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Praise for The Moonlight Gardening Club 

‘Sweet and heartwarming’ 
Marian Keyes

‘The word “uplifting” was invented for this tender and poignant story. I adored all the characters and the warm, loving community of fascinating people who come together in support of each other. It’s a beautifully written debut’ 
Judy Leigh 

‘What a delight … a gorgeous, emotional read with characters to hold your heart’ 
Liz Fenwick

‘A poignant, heartwarming, uplifting story of the enriching gift of friendship. A terrific debut novel that will enthral readers’ 
Patricia Scanlan

‘Full of warmth and heart, The Moonlight Gardening Club is an absolute delight. Ruby and Frankie are characters to really care for and will inspire you to grab your wellies and get out into the garden! Rosie Hannigan is an exciting new voice in Irish fiction. I look forward to reading more from her!’ 
Hazel Gaynor

‘A beautiful, warm book with relatable characters and plenty of surprises’ 
Rachael English

‘Rosie Hannigan weaves a delightful tale showing how friendship can pull us from our darkest moments. Secrets, love and forgiveness – the perfect seaside read!’ 
Amelia Addler

‘Frankie and Ruby’s voices were beautifully distinct … well done to this stunning writer, Rosie Hannigan is one to watch!’ 
Amanda Geard

‘An evergreen story of friendship and hope, The Moonlight Gardening Club is written with such warmth and humour, you’ll want to visit time and again. It’s a moving journey of healing and growth in a gorgeous setting, the perfect book to lose yourself in’ 
Evie Gaughan

‘An emotionally riveting story of friendship and secrets … Rosie’s colourful prose really pulls the reader in. I’m very excited for what comes next!’ 
Amanda Cassidy

‘A warm and charming debut that’s absolutely full of heart’ 
Ally Sinclair



  
Dedication

For David, the most important person in my life. 
You always said I could do it – and now I have. 
You were right, thank goodness.
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1

Ruby

Ruby turned off the ignition as she parked on the wide driveway, out of sight, on the far side of Eyrie Lodge, the six-bedroomed, angular holiday house she would now call home. The electric gate behind her shut automatically with a slow groan. Ruby breathed out, allowing her shoulders to slowly drop from the hunched position she’d driven in all the way from Dublin. She pushed her sunglasses back into her hair, feeling how long it had gotten. She really should have had it coloured; her greys were showing more than she was comfortable with. She closed her eyes, and a tentative smile crept across her face. She opened them again and blinked rapidly.

‘I did it,’ she whispered. ‘James, I did it – I drove here myself. I wish you were here to see it.’

Pressing her lips together, Ruby gripped the steering wheel, tears spilling down her cheeks. Her makeup would be ruined, but she didn’t care. She was glad she’d decided to come down a day early to beat the Easter weekend traffic that would have rattled her nerves. The holiday weekend promised to be sunny, and the roads would be crazy on Friday with families taking advantage of the long weekend.

In the eighteen months since James had passed away, she’d been busy sorting and arranging his business affairs and, more recently, selling their Dublin home and moving back to Castletown Cove. She’d made no plans for her early arrival, and hadn’t told anyone she was coming down a day early either. Coming back to Castletown Cove was precisely what she’d been craving. Now all she wanted was to enjoy the peace and have a large glass of wine while watching the sea from the balcony.

She grabbed her overnight case and bag and got out of the car. The warm and familiar scent of the sea hit her immediately, and she gulped it in. Like a hug from a best friend, the smells and sounds of her hometown were a balm to her nerves. The sound of crashing waves made her turn to face the view she’d always loved. With her house keys gripped tight in her hand, Ruby’s gaze swept from left to right.

The cove before her shone golden in the evening sun. The sea glittered and the gulls swooped low and long over the waves. To her left, the coast road led to the main public beach and the village’s two small hotels. Both were busy with tourists and locals enjoying drinks and dipping chunks of buttered Guinness bread into their bowls of chowder. The smaller hotel by the beach, where she’d worked part-time for pocket money during her school summer holidays, was much the same as it always had been, except it was painted cornflower blue now instead of sunflower yellow. The more prominent hotel, a stately former private residence, was still white, although it seemed to glow apricot as the sun set. To her right, the playground across the road was busy, and the tennis courts beside it hosted a doubles couple finishing their game.

Further down the road, the boats in the harbour bobbed, chiming and clinking as the waves rolled beneath them. The spring breeze picked up and Ruby shivered. Her city outfit, chic as it was, didn’t cut it here. James had gifted her the Missoni fitted dress for her fifty-fourth birthday two years ago. It was perfect for hot city days, but the lightweight knit was no match for the sharp sea breezes that had a habit of whipping up out of nowhere here.

Ruby loosened her grip on the house keys. Coming back to Castletown Cove had been the right thing to do. She’d grown up here, knew every laneway and landmark, could tell you who owned which field and who was related to who. Although most of her family had now moved away, she still had a small number of Dublin friends who said they’d be lining up to come visit her in her seaside abode – Pamela insisted she’d be the first down, as long as the gin was good and the sand soft. Ruby smiled. Pamela would be in for a treat. The Cove had three beaches to choose from, an art gallery to browse and lunch at, and several exceptionally well-reviewed restaurants nearby. It would be fun hosting her friends, she thought as she gazed out over the sea, but it would be hard without James.

