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Prologue


Knightsbridge, London


‘I thought we could see my parents next weekend,’ said Giles Charter, gazing at his fiancée, oblivious as to what was about to happen. ‘They’re in a bind about whether or not to convert the Aga.’ He reached across the restaurant table and gently pressed his thumb on Holly O’Leary’s 18-carat cushion of diamonds. She smiled, curled her fingers away and slid her hand towards her glass. ‘All their friends are doing it,’ Giles continued. He looked curious as Holly polished off the remains of her Chablis. ‘But you know how Ma likes her Victoria sponge to rise.’


Beneath the tablecloth, Holly’s restless heel drummed the floor as she turned her ring anticlockwise and pulled it over her knuckle.


‘Four months to go,’ he said, topping up Holly’s glass. ‘Or, to be precise, as today is August the twentieth, four months and four days to go.’ Dark hair sat neatly across his forehead as he spoke, his brown eyes buoyant with optimism.


‘Giles,’ she said, feeling awful about what she had to say. ‘It isn’t that I want to make your life difficult …’


‘Sweetheart, how could you make my life difficult? You’re the best thing to have happened to me by a country mile.’


He smiled with heart-breaking sincerity and popped a cashew nut into his mouth. She could hear it crunch as his eyes focused on the ring. It now lay on the white tablecloth, next to a smudge of pesto. It looked like a miniature art installation, symbolising freedom for Holly and rejection for Giles. Several seconds passed as they sat in silence, the colour draining from his face.


‘I knew it,’ he said, taking a large drink of water. He rubbed his forehead and exhaled heavily. ‘It was all going too bloody well.’


Holly felt entirely responsible for this mess. For the past three years they had been surrounded by friends, pairing up and hell-bent on outshining one another by Instagramming their elaborate proposals. The wedding flowers, the dresses, the jam jars filled with jelly beans, celebrating newlyweds in one marquee after another. Ever since she began dating Giles, she had been strangely repelled by how he mapped his life out. His Volvo may as well have had car seats for his unborn children. He had already taken steps to put his pharmaceutical research company on the market, responsibly holding on to twenty-five per cent as added security for his future. When they met, Holly had instantly sensed that he liked her but she suspected he’d never dream of asking her for a date. He was a scientist; she, a distracted temp. Giles was modest but self-assured. His sense of purpose was impressive and, slightly hoping some of that would rub off on her, Holly had instigated the whole thing. It was she who asked for his phone number and it was she who suggested a date.


Once he realised she was interested, Giles took control and laid on one romantic gesture after another. Weekly deliveries of hip-high red roses arrived to whichever office Holly was temping at. He asked her to have a weekend bag ready at all times, and every third or fourth weekend he’d whisk them off to a hotel in Europe – Paris, Madrid, Prague, Berlin, Rome. So many cityscapes now flooded her mind. Giles was an excellent travelling companion, always knowledgeable about the population, demography and governance of each new city they approached. It was on the trip to Rome that she had realised with a terrifying clarity that Giles was the perfect friend. Therein lay the problem. Hugs, snuggles and kissing were his forte, but he always seemed nervous about making love. Holly suspected he might have been a virgin when they met, and no matter how enthusiastic she was to climb into bed, he sometimes couldn’t quite perform. On their last night in Rome, he had admitted to being a little intimidated by her.


‘Is it because I’m not terribly adventurous – you know, as I might be?’ Giles almost cringed as his words fluttered across the table.


‘Oh God no,’ said Holly, but it felt like he was reading her mind. This was a big part of the problem. Mariah, Holly’s best friend in London, had been adamant that the marriage could never work unless they sorted out their sleeping arrangements. Holly had thought they could find a way through. She’d read articles, listened to podcasts and even consulted the book Love Signs by Linda Goodman. That had been a holy bible for her mother in the seventies – not that it had proved successful in terms of her parents’ marriage.


‘What will you do?’ As was typical, Giles was more concerned about Holly than himself.


‘Mariah said I can move my things to her flat and stay there for a while. She spends so much time at the gallery, and she’s with Frank every other weekend.’


Giles nodded as if that made sense, but frowned. His eyes were welling up.


‘Her flat is rather titchy though.’


‘Well, you know Mariah. She says it won’t matter if there’s a pile of boxes in the sitting room.’


‘How kind of her,’ he said, wiping his eyes. His face was a combination of shock, hurt and definite sadness. Holly wondered how he was going to cope.


‘I suppose Mariah and Frank will move to the country,’ he said, ‘at some stage.’


‘Maybe,’ she said, wondering what else she could add. Discussing Mariah and Frank’s almost flawless relationship was not going to help either of them.


‘I’m not so worried about telling my parents,’ said Giles, fiddling with the pepper mill, ‘as they are very practical people, but I do worry about your mother.’


