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About the Book


Indulge in a festive treat with this collection of the Craig family novels by beloved storyteller, Emma Hannigan.


Meet the Craig family in DRIVING HOME FOR CHRISTMAS . . . Christmas at Huntersbrook House has always been a family tradition, and this year the three grown-up Craig children are looking forward to the holidays more than ever. Pippa to escape her partying lifestyle and mounting debts in Dublin; Joey the demands of his gorgeous girlfriend who seems intent on coming between him and his family; and Lainey to forget about her controlling ex and his recent engagement to another woman. But this Christmas could be the Craig family’s last at Hunterbrook. As the holiday season gets underway, the family need to come up with a way to save their home, and face the problems they’ve all been running away from.


Return to glorious Huntersbrook in THE HEART OF WINTER . . . Huntersbrook House has been transformed into a magnificent countryside venue. And its first booking couldn’t be more perfect – the Christmas wedding of a well-known film actress. Yet, behind the scenes, the Craig children are feeling the chill. Pippa is skating on thin ice with her reckless personal life; Joey, preoccupied with the business, is blind to his fiancé’s struggles. And Lainey’s future is dealt a cruel blow. As the wedding approaches, everyone hopes the house will weave its magic. But can the Craigs put their differences aside and pull together as a family once more?


Can new love triumph over the past? Find out in the short story THE WEDDING WEEKEND . . . Tess can’t quite believe her luck – she’s marrying Marco, the man of her dreams, in an exquisite traditional Italian wedding, surrounded by her adoring family. But when she runs into an ex, Tess is instantly taken back to glorious Huntersbrook House and the warmth and joy of the Craig family. Memories she thought she had long-buried suddenly resurface at the worst possible moment. Tess is thrown into turmoil. Which man will win out?
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  For Sacha and Kim with love.
The most precious gifts I’ll ever receive.




  Prologue
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  Dear Maggie




  I know it’s been a few days since I last wrote but it’s all been a bit busy here at Huntersbrook. Your grandchildren all made a recent appearance so at least I can fill you in there. Young Joey was here with that madam of a girlfriend again. I know I’m the housekeeper and my job is to keep the place tidy, but that one seems to think I’m her personal slave.




  If you were still here she wouldn’t be swanning around doing the Lady Muck act, I can tell you. Your Holly might be able to crack the whip when she has to, but even she seems to be no match for this Sophia one.




  Lainey was home for the hunt at the weekend. I popped over to have a bit of a chinwag and help Holly and Paddy with the teas and coffees. I never get tired of the spectacle of the hounds sniffing around as the horses and ponies dance and stamp in excitement as they wait for the Master to sound the horn. They’d a fine big crowd, which was great. At least this recession isn’t stopping people enjoying the outdoors.




  Lainey tells me she has a new friend at the office, who sounds like a bit of craic. It’s about time that girl got out and had some fun while she’s still young. I know she’s a great horsewoman but that mare won’t help with the loneliness when she’s too old to fling herself around the fields.




  Old Mr Cromwell was here lashing into the refreshments as usual. I’d swear he inhales the tea and sandwiches, they disappear so fast. He still asks after you every time I see him. God bless him, it’s more than fifty years since your Stanley passed away and the poor old divil still seems to hold a torch for you. I told him you’re having a wonderful time in Australia with Sid and how much you enjoy living in a vineyard, but he goes selectively deaf when I mention that. No fool like an old fool, eh, Maggie?




  Pippa’s still Pippa. What more can I say? Lives the high life, that one. Maybe she took all the fun and left her poor older sister with none. Do you think that’s the way it works in families? She’s off to New York now. Christmas shopping with the girls, she says. I don’t know what’s wrong with the shops in Wicklow but, as she’d be quick enough to point out, I haven’t a clue! Holly asked her how she was funding it all and she did her usual flick of the hair and said, ‘You worry too much, Mum.’ You can’t help but love her all the same. I’m probably just jealous because I’m still here doing the same thing I’ve done for nearly half a century.




  I’d better press on – those stairs won’t Hoover themselves. It takes me a lot longer now. I’m not as young as I used to be!




  Mind yourself, Maggie, and don’t forget to write back. I know it’s been eleven months since I started this email lark with you, but I’m still terrified of hitting the wrong button and sending my letter to outer space.




  Thank you for saying you enjoy my turn of phrase when I write. I suppose I’m using our little exchanges to put that writing course I did to some use. I never did manage to sit and write that novel! But at least I feel it wasn’t totally wasted now.




  I’ve remembered to do that spell-check thing you mentioned this time. I still laugh when I think of that error in my last email – what a difference one vowel can make in a word.




  Bye for now, Maggie,




  Your trusty friend,




  Sadie
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  It’s Beginning to Look a
Lot Like Christmas
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  Lainey could just about recognise a mutilated rendition of Wham’s ‘Last Christmas’ as she stepped into the lift. She had to put up with it until the doors slid open to reveal over-the-top decorations with fuzzy polar bears in an array of stripy knitted accessories and more glittery baubles than you could shake a sparkly wand at. She had never been a shopping fan, and immersing herself in the pre-Christmas madness was possibly a step too far. This had been a spur-of-the-moment idea, which had evolved just before she and Jules had come out for lunch.




  Lainey had grown up in the Wicklow countryside and was more comfortable in the family home, Huntersbrook House, than she was in the bustle at House of Fraser.




  ‘Lainz! Isn’t this magical?’ Jules rushed over and linked her arm.




  ‘Our ideas of magic are poles apart, Jules. Give me a frosty field just begging to be cantered across any day,’ Lainey said, as the in-store music and warmth engulfed them.




  ‘You’re so funny! You sound like something from that film about the talking pig! There’s to be no Mrs Farmer Brown with me at the office party this year,’ Jules insisted. ‘You’re going to rock up in the most sexy gear.’




  ‘That sounds great,’ Lainey said, beginning to quiver.




  ‘This is the best place to start,’ Jules assured her. ‘It’s a bit like a selection box for clothes. A little taster of a whole pile of shops.’




  As Jules snatched up garments and held them aloft, Lainey watched awestruck. This girl was a purchase-pro. Not only was she totally in her own comfort zone, but she was precise and speedy with it, moving with the stealth of a panther zoning in on her prey. Lainey could almost hear Sir David Attenborough’s excited whispering: ‘As she assesses the rails, engaging with her Yuletide instincts, she adapts immediately, clicking into outfit-for-the-office-party mode. The straight males of the species shy away from the fashion outlet, knowing their presence is superfluous. After they’ve been snapped at in this situation, they know to leave the female to her task, instead congregating at a nearby electrical or music store until she has secured an item that isn’t that-old-thing. When possible, the male takes their young with him, as the normally protective and nurturing female can become irrational and mildly violent.’




  ‘You haven’t picked up a single thing. Don’t you like the stuff in here?’ Jules asked, breaking her reverie.




  ‘Eh, yeah. Well, it’s not really that,’ Lainey felt pressurised, like a fawn confronted by a pack of coyotes. ‘I’m just not great in shops. I tend to feel as if my throat is closing and I’m going to fall down in a big messy heap to be left for dead under a pile of hangers. I really meant it when I told you in work that I don’t do the clothes thing.’




  ‘Gosh!’ Jules was astonished. ‘You really weren’t joking when you said you’ve worn the same black dress to the office party for the last three years running.’




  ‘Pretty much,’ Lainey said, flushing. ‘I don’t mind coming shopping with you, but please just do what you usually do. I’ll watch.’




  ‘Poor Lainz,’ Jules said, stroking her arm and looking at her as if she’d just divulged a terminal cancer diagnosis. ‘I’ll help you. I mightn’t be as good as you in the office but I certainly know how to shop! Come on!’




  Lainey was catapulted into a cramped dressing room with an opaque glass door and instructed to take off her work suit. She wasn’t sure about stripping in the company of a colleague but she hadn’t the foggiest idea how to say no without offending her. But Seth had told her a million times how awful she was at picking clothes so she probably needed any help she could get.




  ‘What size are you, Lainz?’ Jules called.




  ‘My suit is a twelve,’ she said. With a dry mouth, Lainey wondered if she should’ve said sixteen. If Jules tried to dress her in her own style, things might get sticky. To say the girls were polar opposites was putting it mildly: Jules went for the least amount of clothing possible in every situation while Lainey was practicality’s demonstration model.




  ‘I have two dresses which I think would be über-stunning on you,’ Jules said, reappearing. ‘But I’m leaning towards the red.’




  ‘Really?’ Lainey said, hoping that she didn’t look as uncomfortable as she felt. ‘I don’t think I’ve worn red since I was a teenager. Seth, he’s my ex-boyfriend, hated that colour. Said it made me look like a tomato.’




  ‘When did you break up?’




  ‘Just over a year ago.’




  ‘Are you still in contact? Do you meet for the odd shag, coffee or beer?’




  ‘No! We didn’t end on good terms,’ Lainey confessed. ‘I haven’t seen him at all, but I’m still friends with him on Facebook.’ She dropped her eyes, regretting that Jules now knew she still cared what he thought. ‘It means I can keep tabs on him and avoid him.’




  ‘Totally,’ Jules said. As she held the tight red satin bandeau-style dress against her, Lainey swallowed. ‘Give it a shot and if you hate it we’ll find something else, yeah?’




  She pulled the cubicle door shut as Lainey yanked on the dress.




  ‘Well?’ Jules asked, through the glass. ‘Like it or hate it?’




  ‘Um, I honestly don’t know if I’d have the nerve to wear it.’




  ‘Can I see?’




  Lainey opened the door, walked out and stared at herself in the long wall mirror.




  ‘Wowzers, you look amazing! Step into these shoes,’ Jules said, grabbing the pair that belonged to the changing room. ‘If you had a nice necklace, some dramatic, smoky eye makeup and bright red lipstick, you’d stop traffic in it!’




  ‘Ah, go on out of that! I’m hardly wolf-whistle material!’ she said uncertainly.




  ‘Says who?’




  ‘I’m either in jodhpurs, my biking leathers or a work suit. So this kind of thing is totally not me.’




  ‘But you can so wear it!’ Jules said. ‘Look at how toned you are! Most girls would kill for your legs. All that throwing yourself around the hedges and ditches has certainly banished any chance of cellulite! I’m loving the red against your dark hair. Ooh, yeah, I’m seeing you as a young Demi Moore in this look. Work it. Walk it. Believe it,’ Jules instructed.




  Lainey burst out laughing. ‘You’re like a model and I’m like the Hunchback of Notre Dame’s estranged twin sister shambling along behind you!’ she said, as they strutted down the aisle between the cubicles towards the full-length mirror.




  ‘It’s all in here,’ Jules said, tapping her head. ‘Think sexy and you will be.’




  ‘I wish I had your confidence.’ Lainey bit her lip.




  ‘Listen, I don’t know what that Seth bloke did to you. Clearly you had an awful time with him. But don’t you feel good about the Lainz in that mirror right now?’




  ‘You’re like Gok Wan.’ Lainey smiled. ‘I suppose if I had some makeup on and downed half a bottle of wine I might be able to get through an evening in this.’




  ‘That’s good enough for me. Now take that dress off, pay for it and we’ll go for a bit of food before you change your mind. I think you should buy the shoes too, actually. They always put current bestsellers in these changing rooms, so ask at the till and the girls will get you a fresh pair.’




  ‘Right so.’ Lainey took a deep breath. ‘Thanks, Jules. I appreciate your advice. I’m not sure I’ll be able to walk in these all evening, though. I have some at home with a lower heel and they’d be more comfortable.’




  ‘This, my darling girl,’ Jules said, with an exaggerated sweep of her arm, ‘is not about comfort. It’s about being a siren! Sirens don’t think about comfort. Anyway, all you need are those gel party insoles. Put them in the shoes and take two paracetamol washed down with half a bottle of schnapps! When you can’t feel your feet, they don’t hurt! Simple!’




  ‘Okay so,’ Lainey said, grinning sheepishly. ‘I’ll do as I’m told! Thanks.’




  ‘Pleasure, doll! See you in a sec.’ Jules shot off to look at more glittery clothes.




  Lainey shut the cubicle door and scrutinised herself. This dress would never have graced her hips in a million years without Jules’s insistence. But maybe this was the push she needed to come out of herself. It had been kind of Jules to compare her to Demi Moore, but all Lainey could see was an uneasy blocky-looking woman, with a sensible short haircut and about as much confidence as a mouse.




  By the time she was back in her suit, Jules was in front of the mirror again. ‘I have to have this! Isn’t the colour just electric?’ she bubbled.




  ‘Certainly is,’ Lainey said, trying not to stare like a goldfish. The kelly green shiny thing must have been manufactured as a belt, she thought, but on Jules it had turned into a revealing tube dress. ‘If you love it, you should buy it,’ she said. ‘And it’s nearly half past. We should pay, grab a sandwich and get back to the office. I’m going to take the red dress.’




  ‘Good for you,’ Jules called from inside a cubicle, where she was hurrying back into her work clothes. ‘I wouldn’t tell you to buy it if I didn’t think you’d look brilliant. Okay, I’m coming!’




  As they left the shop, Jules linked Lainey’s arm. ‘I’m so excited you took the dress. But I hope I didn’t force it on you? There’s no point in having it if you’re not going to wear it. It’s one thing my telling you it’s gorgeous, but you have to feel good in it.’




  ‘I know – and I suppose I need to push myself out of my usual plain black.’




  ‘Not at all! I’m impressed that you’re willing to try a new look.’




  They went into a sandwich bar, where they ordered bagels and coffee. It was so packed they were lucky to find two high stools where they could perch and eat.




  ‘My younger sister Pippa is more like you,’ Lainey resumed. ‘She’s mad into her fashion and can’t understand why I don’t spend every cent I earn on shoes like she does.’




  ‘It takes all sorts, Lainz,’ Jules said, through a mouthful. ‘Do the rest of your family like horses and motorbikes too?’




  ‘Pippa hasn’t ridden for years, and my brother Joey is a triathlon freak. He runs, cycles and swims his way through the week.’




  ‘Cool! I’d be dead after five minutes doing any kind of exercise. My only nod towards anything healthy involves a dance floor.’




  ‘Well, it seems to work for you – you’re tiny.’ Lainey giggled. Jules was probably most men’s dream girl: with her petite frame, long straight hair and ample bosom, she had curves in all the right places.




  ‘I thought you were a real rock chick when I met you dressed in full leathers on my first morning in the council office last month.’




  ‘And now you’re getting to know me you’ve worked out that I’m really just a sensible old maid,’ Lainey said, smiling.




  ‘Oh, I didn’t mean it like that. How old are you anyway?’




  ‘I was only kidding you. I’m thirty. My motorbike suits me because I live halfway between work, here in Dublin, and my family home in Wicklow. I can zip up the motorway and I don’t have to worry about the traffic.’




  ‘Do you go home a lot at weekends, then?’




  ‘Yeah, I still hunt and I’ve a mare that needs exercising so I usually head back to Wicklow after work on Friday. What about yourself?’