For a start, she’d have to get to grips with the new improvements he’d insisted on doing to Eyrie Lodge without him showing her how to work them. For as long as she could recall he’d taken charge of all that kind of stuff, upgrading alarm systems, installing security cameras, and programming their heating system. The last thing he had done was to install motorised window blinds. They were her favourite of all his crazy upgrades. ‘They’re fool-proof,’ he’d told her. Even she could operate them from the app he’d installed on her phone.

Ruby turned away from the ocean view, a heavy weight crushing her heart. Her husband had always loved this place. From the moment he’d first laid eyes on it he’d worked hard to obtain the house from the previous owners. Ruby smiled at the memory. He’d practically courted them until they’d sold him the property, then he’d gutted it and created the spectacular modern cliff-top villa it was today. He’d not only changed the whole house but renamed it too. When Ruby had remarked that as kids they’d always called the original house the Crow’s Nest, he’d grimaced and immediately set to work changing it. They’d been in the kitchen mixing their Friday evening gin and tonics when she’d mentioned it.

‘Crow’s Nest?’ James had said. His lips curled. ‘Why did you call it that?’

‘Well.’ Ruby had laughed at his disdain. ‘First of all, look at your face – you’re such a snob!’

‘It’s called having standards.’ He’d flicked a tea towel at her. ‘And it’s a good thing one of us has them.’

Ruby had let the remark slide. James hadn’t meant anything by it. Instead, she’d pulled a face at him. ‘It’s overlooking the sea and high up,’ she’d said. ‘And that odd roof angle over the front door juts out like a crow’s nest on a boat.’

‘I get it,’ he’d said, his brows lowered. ‘Crow’s Nest … well, what’s the proper name?’

‘Number Three Harbour Road.’ Ruby had sliced limes and added them to the gleaming glasses in front of her.

‘Ouch,’ James had said. ‘I don’t know which is worse.’

‘Doesn’t matter.’ Ruby had added tonic to his gin. ‘It’ll always be the Crow’s Nest to the locals.’

‘You say that now,’ he’d said. ‘But by the time I’m done with it, they won’t remember what that place looked like. All they’ll see is beauty and carefully balanced proportions.’

‘I have no doubt.’ Ruby had smiled at him.

‘I like the connection to nature, to birds,’ he’d said as she handed him his glass. He’d sipped and smiled. ‘Perfect.’ He’d raised his glass to her. ‘As always.’

They’d gone out into their suntrap of a garden and stayed there until it got cold. It had been a rare Friday night at home, one that Ruby remembered fondly. It was when they were heading to bed that he’d announced the new name.

‘Eyrie Lodge,’ he’d told Ruby as she’d brushed her teeth. ‘That’s it. I knew the place reminded me of something … when I was a kid we stayed in a house in Maine called Eyrie Lodge for a summer. It had a similar sea view. I always loved it there.’

He’d picked up his toothbrush. Ruby remembered how she’d looked at him and marvelled at childhood holidays in America. It was far from holidays she’d been reared on. They’d gone to her aunt’s house in Carlow for a week once. All the kids had slept on camp beds in the back kitchen, where the fries were cooked for the men. A fry-up was a treat, but it didn’t match up to Maine lobster rolls. Brushing her teeth, she’d shrugged. It didn’t matter to James that changing the name might bother her, and she wasn’t sure it did. Sometimes, though, she did think that Eyrie Lodge was far too grand and aloof for Castletown Cove. It wouldn’t have been such a bad thing if he’d simply left it as the Crow’s Nest – it was what the locals still called it anyway.

They’d planned on retiring to Eyrie Lodge, but James hadn’t stopped working, despite his age. At his seventieth birthday dinner party he’d announced to all their guests that he was going to continue working until he was forced to stop. Ruby had laughed along with everyone else while she quelled a ripple of frustration. James was a workaholic; everyone knew it but knowing it didn’t help. It would have been nicer if he’d discussed it with her before the party. Instead, all she could do was laugh, nod and pretend to be on the same page. No one was surprised, not one bit. They all said he was a force to be reckoned with, that if you wanted anything done, you should go to him, that he wouldn’t know what to do with himself if he actually retired. Ruby wished she’d seen it coming, though. Her face hurt from smiling at everyone.

His death had come as a massive shock to not only Ruby but also to friends and colleagues who relied on his expertise and gravitas in the construction industry. It was a shock that she was still reeling from. Even though some people thought she should have expected it – she was fifteen years younger than him, after all – it was a blow to her stomach every morning that she woke up and he wasn’t there. He had been her rock; without him she was left floundering and growing exhausted by her attempts to tread the cold, forbidding water of the rest of her life.

When she’d toyed with the idea of selling Eyrie Lodge, saying to Pamela that it was too painful for her to think of it, Pamela had reminded her of his love for the house.

‘Ruby, darling, listen to me.’ Pamela had squeezed Ruby’s hands and then rubbed them to warm them up. ‘If there’s anything that you should not do, it’s sell that house. It’s too soon. You’re still in shock – I worry about that. You need to give yourself some more time to grieve. There’s nothing wrong with taking a bit of time to think things over.’

