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  About the Book


  Christmas at Huntersbrook House has always been a family tradition – log fires, long walks through the snowy fields and evenings spent in the local pub. And this year the three grown-up Craig children are looking forward to the holidays more than ever. Pippa to escape her partying lifestyle and mounting debts in Dublin; Joey the demands of his gorgeous girlfriend who seems intent on coming between him and his family; and Lainey to forget about her controlling ex and his recent engagement to another woman.


  But with the family livery yard in financial trouble, this Christmas could be the Craig family’s last at Huntersbrook as they face the prospect of selling the ancestral house.


  As the holiday season gets underway, the family need to come up with a way to save their home, and face the problems they’ve been running away from in Dublin. And what better place to figure things out than around the fire at Huntersbrook House?


  For Sacha and Kim with love.
The most precious gifts I’ll ever receive.
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  Dear Maggie


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Bye for now, Maggie,


  Your trusty friend,


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘When did you break up?’


  ‘Just over a year ago.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


  ‘Can I see?’


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


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


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


  ‘Says who?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Lainey shut the cubicle door and scrutinised herself. This dress would never have graced her hips in a million years without Jules’s insistence. But maybe this was the push she needed to come out of herself. It had been kind of Jules to compare her to Demi Moore, but all Lainey could see was an


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Wicklow County Council

Attention: Mr Joey Craig

Huntersbrook House

Wicklow

Ireland

Dear Mr Craig

We are delighted to inform you of our decision to grant your commercial licence as requested. From this date forward Huntersbrook House has permission to operate as a commercial venue. Please note our terms.



	Licence to serve alcohol must be gained by applying to the address at the foot of this notice.

	The owners may host events on the grounds. Insurance for such events may now be applied for using this document.

	Huntersbrook House may host paying guests in an overnight capacity.





We will forward all relevant documents to enable full registration of your home as a business.

Kind regards

M. Brennan

Wicklow County Council


Huntersbrook House

PIPPA SHOT THROUGH THE MAIN GATE OF HER childhood home, Huntersbrook. Almost instantly she passed the gate lodge to her right. The two-bed bungalow with its painted wooden-framed windows and immaculate hanging baskets reminded her of the cottage from Hansel and Gretel, minus the cauldron witch and cruelty, of course. It blended in so well, she found it hard to remember it hadn’t always been there. Grandma had built it a few years ago as her own oasis, away from the hustle and bustle of the main house. Sadly, she’d passed away before she could really make it her own. Still, Pippa mused, as it had transpired it was a good thing. Her parents Holly and Paddy had taken up residence there a couple of years ago and seemed to have found it quite easy to mould it into their permanent home.

It was still weird to Pippa that none of them actually lived in Huntersbrook House any longer. The stunning Georgian residence had been in the Craig family for generations. But the downturn in the economy had forced them to rethink things. Rather than letting it go, they’d come together as a family to save it.

As she zoomed up the drive she remembered her mother’s finger-wagging the last time she’d come home. ‘Do you absolutely have to drive that fast, Pippa? What difference will it make to your journey from the gate to the front door? Seconds? You need to slow down, my girl. Just look at the wonderful scenery that’s on offer if you choose to glide down the driveway toward the house.’

Pippa grinned triumphantly as she glanced back at the dust cloud she’d created. She knew she was being a bit of a brat, but she’d always had a problem with doing as she was told. Her mother was right about one thing though, Huntersbrook and the surrounding land was pretty spectacular. After the muggy, traffic-jammed chaos of Dublin city, this really was like a slice of heaven on Earth. Not many houses boasted such an expanse of unspoilt land, bereft of freshly constructed housing estates or even purpose-built shopping centres. The rolling fields as far as the eye could see were a joy.

Grinding to a halt at the back of the main house, Pippa jumped out of her car and stood onto the side, leaning on the door. Craning her neck, she tried to squint across to the right and into next door. Her sister, Lainey, had married Matt from next door and was now living in the farmhouse with her baby son, Ely, and father-in-law, Jacob. Their houses were very much separate, but close enough for Lainey to feel as if she hadn’t really left home. That was one of the many differences between the sisters. Pippa would get on a plane train or jet-ski at the drop of a hat if she thought it would lead to an adventure of any kind. While Lainey had always been a home-bird and was perfectly content living a stone’s throw from Huntersbrook.