  ‘I moved out of home about a year ago. I rent a place near the city centre so I take the Luas to the office. I don’t get on with my mum and I’ve no other family.’ Suddenly Jules looked sad.




  ‘That’s tough. Huntersbrook House, my family home, is like a B&B at times, always people coming and going. My folks have a livery yard so they look after horses, and the hunt meets there during the season. I’ve grown up with a whirl of activity going on around me. So I can’t imagine anything else.’




  ‘That sounds wonderful,’ Jules said wistfully. ‘Still, I’ve great friends, and things had become so stressful with Mum that it seemed better we steer clear of one another for a while.’




  Lainey finished her bagel, drained her coffee and wondered what Jules’s mother was like that she could shun such a sweet daughter. Especially when they had only each other. ‘We’d better head back to the office,’ she said. ‘Drake-ula will be hovering like the snake he is, dying to catch us being late back.’




  ‘Is he always so mean?’ Jules asked, as she tottered along beside Lainey in her high heels.




  ‘He’s in a permanent bad mood. Try not to take it personally. He hates everyone with equal intensity,’ Lainey told her.




  ‘Did you hear what he said to me this morning?’




  ‘Yeah, the git.’




  ‘I was so grateful when you came over to rescue me – I honestly thought I was going to start blubbing in front of the whole office,’ Jules confided. ‘Who would have thought buying him an iced finger instead of a Danish pastry would make him so angry? It’s a tad boring going to Spar every morning for the same thing, so I thought I’d go wild and get something different!’ She giggled. ‘I won’t bother in future. He really loses his rag when he gets going, doesn’t he?’




  ‘Don’t mind him,’ Lainey murmured, as they entered the office building once more. ‘His real name is Dougal and he puts on that accent. He’s from a dodgy part of town. Mike in Accounts went to school with him.’




  ‘Seriously? It’s amazing how some people can be so scary on the outside yet they’re really unsure underneath,’ Jules said, as they went into their office. They grinned at each other, then made their way to their respective cubicles.




  With only a few weeks to Christmas the council offices were humming. As far as Lainey could make out the entire county wanted the world put to rights in time for the holiday season. She barely looked up from her desk for the next hour until Drake strolled over.




  ‘You might want to give your new best friend a few pointers,’ he said, with a lopsided grin.




  ‘Pardon?’ Lainey tried not to glower at him.




  ‘Barbie over there is in charge of our leg of the Christmas party this year. It’s an Abba night in the Regency Hotel, according to the email,’ Drake said, tucking his nylon shirt into his high-waisted trousers, then smoothing his comb-over. ‘Seeing as she can’t even go to the Spar and find the right pastry, it might be a plan to tell her what’s involved with the Kris Kindle thing and make damn sure she has the right numbers for our table. I don’t want to look like a gobshite in front of the other managers.’




  Lainey would’ve loved to say he’d do a fantastic job of being a gobshite without any outside help, but experience had taught her to smile and suck it up. Drake was her boss and at the end of the day she didn’t really give a toss what he did as long as he kept off her back. She’d never given him any reason to dislike her and preferred to keep it that way.




  ‘Still, Barbie is my idea of the perfect woman,’ Drake sneered, as he licked a pocket of spit from the corner of his mouth. ‘A body by Mattel and brains by Captain Birdseye.’




  ‘What on earth do you mean?’ Lainey asked.




  ‘Mattel – the people who make Barbie dolls?’




  ‘Yeah, I get that bit.’




  ‘And the brain of a pea – Captain Birdseye!’




  ‘That’s just nasty.’ Lainey was annoyed with herself for falling into his trap. She picked up her desk phone, making clear that she had finished talking to him. She rang Jules and filled her in on her party duties.




  ‘It sounds like it could be a good laugh!’ Jules said enthusiastically. ‘I live literally across the road from the Regency Hotel too, so you can stay at mine afterwards if you want,’ she offered.




  ‘Thanks a million. I might take you up on that,’ Lainey said.




  ‘We can get ready together and have a couple of drinks before we go.’




  ‘Good plan,’ Lainey agreed, suddenly feeling less stressed about it all. ‘If you’ve any questions about organising it or the Kris Kindle thing, let me know. I did it for a few years. The main thing is to give everyone a date to respond by. I’ll send you the email I used before, if you like.’




  ‘Thanks, Lainz! The Kris Kindle is where I put all our department’s names in a hat, we pick one each and buy a present for that person, yes? It’s like Secret Santa, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yeah, you’ve got it. The gift mustn’t cost more than twenty euro and we’re not meant to know who gave which present.’




  ‘Love it!’ Jules shrilled. ‘That means you can get something naughty if your person’s annoyed you all year – or, even better, a rattlesnake for Drake-ula!’




  ‘You’re wicked.’ Lainey laughed. ‘It’s meant to create goodwill and a lovely warm feeling between us colleagues.’




  ‘Yeah, right.’ Jules snorted. ‘It’s revenge in Christmas wrapping, if you ask me.’
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  By four o’clock Lainey had a headache and decided to take her cup of tea outside. ‘Want to get a breath of air?’ she asked Jules.




  ‘I’d love to.’




  ‘That office gets so stuffy and smells of crisps mixed with eau de sandwich,’ Lainey said as they perched on the low wall outside the office.




  ‘Are you bringing anyone to the Christmas party?’ Jules asked.




  ‘No,’ Lainey said. ‘What about you? Do you have a boyfriend at the moment?’




  ‘Well, it’s kind of messy. My love life’s gone a bit Pete Tong lately so I’ll be on my own.’




  ‘We can keep each other company, then,’ Lainey said. ‘The party’s one of those things that’s a real chore but has to be done.’




  ‘I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders when my last relationship ended. The idea of going out with someone just brings me out in a rash at the moment. I’m sure if and when I meet the right person I’ll change my mind, but until then I’m happy to be single.’




  ‘I love being able to get on my bike and go wherever the mood takes me.’ She paused. ‘Can I make a confession?’




  ‘What?’ Jules leaned in closer.




  ‘The staff Christmas party frightens the bejesus out of me. There. I’ve said it. I’d rather turn up disguised as a Christmas tree so I can blend into the background and nobody will expect me to entertain them with gas anecdotes from the office or the mad plans I have for Christmas. The very idea of having to banter with people I hardly know makes me want to crawl into a corner and rock.’




  ‘This year will be great,’ Jules told her firmly. ‘We’ll have a few bevvies while we’re getting ready and if you wear that red dress you’ll be beating the men off with a stick.’




  ‘I don’t know about that,’ Lainey said, with a giggle. ‘Still, thanks to you, I won’t be dreading it as much as I usually do.’




  ‘I’m looking forward to it, actually. I’ll be on my own for Christmas – the girls I share my flat with are Slovakian and going home for the festive season, so I’ll be glad to go anywhere I’m asked. Even a party with Drake-ula! How sad am I?’




  ‘Listen, my family always has a big Christmas vibe. We’ve a ton of spare rooms and Mum loves to entertain. Why don’t you think about joining us? You’d be so welcome,’ Lainey offered.




  ‘Seriously?’ Jules was astonished.




  ‘Totally. My sister Pippa and brother Joey will be there too and I’d be surprised if they don’t have at least one friend each. The more the merrier in our house.’




  ‘That’s so kind of you, Lainz, and I’m really tempted …’




  ‘Think it over, no pressure.’




  But, as they moved back inside, Lainey really hoped Jules would come to Huntersbrook House. She was going to find Christmas without Grandma really strange, but her friend’s presence might make up a bit for her absence.
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  Deck the Halls With
Boughs of Holly!
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  Dear Maggie,




  It was great to hear all your news. I can’t say I know what you mean about the difference between those grapes. I’d take a glass of wine if someone offered me one but outside of it being red or white I’d be a bit stumped. Now, I’ve had both, of course, but I’m no expert.




  I’m not being a tell-tale but I’m sure you’d prefer to know that it looks like Jacob from next door won’t be able to rent the four acres any longer. He dropped in yesterday and asked to speak to Holly and Paddy. I offered to make the tea and a few ham sandwiches with that French mustard Paddy adores. It seems he’s not able to keep up with the lambing on account of his age. Said it’s not worth the hassle. Cynthia has been diagnosed with dementia – the straw that broke the camel’s back. She’s very confused and can’t be left on her own for long. Poor Jacob is taking it very badly. They’re a lovely couple and my heart goes out to them. He’s very bitter about their lad Matt. They never saw eye-to-eye, especially since he went to England to do an office job.




  The good thing is that Matt’s coming home to help mind his mam. He’s obviously a decent lad if he’s coming back when he’s needed, but Jacob didn’t want to hear that so I kept my opinion to myself.




  The other exciting news is that Jacob’s new helper arrived. He’s from Australia and is called Scott. I asked him if he knows your fella Sid but he drew a blank. All I can tell you, Maggie, is that he’s given me a whole new reason to make soup. Your granddaughters could do worse in my humble opinion.




  Lainey’s birthday is only a week away. I can’t believe it’s the start of December tomorrow. Christmas will be upon us before we know it. What’ll you do down there, Maggie? Do they make it feel like Christmas even though the sun is shining? I can’t begin to imagine it.




  You did indeed jog my memory when you mentioned Holly and Paddy’s wedding. No, I can’t get over the fact it’s thirty-one years ago this New Year’s Eve. Indeed we did almost lose our rag altogether over Holly’s dress. No other bride would insist on eating toast with raspberry jam on the way out the door to the church, but that stubborn streak you like to grumble about wasn’t licked off the stones, Maggie.




  Do you think your Stanley, Lord rest him, sent Paddy to balance out his two fiery women? I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, Paddy fell from his horse on the hunt that day so Holly could scoop him up, ferry him back to your kitchen and fall in love with him. He’s still as mild-mannered and steady as he ever was, a darling man. When Holly had that episode after Lainey was born, a lesser man would’ve been gone.




  Lainey’s doing well, to answer your question. She’s not as haunted-looking. I know I didn’t tell you that before, but that’s the way she was when you went last December. An orphaned lamb up the back field would’ve been less upset. She’s finally stopped mentioning Seth. I didn’t keep my feelings about him a secret when they were dating and I still don’t. He was a nasty piece of work, and Lainey’s a gentle soul. She needs a man more like her father. But that’s another day’s email, Maggie! I’ll be sure to give her that hug you sent her. Your parcel arrived and I have it kept aside in the pantry. I’ll make sure she gets it the second she arrives home for her birthday at the weekend.




  I’m all about stews in the oven at the moment. Unlike you with your barbecue and outdoor eating, we’re trying to stay warm and cosy here! It’s very cold this winter: you picked a good one to avoid, I can assure you. If I’m not wrong we’re in for snow in the next couple of weeks. Who knows? Maybe we’ll have a white Christmas.




  I think I’ll be putting extra herbs in casseroles to ensure they’re especially tasty. I think Scott will like that. He’s a fine-looking fella. I know I’m over the hill but I can still appreciate, can’t I?




  Mind yourself, Maggie,




  Your friend,




  Sadie




  Each year once December dawned Holly came into her own. Huntersbrook House – her stone-built, double-fronted Georgian home – lent itself so beautifully to being decorated. It could be made to look like a scene on a Christmas card, and each year she enjoyed every minute of the build-up to the great day. As she cuddled into Paddy in their ancient iron bed she murmured, ‘I’ll be getting the Christmas patchwork quilt cover out today. I know it’s countdown time once that’s in place.’




  ‘When we got married, I thought if I humoured you for a year or two about the whole Christmas obsession you’d lose interest,’ he joked. ‘In fact you’ve got worse.’




  Holly threw back the quilt and got out of bed.




  ‘Take it easy, woman, it’s cold in here!’ he complained, but he was smiling.




  ‘I’m so excited!’ She shot off to root in the hot press. Soon she was back with the red, white and green cover. She’d made it while she was pregnant with Lainey. Each evening as her tummy had grown bigger, so too had the quilt. Now, thirty-one years later, as she spread it lovingly on their bed, she took a step back and admired it. The white brought out the moulding in the ceiling above. It never ceased to amaze her how something as simple as changing the bed linen could alter the mood of the room. Their usual saffron quilt cover gave off a calming warmth, which she’d enjoy again in the new year. For now, though, she thrilled to the Christmas atmosphere.




  ‘I think I’d like to get two red shades for our bedside lamps,’ she mused.




  ‘Holly, we don’t need any more Christmas stuff. You should’ve married Santa Claus!’




  But Holly didn’t hear him: she had already charged out of their room and down the sweeping staircase. In a few days’ time she’d have the whole place twinkling and sparkling. The wide wooden stairway was crying out for swags and tiny lights, and this year she’d picked up yards of thick, luxurious red velvet ribbon: she planned to tie it into huge plump bows, adding an Edwardian edge to the decorations.




  Last year she’d been obsessed with white. She’d bought a box of plain white baubles and pristine white satin ribbon. She’d loved its crisp effect against the green foliage – and she’d been able to use her white napkins and tablecloths, no need to buy anything else. But from the moment she’d allowed herself to contemplate Christmas, straight after Hallowe’en this year, she’d known red would be this year’s colour.




  Sadie hadn’t arrived yet so Holly put the kettle on the Aga and popped a couple of rashers into a pan. She’d make some toast and a big pot of tea to ease them into the day. Finding her notebook and pen, she made a list of jobs to be done. It was only Thursday but she knew the weekend would be upon them in jig time and she wanted to be organised.




  But instead of her usually steady scrawl, the page filled with tears, smudging the pale blue lines. Holly’s hands shook. She dabbed her eyes with a tissue she’d tucked up her sleeve, and willed herself to stop crying.




  Gazing around her beloved kitchen, she couldn’t imagine waking up in any other house. It had been her home for ever, her mother’s and grandmother’s before hers. The reality of what might be about to happen was almost unbearable.




  At the sound of Paddy’s footsteps descending the stairs she caught her breath and rushed to the sink where she splashed her face with cold water. She patted it dry on her apron and positioned herself at the Aga just as her husband entered the kitchen.




  ‘That toast smells good,’ Paddy said, as he joined her.




  ‘Will you get a chance to gloss the front door today?’ Holly asked, hoping Paddy wouldn’t sense her upset.




  He grinned. She’d be like a cat on a griddle now until she got at least some of her decorating under way. ‘When I’ve had breakfast I’ll sand it and try to do the first coat. I think I’ll go for a duck-egg blue this time,’ he said. He picked up the paper and began to leaf through it.




  ‘You most certainly will not!’ Holly exploded. ‘If it’s not cherry red it’s not home.’




  They had the same discussion every year. It was almost as traditional as Christmas itself.




  ‘Quite apart from the fact that Huntersbrook House has always had a red door, I’m all about red velvet this year,’ she went on.




  ‘Great,’ Paddy said, distracted now.




  ‘Are you listening to me?’ Holly swatted his arm.




