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For Marcella




Invitations

A cardboard box stood on the console table just inside Nora Sullivan’s door. She noticed that, as usual, it had been neatly addressed by hand, and earlier, from her bedroom window, she’d seen a lad get out of Cassidy’s van at the hotel entrance and climb the steps carrying the box with care. Proper order too, she thought, given how much work Cassidy’s Print Place has had from me for nigh on sixty years.

Finding a pair of scissors, she slit the tape with a bit of effort, opened the box and revealed its contents. The design of her cards hardly changed from one Christmas to another: urns of bright-berried holly flanking the open door, and above, picked out in glitter, the words ‘Castlehill Hotel’. This year’s photo had been taken from the bottom step, leading the viewer’s eye to the welcoming entrance. Last year’s, though charming, hadn’t been quite so inviting. Examining the difference this slight change made, Nora smiled. No one could say she’d lost her touch when it came to detail; and the hand-delivered box demonstrated that, though she’d decided it was time to make way for a new generation, she retained her status in the town.

On top of the tightly packed cards and envelopes was a small folder. Opening it, Nora looked with satisfaction at four embossed invitations. You are cordially invited to the annual Sullivan Girls’ Get-together … a different font this time, and a new border, but the same words she’d drafted every year for decades, with the dates below and space for the personal greetings she always added in blue biro. She’d never believed in leaving a job to the last minute so, taking the invitations and four cards, she got on with this one. In past years, she’d sometimes written at least a dozen invitations, and sometimes so few that she’d considered dropping her tradition. Still, I’ve stuck with it, she thought, and it’s been the right thing to do.

Ten minutes later, she lined up the envelopes on the console table and read each name under her breath to herself. Sheila. Máire. Barbara. Henrietta. My girls, thought Nora, with a satisfied nod. I wouldn’t say they’ll all be over the moon at the thought of coming. But I do know for certain that they’ll come.




Chapter 1

Henrietta looked doubtfully at the chicken. She had bought organic regardless of cost and roasted it with sage and apricot stuffing but the fact remained that she was serving it cold. She peered out of the kitchen window hoping to see a break in the clouds beyond the streaming raindrops. Stuart’s plane was due to land at seven and the forecast had said no rain before midnight, so chicken salad had made sense this morning when she’d gone shopping. Now she frowned. If he came in wet and tired, he wasn’t going to be thrilled by cold cuts, but last time he’d flown home from a conference he’d stopped at the airport for a drink with a colleague, and the leg of lamb she’d cooked for dinner had ended up tough as old boots. Not that Stuart had been bothered. He’d gone and rummaged in the kitchen, and they’d eaten tuna mayo and rocket instead. Which was partly why Henrietta had opted for salad this time. Though she’d also been carried away by the butcher’s rapture over the chicken, which, apparently, had lived a life of sybaritic luxury, wandering about nibbling wildflowers and being checked by vets.

Turning, she found Jane had come in behind her and was looking sceptically at the large oval platter. But sceptical silence was Jane’s default mode, so that didn’t reveal much. Henrietta went to the table and did things with watercress till, eventually, the silence unnerved her.

‘What d’you think?’

‘About what?’

‘This is dinner. D’you think your dad will like it? Should we have soup as well?’

Jane raised an indifferent shoulder. ‘Whatever.’

‘Soup would be warming. Look at the weather. I mean, salad just before Christmas is probably dumb.’

Jane took a dried apricot and licked it tentatively. ‘Are these in the stuffing?’

‘Don’t you like them?’

‘They’re okay. When will Dad be home?’

‘The plane should touch down in ten minutes. I’ve been tracking it on my phone.’

‘I’m going back up to my room.’

‘Okay. I’ll have a quick shower and change.’

Jane gave her an appraising look, disconcerting in a twelve year old, and disappeared through the kitchen door.

In the en-suite bathroom, her hair twisted up in a towel, Henrietta was struck by doubt again as she dried between her toes. Was it daft to have bought chicken when, only a week from now, they’d be wading through the huge bronze turkey she’d ordered for Christmas Day? That in itself had been an iffy purchase. She’d known as soon as she’d tapped her credit card and seen the total that letting the plausible butcher advise her on size had been a mistake: she was going to be disguising turkey for weeks in pies and fricassées. And, possibly, desserts. So, of all things, why decide to serve chicken tonight? Shaking out her hair, she stared at the mirror, her features distorted by anxiety. Leaning closer, she wondered if she ought to buy age-defying cream. It seemed too early to start when she was only twenty-six, but the guy who did her hair claimed stress was a major factor in ageing and, what with buying Christmas presents, keeping house, and trying to handle Jane, she already felt half a step away from becoming a withered crone. But, once she’d stopped frowning, the mirror showed nothing but radiant skin and dimples so she reached for her usual moisturiser, telling herself to chill.

It was silly to get worked up about things that Stuart would call trivial. Household panics just made him hug her and laugh. Suddenly, the thought of his dark, teasing eyes made her body tingle, and the fact that he was on his way home became the only thing that mattered. Everything in life was simple to Stuart, whose bank balance matched his self-assurance. He powered through life brushing aside problems, and considered recrimination a waste of time. It was she who fussed about value for money and forward-planning and what people might think. Stuart, who was twice her age, was different. If the turkey got boring, he wouldn’t make a big deal of it. He’d ruffle Jane’s hair with his powerful, manicured fingers and suggest a trip to a restaurant for artisan fish and chips.