As she walked in the side door to the kitchen Pippa was greeting by a happy screech from Ely.

‘Hello baby nephew!’ she said scooping him into her arms. ‘Hi Lainey,’ she said rushing to kiss her sister on the cheek. ‘I thought you might still be across the path in your lair.’

‘Joey said to be here for ten,’ she said. ‘It’s almost ten fifteen now. I’ve made scones and the coffee and tea are waiting for boiling water.’

‘Organised to within an inch of your life as usual,’ Pippa teased. ‘Where are Mum and Dad? I didn’t notice any sign of life at the gate lodge just now.’

‘Might that have been because you careered by at a thousand miles an hour?’ Lainey asked.

‘Who, me? Drive too fast? Nah,’ she said. ‘Have you seen them this morning?’

‘Last I spotted, Mum was wrestling with an apple tree she bought. Dad is pottering in a shed, I’m guessing. Do you know what Joey’s up to?’

‘Not a breeze,’ Pippa said picking a tasty sugary bit from a scone.

‘Hey, get away,’ Lainey said slapping her hand. ‘I’m putting them in a basket and we’ll all sit and have them nicely once Joey arrives. I can’t bear the way you pick like that.’

‘I get it from Mum,’ Pippa said shrugging her shoulders. She put a wriggling Ely down so he could continue playing with his wooden bricks on the kitchen floor.

‘That’s not a good thing,’ Lainey said crossly. ‘It’s so rude to pick food like that. Besides, remember the saying Grandma used to recite? “Little pickers wear big knickers”,’ said Lainey smugly.

‘Well my knickers haven’t changed size since I was sixteen,’ Pippa said slapping her own backside.

‘Don’t I know it,’ Lainey sighed. She looked down at her own figure. Instead of losing the post-baby weight after Ely’s birth last year, she’d kind of filled in around her saggy tummy. Even though her mother and Pippa shared that annoying picking habit, neither of them ever put on weight. She, on the other hand, seemed to put on half a stone by even being in the same room as a calorie.

‘I wish I had your metabolism,’ Lainey said wistfully. ‘I try so hard. I’m good for a week and then I seem to lose the run of myself and eat my way back to square one.’

‘Don’t be too hard on yourself,’ Pippa said. ‘You grew a person inside you. That has to have a totally nasty effect on your body, right?’

Lainey stopped short and stared at her sister. With her dark sleek ponytail trailing down her slender back and her stick thin legs in her painted-on-tight jeggings, she could easily pass as a model.

‘We can’t all look like you,’ Lainey snapped.

Pippa threw her head back and whistled before bursting out laughing. ‘Touchy touchy! Jaysus, someone got out the wrong side of the bed this morning. How about I go into the pantry and pull a black sack over my head and sit in the corner rustling?’

In spite of herself, Lainey’s scowl turned into a grin. ‘Shut up, Pip,’ she said swatting her arm playfully. ‘I suppose I’m a bit over-sensitive. Mum didn’t help by telling me yesterday that I look “good and solid”.’

Sadie, who’d been their housekeeper for over forty years, came through to the kitchen from the hallway.

‘Ah now Lainey,’ she said gently. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing you just now. Your Mum didn’t mean any harm with that remark. I was there. She was trying to say that you’re toning up with all that walking you’ve been doing.’

Lainey sighed. It was typical that everyone would take Holly’s side. Nobody seemed to recognise that she treated her differently from the others. She’d never dare make a remark like that about Pippa. Even if she did, Pippa would probably drop-kick her, Lainey mused. Maybe that was what she needed. To be more forceful with her mother. Maybe then she’d treat her with a little more respect and little less disregard.

‘Your mother loves the bones of you three,’ Sadie continued. ‘Even though you girls and Joey are grown-ups now, she still sees you as her babies.’