Ruby remembered glancing away, and taking her hands from Pamela’s. She’d wrapped her arms around her body and felt the prominent outline of her ribs under the many layers she had been wearing. It was ironic that after years of dieting and exercising, it was when she least felt like slipping into a slinky dress or bikini that she’d achieved her goal weight. James would have praised her. He’d been so encouraging of her attempts to get slimmer, continually reminding her of what she was aiming for. He’d even spent a fortune on a Victoria Beckham dress in a smaller size to help her to feel motivated. Ruby had swallowed and tuned back in to what Pamela was saying.

‘And James loved it.’ Pamela had leaned forward and tapped Ruby’s knee. ‘Remember, he always said that nowhere on earth made him feel so rejuvenated. He used to tell me, “Pam, sweetheart, I never feel better than when I’m by the sea. Ah! What pleasant visions haunt me as I gaze upon the sea! All the old romantic legends, all my dreams, come back to me.”’

‘Henry Wadsworth Longfellow said that.’ Ruby had sniffed. ‘It was one of my favourite poems.’

‘Henry who?’ Pamela’s brow had furrowed, then cleared. ‘Oh, I see. I thought it was rather poetic of James. Wasn’t it sweet of him to memorise a line from your favourite poem?’

Ruby had smiled.

Pamela had clapped her hands. ‘Finally!’ she’d said. ‘A smile! You should do it more often – it suits you. But seriously, Ruby, you need to give it more time. Don’t sell the place yet. Think it over. James would want you to at least spend some time there – as you two had planned.’

That was it, Ruby remembered as she let herself into Eyrie Lodge. That was the moment when she knew she couldn’t sell it. Pamela had been right. James, despite his declaration to continue working, had teased her with promises of morning walks along the golden sand followed by brunch and tennis. He’d talked of buying a boat – and she knew he didn’t mean a small boat or a fishing trawler. She wondered how they’d have taken to him down at the harbour in his deck shoes and Panama. It was no marina, that was for sure, and the men there were tough and well able to read people. They’d have had the cut of James in an instant. Ruby sighed. If she were very honest with herself, she didn’t think he’d have been readily accepted there, but without a doubt, he’d have charmed them all eventually.

She passed straight through the house and upstairs into the kitchen. It was one of the first things James had decided to change, and Ruby was glad he had turned the house upside down. The sea views from the first floor were spectacular. The kitchen was gleaming, Ruby noticed. Sandra, the housekeeper, was a gem. She’d stocked the fridge and pantry with the basics, and a vase of fresh flowers stood on the end of the large white island unit. Ruby took out the freshly prepared goat’s cheese salad Sandra had left for her. She sat at the island and ate absentmindedly while skimming through the post Sandra had left on the counter. One letter was addressed to James. Ruby’s hands shook as she set it aside. It was still difficult to see post addressed to Mr Knight arriving, almost as strange as it had been to see her own name change after they’d married. With a groan, she set the letter aside. She’d thought she’d notified everyone of his passing. She made a mental note to contact the sender.

It was only then, when she got to the bottom of the salad bowl that she remembered that she didn’t particularly like goat’s cheese. It had been James’s favourite. They’d always had it on arrival at the holiday house. It was a tradition, and somehow she hadn’t thought to tell Sandra that she’d prefer something else.

Pushing her bowl away, Ruby checked the time. It was still light out, and the sky was barely fading to night. The sounds of the sea were silenced by the triple-glazed doors that led to the balcony. The absolute quiet made her shiver. She got up, poured a glass of white wine and walked over to look out of the balcony doors.

Everything had suddenly quietened down. The playground was empty. A single luminous tennis ball sat in the far corner of the court. Even the gulls had fallen silent. She couldn’t discern where the sea met the sky anymore as a sea fog rolled in and engulfed everything. She snorted. The fog had sneaked in, fast and silent, and had taken her view and evening away from her, just as James’s death had taken her joy and future. The streetlights flickered on, their faint peach glow blending with the fog.

‘Typical,’ Ruby muttered. ‘If I were looking for a sign that I made the right decision, then this is not a good start.’ She lifted her wine glass to her lips and was surprised to find it empty. She was about to pour a second glass when she felt James’s presence as if he were standing beside her. She could almost see his raised eyebrow and hear him ask, ‘Is that wise when you’ve barely eaten all day?’ The bottle of wine felt suddenly heavy. She slipped the stopper into the neck of the bottle and returned the bottle to the fridge. She was already feeling tipsy, whether from the adrenaline crash from making the journey down alone or from the wine, she couldn’t tell, but she knew he was right. He knew she hated feeling drunk; being so out of control always upset her.

Ruby raised her empty glass. ‘Cheers, James,’ she said. ‘Thank you for always having my back. I miss you so much.’




2

Frankie

The sea sparkled under the morning sun, making Frankie smile even though they were running late. She stopped hurrying and pulled the soft, warm April air deep into her lungs, relishing the slightly salty tang. The weekend rolling into the Easter break was promising to be glorious. For the first time in months, Frankie was glad it was Friday.

A long weekend, she thought as the sun glinted on the sea. She might even get a lie-in if she was lucky, but first, she needed to get this job out of the way.

She tucked a curl of red hair behind her ear as she hurried towards Number Three Harbour Road, her phone gripped in her hand. Her six-year-old son, Dillon, trailed behind her. His own red curls, in need of a cut, fell over his eyes.

