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Praise for All Wrapped Up

‘A warm, joyous, seasonal read’

Swirl and Thread

‘A perfect pre-Christmas treat … hilarious and heartwarming’

Irish Central

‘Lovely writing, characters are charming, and you can absorb the festive feels’

Reader review

‘A festive fun book that you will read in one sitting … unputdownable’

Reader review

‘Grab your favourite blanket and a hot cocoa and set aside a few hours’

Reader review

‘This book made me feel warm and fuzzy … a light, sweet read’

Reader review

‘Full of charming characters you grow to love’

Reader review

‘Such a cute and cosy read’

Reader review




Ally Bunbury is a bestselling novelist, based in Ireland. Inspired by the TV sitcom Absolutely Fabulous, she embarked upon a PR career in New York, London and Dublin. During a personal sabbatical in Paris, Ally wrote the draft of her first novel, The Inheritance.

A frequent contributor to The Irish Times, Ally lives with her husband, historian Turtle Bunbury, in the countryside.




ALSO BY ALLY BUNBURY

The Inheritance

Infidelity

Facebook: allybunburybooks

Instagram: @allybunburybooks

Twitter: @allybunbury

www.allybunbury.com




[image: image]



Copyright © 2022 Ally Bunbury

The right of Ally Bunbury to be identified as the author of the work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Ireland in 2022 by

HACHETTE BOOKS IRELAND

First published in paperback in 2023

1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Quotation by Erin Van Vuren is used with kind permission of the author.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN 9781399713085

Hachette Books Ireland

8 Castlecourt Centre

Castleknock

Dublin 15, Ireland

A division of Hachette UK Ltd

Carmelite House, 50 Victoria Embankment, EC4Y 0DZ

www.hachettebooksireland.ie




Contents

Praise for All Wrapped Up

About the Author

Also by Ally Bunbury

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue: Knightsbridge, London

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Chapter Fifty-Four

Chapter Fifty-Five

Chapter Fifty-Six

Chapter Fifty-Seven

Chapter Fifty-Eight

Chapter Fifty-Nine

Chapter Sixty

Chapter Sixty-One

Chapter Sixty-Two

Chapter Sixty-Three

Chapter Sixty-Four

Chapter Sixty-Five

Chapter Sixty-Six

Chapter Sixty-Seven

Chapter Sixty-Eight

Chapter Sixty-Nine

Chapter Seventy

Chapter Seventy-One

Chapter Seventy-Two

Epilogue: Christmas Day, Two Years Later

Acknowledgements




For Jemima and Bay, with all my love





‘Lost and Found
are from the
same box.
Remember this
when you don’t know
where you belong.’

Erin Van Vuren






Prologue

Knightsbridge, London

‘I thought we could see my parents next weekend,’ said Giles Charter, gazing at his fiancée, oblivious as to what was about to happen. ‘They’re in a bind about whether or not to convert the Aga.’ He reached across the restaurant table and gently pressed his thumb on Holly O’Leary’s 18-carat cushion of diamonds. She smiled, curled her fingers away and slid her hand towards her glass. ‘All their friends are doing it,’ Giles continued. He looked curious as Holly polished off the remains of her Chablis. ‘But you know how Ma likes her Victoria sponge to rise.’

Beneath the tablecloth, Holly’s restless heel drummed the floor as she turned her ring anticlockwise and pulled it over her knuckle.

‘Four months to go,’ he said, topping up Holly’s glass. ‘Or, to be precise, as today is August the twentieth, four months and four days to go.’ Dark hair sat neatly across his forehead as he spoke, his brown eyes buoyant with optimism.

‘Giles,’ she said, feeling awful about what she had to say. ‘It isn’t that I want to make your life difficult …’

‘Sweetheart, how could you make my life difficult? You’re the best thing to have happened to me by a country mile.’

He smiled with heart-breaking sincerity and popped a cashew nut into his mouth. She could hear it crunch as his eyes focused on the ring. It now lay on the white tablecloth, next to a smudge of pesto. It looked like a miniature art installation, symbolising freedom for Holly and rejection for Giles. Several seconds passed as they sat in silence, the colour draining from his face.