‘Really?’ said Holly, who thought of her mum at home in Dublin, with her wedding folder. Giles had a point. Holly’s mother, Juliette O’Leary, had gone on a course of Valium when she first learned of their plans for a Christmas Eve wedding. The mother who lived for Yuletide for three hundred and sixty-five days a year. She’d already baked the wedding cake, ordered a zillion lights for the reception and drawn up a minute-by-minute itinerary with a wedding planner. A Christmas wedding was to be the ultimate festive event for Juliette. How on earth was she going to take the news?


A week later, having packed and relocated to Mariah’s house in Pimlico, Holly sat in the waiting room of the Elizabeth Street dentist with a throbbing wisdom tooth. It felt like she had been dealt a punishment by the universe. How was she going to break the news to her mother that she’d called off the wedding? She’d hit the roof, and definitely the Prosecco. Even worse, Holly’s brother had booked the ‘incredibly expensive, so it had better be worth it’ flight home from Sydney. Her name was about to be mud with her immediate family. To top it all, her mobile was out of battery. A series of outdated magazines lay fanned out on the waiting-room coffee table. The Dancing Times led with the cover story of ‘Tangoing through the Menopause’. No, thank you, thought Holly. But her eyes widened when she saw the cover of The Lady, with the Agony Aunt feature ‘Navigating the Crossroads of Life’.


She picked up the copy of The Lady and cast her eyes over the dilemmas, problems and quarrels on the Agony Aunt page. One reader was seeking advice on how to tell if her clairvoyant was just making everything up. Holly was musing upon whether she should google an appointment with a clairvoyant and skip the dentist when an advertisement on the opposite page caught her eye.




ENERGETIC PERSON immediately required to declutter remote country house in Ireland. Live in. Short term. I do not use computers and therefore have no email. Please apply to The Lady quoting Box 251734.












Chapter One


Foothills of the Wicklow Mountains, Ireland


Knockboden was a magnificent giant of a house, with tall windows and chimneys rising proudly towards the heavens. It had been years since Holly had been in the countryside to breathe in the damp, earthy autumnal air, witnessing the blazing woodland shades of red, yellow and orange. Over the past six weeks, this place had become her sanctuary. She’d deleted her social media apps, removed her nail polish and stopped straightening her hair.


‘Whiskey. Over. Are you there? Over.’ Lady Serena Harpur’s voice bellowed from the walkie-talkie as Holly walked past a row of garden urns, filled with exhausted grasses which had seen better days.


‘Soda. Over. I’m on my way. Over,’ she said, pressing the button.


Serena had assigned unique names to the walkie-talkies, inspired by her favourite drink. It felt like a 1950s sitcom as her voice crackled into the air, still yelling despite Holly’s previous attempts to suggest that the sound from a walkie-talkie was clearer when speaking in a normal tone.


‘Whiskey. Over. Tango, Oscar, November, India, Charlie, urgent. Over.’


‘Soda. Over. Seriously, Serena, can’t you just say tonic? Over.’


‘Whiskey. Over. Bloody tonic then. Over.’


‘Soda. Over. With you in five. Over.’


As she approached the front of the house, a pile of logs blocked the doorway. Holly looked through the front hall window; she could see Edwin Duffy hovering over the fireplace.


‘Edwin?’


She watched a pair of red hens scratching around the logs. It was anyone’s guess whether it was colder inside or outside of the house.


‘How are you, Holly?’ asked Edwin, wincing as he sidestepped the wheelbarrow in the hall and came to the door. ‘I’ve never known a girl from the city to take to wandering around in the freezing weather.’


‘The cold clears my head,’ she said, pulling the woolly hat down over the back of her neck. ‘Gets the endorphins going.’


‘Stacking this wood does it for me,’ he said, rubbing his bald head, shimmering with sweat. ‘Even if these old bones of mine are creaking, the cod liver oil my Babs has got me on seems to be working.’


Holly watched the hens standing at the hall door, wondering if they were going to venture inside.


‘Are you missing London yet?’ asked Edwin, shooing the hens out of the way.


‘Not really,’ she said, but in truth she was, and desperately so. She missed Giles. The phone calls, the Ab Fab comedy sketches he’d send to her of Patsy and Edwina knocking back the Bolly. He had always been a supporter of Holly’s friendships and encouraged her to socialise. Giles had even known that Mariah was going to be proposed to before she did. Her now husband had asked Giles to suggest Holly take her on a girls’ night out. When Mariah arrived back to her flat, the sitting room was covered in pink roses.


‘As long as you’re happy in yourself,’ said Edwin, ‘that’s all that matters. Why don’t you come in before you turn into an ice block? You’re nimble enough to climb over the wood despite the height of you. Grab hold of the architrave as you climb over. That’s it … you’re nearly there … and step carefully onto those logs … and jump.’


‘My mum always says I’m big-boned,’ she said.


‘And my mam said I was too short. Hard to win, isn’t it?’


Even in daylight, the hall was dark and there was a smell of damp rolling in over the logs.


‘Edwin, can I check something with you?’ Holly made sure the walkie-talkie was switched off before continuing.


‘Go on.’


‘Any chance you’ve been paid this month?’


‘Now, you’d be better off asking if those hens could talk.’


Holly folded her arms to ease the palpitations brewing inside her.