  ‘Huh? Of course I am,’ Paddy said. He put the paper aside and filled the mugs with tea. Holly buttered the thick toast and piled the rashers on top. Paddy sat down in his customary chair which offered a view of the garden. ‘Nothing quite like hot buttered toast as you’re looking out at the frost, is there?’ he observed.




  ‘Indeed there isn’t,’ Sadie called from the side door. ‘Morning, all.’




  ‘Morning, Sadie,’ Holly said. ‘Sit you down and I’ll get you a mug.’




  ‘It’s a sharp one out there today. You’ll need a woolly hat,’ she said, blowing on her hands.




  ‘I’m headed for the back field to gather holly and ivy for my wreath,’ Holly announced.




  ‘Thought you might,’ Sadie said, smiling.




  ‘I wonder if there’ll be many berries this year.’ Paddy refilled his mug.




  ‘We’ll soon see,’ Holly said, wriggling her shoulders.
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  After breakfast she went to find a pair of sharp scissors to cut the greenery, then pulled on a thick sweater and her coat. She thought of her mother in Australia, lolling about in the sun totally unaware of the bubbling pool of bother that was threatening to hit Huntersbrook House.




  Her meeting with Jacob had kept Holly awake for hours last night. She understood where he was coming from: he was too old to continue with the amount of livestock he currently owned. But the loss of the money he contributed was catastrophic. Things had been balanced on a knife edge as it was. But this latest blow meant Holly might be forced to make a decision she’d never previously contemplated.




  She fought back fresh tears angrily. She’d never been one for crying. In fact, people who made a habit of it annoyed her. But the prospect of losing Huntersbrook House was overwhelming. Holly felt sorry for Paddy, the children, the animals – it would affect them all profoundly. More than that, though, she was ashamed. This house had been in her family for generations and she was about to lose it – unless some miracle occurred.




  ‘I’ll see you both in a while,’ she called, injecting as much cheer as she could into her voice. As she whistled for Jess and Millie to follow her, the sight of their eager faces and wagging tails added to her sadness. The dogs adored running across the land and lazing in front of the Aga on cold days …
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  The low winter sun cast a soft buttery glow over the glistening grass. Holly bumped the jeep to the thickest hedges at the boundary of their land, then got out and stood where she was, enjoying the vista, despite her anxiety. She never tired of the rolling fields and welcoming sturdiness of Huntersbrook House. Many people moved several times in their lives and thought of home as a place to put furniture, but to her, Huntersbrook was so much more than that. It represented who she was. Its stature and grandeur made her feel secure and safe. She was proud to be the third generation of her family to inhabit the beautiful Georgian house.




  Feeling the damp chilly air penetrating the many layers of her clothes, she knew she needed to get on with her task. She snipped away until she had a large, tangled pile of holly and ivy, then stooped to pick it up and toss into the car boot. Now she had to dig out the moss in the garden, and then she’d be ready to make the wreath. She got in, started the engine, and did her best to assume a cheery expression. The last thing Paddy needed was someone moping around as if the world was ending.
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  The sound of Sadie’s singing mixed with the hum of the Hoover emanated from the living room. She’d the voice of a strangled cat, Holly mused, as she unloaded her moss and then the foliage into the kitchen, glad to have the warmth of the Aga engulf her. She went into the pantry where she found several wire coat hangers. She pulled them apart, then fashioned them into a large wide hoop, the base for her wreath, to be covered with moss first, then layers of holly and ivy …




  When Holly stepped back to look at her handiwork, the lurking dread she was determined to bury taunted her. This might be the last time she’d hang a wreath on the front door. It might even be the last time she’d have the materials to make one. This time next year, she and Paddy might be living in a tiny apartment. If they were lucky …




  ‘Hi, love. That looks great.’ Holly started as Paddy came up behind her. ‘What’s with the glum face? Aren’t you happy with it?’




  ‘Don’t creep up on me like that, for goodness’ sake,’ she snapped.




  ‘Sorry! I didn’t creep – I was putting the paint away and I thought you saw me coming towards you from the shed,’ he said, looking stung.




  ‘Sorry, I was miles away.’ Holly shook herself. ‘Let’s just get on with making the place look special, and we mustn’t forget Lainey’s birthday is on Saturday and then we’ll be on the countdown to Christmas. There’s lots to be thankful for,’ she said, to bolster her own mood as much as Paddy’s.




  ‘Well, you’re off to a winning start, love. That’s going to be the best wreath ever,’ he said.




  ‘You say that every year,’ Holly said, ‘but it’s pretty impressive, I have to admit. Just wait till I add the red ribbon. How’s the front door coming along?’




  ‘It’s done. This stunning creation can take its place on the hook tomorrow. What time is the hunt leaving on Sunday morning?’




  Huntersbrook was one of the favourite venues in the locality for the Wicklow Hunt. With more than a hundred members it was one of the longest-established ones around, and Maggie had been Master for many years. As well as supplying them with lots of great social opportunities, it was a steady form of revenue for Huntersbrook. Even now when people were cutting back on most things, local horsemen and -women continued to pay their cap and gallop across the land each week.




  ‘Nine thirty, so I want it up before then. Joey’s coming at the weekend so I’ll get him to do the pillars on either side of the front door with you.’




  ‘Is he bringing Sophia?’ Paddy asked.




  ‘Apparently. If she’ll come,’ Holly said, with a flicker of irritation.




  ‘I didn’t think she’d last as long as she has.’




  ‘Me neither, but Joey seems smitten so who are we to argue? He’s the one living with her. We only see her the odd time.’




  ‘She’s so different from us,’ Paddy mused. ‘She looks on the fields as a running track. She doesn’t understand country ways because she’s a city girl. And when she met our Joey on that training course she wasn’t on the lookout for a fella.’




  ‘I know, but I find it hard to bite my tongue at times. She makes no effort to meet us halfway. It’s like she’s right and we’re wrong and there’s no wriggle room,’ Holly said. ‘It’s Joey I feel sorry for. She puts him in such an awkward position.’




  ‘As long as he’s happy …’




  Holly squeezed her eyes shut in frustration. It bothered her that Sophia looked down her nose at Huntersbrook. She hadn’t said it to Paddy and she certainly wouldn’t let Joey know how she felt, but she took it as a personal insult that Sophia had so little respect for their family home. ‘I’ll make sure we have all the food we need for the weekend. Jacob gave us a gorgeous lamb for the freezer to soften the blow of him pulling out of his rental agreement,’ she said. ‘I’ve asked Sadie to put a stew together for Lainey’s birthday meal. We’ve enough veggies in the greenhouse to keep us going for now.’




  ‘I meant to tell you Mrs Healy gave me the nod that she has a turkey for us for Christmas. I didn’t want to take money from her last week – I was only an hour moving the two horses for her – so she insisted on giving us one of her birds.’




  ‘That’s generous of her and most welcome,’ Holly said. ‘I can barter with Jim for a ham too. His three grandchildren want to hunt on St Stephen’s Day so I’ll waive their cap.’




  ‘Good plan,’ Paddy agreed. ‘I’ve spoken to our kids and we’re all agreed on doing a small token gift to open on Christmas morning. I can’t bear the prospect of wasting a lot of money on stuff no one wants.’




  ‘Neither can I,’ Holly said. ‘Everyone’s feeling the pinch of this recession.’




  ‘Is Pippa coming down for Lainey’s birthday too?’ Paddy asked.




  ‘No, she’s going to New York tomorrow, remember? She’s back late on Saturday night but she won’t make it down here, needless to say.’




  ‘Fair play to Pippa,’ he said, with a shake of his head. ‘She’s opting out of the recession, isn’t she?’




  ‘So it seems.’




  Sadie came into the kitchen from the pantry, carrying a leg of lamb studded with rosemary and garlic.




  ‘That looks divine, Sadie.’ Holly moved across the kitchen to wash her hands in the sink. ‘There’s rather a lot of meat for us, though. Are we expecting a crowd?’




  ‘Well, I bumped into young Scott on my way over and I told him we’d a fine lump of meat on offer, so I think he’s coming. Lord only knows who else might show up,’ Sadie replied.




  ‘You’ve certainly been very generous with the herbs there.’ Paddy smirked.




  ‘I’m all about all things tasty at the moment.’ Sadie winked.




  Holly dried her hands as she watched Sadie tossing piles of vegetables into a huge pot for soup. She could probably fit into it herself – she’d the physique of a sparrow, with fluffy white hair and wiry little arms and legs. She ate a big dinner in the middle of the day and rarely more than that. Otherwise it was mere pecking at a scone or a biscuit plus copious cups of tea. Still, Holly mused, appearances could be deceiving. She’d enough spirit and will to contend with anyone, from stubborn children to Maggie, who was easily roused to fury.




  When the children were small Sadie had effortlessly balanced them on one hip as she’d manoeuvred the old upright Hoover with the other. Her position as housekeeper had evolved naturally. She and Maggie had been friends for years. When Maggie’s husband Stanley had died after a short illness, she’d been the first person in the back door to make her a cup of tea, then bring Holly into the living room and read her a story.




  Maggie had come to depend on her and look forward to her frequent visits. With the running of Huntersbrook House, the land and the yard dumped in her lap, she had known she needed help so she’d offered Sadie a wage to continue doing what she’d naturally begun. Now, all these years later, Sadie was as much a part of the Huntersbrook House family as the Craigs themselves. She had no family of her own.




  ‘Would you not prefer to move in?’ Maggie had asked her, a long time ago.




  ‘Thank you, Maggie, but I like my cottage. I know I only dip in and out of it, and the entire building would fit easily in the hallway here, but it’s still home.’




  ‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ Maggie had said, blushing.




  ‘I know you didn’t, lovey,’ Sadie said mildly. ‘But the fact of the matter is that there’s no place like home, no matter where that may be.’




  Over the years the ladies in the village had often questioned her about the Craigs. People loved to know the ins and outs of other folks’ lives. But it became apparent rather quickly that Sadie would never broadcast the goings-on at Huntersbrook so they stopped probing.




  ‘Maggie showed me how to roast lamb with rosemary and garlic. I was useless in the kitchen when I first came here,’ Sadie told Holly.




  ‘I can’t image you ever being useless, Sadie,’ she said fondly. ‘I know I’d be lost without you. You’re my angel.’




  ‘Ah, bless you, dear,’ Sadie said. ‘I’m a poor substitute for your mum but I appreciate the sentiment.’




  ‘You’re certainly not a poor substitute,’ Holly shot back. ‘You’re wonderful and you’re still here, which is more than can be said for her. She’s swilling wine with that old codger on the far side of the world.’




  ‘Indeed she is, and sure fair play to her,’ Sadie said. ‘Now where is this wreath you were working on? Is it finished yet?’




  ‘It is.’ Holly brightened. ‘The door’s had its lick of paint too, so I’ll hang it first thing in the morning.’




  ‘Ah, sure we’re flying along here,’ Sadie said cheerfully. ‘Give me a lift with the pot like a good girl. Once it’s up on the stove it can bubble away and we’ll have enough soup for the weekend as well.’




  ‘Judging from the weight, you’ve made enough to feed the whole town,’ Holly said, gasping as she lowered the pan on to the hob.




  ‘Now show me the wreath,’ Sadie said, with a twinkle in her eye. Holly picked it up and held it aloft. ‘Oh! You’ve outdone yourself on this one, my girl. It’s stunning!’




  ‘I’m more excited by the minute,’ Holly told her. ‘Let’s get the dining room set up for the post-hunt supper on Sunday night.’




  Holly began to relax as they piled plates and cutlery on the sideboard and fished out a packet of napkins. ‘The hostess trolley must be thirty years old if it’s a day, Sadie,’ she said, as she pulled it into place.




  ‘It certainly doesn’t owe us anything, does it? Still, we’d be lost without it. It’ll keep the rice warm and any leftover stew for the inevitable latecomer.’




  ‘I’m planning on making a big bowl of coleslaw and we’ll leave it at that,’ Holly mused.




  ‘That’ll be gorgeous – simple and tasty.’




  ‘We were down at McBrides’ the other night. Remember I told you they were having a buffet for Mary?’




  ‘How was it?’ Sadie asked. ‘That woman always did think she was above the Lord, I’ve no idea why. She doesn’t even bother to bake for any of the parish cake sales so where she gets her notions from I’ll never know.’




  Holly stifled a grin and filled Sadie in on the evening.




  ‘That sounds very fancy altogether. And why did she think she needed to do all those courses?’ Sadie asked. ‘I never understood the sorbet thing, especially in the depths of winter when you’re feeding farmers and young fellas who want a good, hearty dinner.’




  ‘It’s not even that. I’m all about making people feel welcome. I hate nothing more than going to a person’s house and being made to feel the hostess has spent all day and night slaving over a hot stove. Mary was a like a woman possessed and she never sat at the table the entire night.’




  ‘Ah, sure that’s the way she is. Different strokes for different folks, eh?’




  ‘I’m going to grab a box of decorations, Sadie. Would you have a minute to help me with a few bits in here?’




  ‘Of course.’




  As Holly left the room, she felt a stab of longing for her mother. She’d always been here to back her up and give her a dig-out. Sadie was fantastic, but it wasn’t the same as having her mum by her side. She felt guilty for being rude about her to Sadie just now, but she was deeply hurt that her mother had chosen to move so far away. Now, opening a cupboard in the office, she pulled out the large cardboard box of decorations and made her way back to Sadie.




  ‘I’m sorry for biting your head off earlier on,’ she said, as they began to sift through the contents of the box. ‘I’m too old to behave like a spoilt child.’




  ‘Ah, don’t you worry, love. I know you don’t mean any harm. Christmas always makes us feel nostalgic, doesn’t it?’ Sadie patted her hand. ‘I’d another email from Maggie,’ she said, without looking up. She waited for the usual reaction. She wasn’t disappointed.




  ‘As long as Mum is healthy and happy I don’t want to know any details.’




  Deep down Holly knew that she’d be on the first plane to Australia should anything untoward happen to Maggie, but now, eleven months on, she was still struggling with her mother’s departure. She still woke some mornings expecting her to be there until it dawned on her yet again that Maggie was gone.




  ‘Indeed she’s healthy and happy,’ Sadie said firmly.




  ‘Great.’ Holly recalled the conversation she’d had with her mother just prior to her sudden departure.




  ‘You don’t need me here in the background all the time. You’re well able to carry on without me,’ Maggie had argued.




  ‘But it won’t be the same.’




  ‘Different doesn’t have to mean awful,’ Maggie had said dismissively.




  Holly’s fears had swiftly turned to anger. Her mother had told them all in no uncertain terms that she had given enough of her life to Huntersbrook House and all who resided there.




  ‘I didn’t realise we were such a penance,’ Holly had said icily.




  ‘Now, stop behaving like a spoilt toddler.’ Maggie had laughed. Holly had wanted to thump her. As her mother had gleefully boarded a plane with a man she barely knew to travel as far away as she could without leaving the planet, she’d managed to make them all feel she was ridding herself of an irritating thorn.