‘Dillon, come on,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘We’re going to be late.’ She’d promised Sandra she’d do her this favour before dropping Dillon to school for the midterm Easter camp that she’d scraped together enough money to pay for. Sandra had offered to take him for the week, but Frankie had declined. It had been kind of Sandra to offer, but Frankie had always managed to take care of Dillon without help outside the family. Although it was harder now Aggie was gone.

‘I can’t.’ Dillon paused. ‘Look what I found. It’s a ladybird, and it might be a harlequin one. Teacher told me about them; they’re invaders.’

Frankie stopped and waited for her son to catch up with her. She bent down to examine the ladybird on the back of his hand.

‘I think we’re safe,’ she said. ‘This fella is tiny. Harlequins are bigger, remember?’

Her phone beeped. Another message from Sandra.

I meant to tell you I left washing in the machine by mistake. Could you hang it out?

Frankie rolled her eyes. When would she get away from these menial jobs? The tasks were never-ending. With some luck, hotel management would take her application for the receptionist position seriously this time. She didn’t need a degree in management or hospitality to do it – she knew the hotel inside out – but it felt as if management ignored her experience. There was a possibility that they’d hold her lack of computer skills against her, even though she covered the desk at least once a week when Irina had to leave early to take her mother to the hospital. In the meantime, she was stuck with the job she had. She texted Sandra back.

No problems. I’ll sort it.

Dillon looked up at her, his little face bright. ‘I think you’re right, Mammy. I didn’t remember that bit. How come you can remember stuff so easy?’

Frankie booped his nose and slid her phone into her jeans pocket. ‘I don’t remember lots of stuff,’ she said. ‘Once, I forgot that I had to be somewhere important, and by the time I did remember, I had to run all the way there, and I almost missed it.’

‘What was it?’ Dillon asked.

‘I’ll tell you another time,’ Frankie said. She pulled his fleece closer around his slim shoulders and stood up. ‘We’re late – remember!’

‘Oh, yes.’ Dillon nodded. ‘We should hurry up.’

Frankie watched his exaggerated wiggly speed walk as they approached the house she’d promised Sandra she’d go over to. One day, she thought, I’ll tell you that I was almost late to see your daddy and that the best thing I ever did was to go and tell him that I loved him and that I was sorry. She closed her eyes briefly, opening them as Dillon turned back to wave at her to come on. Whatever had put that memory into her head, she didn’t know, but she sure as hell didn’t have time to dwell on it. Sandra had said that the chances were that the owner of Number Three Harbour Road – or Eyrie Lodge as the sign on the gate announced – wouldn’t be there until after eleven, as that’s when the removal vans were due to arrive.

‘Although, I don’t know where she’ll put anything,’ Sandra had said. ‘He has that house immaculately laid out. Everything is designer. The sofa came from Harrods, for crying out loud, Harrods! I believe it cost almost twenty thousand euros, not including delivery. Anyways, that’s neither here nor there. There’s barely any storage, so where is she going to put anything else? And will I get paid more for the extra cleaning I’ll have to do?’

Frankie had shrugged. She’d never been in Eyrie Lodge but had always wanted to look around it. From the outside, it seemed serene and ordered, a safe haven in a wild and woolly world. She imagined the interior as she would have decorated it: warm whites, soft greys, and misty blues on the walls and drapes. The furniture would be like the Danish wooden furniture she’d seen on Pinterest, all honey-toned smooth lines and velvety to the touch. If it were hers, she’d paint a wall in the kitchen with chalk paint for Dillon to draw on and for shopping lists and reminders to pay bills, and out in the garden, she’d install one of those fantastic wooden play centres with swings and slides and a playhouse. No need for a sandpit. She smiled as she punched the gate code into the pad – the beach was just down the way.

Taking Dillon’s hand, Frankie made her way around the left side of the house to the utility room. Sandra told her she’d leave the alarm off, so she didn’t need to worry about that. All she had to do was to put the goat’s cheese salad in the bin – apparently, Sandra had made it on autopilot, only later remembering that it would remind the owner of her deceased husband – and make up a fresh chicken Caesar one instead. She slid the key into the lock. Frankie’s hazel eyes widened as the door opened to reveal a state-of-the-art utility room.

‘Holy moly, Mammy,’ Dillon said as he slipped by her. ‘This room is bigger than our house.’

‘It is,’ Frankie said. She ran her hands along a flawless white marble countertop. The room was painted entirely white with a patterned floor tile in shades of grey and white and black that Frankie knew, from her Pinterest trawling, harked back to the Victorian era. Large windows lined the right wall, and at the end of the dazzling white counter sat the largest washing machine and tumble dryer duo she’d ever seen. White baskets were neatly tucked away on shelves above the machines, and a drying rack hung with tea towels and dishcloths stood against the far wall. Frankie spun around. The space opposite the windows was a perfectly finished mud room. There was wall space for coats, a neat bench to make it easier to take mucky boots off, and plenty of shelves for those mucky boots to reside. Only two pairs sat side by side, one black and the other pink. Neither were muddy. They looked barely worn at all. Cupboards reached from floor to ceiling, and Frankie’s finger twitched to look inside. She sucked air in through her teeth. Maybe later, after she’d made the salad and hung the washing out, she’d take a peek inside. She peered around again. This was exactly how she’d imagined her dream home; only hers would be less white.

‘It makes me squinty,’ Dillon whispered as the sun blazed out from behind the April clouds.