‘Huh,’ Lainey said unable to let the comment slide. ‘When I was a baby she handed me over to Grandma. She was too delicate to cope with me and yet now she expects me to be unfathomably capable in everything I do.’

‘Your mother would walk over hot coals for each one of you,’ Sadie said firmly. ‘I remember the time you had chicken pox, Lainey. You weren’t more than four or five. You had the worst dose I’ve ever seen. You scratched and cried and your mother stayed awake for four nights on the trot bathing you in bread soda baths.’

Lainey busied herself with setting the table. Not for the first time, she felt Sadie had a rose-tinted image of what had gone on during her childhood. Lainey and Holly had been like sandpaper rubbing off one another from as far back as she could remember. No matter what Sadie or anyone else recalled, Lainey knew the truth. Holly had been there physically while Lainey was small, but mentally she’d been in a dark and clouded place where nobody, least of all her daughter, could reach her.

The sound of a car pulling up on the gravel outside made Lainey sigh with relief. She was uncomfortable with this conversation and didn’t want to get into anything negative with darling Sadie.

‘Here’s Joey,’ Pippa confirmed. ‘This better be good. I don’t appreciate being hauled out of bed at the crack of dawn at the weekend.’

‘It’s half ten, Pippa!’ Sadie said with a giggle. ‘Although knowing you it was dawn before that pretty little head of yours hit the pillow.’

Joey arrived in looking very smug.

‘What’s happening?’ Pippa asked, attempting to grab the A4 envelope he was carrying.

‘Ah-ah, all in good time,’ he said slapping her hand away. ‘Mum and Dad are on the way. They’re having a healthy discussion about an apple tree,’ he said. ‘They’re getting battier by the minute, you know?’

‘We know,’ Pippa said. ‘They were never exactly “normal” but the passing of time is certainly taking them to a whole new level of insanity,’ she grinned.

‘I’m getting out of here before I swat one of you with a tea towel,’ Sadie said. ‘Anyone would think this place is flanked by dotty geriatrics. I’d challenge any of you to a game of Scrabble and beat you. My mind is as sharp as a razor and your parents are babies in comparison to me. So be careful who you’re labelling as past it.’

Sadie disappeared, tutting and muttering about the youth of today.

Lainey laughed. ‘That’ll tell you, Pippa. Jeez, I have to hand it to Sadie, there are no flies on her!’

‘Quick one before the folks arrive,’ Joey interjected, glancing back to make sure there was no sign of them. ‘I need a bit of girly advice here.’

‘Ooh excellent,’ Pippa said leaning in.

‘Turns out I’m ninety-nine per cent sure I’m about to be promoted at work.’

‘Hey that’s amazing, Joey,’ Lainey said rubbing his arm. ‘Good for you.’

‘Yeah, thanks. I’m stoked. But it’s kind of a bit awkward. It’s going to mean a fair bit of social stuff. Skye isn’t really wired for sound when it comes to fancy-schmancy outings. Would you two be a little bit mindful of her over the next while?’

‘In what way?’ Lainey asked.

‘Well, help her out with stuff to wear and all that kind of malarkey.’

‘I’ll do that,’ Pippa said instantly. ‘Oh I’d love to give her a makeover. I tried a few times when we shared the flat, but she never seemed that interested.’

‘Hold up a second,’ Lainey said looking concerned. ‘Skye is beautiful just the way she is. She’s admittedly quite bohemian in style, but that’s part of who she is. I’m not sure she’d be too happy with either of us barging in and telling her what to look like.’

‘No and I don’t expect you to do that,’ Joey said attempting to back track. ‘It’s just that our social calendar is going to fill up quite a bit and these corporate do’s are a different kettle of fish from what she might be used to. Just keep an eye, that’s all I ask.’

‘Sure,’ Pippa said looking as if it was a perfectly reasonable request. Lainey wasn’t so sure. She was probably overthinking things as usual, but she couldn’t help feeling slightly protective of Skye.