  That thorn had lodged itself in Holly. As the weeks had turned to months it had caused untold pain. Holly had known change was afoot – it was inevitable – but she couldn’t help resenting her mother for abandoning her when things were so precarious.
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  The Fairytale of New York




  [image: image]




  Pippa felt like Carrie from Sex and the City. ‘Cheers, girlies,’ she said, as they clinked glasses. ‘Can you believe we’re actually here, drinking cosmopolitans and being New Yorkers?’




  ‘I thought this trip would never actually happen,’ Skye said. ‘The fact that we were flying on a Thursday made the week go a bit quicker at least. But now that we’re here it’s kind of surreal! I’ve been saving for this for nearly a year!’




  ‘Me too,’ Lucy said. ‘It was worth all those nights in so we could make it here. I can see why people fall in love with New York. It’s just so special, isn’t it?’




  ‘Totally,’ Pippa agreed. ‘I was worried it might be a bit of a let-down when we got here, but it’s even better than I’d imagined.’




  ‘The scale of everything is just mega,’ Skye said. ‘I had a total out-of-body experience this afternoon while we were sitting in the horse and carriage going around Central Park. I looked down at the Macy’s bags and thought I was going to pass out from the joy of it all!’




  ‘And here we are, drinking Cosmos like the local gals,’ Pippa carolled. ‘Uh, hello! Divine hunk of gorgeousness at six o’clock.’




  ‘Now, now. What about Jay? Skye asked. ‘I thought you said last night that he was the first guy you’ve met who makes you want to settle down, that you’re amazed to have finally managed a full year with the same boyfriend.’




  ‘That was then, this is now, and that guy is so happening and so right beside me, it’d be sacrilege to ignore him,’ Pippa said, winking at him. ‘Oh, Jesus, he’s coming over,’ she said, elbowing Skye.




  ‘Hi there, ladies,’ he said, with an unmistakable New York twang. ‘Where are you from?’




  ‘Ireland,’ Pippa said.




  ‘Oh, really?’ He nodded appreciatively. ‘My great-grandmother was from Galway. Wanna join us over here?’ He gestured towards the neighbouring table where some other guys were waving. ‘We’d all love to take you girls to a club, if you’re interested.’




  ‘Well, we’d love to come with you. And you’re the type of tour guide I had in mind,’ Pippa said.




  ‘We’ll follow you over in a moment,’ Skye said, flashing a smile.




  ‘Sure,’ said Mr Gorgeous. Pippa gave him a little wave and held his gaze for a moment too long.




  ‘Pippa!’ Skye hissed.




  ‘What’s up?’ Pippa said, dipping under the table to grab her lip gloss from her handbag. ‘That guy is hot and look at his friends,’ she said, as she rolled her lips together. ‘Do I have lip gloss on my teeth?’




  ‘What? No. Listen, we don’t want to end up in some crazy situation,’ Skye said. ‘New York is a dangerous place and, besides, I don’t want to spend all my money on drink. I want to have as much as possible for the discount outlets tomorrow. The stuff you can get is meant to be a third of the prices back home. It’s going to be so amazing!’




  Lucy agreed. ‘I’d love to go for a quick bop but let’s just keep our heads, yeah?’




  ‘Ladies, ladies, you need to chill. We’re in the Big Apple. We’re having cocktails and some guys want to take us clubbing. Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t this meant to be a fun trip? Aren’t we here to live it up a little? You both worry too much.’ Pippa pulled her credit card from her bag. ‘The drinks are on me!’




  The girls squealed and picked up their cocktail glasses.




  ‘Come on, then. Let’s show those New Yorkers that we Irish really know how to rock a party.’ Pippa picked up her cocktail glass and stood up, smoothing down her short, flirty dress. Her shoes were skyscraper high, but her need to command a bit of male attention meant she’d suck up the crushing pain in her toes.




  ‘Bloody hell, these shoes are killers. I need more drink and a good-looking man to take the pain away. Right, girls, let’s walk the walk and talk the talk,’ she said, swishing her glossy hair back as she pulled her tummy in, thrust her boobs out and did the best impression of Jessica Rabbit her friends had ever seen.




  ‘Those fellas are practically drooling,’ Skye muttered to Lucy. ‘I know I was raised by hippies so I’m probably the opposite end of the scale when it comes to being streetwise, but Pippa’s a force to be reckoned with.’




  ‘God only knows what she’s going to tell them now.’ Lucy laughed. Pippa, her friends knew, would simply have to stretch the truth with these poor unsuspecting fellas.




  ‘Ready to nod and smile a lot?’ Skye asked Lucy, as they followed Pippa’s lead. They knew they didn’t have the ‘model walk’ sorted, as Pippa had.




  ‘It’s so great to be here,’ Pippa said, as she bent to deposit her bag on the floor. Keeping her legs straight, she made sure the men got a good view of her toned thighs.




  ‘Charlie here tells us you gals are from Ireland.’




  ‘Sure are,’ Pippa said, holding out her hand so he could take it and kiss it. ‘I’m Pippa, and my friends are Lucy and Skye. We’ve come all the way from Dublin in search of some New York magic. We’d seriously appreciate some chaperones. Obviously we don’t know where we should be hitting tonight.’ Putting her finger to her lips, Pippa opened her eyes wide and did her helpless-little-girl act.




  ‘We all work and live right here in the city so it’d be our pleasure to show you gals around. I’m Bill, you’ve already spoken with Charlie and this is Zack.’




  ‘We’re here for a bit of relaxation and retail therapy,’ Pippa said. ‘We run our own company back home. I’m a lawyer, Lucy is a detective and Skye is an IT specialist. As you can imagine, we like to work hard and play hard. We’re Dublin’s answer to Charlie’s Angels.’




  ‘Wow, that’s pretty impressive.’ Bill was nodding enthusiastically.




  Skye gave Pippa a dig in the ribs. Pippa carried on: ‘We go on mini breaks every couple of months. It’s good for us to get away from the pressures of our day-to-day lives and let our hair down.’ She ran her fingers through her mane slowly, smiling sexily at Zack.




  ‘I’d say you get lots of clients,’ Charlie said appreciatively.




  ‘We’re very talented,’ Pippa said, draining her glass.




  ‘Would you ladies like another drink?’ Zack asked.




  ‘We’ll get our own—’ Skye began.




  ‘That sounds lovely,’ Pippa interrupted, flashing a wide smile. ‘Let me come and help you carry them.’ As she tottered towards the bar, linking Zack’s arm, Lucy and Skye tried not to giggle.




  Their conversation with Charlie and Bill was rather stilted.




  ‘Your friend’s quite a live wire, isn’t she?’ Bill said, unabashedly checking Pippa out as she stood and chatted at the bar.




  ‘She’s always the life and soul of the party,’ Skye agreed.




  Moments later they were back. ‘Look what Zack’s bought us, girls!’ Pippa chirped. ‘He’s so generous! Cheers, boys, we’re thrilled to have met you.’




  ‘So much for Jay being the love of your life,’ Lucy whispered to Pippa, who grinned back.




  ‘That was last night, Lucy – keep up!’ Pippa swatted her friend’s arm. ‘There’s no ring on my finger. We’re in New York, baby, and the boys are smokin’,’ she said, with a little shimmy.




  ‘How long have you girls been in business?’ Bill asked.




  ‘How long is it now?’ Skye said, staring at Pippa. She added, in a whisper, ‘I can’t believe you told them that lie. What’s wrong with saying I design websites and Lucy works for the bank? You’re still in the PR company, aren’t you?’




  ‘Not really. I sort of got fired. Long story, so I’ll tell you another time,’ Pippa said. ‘We’ll never see these guys again and it’s all a bit of fun. So what if I told a little fib? They’re wildly impressed with us and it’ll do them no harm to believe they’re privileged to be standing here with us. Don’t you love being a Charlie’s Angel even for one night?’




  Skye wouldn’t have chosen to lie to the boys but she had to admit they were hanging on their every word. Pippa was incorrigible but she certainly knew how to have a good time.




  ‘When we graduated jobs weren’t easy to come by in Ireland, due to the economic downturn, so we figured there was no point waiting for work to come to us. We set up our company and our feet have barely touched the ground,’ Pippa said.




  ‘That’s impressive,’ Charlie said. ‘How many clients have you?’




  ‘Much as we all adore talking shop,’ Pippa said, ‘we have a little rule that when we’re away we leave the business in the office. So if it’s all the same to you, the only agenda we have here is fun, fun and more fun!’




  ‘That sounds good to me!’ Zack said.




  As the guys ordered yet another round of cocktails, Pippa announced that she, Skye and Lucy were going to the ladies’ room.




  ‘They’re so charming, aren’t they?’ she said, as they fixed their hair and makeup.




  ‘They’re not like some of the Irish guys who get blotto and start trying it on before you’ve even told them your name,’ Lucy agreed.




  ‘They’re not really my type. I hate to rain on the parade but I find them a bit staged,’ Skye put in.




  ‘Don’t you want to go home knowing you broke a New York guy’s heart?’ Pippa asked.




  ‘Not really,’ Skye admitted.




  ‘What about you, Lucy? Keep talking – I’m running into a cubicle but I can still hear you.’ Pippa was hoping for a little more enthusiasm from Lucy. Skye was a lovely girl, but she’d always found her a bit sensible. Skye had been raised in a vegan commune, which was a million miles away from anything Pippa could understand. Sure she’d grown up at Huntersbrook, in Wicklow, but it was close to Dublin City and always full of fun visitors. Pippa liked Skye but found her a bit too level-headed.




  ‘Zack’s so cute,’ Lucy said. ‘I know where you’re coming from, too, Skye, but as Pippa said, we’re only here for two nights and it’s a bit different from the usual banter, isn’t it?’




  ‘Attagirl!’ Pippa said, as she emerged from the loo. Once she’d washed her hands she leaned forward and stared into the mirror. ‘I need to fix my face again,’ she said, examining herself critically. As she brushed on some more eye shadow and fished in her bag for her lip liner, she thanked God for the millionth time that makeup had been invented. ‘Well,’ she pouted, happier now with her reflection, ‘I happen to find the clean-cut American businessman thing wildly attractive. I’m not planning a wedding or anything but I’m loving the cocktails – and I don’t care what anyone says, I think their accents are hot!’




  The two girls had finished their own patch jobs and seemed ready to head back to the table.




  ‘Right then, let’s show them what Irish girls are made of!’ Pippa said. She twirled to check that her dress wasn’t tucked into her knickers, gave her hair a final flick, then flung the door open and did her best runway-model walk back to the boys.




  ‘Would you gals like to come to a club now?’ Bill asked. ‘There’s a really cool place on the next block. We’re members of the VIP lounge so we could check it out if you’re interested.’




  ‘Ooh, that sounds like a plan,’ Pippa said. ‘Ladies?’ She raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Sounds great,’ Lucy said, smiling.




  ‘Yeah, sure.’ Skye looked far from keen. Pippa chose to ignore the hesitation in her friend’s voice. They were in New York and it wasn’t the time for an early night with slippers and a mug of cocoa.




  As they pulled on their jackets and stepped out into the freezing air, the icy wind was instantly sobering. If she hadn’t been so intent on flirting, Pippa would’ve cursed like a tinker and insisted on going back into the warmth of the bar. ‘It’s pretty cold out here,’ she said, snuggling up to Bill. She’d decided he was the most fun.




  ‘You’re freezing,’ Bill said, removing his coat and draping it around her shoulders.




  ‘Thanks, Bill,’ she said. ‘You’re a gentleman.’




  ‘My pleasure,’ he answered.




  I could get used to this kind of chivalry, Pippa decided.




  Thankfully, the club was literally just around the block. The large queue made Pippa want to cry as she pictured them having to stand and wait, followed by the usual arguing with bouncers.




  ‘Evening, sir,’ the tuxedo-clad doorman said to Bill, as he stood to the side and beckoned them in.




  ‘Evening. We’ve three guests,’ Bill said.




  ‘Of course. Enjoy your evening, ladies.’ The man smiled.




  The steep stairs led to a contemporary balcony area with clusters of chrome tables and high stools. Several waitresses, dressed head to toe in white, were dashing around the room with trays held high.




  ‘We’d like a table overlooking the dance floor, if possible,’ Bill said to the hostess.




  ‘Sure, sir. Follow me.’




  ‘This is fabulous,’ Lucy said excitedly.




  ‘It’s one of the best clubs in the city,’ Bill told her. ‘I bring clients here on a regular basis – or charming ladies such as yourselves.’




  ‘Let’s have some champagne.’ Pippa had been swept along with the brilliance of it all. ‘My treat!’




  ‘That’s very generous of you. Thank you, Pippa,’ Bill said.




  ‘Would you prefer Moët, Taittinger, Bollinger or Krug, ma’am?’ A waitress had materialised beside them.




  ‘Oh, which do you recommend?’ Pippa asked, who had no idea of the difference between them.




  ‘Well, not the Krug, unless you’re making so much dough you don’t know what to do with it!’ Bill laughed.




  ‘Yeah.’ Pippa wrinkled her nose. ‘We’ll go for the Bollinger,’ she said.




  ‘Nice choice, little lady,’ Bill said. ‘I think they charge five hundred dollars for a bottle of Krug in this joint. But the Bollinger shouldn’t be quite as bad,’ he said. ‘It’s kind of you to make the gesture, though. Shows a real lady.’




  Pippa did her best to hide her shock. How much was this going to cost her?




  ‘I agree,’ Zack said. ‘Some girls we meet are totally at ease with taking drinks and being brought to funky places but never reciprocate. You Irish are different. I like that.’




  ‘Oh, we’d never want anyone to think we’re after their money,’ Pippa said. She had to resist the urge to yelp when the waitress brought the bill. ‘Do you accept Visa?’ she asked, trying not to sound strangled.




  ‘Sure. Would you mind coming to the counter?’ the waitress asked. ‘The mobile card machine has just malfunctioned so my apologies for dragging you away from your table.’




  ‘No worries,’ Pippa said, grabbing her bag.




  ‘There seems to be an issue with this card, ma’am,’ the waitress said, moments later. ‘I’m afraid it’s been declined.’




  ‘Oh, shoot!’ Pippa said, smiling. ‘Try this one,’ she said, handing over her American Express. She was beyond relieved when the transaction went through. Stuffing the receipt into her bag, she went back to the table where the Champagne was being poured into flutes.




  ‘Pippa, I just looked at the prices. One hundred and sixty dollars for a bottle of champagne! I won’t be getting pissed in here.’ Skye was clearly horrified as she put the white-leather drinks menu back on the table.




  ‘Isn’t this place just ice-box, though?’ Pippa replied. ‘Look at the bright blue dance floor!’ Skye was beginning to irritate her. The prices were extortionate but the transaction had gone through so they might as well enjoy it. What was the point in harping on about it and making them look like paupers?




  ‘They do a foam party in here sometimes,’ Zack said. ‘There’s, like, an under-the-sea type vibe.’




