

[image: Cover image: Only in New York by Melissa Hill.]




About the Author



Melissa Hill is a USA Today, No. 1 Irish Times and international bestselling author living in County Wicklow, Ireland. Her page-turning contemporary novels of family, friendship and romance are published worldwide and translated into twenty-six languages, with many adapted for film and TV.

Follow her on Facebook and Instagram: @melissahillbooks



   
Also by Melissa Hill and published by HQ:

Keep You Safe

UK

US

The Summer Villa

UK

US




[image: Title image: Only in New York by Melissa Hill, published by HQ.]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo.]

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd.

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper, 

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published in Great Britain by HQ, an imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2025

Copyright © Melissa Hill 2025

Melissa Hill asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008699598

E-book Edition © March 2025 ISBN: 9780008699574

Version 2025-04-16




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008699598

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




To Kevin & Carrie,

with all my love.




Contents

Cover

About the Author

Also by Melissa Hill

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Keep Reading

About the Publisher






Chapter 1

HANNAH

Welcome to my humble abode! 

Thank you soooo much for taking care of my new home – happy to know that the place will be in safe hands without me. Sorry that some rooms are not quite ready yet, but still lots of space to enjoy (no parties though, please – leave that to me!).

Know Sara’s filled you in on everything already, but just another quick reminder that the marble guys are coming on the 15th (before they install it, just make absolutely sure it’s Calacatta and bookmarked as ordered), and a couple of Peacock chairs (sooo retro, just WAIT ’til you see them!!!!) and an Eames lounger are scheduled to arrive at the end of the month, along with some A/W collab drops (but not too many, I promise) that I so appreciate you taking care of. 

The refrigerator is packed with the good stuff and you’re welcome to borrow whatever you like from my closet while you’re here so go nuts (though maybe not my shoes and def not my top-shelf purses, ’K?). Or anything that takes your fancy from the PR drops, go right ahead too (our little secret).

Just Snap or message Sara if you need anything or have any questions, though idk the time difference in Europe might make things tricky but hey … hope you settle in OK and enjoy being back in NYC!

Courtney XOXO

PS Ignore the crazy old dinosaur next door – guy was so peeved that the co-op let me buy into the building that he spent the ENTIRE YEAR complaining about construction noise! No doubt Sara’s told you all about the stupid lawsuit already. So much for friendly neighbours, huh?)

Hannah Ryan looked up from the note, still trying to take in her new surroundings and couldn’t help but seriously question her life choices. Here she was, mid-thirties and having to start her life over in another city, and a girl a decade her junior outright owned a newly refurbished Classic Six, one of two penthouse floor apartments in a landmark building on NYC’s Upper East Side.

She knew that ‘classic’ referred to the pre-war era when apartments of this ilk were built, and ‘six’ to the total number of rooms; a living room, formal dining room, separate kitchen, two full bedrooms and what would have once been servants’ quarters located near the kitchen and with its own bathroom facilities. 

These homes were also famed for the architectural touches popular during the same period: hardwood floors, spacious rooms, high ceilings, eye-catching mouldings, grand entrance galleries and hallways to separate the spaces.

In short, Hannah was standing in a piece of New York history. 

And while she might be leaving her LA life behind to start over on the East Coast, thanks to her client’s magnanimous offer at least she wasn’t homeless. 

New York-based social media superstar Courtney Wilde was a priority client of Hannah’s employer Lotus PR, and whom she herself handled as West Coast liaison. The influencer had recently departed for a three-month-long tour promoting her latest book, Empower. 

A few weeks ago, not long after Hannah’s world had been upended, prompting her transfer to the company’s New York office, she was meeting with Courtney at the Beverly Hills Hotel when she received an urgent call from her realtor informing her that the Brooklyn shoebox she’d initially set her sights on had fallen through.

‘And there’s nothing else?’ Hannah cried, crestfallen. Couldn’t anything go right for her these days? ‘No, no Manhattan is way out of my budget.’

Courtney had obviously been eavesdropping and when Hannah hung up, she said, ‘I’m gonna be nosy, OK?’

‘Sure.’

‘You need somewhere to stay in NYC?’

‘You might say that,’ Hannah admitted, biting her lip, unwilling to get into the specifics of her personal life. ‘It’s a little awkward because my ex … well, let’s just say I needed to get out of Dodge, so I asked for a transfer. And a change is as good as a holiday, yes?’ she finished brightly, hoping Courtney wouldn’t push for specifics. ‘But I’m not having much luck with finding somewhere.’

Thanks to her recent out-of-the-blue relationship implosion, Hannah had jumped at the chance of a fresh start at the company’s New York arm. But not so much at the prospect of wading into the city’s real estate market. 

Courtney wrinkled her nose sympathetically, which managed to make her look even more adorable. ‘That sucks. Tell you what – why don’t you crash at my new place while I’m in Europe? I’ll be gone for a few months and it’s pretty much ready to go, save for some last-minute construction tweaks, furniture deliveries and stuff. And I hate the idea that no one’s lived there for so long. Coming back to a space that’s been vacant for a while … the vibes are usually so wonky, you know?’

Hannah paused, unsure how to answer. On the one hand, a temporary place to stay while she got settled would be a lifesaver, but finances were an issue and there was no way she could afford the rent in that part of town.

‘Naturally,’ Courtney continued, ‘I’ll be paying you to house-sit – or apartment-sit, I guess,’ she grinned.