‘Jeepers, there’s no need to look so alarmed, love.’ Edwin leaned against the wall. ‘I’ll grant ye there have been times when it’s taken a while to get paid, but I’ll have been here fifty years come December. Started when I was sixteen.’


Holly wondered where she’d be in fifty years’ time. Maybe sitting alone, overlooking a herd of sheep, with a hairy chin and a bottle of vodka. ‘When you think of the life Lady S has had,’ said Edwin, ‘she is one-of-a-kind, she is.’


‘But doesn’t your wife mind?’


‘Babs? No, she’s delighted I’m kept busy, and she has her own busyness minding the rectory for Father Flynn.’ Edwin was the picture of contentment. ‘I join my Babs in the evenings, when the house is as she likes it. I’m here for the long haul now, Holly; it’s something I wouldn’t want to walk away from. I’ve been with her too long to go now. It wouldn’t be right.’


‘But you do actually get paid by Serena? I’ve been here for over six weeks, and she hasn’t really given me a straight answer as to when I’ll receive my salary.’


‘I get paid alright, but granted, not always like clockwork,’ he said, a little awkwardly. ‘But you’ve no cause to worry. As my old nana used to say, count your blessings and the pennies will look after themselves. It’s just the way it is, Holly.’


The door to Serena’s study was wide open, and the floor was littered with old magazines. The air smelled of hair spray and smoke.


‘There you are.’ An unlit cigarette hung from Serena’s mouth as she leaned heavily on her desk.


‘I’m not sure a stapler can get through a plastic folder,’ said Holly.


‘To hell with it then.’ Serena hurled the stapler across the desk. ‘Get me the superglue, would you?’


Holly pulled open the dresser drawer, which was stuffed to capacity with decades’ worth of promotional pens. ‘I think it’s dried out,’ she said, holding up a shrivelled tube.


‘Drat. Never mind. Did you bring the tonic?’


‘Oh no, I’m so sorry. I got distracted in the hall chatting with Edwin; he was busy filling the baskets with logs.’


Serena exhaled noisily and shot out her hand to pick up a sandwich from a chipped plate.


‘Don’t you want it, darling?’ she said, holding the sandwich over Jagger, a silky black labrador. ‘No? I can always give it to Daiquiri if you aren’t interested.’


Leaping up to retrieve his early lunch, Jagger grunted as he took a mouthful of sandwich and spat out the lettuce. Holly could have sworn she saw Daiquiri, the fat terrier beneath Serena’s desk, shudder in disgust. A smell of dog fart invaded the room.


‘How about I open a window?’ suggested Holly. ‘It’s quite stuffy, isn’t it?’


‘I’ll tell you what’s stuffy. That arse of a man has been on the phone, again.’


‘Which one?’ asked Holly, pushing up a sash window and wedging an ashtray into the corner to hold up the frame.


‘The fellow who wears his tie too long.’


‘Kenneth,’ said Holly, walking over to the drinks cabinet. She found an old bottle of tonic stashed behind some dusty liqueurs. The bottle hissed its last, flat breath as she twisted open the lid. ‘Dead as a dodo. I’ll find some more in the kitchen.’


‘Don’t bother,’ said Serena. She was wearing one of her trademark chunky necklaces and a thick leather belt, accentuating her ample bosom and long legs. She had held on to her looks and could still sprawl across sofas and lean against walls like a carefree teenager. ‘Flat tonic is one of the few things in life that genuinely doesn’t bother me. Pour the gin, then a splash of tonic and a drop of Angostura bitters to pink it up.’


Holly fixed the drink and passed it to Serena.


‘Aren’t you going to join me?’ Serena gave the G and T a stir with the end of her biro and smiled as she took her first sip.


‘I’d better not,’ said Holly, sitting on the club fender by the fireplace. ‘I’ve got to drive into Turpinstown for supplies and order that bottle of port for you.’


‘Thank you for remembering, Holly. This is one area in which I am organised. A round of Stilton and port on Christmas Day is my present to myself,’ Serena said, tipping the overflowing ashtray into a wastepaper bin. ‘Last year, Daly’s Wine stocked the most abysmal port and so this time I want them to import exactly the bottle I want.’


‘Who do you usually spend Christmas with?’ asked Holly, peering up at the mantelpiece and wondering if she should salute the magpie perched up there in a glass case.


‘My dogs, of course. We watch Dynasty – the original, obviously – and I dine as if I’m at the Shelbourne. It’s the one time I put a lot of effort into my cooking.’


‘Turkey?’


‘Goose,’ she said. ‘Mother always insisted on it. And what about you? Will you be with your family?’


‘Not this year.’ Holly could feel herself tensing up. ‘Isn’t it a little negative to have a single magpie in here?’


‘Certainly not. The ancients believed a magpie to be a sign of opportunity, and that little bird has given me plenty of luck over the years.’ Serena lit her cigarette and threw the match away.


‘I don’t think even the magpie would approve of you dropping a freshly lit match into the bin.’