Henrietta had lifted her mascara brush to her lashes when the thought of fish nearly made her poke her eye out. Seafood. That was what she should have chosen if she was going to serve a salad. Lobster was Stuart’s favourite. It even made Jane crack a smile. Lobster mayonnaise with micro leaves and, to cover all bases, something warming for afters. It would have been so easy to get a lobster, she thought crossly, blinking away excruciating tears. There was always a tank of them in the fancy fishmonger’s window next to the plausible butcher’s on her suburban village street. Admittedly, taped-up claws and waving antennae freaked her out. Still, if only she’d planned better, she could have left the freezer-and-boiling-water bit to Annaliese, the au-pair. But she’d given Annaliese the day off and allowed herself to be talked into clover-fed chicken, so, dabbing her streaming eye with the towel, she told herself firmly that chicken would have to do.

Stuart arrived in time for dinner, shaking a dripping umbrella, with sodden leaves caught in the wheels of the suitcase he’d trundled from the garage to the porch. As Henrietta let him in, Jane appeared, in a fluffy pink jumper worn over white leggings. She charged down the stairs and threw herself into his arms. Earlier, she’d been wearing jeans and an old grey sweatshirt so, like Henrietta’s turquoise dress, which was Stuart’s favourite, her new outfit demonstrated the importance of the occasion. ‘Here’s my princess!’ Kissing the top of Jane’s head, Stuart held out his free arm to Henrietta. ‘Come here, gorgeous girl. God, it’s good to be home!’ Gathered into the hug, Henrietta buried her face in his shoulder, smelling damp cashmere and feeling herself relax. Wriggling free, Jane asked about Stuart’s flight. ‘What kind of plane was it, Dad? One of the new ones?’

‘Haven’t a clue. I just found my seat and slept.’

Henrietta looked up at him. ‘Oh, no, darling! Was the conference exhausting?’

‘Not a bit. I just took a power nap. Look, I’m going up to grab a shower. Is that okay with you, dinner-wise?’

The question was rhetorical, as he’d already made for the stairs, but Henrietta felt a glow of satisfaction. ‘Fine. Take your time. It’s only salad.’ Pausing on the staircase, Stuart looked down and smiled at her, then, taking the steps two at a time, he called over his shoulder, ‘Have a rummage in my bag. You too, Princess. See what you think.’

In the dining room, as she finished laying the table, Henrietta admired the gift she’d found in his briefcase. It was a silver chain bracelet hung with green gemstones, the perfect accessory for the turquoise dress that matched her eyes. Jane had disappeared upstairs with a giant, gold-wrapped Toblerone, which would ruin her appetite for dinner. Straightening the platter of chicken, Henrietta went to the fridge to check the temperature of the wine. The cut-crystal glasses she’d just set out weren’t really to her taste: given a choice, she’d have gone for something modern. Actually, the same applied to the dining-room furniture. And the living-room curtains. But, as everyone in her family had cheerfully assured her, this was par for the course when you were somebody’s second wife. Her granny, an outspoken woman, had put it more forcefully than the others. ‘Don’t go mistaking his house for yours, Hen. You’ll only end up frustrated. It’s the dead wife’s first and the child’s next, with you in the ha’penny place a long way after them.’

At the time, Henrietta hadn’t paid much attention but, in the two years she’d been married, she’d come to see that her family had been right. Not that it mattered, she thought, as she put the wine bottle into a terracotta cooler. The house, on the southern outskirts of Dublin, was charming and comfortable, and she’d no intention of pitting her own preferences against Stuart’s daughter’s emotional needs. After all, she’d told her family, when your dad brings home a stepmum, you don’t want to feel your own mum’s been forgotten. You want your familiar surroundings to stay the same while you adjust.

A bedroom door slammed and, moments later, Jane came into the kitchen.

‘There you are. I hope you haven’t eaten all that chocolate.’

‘Nope.’ Jane leaned on the worktop. She was small for her age and had her father’s narrow gem-bright eyes. Along with the Toblerone, Stuart had brought her a sparkly hairband, which now held back her straight dark hair. Henrietta never questioned what Jane chose to wear, but she sometimes wondered if, given that she’d be thirteen in a few months, she’d passed the stage of wanting to look like a little princess. The wardrobe in her pretty bedroom was full to bursting with outfits that only came out when her dad was home. They ranged from things like tonight’s pink jumper and leggings to expensive frilly dresses that, when she’d grown out of them, often went to the charity shop hardly worn. But, as Stuart’s doting mother always bought more of the same sort of thing, and Jane always seemed happy to wear them on family occasions, Henrietta never interfered. The youngest of three, she’d always been treated as the baby of her own family, so overriding other people’s decisions wasn’t her thing.

Dinner was a success. Stuart came downstairs wrapped in a towelling dressing-gown and they sat around laughing and chatting over their plates of chicken salad. Elbows on the table, Jane reeled off her latest school results. ‘Exceptional in Chemistry, Dad. That’s the second time running. And Oisín, Suzy and me came up with a thing for Applied Technology. We designed a feeder that portions out food so, when people are away, they can leave seven days’ worth of seed for the birds in their garden. We built a prototype and ran a trial.’