Which was how Hannah currently found herself (temporarily) living the dream in one of two top-floor apartments in a salubrious building on the Upper East Side. She let out a low whistle, impressed afresh at her surroundings. To be fair, the apartment’s original state must surely have been magnificent in itself – but soon after Courtney bought into the 72nd Street property, her manager had pronounced it ‘criminally unsuitable for his client’s aesthetic’.

From what little Hannah knew of the period, it seemed the interior designer had stayed true to the original pre-war architecture while giving it a glamorous mid-century modern flair. The original beams and columns were kept along with the solid floors, creating a nice sense of continuity between the old and the new. The walls were also painted white to provide a neutral backdrop for the newly installed fixtures.

Custom-built storage units meant there was ample space for the influencer’s quirky travel artefacts, art sculptures and photographs, but they also provided a warm, inviting touch. The wood grain blended seamlessly with the classic mouldings, columns and zig-zag walnut parquet flooring, creating a sense of subtle harmony between contemporary and traditional.

The bedroom Hannah would be using was also updated with modern features while still honouring the original period’s charm. A tufted headboard complete with LED lighting was installed to give the bed that luxurious boutique hotel feel, while the walls were painted in a muted shade of blue to create a tranquil atmosphere. A plush neutral carpet provided a soft, cosy touch. 

This room alone was about the same size as her very first box-room apartment in Greenwich fifteen years ago when she’d first emigrated from then-recessionary Ireland as an unemployed young woman hoping to find a career path in the US. And now, after almost a decade in LA, she was once again starting over in New York. Not quite back at square one (at least she’d managed to hold onto her career, if not her reputation), though right now it sort of felt like it. 

Walking back through a living room that felt large enough to host an NFL football game within its confines, Hannah still couldn’t help but wonder if she was in a dream. Though after the scenario she’d just left, anything would seem like a dream.

Before she could go any further down that disaster-strewn path, and determined to keep her spirits up, she continued her tour of the space, moving through to the small kitchen and marvelling at the state-of-the-art chef’s kitchen, dazzling aluminium pots and pans hanging over the prep area island currently awaiting its aforementioned Calacatta marble countertop finish. 

It was every chef’s idea of heaven. But Hannah was a little uncertain about whether or not she was allowed to use it and made a mental note to go back over the house rules Courtney’s assistant Sara had mailed across when making initial arrangements. 

Not that it mattered. She was a tragically terrible cook and there was no shortage of great places to eat in this town. Which would also encourage her to get out there and help meet new people – as it was, she knew she’d spent far too long licking her wounds and eating her feelings in the form of Ghirardelli’s hot fudge sundaes. It was time to start living life again. 

She smiled dolefully. Still … baby steps. Passing by a mammoth Sub-Zero stainless steel refrigerator, Hannah caught sight of herself in the reflective surface and regarded what she saw with a more critical eye. While she would never in a million years be considered influencer material like Courtney, she knew she looked decent enough not to send kids (or New Yorkers) running away in terror when they saw her. 

Petite in stature, with shoulder-length chestnut hair and wide blue eyes, it was all too easy to underestimate her, and very many people did. Hannah smiled. She liked that, the way appearances could be deceptive; and it was something she utilised every day in her PR manager role.

She left the kitchen and ambled back into the living room. The main living space was also brought into the modern era with a few carefully selected pieces of furniture. Sleek, low-profile sofas in shades of grey and blue provided ample cosy seating, with a round ottoman and a couple of mid-century modern pieces for enjoying those incredible Central Park views, and the Dakota building directly across. 

The yet-to-be-delivered Eames lounger Courtney had mentioned in her welcome note would surely be the piece-de-resistance in here. To finish off the space, an elaborate art-deco chandelier was installed in the centre, adding a bit of twenties sparkle and glamour. 

Belying that era was a beyond-state-of-the-art media system capable of replicating an IMAX experience that even put some LA movie mogul pads to shame. Along with smart lighting and climate control systems, with programmable thermostats and automated shades. Hannah had no idea how much the media installation alone would cost, but suspected it must surely be a few years of her salary, plus maybe tossing in selling an organ or two on the black market. Let alone the price of the apartment itself. 

What must it be like to be one of the richest social media stars of your generation? That was something Hannah would never know – and that was fine with her really. In her line of work, she routinely dealt with the top of the elite mountain – the one per cent’s one per cent. 

While many of the younger so-called tastemakers she’d worked with back on the West Coast – mostly bored rich kids – were narcissistic, demanding and completely out of touch with the rest of the world (‘away with the fairies’, as the Irish expression went), Courtney Wilde was a surprising exception to the rule.

The twenty-three-year-old millionaire had become a voice and role model for millions of young women around the world, with a successful online platform that combined her passions for fashion and finance. While the majority of retail and lifestyle influencers typically sought out IV lines direct to followers’ pockets to enrich themselves, Courtney Wilde conversely used hers to empower her audience with knowledge and wisdom about money and financial independence. Her mission to help younger women become financially literate and learn how to pay for their purchases through careful savings and clever investments instead of becoming slaves to credit was a powerful one that was both fashion-forward and financial-savvy. 