Serena wrinkled her nose. ‘Honestly, your generation, so overly cautious about everything. You’ll give yourselves ulcers.’


Holly looked around the study. There were stacks of magazines, long-life shopping bags overflowing with letters, moth-eaten felt hats piled on a free-standing radiator and a trunk with its lid open, filled with what looked like old computer wires.


‘Now, Holly,’ said Serena, holding out her glass for a refill. ‘Tell me where we are with the computer site for Knockboden.’ She seemed unable to bring herself to use the word internet. ‘I want to start promoting our B&B for honeymooners. I still think it’s a genius idea, don’t you?’


‘I do,’ said Holly, admiring the way her boss commanded so elegantly from her desk.


‘And I do is precisely what I want people across the world to say, and then to come to Knockboden and test out the bed springs.’ Serena squeezed her eyes at Holly. ‘Why are you looking like a doubting Thomas?’


‘I think it is quite a niche market, that’s all.’


‘Nonsense,’ said Serena. ‘Romance is the one good thing which can withstand a recession and my “Knockboden Honeymoon B&B Retreat” is going to bring the lolly.’


‘You’ve added the word retreat since we last spoke.’


‘Holly, at twenty-nine years of age, do you know nothing? Lynette brought me an article from the Sunday Business Post, which said something along the lines of “the more words you include in a commercial offering, the more euro signs you can add”.’


‘Clever,’ said Holly, thinking this may in fact make quite good sense.


‘Most of all, we want the B&B venture to shut up the irritating creature that is Karl from that blasted money-lending organisation.’


‘You mean Kenneth.’


‘Karl, Ken, what does it matter? I just want him off my back.’


‘The broadband has been connected, and I’ve purchased the site knockboden.com,’ said Holly, mixing another drink. ‘But, Serena, remember, I’m here to declutter and get the bedrooms ready, not to do your online marketing?’


‘What’s that?’


‘We talked about hiring a specialist to do all the promoting.’


Serena held out her hand to receive her drink, like a child awaiting a handful of bon-bons.


‘There’s no need to be defensive, Holly. I want to bring in some lolly so that I can buy my staff pressies.’ She lit another cigarette.


‘On that note, Serena, you originally said it might take a few weeks before I get my first pay cheque.’


‘And?’


‘I’ve been here since the beginning of September. It’s now the twentieth of October.’


‘Consider it done.’


‘Really? Well that’s great.’ Holly felt instant relief. She did have savings, but Giles, so good with money, had always advised that it was better to keep them safe for a downpour, rather than a rainy day.


‘You know, Holly, once upon a time I was drenched in Chanel, and now I’m drenched in nothing but bills.’ Serena was skilled at drifting away from answering questions. ‘The thought of having to give up my most beloved bedroom to make way for bonking guests is really quite beyond the imagination.’


It was becoming clear to Holly that Serena was going to take as much managing as the house.









Chapter Two


Manhattan, New York


Tyrone Harpur watched his soon-to-be-ex-wife walk towards him. She was sexy as hell and carrying takeout from the café. He pushed his hands into his cashmere coat and raised his head to acknowledge her. The Conservatory Garden in Central Park had seemed like a sensible location to meet. There were no runners or cyclists, meaning that Kenzie wouldn’t be distracted or be a distraction. She was the ultimate flirt, which made his meeting her in person all the more perilous. Her inexplicable ability to make him change his mind – a touch, her breath, her perfume, it didn’t take much – but not this time. The sham was over.


‘Hey, you,’ she said, passing both coffees to Tyrone so she could pull her bouncy curls free from the collar of her coat. ‘You look good, darling.’ Kenzie would have kissed Tyrone full on the lips if he hadn’t offered his cheek. She was not au fait with the proper etiquette once the papers had been served.


‘How have you been?’ Tyrone took a sip of coffee, which was too sweet. Kenzie always added sugar.


‘I was surprised, obviously,’ she said, when Tyrone passed a coffee back to her. ‘I didn’t expect you to go legal so quickly.’


Butter would not melt, he thought to himself. ‘So you thought I’d just go along with you sleeping with my business partner?’


‘Business?’ she asked. ‘I thought you played squash.’ Then she laughed. ‘Look, I’m sorry, but you weren’t exactly husband of the year.’


‘Meaning?’


‘In the three years we’ve been together, not once have you remembered my birthday.’


‘I’m hopeless with dates.’


‘Yes, those too – when was the last time we actually went on one? If you want your wife to stay, you have to give your wife attention. It’s as simple as that.’ Kenzie liked to refer to herself in the third person, particularly when she’d got into trouble. ‘Sleeping with your wife is also a good tip.’


‘That’s rich,’ said Tyrone, taking the lid off the coffee cup and pouring the contents onto the grass. ‘I walked in on my wife with another man in my own bed. You have any other tips you’d like to share?’


‘How about spending less time with Carl?’


‘He’s my best friend and he’s lonely.’


‘Lonely? So was I, and you wonder why I sought out company?’


‘Don’t be so fucking insensitive. His wife died, in case you’ve forgotten.’