‘Impressive.’

Happy to see them so relaxed together, Henrietta sat back and watched the interaction. When she was newly married, she’d hoped Jane would see her as a kind of big sister, to have fun with and turn to for advice. Stuart had talked about it the night he’d proposed.

‘Seriously, Hen, this is a big undertaking,’ he’d said. ‘I mean, there’s my age …’

‘Your age is just a number. It doesn’t matter.’

‘Not now, maybe, but when you’re in your forties, I’ll be drawing my pension.’

‘Doesn’t matter.’

He’d kissed her, then pulled away, saying, ‘And there’s Jane.’

‘Jane’s a sweetie.’

‘Yes, she is. She’s also a huge responsibility.’

Henrietta had tried to laugh him out of it. ‘What’s this? Are you withdrawing your offer?’

‘God, no, of course not. I love you. I want you to marry me. I just need you to think about what you’re taking on. It’s not just me, it’s also a child who’s lost her mum.’

‘Stuart, I know I can’t replace her.’

‘Darling, I want you for yourself, not to act as a replacement.’

‘Good. Because I couldn’t be Jane’s mum. I wouldn’t know how. What I do know is that you and I were meant to find each other. I promise you won’t regret this. You won’t forget your past, and I don’t want you to, but you, Jane and I will be starting a new life together. And Jane adores you, so she and I will begin with the most important thing in common.’

It had been a sudden proposal after a whirlwind romance, but Henrietta had had no regrets, no reason to doubt that he loved her, and she’d understood the need for what Stuart’s mother had called ‘a period of transition’. All the same, it had been daunting to return from her honeymoon to a big house, a taciturn child and a tight-lipped nanny. Stuart had had to go abroad on a work trip almost at once. His farewell to Jane was casual, but when he kissed Henrietta he muttered, ‘I hate this. I always have. It gives me nightmares. This time, at least, I know she’s safe with you.’ Having had charge of Jane for years, the nanny was bristling under a month’s notice and, far from making things easier, had made them worse. Things had improved when she left, but the relationship with Jane never became what Henrietta had hoped for. She’d imagined shopping trips, girl-talk at home, making cupcakes and painting their nails together. Instead, she found herself living with a reserved, obedient child who seemed never to need help or advice and was quietly self-sufficient. When Stuart was home, they had great family times together but, as the months went by, Henrietta had concluded that, if she were to disappear in the morning, Stuart would be devastated but it wouldn’t matter to Jane.

After dinner, when Jane went to bed, Stuart and Henrietta sat by the living-room fire with a couple of brandies. The previous day, with Annaliese’s help, Henrietta had decorated the Christmas tree. Now, leaning against Stuart’s knees as she sat cross-legged on the hearthrug, she admired the firelight dancing on gold baubles and silver bells. Stuart was lying back in his armchair, swirling the drink in his glass. Twisting a strand of her hair round his finger, he tugged it gently. ‘What are you thinking about?’

‘Nothing. Just that it’s lovely to have you home.’ With her elbow on his knee, she turned and asked what he thought of her decorations.

Stuart looked from the sparkling tree to the holly wreaths and evergreens tied with ribbon. ‘Haven’t you gone a bit over the top?’

‘Oh, darling, it’s Christmas!’

‘But, surely, you’ve doubled up since last year?’

‘That’s what people do at Christmas. It’s traditional. Every year you add something else. It’s how you build up memories.’

‘Exponentially?’

Henrietta giggled. ‘There’s no need to be a Grinch.’

‘Actually, I like it. Who sent the cards you’ve put on the mantelpiece?’

‘My granny. Obviously. And the reindeer one’s from your mother.’ Henrietta stood up and fetched the cards, to show him. ‘Not many people send cards any more. I think they’re nice, though. Very retro. Here’s the obligatory shot of the family business.’ She held out her granny’s card to show him the hotel’s welcoming door. Silver specks had stuck to her hand when she’d lifted the card from the mantelpiece and, turning to replace it, she flicked them off with a grin. ‘I suspect the glitter is a huge environmental no-no, but it’s traditional too, and you won’t get Granny to drop it.’

‘Fancy a second brandy?’

‘No, thanks. I’m half-cut already.’ She stood on tiptoe to put the cards back on the high mantelpiece without disturbing the pine cones and evergreen garland. ‘I’d say that when I’m in Castlehill this year you and Jane might still be eating turkey. I got conned into buying a monster. It’ll probably last till Easter.’

‘When do you go?’

Henrietta was struggling to find the flat surface under a garland of gilded pine cones. ‘Same as usual, first weekend after the New Year. Driving down Friday, coming home on Monday.’

‘Can’t be done, darling. I’ve a meeting in Turin that weekend.’

Still holding her grandmother’s card, Henrietta swung round and looked at him blankly. ‘But I have to go. You know I do. It’s the Sullivan Girls’ Get-together.’

‘Oh, sweetheart, you can’t always be at your gran’s beck and call.’

This was so unjust that Henrietta was astonished. ‘I’m not. I never have been. It’s once a year, Stuart. Once a year, in Granny’s hotel. You know we’ve always done it.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s not possible. Can’t you ask Nora to change the date?’

‘What? No, of course I can’t. Not at this stage. She’s eighty-four. It’s a big family thing. She’s probably been arranging it since September.’

