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For Shane, my hero;

and Sophie and Sam,

my shining stars.


 



 


ONE

Alexandra Ryan rested her head on the steering wheel of her silver VW Golf, drew in a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. The rich aroma of coffee from the takeaway cup slotted into the dash was still strong, making her stomach cry out for more. Alex knew she should have had breakfast, but spending every evening at the hospital, the only time in the day to catch up on her emails was early in the morning, before the first of her appointments And this morning she’d had so much to get through she hadn’t noticed the time, had looked up with a gasp to see the hands on the kitchen clock clicking around to eight before she’d even put the kettle on, never mind put the bread in the toaster. Her stomach growled again – she knew the hours were taking their toll, but how else was she supposed to fit everything in? 



Alex looked up as the sea mist spreading from the river Liffey swirled eerily in the white glow cast by the car park security lighting and tried to get her mind in gear. It felt more like midnight on the moon than a Thursday morning in Dublin’s Business District. The sleek concrete and glass, designer planting and abstract sculpture did nothing to improve Alex’s sense of dislocation, the feeling that she had landed on another planet; neither did the mass of dark-suited businessmen and women who streamed around her, laptop bags swinging from their shoulders, coffee cups grasped like life preservers, disappearing into the mist like a drove of zombies. It was a million miles from the ancient County Kildare cottage where she had spent her teenage years, a million miles from her beloved apartment overlooking the elegant Romanesque main square in Tarragona, just south of Barcelona. Alex shivered. She could feel her fingers swelling with the damp even inside the car; her toes beginning to ache through the leather soles of her black high heels. In the sixteen years she had been living in Spain the one thing she had never missed about home was the weather – and this was supposed to be spring!

 ‘But such a great opportunity, Alex. And the Spanish Cultural Institute! It will show the rest of Europe what we can do – Dublin will not know what has hit it when we finish decorating this beautiful building…’ Alex’s best friend and business partner Marina Delgado had rolled her eyes theatrically, ‘they will all want us when we do this one. Everyone!’


Back then Alex had laughed; she was quite sure Impromptu Design would be well received in her native Ireland, had started setting up appointments as soon as Senor Marquez, the Spanish Ambassador to Ireland had called personally to award them the contract. But it still didn’t help the nervous wobble in her stomach whenever she thought of going home for more than a holiday. 



This time she wouldn’t just be flying in for the weekend to see her dad, Tom Ryan, spending the entire seventy-two hours closeted in his tiny estate cottage curled up in front of a crackling fire. This time she’d be home for three months. Three whole months. She would be out and about in the city, trying to win business for the company in boardrooms where she could run into…her stomach gave another lurch, but it wasn’t hunger this time.


Alex knew she had to get a grip, had to focus, no matter how tired she was. She’d worked hard to build the company with Marina, turning their lecture hall dreams into something tangible. After all the hard slog, the company was more successful than even they could have hoped for, and there was no way she could let herself or Marina down now. Sitting up, massaging her face with her hands, Alex glanced in the rear-view mirror checking that her makeup was intact, her bubbly blonde curls still tamed into the sleek ponytail that nestled in the nape of her neck, just waiting for the first opportunity to escape and bounce playfully around her face. Think positive. She needed to think positive. Europe was in the middle of a recession and they had more work than they could cope with. Wasn’t that a good thing?


Alex took another look in the mirror. At least today she’d remembered both her earrings. That was a definite plus. It had been four o’clock yesterday when she’d finally got to a mirror and discovered that she was only wearing one of the beaten silver studs her father had given her for her twenty-first birthday. Thankfully, she’d been at the wholesalers looking at fabric samples, not meeting a client, so it hadn’t been a total disaster, but she’d been overwhelmed with a dreadful sinking feeling that she had messed up on something so simple. There was no room to mess up today. Today, she had an exploratory meeting with a new client. A potentially huge new client.


Alex pulled her briefcase containing her laptop off the passenger seat and rooted in the front pocket for her lipstick. A birthday gift from Marina, the briefcase travelled with her everywhere, the crocodile patent leather just to die for, the brilliant red of a matador’s cape, so fabulous, in fact, that she’d hardly dared take it out of her apartment to begin with, had instead snuggled it between the cushions of the sofa, stroking it like a spoilt pet whenever she left for a meeting. Now it had come to feel like an old friend, giving her strength and confidence when she needed it most. 



Like now. 



Alex knew she was getting perilously close to the edge – if she didn’t get an early night soon, she’d be a total wreck. Emotionally and physically. 



Deep down she knew it wasn’t her workload that was the problem – it was coming home to Ireland that was keeping her awake at night. Ireland held too many memories, memories that made her jumpy whenever she walked through Dublin’s cosmopolitan pedestrianised shopping area, Grafton Street. Memories that she wasn’t ready to deal with. 



But she was doing the right thing. If she said it to herself often enough, it had to be true. And her father looked so pleased to see her when she arrived each evening at St Vincent’s hospital with his newspaper and humbugs (‘anything to take away the taste of the damned food!’) that she knew she was doing the right thing. After the accident he needed her nearby, and the business needed her here big time, so whatever her personal misgivings, she just needed to get on with it. Coming home was right. She was doing the right thing.


Taking a deep breath Alex focused on applying her lipstick. She needed to clear her mind, to get back to being the confident, relaxed owner of an international design partnership, needed to send out all the right messages to what could be a very lucrative new client. Jocelyn Blake was PA to the managing director of one of Ireland’s most successful venture capital companies, a business that had, despite the recession, just moved into an extensive new office complex and wanted to make its mark , ‘decoratively speaking’, as Jocelyn had put it, on the building. 


 ‘Decoratively speaking’ – it was more than just the interiors of the offices of Venture Capital Ireland that could do with some design advice. Alex had to smother a grin as Jocelyn Blake swept into the Reception area wearing a multi-coloured velvet tent and an imperial purple scarf that clashed violently with a pair of harlot-red suede wedges. Her hair, a melting pot of greys from silver to steel, was swept up into a tumbling knot, skewered, it seemed to Alex, by the tent poles missing from the rest of her outfit. 



Alex nodded her thanks to the receptionist, and turned to greet the managing director’s PA, switching on her warm, everything-under-control smile.

 ‘Alex Ryan, Impromptu Design.’


At least as broad as she was tall, and beaming an enthusiastic welcome, Jocelyn gripped Alex’s hand as if it were a rung on a ladder she was about to fall off, the hairs on her chin bristling rather unnervingly as she spoke.

 ‘Alex Ryan, right on time. But goodness me, I was expecting a chap. Jocelyn Blake, call me Joss. Delighted to meet you, delighted. I’m so excited about getting this place together.’ 



Alex sensed Jocelyn run an appraising eye over her polished heels and sheer stockings, taking in her black crepe business suit and crisp pin-tucked white linen shirt. The best Barcelona had to offer, the jacket nipped neatly in to her small waist, large covered buttons giving it a distinctly European elegance, the skirt just above the knee. Alex guessed she had passed the first test as Jocelyn continued, ‘too much beige everywhere. It’s SO depressing to the spirit, and we’re a progressive company, we own all sorts of businesses – everything from hotels to games arcades – always something exciting happening here. We need exciting offices to INSPIRE the staff. And your company is exactly what we’ve been looking for. Exactly! Miro, Gaudi, Picasso. When I was chatting to Senor Marquez’s PA I knew you’d be perfect. Come through to my office, we’ve lots to talk about.’


This wasn’t the time to point out that Picasso was French. Alex smiled and followed her down a long beige corridor, stifling a gasp at the sight of Jocelyn Blake’s own office. A riot of potted plants and massive abstract canvases, the view of the river Liffey was almost obscured by heavy claret and gold brocade drapes. It looked more like a boudoir than an office, and not a very high-class one at that. This job could turn out to be more of a challenge than she had anticipated!

 ‘Sit down, sit down. I’ve ordered some real coffee. Can’t stand instant, has to be the real thing or nothing at all. But you’d know all about good coffee, coming from Spain. How are you finding the weather here?’

 ‘It’s a bit damper than Barcelona, but I grew up here, so I know what to expect. Dublin has changed a lot though…’

 ‘That’s for sure, sooo much building!’ Jocelyn rolled her eyes. ‘But I’m sure you know all about the boom and bust. Thankfully, we’re an international company with interests all over the world, and China’s doing very well at the moment.’


Alex nodded. ‘That’s good to hear. How can Impromptu help? I’m not sure how much Senor Marquez’s PA told you, but we offer a wide range of services to bring a cohesive look to every area of a company.’ The pitch line rolled off her tongue seamlessly. If Jocelyn realised Alex had said it several hundred times, she didn’t show any sign; instead she beamed at Alex across the desk.

 ‘She told me you were wonderful, that’s all I needed to know. And we need a complete makeover. This building is our new corporate headquarters, and just look at it! I think we really need to have a look at how colour influences mood. Don’t want any yellow here – do you know they recommend you don’t put yellow in a baby’s room? It makes them restless. And no red; too likely to cause an argument. Except in here of course!’ Jocelyn paused to laugh at herself, as Alex stifled a grin, ‘but no one argues with me!’


Right on cue a buzzer sounded from somewhere under the mass of trailing fronds on her desk, followed by a distant, disembodied voice.

 ‘Joss, where are you? What have I got at ten?’ Deep, masculine, and distinctly tetchy, the perfect vowels unmistakably the product of a private education, Alex assumed that this was Jocelyn’s boss and was surprised at the brusqueness of the tone. He might be having a bad day, but he obviously had an original take on good manners. Alex’s private thoughts, masked by a polite smile, were reinforced as the voice continued, ‘What have you done with my diary? I thought I was seeing Jackson about the New York deal but he’s on the golf course, he just phoned.’


Reaching under a fern, Jocelyn depressed a button on what must have been a speakerphone, her face screwed up in irritation. To Alex’s complete amazement she replied as if she was speaking to a rather dim child.

 ‘No, Jackson’s tomorrow. Your diary is on your desk. Right in the middle, red leather, gold edges, open at today’s date. You’re here all morning. The Minister’s coming in at ten to persuade you to invest in that shopping centre scheme.’


Surprisingly, her tone didn’t seem to offend the owner of the voice in the least. Alex heard him groan and the distinct shuffling of papers obviously revealing the missing diary.

 ‘Christ, is he? God you’re right. Why are you always right? It’s no good you being downstairs, I need you next door to my office. Call that idiot architect back in, will you, and come up now and find the file about that shopping centre. I got caught up in a call with China.’ Totally absorbed in their exchange, Alex suddenly realised the hairs were standing up on the back of her neck; the timbre of the voice, despite the distortion of the phone and the plant, was mature, rich and smooth bringing to mind a fabulous bottle of wine, a Chateau Margaux, a grand cru at least; every sip leaving you wanting another. She snapped rapidly back as Jocelyn Blake replied tersely.

 ‘I’ll be along before he arrives. I’m busy now, I’m right in the middle of a meeting with the new designer.’

 ‘What designer?’ 


 ‘For the offices. Impromptu Design, they’re doing the new Spanish Cultural Institute. I told you about it. We need to do something with this soulless mausoleum of a building.’

 ‘So you did. What’s the chap’s name again?’

 ‘It’s a girl, Alex Ryan, Alexandra I think.’ Jocelyn beamed across at Alex like she was suddenly top of the class.

 ‘Alex Ryan?’

 ‘Exactly.’


There was a long pause. 



Alex felt her heart stop for a second as, poised on the edge of her chair, she found herself waiting expectantly to hear his response. But she really didn’t expect his gruff reply.

 ‘Bring her up. I’ll speak to her while you find the file.’ 