Frankie blinked rapidly. ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I’d hate to be stuck in here doing the ironing with this sun. Come on, let’s get cracking. You can watch telly while I do my work.’

‘Telly? Really?’ Dillon danced on the spot.

‘Yes, really – don’t act like you never get to watch telly.’ Frankie shook her head and smiled. ‘Come on, Sandra said the kitchen is upstairs. Imagine – the kitchen is upstairs!’ She opened the door and led Dillon down a wide hall to a broad, carpeted staircase. She took one look at the pale carpet and frowned.

‘Oh, buddy, I think we should take our shoes off,’ she said and slipped her feet out of her old trainers. Dillon sat down on the bottom step and tugged his off. Frankie prayed that the seat of his trousers was clean and wouldn’t leave a mark when he got up. Her socks looked grubby against the cream, and she exhaled as she picked up their trainers and went back to the utility room, where she popped them on the shelf next to the boots. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all, but she did owe Sandra a favour, and at least now it would be done.

Frankie tiptoed up the stairs, taking Dillon’s hand as she made her way through the open-plan upstairs. Space after space opened up before her, all with spectacular views of the Cove. She stood in front of the balcony window and caught Dillon’s hand just as he was about to place it in the middle of the gleaming pane. She blew out a breath. How did Sandra manage to keep this house in such pristine condition? The place was huge, and everything in it was shiny and perfect. She spotted the famous Harrods sofa at the end of the long room. Frankie grimaced. Of course, it was a warm pale white and not something she relished her messy six-year-old son clambering over, not with his penchant for digging up worms and rooting in woodpiles for creepy-crawlies. Lord knows what resided under his nails – she’d almost given up scrubbing them because he was capable of getting mucky within minutes of being washed.

Glancing around, she saw a charcoal check throw neatly positioned on the end of the ottoman, and she snatched it up. Too bad, Sandra would just have to rearrange it perfectly when she got back. With a flick of her wrist, she spread it on the sofa and positioned her son squarely in the middle.

‘Don’t move from that spot,’ she said kissing his head. ‘I’ll be ten minutes making this salad, and then we’ll go back downstairs.’

Dillon froze. His eyes glinted. ‘This spot?’ he murmured while trying not to move his lips.

‘Yes!’ Frankie laughed. ‘That very spot! I’m terrified that sofa will get Dillon Dirty!’

‘I’ll be careful, Mammy, I promise.’

‘I know, buddy – you’re a good boy.’ She picked up the remote control and stared at it. How could something so small control a television so large that it almost filled a whole wall? Eventually, she must’ve pressed the right button because the huge screen flickered on. Pressing another button, she breathed a sigh of relief as the channels appeared on the screen. ‘CBeebies?’ she asked her son.

Dillon nodded and slowly leaned back against the throw. Frankie looked at him, and her heart double beat. When he did that, he always reminded her of how calm Liam had looked when he’d proposed to her. Liam had leaned back the same way when she’d said yes, before bursting into happy laughter. There’d never been any doubt on her behalf. She was always going to say yes; she’d always been sure of his love for her. She swallowed the lump in her throat and reached for the engagement ring on her left hand, twisting it as if she was making a wish.

‘You can go now, Mammy. I won’t move.’ Dillon’s soft voice pulled her back to the present. He was already engrossed and didn’t notice her tears. She smiled.

‘I see how it is,’ she said. ‘I’ll just be in the kitchen, okay?’

Dillon nodded. Frankie smiled and walked back along the room towards the kitchen. The kitchen took her breath away. It wasn’t anything like she’d expected. There was a lot of clear space, and everything was cleverly designed. It took her a few minutes to find the chopping boards as they had their own little slot under the worktop, and another hot minute to realise that the kitchen tap was one of those taps that also gave out boiling water. Shaking her head, she reached into her bag and pulled out an empty lunchbox before going to the fridge to find the goat’s cheese salad she was to get rid of. Such a waste, she thought as she rifled through the fridge. It was filled with the freshest produce, and she felt less guilty about considering popping the goat’s cheese salad into her own lunchbox instead of wasting it.

‘Wilful waste,’ Aggie, her granny, always said, ‘is woeful want.’ Well, it would be if she could find the salad first. Sandra must’ve gone mad. There was no goat’s cheese salad to be seen. Frankie rolled her eyes and pulled out a fresh head of cos lettuce and a slab of parmesan. She placed them on the counter and turned back to the fridge. A pot of Dillon’s favourite yoghurt caught her eye, and she picked it up.

Suddenly a man’s voice boomed into the kitchen, something about losing his socks at the beach but not to worry because the Octonauts would find them. Slamming the fridge door, Frankie dashed into the living room, where the noisy man blared from the television.

Dillon had his hands over his ears, and his face scrunched up. ‘I only wanted to turn it up a little bit,’ he yelled. ‘But it wouldn’t turn down. I didn’t mean it.’

‘It’s okay,’ Frankie scrambled around his legs, placing the pot of yoghurt beside him, and grabbed the remote control. She stared at it for a minute. ‘What did you press?’ she called to Dillon.

‘I don’t know,’ he wailed. ‘I’m sorry!’

‘It’s okay.’ Frankie gritted her teeth and tried to keep calm. She turned around to face the television and fumbled with the buttons, frantically pressing each one until the sound turned down. Then turning back to Dillon, she placed the remote control on the ottoman.