‘Fine,’ she said, relenting. ‘I did love you, though.’ She said it in the same way she might have said she loved a jacket at a fashion show last season. ‘But there’s a part of me that would like to meet up with your first wife and compare notes.’


‘Kenzie,’ he said, ‘you know I really did love you.’


She reached out to rub the side of his face, which felt almost soothing. ‘I worry about you, honey, and I know you don’t like it when I say this, but I’m going to say—’


‘Please don’t—’


‘You have Mommy issues and I don’t think you’re going to make a decent husband until you work them out.’ Kenzie’s voice was so smooth and extravagant, she could have narrated a self-help book. ‘I’d love you to hook up with this therapist I’ve been seeing.’


For a moment he thought Kenzie was suggesting marriage counselling, but she quickly qualified herself. ‘To help you work out whatever it is that’s bugging you.’


Tyrone chose to ignore the dig.


They walked towards the entrance to Fifth Avenue. ‘Amazing to think these gates were once part of the Vanderbilts’ place, isn’t it?’ Kenzie said. Her appreciation of history had been one of the things that had made him fall for her. ‘Do you think the guy who created twenty feet of iron and bronze ever thought they’d welcome New Yorkers and tourists rather than the Vanderbilts and their friends?’


‘I think he’d have had a word with Gertrude,’ Tyrone said, without thinking.


‘Sorry?’


‘Gertrude – she was the Vanderbilt who donated the gates to Central Park. But I guess she’d be happy to know that people walking through are looking for solace in the Conservatory Garden—’


‘People like us?’


‘Sure.’ This was what made it annoying. He and Kenzie got on well; conversation had always been easy. ‘But can you imagine? Within seventy years of Commodore Vanderbilt’s death, all of the Vanderbilt homes along Fifth Avenue had been sold or levelled. There’s longevity for you.’


‘Maybe some things weren’t meant to last.’


Tyrone thought of Ireland and the formal gardens of Knockboden, which he could vaguely remember as a child: the yew walk, the wisteria pergola he used to hide behind when his parents had parties.


Kenzie brushed her arm against him. ‘You know, Tyrone, I think if you had taken the trouble to spend more time with me, we could have made it work.’


‘I suggested plenty of weekends, but between your facials and fashion shows, Kenzie, you were never around. Always too interested in following the crowd.’


‘The crowd? Are you for real, Tyrone, Mr Irish Country Gent? At least I know where I belong and I’m not pretending to be a city slicker.’


‘I’m not sure where to begin in my response,’ he said, pulling a fake smile across his face, ‘but I’m pretty sure that my therapist would say turn the other cheek.’


Kenzie pulled the lid off her coffee to scoop up the cappuccino froth. ‘I like to make the most of everything I get,’ she said, licking the tip of her finger.


‘I’m grateful for the reminder.’ Tyrone meant it. Five minutes was all it had taken to assure him that he had made the right decision. Feeling a vibration in his coat pocket, he took out his mobile phone. ‘I’m going to take this,’ he said, seeing an Irish number flashing up on the screen.


Kenzie squeezed Tyrone’s hand. ‘Take care of yourself, won’t you?’ She walked through the gates, waved her hand and within seconds a yellow cab screeched to a halt.


Tyrone watched her go, feeling regret for what he’d hoped and thought could be. He now had two failed marriages and pre-nups behind him.


‘Tyrone Harpur?’


‘Speaking.’


‘Kenneth Gates.’


‘What’s the latest?’


‘There’s no point beating around the bush,’ he said. ‘The clock is ticking on the debt relating to Lady Harpur. We have received precisely no payments to date on her loan.’


‘When did you last make contact with her?’


‘Last week, by letter, email and phone.’


‘Visit one more time, and then call me. I want her to know you mean business.’


The timing couldn’t have been more annoying. Tyrone had started a new routine with his personal trainer. That he was co-founder of an investment bank was another aspect, but one that bothered him less. He had given the past twenty years to his clients, advising on acquisitions and restructuring their finances. Increasingly Tyrone felt it was he who needed restructuring. Even when he tried, he couldn’t put his finger on what he wanted any more. His ambition had dwindled and it was a dreadful feeling. Then there was the reservation at Jean-Georges on Thursday with Carl. But maybe this divorce could be the impetus to sort all aspects of his life – including the situation with his mother.









Chapter Three


Knockboden, Ireland


Four p.m. November was well underway and already it was getting dark. Holly cranked the ancient Land Rover into gear, and gripping the weighty steering wheel, she felt a pang at the sight of her ring finger. This time last year, she’d had a manicure in anticipation of meeting Giles’s parents as their daughter-in-law-to-be. Instagram had been uploaded with a multitude of sparkling engagement photos, Holly with blow-dried hair and lip gloss, believing she was on the right path. But now she was travelling along a track with a grassy centre, flanked by burnt orange and crispy brown leaves in the hedgerow. It was hard to make sense as to why she’d left him, but her intuition had taken over.