  ‘This is worth celebrating,’ Pippa said, brushing off the twinge of fear that had just assailed her over her maxed-out Visa.




  ‘To Irish lassies!’ Bill grinned.




  ‘To New York and the wonderful views she boasts,’ Pippa said, giggling as she winked back at Bill.




  Rihanna’s ‘Only Girl (In The World)’ poured out of the speakers, bringing Pippa to her feet. ‘I love this song!’ she said. With one hand on her hip, she beckoned Bill slowly with the index finger of her other hand. ‘Dance with me,’ she whispered, as he put an arm around her waist. As they made their way down to the dance floor below via a Perspex staircase, Pippa drank in the heaving atmosphere and cool dancers. The girls were dressed to kill and so were the men. This was what it was all about. She gazed back up towards the VIP area to see the remaining four waving down at them. A couple of people dancing beside them clocked her friends and gazed at her and Bill with obvious envy.




  As far as Pippa was concerned, that bottle of bubbly had been a sound business investment. Once she’d had enough of dancing, Bill led her back up the stairs to rejoin the others. For the remainder of the evening, the men wouldn’t allow them pay for a single thing.




  Skye was chatting to Charlie but from her uptight body language it was clear that she wasn’t interested in staying for much longer. Lucy, though, was wrapped around Zack and seemed to be making the most of the night.




  Pippa had thought her heart would burst out of her chest when Bill kissed her as they went up the stairs to join the others after yet another fling on the dance floor, but no. Any potential fireworks were well and truly quenched by the slobber. It was like snogging a fish.




  ‘Want to go back to my place?’ Bill asked, with a slight slur. Had he known how to kiss, Pippa might’ve gone, but suddenly the shared hotel room with her friends and the potential for a bit of girly gossip seemed the better option. Maybe she’d been right last night when she’d said she was smitten by Jay, she mused drunkenly.




  ‘I’d better stay with the girls. We’re only here for a couple of nights and it might be rude of me to abandon ship.’ She injected as much regret into her face as she could muster.




  ‘Sure thing,’ Bill said, holding his hands up. ‘I didn’t think you would but it was worth asking!’




  As they rejoined the others, Pippa caught Skye yawning. ‘Skye, you poor love, you’re exhausted,’ she said, full of concern. ‘I think we should get you back to the hotel right now.’




  ‘I’m fine for another while if you girls want to stay on,’ Skye offered.




  ‘Oh, no,’ Pippa said, patting her hand.




  ‘Well, if you’re sure …’




  ‘Sorry to break up the party, guys,’ Pippa said, after the style of a boxing referee. ‘Lucy, it’s really late and poor Skye’s had it.’




  ‘Aw, seriously?’ Lucy said, disappointment etched across her face.




  ‘You can always stay with me?’ Zack said hopefully.




  ‘Ah, no. This hen party is sticking together,’ Skye interjected.




  Pippa pulled her coat on and hugged Zack and Charlie, leaving Bill until last. Knowing she wanted to keep their goodbyes brief, she gave him a quick kiss on the lips, then made a big song and dance of how sad it was they had to leave, arms flailing to discourage too much intimacy. ‘Double boo-hoo that we can’t meet up tomorrow night – we’re hooking up with some distant cousins,’ she fibbed.




  ‘That’s a shame.’ Bill looked a little crushed.




  ‘Take care, boys, and thanks so much for the club,’ Pippa said.




  The girls linked arms and strode up the road towards their hotel.




  ‘You’re such a liar, Pippa Craig!’ Skye chided her, as they went out of earshot of the boys.




  ‘Yes, and I quite liked Zack, thank you very much!’ Lucy said, swiping her.




  ‘Sorry, Lucy, I wasn’t thinking,’ Pippa said. ‘Bill was nice but he kissed me and it was so vile I knew I had to ditch him. He was like a Dyson crossed with a slug. Bleuch!’




  ‘Ah, I’m only messing with you,’ Lucy said. ‘I could’ve stayed with him if I’d thought he was going to be The One.’




  ‘It’s hardly wise to go hotfooting off with a strange man in a massive city like this,’ Skye said.




  ‘True,’ Pippa said, elbowing Lucy. ‘Listen to Mummy Skye.’




  ‘You can tease me all you like but it’s not a good plan to go off with strange men.’ Skye bristled.




  By the time they’d bundled into the hotel room and got ready for bed the mess was astonishing. Shoes, clothes and makeup littered the floor and all of the surfaces.




  ‘I’m wrecked,’ Pippa croaked. ‘I need to crash. Night.’
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  The next morning Skye groaned as she staggered bleary-eyed across the room to answer the phone. ‘Hello?’




  ‘Good morning,’ the receptionist chirruped. ‘This is your wake-up call.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Skye replied before putting the phone down. ‘It’s lucky I ordered a call or I reckon I would’ve slept all day. You two conked almost immediately last night. I was wide awake for ages.’




  ‘Poor you,’ Pippa said, peeling herself up from her pillow. ‘We’d better get up, girls, if we want to get to the outlets. The flight back is so early tomorrow morning we won’t have time to do anything. Next time we need to come for a week.’ She yawned.




  ‘Only if we have about two years to save!’ Lucy said. ‘I was stretched to my limit just to manage this. With Christmas around the corner, I couldn’t have stayed any longer. Is it just me or does anyone else feel rough?’




  ‘Yup,’ Pippa answered, and pulled her sheet over her face. ‘I’ve no idea how many drinks I had last night. It was a great idea at the time but I’m feeling pretty horrendous now.’




  ‘I’m going to have a quick shower. At least if one of us is ready we might have a chance of getting something done today,’ Skye said, marching into the en-suite. ‘Come on, girls,’ she said, exasperated. ‘Friday is our only full day here so let’s not waste it moaning.’




  ‘Uh, are we in trouble?’ Pippa rolled over and faced Lucy in the adjoining bed.




  ‘I don’t think Skye went past her usual two-drinks limit and she didn’t score with what’s-his-face,’ Lucy said.




  ‘We weren’t that bad, though, were we?’ Pippa asked, as she tried sitting up. She lay down again: the room was spinning.




  ‘Ah, no. Skye will be fine. She’s just excited to be here, that’s all,’ Lucy explained. ‘I’ve known her for years. She’s a sweetheart.’




  ‘Come on, girls, up you get!’ Skye appeared from the bathroom wrapped in a towel. ‘The shower is more dribble than power so don’t expect any water jets to massage your aching heads.’




  ‘Right, I’m awake. I’ll have a quick shower,’ Pippa said, and staggered towards the bathroom. ‘I need to find a cashpoint too,’ she said, as she kicked the door shut. She couldn’t remember getting into bed but, judging from the pile of clothing in the corner of the bathroom, she’d made it to the toilet, stripped and found the nightdress she was wearing. Her stale makeup was well and truly welded to her face. Black beads of dried-in mascara weren’t helping the slightly green pallor with which the drink had left her.




  The bathroom was pretty drab, with cracked tiles and an avocado suite. Still, the hotel was cheap and the management had agreed to slot in a third bed so they could all be together.




  Skye hadn’t been lying when she’d said the shower was dribbly. Pippa was cold when she emerged and found a towel. She grabbed a facecloth and scrubbed the remainder of last night from her eyes and cheeks. ‘I need some food,’ she moaned, as she shuffled back into the room.




  ‘Me too,’ Skye said, applying lip balm.
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  The room was like a war zone by the time they were ready to head down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. ‘We’ll clean up later,’ Pippa said.




  ‘I’d hate to be the maid walking in here,’ Skye said guiltily.




  ‘I’ll put the do-not-disturb sign up,’ Pippa suggested. ‘That way we don’t have to inflict our pig sty on anyone.’




  After several cups of coffee and a plate of pancakes dripping in syrup, they all felt a lot more enthusiastic about heading to the outlets.




  ‘I’m glad the food’s good, seeing as tonight’s dinner is included in the package,’ Skye said, as she finished her last mouthful of breakfast. ‘I’m actually a bit stressed about money at the moment,’ she added. ‘I’ve been renting a place but I couldn’t stay there on my own any longer. The website designing’s going better than I ever dreamed, but the landlord jacked my rent up.’




  ‘Just find somewhere else, why don’t you?’ Pippa wondered, as they made their way out of the hotel in search of a cab.




  ‘I’ll have to, but it’s probably not the ideal time of year to move,’ Skye said. ‘I moved out a couple of days ago – my cousin let me bring my stuff to his place but the thought of sleeping on the sofa in a flat with three grungy guys doesn’t exactly fill me with joy.’




  ‘I’ll let you know if I hear of anywhere,’ Lucy said.




  ‘Me too,’ Pippa said, as they bundled into the warmth of a taxi.




  A short while later their hangovers were forgotten as they pulled up at the outlets.




  ‘This is fabulous!’ Pippa squealed, as she spotted row after row of her favourite stores. ‘They have Juicy and Max Mara – and there’s Hollister! Hold me back! I feel a splurge coming on.’




  The mall was a shopper’s dream, spotlessly clean and divided into identical-sized units. Inside, the rails were clearly marked, according to the discount offered.




  ‘Look at this! Chanel with eighty-five per cent off the original price tags,’ Pippa exclaimed to Skye.




  ‘Yeah, but it’s still crazy money,’ she said, stroking a jacket longingly.




  ‘Wouldn’t you just kill for a Chanel jacket all the same?’ Pippa took one off its hanger.




  ‘Totally,’ Lucy agreed immediately. ‘I know it’s a cliché but it really is an investment piece. One of my college friends has one that belonged to her grandmother. It’s still as amazing today as it was when she bought it. It’s timeless style at its best.’




  Reluctantly Pippa put back the jacket and they moved from Chanel to the other stores. After two hours of manic trawling through stores and rails, they collapsed at the coffee shop with coffee and cake.




  ‘I’ve bought four pairs of jeans for the price of one crappy pair at home,’ Pippa said, as she sipped her cappuccino. ‘It’s so cheap here it’s a joke. We’re so ripped off, aren’t we?’




  ‘Totally,’ Skye agreed. ‘You’d better be a bit careful with how much you buy all the same, though, Pippa. They’ll charge you a fortune if you’re over the allotted weight when we check in.’




  By the time they got back to the hotel it was snowing and minus three degrees centigrade.




  ‘Let’s dump our treasures and head down to the hotel bar. The windows will give us a bird’s eye view of the passers-by and the snow falling!’ Pippa said excitedly.




  ‘Oh, my God, the mess in here!’ Skye gasped, as they shoved the door of their room open. ‘How about we do a quick pack and then we’ll be sorted? At least we won’t have to do it all later or, worse, at four in the morning before we go to the airport.’




  ‘Do we have to?’ Pippa moaned.




  ‘I’m going to,’ Lucy said, staring at the debris on the floor. ‘I certainly won’t feel like it later.’




  Reluctantly Pippa joined forces with the others and found her bits and pieces. She stuffed them into her bag, which didn’t want to close. She didn’t want to admit it to Skye but she was having serious trouble closing her bag. It weighed as much as a small mammal too. Figuring she could go for the layered look, she took out two sweatshirts, a coat and one of her new pairs of jeans. She’d need to be well wrapped up against the biting cold. She flung her shampoo and conditioner, with a pile of other toiletries, into the bath, and allowed herself to feel a little smug.




  ‘I’ve just saved myself loads of space and suitcase weight,’ she said, looking a bit florid in the face.




  ‘But they’re full bottles – expensive ones too,’ Lucy said. ‘You’re something else, Pippa! I’m too broke to buy that brand of shampoo, let alone throw it away.’




  ‘I get them when I’m having my hair done so it never seems that expensive,’ she said. ‘Feel free to take it if you have space.’




  When they left the room to go down to the bar for a well-earned drink, it looked much more organised. As they toasted a wonderful day of shopping, the snow was beginning to stick outside.




  ‘This is like being inside a snow globe, isn’t it?’ Pippa said. ‘I think I’d like to live here for a while.’




  ‘I wouldn’t,’ Skye admitted. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had a total blast, but I find the speed of it all and the vast amounts of space and crowds of people sort of scary.’




  ‘I know what you mean,’ Lucy agreed. ‘But I’d happily come and visit Pippa a few times a year if she’s planning on being here!’




  The evening went far too quickly as Pippa managed to attract another group of men. ‘I just can’t get enough of the New York accent,’ she said.




  ‘Well, your Irish accent is just the cutest thing,’ one said, taking the bait instantly.




  ‘Really?’ Pippa said. ‘I didn’t even think I had an accent!’




  ‘Oh, you certainly do,’ another man joined in.




  ‘Do any of you have Irish roots?’ Pippa asked.




  As they all tried to answer at once, Skye grinned at Lucy. ‘What will we do with her?’ she murmured. ‘She’s irrepressible, isn’t she? You could dump Pippa on the edge of the earth with nothing but a smile and she’d get herself invited to a party within half an hour.’




  ‘I think the big blue eyes, ski-slope nose and perfect figure help,’ Lucy said. ‘I’m bursting out of my skinny jeans after all the carbs and booze we’ve had since we got here.’




  ‘I’ve a massive zit coming up on the side of my nose. I always end up with manky skin when I travel,’ Skye said.




  ‘I know the feeling. But Miss Ireland here seems to flourish,’ Lucy said. ‘She certainly knows how to pull, doesn’t she?’




  ‘Hell, yeah!’ Skye said, in a mock-American accent. ‘As I said before, she’d draw a crowd even if she were in solitary confinement!’
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  They decided to call it a night at just after one o’clock. As Skye and Lucy drifted off to sleep, Pippa’s jetlag kicked in and she was suddenly wide awake. Without disturbing Lucy and Skye, she tiptoed to perch on the window seat and gaze out at the lights and hubbub of New York below. It was still snowing but she had a good view, and could see dozens of people still wandering around.




  She tried to picture what it might be like to live here, and suddenly felt unsure. Maybe it wouldn’t be that great. The snow and bright lights were exciting, but New York didn’t hold a torch to Huntersbrook House. She couldn’t imagine being anywhere else on Christmas morning. Tomorrow night she’d be missing Lainey’s birthday dinner. Now that she was awake, alone and with nobody to chat to, she felt stupidly homesick.
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  In the taxi on the way to the airport they were quiet as they huddled together for warmth. The roads were snowed over but they made it on time for check-in. Pippa rooted in her purse for her third of the taxi fare. ‘Girls, I’m so embarrassed but I haven’t a bean left. Can I pay you back when we get home?’




  ‘I’ll put in your share. I have cash,’ Skye said.




  ‘Thanks,’ Pippa said, cringing. She hated not having money of her own.




  They went into the airport and found the right desk. Pippa heaved her bag on to the scales. ‘This one is over the allocated weight. There’s a charge of eighty dollars,’ the check-in woman announced, in a voice that didn’t invite argument.




  ‘Holy cow, Pippa.’ Skye giggled. ‘You’d have been better off buying the stuff in Dublin! Any savings you might have made are going straight back on.’




  Pippa produced her trusty American Express card and paid the charge.