‘Well, we can’t leave Jane alone while you take off to the midlands.’

‘She won’t be alone. Annaliese will be here.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Hen.’

‘Ridiculous? Why would you say that?’

‘Annaliese is seventeen.’

‘Eighteen.’

‘She’s not a responsible adult. That’s the point.’ Stuart got to his feet and poured himself another brandy. ‘Sure you don’t want more of this?’

‘No. I mean, yes, I’m sure.’ She did her best to speak reasonably. ‘I don’t want a drink. I want you to listen. I can’t just not turn up. They’re my family.’ Then, seeing a strange look cross his face, she instinctively took a step towards him. ‘What?’

‘Nothing. Just that I thought Jane and I were your family.’

‘Oh, Stuart.’

She reached out a hand but he’d turned away with the bottle, saying, ‘Sorry, it can’t be done. Nora will change the date if you explain that I’ve got a meeting. She and your granddad were businesspeople. She’s sure to understand.’

‘But there’s everyone else to consider. Máire. Barbara. My mum.’

‘It’s only a girls’ get-together, Hen. There’s plenty of time to reschedule. Don’t fuss.’

Sitting down on the hearthrug again, Henrietta stared at her brandy glass. It seemed that, whatever she did, she was going to upset someone. And it’s not fair, she thought. I understand Stuart’s obsessive concern for Jane. In fact, I probably understand it better than anyone else does. But I also know how much the get-together means to Granny. I can’t ask her to change the dates, and I don’t intend to miss it. So what on earth am I going to do now?




Chapter 2

At a table in her junior suite at the front of the hotel, Nora finished a full Irish breakfast. Only a few years ago, upstairs in the family’s flat, she’d have cooked it herself and prepared a tray for Martin, who’d always enjoyed breakfast in bed. But after Martin’s death, she’d ceded the flat to their granddaughter, Máire, and given her the management of the hotel. The truth is, she thought, that I miss running the place more than I miss Martin. Still, there’s one thing you learn when you’re raised on a farm, and that’s to step back from jobs you haven’t the strength for. It’s just as well I learned it too, or I’d be clinging to power and looking over poor Máire’s shoulder. The bottom line is that I’m not getting any younger and, given all the work I’ve put into Castlehill Hotel, what matters now is to secure its future.

Breakfast in bed had been typical of Martin, who’d then read the paper and wander down for a chat with the guests and locals in the bar. Usually, his day would continue with a stroll around Killmoy, the little midlands riverside town ten miles from Athlone, where his family had lived for generations, and where he knew everybody and they knew him. Well-respected and always willing to chair a local committee, he was a fanatical angler, a generous host, and had no interest in work. It was Nora who’d built on the hotel’s success, having married into the business. Martin, who’d inherited it from hardworking parents, had been happy to sit back and let her get on.

Squaring up her cutlery, Nora stood up from the table. There was a tap at the door and a girl from Housekeeping looked in. ‘Good morning, Mrs Sullivan. Will I take the tray?’

‘Thank you, Ursula. That was very acceptable.’

‘I’m glad you liked it. I’ll tell the kitchen.’

‘The pea-shoot garnish on the eggs is new.’

‘We’re growing pea shoots now, in the polytunnel. The guests seem to like them.’

‘Well, thank the kitchen for me, will you?’

The girl had lifted the tray when Nora stopped her. ‘Just a moment. Is Máire upstairs, do you know?’

‘I’m not sure. I can find out.’

‘Don’t bother. Take this envelope up to the flat for me. If she’s not there, just step into the hall and leave it on the stand.’

‘Yes, Mrs Sullivan.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

When the door closed, Nora sat down abruptly, struck by how much she missed her mahogany hallstand. Little losses like that had seemed to hit her lately, making her doubt decisions she’d known had to be made. Taking a deep breath, she focused on analysing the issue. Her suite had the console table just inside the door, so she didn’t lack somewhere for staff to leave messages and post. No, the fact was that the hallstand, with its mirror, drawers and umbrella hooks, had a dignity that had lent weight to her own. Losing it, plus the loss of her private entrance hall, disconcerted her: she’d never get used to staff being able to pop their heads round her door. Still, the move down to the junior suite had been at her own insistence.

When she’d told them she’d be giving the flat to Máire, the family had wanted her to move to the penthouse above the new spa. But the penthouse, which was the height of luxury and had views down to the river, had been featured in several upmarket travel magazines, so losing potential revenue from it had made no sense to Nora. And what would an eighty-four-year-old woman want with a television that shot up from the foot of a queen-size bed?

They’d laughed, talked about watching the All-Ireland Final in luxury and assured her she’d love the modular kitchen and bar area in the penthouse. But, in her opinion, that was arrant foolishness as well. If she wanted to eat, she could take the lift down to the hotel dining room, and if she fancied watching a match, she’d be happiest with a toastie and a half of lager under Martin’s portrait in the bar. Besides, she preferred the handsome proportions of the original building: the big spa now tacked on at the back was impressive, but steel girding and huge plate-glass windows weren’t her style. That said, Máire had been right to push through plans to replace the dated leisure centre. Opened not much more than a year ago, the state-of-the-art spa was already in profit and proving to be a magnet for locals as well as the hotel’s guests. Having calmly considered the matter, Nora stood up smiling, pleased she could still analyse a list of pros and cons. All things considered, moving to the junior suite had been sensible and, though handing over the flat to Máire and Raymond had been a wrench, it had definitely been the right thing to do.