On the outskirts of Turpinstown, a large banner advertised for staff to work on a Christmas tree farm. Another sign promoted ‘Homemade Puddings & Mince Pies’. The thought of decorating sent Holly into a guilty spin, thinking of her mum’s wedding plans. Giles had sent a barrage of messages during the first few weeks following the break-up. He’d offered her a room in his house, ‘no-strings attached’, for when she returned to London. His parents had wanted to know if they could make direct contact with Holly’s mother, but Giles had assured her that he’d keep the cat in the bag until Holly was ready to tell her mother that the wedding had been cancelled rather than postponed.


Holly came to a halt at a roundabout when a WhatsApp call from Mariah flashed up.


‘I’ve got you on loudspeaker,’ said Holly, balancing the phone on the dashboard, ‘and the coverage isn’t great either.’


‘Where are you?’


‘Turpinstown, trying to find my way into the village. It’s my fourth visit and I still find the roundabout confusing.’


‘Surely all roads lead to Rome?’ said Mariah, her voice confident and reassuring. She and Holly had met at Durham University, both coasting along on arts degrees. Doing the bare minimum had worked for Mariah, but Holly barely scraped a pass in her exams.


‘Not sure I can compare Turpinstown to Rome, but maybe once I visit the wine shop I’ll feel differently.’


‘Bottoms up,’ giggled Mariah. ‘Once you park, can you put me on FaceTime?’


She always managed to bring levity to a situation. When Holly had arrived in tears after the break-up lunch with Giles, Mariah had comforted her with the words, ‘At least you won’t have to put up with his mother’s baking. Remember the banana-flavoured custard we had to sit through over Sunday lunch?’ Missing out on life’s pontifications with Mariah had been the worst part of leaving London. They could spend forty-five minutes discussing night cream. They’d laugh and dream and talk about how their lives might pan out. One propping up the other when the chips were down.


In the carpark, Holly looked down at her filthy jeans and grimaced at her reflection in the rear-view mirror. ‘Okay, prepare for rustic vibes,’ she said, turning on the camera.


‘Hey, Curly Sue, what’s with the hair?’


‘I didn’t bring the straighteners.’


‘And your eyebrows could give Cara Delevingne a run for her money,’ said Mariah. ‘No wonder you haven’t wanted to FaceTime.’


‘Actually, I’m feeling quite liberated. Giles was so into capturing everything online, I really had to make such an effort to look up to scratch.’ It was true: Holly hadn’t realised it at the time, but there had been a certain amount of pressure for her to look as well-groomed as he did. This was the first time in a long while that she could forget the mirror. ‘The main thing is to make sure that Mum doesn’t find out where I am, that’s all that matters.’


‘She’s still buying the idea that you’re on some kind of top-secret mission?’


‘I had no option but to tell a white lie. I feel terrible about it, but it was the only way out – Mum would hit the roof if I told her the wedding was off, instead of just postponed.


‘God, Holly, she’s going to think you’re some kind of modern-day James Bond.’


‘She even sounded impressed that for once in my life I’ve found an exciting job, though I haven’t told her where or what it is.’


‘And is the job exciting?’


‘No, but if it takes clearing out fifty years’ worth of Tupperware and half-empty shampoo bottles to give me time to work out what’s next, then I don’t really mind.’


‘She’s going to find out, Holly, beside the fact that Dublin can’t be that far from where you are. I may never have been to Ireland, but I can read Google Maps.’ Mariah never let Holly off the hook easily, and that’s what made their friendship so crucial.


‘Depends on the traffic,’ said Holly, knowing full well that her mum’s house on the south side of Dublin was no more than thirty minutes away. ‘I haven’t even started the proper clean-out, or more like mucking out, yet. The house is chaos. Everywhere you look, there are boxes, or piles of old clothes, even jam jars. It’s like a hoarders’ paradise.’ A woman walked by, pushing a pram along the pavement, her head bowed to stave off the cold.


‘Then maybe it isn’t helpful for me to tell you that Giles called again this morning, and he’s being unusually quiet on Instagram.’


‘Really?’ Somehow this news was heartening.


‘But Holly, even though I’m so fond of Giles, this time you have to work out what it is you really want.’


‘What I really want now is to pick up a bottle and pass out in front of Netflix.’


‘Fine,’ Mariah continued, ‘but you and I both know that you escaping Christmas with your mum is about as likely as Kim Kardashian going offline.’


In the wine shop, garlands of red cranberries cris-crossed the ceiling and silver tinsel lined the shelves packed with bottles. Holly’s eyes were drawn to a Christmas promotion for artisan vodka.


Behind the counter, the manager looked more interested in pleasure than business as she recited her phone number to a male customer. Holly wondered if the man, forty-something and dressed impeccably in winter layers, was actually typing her number into his mobile phone. This was the kind of behaviour Holly had left behind in London and she had no interest in showing any kind of patience.


‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’m here to collect an order.’


The manager remained deeply engrossed with her customer.


‘Sorry to disturb you.’ Holly tried again. ‘It’s literally just a quick transaction.’ She reached for a bottle of vodka and put it on the counter.