Jocelyn raised her eyes to heaven. ‘You really don’t have time to be worrying about decorating. I have the file here; I’ll send it up immediately and…’

 ‘Joss, just stop blathering and send her up. Tell the Minister I’m running behind. He’ll wait.’


Rolling her eyes as if he was a spoilt child who needed to be humoured, Jocelyn clicked off the speakerphone and pushed her chair abruptly away from the desk as if she were about to set sail.


Alex felt her stomach hit the floor as she watched Jocelyn roll over to her filing cabinet and heave open a drawer stuffed with files. Meet the MD now? Obviously she had anticipated meeting with the board if Impromptu were offered the Venture Capital contract, but she had expected today to be an exploratory meeting, a chance for Venture Capital to find out about Impromptu and vice versa, not a full-on presentation! 



Alex mentally gave herself a sharp kick – normally she prided herself on her research, ensured she knew everything, right down to what the board liked for breakfast before she went into a meeting with a new client, but with the week she’d had, she hadn’t had a second to do her homework. Between the runs to visit her dad and the demands of Senor Marquez, who seemed to be enjoying the creative process and adding more and more work to her brief, Alex hadn’t had a second even to Google Venture Capital Ireland. It went completely against the grain but as she’d fallen exhausted into bed each night in her tiny rented house in Dalkey, knowing she was facing a night of fitful sleep, she’d convinced herself she could do all the research she needed after her meeting with Jocelyn. 



Who had she been kidding? What made her good at her job was her attention to detail, her ability to grasp the needs of the client. She should have followed her gut instinct and told them she was too busy. When she had received Jocelyn’s email at the beginning of the week, with everything already on her plate, for a moment Alex had wondered if she should take the job at all. But you just didn’t say no to new business, especially now, and particularly if it came as a result of a recommendation, and, as she’d reasoned while she’d composed her reply, designing offices wasn’t exactly brain surgery. A job like this could lead to more work, which would cement the position of the Irish office. And, for all she knew, they might take months to decide on the colour scheme, by which time her dad would be on the mend, she’d have found someone to run the Dublin office and she’d be back in Spain, back to the sunshine and a trouble-free life.


So here she was. Totally unprepared and about to walk into one of the most difficult meetings of her life.


 



 


TWO

It took a moment for the laptop to power up. Another moment for the Google homepage to open.


What first?


Facebook? That seemed like a good place to start. It was unlikely she’d realised the privacy implications; she was the sort to have everything out on show. 



A click of the mouse.


Bingo. 



It was all there...unbelievable...so much information. Hobbies, activities, favourite books and movies, email, PHONE, ADDRESS , schools – that would make the next bit easy. And so many photographs, with names and locations...good God.


She smiled from every picture, teeth brilliant white like a Colgate ad, more often than not a glass of champagne in her hand. 



What next? Cross-reference the names and the faces in the photos with her friends on Facebook, look at their profile pages, get an idea of their names, professions, current locations. Time-consuming but well worth it...


Then Friends Reunited to check out her school friends, to see who was doing what, who she was still in touch with. Easy, when she’d put up all the dates and names of her schools on Facebook.


The fun had already started on Twitter. Following her friends, easily picked out from the lists of people following her, watching their conversations, seeing in real time what they were chatting about – and slipping in a comment or two...about a favourite book, a restaurant, a ‘mutual friend’. 



Now wouldn’t that be a coincidence, a ‘mutual’ friend? 



Finding common ground was the way to build trust. 



And with trust came information.


 



 


THREE

Alex was still kicking herself as she buttoned her jacket in the lift on the way up to the fifth floor of Venture Capital Ireland. Jocelyn had been about to accompany her when the telephone rang, had instead mouthed her apologies and, her hand over the receiver, whispered that one of the girls would show her to the lift. 



Intrigued by the man whose voice she had heard on the speakerphone, Alex wished she had had a chance to find out more about the company. She was sure she had read in the Sunday Times that Venture Capital Ireland had shares in everything from London City Airport to hotels in Shanghai, but she had never had a chance to finish the article, so quite who was on the board of directors, or who held the controlling interest, remained a mystery. And she hadn’t even had time to quiz the girl at Reception when she had arrived, as Jocelyn Blake had obviously been waiting for her and had swept her into her office the moment she had walked into the building.


As the lift doors slid open effortlessly to a melodious chime, Alex was surprised to find the top floor of the landmark building apparently empty. She stepped into a lofty hall surrounded by closed dark oak doors. The space was dominated by a circular antique table with an ornate central pedestal, the scent of beeswax polish jostling with the perfume from a riot of lilies and roses spilling out of a massive arrangement at its centre. Like the lower floors, the colours were uniform: beige and more beige, broken only by white gloss skirting boards and dado rails. Pausing for a moment to take in her surroundings, Alex wondered who was responsible for the several large paintings dotted between the doors, all Victorian hunting scenes set in heavy gold frames. Recalling the sound of his voice, she found herself creating a mental picture of the man she was about to meet. If he had had any influence over the décor outside his office at all, the managing director must be in his early fifties, was probably greying, and no doubt was a golfer fond of country pursuits who had been brought up by nannies, which would explain his relationship with his PA. 



Alex’s instincts were usually good, but this time she couldn’t have been more wrong.


Turning back to take a final glance in the mirrored lift doors, ensuring she looked her best, Alex headed across the hall to the only set of double doors, and knocked gently. Hearing a muffled sound that could have been ‘come in’, she pushed, surprised that the door opened easily. The thick carpet of the hall was replaced inside the office with glistening marble tiles. Dazzled by the space and light of what looked more like a hotel suite than a working office, Alex took in a pair of cream leather sofas to her left, a glass coffee table between them, and what appeared to be a matching glass boardroom table to her right, lit by an enormous twisted copper and crystal chandelier, floor-to-ceiling windows giving an enviable view of the city skyline. The boardroom table was sleek and modern, completely different in taste and style from the hall, and the contrast threw her for a moment. Her surprise must have been obvious.

 ‘Not what you expected?’


Startled by a voice from beyond the sofa arrangement, a voice that appeared to emanate from behind a magnificent walnut desk partially obscured by a small forest of potted palms, Alex turned on her professional smile and made her way into the room. 



She didn’t get far. 



A couple of steps inside the door the desk came into full view, as did the man sitting behind it. But he wasn’t a greying senior executive in his fifties. Far from it. Alex felt her eyes widening in pure shock, and then cold dark horror. Her stomach did a complete back flip as she felt the colour rush to her face, burning, she was sure, like a beacon. Summoning every reserve of self-control to remain where she stood, to resist the urge to turn and run, for a second her knees wobbled alarmingly beneath her. Fighting for control, Alex tried to steady her breathing, suddenly terrified that she might hyperventilate or worse, pass out. 



Behind the desk sat a man she knew, a man who had rarely left her thoughts in the past sixteen years, the man who was the very reason she had left Ireland to study in Spain, and the very reason why she had been so reluctant to come home.


Sebastian Wingfield. Sole heir to the infamous Lord Kilfenora. Sole heir to the Wingfield banking fortune, and the rambling Gothic castle ridiculously misnamed Kilfenora House, with its one-thousand-acre County Kildare estate. 



Sebastian Wingfield. Her first love. The man she had innocently thought, aged seventeen, that she would spend the rest of her life with, until… and the man who was very obviously now the managing director of Venture Capital Ireland. 



The past sixteen years had been kind to him. His shoulders still broad, there were a few more lines around his eyes perhaps, but his hair was still the colour of melting chocolate, cropped short, his jaw just as determined as it had been back then. And just below the dimple in his right cheek, the half-inch scar she had traced with her fingertip was still there, faded with age, but still visible. He wore his yacht club tie knotted loosely at his throat, the top button of his shirt undone, his cuffs rolled back to reveal the strong wrists she remembered so well, a prelude to a pair of strong arms that had once held her as if they would never let her go. And his eyes were just as blue; the blue of a summer sky glimpsed through the thick canopy of trees as they lay laughing on their backs in the long grass of Kilfenora Woods, limbs entwined.


Sitting back, his elbow resting on the arm of his chair, one hand casually supporting his chin, Sebastian Wingfield watched Alex’s reaction, drinking her in, absorbing every detail from her blonde curls to her long slim legs. She had blossomed into a beautiful woman – her hair was shorter, her crazy curls now smoothed into a sophisticated ponytail, her suit unmistakeably European. She was just as alluring as when he’d last seen her – more so now – her sallow skin tanned, caramel brown eyes clearly showing her surprise. And that dark mole just to the left of her full mouth, like a beauty spot, exactly as he remembered it, its twin, he knew, a finger’s width from her navel. Good God, what was he thinking?


Masking the maelstrom of emotions churning inside him with a façade of disinterest, Sebastian felt like he was in some sort of bizarre dream. Could it really be her? After all these years, here she was, just waltzing into his office as if nothing had happened. 



Sebastian knew he hadn’t been listening properly when Jocelyn had told him about the fantastic interior design company she had found, had completely forgotten about the meeting. But the moment Jocelyn had said Alex’s name he had felt a surge of emotion second only to the tidal wave of despair he had felt the day he had called to her father’s cottage to discover that she had left. Without a word. Without even a note. Without even sending him a postcard from wherever it was she had gone to. And at that stage, even her father had had no idea what she was doing, had been just as mystified as he was at her abrupt departure. 



And, as he looked at her now, a flash of resentment lit the slow burn of anger that had festered inside him over the years. He had concealed it, had got on with his life; had channelled all the negative energy into taking up a position in the family business. At his grandfather’s insistence he had switched from first year architecture to a business degree. But Alex’s departure had changed the course of his life, and he wasn’t about to thank her for it. 



It was the not knowing why that had really cut him, and it was a wound that still ached whenever he saw a blonde head bobbing ahead of him in a crowd. Sebastian had lost count of the times he’d raced after strange women on a train, in a theatre, convinced every time that he’d found her, that she would turn and smile and love him again as she had before. But every time he’d been shattered by the truth, the knife twisting deeper into his heart until at last he’d learned to live with the loss, learned to push thoughts of her to the back of his mind. Now here she was. Dear God where did he start?


Sebastian’s gaze made Alex feel horribly vulnerable, exposed. It was as if it was trained on her like a spotlight, like she was the leading lady who had forgotten her lines. Thoughts tumbled through her head, a dark chasm gaping in her stomach as her eyes locked with those of the very man she had spent the last sixteen years avoiding. Perhaps she could just back out, smile casually and apologise – say she’d stumbled into the wrong office? Perhaps if she focused hard enough she might be able to vanish completely and teleport herself back into her car where she could lock all the doors and crawl under the seat.


Massaging his chin, Sebastian finally spoke, breaking the silence that was building between them like a wall of ice, his voice rich with sarcasm.

 ‘Alex Ryan. Goodness me, I didn’t really think it could be you, but here you are. Alive and well after all.’ Sebastian paused, glacial eyes penetrating her very core. His voice was calm, too calm. Alex thought it held a hint of a sneer. She couldn’t blame him.

 ‘Why don’t you sit down Alex Ryan and tell me what you’ve been doing with yourself for the past sixteen years?’


As if hypnotised by his voice, Alex felt herself drawn towards his desk, could hear her heels clicking across the marble before she fully realised what she was doing – why didn’t she just turn around and leave? Run while she still had the chance? But the rational part of her brain wasn’t working, was paralysed by shock, running on automatic. He hadn’t changed one bit and everything that had attracted her to him all those years ago, his broad shoulders, his startling blue eyes, his very magnetism was reeling her in all over again. Alex found herself standing in front of his desk like a child brought before the headmaster.

