffee room with writing tables and brass inkstands, loos with real flowers, and a grill room much frequented by bank officials and accountants. The front-of-house staff wore tailored suits with crisp cotton shirts and gilt name-badges, and Adam felt sure that, instead of whites, the team in the kitchen now wore trendy black jackets.


He’d almost opted for a room-service breakfast, but decided the dining room wouldn’t be crowded so early. When the waiter seated him, he saw he’d been right. Winter sunlight was falling on yards of starched linen and silverware, but the only other occupied table was over by the window, where a girl of about his age, with dark, curly hair, was eating a poached egg. She glanced up and their eyes met for a moment. Accustomed to people recognising him, Adam looked away, aware as he did so that, this time, he’d have preferred to go on looking. Opening his phone, he ordered coffee and a full Irish, and began to work through emails. There were several from Phil, eager to know if he’d arrived, had settled in, was comfortable, needed anything, and was still okay to come by the Convent Centre, as arranged. He pinged off a line, saying, All good. See you 9.30. A reply came at once. I’ve booked a little girl called Saoirse Kavanagh to give you a hand with the washing up. She’s due in at 10 for a briefing. I’ll bring her along to meet you. So this was what he was going to have instead of two trained assistants. He grinned at the thought of what his guys in Soho would say if they knew, took a forkful of breakfast and told himself appreciatively that the trip would be worth it just for the Royal Victoria’s black pudding. But, of course, there was more to it than that. He owed Finfarran a debt that he’d never revealed to anyone, and the next few days were about payback.


Having had no chance to stretch his legs after the long drive from Dublin, Adam decided to walk a mile or so, and catch the bus to Lissbeg at the first stop beyond Carrick. It was a chilly morning and he walked briskly, thinking about the first time he’d travelled this road, on a borrowed bicycle, with only a couple of hours of a summer’s day to call his own.


He could still recall his heady sense of disbelief and elation, the sun beating down on his shoulders and the tiredness in his legs. Just beyond the bus stop he was now making for, he’d turned the bike down a side road and begun the climb towards the mountains between earth-and-stone dykes and ditches blazing with fuchsia bushes. With an effort, he’d risen from the saddle and stood on the pedals, to glimpse fields beyond the waving flowers. Accustomed to the streets and pavements of crowded towns and cities, he’d been dazzled by the emptiness of the countryside, where the land rose for miles into the distance with only clusters of farm buildings in sight. As he’d passed a gate, a border collie had barked at him ferociously, eyes bright and body close to the ground.


Startled, Adam had let the bike swerve and, out of control, it had careered into a deep ditch beyond the gate. He’d fallen softly on grass and mud and lain there winded, hearing his front wheel spinning beside his ear. Then he’d turned his head, opened his eyes and seen a broken stem of wild carrot hanging directly in front of his face. Dangling from its pale-green stem, the cluster of flowers looked like a lace umbrella. It was creamy-white but for a single rosette in the centre, which was deep purple. As Adam struggled to focus, the foliage had rustled and the unexpected scent of carrot had become the smell of dog. Two inquisitive eyes met his and a wet nose touched him as the collie that had defended its farm gate so ferociously had pawed him gently to check he hadn’t been hurt.


Still possessed by the memory, Adam was jerked back to the present when he boarded the bus and found that the only other passenger on it was the curly-haired girl he’d seen at breakfast. He sat on the opposite side of the aisle and, after a moment, she leaned across to speak to him.


Instinctively, Adam’s muscles tensed. This was something he loathed about his celebrity. The excited recognition. The stammered requests for autographs and selfies. The embarrassing, enforced conversations with strangers, who frequently didn’t know his name or what he actually did, but told him enthusiastically that they’d seen him on the telly. More often than not, the autographs would go straight to eBay, and the snatched photos were frequently sold to appear under headlines like Rashid Looking Rough. The first few times that had happened he’d told Dom how he felt, but instead of sympathy he’d been given a lecture. Apparently he wasn’t supposed to let people get that close. It struck him now that Dom would probably blow his top if he knew he’d been dumb enough to take a bus. But he had, and there was nothing to do but deal with it. He turned his head, braced to meet gushing enthusiasm, but the girl just said, ‘Do you know how long this bus takes to reach Lissbeg?’


Feeling foolish, he stammered, ‘About fifteen minutes. Unless it gets stuck behind a tractor.’


‘Cheers.’ She had a snub nose, wide grey eyes, and her dark, springy hair grew in little spirals. Taking a bar of chocolate from her bag, she broke it in two. ‘Want a piece?’


‘No, thanks. I’ve just had breakfast.’


‘I know. Full Irish. That was impressive.’