Upstairs in the flat, Raymond came into the kitchen wearing a tracksuit, trainers and a GAA beanie. Máire looked up from her laptop. ‘How was your run?’

‘Bracing. I took the riverside path to the boathouse and back.’

‘There’s coffee in the pot, if you’d like some.’

‘I’d better not stop. I’ve a man coming at ten about a loan.’

‘Just before Christmas? I bet he’s sweating.’

‘Ah, he’ll be grand. The bank’s done business with him for donkey’s years.’ Raymond came round the kitchen island to hug her and, laughing, Máire pushed him away.

‘Talk about sweating! You’re sodden. No, back off, Ray, they’re waiting for me downstairs.’

He hugged her anyway, and handed her an envelope. ‘Here, I picked this up from the hallstand on my way in.’

Máire opened it. ‘Granny’s Christmas card, regular as clockwork. You know, I offered to set her up a template for e-cards, but she’s still using Cassidy’s Print Place in town.’

‘Fair play to Nora, she’s always shopped local.’

‘And has never wasted money on an unnecessary stamp.’ Máire flipped open the glittery card, holding it well away from her dark business suit. ‘Yep, same as ever. Season’s Greetings, Happy New Year, and the invitation for the Sullivan Girls’ Get-together, all printed in festive green ink.’

Ever-sensitive, Raymond cocked his head. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Yes, there is. Tell me.’

As always, she was both touched and annoyed by how well he knew her. ‘You don’t have to analyse every look that happens to cross my face. It’s irritating.’

‘Stop waving the card, you’re getting glitter in your coffee. Sit down a minute and tell me what’s wrong.’

With a gesture of resignation, Máire allowed herself to be steered to a stool by the island. Raymond sat opposite her and waited. Pushing her hand through her dark curly hair, she shrugged. ‘Okay. If you must know, I feel like Granny’s get-together is just one more thing to crowbar on to my vast to-do list. I was so on top of stuff when I got out of bed this morning. Spa bookings dealt with. A hundred per cent room occupancy right across Christmas. Staff rotas sorted. Everything under control, and business booming. Then this turns up, and I know exactly what’s going to follow. A list of instructions twice as long as her arm.’

‘But, love, it’s just a family thing. It’s meant to be relaxing.’

‘It would be if we weren’t relaxing in a hotel that I manage. I know she thinks she schedules it for after the Christmas rush, but that’s the problem. Christmas is always massive and, this year, I’ve pulled out all the stops. Plus we’ve extended the New Year events programme. By the time that lot’s over, I’ll feel like lying in a darkened room for a week. Not taking part in a knees-up I’ll have to organise and run.’

‘Did you talk about this? Nora might have changed the dates if you’d asked her.’

‘Oh, Ray, I couldn’t. You know yourself she’s felt disempowered since Granddad died. This is the one time of the year when she can still be certain that, when she clicks her fingers, we’ll dance to her tune.’

‘That’s a grim way of putting it.’

‘Yes, it is. I don’t mean it, not really. Getting together with Mum and the girls is fun. But, Granny keeps adding bells and whistles. This year, it looks like she wants us all cavorting around in the spa.’ Máire groaned. ‘I love my work but, oh, God, Ray, the logistics that weekend are going to be brutal. I’ve so many spa groups booked in already. Hair appointments, afternoon tea by the pool, dancing at dinner. One of them’s a crowd that calls itself the Second Chance Club.’

Distracted by the name, Raymond asked, ‘What’s that?’

‘God knows. Usually, that kind of thing seems to be just an excuse to party.’

‘Your team will cope.’

‘And there’s this Investing in Futures thing in Reception.’

‘You’re going into financial services?’

‘Ha, ha. Very funny. It’s an organic-gardening exhibition, run by Seedsavers. They’re going to have a stall and offer advice and information.’

‘So what’s the problem?’

‘It’s something we haven’t tried before. I’d planned to be on call myself.’

‘Well, you can be.’

‘I can’t be in two places at once, can I?’

‘Calm down, you’ll manage. I have perfect faith in you.’

She gave him a tremulous smile and caught sight of the clock behind him. ‘Ray! Look at the time! You’re not even showered.’

‘Shit, I’d better get moving.’ He was halfway across the room when he turned back to take her by the elbows, his voice showing the concern he’d tried to hide. ‘You really have been working too hard, love. Getting the spa up and running was a huge undertaking and, this past year, you’ve been driven by the need to make it pay for itself. You’re exhausted, and you’ll be working flat-out through Christmas.’

‘Raymond, we both need to get on. I’ve got staff waiting.’

‘I’m just saying you might do well to give yourself a break.’

Máire hugged him. ‘I’ll be fine. Go away. Oh, damn, that’s my phone. Seriously, go. I’ll have to take this. It’s Henrietta.’

‘But think about what I said, yeah?’

‘You should be thinking about that poor guy waiting for you at your bank.’

Outside in the corridor, laptop under her arm, Máire moved at speed with her phone jammed between shoulder and ear. ‘Hen. Sorry, yes, I’m here. Anything the matter?’

‘No. Well, not really. It’s just that I need a favour.’