 ‘Sebastian…I didn’t…’ Alex blushed again, even more furiously this time, if that were possible. Her voice cracked, her throat suddenly dry; she could feel her whole body trembling. Gripping her briefcase, Alex prayed the nerves wouldn’t show. What should she say? What could she say? Not the truth, that was for sure. Too much was at stake. The past lay like a minefield between them, and at any moment she could put her foot down and destroy him utterly and completely. Whatever else had happened, she didn’t want that. She had left to protect him, to protect herself and her family, and the vows she had made all those years ago still held strong. 



Alex had rehearsed this meeting in her head a million times over the years, her subconscious mind taking her back to him whenever she least expected it. How many times had she woken sweating and gasping for air, the memory of his kiss on her lips, her body sending her red hot messages, yearning for his touch? How many times had she imagined herself here, searching for the words to explain? And how stupid was she? How many seconds would it have taken her to do a search on Venture Capital Ireland, to find out who was on the board of directors? 


 ‘It was a preliminary meeting. I didn’t expect…’


Sebastian interrupted, lolling casually in his chair, as if nothing mattered in the world, as if he didn’t give a damn that she had just walked right back into his life.

 ‘You didn’t expect what? You didn’t expect to see me?’ His thick eyebrows rose in question, the long dark eyelashes she remembered so well framing those blue eyes, their colour deepened by the blue of his shirt. ‘That seems rather unlikely. You were always so organised Alex, so thorough. How did you expect to do business with my company and not meet me?’ Sebastian left the question hanging. Alex wanted to cry out, explain that for once in her life she hadn’t been thorough, that really, honestly, he was the last person she had expected to see. But she knew that would make things worse, would make her look even more stupid than she already felt. He’d probably laugh in her face. She was quite sure he wouldn’t believe her – and she wasn’t about to add lying to his list of grievances against her.

 ‘So, you’ve been living in Spain have you? And you followed your dream and studied design. Very good.’ 



Matter of fact, cold, he spoke to her as if they had no connection, had only just met, answering his own question, his face impassive. She would much rather he shouted, screamed all the questions she was sure he wanted answers to across the desk – what happened, why did you go? What about our plans, what about our dreams? 



Alex opened her mouth to speak but Sebastian cut her off. ‘I hope you’re as good as Joss says. We only employ the very best here.’ Confused for a second, she suddenly realised he was talking about the contract, about redecorating his offices. She had expected the proverbial third degree, to be called to account at the very least and yet from the way he spoke, the matter seemed to be closed, and after everything, he wanted her to do the job! How could he be so detached?

 ‘Our logo has this purple colour in it. Aubergine Joss calls it.’ Sebastian picked up a business card lying beside his diary and tossed it towards her. ‘I want the building to reflect our corporate image. Crisp and business-like, lots of white and this purple. Maybe purple carpets and some feature walls. And I’d like some decent pictures. Modern, cutting-edge stuff. Show our visitors that we’re leading the field. Joss will discuss the budget with you. I want to move on it quickly. I’m sick to death with all this brown , makes us look dowdy, out of touch. It’s Thursday today, we’ll have a look at your ideas on Monday morning.’


Before Alex could either reach for the card or reply, the phone on Sebastian’s desk buzzed. She jumped as he casually leaned forward to depress the speaker button. 


 ‘Yes Joss?’

 ‘Caroline’s just been on. The wedding planner is dropping in sample invitations. She wants you to choose which one you like so you can discuss it over lunch.’


A wave of irritation passed across his face, as Alex felt her heart contract into a sharp painful lump in her chest. Wedding?

 ‘Do you honestly think I’ll have an opinion Joss? Good God as if I’ve got time for that – I thought that’s why I was paying the bloody woman in the first place. You decide will you? Just make sure you send it up so that I know what it looks like.’


Suddenly pushing his chair back, Sebastian stood up, abruptly terminating their meeting, rounding the desk in one fluid movement that reminded Alex of a leopard stalking its prey. But then, he always had been a great mover, spinning her across the dusty moonlit ballroom in Kilfenora, his tape deck no match for the size of the room. ‘The Wind Beneath my Wings’. ‘Wishing on a Star’. Bryan Adams’ ‘Everything I do, I do it for you’. Alex felt her knees buckle.

 ‘Joss has all our corporate print downstairs. She’ll give you copies of the brochures and get the colour references for you.’ Now only feet from him, Alex was suddenly aware of his aftershave, a delicate blend of sandalwood and spices, of the heat of his body. Her voice wasn’t much more than a whisper. ‘That will be fine. I’ll get everything together for Monday.’


But Sebastian was already heading across the room to the door. 



Taking a deep breath, Alex slipped her briefcase strap over her shoulder, spun around and focused on crossing the room. It felt like a walk to the gallows. Ahead of her Sebastian was holding one half of the double doors open, one hand casually in his pocket, his brow furrowed, eyes on the floor, mind already absorbed in the next challenge. Reaching the door without disaster, Alex hesitated for a second, grasping for something intelligent to say, failing miserably. His very presence, the scent of him so close after so long left her utterly, hopelessly tongue-tied. Avoiding his eye, focusing on the flower arrangement in the hall, she managed, ‘So nine o’clock Monday?’


But Alex didn’t get any further. Suddenly, Sebastian’s arm was around her waist, her body pulled forcibly to his as his lips met hers, hungry, demanding. With her hands on his chest, instinctively Alex began to push him away, but the impulse didn’t last, her body responding to his as she melted into his embrace, just as she had all those years ago. Stars shot behind her closed eyes as the old fire was rekindled. Alex felt like she was on a train hurtling out of control, towns and cities, faces flashing past the windows so fast they blurred together. Ireland, Spain, her father, his grandfather. 



Then it was over.


Pulling away from her, dropping her like an unwanted toy, Sebastian wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, regarding her surprise with disdain, the ice back in his eyes. Stumbling backwards, her own fingertips covering her bruised lips, Alex didn’t wait for him to speak but spinning on her heel headed straight for the lift. Behind her she heard the door close but she kept her eyes trained on the lift doors, her emotions churning like the downdraught from a helicopter rotor, her dignity in tatters.


 



 


FOUR

Why on earth had he kissed her? Sebastian Wingfield sat down heavily at his desk and put his head in his hands, his stomach churning with what? Anger – without a doubt; confusion – definitely, and…desire? But he wasn’t ready to admit that, even to himself.


He’d been wound up so tight at the sight of her after all these years, and then he’d caught the scent of her perfume. Spicy, exotic. Cinnamon and what? He’d never been sure. Something sexy and strong that brought images of the past hurtling back. Cinnabar wasn’t it called? How could he forget? 



It seemed so long ago now…a memory captured like cine film, the colours fading over time. Sent by his grandfather to find Tom Ryan, the gamekeeper, pushing open the peeling door… wandering into the gloom of the ruined Mill House. A disembodied voice had made him start. 


 ‘He’s not here. There’s a poacher reported up by the dam. He won’t be long, reckons it’s Shamie from the village again.’ Bold, confident, a convent school accent. 



Momentarily taken aback by the overly familiar tone, Sebastian had looked around to identify the source of the voice. It was then that he’d caught a waft of her scent, surprising him like the shaft of sunshine that penetrated the rotting thatch, pouring into the dusty interior of the abandoned two-storey building, its stone-flagged floor littered with rotten wood from the floor above and piles of autumn leaves that had blown into the corners. Suddenly an upturned mass of golden curls had appeared through a hole in the floor above, rosebud lips grinning cheekily as the girl regarded him with unconcealed interest.

 ‘Hi, I’m Alex. Tom’s my dad. Who are you?’


Amazed at her audacity, at her brazen directness, Sebastian had faltered for a moment. The girls he’d met, the daughters of the Irish aristocracy and business elite invited by his boarding school to dances and debates, had fluttered their eyelashes and giggled, occasionally argued in strident opposition to the motion of the day, but had never had the confidence to speak to any of the chaps like this.

 ‘Sebastian Wingfield.’ 



Before he could say more, her eyes had widened. ‘The Sebastian Wingfield? I thought you were away in France again this summer.’


She knew that he spent his summers with Cormac’s crowd?

 ‘I was, I came back early. My grandfather wants me to learn how the estate’s run.’ Why on earth was he explaining himself to one of the staff? ‘Are you always this nosey?’


Pulling an exasperated face, the head had disappeared and he’d heard a scuffling sliding sound as she dragged herself across the few remaining boards to the top of a ladder rather precariously placed where the old staircase had been. The next thing he knew, a pair of mountain boots topped with thick, rainbow-striped socks had appeared, quickly followed by two long slim legs encased in skin-tight jeans, and a very neat bottom, her sweatshirt riding up as she shimmied over the edge of the floor revealing a curvy waist, her skin tanned. 



Then the ladder had started to shake alarmingly. 



Instinct taking over, Sebastian had rushed to grab it, his movement coinciding with her losing her balance, the ladder crashing down in a shudder of dust. Landing neatly in his arms, as if falling off a ladder was something she did every day, Alex had somehow managed to spin in mid-air so that when the dust settled Sebastian discovered her nose was centimetres from his own, the scent of her perfume strong. Surprising. Tantalising. 


 ‘Well done. I thought you boarding school boys only caught cricket balls.’ He could still hear the playfulness in her tone.


Good God…he’d been grand speaking to her from across the wasteland of his desk, had held onto his cool even though his heart had been racing; but the moment she had come close to him, the moment he had caught her scent, his resolve had crumbled…


Sebastian had thought his heart would stop when Jocelyn had mentioned her name, unable to believe it could possibly be the same Alex Ryan he’d known all those years ago – but his Alex had been passionate about design, had been determined to follow a career as an interior designer even then. So, as he waited for her to come up, biting the nail on his thumb, his forehead creased in a frown, he’d reckoned the odds were fair that it was the same girl. Not that he was a betting chap – the one and only time he’d ever been in a bookmakers had been with her, with Alex, a flutter on the Grand National, a tip from her dad. Their horse Love Match had come romping home that day; surely a sign that their union would endure, would win out over the odds. 



But that was before…before she had disappeared without a word. Before she had left him alone, confused, and totally and utterly in love. Anger seethed inside him like a serpent awakened, its tail lashing. Betrayal. Loss so huge it was like a bereavement. Pain so deep it still ached like an old rugby injury. Thank goodness Sebastian had had a few minutes to prepare himself, to still the hot rush of emotion that had sent his heart rate off the scale when he had heard her name, had taken away his breath for longer than he would have liked. 



And Alex had left at what turned out to be the worst possible time. Only a month later his mother and father had been killed in a traffic accident in South Africa. The tears he had cried had been more for her than for the parents who had sent him away to school at five, his malaise put down to grief. Did she even know they had died? Had her father told her? 



Calling up to the gamekeeper’s cottage every day for a month, in the end Sebastian had given up, Tom Ryan’s sad shake of his head as he answered the door was more than he could take. And whatever about Alex leaving him, how could she leave her father like that? Still grieving over the premature death of his terminally ill wife the year before. Alex had told him that it had always been her mother’s dream to live in the country, a dream that Tom had realised for all of them, convinced that the clean air of Kildare would prolong his beloved Carmen’s life. But her breast cancer had been aggressive, and even after surgery, her prognosis poor. So, she had lived her dream for only a few short months, loving every minute of the tiny stone cottage, sitting out in the spring sunshine listening to the woods around her breathing, living, as they would continue to live after she was gone.