The man turned and smiled at her. He had short blond curls and a confident mouth. ‘Having a party?’ he asked in a softly spoken English accent.


‘Not tonight,’ said Holly, wanting to hibernate.


‘I’m fond of that brand myself,’ he said, ‘and once it’s chilled correctly, it’s quite enjoyable.’ At this point, Holly wouldn’t have minded if the vodka was lukewarm. Once she returned to the gate lodge, she was going to imitate Bridget Jones and let loose all by herself. This well-mannered, and handsome, man was getting to her.


Holly turned to the manager. ‘I’m here to collect a bottle of vintage port for—’


‘I won’t make any promises,’ said the manager, ignoring Holly as she slipped her phone into the breast pocket of her uniform.


‘Then I’ll give you due warning before I land back in town,’ the man said.


‘And if it’s a maybe?’ she asked, practically batting her eyelids. Holly felt like she was caught up in an episode of Wine Lovers.


‘Maybes are often full of possibilities,’ he said, leaning in.


Holly felt her chest tighten with impatience. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, but do you think I could possibly have my order?’


‘You’re in a hurry,’ said the man.


‘I think I’m tired,’ said Holly.


‘And what was the name?’ asked the manager, stepping into managerial mode in front of her conquest.


‘Holly O’Leary.’


‘Vintage port,’ she said, disappearing below the counter and returning with a wooden box.


‘That will be rather good at room temperature,’ the man said, lifting up the box to inspect the label. ‘Thankfully, the Portuguese stick to what they’re good at.’


‘You can’t beat a Portuguese custard tart though, can you?’ said the manager, flicking her hair and pouting her lips. ‘I love a good pastry.’


Holly retrieved a bank card from her wallet and tapped it on the machine.


‘Where are you based?’ the manager asked, continuing her flirtation with the other customer.


‘New York. Best city in the world as far as I’m concerned.’


The woman practically swooned and then pulled a face at Holly. ‘I’m afraid your card’s been declined, madam.’


‘Oh God,’ said Holly, feeling an immediate blush race across her face. She lowered her head and swore at herself for not checking her online banking before going into the shop. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, holding up her phone to the window as she tried to access the app. ‘I can’t seem to get online.’ Holly felt useless.


‘Would you like me to try again?’ asked the manager, not unkindly.


‘I’m not sure there’s any point.’ She had naively taken Serena at her word when she’d assured Holly that her wages had been paid.


‘No, I’m afraid your card has been declined again.’ The woman tore the receipt from the card machine and gave it to Holly.


‘Let me,’ said the man, taking a wallet out of his pocket.


‘What? Oh no,’ said Holly. ‘I really don’t want any help.’


‘It’s no biggie,’ he said. ‘I’m happy to.’


‘Honestly, I just need to re-register my bank app, if I can just get online.’ Holly held her phone up to the ceiling, in a last ditch attempt for coverage. ‘I don’t know why it’s logged me out.’


‘Such a nightmare,’ said the manager. ‘Happened to me last week. There I was getting my nails done and the last thing I wanted was to have to use my digits on my phone.’


‘I’ll have to come back,’ said Holly, giving up and pushing her phone into her pocket.


‘Then I’ll hold on to the order for you, shall I?’ asked the manager.


‘Actually, hold on.’ Holly felt pure relief to find a twenty euro note, folded up with another ten, in her back pocket. Thank God. She unravelled the notes and handed them to the woman. ‘I’m really sorry. Will this cover at least some of it?’


‘It will take care of the vodka,’ said the woman, who looked delighted to have a resolution so she could concentrate on her man. ‘Perhaps collect the port another time?’


‘Yes, good idea.’ Serena could bloody well collect the port herself.


‘You must take the port,’ said the man. ‘I insist.’ Before Holly could stop him, he had passed his bank card to the manager.


‘You are good,’ said the manager as he typed his pin number into the card machine.


‘It’s nothing,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ Holly said, begrudgingly and longing to get out of there. ‘If you can give me your details, I’ll make sure we compensate you.’


He shook his head, walked to the door and opened it for Holly. ‘Don’t worry about it, these things happen.’


Holly smiled and wished that ‘these things’ didn’t happen to her. Cradling the vodka and port in her arms, she left the shop.


The sky was a deep navy blue now. She looked up at the coloured bulbs winding along the street. What was it about putting up decorations in mid-November? Surely the twelve days of Christmas were more than enough time to get stuck into the excruciating merriment of it all.


Holly crossed the street. Perhaps as a punishment for her ‘bah-humbug’ thoughts, as she approached the filthy Land Rover, she slipped in her wellies on a build-up of slush. In slow motion, she watched her legs go flying up in front of her. By some miracle, holding up her hands, she managed to hold on to both the port and the vodka without damage. Talk about hitting rock bottom.