Dior or Front Door? (blow money on designer stuff or use it to buy your own home) was the catchphrase that had captured the imagination and gone viral, thrusting Courtney’s atypical fusion of fashion and finance into the spotlight. And one which the young lady had utilised herself, with spectacular results, since this gorgeous penthouse was merely one element of a significant property portfolio.

Hannah wished someone like Courtney had been around when she was that age, particularly in her younger years growing up as a bookish, painfully-shy teenager in the rural Limerick village from which she hailed. A small farming community that offered few opportunities for glamour or social variety, about the only adolescent role models she had back then were gleaned from books and TV, and much of her life advice via Jean Luc Picard in Star Trek TNG. 

Make it so . . .

She chuckled. Truly a galaxy apart from the largely confident go-getting youth of today.

Even possessing a smidgen of that kind of moxie could’ve meant that Hannah might also have been much better placed to take control of her situation after everything imploded in LA. Her ex, Rob, remained in the Brentwood walk-up he owned, rendering her homeless practically overnight. 

So she was doubly grateful for the opportunity to get a true taste of the good life, temporarily at least. There was only one minor wrinkle in the entire situation – the neighbours’ issue mentioned in the welcome note.

Hannah learned from Courtney’s assistant Sara that a group of residents in the building had lodged a lawsuit against the co-op board for allowing the influencer to buy into it. 

When word initially got out that she had made an application, apparently the cantankerous old guy living in the adjoining penthouse had insisted that they couldn’t allow some ‘attention-seeking airhead’ to upset the social dynamics in the building. But evidently the group’s wish to have Courtney’s bid denied was refused. As were their subsequent submissions about construction noise, odours from the fresh paint or insistence that the planned renovations would not only go against the architectural integrity of the landmark building but structural too, and they were all going to die when it caved in around them.

Hannah knew that such co-op disputes could be the stuff of legend in NYC, with residents routinely fighting board members and each other for myriad reasons (ironically the very opposite of co-operative), and she could well imagine why the arrival of a millionairess bright young thing into the prestigious building might put much older and well-heeled noses out of joint. 

Sara had quickly brushed away Hannah’s initial concerns by assuring her that the matter was now in the hands of the legal eagles, and there was nothing to fear from any personal encounters. But maybe once the neighbours met Courtney in person, she’d disarm and charm them too? Well, they certainly had nothing to fear from introverted Hannah anyway. No wild parties or noise of any kind – she wasn’t even the singing-in-the-shower type. 

Nope, while she was here, she just planned to lay low, pick up the pieces of her life, and most importantly, she mused, gazing out at that picture-perfect Central Park view, make the most of the incredible gift she’d been given in one of the greatest cities on earth. 

As she stood by the window, watching the light slowly fade over the park and cityscape beyond, Hannah felt optimistic for the first time in months. 

She’d been in Los Angeles for so long that she’d almost forgotten the exhilaration Manhattan could evoke, and was appreciative of the opportunity to experience it anew from such an incredible vantage point. Opening the sash window a little, even fifteen floors up the air was suddenly filled with familiar sounds of the city – honking horns, laughter against the murmur of traffic and a million conversations – and, at that moment, Hannah felt a profound reconnection with the place she’d once called home. This very same vibrant energy had once helped her shake off those youthful small-town inhibitions and encouraged her out of her shell to become the mature, self-assured person she was now. She felt a lump in her throat. Or used to be. 

With luck, New York would work that same magic for her again.

She had been away from the city for so long and yet it still felt like no time had passed. Her instincts were correct to leave LA. She had come to the right place to lick her wounds, heal her heart, and she was more than ready to start a new life in the city that never sleeps.

Heading back out to the foyer to collect her bags from where she’d dropped them in awe on arrival, Hannah noticed that something had since been slipped under the door. A piece of paper and a handwritten note:

P-2, 

I’m still getting your stupid ‘fan mail’ shoved in my box downstairs. I know this might come as a surprise to someone who lives in their own perfect Barbie bubble, but there are two penthouses up here. I’ve been marking it as Return to Sender, but soon I’m just gonna start shredding. So tell your herd of bazillion idiot sheep to stop sneaking their crap into the lobby. Or even better, tell ’em to go to hell. 

P-1

Hannah’s eyes widened. So much for nothing to fear from the neighbours. Seemed they were still engaged in active battle.






Chapter 2

The fifty-something building supervisor Julie, who looked remarkably like Meryl Streep, had personally introduced herself upon arrival, assuring that she was on hand if Hannah needed any help settling in. On Monday morning, Hannah quickly sought her out in the hope of borrowing a standard phone-charging cable since the penthouse’s charging stations had been customised for tech at least three iterations ahead of her own phone. 

When she mentioned the note from next door, Julie burst out laughing, shaking her head. ‘Ed just doesn’t know when to quit. You’ve gotta admire that, right?’

‘Well, with the lawsuit and everything, I really don’t want to step on anyone’s toes … ’ Hannah replied since she couldn’t be certain whether Julie might be involved in the residents’ dispute. In her line of work, diplomacy was a given and she’d always been a pro at poker face. Which could often be a blessing or a curse, depending on the situation.

‘Look, a lot of people in this building can be a pain in the butt, but he’s actually a pretty decent guy. Always gives out a great Christmas bonus. I think he’s just one of those old-school types who doesn’t like the way the world is changing around him and it makes him cranky.’