Sebastian was renowned for being tough in business, had inherited a poker face from his grandfather, the ruthless Guy Wingfield, learning how to disguise his thoughts from a master. But whereas the current Lord Kilfenora was cold steel through to the core, his only pretence at emotion reserved exclusively for his grandson, and that only a pat on the back and a half smile when he had received his MBA - Sebastian knew he was human in the middle. Soft. Too soft. And right now, as he sat at his desk, his soft core was molten, heaving like a volcano about to explode.


What on earth was she doing coming back now? When he was getting married in eight weeks. The news had been in all the society rags, was hardly a secret. What did she want?


And why had she looked so shocked when she saw him? Surely she must have known this was his company? Massaging his temples, Sebastian stared blindly at the gold fountain pen he kept on his desk. All my love…She’d never been a good actress, had never been able to hide her emotions, had sobbed her heart out every time Bambi’s mother died until the video tape had stuck in the machine and they had both fallen about with laughter, waiting for the tears.


With images of the past and present careering around his head, Sebastian didn’t hear the door open and Jocelyn sweep in, her soft soles silent on the marble. He jerked his head up with such force when she spoke that she almost took a step back. 


 ‘The Minister’s delayed. Emergency cabinet meeting. He wants to reschedule.’ 



Only half-listening, Sebastian waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. ‘Whatever. Book him in sometime towards the end of the week. I’m in Cannes on Friday.’

 ‘Are you alright? You look a bit pale.’

 ‘Me?’ Sebastian looked at Jocelyn, momentarily confused. ‘Of course. I’m fine. What am I doing now?’

 ‘Wedding invitations.’ Jocelyn placed a fan of glossy cream card on his desk. ‘I think the gold’s the best. The others are a bit…well gaudy. And you’ve lunch at twelve. Caroline’s on her way.’


Still focused on his fountain pen, Sebastian picked it up, playing it through his fingers, caressing it, rocking it from side to side, weighing it up. He nodded, obviously distracted.

 ‘Joss, how did you find that design company?’

 ‘Impromptu Design? I told you, I was having coffee with Daphne; she’s Senor Marquez, the Spanish Ambassador’s new PA. She was raving about them. They’ve done fantastic work all over Spain and in Italy too. Senor Marquez insisted they do the new Spanish Cultural Institute, and, well, if they’re good enough for him, I thought they could help us here. Get rid of all that awful...’

 ‘Brown . I know. I’m sick of it. But Alex, the girl who came to see you, did she ask about me?’

 ‘You?’ Jocelyn almost laughed, ‘why on earth would she have asked about you? Unless you feel the need for a coat of paint you’d hardly be within her remit.’


Finally snapping out of his reverie, Sebastian smiled sheepishly. ‘You’re right, and I’m sorry if you wanted to look after the colour scheme, but it turns out that I knew her a long time ago…’ he paused, not wanting to go into detail, ‘and,’ he winced, ready for a verbal onslaught, ‘I suggested she went with the purple colour in our logo.’


Jocelyn’s face creased in a smile. ‘I’ve given her the samples. That will be lovely don’t you think? A few feature walls and some nice paintings...’


Sebastian heaved a sigh of relief. ‘That’s what I suggested.’

 ‘Excellent. Now you’ve letters to sign and Jackson needs your okay on some elements of the New York deal before lunch.’


Raising his hand to his forehead in a mock salute, Sebastian pulled his chair back into his desk. A widow at twenty-five, Jocelyn had been recruited by his grandfather for her steely resolve and ability to manage staff, but she had a gentle side as well, as Sebastian had discovered early on, and a penchant for Belgian chocolates. They had quickly found their own level, a mutual understanding that made them a powerful team.


A voice from the door made them both jump. 


 ‘Darling aren’t you ready yet?’ The high-pitched tones of Sebastian’s fiancée, Caroline, brought him back to earth with a bump. Paris meets Buckingham Palace, her Rs rolling like a Bateau Mouche down the Seine. ‘The girls downstairs said you were only talking to Joss so I thought I’d whiz up and move you along.’ 



Bustling in through the office door, the flounces and layers of her extravagant mocha silk skirt rustling, Caroline glanced at her reflection in the coffee table as she passed, smoothing her waist-length ebony hair behind her ears, pursing her lips, glossed blood red, before beaming an expectant smile at her fiancé. Sebastian looked back at her, lost in thought for a moment. In the light from the chandelier her pale skin was almost translucent, typically Irish, her dark hair and eyebrows classically French, favouring her mother. It had always amazed him that her brother Cormac, his best friend for as long as he could remember, shared none of her traffic-stopping Gallic looks; instead, he took after his father, a Kerryman born and bred, with a shock of red hair to prove it. The only red-headed vigneron in St Emilion, Cormac Audiguet-O’Reilly would be taking over the family chateau when his father retired.


Sebastian took a look at his watch. ‘But it’s only 10.30.I thought we weren’t meeting until 12.00?’

 ‘That’s for lunch darling, but we’ve lots to finalise before we tee up with Sylvia. She can hardly plan the wedding on her own now, can she?’

 ‘Will it take long?’ Sebastian frowned, one eye on his desk diary, trying to work how he could juggle the morning to compensate for the lost hours, it was bound to be hours…’I’ve got a load on.’

 ‘Oh darling, how can you say that?’ Caroline pouted, ‘I’ve got so much to go through. I really want to finalise the colours for the flowers and the tables. And the wine. Daddy needs to know whether you want the ’96 or the 2000 so he can get it shipped over. They’re terribly busy at the moment. Did you look at the invitations? We need to send them out by the end of next week at the latest and we haven’t even agreed the final list yet.’ 


 ‘Do we? Good God. I’ve had a quick look at them. The gold’s good,’ Sebastian paused, then raced on...’But the invitation is so important. It needs to be right…’ shooting Caroline his guaranteed-to-make-women-cave-in smile, Sebastian continued, ‘can I think about them for a few days?’


Caroline’s snort was like a racehorse objecting to going into the stalls. Tactfully ignoring it, Sebastian’s voice became smooth, cajoling.

 ‘You’re putting so much work into this darling that I want it all to be right. Surely a few days won’t make any difference. Most of your friends already have the date marked and their flights booked; they’re dying to see what marvels you produce.’


Flattery worked every time with Caroline, and Sebastian knew it. Smiling modestly, she sashayed over to the desk, the ultra-high heels on her suede boots skidding on the smooth floor like nails on a chalkboard. Leaning on the edge of his desk, she blew him an exaggerated kiss.

 ‘Just don’t take too long deciding darling. Now chop chop...’


Reaching for his jacket, slung over the back of his chair, Sebastian grinned back at her, catching Jocelyn’s surprised expression Feeling the need to explain he said, ‘I’d just like the old man to have a look, he might have something to say about them. Half the guests are his business associates. Wouldn’t want to offend him, would we?’


 



 


FIVE

‘Room service?’ 


The man who had hated Sebastian Wingfield for as long as he could remember cradled the phone on his shoulder as he wrestled his navy silk tie loose.

 ‘Yes sir, what can we get you?’

 ‘Steak sandwich, blue. Bottle of red, something good, you choose. Fast as you can.’


Putting the phone down with a clatter, he pulled the tie free from his collar and threw it onto the crisply made bed, rubbed his hands over his face. It didn’t matter how often he flew, he always found it exhausting. He could feel the stubble already pricking at his palms, a dull ache developing behind his eyes. He needed to hit the gym, was already getting out of shape. And he hated that feeling. That puffiness, the fatigue. So different from when he’d been in the Marines. He’d been at his peak then, training every day.


But soon enough he’d be able to call his time his own. Soon enough. A slow smile lit his face. Soon enough he’d be the one calling the shots.


It had taken a lot of planning, but the Wingfields had pissed off enough people over the years, enough people who, when brought together, had the capital to move in on their company. It was just a matter of getting them all organised. And he was almost there.


The next move was the key one. The trickiest bit – finding that one thing that could be exploited to discredit them. It didn’t need to be big or even completely true, just something that the press could get their teeth into. Then he could drip in the stuff about the factory and the fire, really shake the market’s confidence in the company’s leadership. With any luck, that would be enough for the shareholders to call for Sebastian Wingfield’s resignation, would definitely cause the share value to take a dip, leaving Wingfield Holdings wide open for a takeover.


A sharp rap on the door interrupted his thoughts. Room service. He nodded half to himself, impressed. They knew him well at this stage. Knew he didn’t like to be kept waiting. But then you got what you paid for in this life and he’d learned a long time ago that not much could better a five-star hotel.

 ‘Afternoon Felix.’


He held the door open as the waiter, his skin ebony against the pristine white of his shirt, pushed a trolley into the room and flashed him a broad grin.

 ‘Afternoon sir.’


A moment later the waiter was gone. No chat, no fuss, exactly how he liked it.


Pulling the trolley over to the side of the bed, he sat down heavily, lifting the domed silver covers, the lids reflecting the soft glow from the sidelights behind him. Steak sandwich and a salad. It had some fancy name if you read the menu. He rarely did. He knew what he liked. The rich scents of perfectly cooked food made his stomach growl. Picking up the bottle of red wine he gave the label a cursory glance before splashing it into the waiting glass. After the week he’d had, this was heaven, or close to it. 



Heaven would be when he saw the look on that spoilt prick Sebastian Wingfield’s face, when he brought him down. Him and his bastard of a grandfather.


He had waited a long time for this. He took a sip of the rich red wine, watching the tear drops form on the side of the glass, enjoying its oaky bouquet. 



Getting even with the Wingfields had been a given since the night when he’d woken up to find his mum sobbing at the bottom of the stairs, a pretty guard trying to comfort her. The guard had looked old to him that night, but in the picture he held locked in his head, he could see now that she had been young, would never forget the look of pain on her face at the sight of him stumbling down the stairs rubbing his eyes, his faded cotton hand-me-down pyjamas baggy with wear.


Some things you couldn’t forgive. And now it was time to get even. 



 



 


SIX

‘Why do you have to go back to the office so soon?’ Caroline pouted, her dark eyes beseeching Sebastian to stay. ‘I thought we could do a bit of shopping after lunch...’ 


 ‘I’m sorry but that took way longer than I thought,’ Sebastian glanced at his watch, ‘it’s almost three...’ Only half concentrating on her, his face troubled, Sebastian stood up from the table, pulling on his jacket, the white linen tablecloth dragging at the fine wool of his trousers as he did so. He hardly noticed, continued shaking his head, talking more to himself than to her. ‘I don’t know who’s feeding this damned journalist but I’m going to have to talk to her once and for all, knock these stories on the head.’ He shouldered his jacket on. ‘The last thing we need is the FT spreading a load of rot about the company. The shares will take a hit and I can’t afford that right now, with this deal in New York finally coming together.’


Caroline nodded like she understood what he was talking about and threw her napkin on the table, standing up herself. If only he switched his phone off at lunch like everyone else, he wouldn’t even have known about this damned journalist person who had so neatly wrecked her entire afternoon. There were definitely a few things that were going to have to change when they were married, and Sebastian’s umbilical link to his office had just shot to the top of the list. Caroline caught her blast of irritation just in time and replaced it with a coy smile.

 ‘I’ll see you later though...?’


The restaurant was already almost empty, the last of its clientele of predominantly dark-suited businessmen pulling out their own phones to turn them on and check their messages as they headed back to their offices, drowning the oriental music playing softly in the background with incoming text message bleeps and ring tones. 



Sebastian kissed her lightly on the lips, his eyes already on the door. ‘I’ll have to see how it goes, I might be working late.’ Then, focusing back on her for a moment, ‘have we got everything worked out now for the wedding then?’

 ‘I knew you weren’t listening to Sylvia! There’s a still load to do...’