  Once they were rid of the luggage, they went through Security and wandered towards the duty-free area. ‘I’m going to pick up some makeup. Clinique’s really cheap here,’ Pippa said knowledgeably. ‘Come on – I’ll treat you both to a lipstick and nail polish, seeing as you had to use your cash to pay the taxi driver.’




  ‘Thanks, Pippa. That sounds like a fair trade,’ Skye said. ‘I’d love a nice new lippy for the Christmas-party season.’




  ‘Me too,’ Lucy chimed in.




  They chose their lipsticks and nail polish, then glanced at the time, squealed and ran. They should have been at the gate, ready to board the aircraft.




  ‘Oh, my God, imagine if we missed the plane because we were so busy trying on lipstick!’ Pippa panted.




  ‘Don’t joke, we’re not on it yet,’ Skye said. ‘I feel like I’m going to puke from running.’




  ‘You were cutting it fine, ladies,’ the air stewardess said, with a grin. ‘We literally just did our final call before shutting the aircraft doors.’




  ‘We were in the Land of Lippy,’ Pippa gasped.




  ‘Oh you won’t be the last ones to be sucked in by the mystique of Clinique!’ the lady said, as she tore off their boarding-card stubs and ushered them towards their plane.
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  ‘It’s so handy that you had your car at the airport, Pippa,’ Lucy said. ‘Thanks for offering to drive us both home. I couldn’t bear the thought of getting on the bus right now.’




  ‘Ugh! Neither could I,’ Skye agreed.




  By the time she’d dropped them off and driven to her own apartment, all Pippa was fit for was her bed. Somewhere in the back of her exhausted mind she had an inkling that she might soon have to sit down and sort out her finances. But she was far too wrecked to go there. That little matter could wait until another day.
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  Little Drummer Boy
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  Joey was delighted that Sophia had agreed to spend the weekend at Huntersbrook House. Dublin was fun and buzzy on a Friday or Saturday night but every now and again he craved the calmer pace of home. ‘There’s nothing like the view of a frosty Wicklow field in winter,’ he said, as he put his foot to the floor and raced up the straight stretch of the N11 that Saturday morning.




  ‘We have frost in Dublin too,’ Sophia said, sounding irritated.




  ‘I know, but it’s not the same when it’s on rooftops rather than paddocks,’ Joey said, with a faraway expression on his face. ‘Mum will be like a child. She gets so into the build-up to Christmas,’ he said, laughing. ‘If she could cover the entire place with decorations, she would! Dad pretends to get narky with her about it, but deep down I reckon he’s as bad as she is.’




  ‘Maybe he genuinely hates the tackiness,’ Sophia pointed out. ‘Just because your mother likes defacing the place with tat doesn’t mean he has to love it too.’




  ‘Perhaps not, but he enjoys watching Mum. She’s infectious when she gets going.’




  ‘Hm.’ Sophia pulled on her shades and relaxed into her seat.




  ‘I know it probably sounds silly to you, but I still get butterflies in my stomach when I think about Christmas,’ Joey continued. ‘It’s such a magical time, isn’t it?’




  The silence made him look to the passenger seat. Sophia was having a power nap. He knew she was using the journey time to recharge her batteries but he couldn’t help feeling a little stung that she didn’t want to share his buzz.




  Fifteen minutes later, the sound of Joey’s tyres on the gravel outside the house brought Holly to the front door.




  ‘There’s Mum to greet us,’ Joey said, patting Sophia’s leg to rouse her before he leaped out of the car.




  ‘Joey!’ Holly said, rushing to hug him. ‘How are you, son?’




  ‘Good, thanks, Mum. Yourself?’ Joey had inherited his parents’ best features: he had Paddy’s strong frame and height, with Holly’s dark hair and sallow features. His cheeky grin and happy-go-lucky nature made him a real hit with the ladies, not least his mother.




  ‘The Christmas transformation is under way, I see.’ He gestured towards the front door, on which the wreath was displayed.




  ‘You like?’ Holly said.




  ‘Looking good, Mum.’ He hugged her again, then stepped back to open the car door for Sophia. ‘You awake, sleepy-head?’




  ‘Yup,’ Sophia said. She clambered out and stretched her arms high above her head.




  ‘Sophia dear, how are you?’ Holly was keeping her smile in place as Sophia came towards her.




  ‘Hi,’ Sophia said, with a limp wave.




  ‘How was the journey?’




  ‘All right. It’s very cold here, isn’t it?’




  ‘Yes, but I guess that goes with the time of year. It is December after all,’ Holly said.




  Joey was desperate for the weekend to be fun. He knew Sophia wasn’t ecstatic to be here – she’d told him often enough that she didn’t want to come: ‘I’m a town mouse, not a country mouse. You go on down to Huntersbrook and I’ll see you when you get back.’ Her favourite excuse was, ‘My lungs aren’t used to all that clear air. I always end up with a cough or cold.’




  They’d been dating for almost a year and living together for the past five months. It had all happened so quickly. Joey had joined the work triathlon team. In the beginning it had been a calculated move to keep in with his boss, who was triathlon crazy, but he’d quickly discovered he enjoyed it. The fitness level required to race was high, though, so he’d sought the help of a personal trainer through his local gym.




  He’d automatically expected an ex-army type or an oiled muscle man and had been over the moon when Sophia had greeted him. With her pert bottom and breasts, she was everything he’d wanted in a woman.




  ‘Take your running up a few paces,’ she’d called over her shoulder as they’d ventured onto the running track the first time. ‘You need to push yourself. Get that heart pumping.’




  If he hadn’t been so desperate to impress her, Joey might’ve caved and told her it was too energetic, but she was the best reason he had to get fit, never mind the triathlon.




  They’d clicked immediately. She’d giggled at his jokes and he’d noticed she was quite touchy-feely with him. After three weeks, and at the end of a particularly rough track session, he’d poured what remained in his water bottle over his head to cool himself down, and said breathlessly, ‘Fancy going for a bite to eat with me some time?’ He’d been pacing up and down, trying to look as if he wasn’t bricking himself.




  ‘I thought you’d never ask,’ she replied, smiling.




  ‘Tomorrow night? I’ll meet you in Pasta Italiano at eight?’




  ‘See you then. It’ll be nice to discover what you look like when you’re not chasing me and dressed in Lycra.’




  The date couldn’t have gone better. The food and wine, then the dancing blew him away. As did what had happened later at his place.




  ‘You don’t hold back once you get going, do you?’ Joey observed, as he lay propped on his elbow beside her in bed.




  ‘I like speed and excitement. Why do you think I eat, sleep and breathe triathlon?’




  His colleagues and friends were wildly impressed the first time he’d brought her to the pub.




  ‘You’re some snake, Joey,’ his boss, Clive, had said, bashing him on the back. ‘She’s a total babe and I’ve seen her shoot past me on the bike during a number of races. She can move when she needs to.’




  ‘That’s my honey,’ Joey said proudly. The only time Sophia wasn’t herself was with his family. But he was hoping that Christmas at Huntersbrook would help to change her mind about country living. They always had plenty of people buzzing around and Mum would have the place done up like a Victorian Christmas card. Sophia hadn’t had a chance to get to know Lainey and Pippa properly either. He was certain they’d love each other once they bonded. Whatever about Lainey, with her shy and slightly conservative approach to life, Joey was sure Sophia would love Pippa once she’d spent some time with her.




  As Sophia stood on the steps up to the front door, shivering with her arms wrapped around herself, he urged her to go in and get warm. ‘But the bags and the rest of the stuff …’ She trailed off.




  ‘I’ve got them. Go on into the kitchen. Is Sadie there?’ Joey asked Holly.




  ‘Certainly is, and I’d say she’s pulling a loaf of soda bread out of the Aga as we speak. She has gorgeous soup ready, so we’ll have you warm and relaxed in no time,’ Holly promised.




  As the women went ahead, Joey took deep gulps of fresh air and rubbed his hands. He’d a good feeling about this weekend.




  By the time he’d deposited their things in his old bedroom and ventured into the kitchen, Sophia was sitting at the table having a bowl of soup with his dad.




  ‘Ah, Joey, there you are, son,’ Paddy greeted him. ‘Come and join us.’




  ‘I certainly will,’ Joey said. ‘Sadie! How’s it going?’ he asked.




  ‘Ah, sure I’m great, love. All the better for seeing you. Soup?’




  ‘Love some, thanks,’ Joey said. ‘There’s nothing like your soda bread straight from the oven either,’ he said through a mouthful. ‘It’s rather chilly upstairs.’




  ‘I must’ve forgotten to turn on the heating up there,’ Paddy said apologetically. ‘I’ve had the radiators off in a lot of the upstairs rooms. No point in heating them if they’re empty.’




  ‘True,’ Joey said, as he joined them at the table with his soup. ‘It’ll end up damp if you’re not careful, though.’




  ‘Here you all are,’ Holly said as she arrived. ‘I’ll have a cup of tea with you before I go and finish off in the dining room. It’s Lainey’s birthday so we’ve a few people popping in for supper this evening,’ she explained to Sophia.




  ‘Aw, shoot, I totally forgot to get her anything,’ Joey said.




  ‘I’m sure I’ve a trinket in the pantry you could give her,’ Holly said. ‘She’ll be delighted you and Sophia are here. I wouldn’t worry.’




  ‘You never told me it was your sister’s birthday,’ Sophia snapped.




  ‘Sorry, babe, it went out of my head,’ he said. ‘It’s no hassle. Lainey’s very chilled. She won’t be looking for a pile of expensive gifts.’




  ‘That’s right,’ Paddy said. ‘As Joey pointed out, the main thing is that you’re both here to celebrate and have a slice of cake.’




  ‘I’ve only brought jeans and a top, Joey,’ Sophia said, glowering at him.




  ‘That’s cool. It won’t be fancy,’ Joey said, grabbing the newspaper.




  Sophia sighed and clenched her fists.




  ‘What?’ Joey asked, with a grin. ‘Am I in trouble?’




  ‘I’m going to head out for a run, if that’s okay with all of you,’ Sophia said tightly.




  ‘It’s a lovely day for it. You do that,’ Sadie said, as she picked up Sophia’s barely touched bowl of soup. ‘Are you finished with this, then?’ she asked.




  ‘Eh, yeah, thanks. I’m not that hungry. I’ll go and get changed.’




  ‘Right so,’ Joey said, returning to the paper.




  There was brief silence after Sophia left the room.




  ‘I think you’d better go and see if she’s okay,’ Holly suggested.




  ‘Ah, she’s fine. I’ll finish this and check on her.’




  ‘I’ll see you later then. I’m off to do my jobs outside,’ Paddy announced. ‘Thanks for lunch, Sadie.’




  ‘You’re welcome, dear. At least you seemed to enjoy it,’ she remarked, as she cleared away his empty bowl.




  ‘I’ll be in the dining room if you’re looking for me,’ Holly said, over her shoulder.




  Joey wandered upstairs to his room. Sophia had emptied her bags over the bed and was pulling on her trainers. ‘Okay?’ he said. He was about to throw himself onto the bed for a quick snooze when she lit into him.




  ‘Not really,’ she snarled. ‘Why didn’t you tell me it was Lainey’s birthday? I’ve a two-hour run to do now and I need to be back to Dublin at a reasonable hour to get a decent cycle in tomorrow.’




  ‘Whoa! What’s this about?’ Joey said, confused. ‘I’ll bring you back whatever time you like tomorrow. Although I’d thought we’d stay and have Sunday lunch with my folks. If you’re hassled we don’t have to.’




  ‘I’m training for the Ironman race in September. It means a lot to me, Joey. I know you’ve only been racing a few short months but I’m serious about my sport,’ she explained. ‘It’s my livelihood and my passion and I need to stay focused and disciplined.’




  ‘I know all that and it’s cool with me. I didn’t tell you about Lainey’s birthday because I forgot. Sorry, but I’m crap like that. I’m a bloke.’ He grinned. ‘You won’t need to get dressed up either – you’ll be gorgeous in your jeans. And, besides, I thought you were passionate about me,’ he said, sliding off the bed and pulling her into his arms.




  ‘Not now, Joey.’ She pushed him away. ‘I just don’t really need to have to stay up till all hours at a party tonight, that’s all.’ He must have looked as crushed as he felt because she softened and gave him a slow kiss on the lips. ‘I’ll see you when I get back.’




  ‘I’ll be waiting,’ he said. ‘Tonight won’t be a late one. You can go to bed whenever suits you, okay?’




  ‘Fine,’ she conceded.




  As she walked out of the room, shoving her headphones on, he relaxed. Sophia was just feisty. But that was one of the things he liked about her. He’d had quite a few girlfriends in the past and none of them had held his attention as she did.




  He knew he should go for a run himself. He rarely went with Sophia because she was at a different level: he’d end up telling her to go on ahead and he hated feeling like a dweeb beside her. Unless she was coaching him, which was rare now that they were a couple, they kept their training separate.




  He figured he’d spend a bit of time with his folks and then go for a jog.




  ‘Joey?’ Holly called, from the landing outside his door.




  ‘I’m coming!’




  ‘Would you be able to grab some of the big boxes of Christmas decorations from the attic for me? Sadie and I got out the ones that live in the office earlier in the week but the bulk of them are up there.’




  ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Are you about to turn into Mrs Claus again?’ he teased. He’d never met a woman like his mother when it came to decorating.




  ‘I just love the weeks before Christmas,’ she said, as he pulled the attic staircase down, climbed it and began to pass things down to her. ‘I’ve the thrill of rooting through all the treasures that’ve been packed away all year.’




  ‘You’re mad.’ Joey chuckled. ‘Is that enough for now or do you want me to take them all down while I’m at it?’ he asked.




  ‘Sure you might as well give me the whole lot. It’ll save Dad and me doing it. We’re not as young as we used to be.’




  Joey walked around the attic space. It was probably twice the size of his apartment. In one corner he spotted some of his old toys. A dusty Action Man waited in his jeep to be brought to an imaginary battle. His teddy, loved to within an inch of his faded plush fur, sat winking, with one eye missing. As he stooped to touch him, memories of his childhood flashed through Joey’s mind.




  He and his sisters had enjoyed the most idyllic times here at Huntersbrook, but he had embraced his new life in Dublin. His job was fulfilling and he knew he’d been lucky to get such a good position when he graduated. Loads of guys he’d gone to college with were just as good as he was at accountancy yet they were sitting at home with no work to go to. He liked to think his get-up-and-go attitude had contributed to his success. That was down to his family and this place, he mused.




  He straightened and went to rejoin his mother. He was fortunate to have been raised in a home where social skills were deemed just as important as academic ones. He hoped that if he and Sophia had children, they would be able to spend lots of time here with their grandparents.




  He folded the ladder back into the attic and clicked the door shut using the special pole. Then he turned and laughed. ‘Mum, you’re like a mad bag-lady sifting through a bin.’




  ‘I’m itching to get the Christmas tree up now,’ she said. ‘Would you both do the lights at the front door for me?’