‘Not a great time. I’m on my way to the lift.’

‘It won’t take a minute. Truly. It’s important.’

Máire pushed through double doors to the lift lobby, and found a group of guests looking up at the digital display. The lift doors opened with a ping, revealing several occupants. Concealing frustration, she waved the guests in and went through to the stairs. No one was coming up or down, so she sat on the top step, switching her phone from one ear to the other. ‘Okay, shoot. But make it quick.’

‘I’ve had Granny’s invitation.’

‘And?’

‘And the thing is, Máire, it’s awful timing for me.’

‘Yeah? Join the club.’

Henrietta rushed on nervously: ‘No, you see, Stuart’s abroad that weekend. At a meeting in Turin.’

‘So what? It’s Sullivan girls, not Sullivan girls plus spouses. Or, in Barbara’s case, Sullivan girls plus latest significant other.’

The barbed joke seemed to go over Henrietta’s head. ‘Stuart only told me about it last night, and there’s a problem. He doesn’t want Jane home alone.’

‘What’s happened to your au pair?’

‘Nothing. She could be here. That’s what I told him. But he’s dug his heels in.’

‘Oh, for feck’s sake!’

‘No, in fairness, I do understand.’

‘He’s just being Stuart.’

‘And you’re being dense.’

‘Henrietta, you do know Stuart walks all over you?’

‘Oh, get off your high horse and have a bit of empathy. Jane was alone in her cot for hours when her mother had the heart attack. Stuart was abroad. She was only found when a neighbour came knocking.’

Máire swapped the phone back to the other ear. ‘Okay. Yes. I’d forgotten that. But Jane wouldn’t have known, would she? I mean she was still a baby. It’s not like she was lying there knowing her mum had died.’

‘But I’d say Stuart is still traumatised.’

‘He also walks all over you.’

‘Yeah, well, that’s your opinion, but it’s not the point here, is it? Annaliese is great, but she’s only eighteen. What if something happened and she couldn’t cope? And could you stop arguing, Máire? I’m looking for help here, not marriage counselling.’

Máire was uncomfortably aware that she’d sounded unfeeling. ‘All right, fair enough, I get it. What d’you want?’

Having reached the crux of the matter, Henrietta veered away from it. ‘Getting us all together once a year is a huge thing for Granny. I said that to Stuart. And, for all we know, this could be the last time we do it. I mean, let’s face it, she’s not getting any younger.’

Máire’s voice softened. ‘I know. The timing’s doing my head in too, as it happens. I haven’t the heart to tell her, though.’

‘Really? What’s the problem?’

‘Nothing I can’t handle. What’s the favour?’

Henrietta took a deep breath. ‘Can I bring Jane?’

‘Here?’

‘Stuart couldn’t object, and I can’t see Granny complaining. Mum used to bring us along when we were kids.’

‘Teenagers.’

‘Not true. I remember being brought when I was eleven. You and Barbara were teenagers, but I got to tag along. Oh, come on, Máire. I don’t want to upset Granny. Jane’s practically a teenager. You know that. And if I can’t bring her, I’ll have to stay home.’

‘What about Stuart’s mother?’

‘Stuart says she wouldn’t be up to coping in a crisis. Stop arguing, Máire. What’s the problem, anyway? Jane can share my room.’

Máire shook herself. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. There isn’t a problem. I’m just dealing with too many moving goalposts down here. Do bring her. It’ll be grand. I’ll give you one of the family rooms, so you won’t be on top of each other.’

‘You’re a star! Thank you.’

‘Think nothing of it. I notice there’s no suggestion that Stuart might be the one to stay home and babysit. I bet he didn’t even consider the option.’

‘No, he didn’t. Would you, if you had a big meeting to go to?’

Máire pushed herself to her feet as the lift swished back up to the lobby. ‘Probably not. That’s why I don’t have kids.’




Chapter 3

Barbara stood at the huge window of her Dublin apartment looking down at the lights reflected in the Liffey below. She’d been lucky to find it, given the rental market, but her top civil-service post had impressed the agency, as had the years she’d spent abroad as an environmental scientist working for a Norwegian corporation. In Oslo she’d lived with a colleague who’d since been headhunted for a job in the US. He’d been like every boyfriend she’d had since college – intelligent, honest, fun and, most importantly, undemanding. Now, sipping coffee, Barbara imagined him in his own high-rise apartment with Manhattan’s Christmas lights like a twinkling carpet below. She wished him nothing but happiness in his new life there. Relocating to the States hadn’t been on her bucket list, so they’d parted more than a year ago and, seeing her present job advertised, she’d decided to apply. Returning to live in Ireland hadn’t been on her bucket list either, but her qualifications had made her a perfect candidate for the post and, anyway, she’d always enjoyed the thrill of acting on instinct.

The lights below her blurred in a drizzle of soft rain. Night was falling and she’d gone to turn on the news when her phone rang.

‘Baba! How are you? Is this a good time?’

‘There’s never a good time to call me Baba, Mum.’

Sheila laughed. ‘Sorry, darling. I know you hate it.’ Her voice changed slightly. ‘Look, I’d hoped you and I might chat before we all meet up after Christmas.’

Barbara, who’d joined in the laugh, sat in the compact armchair that faced the TV. ‘Okay. Why?’