Sebastian interrupted her. ‘Can you handle it darling? Look, I’ve really got to get back.’ Finally registering her disgruntled look, he smiled apologetically but Caroline could see he still wasn’t focusing properly. ‘Will you be okay getting a cab? What are you doing this afternoon?’

 ‘Well, I had thought I was spending it with you, but I suppose I’ll find something to do.’ Her affronted tone still didn’t register. Caroline shook her head, tossing her hair over her shoulder like a horse flicking away a fly. Sometimes Sebastian was the absolute END...

 ‘Good, good,’ he kissed her again, ‘I’ll call you.’ 



And a moment later he was gone.


Well honestly...Caroline could have kicked the table...she had the whole day planned out, and now he’d abandoned her, it just wasn’t on...


Outside the restaurant, on her own, Caroline paused for a moment, annoyance bubbling inside her like a geyser about to blow. What was she going to do NOW? Her plan had been to steer Sebastian into The Designer Rooms in Brown Thomas, to pick up a few bits for their honeymoon, but it was hardly worth the trek to Grafton Street now. Caroline pulled her black moleskin coat around her, glad of her leather gloves as a stiff breeze barrelled along the quays, bringing with it a blast of drizzle. The morning mist had lifted but it was still miserable and cold. And she wasn’t in the mood for shopping now...


Searching the traffic crawling along the quays, Caroline looked for a cab, was about to raise her hand when a deep voice from behind her made her start.

 ‘Here, let me.’ 



Before she quite knew what was happening a mountain of a man in a pinstripe suit stepped past her on the footpath and flagged down the next cab, its indicator blinking as it pulled up beside them. 



What on earth...did she look totally helpless?

 ‘Thank you so much, but really there’s no...’ Caroline stopped herself as the man turned towards her and she got a proper look at him. Over six feet tall and almost as broad, his face was rugged, lived in, eyes laser blue. He was the spitting image of that really gorgeous James Bond...what was his name? Daniel Craig...that was it...even had that same thick blonde hair cropped short at the back that made you want to put your fingers in it... Backtracking, she smiled warmly. ‘But really so very kind of you.’

 ‘No problem, where are you going?’ The man hardly acknowledged her. He was already bending down exchanging banter with the driver. Caroline paused for a moment, waiting for him to turn back to her, to notice her and say something else. She wasn’t sure what, but...something. She wasn’t used to being ignored.


But he didn’t acknowledge her, continued to chat to the driver. 



Well there was chivalry and there was...well...Caroline opened her eyes wide and put on her sweetest smile. ‘No really, you are very kind, you take it. I’m sure you need to get somewhere.’


He turned, pausing as if he was looking at her properly for the first time, ran a slow and appraising look at her from the toes of her Chanel suede boots to the top of her glossy head. An appraising look that was hot and just a little indecent. 



The one thing Caroline enjoyed more than anything else in the world was being admired.

 ‘Ballsbridge. The British Embassy,‘ he said, ‘but I can get the next one. I’m not in a hurry.’

 ‘The Embassy?’ Feeling her cheeks colour, Caroline recalculated rapidly. She shouldn’t...but...but... her curiosity was most definitely piqued, and she might be engaged to be married, but her so-called fiancé had just marched off and left her all alone on a freezing afternoon. Where was the harm in a bit of window shopping? ‘Well what a coincidence, I’m going to the Four Seasons. It’s just a few doors down the road...why don’t we share?’


In the back seat of the cab, Caroline self-consciously smoothed her skirt and looked sideways at the man from under her eyelashes. He was having problems getting the back seatbelt buckled across the width of his chest, was pulling extra webbing from behind him over his shoulder, his shirt straining as he twisted. A picture of him without the shirt shot into her mind like a TV advert cutting into a movie with the sound way too loud. 



Mon Dieu. 



Caroline tried to shake the picture out of her head but it wasn’t easy. There was something about him that was magnetic, and just so naughty. She could feel a flush exploding on her cheeks. Good God, she’d got into a cab with a complete stranger; she needed to keep her wits about her, focus, to try to get in control and on top of things. On top of things? Another picture flashed through her head, made her catch her breath. 


 ‘Do you usually get into cabs with strange men?’

 ‘Me? Never.’ Caroline tried to calm her heart rate, pounding like hooves on the gallops. ‘But there’s a first time for everything.’ Jesus, did she just say that?


He finally clicked his seatbelt into place, and turned to look at her, his face twisted in a wry smile. ‘That’s for sure.’ 



It was loaded with innuendo. 



Oh my God. Caroline could feel herself blushing again. This shouldn’t be happening. She was engaged to Sebastian Wingfield, was going to be Lady Kilfenora, (that sounded so good every time she said it to herself) – this so shouldn’t be happening. He put out his hand to shake hers. ‘My friends call me Peter.’


His friends? Conscious of her manners, Caroline put out her own hand, dwarfed by his. His handshake was firm. Very firm. And now that she could hear him properly without the hubbub of traffic, she realised his accent was British, a hint of an Irish lilt buried deep. 


 ‘I’m Caroline. Just Peter?’


He coloured slightly. ‘Peter Pan actually, it’s a sort of a nickname. Bloody Marines are devils for nicknames.’ 



He was so unlike her image of Peter Pan she had to laugh. ‘Marines?’ Caroline raised her eyebrows.

 ‘Royal Navy.’

 ‘Goodness, are you a sailor?’ Caroline knew how stupid that sounded as soon as it was out of her mouth. She cringed, but he didn’t seem to notice.

 ‘Pilot, Harriers; then a Green Beret. Was, I should say.’ 



An image of Tom Cruise in a fighter jet roaring down a canyon shot into her head, swiftly followed by Tom Cruise in a lift in not much more than a towel...Take my Breath Away...


MON DIEU, what was going on inside her head?


Caroline willed him to continue, to tell her more, but he didn’t; something in his face had closed. She felt an overpowering urge to ask why, but he deftly moved the conversation on. 


 ‘What about you? You don’t sound Irish.’

 ‘Half-French.’

 ‘Paris?’

 ‘Bordeaux but I was at University in Paris.’

 ‘The Sorbonne?’

 ‘Yes, but how...?’

 ‘Guessed. One of my favourite places.’

 ‘The Sorbonne?’ This conversation was moving way too fast, he was losing her. How much wine had she had with lunch? 



Peter shook his head, smiling. ‘Paris.’

 ‘Oh, of course...’


Embarrassed, Caroline busied herself with the collar of her coat, glanced out the window. The traffic was bumper to bumper, snarled like knitting at every junction. The driver had the radio tuned to the news, but Caroline wasn’t listening, was desperately trying to think of something else to say. Peter offered her a lifeline:

 ‘Nice city though, Bordeaux. Did some training down there.’ 



He obviously wasn’t going to elaborate any more. Goodness this was hard work. Her move...

 ‘So how long have you been in the Navy?’

 ‘Ten years. I’ve been out a few years.’


Well one thing was for sure – he really was the master of understatement.


Through the glow of the wine Caroline tried desperately to think of something she knew about the Royal Navy, about the Royal Air Force...about anything... She couldn’t sit in the back of a cab for what could be twenty minutes in this traffic with an utterly gorgeous man who looked like James Bond, (and from what he wasn’t saying about his naval career probably was James Bond), and let the conversation die. So what could they talk about? She could talk forever about herself, but right now she was in the throes of planning a wedding, and for some reason that wasn’t something she wanted to mention...so...

 ‘Traffic’s terrible here isn’t it? I don’t think Dublin was built for cars.’ Traffic, now that was scraping the barrel; but it did the trick. On something impersonal, Peter seemed to relax. Phew. 


 ‘It’s amazing what’s happened to this city. I travel a lot – you expect it in London or New York, but here?’ Peter shrugged. It was a very French shrug, his intonation flipping up at the end in question. Encouraged, Caroline dived in.

 ‘I used to know a chap who had this postcard of O’Connell Street taken in about 1957. His father had this amazing wooden car – an American shooting-brake I think it was – and it was right in the middle of the photograph, parked outside the GPO, and it was the only car in the shot, can you imagine?’ 



Did that sound stupid, was she gabbling?


Peter smiled, nodding at her like she was a child. ‘The city’s certainly changed a lot.’ 


 ‘It’s just so busy, constant gridlock, really it’s so difficult to get into town these days. Although at least there are more cabs – it used to be a nightmare getting a cab...’ Caroline stopped suddenly – she was talking too much, no question, and making a total fool of herself. She smoothed the back of her gloves. Why was she worried? She didn’t even know him...


Seeming to sense her embarrassment, Peter filled the growing silence. 


 ‘So, how close are you to the Four Seasons?’


Caroline jumped on the question, relieved to be on safer ground, something practical...

 ‘I’m in it actually. My apartment’s on the fifth floor.’


Peter nodded slowly, shifted slightly in the seat, closing the gap between them. She could almost feel the heat from his body radiating through his crisp white cotton shirt, through his suit and overcoat; she suddenly became overwhelmingly conscious of the scent of his aftershave, musky, masculine. Very masculine. OMG. Realising that he was speaking, she tried to focus on what he was saying.

 ‘Do you have maid service?’


Immediately she could see he was joking, there was a tiny tick at the corner of his mouth as if he was trying to suppress a smile; maybe he was human after all. Relieved, she tried to sound prim.

 ‘I do actually. Residents have access to all the hotel’s services.’ 



Peter laughed, shaking his head, like the world had gone mad, but with his laughter the atmosphere changed, relaxed, like a barrier had come down.

 ‘Do you live nearby?’ Caroline said it innocently, like she was making conversation, like she wasn’t dying to know. 



Peter turned to look at her, his blue eyes locking with hers, ‘Ever heard that song, “Wherever I lay my hat, that’s my home?”’ 



Caroline nodded, knew what was coming next, could feel it like the first tremor of an earthquake. And if she was right, his answer made him rootless, probably unreliable, dangerous even, and the last person she should be sitting in a cab with, ON HER OWN, but...but...Caroline drew in a breath, a red hot surge tingling through her like she was about to erupt herself, to crack open in a cataclysmic seismic shift – it made him incredibly exciting. And one thing was for sure – she’d never had this kind of reaction to Sebastian. Peter’s voice cut into her thoughts, ‘That’s me. No fixed abode.’


OMG, he was James Bond. He might have said he wasn’t in the navy, THE MARINES, anymore, but it was like he’d stepped out of a movie into her life.

 ‘You must live somewhere...’ It came out coy, flirty. 


 ‘Why?’


Well that was a good question. 


 ‘I don’t know, everyone lives somewhere.’ Now she sounded like she was about five years old.


Peter laughed again, the sound deep like the slow whup-whup of a helicopter rotor just before take-off.

 ‘I’m not here often, but I stay at the Shelbourne when I’m in Dublin.’


It was like he was telling her where she could find him.


The cab swung right, tipping her towards him. She reached out and grabbed the armrest just in time. ‘The Four Seasons, Miss.’

 ‘Oh goodness, are we here already?’ Flustered at almost ending up in his lap, she daren’t even begin to think about that, Caroline reached for her bag. Peter put his hand out to stop her, his touch hot through her coat,

 ‘I’ll get this.’

 ‘No, you can’t, don’t be silly.’ 



His hand was still on her arm, ‘What’s silly? We were going the same way.’

 ‘But you can’t...I don’t even know you.’

 ‘Don’t you?’ He looked at her like he knew exactly what was going on in her mind, that he knew she wanted to know more, and knew exactly why. ‘Have dinner with me.’

 ‘Oh,’ Caroline could feel her eyes opening wide. She should say no. A voice inside her screamed loud and clear, SAY NO! You’re engaged, you’re getting married. He’s a complete stranger...