‘Joey,’ she ventured. ‘Mum and Dad are about to walk in, but being the elder lemon here, don’t forget the reason you feel in love with Skye to start with. You love her because she’s different. Am I right?’

‘Yeah. Sure,’ he said. ‘Forget I said anything. It was literally just a thought and I only suggested it so she wouldn’t feel ill at ease. Maybe I’m on the wrong page. I’m only a man after all,’ he said bumping her shoulder and smiling.

Holly and Paddy arrived in amidst hugs and kisses. By the time they were all seated at the table with a cuppa and a fresh warm scone, they were all begging Joey to put them out of their misery and tell them why he had called them all to a family meeting.

‘It’s really good news,’ he announced. ‘We’ve been granted a commercial licence! We’re good to go as far as the authorities are concerned. Huntersbrook House, the venue, can officially open!’

Joey raised his coffee cup high in the air. ‘A toast to Huntersbrook House and her bright future.’

‘To Huntersbrook,’ they all chimed, grinning widely at each other.

Lainey smiled as she clinked cups with each of her family members. None of the gripes and cribs really mattered once they could all pull together when necessary. She glanced over at Pippa and Holly. Her mother had her arm around her sister and was kissing the side of her head affectionately as she smiled in delight. Lainey adored Pippa, but she couldn’t help noticing that her mother had never been that affectionate with her. As if to bridge that painful gap, she scooped Ely from his high chair and spun him around in the air, making him giggle loudly.

‘Wee,’ she said. ‘Huntersbrook is going to be a destination to be reckoned with, baby boy!’

They all clapped as Ely joined in, bashing his chubby hands together, lapping up the good humour.


Pippa

PIPPA WAS RELIEVED TO GET OUT OF HER OFFICE for a bit. Her head was wrecked from all the pressure at the moment. She’d spent the weekend in Wicklow going through list after list of jobs that needed to be done at Huntersbrook. She’d come to work this morning for more of the same.

A text from Joey’s girlfriend, Skye, asking her to meet for a quick coffee was a Godsend.

‘Hey,’ Skye said as she came up behind her in the café. ‘How are things?’

‘Skye!’ Pippa spun around to kiss her. ‘You’re looking summery!’ She looked Skye up and down and took in her powder blue cheese-cloth maxi dress. While she wouldn’t be caught dead in flat Jesus-style sandals, Pippa felt Skye could carry them off. ‘You’re the only adult I know who looks good with a daisy chain in her hair,’ Pippa said. ‘Tea?’

‘Please,’ Skye said. ‘Just a herbal one, please.’

‘And some sort of grease stroke fat to eat?’

‘Why not! I’ll have a Danish pastry. I’m famished.’

‘I’ll get it, you grab a table before they’re all gone,’ Pippa said. She ordered a large black coffee and the other things for Skye.

‘So how are tricks?’ she asked as she placed the tray on the sticky table. ‘Ugh! I can’t bear sitting in other people’s juice.’

Skye laughed and tucked into her Danish.

‘I went onto your website to do a bit of updating for you,’ Skye said through a mouthful. ‘You haven’t added any new stock since I last worked on it. What’s the story with it?’

‘Ugh, I’ve so much going on at the moment. The website is so far down the list of priorities right now, if I’m honest. I’m struggling with work and this darn Huntersbrook stuff, without the added annoyance of the website.’

‘Oh,’ Skye’s voice dropped. ‘I thought you were keen on building your site and making your own business out of it. You were doing so well, Pippa. It seems a bit of a shame.’

‘Yeah, whatever,’ she waved her hand. ‘I’ll get to it at some point. Besides I’m loving the young, free and single girl about town thing. Summer in Dublin is always amazing. So much happening and too little time to fit it all in, you know?’

‘Are you feeling better about going out now?’

‘Totally, why?’

‘Well, you know . . . after being attacked. I know it shook you to the core.’

‘Oh that,’ Pippa sipped her coffee. ‘Nah, it was a freaky random thing. I’ve put it well behind me.’ Pippa took another drink of her coffee, even though it was like ingesting molten lava. She didn’t want to think or talk about the attack. She’d had a close shave and it still woke her at night.