‘I knew it,’ he said, taking a large drink of water. He rubbed his forehead and exhaled heavily. ‘It was all going too bloody well.’

Holly felt entirely responsible for this mess. For the past three years they had been surrounded by friends, pairing up and hell-bent on outshining one another by Instagramming their elaborate proposals. The wedding flowers, the dresses, the jam jars filled with jelly beans, celebrating newlyweds in one marquee after another. Ever since she began dating Giles, she had been strangely repelled by how he mapped his life out. His Volvo may as well have had car seats for his unborn children. He had already taken steps to put his pharmaceutical research company on the market, responsibly holding on to twenty-five per cent as added security for his future. When they met, Holly had instantly sensed that he liked her but she suspected he’d never dream of asking her for a date. He was a scientist; she, a distracted temp. Giles was modest but self-assured. His sense of purpose was impressive and, slightly hoping some of that would rub off on her, Holly had instigated the whole thing. It was she who asked for his phone number and it was she who suggested a date.

Once he realised she was interested, Giles took control and laid on one romantic gesture after another. Weekly deliveries of hip-high red roses arrived to whichever office Holly was temping at. He asked her to have a weekend bag ready at all times, and every third or fourth weekend he’d whisk them off to a hotel in Europe – Paris, Madrid, Prague, Berlin, Rome. So many cityscapes now flooded her mind. Giles was an excellent travelling companion, always knowledgeable about the population, demography and governance of each new city they approached. It was on the trip to Rome that she had realised with a terrifying clarity that Giles was the perfect friend. Therein lay the problem. Hugs, snuggles and kissing were his forte, but he always seemed nervous about making love. Holly suspected he might have been a virgin when they met, and no matter how enthusiastic she was to climb into bed, he sometimes couldn’t quite perform. On their last night in Rome, he had admitted to being a little intimidated by her.

‘Is it because I’m not terribly adventurous – you know, as I might be?’ Giles almost cringed as his words fluttered across the table.

‘Oh God no,’ said Holly, but it felt like he was reading her mind. This was a big part of the problem. Mariah, Holly’s best friend in London, had been adamant that the marriage could never work unless they sorted out their sleeping arrangements. Holly had thought they could find a way through. She’d read articles, listened to podcasts and even consulted the book Love Signs by Linda Goodman. That had been a holy bible for her mother in the seventies – not that it had proved successful in terms of her parents’ marriage.

‘What will you do?’ As was typical, Giles was more concerned about Holly than himself.

‘Mariah said I can move my things to her flat and stay there for a while. She spends so much time at the gallery, and she’s with Frank every other weekend.’

Giles nodded as if that made sense, but frowned. His eyes were welling up.

‘Her flat is rather titchy though.’

‘Well, you know Mariah. She says it won’t matter if there’s a pile of boxes in the sitting room.’

‘How kind of her,’ he said, wiping his eyes. His face was a combination of shock, hurt and definite sadness. Holly wondered how he was going to cope.

‘I suppose Mariah and Frank will move to the country,’ he said, ‘at some stage.’

‘Maybe,’ she said, wondering what else she could add. Discussing Mariah and Frank’s almost flawless relationship was not going to help either of them.

‘I’m not so worried about telling my parents,’ said Giles, fiddling with the pepper mill, ‘as they are very practical people, but I do worry about your mother.’

‘Really?’ said Holly, who thought of her mum at home in Dublin, with her wedding folder. Giles had a point. Holly’s mother, Juliette O’Leary, had gone on a course of Valium when she first learned of their plans for a Christmas Eve wedding. The mother who lived for Yuletide for three hundred and sixty-five days a year. She’d already baked the wedding cake, ordered a zillion lights for the reception and drawn up a minute-by-minute itinerary with a wedding planner. A Christmas wedding was to be the ultimate festive event for Juliette. How on Earth was she going to take the news?