 ‘I’ll pick you up at eight.’

 ‘Oh.’ It sounded weak and hopeless.


A moment later he had unclipped his seatbelt and slipped out of the car, was standing holding her door open.

 ‘Thank you...I.’ 



Getting out of the car she found herself facing him, her face inches from his chest, the earthy tones of his aftershave catching her somewhere low down like she’d been punched.


Obviously amused by her confusion, he pushed her door closed and opened the front passenger door, climbing in. ‘I’ll see you at eight.’


The cab pulled away leaving her standing there, aghast.


He was coming back at eight, and she hadn’t said no.


 



 


SEVEN 


By 6.30 pm, St Vincent’s was manic, the two-hour evening visiting period at the huge university hospital the busiest of the day. And, to top off her marvellous day, Alex couldn’t find a parking space. To make matters worse, every time she rounded a corner on her circuit of the car park, her mind yo-yoed back to the moment when she had turned to see exactly who was sitting behind that huge desk. To that moment of mind-numbing shock when she had found out who was running Venture Capital Ireland. Cringing, her shoulders bunching with tension, humiliation curled her stomach so tight she felt like she was dying inside.


Sebastian Wingfield. 



How could she have been so STUPID? Ever since Marina had mentioned opening an office in Dublin, ever since the contract with the Spanish Cultural Institute had been confirmed, the dread that they might meet had been at the back of her mind. She had known his family had business interests all over the city, that he might be on the board of directors of any number of companies, but somehow she’d been sure he would have followed his dream and become the architect he’d trained to be. Never in a million years had she imagined that he might be the managing director of a venture capital company, a company that bought and sold failing businesses, moving in and turning them around for huge profits. She kicked herself again – how many first-year university students did she know who had followed their dreams, who had held onto their schoolboy ethics when they got out into the real world? What a fool. She could have looked him up of course, years ago, could have Googled Wingfield or Kilfenora and found out exactly what he was doing now. Should have done. But that would have meant coming face to face with him again, even if it was only on the computer screen, and she knew she couldn’t have faced that, couldn’t bear to see those blue eyes one more time. It was easier to pretend that he didn’t exist than to dwell on what might have been.


Pulling around yet another corner, faced with the lines of parked cars forming solid rows like brick walls on either side of her, she suddenly felt like she was trapped in a tunnel. A long dark tunnel, the past behind her – there was no going back there – the future lying ahead, a pinprick of light at the end And the only way out was blocked by Sebastian, his face thunderous, arms crossed tight across his chest, eyes shooting white-hot shafts of accusation right into her heart.


In fact, she hadn’t been able to shake his image from her head all day – but the picture that had haunted her before, the ephemeral spectre of him running ahead of her through the forest, his red Coca-Cola t-shirt like a warning light flashing between the trees, laughing, calling to her over his shoulder, had changed. Now, the face was real, flesh and blood, and she could visualise the creases around his cold blue eyes, the tension in his jaw, almost felt like she could reach out and stroke that scar on his chin, cradle his face in her hands like she used to. If he didn’t spit at her first. 



She’d spent most of the afternoon on the site of the new Spanish Cultural Institute, gripping her notepad and hard hat, trying to stop her mind reliving their entire encounter. Shown around the raw concrete structure by a site manager who had been so wrapped up in his steel girders and shuttering that, thankfully, he’d hardly noticed the blank look in her eyes, her unusual silence. And then, with her heart pounding like a battlefield tattoo, she’d gone to the wholesalers, spending what was left of the day trying to match Venture Capital Ireland’s corporate logo to paint samples and bold monotone prints. Whatever else was going on, she was going to make damn sure Sebastian Wingfield, with his fabulous aftershave and red hot…her mind strayed to his kiss, to the feel of his hand in her hair, to the feel of his body, hard, against hers…to his red hot temper… was going to be blown away by the transformation Impromptu Design brought to his company headquarters. 



So now, after the day from hell, exhausted, and with a headache pounding behind her eyes, she was orbiting St Vincent’s Hospital car park like a rocket in a comic book, her frustration at the whole day fuelled by not being able to find a space manifesting into an anger that she was sure was whooshing out behind her in a trail of sparks that would have left Denis the Menace in awe. 



How could she have been so stupid? How could she have gone into that office without doing her homework? And how could he have kissed her like that? After everything, after all this time…and how could she let herself be kissed? What had she been thinking? That he’d forgiven her? That he’d got over her abandoning him all those years ago and didn’t hold a grudge? She shivered – she knew him better than that. He was the one who had gone on and on that whole summer about some guy who’d fouled him on the rugby pitch – he hadn’t let that one drop, had spent hours mulling over how he was going to get his revenge on what had he called him? Knuckles Murphy?


Crawling along yet another line of parked cars, something else hit Alex, something hard and sharp and sudden. Hadn’t Jocelyn Blake said something about wedding invitations? Was he getting married? With the shock of their whole encounter, their conversation was only coming back to her now, and despite everything that had happened, despite the fact that she knew it was totally irrational, the thought of him with someone else, the thought of him making his vows to someone else felt like pins being stuck into her. 



For a moment she thought she was going to cry, her eyes burning with the salt of unshed tears, fear and shock and anger replaced by despair as quickly and easily as she had slipped out of his life. 



Easily? It had been easy to book the ticket, but to actually go, to know she’d never see him again, that hadn’t been so easy. And all those years ago, had she really thought about the future, really understood how she would feel if she knew he was with someone else? Over the years she’d wondered what he was doing, who he was dating, but seeing him again, being faced with it in the flesh, was like a slap in the face. And it stung like hell.


Suddenly the white tail lights of a car reversing flashed ahead of her. At last – a space. Her sigh was deep, audible. Relief. Plain and simple. At least one thing was finally going right.

 



Inside the hospital, zigzagging through the crowds in the corridors, conscious that the two-hour visiting time was slipping rapidly away, Alex paused before she pushed open the door to her father’s brightly lit ward. Overhead fluorescents trapped the occupants in a bubble of timelessness, of steel tubing and marbled white linoleum tiles. With the sea green curtains partially pulled on either side of his bed to give him some degree of privacy, she could just see her dad lying back, eyes closed, earphones firmly plugged into his ears, one finger tapping the shiny black case of the iPod she had given him. 



He looked tired, so different. And, yet again, it gave her a jolt like an electric shock. He had aged ten years since the accident, suddenly looked so vulnerable. And it didn’t suit him – he was a military man, normally fit and tanned, a career soldier since he was seventeen. He’d never had a day’s illness until he’d caught a stray bullet in the Congo, his blue UN beret not enough to protect him against a teenager high on home brew and testosterone. Invalided out of the army, reluctantly taking his pension, he’d looked for another job, had tried a few, but adjusting to civilian life was harder than any of them had expected. Driving her mother mad at home reorganising the kitchen, then the shed, he had been up a ladder painting the ceiling of their tiny living room the day she collapsed, the pain in her breast she had so cunningly hidden finally becoming too much for her. And it had been during her first stay in hospital that he’d bumped into an old army buddy and discovered that the gamekeeper at Kilfenora was retiring, that Lord Kilfenora, whose army issue boots he had once had been in charge of polishing, was looking for someone reliable to take over on the estate.


But that was almost eighteen years ago and now Tom Ryan’s grizzled hair was definitely a shade greyer than it had been, his weather-beaten face, which normally glowed with health, pale. Too pale. New lines etched by pain. 



Taking a deep breath, trying to still the emotions that whirled together like they were being mixed by a determined three-year-old with a sharp stick, Alex pushed the door open. 



As if he sensed her presence, Tom opened one eye, closing it again and holding up his hand before she could speak. Then, after a minute, a contented smile breaking out on his face, he pulled out the earphones and opened both his eyes, the familiar sparkle back, if only for a moment.

 ‘My God girl, that was great. “Bohemian Rhapsody”. This iPod thing is only marvellous. I took your mum to see Queen in Slane you know. God I’ll never forget it.’


Alex laughed, her tension dissipating like an early morning mist. How many times had she heard about that concert? 


 ‘Told you it was worth a bit of perseverance. Modern technology’s not completely evil you know.’ His grin was wry – she knew he didn’t believe her, ‘Sorry I’m late.’


Pulling up a regulation grey plastic chair beside her father’s bed, Alex collapsed into it and, lowering her voice, said conspiratorially, ‘I couldn’t get any grapes I’m afraid, but I brought…’


His eyes alight with mischief, her father pulled the bag closer to him. His smile told her he knew exactly what she’d brought. ‘Fish and chips. With extra salt and vinegar.’ 



Ever since she’d been a little girl, fish and chips had been their favourite meal. Whenever he was home on leave, on a Friday night they’d pile into the car, which for years had been an enormous Volvo estate, a grill in the back to keep the dogs from romping into the front seat, and headed for Burdock’s in O’Connell Street, the best fish and chipper in Dublin city.

 ‘Well done lass. The food’s like cardboard in this bloody place.’


She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead, ‘Maybe that will teach you to be more careful.’


He returned her school-marmish tone with a withering look.

 ‘Don’t go on, I do my thing, you do yours; haven’t you got anything else to worry about?’


Alex raised one eyebrow, if only he knew! Good God she had plenty to worry about, but right now, this minute, he was her main concern, and his slapdash approach to safety was one of her hobby horses.

 ‘I can’t believe you said that. How can I not worry about you when you won’t wear a seatbelt in that heap of a Land Rover, or a hard hat when you’re felling trees. And God forbid you actually used ear protectors.’


He held up his hands, his face, slightly lopsided, lined like the bark of the oaks and elms he tended, ‘all right, all right, don’t nag, I…’

 ‘You’re what?’ Alex cut in, ‘You’re fine? You’ll never have an accident? Or you know his Lordship will look after you?’ she found it impossible to hide the scepticism in her voice. ‘He’s not God you know Dad, he can’t protect you when you’re out on the estate. That’s why they brought in the Health and Safety at Work Act you know, for people like you, and him. For employers who don’t give a damn about their employees…’


His eyebrows rose at the bitterness in her tone. ‘He’s grand lass, he treats everyone equal. No favouritism and that’s how I like it.’

 ‘I don’t think safety equipment is classed as favouritism Dad. God, the estate would be shut down tomorrow if anyone knew the risks he expects you to take. Look at you now. You didn’t end up in here from sitting behind a desk did you?’


Tom Ryan tried to shrug but failed, the dressings around his shoulder limiting his movement. ‘I told you, it was my own fault, just one of those things.’


She looked at him hard, ‘Mmm.’ 



He hadn’t told her anything, had been ridiculously evasive every time she brought up how the accident had actually happened, how he had ended up with a deep flesh wound to his shoulder and serious injury to his knee, so serious in fact that there had been talk of amputation. But he was a proud man, and she was sure he’d tell her the details when he was ready.


His hand inside the carrier bag, tearing open the paper, Tom pulled out a chip and popped it into his mouth, grinning. ‘So tell me about your day love, what have you been up to?’


For a second Alex was lost for words. Her day. Her nightmare more likely. How could she explain that she’s just bowled right into Sebastian Wingfield? How could she? Whatever about her father being evasive, she’d been fairly economical with the truth all those years ago, had shrugged off his questions about their relationship so that he would think her wildly enthusiastic about the move to Spain, about starting her dream degree, in Barcelona of all places. It had taken all of her energy to persuade him not to tell Sebastian, to pretend he didn’t know where she’d gone, that she wanted a clean break…


Now she smiled knowingly like everything was under control, like her life was just perfect.