‘Well if you’re sure you’re OK . . .’ Skye looked unconvinced.

Pippa waited a few minutes before broaching the subject Joey had asked her about.

‘So Joey was telling me there are a few work type events on the horizon.’

‘Oh right.’ Skye didn’t seem bothered either way.

‘Yeah,’ Pippa pushed. ‘I know some of those can be real toffee-nosed things. Women dripping in diamonds with the latest labels on show, yadda, yadda.’

‘Ha!’ Skye said. ‘Well none of that crap concerns me. You know me well enough at this stage, Pippa. I’ve never been what one would call a slave to fashion. Those ladies who lunch are hardly on my radar. I never was and never will be interested in that kind of stuff.’

‘Yeah totally. But it might be . . . Uh how do I put it . . . expected of you . . .’

‘What do you mean?’ Skye said with a look of total puzzlement.

‘It’s just that I sell a lot of clobber to bosses’ wives from the big corporations. They’re a forceful bunch at times. I’d hate you to feel like a fish out of water, that’s all. If you want to borrow some bits, I have quite a wardrobe at this point. Or you could totally get stuff via my personal shopping website,’ Pippa said nonchalantly.

‘Are you serious?’ Skye laughed easily. ‘Thanks Pip, but for a start your stuff wouldn’t go over my ankles, let alone any other body part. You’re about a quarter of my size. And secondly, I have loads of dresses for those arsy events. Joey knows I have my own style and that I don’t kow-tow to peer-group nonsense. Especially those women who have nothing else to do but stare at their reflections morning, noon and night. I can just hear them now, spouting some crap that behind every good man is a good woman!’

‘Totally! You’re so right,’ Pippa said nodding fervently. ‘I’d better get back to work. No doubt Brianna has a nest of vacant mirror-gazers looking for me to sell them over-priced gear!’

Skye giggled and linked her arm as they walked out. When a text message came through on both of their phones almost simultaneously, Pippa guessed it was from one of the Craigs.

They both read it and sure enough it was Paddy, issuing an invitation for the coming weekend.

‘Yay!’ Skye said, ‘the thought of a lovely weekend at Huntersbrook with your lot will get me through the week. Nothing like a bit of Craig family time!’

They kissed goodbye and Pippa stood for a moment and watched Skye meandering down Grafton Street before heading back to work herself. She certainly wasn’t of the same mind as Skye. In truth, Pippa was sick to the back teeth of ‘Project Huntersbrook’. When her family had come up with the idea of turning the place into an events venue for weddings and parties, she’d been on board instantly. She’d envisaged fabulously glam events with cool rich people walking the grounds in wax jackets during the afternoon, before throwing wild and lavish all-night parties. The reality was endless meetings and lists of mind-numbingly boring chores. Still, they had the green light from the council now, so maybe the fun would start soon.

As she walked, she tapped out a text to Paddy: ‘sounds like a blast Dad, hope I can get there, but not sure yet.’

She felt mildly guilty for lying, but not concerned enough to fess up and turn up.

Skye had made her feel guilty when she mentioned the website just now. Pippa knew she’d let that slide lately. When she first came up with the idea of an online shopping site and Skye had set it up, she’d been stoked about it. But now, as she juggled the store job and the website, Pippa’s patience had all but run out. It was too much work for too little money. None of the labels she pushed on her site were forthcoming with freebies either. The profits were meagre and she knew unless she injected more time and energy into the whole thing, it was never going to set the world on fire. But was that where she wanted her time and energy to go?

She had reached the department store where she worked. Bill, the doorman, winked at her and held open the door with a great show of chivalry that made Pippa giggle.

‘Bill, when are you going to leave that damn wife of yours and run away with me?’ she teased.

He grinned widely. ‘Still a bold strap, I see,’ he said, wagging his finger at her.

Bill was the about the only thing she still liked about this place. Before she began working here eighteen months ago, Pippa had adored the place. She would become giddy as she walked through the cosmetic halls, up onto the designer clothing floors and as for the shoes . . . After her first week as a bona fide employee she had gushed to Lainey, ‘I feel like Aladdin walking into the cave of jewels every time I go to work.’