‘It’s loud enough, now, all right? Don’t touch the controls again.’ She waited for Dillon to nod. His eyes glistened with tears, and her heart sank. She knelt down in front of her son and hugged him. ‘Ah, buddy, don’t cry. It’s fine – it was an accident. I’m not cross—’

‘Who are you?’ A woman’s angry voice cut clear across the room. For a moment, Frankie thought it was coming from the television again. She let go of Dillon and turned around. A woman wearing grey silk pyjamas stepped forward so that she was framed in an open doorway.

‘I said, who are you?’ the woman barked. ‘What are you doing in my house?’

‘Oh, you’re not supposed to be here,’ Frankie blurted. Scrambling to her feet, she knocked against the ottoman and stubbed her toe. ‘Jesus! No, sorry, I’m sorry.’ She hopped back, then rubbed her toe with her other foot.

‘Well?’ The woman had her hands on her hips now. Frankie stared at her. She was a slight woman with messy bed hair, yet she reminded Frankie of the teacher she’d hated most. The teacher who’d constantly humiliated her and never let her forget that she didn’t have a father. Frankie drew herself up straight. She could face down anyone with bed hair.

‘I’m Francesca,’ she said, using her full name for impact. ‘Sandra asked me to come over to do some chores she forgot about. She said you wouldn’t be arriving until later.’

The woman looked her up and down. ‘And part of that means that you and your … son … get to run amok in my home does it?’

‘No,’ Frankie said. ‘Of course not. But what was I supposed to do? Leave him on the doorstep while I made your salad?’

‘I wouldn’t put it past someone who is so clearly irresponsible,’ the woman drawled.

‘What is that supposed to mean?’ Frankie took a step forward. The hairs on her forearms prickled. The teacher she hated had often referred to Frankie’s mother as irresponsible and used the phrase the apple never falls far from the tree. What kind of person says that to a ten-year-old?

The woman gestured to the pot of yoghurt on the sofa.

‘It’s not open.’ Frankie grimaced. ‘And I wasn’t going to give it to him. It was in my hand when the telly blared.’

‘Right.’ The woman nodded, looking sceptical. Frankie took a breath and sucked in her lip.

‘Look, I’m sorry,’ she began. ‘I was only doing Sandra a favour—’

‘You’ve already said that.’ The woman moved towards the ottoman, picked up the remote control and turned off the television.

‘Whatever.’ Frankie shrugged. ‘I’m done with this. Make your own salad. Come on, Dillon, let’s get out of this lovely lady’s hair. She needs some alone time.’

‘Okay, Mammy.’ Dillon rolled over and pushed himself up from the sofa, his little hand squashing the yoghurt pot as he did. The pot popped open, and the yoghurt spurted up and out, completely missing the charcoal throw and landing all over the sofa. Flecks of strawberry and a river of pale pink began to sink into the warm white fabric. The woman and Frankie shrieked in unison and dashed to the sofa. Frankie skidded to her knees, the rips in the knees of her jeans tearing even more, and began scooping up the yoghurt












Epilogue

In the Moonlight Garden

Turning down the radio, Frankie switched off the car engine and sat back. She’d passed her test a week ago, and still couldn’t believe she was driving. This May Bank Holiday weekend last year, she had been washing mould off the walls in her house. Now her house was no longer a mouldy death trap, but a gorgeous contemporary cottage, and she was driving to work and night classes as if she’d been doing it all her life.

Tapping the steering wheel, she grinned. This was just the beginning; she could go anywhere from here. She checked her handbag again for the letter she’d received that day. She needed Ruby to see it, to confirm that it was what she thought it was. Hopping onto the kerb, she spotted Sandra walking towards the garden with Dillon. Frankie waited for them. Dillon waved and grinned. He let go of Sandra’s hand and ran down the path to hug her.

Frankie swung him into the air before she kissed his plump cheeks and hugged him tight.

‘I’ve good news, buddy,’ she said.

‘Me too!’ He kissed her back. ‘You go first. No! I will!’

‘Hold up, buddy!’ Frankie laughed. ‘Do you want to save it to tell Ruby at the same time?’

‘That’s a great idea, Mammy!’ Dillon slipped from her arms. He took off in the direction of the Moonlight Garden as fast as his little legs would carry him.

Frankie looked after him, her eyes shining. Her boy was growing up so fast. He’d really come out of himself since Christmas. Maggie had sent her a text earlier to tell her how he’d given a presentation to the whole school at assembly that morning, explaining to everyone why bugs were important, even the ones that looked scary, even spiders. By the end of his presentation, there was a group of kids from all the classes across the school who wanted to be his friend, so they’d formed a club. With a swelling heart, Frankie fell in with Sandra and followed Dillon into the garden.

‘He’s a great boy,’ Sandra said as they wandered around the garden looking for Ruby and Eoin. ‘He ate all his snacks after school and has his homework done too.’

‘Thanks, Sandra,’ Frankie said. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

‘Go away out of that.’ Sandra laughed. ‘Sure, one more makes no difference in my house. And he’s got manners, which is more than I can say for my lot; he’s a good influence on them. Himself and my Catherine are thick as thieves, by the way. They’ve been plotting something.’

‘Catherine?’ Frankie looked at Sandra, feeling slightly alarmed. Catherine was fifteen, and usually found dancing and perfecting her winged eye-lining technique. What was she doing with Dillon?