 ‘Busy, you know how it is. The Institute’s going to be fabulous. Lots of courtyards and water features to keep everyone relaxed. And we’ve almost settled on the colour scheme. It’ll be very modern. Senor Marquez wants to use Miroesque murals throughout the public spaces, so I’m getting designs drawn up and looking for an artist; and he wants lots of sculpture.’


Tom nodded sagely, secretly delighted that she seemed to be settling into working in Dublin so easily. She had spent so many years away that he’d often wondered if she was afraid to come back. Spain was a bigger market he knew, but all through the Celtic Tiger economic explosion, when Dublin had become a thriving European capital, he had been secretly hoping she’d come back home and grow her business in Ireland. With the economic collapse he’d almost given up hope, but now here she was.


At the end of the day he was delighted with her success, but he missed her, found the house soulless without her pencils and pens and paints scattered around the place, her t-shirts drying on the radiators, makeup scattered all over the tiny bathroom – and he missed their chats in the evening in front of the fire, catching up on the day’s news. Studying in Barcelona had been a wonderful opportunity, a chance to get to know her mother’s people as much as to follow her dream, but he’d known as soon as she had told him that it would pull them apart, that she was flying the nest. She’d been so excited, so thrilled, that he wouldn’t have put a damper on it for anything in the world. But he’d never forget that night: coming in late and finding the house unexpectedly quiet, no pop music playing from her bedroom, no TV blaring from the living room; finding her in the kitchen, her hands idle in the cold washing up water, staring dreamily out the kitchen window. She’d turned when she’d heard him open the door, her face breaking into a smile, ‘Guess what?’…

 ‘So what did the doctor say? When are they letting you out?’

 ‘Next week he reckons.’

 ‘Then plenty of bed rest?’


Tom grimaced, ‘So he says…’

 ‘Definitely plenty of bed rest Dad. You don’t have a car accident and almost lose your leg on the same day and then go running off around the woods like nothing has happened.’

 ‘That’s right Tom, you should listen to her you know. I don’t want you turning up back in here, a week after we kick you out. We don’t have a revolving door policy here – not enough beds.’


Alex turned, recognising the doctor’s broad Cork accent. He had appeared behind her, his hands thrust into his trouser pockets, his white coat undone. In his early forties, he could have passed for a Hollywood movie star but for his thick-rimmed glasses. As it was, she thought he bore more than a passing resemblance to Clark Kent, kept expecting him to rip off his white coat and leap out the window. 



He’d certainly pulled some superhero stunts to get Tom Ryan fixed up from what she’d been able to glean, after whatever had happened to land him in an ambulance roaring through the streets of Dublin to St Vincent’s. At this stage, she’d given up asking for the details of the accident, had put two and two together and reckoned she wasn’t far wrong in assuming he’d finally crashed his Land Rover. So now, instead of worrying about what had happened, she was focusing on his recovery, on working out what on earth they were going to do when he came out of hospital. 



The doctor’s voice interrupted her thoughts, ‘I’m just in, but I’ll be along later Tom, to have a proper look at you. How’re you feeling today?’

 ‘Better thanks, still a bit sore all right, but that’s to be expected.’


The doctor nodded, ‘The old man said you were a tough old bird. Most people would be climbing the walls by now. You’ll have to expect a bit of discomfort with that amount of shrapnel but we’ll have a chat about your pain relief when I come back around.‘ He threw Alex a disarming grin, ‘You’ll have to keep an eye on him, chain him to a chair when he gets home.’


She laughed, ‘You’ve obviously got his measure.’

 ‘Not so sure about that, but I got a tip-off from a very reliable source…’ tapping his nose with his forefinger, he nodded to her and backed out of the ward, a glint in his eye.


Smiling her goodbyes, Alex turned back to her father with a frown. ‘What does he mean shrapnel?’


Tom shrugged. ‘Just the accident I guess; figure of speech. His dad’s ex Irish army. Served in the Congo as well. He knows the score.’

 ‘So he’s had plenty of experience of stubborn old military goats has he?’ Alex tried to hide her grin.

 ‘Reckon he has girl, I reckon he has.’ Tom Ryan shrugged again, would have blessed himself if she hadn’t been eyeing him suspiciously. Thank God she didn’t know the truth.


 



 


EIGHT

‘What do you mean you met a guy in a cab and he’s taking you to dinner?’ Tiffany’s New York accent was always harsher when she was shrieking. She shrieked a lot – Caroline had known what was coming next, had been holding her rose gold BlackBerry Bold at arm’s length as Tiffany replied. Now, she brought it back to her mouth so she could speak.

 ‘Exactly what I said. I can’t say no now can I? That would be too rude. And I don’t know how to get in touch with him anyway.’ 



Standing in her dressing room, the tiny beads on her La Perla push-up bra sparkling under the spotlights like tiny sugar crystals, Caroline reached up to drag another dress along the rail in the glass-fronted wardrobe, her mind back on the problem of what to wear tonight, only half-focused on her conversation with Tiffany.

 ‘But he could be anyone...’


Caroline cut in, ‘Don’t be ridiculous, he’s in the Royal Navy for goodness sake, he was going to the Embassy.’ Perhaps it was the disbelief in her friend’s voice that riled her, or the fact that actually, maybe, she was right, but Caroline found herself snapping...’And we’re going to dinner, not to bed. It’ll be in a public place.’


Caroline knew she sounded tart but she couldn’t help it. Tiffany hadn’t a clue about men. No sooner had they graduated from the Sorbonne than she’d ended up in Boston, in a mausoleum of a house making cupcakes for church socials, convinced her life was perfect with her university professor husband, Bart. Bart! What sort of a name was that? 


 ‘I do hope you’re not going to bed. Does he know about Sebastian, does he know you’re engaged?’

 ‘Of course!’ 


 ‘Caroline...’ Tiffany’s tone was warning. ‘Did you tell him?’

 ‘I’m wearing a rock Tiffany, the Wingfield Sapphire, you can’t exactly miss it.’ Unless you’re wearing gloves, Caroline paused, wincing, waiting for Tiffany to put two and two together. Thankfully she didn’t.

 ‘Good, just so you’ve got it straight from the start.’

 ‘Of course everything’s straight. Honestly Tiff... as if...’

 ‘I’m calling you later. About nine your time. Leave your phone on. Where are you going for dinner?’

 ‘I’ve no idea yet.’

 ‘What if Sebastian sees you? Or one of his friends. It’s Dublin, Caroline, not Paris. You’ll be seen. Those Irish don’t understand about...about, well, affairs, the way the French do.’

 ‘What do you mean the way the French do?’ Caroline tried to sound affronted, ‘I’m not having an affair. And it’s not a French thing anyway. You Americans aren’t much better, think of Bill and Monica.’

 ‘Exactly! Look at Bill and Monica, look what happened there.’


Caroline let out a snort. She wasn’t in the mood for a row with her oldest school chum right now.

 ‘Look, I’m not hiding anything. He could be selling me insurance.’

 ‘Hmm, I bet it’ll look just like he’s selling you insurance. When did your insurance agent last take you out to dinner?’

 ‘Oh, I don’t know...look, I’ve got to go. Don’t fuss. It’ll all be fine. Love you darling, I really must fly...’


Caroline clicked off her phone and looked at it for a moment, deep in thought. 



Tiffany had a point. How could she have dinner on her own with a man when half the city knew she was engaged to Sebastian Wingfield? And what if someone saw them? Dublin was a ridiculously small city – everyone knew everyone else. Tiffany was right – what was acceptable, normal in fact in Paris, just didn’t wash here. Biting her lip, Caroline leaned back against the marble vanity unit, the chill stone cutting into the fine mesh of her low-cut panties.


All she needed was to be photographed coming out of a restaurant – like one of those actresses caught out and about with their leading man, or worse, one of those tarty women who followed footballers around. Tiffany was right. She couldn’t be seen out with him in a public place.


So what should she do? 



She could cancel – leave a note with the hotel reception desk, say she had been called away. Would that work? She was sure it would, but deep inside she felt a bitter twist of disappointment. She was looking forward to dinner, looking forward to discovering more about the mysterious and, let’s face it, incredibly sexy Peter. Once Sebastian didn’t find out, there was really no problem. What the eye didn’t see and all that...The key was keeping it all discreet. And they were only going out to dinner – it wasn’t as if she was going to cancel the wedding on the basis of one liaison dangereuse that might or might not happen. It was just a bit of fun. And if anything did...Caroline drew in a sharp breath. She could feel something happening low down in her stomach that made her want to plunge her hand into her panties and writhe against the basin, oh good God....if it did, AND IT MIGHT NOT...then it would be one last fling before she tied the knot. Voilà, c’est tout.


It was entirely possible that he’d turn out to be very boring and that would be it. Unlikely but possible. She looked at the phone, still in her hand, pouting. 



She could ask him up. 



Caroline shook her head, amazed that she’d even considered the idea. If anyone found out she’d had a strange man in her apartment?...And what if he did turn out to be dangerous? Caroline felt a smile flicker at the corner of her mouth There was no if in that question, she knew damn well he was dangerous...she felt a thrill of excitement deep inside, oh God. They needed to go somewhere private...and in a private car...but there was no way Peter would fit into her tiny BMW Z9 sports car...and where could they go? 



Then she had it. She flicked the keys on her BlackBerry, dialled the Four Seasons Hotel. 


 ‘Concierge please.’ She was put straight through. ‘This is Caroline Audiguet- O’Reilly. I need a limousine for eight o’clock this evening, for two people, but I’d like a large one with a private passenger area - you know, one with a partition between the driver and the rear seats.’ She paused as the concierge made a note, ‘And I need a hamper. Dinner for two and a couple of bottles of Bolly.’ She nodded as he made some suggestions, ‘Perfect, that sounds lovely.’


She clicked the phone to off, a smile creeping across her face. Perfect. The hotel had its own limousine service for residents – the Mercedes S-Class would pick them up outside and where would they go? Somewhere they could see the sea, or up the mountains maybe...yes there was a lovely spot up in the Wicklow Mountains that Sebastian had taken her too once, miles away from anywhere.


Perfect. A picnic in the mountains.


She’d better get a move on, decisions had to be made.


Turning back to the wardrobe Caroline leafed through her dresses and pulling one out, inspected it. Too sexy? Could you be too sexy? It was Herve Leger, a black plunge-neck bandage dress, made of wonderful stretchy stuff that clung to her boyish frame, giving her curves that weren’t normally there. Sophisticated and flattering. Perfect for meeting your insurance man. Caroline fought a mischievous smile, drawing in a deep breath tingling with anticipation. Would anyone see them? What would she tell Sebastian if they were spotted? She could feel a nag of worry pulling at her stomach, but it was positively eclipsed by excitement.


 



 


NINE

Alex’s phone began to ring the moment the wheels of her car crunched on the gravel in her drive. For a second, she gripped the steering wheel, sighing deeply, willing it to stop. The sound of the ring tone ramped, positively demanding her attention. Finally, she gave in, and reached for it. Just as it stopped. The story of her life. It was probably Marina wanting to know how the day had gone. Moments later the phone pipped, telling her she had a message. She was right. Marina no doubt desperate to know if her meeting with Venture Capital had been a success. But whatever about pretending to her dad that everything was going great, right now she wasn’t ready to lie to Marina and get all enthusiastic about the new project. She’d call her later.


Hauling her briefcase from the footwell of the passenger seat, Alex climbed out of the car. She’d managed to hold it together for most of the day, but now, yards from the front door of her pale pink Victorian cottage, weariness hit her like a hangover. Above her the dense canopy of foliage spilling over the drive from the neighbouring wood caught the breeze, the leaves rustling, whispering their sympathy. And from behind the house, the distant pull of the turning tide added its soothing voice. Thank God she was home. 