‘I have some news.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘There’s no need to sound apprehensive. It’s good news. In fact, it’s great. I’ve divorced your dad.’

Barbara shot upright in amazement. ‘Wait. Say that again. You’re doing what?’

‘I’m not doing anything. It’s a done deal. I’ve divorced him.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Absolutely. It’s taken months and far too much money, but he’s gone.’

‘I can’t believe it. Really, Mum? Why now, after all you’ve put up with?’

‘Straws and camels’ backs, Barbara.’

‘So, tell me what happened.’

‘I hadn’t seen him for ages. He was on tour – well, a hanger-on with one of the bands he used to play for. Actually, I wasn’t aware of that. He hadn’t been in touch, but I knew he’d reappear at some point. Well, he always had. Then, out of the blue, he turned up on my doorstep with a floozy.’

‘A floozy?’

‘That’s not what they call them now, but you know what I mean.’

Barbara’s voice was grim. ‘Oh, I know what you mean. I’ve seen Dad’s floozies.’

‘She was only about nineteen. Called Afric. Totally smitten by him. She’d fallen for the ageing-rock-star glam.’

Barbara snorted. ‘Dad was never a rock star.’

‘Don’t I know it? Rock stars’ wives don’t have to work all hours to pay the mortgage. But, presumably, he looked the part when Afric met him. She was starry-eyed at the thought of him hanging out with Elton John.’

‘Oh, God, that old line. And the poor girl believed it?’

‘Apparently the old lines are still the best.’

‘Hang on, though. Why did he turn up with her on your doorstep?’

‘Because he honestly imagined he could just move her in. He was broke. I have an income, empty bedrooms and a full fridge.’

‘Christ, Mum. That’s outrageous.’

‘In fairness, I’d taken so much crap from him over the years that he probably thought it wasn’t a big ask.’

‘So what happened?’

‘I lost my cool. Off the scale. Poor little Afric’s going to be in therapy for life.’

Surprised, Barbara said, ‘I’ve never seen you do that.’

‘No, well, it’s not my style, is it? Sullivan girls don’t raise their voices. Especially not when they’ve run off and made a stupid, unsuitable marriage. They keep up a front, get on with things, and avoid having furious meltdowns in front of the children.’

‘We sort of knew, though.’

‘Of course you did. Well, Hen tries to fool herself, but she was besotted by your dad. You and Máire saw straight through him.’

Barbara took a gulp of cold coffee. ‘If I’m honest, I was never sure. Not when I was a child. He was away so much that when he came home it always felt like a fabulous party. I’ve wondered since, though. Was he really touring all that time?’

‘Some of it. He worked as a session musician too, but not half as much as he pretended. I’ve always suspected there was another semi-permanent home somewhere.’

‘Oh, Mum.’

‘I think I spent so long holding everything together that it just didn’t occur to me to move on when you girls grew up. But now I have.’

‘Well, congratulations.’

‘I’m not sure what Hen and Máire are going to say. Or your granny. Look, will you be driving to the get-together? Because, if so, and you’re coming through Athlone, could you give me a lift?’

‘No problem.’

‘I’d rather not arrive on my own. I could do with some moral support.’

‘It’s your life, Mum, you’re not answerable to the rest of us.’

‘I know that. But breaking the news is going to be complicated.’

Shocked by the unaccustomed wobble she’d heard in her mum’s voice, Barbara tried to find something to reassure her. ‘Have you heard that Hen’s bringing Jane along? With luck, that might distract Granny.’

‘I hadn’t heard, but you’re right, that’s great. It should knock me out of the spotlight. Your granny’s been longing for a new Sullivan girl to join the knees-up.’

‘Bit of a stretch to call Stuart’s daughter a Sullivan girl.’

‘As far as your granny’s concerned, if you’re female and family you make the list. And you girls aren’t technically Sullivans, are you? I took your dad’s name when I married.’

Barbara laughed. ‘Maybe you can be formally reinstated at the get-together. We could gather for an official renaming ceremony.’

‘Don’t even think about it! I wish I could get away without saying a word about the divorce.’

‘That would be weird, when we’re all going to be there.’

‘Which is why I’m going to bite the bullet. But, like I said, I’ll need a little support.’

When the conversation ended, Barbara lay back in the armchair wondering what she’d just let herself in for. Obviously, she couldn’t ignore her mum’s request for support, but she wasn’t crazy about the idea of being a human shield. Fond of her family, and especially of her granny, she turned up faithfully once a year when summoned to Castlehill. This year was shaping up to be seriously stressful, though.

She had made more coffee and returned to her armchair when Henrietta phoned.

‘Máire’s in a flap. She’s got a big festive programme planned, and it sounds like Granny’s dates are clashing with it.’

‘Given that Granny’s been throwing this bash for decades, it sounds more like Máire’s dates are clashing with hers.’

‘That’s what I thought. I kept my mouth shut, though. You know what Máire’s like. If you ask me, she’s overworked. I bet Raymond’s worried about her.’

‘Sounds like we’re in for a fascinating weekend.’

Intent on her own concern, Henrietta plunged on. ‘I haven’t told Jane about it yet. I’m praying she won’t complicate things.’

‘She doesn’t know she’s coming? When do you plan to mention it?’

‘Not until after New Year’s Eve. Stuart wants me to throw a Christmas drinks party for the neighbours, and then have them all round again to sing “Auld Lang Syne”.’