‘There they are, look!’ Sandra pointed to where Dillon was jogging on the spot, beside Eoin who looked hot and sweaty. He lowered a large shrub into the hole he’d dug as the women walked over.

‘It’s well you’re looking.’ Sandra winked at him. ‘Where’s herself?’

‘Over there,’ Eoin puffed. ‘With the master plan.’

Looking around, Frankie spotted Ruby, dressed in her fleece and a pair of grubby overalls, and her signature muddy pink boots, leaning over a table. She looked so much better. There was colour in her cheeks, and she’d put on a little of the weight she’d lost before Christmas. Her hair was beginning to grow back, too. Seeing them, Ruby scratched at the cashmere hat she was wearing and walked towards them with a slight limp.

‘You look pleased with yourself,’ she said to Frankie. ‘I know that gleam in your eyes.’

‘You first!’ Dillon ran around them in a circle. ‘You first! You first!’

‘I have news, and so does he,’ Frankie said as Dillon zoomed around them.

‘I’ve some news, too. What’s going on with you? Have you something to tell me?’ Ruby’s eyes widened.

‘What a day.’ Jürgen interrupted them, a pot of narcissus in each hand. He held them up for Ruby’s inspection. ‘I was thinking of adding these to the Love Bench border. They’re almost white.’

‘I’d say they’re white enough.’ Ruby touched the petals. She sniffed the air. ‘They’re scented!’

Jürgen nodded. ‘I think they’re perfect.’

‘I might add them to the plan,’ Ruby said.

Jürgen nodded and ambled away.

‘Your news?’ Frankie said in a low voice. She took Ruby’s hand. ‘Have you got your test results …?’

Ruby nodded. She grasped Frankie’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Frankie’s brown eyes were a muddle of worry. Ruby smiled gently. ‘Still not clear,’ she said quietly. ‘I have to go back for more tests, and then they’ll put together another treatment plan for me.’

‘Oh, Ruby.’ Frankie pulled Ruby into a hug. ‘You need to tell Eoin.’

‘I will,’ Ruby said. ‘But the good news is that the council finally came back to us. They’ve agreed to give us the land. I’ve been redesigning the plans all morning. Come take a look.’

Dillon raced around the garden, his arms behind him and his tongue sticking out to one side. He zoomed past the two women, laughing as they pretended to jump out of his way.

‘I have news! I have news!’ He skidded to a halt in front of them. ‘Catherine helped me, and we sent an email and a picture, and they liked it and they want to show it on the show.’

‘Hold up, buddy, slow down.’ Frankie glanced at Ruby who looked just as puzzled as she was. ‘What do you mean Catherine helped you?’

‘I took some pictures with my camera, and they were really cool. Catherine said they were like tiny dinosaurs or something from Springwatch, so we sent them the pictures with the email,’ Dillon said slowly. ‘Are you with me, Mammy?’

Frankie nodded, not completely with him but eager to try to understand what was going on.

‘Okay. So, then the BBC woman sent me an email and said they loved my pictures and want to use them on their show, if that’s all right with you.’ Dillon sighed. ‘So that’s my news and you have to say yes, Mammy, cos I told everyone in school, and they think I’m cool now.’

Frankie shook her head. ‘Seriously? Is this real? Springwatch?’

Dillon nodded his head so hard Frankie had to take it in her hands and stop him.

‘Hold on there, buddy. You’ll nod your head off.’ She kissed his head. ‘Of course, it’s okay! It’s brilliant – congratulations, buddy. I’m so proud.’

‘Thanks, Mammy!’ Dillon did a happy dance. ‘I knew you were a cool mammy.’

Laughing, Frankie turned to Ruby. ‘Can you believe this?’

‘I can. He’s like you, determined and hardworking,’ Ruby said. ‘Which makes me ask, what’s your news?’

Frankie sucked in her bottom lip. Slipping her hand into her handbag, she took out the letter and carefully unfolded it.

‘Read this,’ she said, handing the letter to Ruby.

Ruby scanned the letter, her heart pounding as she read it. A bubble of motherly pride burst over her. She broke into a huge smile, then looked up at Frankie and then back down at the letter.

‘I need to read this again,’ she said.

‘That’s exactly what I did.’ Frankie smiled.

‘Dear Francesca,’ Ruby read aloud. ‘Each year, University College Dublin, in association with The Hazel Harrington-Howard Memorial Scholarship programme, awards scholarships to participants in our Certificate in Psychology course. We are delighted to inform you that you were put forward by your professor, based on your dedication and desire to further your education in this field. Your hard work and determination have been recognised by the board, and we wish to offer you a full scholarship to continue your studies with us. This scholarship … Oh my God! FRANKIE! You’re going to accept it, aren’t you?’ Ruby grabbed Frankie and hugged her tight. She handed her back the letter. ‘Because you have to! It’s amazing!’

‘I want to,’ Frankie said. ‘But I’ve Dillon …’

‘Oh, give over!’ Ruby nudged her. ‘Haven’t we managed this far?’

‘We have,’ Frankie said.

‘And what’s the problem?’ Ruby grinned. Then laughed. ‘There’s no problem! Nothing we can’t handle.’