  ‘What – now this minute?’




  ‘Please?’




  ‘Sure.’ His jog could wait. If they had to go back to Dublin early in the morning, he could put in a couple of hours at the gym or even in the park. He’d have loved to get out into the fresh, clear Wicklow air, but he knew how important Christmas was to his mum. She hadn’t said so, but she must be missing Grandma. The least he could do was give her a hand.




  ‘I’ll go and find Dad. I can’t do those big pillars on my own,’ he said.




  ‘Okay,’ Holly said, with her arse in the air and her head stuck in another box of decorations.




  [image: image]




  Just as Joey and Paddy had untangled the lights, straightened them out and got them going, Lainey roared up on her bike. ‘Hey, you two,’ she said. ‘Mum cracking the Christmas whip already?’




  ‘Lainey! Happy birthday.’ Joey kissed her on both cheeks.




  ‘Hi, love,’ Paddy said, pulling her into a bear-hug. ‘Happy birthday.’




  ‘Thanks.’ She grabbed her saddlebag from the back of the bike. ‘Where’s everyone?’




  ‘Mum’s inside with Sadie and Sophia’s out running,’ Joey said. ‘Ah, crap! The lights have gone off again. Right. Back to the beginning. We’ll have to wiggle them until we find the dodgy one.’




  ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Lainey said. ‘Enjoy!’




  It was growing dark by the time they eventually got the lights working and attached to both pillars. ‘That looks fantastic even if I say so myself.’ Joey stood back to gaze at their handiwork.
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  Sophia felt calmer once she was out of sight of the house. She couldn’t stand being here. It was just so jolly and down-by-the-farm. She liked order and routine. Joey’s family were all about letting the day unfold as it would. There was never any agenda or schedule.




  Take this birthday party for lame Lainey tonight. Joey hadn’t even told her it was on. She didn’t know who was coming. There was no dress code and there had been no proper planning. She wanted to scream.




  Whatever about Pippa, who was a spoiled little cow, Sophia just didn’t get Lainey. She was so limp and bland. Her short, dark hair was styled in a way that reminded Sophia of the old nuns who’d taught her in school. She needed several layers of fake tan to liven up her pasty skin – and as for the scrubbed-with-no-makeup look! Ugh, she was way too old to rock it.




  She hadn’t a bad figure, Sophia admitted grudgingly. She was probably quite toned from the horse-riding, not that that mattered when she paraded around in awful butch biking gear or outdated jeans and baggy sweaters. In a word, Lainey was beige.




  But Joey didn’t see it. He thought they were all fabulous and acted like he was descended from the royal family or something. He was different when they were in Dublin. He was seriously focused at work, and getting into his training, too, which pleased her. But every now and again he’d want to come down here for the weekend. As soon as they drove through the gates – which might have been fantastic a hundred years ago but now looked dilapidated as well as ancient – he turned into this sappy version of himself. It was like he’d left cool Joey in Dublin.




  He was in awe of his family. Enraptured by his parents and entertained by his sisters. They’d sit and talk about pointless stuff, like Christmas trees, for hours. It got on her wick to the extent that she had to bite her tongue to stop herself yelling at them to get with the real world and stop faffing about.




  The biggest advantage of her irritation was the difference it made to her run times. She’d just done a really good couple of hours without dropping her pace. As the house came into view, she grimaced. Joey was still pissing about at the front door with his father. She hoped for his sake he’d gone for at least a short run. Still, who was she to nag? He’d know all about it when race season started and he was being passed on the road by the people who’d put in the effort.




  ‘Hey,’ Sophia said, jogging to a halt at the front door. Red in the face and bathed in sweat, despite the plummeting temperature, she immediately checked her heart monitor.




  ‘Nice run?’ Joey asked.




  ‘Great. I need to do some stretches so I’ll go on up to your room,’ she said. ‘I’ll get cold pretty quickly standing around here.’ She made for the door.




  ‘Didn’t you notice the fantastic job we’ve done with the lights?’ Joey asked, a little hurt.




  ‘Did you not bother training?’ she shot back at him, exasperated.




  ‘He did,’ Paddy said. ‘He ran in and out the front door at least twenty times and up and down the stepladder too!’




  ‘Right,’ she said, raising her eyes to heaven.




  ‘What?’ Joey said, clearly uncomfortable. ‘Dad was only joking. We got carried away here. I thought it’d take a few minutes but every time we tipped off them they went out. Christmas lights were designed by some sadist who likes testing people’s patience! But we’re feeling more than a little proud of ourselves now, aren’t we, Dad?’ Joey banged his dad on the back.




  ‘So I see.’ Sophia held her hands up. ‘We’re not that into the Christmas thing in our house. My mum thinks decorations are tacky.’




  ‘Oh dear.’ Joey grinned. ‘Well, you’re most definitely in the wrong house, is all I can say. Believe me, when you see this place on Christmas Day, you’ll be cured or cursed for ever.’




  ‘Eh, right,’ Sophia muttered.




  ‘Go on, you’ll freeze,’ Joey said. ‘I’ll catch you in a minute, yeah?’




  ‘Cool,’ she said, striding inside and up the stairs.




  ‘She loves her training, doesn’t she?’ Paddy said, trying to defuse the awkwardness.




  ‘Sure does,’ Joey answered. ‘I’ll go and have a shower and get changed. What time are the guests arriving for supper?’




  ‘I think your mother said around six thirty or seven. There’s a hunt in the morning so it won’t be a late one.’




  ‘Great. See you shortly,’ Joey said.




  When he found Sophia she was on the floor in his bedroom, stretching. ‘All okay?’ he asked.




  ‘Yeah. I’ll jump into the shower, and then I’d love to grab some pasta or something, if that’s okay?’




  ‘Well, dinner won’t be long. Can you make do with a piece of toast or something to keep you going?’ he asked.




  ‘What are we having?’




  ‘I don’t know. Why?’




  ‘I’m not really into those stews with random bits of God knows what in them that Sadie likes making,’ she said, chewing her lip.




  ‘Sadie’s a brilliant cook,’ Joey said. ‘She uses mostly home-grown veggies, and the meat is locally produced and a hell of a lot healthier than most shop-bought stuff.’




  ‘No need to get so uppity,’ she said, chucking him under the chin. ‘I’ll have my shower. Then we can go and investigate.’ Planting a kiss on his lips, she disappeared.




  Joey was torn. He adored Sophia. She was great in bed and most of the time she was easy enough to get on with. But every time they came to Huntersbrook there was tension between them. He’d have to chat to her and see if they could get to the bottom of it.




  When she tiptoed back in to his room, wrapped in a towel and looking extremely sexy, his woes disappeared and he remembered all the reasons he’d fallen in love with her. ‘You’re amazing, you know that, don’t you?’ he said, stroking her face as he held her close under the duvet.




  ‘I do my best,’ she said, smiling brightly. ‘Now, I don’t mean to be rude, Joey, but I was starving before and right now I feel like I’m going to die if I don’t eat.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am!’ Joey said, reluctantly peeling himself out of his bed. ‘Let me jump in the shower for two minutes and I’ll be with you. Sure you go on down to the kitchen and help yourself.’




  ‘Ah, no. I’ll wait for you here,’ she said, burying her head in her overnight bag. ‘By the time I’ve done my makeup and got dressed you’ll be ready.’




  Joey trotted into the bathroom and stood under the shower. As he blew the water off his face and lathered himself, he wondered how to approach Sophia’s reluctance to chill out with his family. He wanted her to feel at home here. Christmas was only weeks away. It was their first together and he hoped she’d get into the spirit and enjoy the break with him here.




  A tap on the door made him jump. ‘Yeah?’ he called.




  ‘Are you nearly finished?’ Sophia shouted.




  ‘There now, babe,’ he said. Christ, she was keen to get to the kitchen. He turned off the shower, tied the towel around his waist like a sarong and padded back in to his room. ‘Go on ahead and I’ll follow you,’ he suggested again.




  ‘I’m fine,’ she said tightly, perching on the edge of the bed.




  ‘Nobody will mind if you help yourself to some food. Go on, make yourself at home,’ he continued. ‘In fact, Mum and Dad would be delighted if you acted like you were at ease here.’




  ‘I said I’d wait.’




  ‘When we’re here over Christmas I want you to feel you belong,’ he said. ‘It’s always a real family and friends get-together. But it’s not going to be fun if you’re not a bit more chilled.’




  ‘Eh, right,’ she said, her eyes on the floor. ‘I meant to chat to you about that. I’ve a surprise for you.’ She put her arms around him.




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘I’ve booked us onto a training camp over Christmas. I was going to tell you about it closer to the time, but now that it’s come up …’




  ‘A training camp? Won’t it be a bit Baltic? Especially if this cold snap keeps up,’ Joey said.




  ‘That won’t be a problem where we’re going.’




  ‘Where have you booked?’ he asked.




  ‘Lanzarote!’ she announced. ‘We leave on the twenty-third and get back on the second!’ She squealed and jumped up and down, making tiny claps with her hands. Instead of thinking how cutesy and gorgeous she looked, as he usually did at such times, Joey found her mildly annoying. He was reminded of an over-enthusiastic performing seal.




  ‘I’ll have to think about that,’ he said flatly, as he pulled his jeans and sweatshirt on. ‘I’m not sure my folks would ever forgive me if I bailed on them for Christmas. And this year it’ll be hard enough for them with Grandma gone.’




  ‘Joey! Are you serious?’ she scoffed. ‘You’re twenty-five, for crying out loud! Are you afraid Santa Claus won’t find you in Lanzarote?’




  ‘Family is important to me and so is Christmas. That’s all,’ he said evenly.




  ‘Uh, whatever,’ Sophia said. ‘Come on, we can sort this out another time. I need some food.’
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  Sophia was seething. She’d thought she had it all sussed when she’d booked the camp in Lanzarote. It was the perfect way to get out of being bored senseless down here over Christmas without causing an out-and-out row with Joey. All their Dublin friends were so impressed that Joey was from this big manor house, but the reality was mind-numbingly boring and Joey’s family so parochial. They wouldn’t know what hit them if they were to try and fit in at The Shelbourne or any of the cool places in Dublin.




  As she and Joey made their way to the kitchen, a load of guests were chatting in the hallway beside the fire. She almost had to stifle a snigger: they hadn’t a shred of style between them. She bet they’d never even heard of a GHD and as for their clothes – uh, call the fashion police! Paddy and Holly were fine, but she found the entire set-up too much like The Partridge Family. There was no way she was getting stuck here for Christmas. Joey had surprised her, though. She hadn’t anticipated that he’d rather be here than going away. Still, she’d get around him. He was a big teddy bear when all was said and done. He might think he was better off being Prince of the Manor, but that was because he’d never been encouraged to do anything else. She’d bide her time and let him come around to her way of thinking. It’d be a cinch.
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  ‘Here you go, son.’ Paddy handed Joey a beer.




  ‘Thanks, Dad,’ he said gratefully. ‘I need this.’ He drained half the bottle in one go.




  ‘Will you have a glass of wine or a beer, Sophia?’ Paddy asked.




  ‘No, thanks. I’ll grab some water in a while. I’m fine for the moment.’




  ‘Ah, John …’ Paddy was already greeting another guest.




  As he waved at an old friend, Joey felt Sophia tugging at his sleeve. ‘Will you come into the kitchen with me? I’m starving, remember?’




  ‘Don’t you look divine?’ Holly had come over to them before they could make it out of the hallway. ‘Wow, I’d be arrested if I went out in those skinny jeans! They’d show up all my wobbly bits. All that training certainly pays off when you end up with a figure like yours.’




  ‘You look gorgeous, too,’ Joey said, kissing her. ‘We’re starving, Mum, so we’re going to grab something to eat, if you don’t mind?’




  ‘Sure, love. I’d say we’ll all sit down to eat fairly soon but go on ahead. Sadie’s lamb casserole is in the bottom oven of the Aga and there’s rice just strained on the hob.’




  ‘Thanks, Mum,’ he said, and they marched into the kitchen, avoiding any further conversations.




  ‘Joey, no offence, but I hate lamb. It’s too fatty and I’m really not into that type of thing. Whatever about eating lean meat, I don’t do the babies of any species. That’s just gross,’ Sophia whined.




  Joey closed his eyes and tried not to lose his temper. ‘I can easily make you pasta but Sadie’s lamb is really tasty. Why don’t you just try it?’




  ‘Pasta would be great.’ She smiled sweetly.




  He could feel a row brewing so he grabbed a saucepan and filled it with water. ‘Is pesto okay for you?’




  ‘I’ll take it dry, thanks.’




  ‘Don’t you ever get fed up eating dry pasta? I honestly think you should try to vary your diet a bit,’ he said. ‘It’s one thing eating like this when you’re in the middle of racing but I’d worry about your bones and general health. You rarely eat meat or fish and you’re not even great with vegetables.’




  ‘Joey,’ she smirked, ‘with all due respect, I’m the one who works as a personal trainer. I’m the one who got you into triathlon in the first place. I think I know how to work with my own body so I don’t need a lecture.’




  ‘Fine.’




  Holly swept in. ‘I’m going to serve the food now. Would you bring in the big casserole dish for me, love?’ she asked Joey.




  ‘Sure, Mum,’ he said, glad to end the conversation with Sophia. ‘You might like to put your pasta on – there’s some that cooks in about two minutes in there,’ he said, gesturing to a cupboard as he left the kitchen. He was waylaid several times by old friends en route to the dining room, but when he got back to collect the rice, Sophia was perched on the sideboard eating her pasta.




  ‘Need a hand?’ she asked, without moving.




  ‘I’m doing just fine, thank you,’ he said curtly. As far as he was concerned, she could stay in the kitchen by herself if that was what made her happy.




  In the dining room, the difference in atmosphere was marked, with laughter and easy banter. Joey put the rice on the hostess trolley and wondered where to sit.




  ‘I’d like to propose a birthday toast to our eldest child,’ Paddy said above the hum of conversation, and the room hushed. ‘Thank you, Sadie and Holly, for the delicious meal and we hope you all enjoy it. Cheers!’ he said.




  ‘Cheers!’ the crowd joined him.




  Lainey had sat down at the head of the large table so Joey went over and perched beside her. ‘Sorry I didn’t get you a pressie,’ he said.




  ‘Joey, I’d think there was something wrong if you did! In all my thirty-one years on this planet you’ve never managed it so why start now?’




  He grinned, shame-faced.




  ‘Where’s Sophia?’ she added.




  ‘In the kitchen.’ He tried not to sound pissed off. ‘She hates lamb so she’s made her own food.’




  ‘Right.’ Lainey changed the subject. ‘Did you see what Grandma sent me?’ She held up her wrist for him to admire the silver charm bracelet.




  ‘So she hasn’t forgotten us altogether,’ Joey commented.




  ‘I suppose. And I do love it but I’d rather see her. It’ll be weird not having her here for Christmas, won’t it?’