‘Well, I know that type all too well,’ Hannah admitted. ‘My grandfather was similar – gruff, no-nonsense, always talking about the way things were back in his day. Typical Irish male of his generation. From what I can tell from that note, though, the difference is that my granddad wasn’t so … angry about it.’

‘I think Ed’s just lonely actually.’ Julie shrugged. ‘Always used to be pretty friendly but now that I think of it I rarely see him around these days. Likes his privacy. Seems he gets all his groceries delivered online and doesn’t go out much, or have many visitors either. Poor guy probably doesn’t have anything to do all day but go online or watch the news, which would make anyone miserable,’ she added, rolling her eyes.

‘You might be right,’ Hannah demurred. ‘I went over and knocked on the door a couple of times over the weekend, wanting to introduce myself and assure him I’d be there to take care of issues with mail or anything else on Courtney’s behalf, but he never answered.’

Julie shook her head. ‘A lot of people here went crazy when they found out that her application had been approved. You’d have thought that the board had announced that we were opening up a petting zoo in the lobby and turning the roof into a stage for Cirque du Soleil.’

‘I don’t get it. Life’s too short, isn’t it? And Courtney’s great.’

‘Well, like they say, the rich are different. And some people take longer than others to get with the times.’

‘Case in point?’ Hannah held up her charger and grinned. ‘I suppose I really need to think about upgrading. And I don’t have an excuse either, being so close to the mothership,’ she chuckled, referring to the famed Apple store at the top of Fifth Avenue, a few blocks down. 

‘Yep, like it or not, time moves on.’

‘Speaking of which … ’ Hannah checked her watch, ‘I need to get going for work. But first, coffee. Where’s the nearest Starbucks around here?’

‘Oh, there’s a much better place just a couple of blocks down. Frank’s – been around forever. Does the best cinnamon rolls too.’

Hannah smiled, her mouth watering already. ‘Perfect, thanks for the recommendation.’ She popped the rolled-up wire in the pocket of her blazer. ‘And the charger.’

Manhattan was ablaze in the morning sunshine as she stepped out of the building onto the bustling Upper East Side during the commute rush. The city rose before her like a phoenix, its sheer magnificence almost too much to take in all at once.

Cars and bicycles moved briskly along the streets, while purposeful pedestrians carrying coffee cups and briefcases filled the intersections and overflowed into doorways as they hurried past one another. 

There was a unique energy here that always filled Hannah with a sense of awe, and as she glanced around she couldn’t help but marvel at how much the city had changed over the years, all the same. So many shiny new skyscrapers – colossal edifices of glass and steel – towered above the lower-rise brownstones and older ornate construction so prevalent in this part of town. 

The sidewalks were full to bursting with people – rich, poor, and everything in between – all hustling and bustling with their own unique purpose and destination. It was as if every person walking by had gathered together their hopes and dreams and poured them into this town, suffusing it with life. She knew exactly how that felt, having done it herself all those years ago. 

As Hannah ambled along in the sunshine, her skin prickled with a sense of optimism and anticipation. Everywhere she looked were signs of spring – vibrant blossoms of tulips and brilliant yellow daffodils, heralding warmer days to come. And as she continued her journey along the edge of Central Park, the recreational space looked even more alive with its unique display of colour and beauty.

Unable to resist ducking inside for a bit on her way, the more beautiful everything became. The trees were in full bloom, displaying their lush greens and cherry blossom pinks in contrast to the bright-blue sky. And surrounding it all stood so many classic landmark buildings from old New York – intricately detailed brownstones and mansions, a marked contrast to the modern skyscrapers  towering above them. It was always here within the confines of this verdant space that she truly felt the energy and beauty of the city. A quiet oasis amid the chaos.

That was something she’d definitely missed in a car-centric city like LA, and while there were some wonderful individual neighbourhoods there, there was no replicating New York’s unique combination of conversations, laughter, or dizzying array of sounds and smells. And today, as Hannah wandered through it, the city felt more than just a place of nostalgia – it was a new beginning, a fresh start that held as much potential as it did uncertainty.

Anything could happen here.

Hannah found the local place Julie recommended without issue. A narrow premises not much wider than its double-door entry, Frank’s was tucked away between a cigar store and what looked like one of those pet pampering places for Park Avenue pooches. 

She headed inside, finding to her relief that for this hour of the morning, there was surprisingly no line, just a couple of customers waiting on orders and oh my, what was that mouth-watering smell …

‘Are those fresh?’ she gasped, approaching an old-style wooden and glass display cabinet filled with the most delectable pastries and sweet treats imaginable, but indicating the cannoli in particular. Yes, she wanted to try the cinnamon rolls Julie recommended, but oh was she a goner for fresh cannoli …

‘Made just this morning,’ replied a booming voice from behind the counter, a heavyset man in his mid-fifties who she guessed must be the titular Frank. ‘What can I get you? Or should I say how many?’ he chuckled, dark eyes twinkling.

Hannah laughed. ‘I’d love to say them all but I think that might be pushing it. Just one for now, and a coffee too, thanks. Black, no milk or sugar.’ Since this didn’t seem to be the kind of place that offered macchiatos, lattes and such. Which suited her perfectly, since too much choice made her head spin. 

‘Sure, let me ring you up and pickup’s just this end,’ Frank said, indicating further down where some other patrons stood, drinking coffee or waiting on their orders. 