Somehow that had all changed, and the last six months had really dragged. The buzz of the store was well and truly quashed. The fragrance hall gave her a sickly headache and the rails of clothes made her feel both envious and claustrophobic. The staff discount was negligible. She’d thought she’d have all the latest designer gear at high-street prices. But that was a farce. The samples at the make-up counters had all been stopped, too. The management treated the staff like slaves. It was all about clocking in and out, customer satisfaction and reaching targets. There was very little room for fun and zero scope for anything free.

Of course, Lainey and Joey had no sympathy for her whatsoever. Joey loved to tell her that life wasn’t a party, it was all about hard work. What kind of a life philosophy was that? She was twenty-five, for crying out loud! She was single, with no dependants. Why shouldn’t she believe the whole world was waiting to entertain her? What was the problem with that? The way Pippa saw it, if she moseyed around being mediocre, exciting things weren’t going to land in her lap. But if she opened her eyes and broadened her horizons, who knew what could happen?

She often wondered if she’d been born into the wrong family. Maybe her parents were given the wrong baby at the hospital? Lainey and Joey were so damned sensible and strait-laced. Lainey was all loved up with her husband, Matt, and their baby, Ely, which was super cool. They were happy. She was glad for them. Joey and Skye were vomit-inducingly in love. It was all fabulous and Pippa was honestly stoked for them, but she couldn’t bear the thought of existing like them. And suddenly it wasn’t just her family opting for a boring life – it felt like everyone was abandoning the ship of good fun. All her friends had become so bloody dreary all of a sudden. Her oldest mate, Lucy, used to be great fun, but since she’d spent every cent she owned on getting onto the property ladder, she was such a drag. Every suggestion was met with, ‘Sorry Pip, I can’t afford to do that any more. I’m a mortgage-holder now.’

Sod that, thought Pippa crossly. Who gave a toss if she rented or owned her apartment? What did it matter? There were years ahead for all that sensible stuff, whereas being young and free wouldn’t last forever. What was it that Oscar Wilde said about youth being wasted on the young? She wasn’t about to do that. She’d looked fear in they eye the night she was attacked, and she was damned if she was going to live a little, narrow life – she was determined, more than ever, to grab every opportunity and live, live, live.

The week dragged. It felt like a year since she’d seen Skye and a decade since she’d had a decent night out. With all the meetings at Huntersbrook last weekend Pippa felt enslaved in a life that was far too grown up and sensible for her longing-to-party mind. She put the finishing touches to the artwork for the new French shoe label her boss had taken on, then stretched out her back. She’d been bent over her desk without moving for the past couple of hours, and her shoulders felt locked into position. She was in charge of all in-store signage, along with most of the artwork for their printed advertising campaigns. It was a dream job, but slowly it was becoming a bit of a nightmare – thanks in no small part to a play-by-the-rules boss who was driving her crazy lately.

It was now three o’clock on Friday afternoon. Pippa could see the lucky shoppers strolling happily by outside, as they enjoyed the low-lying lemony light of an October afternoon. Pippa loved autumn, it was such a pretty season with the changing light and the colours of the leaves. As she stared out, she decided there and then that it was far too nice to be stuck in work for a second longer. She logged off her computer, grabbed the finished artwork and strode into her boss’s office.

‘I’m feeling totally nauseous, Brianna,’ she said. ‘I’m going to shoot off home, if that’s OK with you? Time of the month and all that,’ Pippa said pulling a face.

Brianna looked at her watch.

‘I see,’ she said frostily. ‘Don’t make a habit of this, Pippa. Might I remind you that you’ve missed two Mondays this month already. If I didn’t know you better, I’d swear you’re putting all your energy into partying rather than working of late.’

‘Ah seriously, Brianna,’ Pippa said making her best stricken-face. ‘I would never pull a sicky. I love my job. I’m living the dream! Why on earth would I jeopardise it?’