  As Joey looked around the room at his family and friends, he knew he didn’t want to miss out either. He got up, grabbed another beer and went to join his dad. He was getting tired of Sophia’s moodiness. He wondered if he was having an off day or whether the cracks that were beginning to show in their relationship were more serious than he’d first thought.




  A little later he went into the kitchen to see if she was all right.




  ‘Are you looking for Sophia?’ Holly asked, as she crashed in behind him with a pile of dirty plates.




  ‘Have you seen her?’ he asked.




  ‘She said she was going to bed a while ago. Didn’t she tell you?’




  ‘No, she didn’t,’ Joey said. He could go up and find her but he figured he’d rather have another beer.
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  Last Christmas
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  Sunday morning dawned with a heavy frost and Lainey pulled the duvet up to her chin. Her eyes fell on her nightstand where the photo of her and Seth used to be. She wished she could reach the point where she didn’t think about him any more.




  They’d broken up a year ago yet she still found it hard to move on. He’d been her first serious boyfriend and, although she’d known deep down that he was wrong for her, she hadn’t seen the break-up coming. In fact, she’d been half expecting, half hoping he’d propose. Instead he’d been seeing someone else.




  When he’d finally come clean Lainey had tried to hold on to him, saying she’d forgive him. In fact, she’d have done anything to keep him. But he hadn’t given her the choice. He’d told her it was over – dumped her without so much as a backward glance. Her emotions had been all over the place: she’d gone from heartbroken mess to vague relief in the understanding that she’d had a lucky escape.




  Old habits die hard, though, and now she flicked to the Facebook app on her phone. She felt like she’d been slapped. Seth had just updated his status to engaged. She knew she should unfriend him and stop torturing herself, but Lainey couldn’t resist checking on him. After all, he’d been the centre of her universe for the three years they’d been dating.




  Lainey tried to force back tears as she lay on her bed and stared at the ceiling. Seth had dumped her. Grandma had run to the other side of the world. The two people who’d filled her life were both gone.




  She needed to talk to someone about this latest revelation. Without thinking, she dialled Jules’s number.




  ‘Hiya!’ Jules answered on the first ring. ‘What are you up to so early on a Sunday morning?’




  ‘I could ask you the same thing,’ Lainey said, feeling instantly cheered.




  ‘Oh, I’m out for a walk. I couldn’t sleep so I got up and out,’ she explained. ‘How was your birthday dinner last night? Sorry again that I couldn’t make it.’




  ‘It was a lovely evening, very chilled, and I didn’t drink too much. I’m hunting today so I didn’t go too crazy. The thing is … I was looking at Facebook and it turns out Seth is engaged.’




  ‘Seriously? Are you okay?’




  ‘Yeah, but it feels weird.’




  ‘Poor you. It’s always hard when an ex moves on, isn’t it?’




  ‘I hope you don’t mind me ringing you,’ Lainey said. ‘You didn’t even know the guy – but it’s so long since I was in touch with most of my old friends.’




  ‘Didn’t he get on with them?’




  ‘He complained when I arranged for any of my pals to hook up with us, so I stopped asking them,’ she admitted. ‘In the end, most things we did were on his terms, and where did it get me?’




  ‘We all have dodgy exes,’ Jules told her. ‘That’s why they’re exes. Don’t beat yourself up, Lainz. And as for the Facebook habit, I’d say a million other broken-hearted people do the exact same thing.’




  ‘I really should have the sense to swat myself at this stage, shouldn’t I?’




  ‘I’m no expert on relationships so don’t look to me for the answers.’ Jules laughed.




  ‘You’re so kind just listening to me.’




  ‘We’re friends, silly!’ Jules reminded her. ‘Next time I’m having a crisis I’ll call you! How’s that?’




  ‘Deal! And now I’d better get up and saddle my horse if I’m going hunting.’ Lainey was feeling much better.




  In the kitchen, Holly and Paddy were finishing breakfast, on the verge of going outside to welcome the hunt.




  ‘Hi, love,’ Paddy said, when Lainey appeared. ‘You’d want to get your skates on if you’re joining the hunt. Will I grab Kizzy from the stable and make a start on her?’




  ‘Thanks, Dad. I won’t be long,’ she said.




  ‘There’s tea in the pot,’ Holly said. ‘I’ll be out the front directing the boxes. A few eager beavers have arrived already. It looks like we’re going to have a good turn-out this morning. It might be an idea for you to think about hurrying yourself there. It’s hardly your father’s responsibility to saddle up your horse. You’re not a child any longer, in case you haven’t noticed.’




  ‘Okay, Mum. I won’t be long,’ Lainey said, bristling. ‘Dad offered to get started on Kizzy. I didn’t assume he would.’




  ‘No, of course you didn’t,’ Holly said tightly. ‘So I’ll see you shortly?’




  ‘Great,’ Lainey said, trying to keep her frustration from her voice. She poured some tea and hacked a chunk of bread off a loaf, then meandered back to her room to get dressed.




  By the time she made it outside, Paddy had a rather excited Kizzy ready to go. ‘Thanks, Dad. I didn’t mean you to do the whole job for me.’ He gave her a leg up, and she gathered her reins.




  ‘Ah, sure it’s like old times when you were little,’ he said. ‘I like to do it for you. Especially seeing as your brother and sister don’t ride out now. Enjoy yourself and try to stay on.’




  Excited hounds poured out of a horsebox and Kizzy danced on the spot. ‘Good girl,’ Lainey said, patting her neck to calm her. Her mother appeared beside her.




  ‘The dragsman’s gone on ahead to lay the scent,’ Holly told her, ‘so you’ll be pushing off in five minutes.’




  The whinnying of the horses mixed with the hounds’ yelping gave Lainey butterflies.




  ‘Tally-ho!’ the Master shouted, and blew on his horn.




  ‘See you later, Lainey!’ her father called after her, as she trotted away.




  Once they headed out across the field Lainey felt her shoulders relax. When she and Kizzy were out together, she always felt carefree and happy. She’d missed Grandma this weekend. They usually shared a slice of birthday cake and several cups of coffee together. Maggie could be rather abrasive, as many who had experienced her sharp tongue knew, but Lainey had always seen a different side of her.




  The hunt was fast and furious but there were no casualties. By the time they returned, and Lainey had brushed her mare down, it was lunchtime. She gave Kizzy a bucket of nuts and went into the house.




  Sadie had appeared, as she did most Sundays. Officially she was there to help, but she always had lunch too. ‘I’ve run you a nice deep bubble bath,’ she said, as Lainey came in. ‘How was it?’




  ‘Great, and thanks for the bath. How far away is lunch?’ she asked Holly, who was at the table reading the papers with Paddy.




  ‘Just as soon as you’re ready. The meat is out resting,’ Holly said.




  ‘Are Joey and Sophia still here?’ Lainey asked.




  ‘They had to head back to Dublin in a hurry,’ Paddy answered. ‘Seems young Sophia had a lot of training on.’




  ‘I see,’ Lainey said. ‘Well, I’ll eat enough to make up for them.’




  ‘Can you eat enough to make up for Grandma too?’ Holly asked acidly. ‘I still don’t understand why she’s chosen to abandon us and live so far away.’




  ‘She didn’t abandon us, Mum, and I’d love her to be here, too, but she’s entitled to have fun just like the rest of us.’




  ‘It was you who softened her, Lainey,’ Holly mused reflectively. ‘She was a tough old bird. I suppose she got that way when Daddy died. You were the one who broke the ice that had formed around her heart.’




  ‘Indeed you were,’ Sadie confirmed. ‘Maggie did everything with one hand when you were born. She brought you here, there and everywhere. She talked to you as if you and she were the same age. She told you her innermost thoughts. You were her life blood.’




  [image: image]




  As her daughter and Sadie chatted, Holly allowed herself to dwell on the past.




  The whole village and town had known how fabulous Maggie was with the baby, but Holly often wondered if that help had cost her in the long run. She didn’t feel as close to Lainey as she did to Joey and Pippa. Here she was, thirty-one years later, and there was still an invisible barrier between them. She blamed her mother for it and had unleashed her anger eleven months previously. This was something she’d never been able to admit. Not even to Paddy.




  ‘What do you mean you’re going to live with Sid?’ Holly had asked, aghast.




  ‘It’s probably the most frivolous thing I’ve ever done but I’m getting on, Holly,’ Maggie had said. ‘If I don’t do this now I’ll regret it.’




  ‘God forbid that you should have any regrets in life, Mum,’ Holly had scoffed.




  ‘I don’t have time to wait around for you to decide whether or not you can forgive me, Holly. I’ve made my decision. Try to be happy for me,’ Maggie had said.




  Her mother’s unusually gentle tone had disarmed Holly, until she discovered how soon Maggie would leave.




  ‘It’s not up to us what your mother does, love,’ Paddy had said, on the night before Maggie caught her plane.




  ‘Oh, don’t I know it?’ Holly had raved. ‘But what about us, Paddy? Mum is making out she’s being all noble and wonderful handing us the deeds to Huntersbrook House. As usual she’ll emerge looking like a superhero.’




  ‘How do you mean?’ Paddy looked perplexed.




  ‘Oh, what’s the use? Forget it. I’m just being awkward as usual. I suppose it’s just that Mum’s always been here,’ she’d fibbed. ‘I’m a typical only child.’




  Now as she watched Lainey’s face light up, reading her grandma’s card, a raw nerve twanged inside Holly for the umpteenth time.
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  It’s the Most Wonderful
Time of the Year!




  [image: image]




  Pippa wanted to put her hands over her ears and rock, making mildly insane crooning noises. It was only Monday morning and the week had got off to a disastrous start. She’d just pressed play on her answer machine and every caller was irate.




  As she sat on her recently acquired sofa, positioned alongside a nest of tables to face the stupidly large flatscreen TV, she wasn’t experiencing the same glow as she had when the friendly chaps had delivered all of it a couple of months previously.




  She’d seen the advert that showed where you could go and pick out the contents of a living room and get a giant TV thrown in. They’d promised she wouldn’t have to pay until the next decade, or some time way off in the future at any rate. It would’ve been rude not to take them up on the offer. She hadn’t bothered about the price at the time, but she knew it was buttons.




  In Pippa’s view, they’d been extremely sneaky and underhand about the whole thing. Now it appeared, from the snotty voice message, that they wanted some of the money immediately – as in today.




  Joey, Pippa thought. He’d sort it. He could tell them to bog off with their request for payments. Did they not know there were only a handful of shopping days left until Christmas? Where was the season-of-goodwill thing?




  ‘Did you read the terms and conditions?’ Joey asked moments later, when she’d explained the situation to him.




  ‘Of course I didn’t!’ she scoffed. ‘I watched the TV advert, went to the store, signed the bit of paper and all the lovely new stuff arrived. Why should I have to hire an accountant and lawyer to buy a sofa? Nobody takes any notice of terms and conditions,’ she reasoned. ‘Why else do you think they’re written so small at the bottom of the page?’




  ‘You’re precisely the type of numbskull these companies are hoping to trap. In the real world, you’re meant to check these things. The fact of the matter is that you have to pay. Furniture and electrical equipment aren’t free. Even to you.’




  ‘I see. Well, you’re not much bloody help, are you?’ Pippa spat. ‘Thanks for nothing, Joey.’




  ‘Hey! It’s not my fault.’ Joey sounded angry. ‘I didn’t tell you to do it, and if you’d asked me before now I could’ve explained what you were letting yourself in for. I give up, do you know that? I don’t understand women. Never have and never will.’




  ‘Okay. Jeez!’ Pippa said. ‘Congratulations! You’ve bitten my head off. Don’t choke on it.’ She slammed the phone down. She’d no idea what was eating Joey but he’d want to get himself sorted. He wasn’t usually that cranky in fairness to him. But she’d wait for an apology from him all the same.




  The second message was from Jay, all whiny and needy. She wasn’t able for him any more. He had been good craic in the beginning but the relationship had run its course. Fair enough, they’d been together over a year, which was a personal record for her, but Pippa figured all good things must come to an end. Jay and she were another example of that theory. She was also of the opinion that once something was over it was dead in the water, so what was the point in prolonging the pain? Jay was a good guy but she’d moved on. It happened. She texted him: Hi J – we need 2 talk. Can u come 2 my place this avo @ 3?




  He answered immediately. He always answered on the first ring or would text back instantly. When she’d first met him she’d thought that was really cute. Now it seemed a bit too eager. As she pictured Jay, with his neat brown hair, Italian suits and smart, brightly coloured shirts, she knew he was too clean-cut and predictable for her. She’d enjoyed her time with him but he was too bloody nice! She didn’t want to date Jack the Ripper, but she felt she could do better.




  I’m working – it’s Monday, remember? Jetlag obviously getting 2 u! C u @ 6 ok? Xxxx




  Great, she thought. I’ll have it sorted by seven. Cool c u then J She did a smiley rather than a kiss to start the ‘dumping’ process, and ticked that box on the ‘to do’ list in her head.	




  The next message was from her landlord. Now he was a first-class git. Any correlation between him and humans was purely coincidental. He wore head-to-foot grey nylon and spoke in a zero-punctuation monotone. Pippa wondered if he breathed through a secret hole in the back of his head.




  ‘This is a voice message for Pippa Craig,’ he began. Duh, Pippa thought, making a face. Nobody else lived here – who else could it be aimed at? Miss Piggy?




  ‘Your rent is currently overdue by two weeks as per the agreement you have until the end of this week to submit the full amount or I will be forced to ask you to remove yourself from the flat [which he pronounced fla-sh] please call me by end of business today to confirm that you are in a position to uphold your end of the agreement obviously it would be ideal for both parties if we can get this sorted and have the payment processed as it’s getting very close to Christmas.’




  Pippa had to marvel at his ability to say all that in one breath. Perhaps he’d been practising, by sinking under the bathwater and holding his breath for as long as he could, since the age of four.




  The final two messages were probably the worst. ‘Good morning, Miss Craig, Ryan here from Credit Control Services. For your information, your cards have been frozen.’




  He asked her to call immediately, as did the man who had left the last, and worst, message.




  ‘Miss Craig, this is Sean from Bank of Ireland. There are a number of transactions pending and your account is overdrawn so I would strongly advise you to be in touch forthwith. If these pending sums are to be met, we’d need to have some immediate funds lodged.’




  She’d make some coffee and phone the bank bloke and the credit card shark. God, these people were so dramatic! If the stupid promotions company hadn’t fired her, everything would have been fine. This was their fault. They’d been so up themselves from the start that it was inevitable the whole thing would end in tears.




  ‘How was I to know people would want actual names of who won the bloody iPod?’ Pippa had yelled.




  ‘If you’re standing in a shopping centre dressed in a carrot costume and asking people to sign up for a loyalty card, stating there are a number of prizes on offer, the company has to stand by its word,’ Mr Nugent had yelled back. ‘We have a legal obligation to do as we promised. You cannot help yourself to one of the prizes and tell one of the punters how brilliant you’re finding it.’
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