Frankie started to laugh. ‘You’re right. What am I waiting for? Oh, Ruby, this is wonderful. I was so worried about accepting it … Will it cover more than one year? How will I manage Dillon and study?’

‘We’ll cross that hurdle when we get to it. That aside, it’s going to be tough,’ Ruby said. ‘But it’s completely manageable. And, Frankie, you’re forgetting that you’re not alone. You have all of us to help you.’

Frankie looked around the Moonlight Garden. Eoin was lifting Dillon up to investigate what was going on at the top of the latest bug hotel extension. Sandra was sorting seed packets in the shed with a group of new gardeners. She waved over and blew a kiss when she saw Frankie watching. Jürgen and Valerie were deep in conversation near the Love Bench; and Josie and May were pottering away at the new raised beds in the kitchen garden.

‘Who’d have thought it? This time last year we were both in such a bad place,’ she said to Ruby. ‘Look where we are now.’

Frankie smiled. She looked up at the sky. ‘I know exactly who’s looking after us.’

‘Well, it’s not James, that’s for sure,’ Ruby said with a significant look. ‘And I wouldn’t want it to be. Come on, let’s go share your news.’

Looking up, Eoin made his way towards them, and took Ruby’s hand.

He kissed the tip of her nose. ‘Any word from your team?’ he asked hopefully.

Ruby lowered her head. ‘They called last night. I didn’t tell you – I needed to process it first. It’s still there, but I’m going in for tests and we’ll put together a new plan of action.’

‘Oh.’ Eoin pulled her to him. He held her tightly and kissed her head. ‘Come here, it’ll be okay.’

Ruby tightened her arms around Eoin, relishing how alive and strong he was. ‘I know. I’ve got this.’

‘We’ve got this,’ he reminded her.

‘Yes,’ Ruby said. She smiled up at him. ‘We do.’

‘I love you, Ruby,’ he said. His eyes softened with tears. ‘No matter what happens, you remember that.’

‘I love you too, Eoin,’ Ruby whispered. ‘We’re going to be okay.’

‘Can you guys get some work done? Enough with the lovey-dovey stuff please!’ Sandra trundled a wheelbarrow past them. She stopped to fix her gardening gloves and took a long look at them. ‘What’re you two up to?’

Ruby shared a glance with Eoin, and knew he understood that she didn’t want to bring down the mood with her own news. She wanted to enjoy one more uncomplicated night of fun and laughter with her friends. ‘Frankie has something to tell you all.’

Everyone turned to Frankie. Clutching the letter, Frankie’s stomach tightened. She waved the letter and tried to talk, but found a lump in her throat. Wiping tears away, she cleared her throat and half smiled, half cried. ‘I got a scholarship. I’m going back to uni. And I couldn’t have done it without you – all of you. I don’t know how to thank you all enough.’

Jürgen hugged Valerie again, much to Val’s delight.

‘I’ll get some bubbles,’ he cried. ‘And pizza maybe – we need pizza too.’

‘Excuse me, ahem.’ Dillon’s little voice piped up. Everyone turned to where he was standing on the Love Bench. ‘I have very important news too. My photo is going to be on the telly and everyone will see it. Maybe even David Attenborough.’

‘I think we need ice cream too after that news.’ Jürgen ruffled Dillon’s hair. ‘Fair play to you, Dillon. That’s some achievement.’

‘It is, isn’t it?’ Dillon said seriously. Behind him Catherine got out her phone and set about direct messaging David Attenborough all about Dillon via Instagram. She crossed her fingers and hoped he’d reply with something nice to say to Dillon.

As the celebration got into full swing, Frankie and Ruby sat together on the Love Bench. Someone had turned up the radio, and Jürgen’s dancing made Frankie giggle.

‘I’m so glad I met you,’ Ruby said, taking Frankie’s hand in hers.

‘I’m glad I met you, too,’ Frankie said. ‘I don’t know what we ever did before you – I can’t imagine a day without you.’

‘It’s crazy, isn’t it?’ Ruby smiled. ‘And I wouldn’t change a thing. Not one minute.’

‘No, not a minute,’ Frankie whispered. Dillon ran over to them and squeezed in between them.

‘Look, Mammy,’ he said. ‘We have the best, craziest friends in the world.’ He pointed over to the group of Moonlight Gardeners who were in full dance mode.

Frankie laughed. ‘That we do,’ she said.

As the sun set and the moon began to rise, the Moonlight Gardeners welcomed the newer members as they arrived for their usual spot of moonlight gardening only to find a party in full swing. The garden glowed and shimmered as laughter and music filled the air.

‘I never imagined living a life like this,’ Frankie said.

‘That makes two of us,’ Ruby agreed. She looked up as Eoin danced towards her with his hand held out. ‘But I like it a lot.’

She took Eoin’s hand, then turned back to offer her other hand to Frankie.

‘Come on.’ She grinned. ‘We don’t know what the future will bring, but for tonight, let’s dance!’

She pulled Frankie up from the bench, and towards their friends. Without hesitation, Frankie went with her. The stars shone down on them, and Frankie knew that Liam was watching down on her, urging her to get into the middle of it all, as he would have if he’d been there.

Enveloped by the group, Frankie joined Ruby and cheered and danced as the moon climbed higher and higher in the sky. It was after midnight when they finally parted ways and went home knowing that no matter what the future held, they had each other to lean on, and that was the most precious thing of all.
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