Brianna’s face softened. ‘Sorry, Pippa. I’m jumping to conclusions. I apologise. You go and take it easy. See you bright and breezy Monday morning. I’ll need you refreshed and raring to go for the Paris trip next week. Missy from evening wear is coming too, as it happens.’

‘Really?’ Pippa said, raising an eyebrow. Everyone in the store knew that Melissa Hassett, AKA Missy, was only working there because her father owned most of the shares in the place. Dubbed by the other staff as Missy Hilton, this girl was someone Pippa had been meaning to get to know for the past month.

‘She seems to be doing very well in evening wear by all accounts,’ Pippa said.

‘Yes,’ said Brianna dryly. ‘If you count helping yourself to one of each style as lucrative.’

‘Can she, like . . . take what she wants?’ Pippa asked in astonishment.

‘God, no!’ Brianna scoffed. ‘She pays, but it’s all a bit of a joke in reality.’

‘Why?’

‘Well her credit card is “connected to Daddy’s”,’ Brianna said in a sneering voice. ‘So she’s in the happy position of playing a game of one for me, one for the rail. If only we all had a doting father with a bottomless pit of cash, then we’d . . . Eh . . . Right, so that’s that.’

Pippa was furious when Brianna seemed to realise she was speaking out of turn and forced a smile. ‘Anything else, Pippa?’

‘Just this – I finished the Beau Chausseur artwork. Here.’

Brianna took it and squinted closely at it. ‘Fantastic work, Pippa,’ she said smiling warmly. ‘I love it. It’s just right.’

Pippa smiled. Work might be a drag right now, but it still felt good to get the recognition she deserved.

‘OK, so feel better and I’ll see you on Monday.’

‘Sorry?’ Pippa asked, forgetting she was supposed to be feeling ill. ‘Oh right, yeah. Thanks. I think I’ll just go home to the country and be with my folks and go for some lovely walks. Fresh air and some quiet family time. A hot water bottle and our golden retriever at my feet and I’ll be right as rain.’

‘OK Pippa, see you.’ Brianna’s eyes had already reverted to her work as Pippa pulled the door shut and waltzed onto the escalator. Sighing happily, she congratulated herself on the added touch of the retriever just now. Brianna would never know that Jess was a Jack Russell and Millie a mongrel. As far as Pippa was aware, Brianna thought she came from a Downton Abbey-type place. Pippa liked to think she presented herself as being arty yet rather refined.

‘Hiya!’

Pippa looked around to find Suzie, one of the nail technicians, waving a perfectly shellacked hand from the step above her.

‘Hi Suzie,’ she said. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Good. I’m finished for the weekend, TG. Zach and Luke and some of the girls from home furnishings are going to the beer garden, you coming?’

‘Won’t it be freezing?’ she asked with a giggle.

‘Ah they have outdoor heaters. But you know me, even the sight of the sun is enough to bring on a session. At least it’s not snowing!’

‘Now that sounds like a plan,’ she said. ‘I need to be careful though, I’ve just escaped early by telling Briann-ta-saurus I’ve got period pains.’

‘Nice one,’ Suzie smiled. ‘See you there in five?’

‘Cool,’ said Pippa.

By the time she grabbed her jacket from her locker in the staffroom and touched up her make-up, Pippa could almost taste the gin and tonic she was going to order.

Careful to avoid walking below Brianna’s office in the wrong direction and possibly being scuppered, Pippa went the long way to the beer garden. Ten minutes later, she was pouring the tonic into her gin as she positioned herself directly under an outdoor heater.

‘That heat is divine,’ she said pulling her shades down off the top of her head. ‘Amazing how a few shards of sunlight mixed with a gas heater and a gin and tonic can make me feel like I'm in a tropical country!’

‘Beats shuffling around listening to the piped muzak in the men’s department,’ said Zach. He managed to look positively Italian, even though he was from Glasnevin. ‘If one more uppity git looked down his nose at me today, I swear I would’ve swung my fist at him.’