There were a couple of tiny tables and an empty pair of stools lined up at a full-length window just inside the door, and Hannah thought how nice it would be to sit there for a bit and watch the world go by outside. She made a mental note to do just that at the weekend maybe. Frank’s seemed like one of those charming old-style people-watching spots that had been around forever. And she was pretty certain that, given the opportunity, the man himself would have a story or two to tell. 

‘That’ll be six dollars and ten,’ he said and Hannah duly lifted her wrist to tap with her watch. 

But Frank shook his head. ‘Sorry, cash only here,’ he apologized, pointing to a nearby sign on the wall that she’d failed to register. 

The downside of old-world charm. 

‘Oh! Sorry, I didn’t think to bring any with me. You don’t do card payments, even?’ she blustered, reaching into her purse on the off-chance there might be a couple of bills in her wallet. It was just for something to say though, since Hannah knew she didn’t have any cash on her and, in truth, rarely used it anymore. ‘Sorry, I’ll need to cancel it then,’ she admitted, crestfallen. And she truly was. That cannoli looked (and smelled) incredible. 

‘I got it,’ mumbled someone who’d just come in behind her, a guy – around her age, she guessed – shuffling along with a cane. 

‘Oh, thanks, but honestly, there’s no need,’ Hannah was quick to protest.

‘It’s not a problem. And believe me, I know how hard it is to leave one of those behind; they’re my favourite, right, Frank?’ 

He chuckled at the proprietor who seemed unperturbed, as if customers offering to pick up the tab for complete strangers was par for the course in here. And since this guy seemed like he was a regular, maybe it was. 

‘Truly, you don’t have to—’

‘It’s fine. Besides, nobody leaves cannoli in Frank’s,’ he added, green eyes crinkling, and in a tone reminiscent of that famous line in Dirty Dancing, and Hannah had to smile too. It was one of her favourite movies. 

‘Well, thank you, I really appreciate it. And I’ll pay you back – maybe drop off the cash later to pass on or whatever.’

‘It’s just a couple of bucks, forget about it.’

She stole a closer look at the guy. Having ordered for himself, he proceeded hesitantly along to the register. Leaning awkwardly on the walking aid, he dug some cash out of the back pocket of his jeans. 

Tall and sturdily built, with a broad chest, sandy-coloured hair and a couple of days’ growth on his (nicely chiselled) chin. Outdoorsy type, definitely not a Park or Madison Avenue suit, and way too much muscle to be tech or stockbroker, but who knew these days? 

Back in LA, Rob had probably spent more time at the gym than he had with her, Hannah admitted to herself wryly. Her ex was extremely body-conscious and careful about what he ate.

But there was something about this guy’s build that suggested his bulk was genetic as opposed to pumped. She wondered too about the cane and whether the necessity for that was also genetic, or just temporary.

But wow oh wow, those eyes. Deep pools of green with golden flecks that, when focused on you, were enough to turn anyone to mush. And they were focused on Hannah now while she remained there, still a little dumbstruck that such a fine thing had picked up the tab for her morning snack. The snack currently still waiting for her to collect at the other end. So really she should stop daydreaming and just get a move on.

‘Well … thanks again, I really appreciate it and … I’ll pay you back, honestly. Like I said, I’ll call back with the cash, or return the favour sometime?’ She smiled. ‘That’s if you come here often or …’ 

Oh, for crying out loud, just stop talking. 

‘Sounds good.’ His eyes crinkled up again, this time in amusement, and realizing she was babbling, Hannah hurriedly moved to the pickup point, deciding to just get the hell out of there. Probably just a combination of first-day work nerves and unfamiliar surroundings that were making her so tongue-tied and discombobulated, she told herself, getting a grip. Because now he seemed to think she was flirting and she definitely wasn’t. 

Was she?

Eager to get moving, she grabbed her stuff off the counter and whipped backwards, not realizing the guy had since come up right behind her. Completely distracted, Hannah barrelled straight into his cane, sending it flying into the air, and her saviour off-balance. 

Time seemed to stand still for a moment and she watched in horror as he scrambled (and failed) to recover his footing, before crumpling to the ground. 

‘Oh my god, I’m so sorry! Here, let me help you, give me your arm …’ Mortified beyond belief, and horrified that she might have hurt him, Hannah dropped her stuff and grabbed at his shoulder, wrenching his arm back as he hoisted himself up on one knee and attempted to steady himself against the register. ‘Oh my god, sorry, I’m such an eejit.’

‘You OK, man?’ Frank had since hurried out from behind while the other customers looked on with mild interest. 

‘I’m fine,’ the guy insisted, wincing in pain, or was it embarrassment?

‘Just … take my arm
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Prologue

It was just a little white lie. A way to kickstart her freedom.

And Kim Weston was now officially a runaway.

She couldn’t help but laugh at the idea as she stared out the window of the aeroplane into the abyss around her. Thirty years old – an adult – and here she was, running away from home. She’d boarded a flight from JFK earlier and watched as the sky turned from pale blue to black. They were already six hours into a nine-hour journey and she was tired but couldn’t sleep.

There wasn’t a star to be seen, no way to discriminate the ocean below from the sky above. Nothing but emptiness.

Ironic because it was exactly how Kim felt inside. She had no reason to, or so everyone told her.

She had everything – the luxurious Manhattan apartment, a personal driver to take her wherever she wanted to go, generous expense accounts at all the best Fifth Avenue stores, and a black Amex to service every last one of her spending needs.