A week later, having packed and relocated to Mariah’s house in Pimlico, Holly sat in the waiting room of the Elizabeth Street dentist with a throbbing wisdom tooth. It felt like she had been dealt a punishment by the universe. How was she going to break the news to her mother that she’d called off the wedding? She’d hit the roof, and definitely the Prosecco. Even worse, Holly’s brother had booked the ‘incredibly expensive, so it had better be worth it’ flight home from Sydney. Her name was about to be mud with her immediate family. To top it all, her mobile was out of battery. A series of outdated magazines lay fanned out on the waiting-room coffee table. The Dancing Times led with the cover story of ‘Tangoing through the Menopause’. No, thank you, thought Holly. But her eyes widened when she saw the cover of The Lady, with the Agony Aunt feature ‘Navigating the Crossroads of Life’.

She picked up the copy of The Lady and cast her eyes over the dilemmas, problems and quarrels on the Agony Aunt page. One reader was seeking advice on how to tell if her clairvoyant was just making everything up. Holly was musing upon whether she should google an appointment with a clairvoyant and skip the dentist when an advertisement on the opposite page caught her eye.


ENERGETIC PERSON immediately required to declutter remote country house in Ireland. Live in. Short term. I do not use computers and therefore have no email. Please apply to The Lady quoting Box 251734.






Chapter One

Foothills of the Wicklow Mountains, Ireland

Knockboden was a magnificent giant of a house, with tall windows and chimneys rising proudly towards the heavens. It had been years since Holly had been in the countryside to breathe in the damp, earthy autumnal air, witnessing the blazing woodland shades of red, yellow and orange. Over the past six weeks, this place had become her sanctuary. She’d deleted her social media apps, removed her nail polish and stopped straightening her hair.

‘Whiskey. Over. Are you there? Over.’ Lady Serena Harpur’s voice bellowed from the walkie-talkie as Holly walked past a row of garden urns, filled with exhausted grasses that had seen better days.

‘Soda. Over. I’m on my way. Over,’ she said, pressing the button.

Serena had assigned unique names to the walkie-talkies, inspired by her favourite drink. It felt like a 1950s sitcom as her voice crackled into the air, still yelling despite Holly’s previous attempts to suggest that the sound from a walkie-talkie was clearer when speaking in a normal tone.

‘Whiskey. Over. Tango, Oscar, November, India, Charlie, urgent. Over.’

‘Soda. Over. Seriously, Serena, can’t you just say tonic? Over.’

‘Whiskey. Over. Bloody tonic then. Over.’

‘Soda. Over. With you in five. Over.’

As she approached the front of the house, a pile of logs blocked the doorway. Holly looked through the front hall window; she could see Edwin Duffy hovering over the fireplace.

‘Edwin?’

She watched a pair of red hens scratching around the logs. It was anyone’s guess whether it was colder inside or outside of the house.

‘How are you, Holly?’ asked Edwin, wincing as he sidestepped the wheelbarrow in the hall and came to the door. ‘I’ve never known a girl from the city to take to wandering around in the freezing weather.’

‘The cold clears my head,’ she said, pulling the woolly hat down over the back of her neck. ‘Gets the endorphins going.’

‘Stacking this wood does it for me,’ he said, rubbing his bald head, shimmering with sweat. ‘Even if these old bones of mine are creaking, the cod liver oil my Babs has got me on seems to be working.’

Holly watched the hens standing at the hall door, wondering if they were going to venture inside.

‘Are you missing London yet?’ asked Edwin, shooing the hens out of the way.

‘Not really,’ she said, but in truth she was, and desperately so. She missed Giles. The phone calls, the Ab Fab comedy sketches he’d send to her of Patsy and Edwina knocking back the Bolly. He had always been a supporter of Holly’s friendships and encouraged her to socialise. Giles had even known that Mariah was going to be proposed to before she did. Her now husband had asked Giles to suggest Holly take her on a girls’ night out. When Mariah arrived back to her flat, the sitting room was covered in pink roses.

‘As long as you’re happy in yourself,’ said Edwin, ‘that’s all that matters. Why don’t you come in before you turn into an ice block? You’re nimble enough to climb over the wood despite the height of you. Grab hold of the architrave as you climb over. That’s it … you’re nearly there … and step carefully onto those logs … and jump.’

‘My mum always says I’m big-boned,’ she said.

‘And my mam said I was too short. Hard to win, isn’t it?’