Chapter Four


The chaos magnet was at it again, Holly reflected. It was a minor miracle she hadn’t been hurt by the fall. An elderly man approached her, offering a hand to get up, but she declined. Knowing her luck, Holly might pull him over and make things ten times worse. Instead, she got onto her knees, feeling the gritty pavement beneath her jeans, and rose up. Her bum was soaking but not too sore as she balanced the port on the roof of the Land Rover to free up a hand. Opening the driver’s door, she noticed a small poop next to the gear stick.


‘Yuck,’ she said, placing the vodka on the passenger seat. She found a tissue in her pocket, wiped it up and dropped it into an empty bag of popcorn she’d munched on her way there. Holly turned around to look for the culprit and found Knockboden’s roaming hens perching on the back seats. ‘What is this?’ she said. ‘Are we doing some early Christmas shopping?’ They were so cute, Holly swore to herself she would find an alternative to her go-to comfort food: spicy chicken wings. Giles would have found this funny. They’d once driven across southwest France in a tiny car and found a cat snuggled into a jumper on the back seat.


Holly wiped away the condensation on the windscreen, making the sleeve of her fleece jacket wet. She thought about going online to find a Barbour on Vestiaire, but then remembered she was no long receiving weekly cheques from the temping agency. At least she didn’t have to pay rent, and she could eat at Knockboden – though Serena seemed to live on expensive pâté, tinned mackerel and a vineyard’s worth of red wine. The only way forward was for Holly to ignore materialism, even though she was running out of her favourite bath oil.


It was almost dark as she trundled down the main street of Turpinstown. People strolled along the footpaths, carrying bags of shopping and looking at their mobile phones.


I used to be one of them, Holly thought to herself. As she considered whether she’d mix her vodka with tonic, or have a straight up vodka and soda, she noticed a garda on the pavement, signalling at her to pull over.


‘Oh Christ,’ she said, ‘what now?’ She pulled up behind a minibus, and in her wing mirror, she watched the garda walk towards her. Holly rolled down the window as far as it would go.


‘Can you put the window down further, please?’ he asked.


‘I’m afraid it won’t go down any further.’ Holly thought about cracking a joke about the downside of having electric windows that wouldn’t actually go down, but he didn’t look like he was in the mood for wise cracks.


‘Then I’ll ask you to step out of the car.’ He didn’t smile. Opening the door, she slid out of the Land Rover as one of the hens jumped onto the passenger seat and, spreading out her wings, balanced on the bottle of vodka.


‘Did I just see a hen?’ asked the garda.


‘She doesn’t usually travel with me,’ said Holly, trying to work out why she was being stopped. ‘Are my back lights not working?’


‘I’m sorry?’ asked the garda as the second hen landed into the passenger seat and pooped on the vodka.


‘Have I done something wrong?’


‘No,’ he said, reaching his arms onto the roof of the Land Rover to retrieve the box of port. ‘Does this item belong to you?’


‘Oh sugar,’ said Holly. ‘I must have left the port on the roof while I was heaving open the door of the Land Rover. It’s a little creaky, as you can probably tell.’ She was smiling, but there was no response from the guard as he studied the windscreen.


‘Are you aware your tax is out of date and you don’t appear to have any insurance?’


‘Oh God, I never even thought to check.’


‘This is your vehicle?’


‘Not mine exactly,’ said Holly.


‘Meaning?’ he asked.


‘It belongs to my employer, as in, this Land Rover is for her staff.’


‘This is a company car?’ he asked, taking out a black notepad and stepping back on to the road. He appeared to take a good look at the Land Rover, with its algae-coloured paint peeling from the doors, missing wing mirror, windowless passenger door and now two hens perching on the back of the driver’s seat.


‘I’d like to see your driving licence,’ he said.


Holly took the wallet from her pocket and held it up like a federal agent might hold up a badge during a raid. It was so freezing, she’d have to stop wearing wellies, or at least buy some thermal socks.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Ally Bunbury



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Chapter Thirty-Nine



		Chapter Forty



		Chapter Forty-One



		Chapter Forty-Two



		Chapter Forty-Three



		Chapter Forty-Four



		Chapter Forty-Five



		Chapter Forty-Six



		Chapter Forty-Seven



		Chapter Forty-Eight



		Chapter Forty-Nine



		Chapter Fifty



		Chapter Fifty-One



		Chapter Fifty-Two



		Chapter Fifty-Three



		Chapter Fifty-Four



		Chapter Fifty-Five



		Chapter Fifty-Six



		Chapter Fifty-Seven



		Chapter Fifty-Eight



		Chapter Fifty-Nine



		Chapter Sixty



		Chapter Sixty-One



		Chapter Sixty-Two



		Chapter Sixty-Three



		Chapter Sixty-Four



		Chapter Sixty-Five



		Chapter Sixty-Six



		Chapter Sixty-Seven



		Chapter Sixty-Eight



		Chapter Sixty-Nine



		Chapter Seventy



		Chapter Seventy-One



		Chapter Seventy-Two



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Ally Bunbury

AU
Wirapt Mf

HACHETTE
BOOKS
IRELAND





OEBPS/images/9781399713085.jpg
Ally Bunbury

It’s the time of year ... to run away from your llfe