She and her friends were the crème de la crème of New York’s Upper East Side society set and partied with celebrities and VIPs alike. By all accounts she had the quintessential dream life.

So why was she running away?

She could still hear her parents’ voices in her head and her own guilt in her heart as she sat quietly nursing a vodka and orange juice.

Most of the cabin’s passengers were asleep, and the crew was moving around less frequently, but Kim’s mind simply wouldn’t quit.

For once, she wasn’t playing the role she’d been allotted. If she was expected to assume her part in the Weston family script for the rest of her life, then she needed a chance to play the rebel, even if only briefly.

Everything was planned to ensure that her parents wouldn’t find her – at least not for a little while.

Her destination (and certainly choice of accommodation) wasn’t somewhere Peter or Gloria would ever think to look for her, since it was so far removed from the kind of places the Westons usually frequented.

No five-star luxury hotel suite awaiting Kim when she arrived. Instead she was staying at a tumbledown villa she’d found on the internet, where she’d be sharing living space and possibly even a room with other guests. She shuddered involuntarily.

Kim was roughing it, in as much as someone like her could. The house had no on-site staff, apparently there was someone who’d come by daily to tidy and meet and greet, but that was it. No concierge, butler, in-house chef – nothing.

For once, she was going to have to cater for herself – in more ways than one.

That gave her some sense of unease; she wasn’t exactly Martha Stewart, which was why she also planned to maybe enlist herself in an Italian cookery class, as suggested by the booking site she’d used. Failing that, she’d just survive on pizza and pasta. It was Italy, after all.

And she could afford that much, for a little while at least.

*

It was early afternoon when the flight landed at Naples airport and the transfer service she’d arranged (her final luxury – she wasn’t going to rough it entirely after a transatlantic economy flight) picked her up outside the terminal.

‘Signorina Weston?’ the driver holding the sign with her name on it queried as she approached.

‘That’s me.’

‘Buongiorno. Right this way,’ the young Italian man instructed as he directed Kim to a waiting black Mercedes.

She stepped outside of the terminal, her long slender legs clad in white jeans, which complemented her hot pink poncho. Sunglasses protected her eyes from the bright sun but she still held a hand to her forehead to shield them as she stared up at an almost cloudless Italian blue sky.

‘I am Alfeo,’ the driver introduced himself as they walked, taking her luggage along with him. ‘How was your flight?’

‘Long,’ she answered. She was bone-tired, a little cranky and not particularly in the mood for small talk.

Alfeo nodded and opened the car door for her. ‘The journey will take just over an hour and a half depending on traffic. But we can stop along the way if you need anything.’

‘That’s fine,’ Kim replied as she slid into the back seat and tipped her head against the leather headrest. She closed her eyes, suddenly spent and exhausted from worrying now that she was here.

She was really doing this …

It seemed as if only a few minutes had passed when she was woken by Alfeo’s voice announcing arrival at their destination. Kim blinked several times as she tried to gather her bearings, then lowered the window to look out at her surroundings. They were parked down some kind of laneway, and up ahead she could make out a grubby wall of peach-coloured plaster, and a paint-chipped wooden door – the only interruption on an otherwise blank façade.

Unimpressed, she regarded the weather-worn door and its tarnished brass ring, and hid a frown as she dragged manicured nails through her tousled blonde mane, pulling her hair partially over her shoulder.

Her heart fell. This place looked like a complete dump. She sincerely hoped the inside was a helluva lot better.

‘This is Villa Dolce Vita, right?’ she asked, casting a fatigued gaze at Alfeo as she stepped out onto the dusty gravel pathway.

‘Si. Villa Dolce Vita.’

‘I’ll need your number,’ she stated as she walked towards him with her phone in hand. ‘Just in case.’

Alfeo complied, assuring her that he’d be available whenever she needed, the suggestive grin on his face indicating he meant for more than just transportation. Were Italian men really such unabashed flirts?

‘Can you maybe just help get my cases inside before you go?’ ‘Of course.’ He duly took her suitcases out of the boot, while Kim wandered further along the perimeter wall to where a

break in the trees gave way to a view of the sea.

Realising that they were on an elevated site, high above the glittering Gulf of Naples, she glanced to her left to see a group of impossibly beautiful pastel-coloured buildings and terracotta roofs, clinging and huddled together.

The set-up immediately put her in mind of a huge piñata cake: the centre of the green and grey mountain cut open to release a tumbling selection of irresistible pastel-coloured candy.

Now this is more like it …

Further along down the coast, rock promontories jutted out above diverging bays, beaches and terraces, all presiding over cerulean waters. Hills dotted with lush vineyards, olive trees and citrus groves looked down over the colourful shops, cafés, hotels and historic buildings scattered below.

Sailboats dotted the clear blue waters and, looking down from where she stood, Kim could see snaking wooden steps leading all the way to the rocky shore below.

The whole thing was dizzying in every sense of the word.

By the time she returned to the villa entrance, Alfeo was gone, but the old wooden door had been left ajar.

Kim slipped through into the courtyard area to discover a hidden garden of sorts.

The dark pea gravel of outside gave way to a lighter-coloured, more decorative kind, and she noticed heavy stone planters dotted throughout the small courtyard area, housing rows of mature lemon and olive trees.