So she had recognised him. But only as the guy she’d seen in the hotel dining room. Overwhelmed by relief, he grinned. ‘More filling than a poached egg.’


She chuckled. ‘Fair comment. I’m Lia, by the way.’


‘I’m Adam.’


‘So, Adam, what’re you doing in Finfarran?’


Instantly, Adam’s relief drained away. Whatever he said now would open his stupid celebrity can of worms. Playing for time, he said, ‘Just visiting.’


‘Well, you’re obviously not local. That’s a Dublin accent.’


‘I’m guessing yours is Australian.’


‘Yeah. I’ve been working up in Dublin since the beginning of the year.’


‘How come you’re down here now?’ As soon as he’d spoken he panicked. He’d wanted to divert the conversation from himself. But what if he’d just sounded nosy? What if, like him, she feared and hated intrusive questions from strangers?


Lia shrugged her shoulders cheerfully. ‘I won a competition. A three-day course, plus B-and-B in our fancy hotel. It was one of those TV things you enter on your phone. Me and my mates from the bar up in Dublin were having a few beers after a shift. It was just for a laugh. Actually, I’d forgotten about it till I heard I’d won. So now I’m booked into a cake-making course. It begins tomorrow.’


Completely thrown, Adam heard himself ask what the call had cost.


‘A couple of euros, plus standard network charges.’


‘So, a pretty good return on your investment.’


Lia broke off another square of chocolate. ‘Well, the hotel’s fab and the countryside’s fantastic. I’ve always wanted to see the Wild Atlantic Way.’


‘Aren’t you excited about the course?’


‘Meh. Not so much.’ She glanced at him sideways. ‘Don’t get me wrong. I mean what’s not to like about cake, right? But it’s run by some celebrity chef, and I bet he’ll be an eejit.’


With a Herculean effort, Adam produced a convincing laugh. ‘You’ve certainly picked up the language while you’ve been here.’


‘One side of my family was Irish. Transported convicts.’


‘Really?’


‘No, not really, that’s just a line I use.’ She licked her fingers. ‘It was generations ago. They were Irish, but God knows where they came from and what they did.’


The longer this went on, the more embarrassing it would become, so Adam opened his mouth to admit who he was. Before he could speak, the bus crested a hill and Lia exclaimed, ‘Wow, there’s the ocean!’


Reprieved, he said, ‘The turn for Lissbeg is coming up. When you get off the bus, it’s not far to walk to a beach.’


Lia was looking longingly out the window. ‘God, I’ve really missed waves big enough for surfing.’


‘I wouldn’t try surfing Irish waters in Christmas week. You’d freeze.’


‘You know what, though? I could skip the course and just spend my time communing with the Atlantic.’ She wrinkled her nose thoughtfully. ‘On the other hand, I’ve never yet been known to turn down a freebie. Oh, what the hell, I’ll see how I feel tomorrow. I’ll go with the flow.’ Adam half hoped this was his way out. If she skipped the course, he wouldn’t have to explain himself. He could eat breakfast in his room and avoid her in the hotel. They’d get off the bus, say goodbye, and he wouldn’t see her again. No embarrassment. No explanations. Hands down, the best-case scenario. Except for the fact that, despite having spent only ten minutes in her company, he really, really wanted to see her again.


The bus turned down a country road between fields edged with stone walls and ditches. Away to the right, the fields ran down to cliffs and, below them, little beaches. The riot of summer wildflowers Adam remembered had died back, but golden furze still bloomed among prickly stems by the roadside. Lia was still staring out of the window. ‘I wish Seán could see this.’


‘Seán?’


‘We’re spending Christmas together. But he’s a control freak who can’t cope unless he’s in charge of everything, so he doesn’t want me or anyone else around for the next few days.’ Still focused on the view, Lia gave an affectionate chuckle. ‘There’s the choice of wine, and the chocolates and, I don’t know, probably fireworks. I’ve already had about fifty texts about my present, and I keep having to point out it’s supposed to be a surprise.’


Adam’s heart sank. She was dating. Of course she was. She was beautiful, relaxed and witty, and had had the sense to order poached eggs and go for 75 per cent, organic, Fairtrade chocolate. Of course someone like that would be attached.


‘Oh, wow! Look at that! Talk about wild Atlantic breakers!’ As the bus took another sharp bend she scrambled across to his side, and knelt on a seat so close to Adam that he could smell her perfume. Her dark hair was tinged with red and her skin was freckled and creamy. ‘Seriously, Adam, look! Have you ever seen anything more gorgeous?’


With a tight feeling in his chest, Adam said he hadn’t, and reminded himself that he was in Lissbeg to work.
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