‘I can see why you want to pace yourself.’

‘I am so looking forward to winding down in the new spa. Máire’s even put in a rasul chamber. Basically, it’s fabulous communal therapy. You detox your emotions as well as your body.’

‘Well, I hope it’s optional, because I’m not sure I fancy it.’

‘I think it might be sweet. Life-enhancing. You know? Four generations together, all covered in mud.’ Suddenly, Henrietta’s voice became anxious. ‘But, like I said, I haven’t a clue how Jane will react to the thought of coming with me to Castlehill. I’ve decided to hit her with the luxury spa weekend to begin with, and slip in the get-together bit by degrees.’

Barbara laughed. ‘Good luck with that.’

‘Oh, don’t, Barbara!’ Sounding unconvinced by her own argument, Henrietta said she didn’t know why she was fussing. ‘Jane’s sure to enjoy it. There’ll just be the spa treatments, and the pool, and hanging out together and catching up over drinks and meals and stuff. Just a fun family tradition we’ve kept up for yonks.’

‘I’m sure you’re right. It’ll be fine. And, if I were you, I wouldn’t worry about Máire or Raymond. It sounds like you’ve got more than enough on your plate at home.’

When the call ended, Barbara went to the window with her macchiato. She’d always believed that independence should matter more to a woman than any relationship with a man. That’s certainly made me the odd one out in the family, she thought wryly. But I’ve never really felt I belong, so I guess it just amounts to fulfilling my role.

Sipping her coffee, she studied her reflection in the darkened windowpane. Nearly five years older than Henrietta and four years younger than Máire, she had freckled skin and auburn hair that made her look like the portrait of her late granddad that hung above his favourite seat in the hotel bar. Taller than both her siblings, she’d felt ungainly in her teens, and instead of accepting her proper place between Máire and Henrietta in family photos, she’d tended to shuffle to the side. These days, when she bothered to think about her appearance, she took the pragmatic view that it was an asset. Height, and the ability to wear clothes well, had turned out to be useful in a career that required her to be both authoritative and convincing. Which is just as well, she thought, since I started out with no real idea of where I was going.

None of her family had shown much interest in her ambition to study environmental science but, as Máire had evidently been in line to take over the hotel, and Henrietta, even as a child, had been hell-bent on marriage, it had been felt that Barbara might as well go to university. This had been fine by her, though the lack of interest had stung, as had the apparent assumption that she had had nothing to offer that might be of value at Castlehill. Her first Dublin flat was shared with three other students from the midlands. Smiling, she recalled the dingy basement, its draughts and mousetraps, and her constant, irrational fear of getting lost in the crowded streets. Back then, she wouldn’t have believed that, one day, she’d stand in a linen kimono surveying that intimidating cityscape from above.

By the time she’d achieved her degree, her horizons had broadened and, though Ireland had offered its own opportunities, life abroad had seemed to offer more. Her sisters and her mum had seemed surprised by that, but her granny had slipped her a bulging envelope full of banknotes. ‘You’ll get nowhere in life without taking risks, Barbara, but risk-taking’s a fool’s game if you’ve nothing to fall back on. Keep your wits about you and don’t let anyone put you down.’

Beyond her own reflection in the window Barbara could see patterns of light thrown up by traffic on the quays. When she’d applied for her current job she’d been tipped for promotion in Oslo, so choosing to leave had seemed counterintuitive to her friends. Plus, they’d been baffled by the thought of going from the private to the public sector. ‘Honestly, Barbara, the civil service? You’ll spend your days filling in forms and hacking through red tape - well, green, given the department’s remit, and the fact it’s in Ireland.’ No one had asked about money, because that would have been unacceptable, but beneath the jokes, Barbara had felt them wondering, and drawing conclusions about the options she must have weighed up. In fact, she’d taken the Irish job without knowing how much she might have been offered had she stayed in Oslo, and had consciously not looked back to find out. An easy-going, satisfactory relationship had been over and, embracing her granny’s view that God never closed a door without opening a window, she’d followed her instinct. And, as usual, she thought happily, acting on instinct hasn’t failed me. It never does.

Yawning, Barbara stretched her arms widely, thinking about her phone conversations with Sheila and Henrietta. She hadn’t revealed to either that she had her own pressing reason to feel apprehensive about returning to Castlehill. She didn’t want their advice. If things worked out as she hoped, they’d be astonished; if not, to echo another of her granny’s favourite phrases, it would be a case of least said, soonest mended. I’ve lived with it for a year, she thought, and, if nothing else, this visit will bring closure. In the meantime, I’m not letting anything spoil my plans for a full-on urban Christmas. She loved how the city emptied out when people went home for the holiday, leaving uncrowded streets where you could stop and admire your surroundings without being jostled by workers in a hurry. She’d organised her annual leave so’s to be free for the get-together at Castlehill, which this year was set to run from a Friday to a Monday. Until then her time was her own and she was determined to enjoy it. The weather forecast was good, so she planned to bundle up and drink coffee outside pavement cafés, take a bus to the seaside and go for hikes in the Wicklow hills, and she and a group of colleagues had decided to join forces to cook and eat dinner together on Christmas Day. It was a carefully worked-out schedule, intended, like every other arrangement she’d made in the past twelve months, to fill every waking
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