Even in daylight, the hall was dark and there was a smell of damp rolling in over the logs.

‘Edwin, can I check something with you?’ Holly made sure the walkie-talkie was switched off before continuing.

‘Go on.’

‘Any chance you’ve been paid this month?’

‘Now, you’d be better off asking if those hens could talk.’

Holly folded her arms to ease the palpitations brewing inside her.

‘Jeepers, there’s no need to look so alarmed, love.’ Edwin leaned against the wall. ‘I’ll grant ye there have been times when it’s taken a while to get paid, but I’ll have been here fifty years come December. Started when I was sixteen.’

Holly wondered where she’d be in fifty years’ time. Maybe sitting alone, overlooking a herd of sheep, with a hairy chin and a bottle of vodka. ‘When you think of the life Lady S has had,’ said Edwin, ‘she is one-of-a-kind, she is.’

‘But doesn’t your wife mind?’

‘Babs? No, she’s delighted I’m kept busy, and she has her own busyness minding the rectory for Father Flynn.’ Edwin was the picture of contentment. ‘I join my Babs in the evenings, when the house is as she likes it. I’m here for the long haul now, Holly; it’s something I wouldn’t want to walk away from. I’ve been with her too long to go now. It wouldn’t be right.’

‘But you do actually get paid by Serena? I’ve been here for over six weeks, and she hasn’t really given me a straight answer as to when I’ll receive my salary.’

‘I get paid alright, but granted, not always like clockwork,’ he said, a little awkwardly. ‘But you’ve no cause to worry. As my old nana used to say, count your blessings and the pennies will look after themselves. It’s just the way it is, Holly.’

The door to Serena’s study was wide open, and the floor was littered with old magazines. The air smelled of hair spray and smoke.

‘There you are.’ An unlit cigarette hung from Serena’s mouth as she leaned heavily on her desk.

‘I’m not sure a stapler can get through a plastic folder,’ said Holly.

‘To hell with it then.’ Serena hurled the stapler across the desk. ‘Get me the superglue, would you?’

Holly pulled open the dresser drawer, which was stuffed to capacity with decades’ worth of promotional pens. ‘I think it’s dried out,’ she said, holding up a shrivelled tube.

‘Drat. Never mind. Did you bring the tonic?’

‘Oh no, I’m so sorry. I got distracted in the hall chatting with Edwin; he was busy filling the baskets with logs.’

Serena exhaled noisily and shot out her hand to pick up a sandwich from a chipped plate.

‘Don’t you want it, darling?’ she said, holding the sandwich over Jagger, a silky black Labrador. ‘No? I can always give it to Daiquiri if you aren’t interested.’

Leaping up to retrieve his early lunch, Jagger grunted as he took a mouthful of sandwich and spat out the lettuce. Holly could have sworn she saw Daiquiri, the fat terrier beneath Serena’s desk, shudder in disgust. A smell of dog fart invaded the room.

‘How about I open a window?’ suggested Holly. ‘It’s quite stuffy, isn’t it?’

‘I’ll tell you what’s stuffy. That arse of a man has been on the phone, again.’

‘Which one?’ asked Holly, pushing up a sash window and wedging an ashtray into the corner to hold up the frame.

‘The fellow who wears his tie too long.’

‘Kenneth,’ said Holly, walking over to the drinks cabinet. She found an old bottle of tonic stashed behind some dusty liqueurs. The bottle hissed its last, flat breath as she twisted open the lid. ‘Dead as a dodo. I’ll find some more in the kitchen.’

‘Don’t bother,’ said Serena. She was wearing one of her trademark chunky necklaces and a thick leather belt, accentuating her ample bosom and long legs. She had held on to her looks and could still sprawl across sofas and lean against walls like a carefree teenager. ‘Flat tonic is one of the few things in life that genuinely doesn’t bother me. Pour the gin, then a splash of tonic and a drop of Angostura bitters to pink it up.’

Holly fixed the drink and passed it to Serena.

‘Aren’t you going to join me?’ Serena gave the G and T a stir with the end of her biro and smiled as she took her first sip.