Coupled with vibrant magenta bougainvillea tumbling down the edge of an old stone building – evidently the villa itself – the garden was a riot of colour, and against the azure sky and glittering water on the bay, made for a picture-perfect entrance.

Citrus scent from the lemon trees followed as Kim walked to the front of the property, her senses now well and truly awakened.

The villa was of the same blotchy peach plaster as the outside wall, a pretty two-storey house with a terracotta roof and rustic windows trimmed with dull cast iron railings that had long since seen better days.

Turning to check out the view from the front of the house, Kim noticed a terraced area beneath the gardens, accessible by four or five stone steps leading down to small pool bordering the edge of the entire site overlooking the panoramic bay.

Without the ornate bougainvillea-laden perimeter railings holding everything together, it was as if the entire site could easily slip right off the edge and plummet down to the rocky shore below.

OK, so this place was old, but surprisingly charming, and while Kim didn’t have high hopes for the quality of accom- modation, given the crumbling exteriors, she already felt a weird sense of calm at just being here.

It was as if Villa Dolce Vita had already cast a spell on her. A chipped wooden front door with a ringed black-painted knocker at its centre stood wide open, and Kim hesitated

momentarily as she listened for noise from inside.

She wasn’t sure if there were other guests staying there already or if anyone was even expecting her, but there was no going back now.

She took a deep breath. She was really here. Doing her own thing, finding her own path.

Time to take the plunge.

Here goes nothing …




Chapter 1

Now

The word ‘transformation’ was an understatement.

The once-crumbling Villa Dolce Vita was now one of the loveliest restorations on the Amalfi Coast area, in Kim’s opinion at least. It was the perfect location for a wellness centre and retreat, and was going to be the ultimate real-life showcase for her business, The Sweet Life.

In the two years since they’d bought it, Kim and her business partners had wholly achieved their intention to create a very subtle, yet contemporary architectural update that reinterpreted the character of the building, while staying faithful to its origins. Outside, the cast iron perimeter and window railings had all been lovingly restored, external plasterwork and sash windows replaced with wholly sympathetic but weatherproof alterna- tives, and every last one of the terrace’s limestone tiles and steps had been completely relaid to ensure a sleeker, less rickety poolside surface.

The gardens had been well-maintained throughout the years, and while they’d had no choice but to cut back some of the more aggressive bougainvillea so as to retouch the exterior plaster- work, and earmarked a patch previously overrun with dying trees for a lawned area, little other work had been required.

The remaining good olive and lemon trees still bore heavy fruit, and the familiar citrus scent now filled the warm summer air as Kim wound her way through the courtyard.

At last, the Villa Dolce Vita Wellness and Cultural Retreat was due to open next month and Kim couldn’t wait.

‘Just here,’ she said, as she supervised the delivery guys. The patio furniture some of the locals were carrying had been hand-picked by Kim, each piece reflecting her own classic style as well as the influence of their Amalfi Coast surroundings.

‘Giving orders already, I see,’ an amused male voice called out from behind her.

Kim smiled. ‘Someone once told me that if you want some- thing done right you have to do it yourself.’

‘Yes, I think I have heard that one.’ Antonio Berger had been one of Kim’s business partners for the past five years. More than two decades her senior, the Italian was more of a father figure and mentor, and encouraged her in every venture she pursued. When she’d first met him and his wife, Emilia, on her first visit to Italy almost six years before, they’d been a welcome presence in her life and much-needed guides as she tried to navigate away from her upbringing and figure out what to do with her life.

Antonio, as ever, was dressed in a light-coloured linen suit and square-front brown leather shoes. His salt-and-pepper hair was brushed back regally, accentuating his long face and square jaw, and his lively brown eyes lit up as he smiled at her. ‘As always, you already seem to have everything covered,’ he commented, stepping back and casually slipping a hand into his trouser pocket as he regarded the villa’s freshly renovated grandeur. ‘You certainly don’t need me.’

‘I always need you,’ she answered with a grin. ‘So do you want the grand tour?’

The pair walked back towards the main house together. ‘You haven’t been here since we bought it, have you?’ she realised as she led him through the narrow hallway to the kitchen at the rear.

She smiled fondly as the memories of her arrival here all those years ago came rushing back.

How the kitchen had once been a cornucopia of blue, green and yellow with its grubby tiling, mismatched cheap units, and equally mismatched plates and cups on the open shelves. All the kitchen units were now bespoke in dark wood, complementing the ochres and light blue accents, and contrasting the wider openings and light tinted walls.

A brand-new staircase replaced the old heavy wooden steps and rails, completely redefining the formerly dark and dreary entryway. Constructed in white-coated metal, the stairs appeared as if suspended from a softly curved aperture above the main space, adding instant character and interest to the reception area.

The interiors felt lighter, brighter, and much more spacious, with blues and greys of the ocean incorporated primarily in the soft furnishings, bringing a restful classic feel that could be easily updated.

The colour ochre recurred throughout, contrasting with new glass openings overhead and lighter shades on the walls. Bright terrazzo flooring had been installed throughout in place of the dark terracotta mishmash that had welcomed Kim six years before.

‘Actually, no,’ he replied. ‘I meant to, but you know … with Emilia,’ he added gently, referring to his wife who had recently been diagnosed with dementia.

‘How is she?’

Kim noted the way Antonio’s chest rose and fell before he spoke. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to come to terms with the fact that the person you love will eventually lose all memory of you and the life you shared.