‘Like hell you would,’ Pippa scoffed. ‘And risk bruising one of your precious paws? I can just imagine you having a fight, it’d be a cross between the doggy paddle and Riverdance!’

Zach pretended to be offended as he tossed his head to the side.

‘I’ll have you know I was vicious in school,’ he said dramatically. ‘I had to be, growing up gay in an inner city all boys’ school. I’d swear there are more pleasant borstals than the place I went.’

‘Really?’ Pippa asked, giggling. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh, but I can’t imagine you as a playground hooligan.’

‘I wasn’t quite as refined as I am now,’ he said with a sniff. ‘I wasn’t able to express my true self. I had to play the hard man and do what the other lads were doing. They’d have savaged me otherwise.’

As the beer garden gradually filled up with staff members, Pippa began to relax.

‘God I’m so glad I’m not down for late night opening this evening,’ she sighed. ‘On a Friday, it’d be rude to stay in work.’

She had so much fun with her colleagues, but she was so sick of the actual working. The hours were so limiting too. She’d never intended having a boring nine to five job. As far as she was concerned, that was for losers.

In her dreams, Pippa was rich and famous with a lavish lifestyle that involved shopping, partying and sleeping, in that order. She’d even settle for being a kept woman if the right guy came along. But so far it hadn’t happened that way. She’d honestly thought she was on to a good thing with her website. In the beginning she’d made really good money from it. But that had all evened off now and she’d kind of lost interest in it.

‘I need a new challenge,’ she said now to Zach. The gin was relaxing her and her thoughts were starting to bubble up of their own accord.

‘But you have the website,’ Zach said. ‘That must be great fun to do.’

‘Nah, I’m bored of it now. I’m thinking of selling it, in fact. It’s making great waves, but I’m worked to the bone with Brianna. It’s all too much for me. I need more spare time. Before I know it, I’ll be old and cruddy with nothing but a wardrobe of ball-busting suits and a stray cat to show for myself.’

‘How much are you selling it for?’ Zach asked immediately. ‘I’d love to own something like that. I’d expand it to include men’s wear too. I’ve had enough of dealing with the public face-to-face. I’ve been thinking of moving on for a while now. I think your site could be just the thing.’

Pippa sat up a little straighter. She’d only said she wanted to sell as a throw-away comment. She was actually thinking of shutting it down fullstop.

‘I’d have to get an evaluation done and work out the potential profits going forward,’ she said feeling like she was on Dragon’s Den all of a sudden.

‘How long do you reckon it would take to get that information?’ Zach asked eagerly.

‘Eh . . . I could ask my brother Joey to do some number-crunching for me. Or my brother-in-law Matt is an accountant, too . . . Tell you what, Zach, leave it with me and I’ll try and get you a ballpark figure by Monday, yeah?’

‘Deadly,’ said Zach. ‘I have a few quid stashed away and I’d love to have my own business. I was thinking of my own boutique, but I don’t have the funds for anything that big and as I said, I’m just about done with Jo Public.’

‘The website is amazing actually because I don’t buy any stock, I just put stuff together from regular stores. I have some pretty decent deals with some labels now. Especially the ones I sell a lot of. The discounts mean I make a healthy profit on some lines.’

‘Wow, I feel shivers down my spine,’ said Zach dramatically. ‘I’d love it.’

Pippa thoroughly enjoyed the rest of the evening. As soon as the sun went down and the darkness engulfed them, she began to feel chilly. She would have gone home but as it turned out, Zach was so eager to stay on the right side of her that he plied her with drinks before dragging her to a club, where he introduced her to his friends.

‘This is Pippa, AKA the queen of fashion.’

Pippa adored being adored. Whether the men were gay or straight, after enough gin, she wasn’t choosy. Attention made her purr and once she was the centre of everything, she was happy.

As Zach appeared with a tray of Martinis complete with sparklers, Pippa snatched her phone.

‘Photo op!’ she shouted, holding up her mobile. ‘Scootch in beside me, Zach! Selfie time!’

Pippa smiled drunkenly as she posted the picture on Facebook with the caption: Friday night tipples – shaken and stirred!!!
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