‘I’d better not,’ said Holly, sitting on the club fender by the fireplace. ‘I’ve got to drive into Turpinstown for supplies and order that bottle of port for you.’

‘Thank you for remembering, Holly. This is one area in which I am organised. A round of Stilton and port on Christmas Day is my present to myself,’ Serena said, tipping the overflowing ashtray into a wastepaper bin. ‘Last year, Daly’s Wine stocked the most abysmal port and so this time I want them to import exactly the bottle I want.’

‘Who do you usually spend Christmas with?’ asked Holly, peering up at the mantelpiece and wondering if she should salute the magpie perched up there in a glass case.

‘My dogs, of course. We watch Dynasty – the original, obviously – and I dine as if I’m at the Shelbourne. It’s the one time I put a lot of effort into my cooking.’

‘Turkey?’

‘Goose,’ she said. ‘Mother always insisted on it. And what about you? Will you be with your family?’

‘Not this year.’ Holly could feel herself tensing up. ‘Isn’t it a little negative to have a single magpie in here?’

‘Certainly not. The ancients believed a magpie to be a sign of opportunity, and that little bird has given me plenty of luck over the years.’ Serena lit her cigarette and threw the match away.

‘I don’t think even the magpie would approve of you dropping a freshly lit match into the bin.’

Serena wrinkled her nose. ‘Honestly, your generation, so overly cautious about everything. You’ll give yourselves ulcers.’

Holly looked around the study. There were stacks of magazines, long-life shopping bags overflowing with letters, moth-eaten felt hats piled on a free-standing radiator and a trunk with its lid open, filled with what looked like old computer wires.

‘Now, Holly,’ said Serena, holding out her glass for a refill. ‘Tell me where we are with the computer site for Knockboden.’ She seemed unable to bring herself to use the word internet. ‘I want to start promoting our B&B for honeymooners. I still think it’s a genius idea, don’t you?’

‘I do,’ said Holly, admiring the way her boss commanded so elegantly from her desk.

‘And I do is precisely what I want people across the world to say, and then to come to Knockboden and test out the bed springs.’ Serena squeezed her eyes at Holly. ‘Why are you looking like a doubting Thomas?’

‘I think it is quite a niche market, that’s all.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Serena. ‘Romance is the one good thing that can withstand a recession and my “Knockboden Honeymoon B&B Retreat” is going to bring the lolly.’

‘You’ve added the word retreat since we last spoke.’

‘Holly, at twenty-nine years of age, do you know nothing? Lynette brought me an article from the Sunday Business Post, which said something along the lines of “the more words you include in a commercial offering, the more euro signs you can add”.’

‘Clever,’ said Holly, thinking this may in fact make quite good sense.

‘Most of all, we want the B&B venture to shut up the irritating creature that is Karl from that blasted money-lending organisation.’

‘You mean Kenneth.’

‘Karl, Ken, what does it matter? I just want him off my back.’

‘The broadband has been connected, and I’ve purchased the site knockboden.com,’ said Holly, mixing another drink. ‘But, Serena, remember, I’m here to declutter and get the bedrooms ready, not to do your online marketing?’

‘What’s that?’

‘We talked about hiring a specialist to do all the promoting.’

Serena held out her hand to receive her drink, like a child awaiting a handful of bon-bons.

‘There’s no need to be defensive, Holly. I want to bring in some lolly so that I can buy my staff pressies.’ She lit another cigarette.

‘On that note, Serena, you originally said it might take a few weeks before I get my first pay cheque.’

‘And?’

‘I’ve been here since the beginning of September. It’s now the twentieth of October.’

‘Consider it done.’

‘Really? Well that’s great.’ Holly felt instant relief. She did have savings, but Giles, so good with money, had always advised that it was better to keep them safe for a downpour, rather than a rainy day.

‘You know, Holly, once upon a time I was drenched in Chanel, and now I’m drenched in nothing but bills.’ Serena was skilled at drifting away from answering questions. ‘The thought of having to give up my most beloved bedroom to make way for bonking guests is really quite beyond the imagination.’

It was becoming clear to Holly that Serena was going to take as much managing as the house.
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It’s the time of year ... to run away from your life