It was difficult enough for Kim to get her head around the decline of a sunny, vibrant woman into the confused and frightened soul she apparently was now.

Not that she’d seen Emilia recently, she thought guiltily, given how busy she’d been getting this place ready for the launch. The Bergers were based in Milan, while Kim lived in California, where her husband was from, and whenever she travelled to Italy to check on the renovation project, her short visits had been restricted to the Amalfi Coast.

‘It is hard to say. Sometimes she is perfectly lucid, the same Emilia, while others … ’ he trailed off solemnly. ‘The doctors have been talking about residential care but I think that is premature,’ he added, almost to himself. Kim knew the very idea of it was killing him.

She stepped forward to give him another hug.

‘It’ll be lovely to see her at the party and once all of this is over, I’m looking forward to spending some quality time with you both.’

He patted her back paternally. ‘It’s OK, I’m coming to terms with it, and for the most part she is still my Emilia. We’ve had a good life and have been through a lot together. She gave me two beautiful children and almost forty years of true love,’ he said with a fond smile. ‘I would be nowhere else than by her side.’

‘Then I’m even more grateful that you carved out the time for me. I know it must’ve been a wrench to leave her.’

He shook his head lightly. ‘No, no, she is excited about this. You needed me also, and of course she and I are not just your partners, but your friends, too. In any case,’ he teased, ‘perhaps she will not even miss me.’

Though she knew he was joking, she could still hear the pain behind his words. Ever the optimist, she knew he was trying his utmost to not let his wife’s diagnosis blight their lives or dampen their spirits.

Now he took both of her hands in his. ‘So how are you, bella?’

Kim smiled gamely but knew it didn’t reach her eyes and Antonio would likely see through her own pretence just as easily. ‘Just OK,’ she answered, averting her gaze. ‘I’m a bit tired. There’s been a lot going on and still loads to get through. At least I’m here on the ground now, the invites are out and the guest list is finalised … ’

‘Well, it’s a long list. Are your friends going to make it? The ladies who were with you that summer?’

Kim had almost forgotten she’d first met Antonio the same time as Annie and Colette. The three had come together as strangers six years ago at the villa but in the ensuing years had managed to maintain their friendship, albeit at long-distance with their contact now sporadic.

She and Colette had been guests at each other’s weddings, and she’d managed to meet up with Annie on a business trip to Dublin the year before last.

Of course, social media made it easy to keep track of each other’s lives, but Kim missed the closeness they’d shared that summer. It would be so lovely to get the gang back together in person for a reunion. Here at the villa, especially.

‘I hope so,’ Kim said, realising that she needed to check in on the RSVPs. She’d sent invites to both women, asking them and their respective plus ones to next month’s official Villa Dolce Vita Wellness and Cultural Retreat launch celebration, including flights and a hotel stay over a long weekend.

Once the party was done and the centre officially open for reservations, Kim would be temporarily free from work obligations. She relished the chance of catching up with them here and revisiting some of their old haunts.

She hooked her arm in Antonio’s. ‘Let’s keep going. I’ve still got lots to show you. The bedrooms have been transformed, too, and wait till you see where we managed to slot in the massage area.’

When he’d finished his tour of the accommodation area, and its new state-of-the-art wellness facilities, Antonio nodded with satisfaction. ‘You’ve done an amazing job, Kim. The investors will be more than happy.’

‘I just hope it’s enough to get those reservations flooding in.’ She smiled. ‘Now, how about lunch? We can head down to Il Buco, maybe? I’m feeling in the mood for pizzaiola beef.’ Antonio looked at her with a sad smile. ‘Bella, in all the time I’ve been here you have not once mentioned your husband.

Gabe is coming next month, too, I hope?’

Kim’s heart stuttered guiltily. ‘Of course. He and Lily are flying in soon, actually.’ Her three-year-old, a beautiful little girl she barely saw these days.

Gabriel’s plan was to have some long overdue family time in Italy together before everything kicked off. Kim only hoped that things would run smoothly in the run-up to the launch so that she could carve out the necessary time.

Much like Antonio, her husband was an optimist at heart. Now she could feel her mentor’s eyes following her as they meandered back out to the courtyard and down the steps to the pool terrace perched on the edge of the property. When she turned to look at him, the expression on his face said it all.

‘Don’t … ’

He smiled weakly. ‘I’m sorry but thirty-odd years of marriage has taught me well. I know trouble when I see it.’ He stepped closer, taking Kim’s hand in his as he patted her knuckles. ‘Why don’t we go to lunch and you tell me everything? All right?’

But Kim didn’t want to talk about her personal life. She really didn’t. She had enough on her mind.

‘I won’t take no for an answer,’ he insisted gently and she knew there was no point in refusing.

While she’d never been able to talk to her father, to trust or confide in him, Antonio was so much more reliable. He understood her, sometimes even better than she did herself.

Minutes later, Kim leaned her head back against the plush leather seats of Antonio’s convertible Maserati as the car wound along the coast towards Sorrento. She gazed out over the water, catching sight of the magnificent island of Capri in the distance. She held her hand out, allowing the warm breeze to pass through her fingers as sunlight danced across the dazzling blue of the sea.

She would never, ever tire of this view and doubted there were many others in the world to compare.

This place had transformed her life six years ago.

Perhaps it could do the same again now.

The Summer Villa is available now!
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