Leaving her briefcase on the floor of the black and white tiled hall, closing the front door firmly behind her, she felt like a snail retreating into its shell. A warm pink shell, with central heating and loads of hot water, and at the very end of a leafy lane with woodland all around it, where no one could find her. 



Usually, Alex arrived home from work, she set herself up in the kitchen, a glass of wine at her side, as she pulled together the events of the day, making notes on her meetings, getting the last of her work over and done with so she that could spend what little was left of the evening relaxing, curled up in front of the TV or reading a book. But not tonight. Tonight, her heels clicking on the polished wooden floors, she headed straight up the narrow stairs and into her bedroom at the back of the house. Slipping off her jacket and tossing it onto the bed, she pulled out the tails of her linen shirt, kicked off her shoes and reached for her black velvet track pants and sweatshirt. She pulled out the band tying her ponytail. Right now she needed to relax and unwind. 



As she unbuttoned her shirt, she took a moment to look out the tiny sash window and down at the wild garden that hung on the edge of the hillside before falling away to the sea. The water was boiling around the rocky outcrop of a beach below, the crescent moon already high in a sky filling with an invading army of heavy cloud. Alex couldn’t remember whether she’d heard the weather forecast, but it looked stormy, the wind whipping the unkempt rhododendron and wild buddleia at the end of the garden into a bizarre dance. Waving or drowning? Running her hand through the strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail, pulling at the roots, Alex sighed. Was she waving or drowning? She wasn’t sure, but at least she was home.


It had taken her a while to find this house in the picturesque seaside village of Dalkey, ideally located only thirty minutes from Dublin city centre. From the moment Senor Marquez had called with the news that he was retaining Impromptu to design the Cultural Institute, she’d started looking for somewhere suitable to stay. She had considered hotels and apartments, but after she had got the call about her father’s accident, a house seemed a more sensible, more economical proposition in the long run. She knew she needed a property on the DART train line, needed the freedom to leave her rental car at home if she had a meeting in the city. She wanted to spend as much time as possible with her dad, rather than wasting time sitting in traffic jams.


From the moment she had started clicking on the McKenna and Co website, and spotted the two-bedroom house, it had seemed perfect. Sitting in her office in a very cloudy Barcelona, she could almost hear the chill waves of the Irish Sea breaking on the shore behind it, the birds calling through her open bedroom window each morning. Wonderful. 



In her parents’ tiny cottage on the estate in Kildare, she’d woken up every day to a cuckoo heralding the dawn, joined by blackbirds and thrushes in a cacophony of sound that you couldn’t hope to sleep through. Not that she’d slept much that last summer, her mind and body awakened by much more than birdsong. She adored her apartment in Tarragona, its thick plastered walls rising from Roman foundations, but she missed the Irish songbirds, found herself grateful for the sound of pigeons cooing on the rooftops, their soft calls like the overhead conversation of old friends. 



In Dalkey, as the letting agent had shown her around, the wood pigeons welcoming her enthusiastically from the top of the chimney, Alex had known for sure that this was the house for her. With its tiny front garden bordered by a low whitewashed wall, the tangle of wild roses, their blowsy heads magenta against the baby pink walls of the house, it had wooden floors, a warm reclaimed pine kitchen with a huge refectory table and an Aga; a log-burning stove in the living room, bright rag rugs flung between the mismatched squishy sofa and two formal wing-backed armchairs. A perfect place for her to hide out in peace after a busy day on the road, and a perfect place for her father to convalesce.


Thoughts of her father brought Alex back down to earth, to reality, with a bump. 



Stripping off her shirt, pulling her sweatshirt on over her head, shaking out her curls as she retraced her steps to the kitchen, the fridge, and a large glass of Chardonnay. As she sloshed the wine into the glass, her mind focused on her dad, on St Vincent’s Hospital and, more importantly, on exactly what they were going to do when he came out of hospital. He’d hardly be able to go back to work. 



He was on sick leave at the moment, but Kilfenora needed a gamekeeper who was fit and healthy and able to manage the estate and its workers, and from what the doctors had implied, Tom Ryan’s knee was going to be dodgy for a long time, if indeed he ever recovered completely. Plus it was spring, one of the busiest times on the estate. The sheep would be lambing soon; after that they would need dipping and shearing – hard physical work where everyone was expected to lend a hand. The shooting season would be underway before they knew it; someone had to settle the chicks into the rearing pens, check them every night, ensure the foxes were kept out and that the valuable birds were kept disease-free and healthy until they were fully grown when the season began in November. Who would organise the beaters? Take the guns up to the shoot? Spend the day managing the corporate eejits who paid through the nose for a day’s activity, their kills more often than not bagged by her father and his men? Alex knew Tom hated to see a bird wounded by a bad shot – like every sportsman he ensured that the injured birds winged by the paying guests were tracked down and killed cleanly. But that took a lot of time, sometimes requiring his staff to spend hours trudging across the estate with their dogs searching for the injured birds. 



Deep down, Alex knew her father could never go back to work in his previous capacity, and what use was a part-time gamekeeper with a limp to Lord Kilfenora? Deliberately stopping short of dwelling on Sebastian’s notoriously tough grandfather, Alex swirled her wine around her glass and took a large sip. It was time her dad faced the issue of retiring seriously this time. But how on earth would he cope without work? And, more importantly, where on earth was he going to live? The cottage he’d called home for almost twenty years was tied to the estate. If the job went, so did the cottage. And with property prices the way they were in Ireland, his army pension and savings wouldn’t be sufficient for him to be able to buy anything anywhere near the estate, near the friends he had made since he’d begun working there. The rent on this house in Dalkey would be too high for him on his own when she went back to Spain. Alex took another mouthful of her wine.


There was one obvious solution: persuade him to go with her, move to Spain, live with her until he found somewhere of his own nearby. Pulling a stray curl behind her ear, Alex grimaced at what she knew would be her father’s reaction. She could hear his objections now: he didn’t speak Spanish; didn’t know anyone in Barcelona, or Tarragona for that matter; and the English speakers who were already there, ex-pat Brits, weren’t his idea of company, wouldn’t know how to enjoy themselves if you gave them a numbered guide.


Leaning on the kitchen counter, Alex refilled her glass. This house was ideal; it would do them both for a while. There was a study on the ground floor that could be converted into a bedroom, a shower in the downstairs bathroom, plenty of space in the kitchen and conservatory ideal for two. With thoughts of the size of the house and how they would manage jostling for attention, Alex suddenly realised she was starving. She knew she’d better eat something before she had any more wine; otherwise she’d wake up with the headache from hell. 



Ten minutes later, a saucepan of fresh pasta bubbling on the stove, Alex leaned back against the counter again and took a long sip of her wine; it was hitting the spot, just what she needed to loosen her up. What a day. For the first time since she had come face to face with Sebastian that morning, she felt safe, secure, the tension in her shoulders dissipating but leaving behind a dull ache, a reminder, if she needed it, of everything that had happened. 



Everything. 



Lord Kilfenora’s rugged scowl materialised before her, his cut-glass British public school accent echoing like a foghorn through the mists in her mind. Damn him. Even here she couldn’t get away from him, couldn’t get away from the grip he had on her life. Her hatred rose like bile, knotting her shoulders all over again. Determined not to let it get the better of her, she put down her glass with a crack and hauled open the freezer, grabbed a handful of frozen peas and slung them into the saucepan with her pasta. She watched the water calm and swirl for a while, before it began bubbling again. Just like her life – periods of turmoil punctuated by periods of stasis. She should have known her life in Tarragona was too good to be true, that things were going just a little too smoothly. 



In the sitting room Alex reached for the TV remote. Pulling one foot in underneath her, she sat back on the worn navy sofa resting her dinner on her knee, trying to lose herself in a repeat of Friends. No good. As she twirled her fork through tangled strands of tagliatelle liberally dusted with black pepper, a knob of butter melting over them, she could feel the dull ache of worry growing, not helped she was sure by the pasta. It was really too late to eat. Too late for a lot of things. Like apologies. Like turning back the clock. Like telling Sebastian Wingfield she was too busy to take on his job. She ran her hand over her face, pulling her hair back, twirling it around into a knot at the nape of her neck. The truth was they needed the work, weren’t in a position to turn down anything in Ireland. They were investing a huge amount of money in opening an office here, and after all their hard work over the years, Alex couldn’t afford to let the business suffer because of a glitch in her past. 



A glitch? What an understatement.


Suddenly, her phone rang. For a second, the sound didn’t register, then realising what it was, she leaped off the sofa cursing and dived for the kitchen counter where she’d left it. Despite her best intentions, she’d completely forgotten to phone Marina back.

 ‘Alex, how are you? I was worried.’ At the sound of her Spanish accent, Alex suddenly longed to be back in Tarragona, sitting at a table in their favourite restaurant eating tapas and tiger prawns laced with garlic straight from the oven, still bubbling in a round terracotta dish.

 ‘I’m grand, just had a long day. I was going to call you.’ Forcing herself to sound upbeat, Alex twiddled with the ties on her sweatshirt as she continued, ‘I’m only in from the hospital.’

 ‘How’s your papa?’

 ‘Better I think, definitely much better. They’re talking about letting him out next week.’

 ‘Ooh that’s great Alex. And you’ve found a nurse for him?’

 ‘I’ve found an agency who can supply someone part time – they’ll be able to change his dressings every day and make him a cup of tea. He’s going to go nuts if he has someone fussing about him much more than that. He’s putting on a brave face, but the nurses are driving him mad in the hospital. He’s used to his space.’


Marina laughed; she’d met Tom Ryan several times when he’d visited Barcelona, and knew exactly what Alex meant, ‘The nurse you find will need to be very thick-skinned. Have you thought about getting a male nurse? Someone he can do the crossword with and talk about the rugby?’


Alex couldn’t resist a smile. She knew it was a stereotype, but the few male nurses she’d met had all been ‘rear gunners’ as her dad would have put it; she could imagine the fireworks now. ‘I’ll ask them. I’m going to interview whoever they suggest early next week.’

 ‘Very sensible. I’ve been in touch with a couple of recruitment agencies to see if we can get someone to help you out as soon as possible. I’ll narrow it down and email you the CVs; you won’t have time to do any of that.’ Alex could hear a note of excitement building in her voice. ‘I got a fax from Venture Capital this morning. Jocelyn was very impressed with you. They want you to start immediately.’


Alex knew the fax was just a formality, legal confirmation that the contract was theirs. She cleared her throat, ‘they want preliminary ideas by Monday.’

 ‘Good God, that only gives you the weekend, and…’


Alex interrupted her, trying to sound reassuring, despite her stomach tying itself into a knot that would have held a liner securely to a quay. How was she going to face him after that kiss? 


 ‘I know, they want the colour scheme to reflect their corporate colours, so that takes the pain out of it. And I was at the fabric wholesalers this afternoon. I’ve got some really strong samples, florals and geometric prints. I’ve already got carpet samples for Senor Marquez, so I don’t have to traipse about collecting them. I’m sure they’ll go for a neutral colour scheme. I was thinking cream with aubergine maybe with some navy highlights. I’m going make up some mood boards on Sunday.’

 ‘You mustn’t work too hard Alex, you must leave time for yourself you know.’ Marina paused, saying brightly, ‘At least you’ll have more time to do the apartment.’


Alex was about to reply, but stopped as panic flared in her chest – was there another project she had forgotten about, her mind so occupied with her personal problems? Rapidly back-tracking through their last meeting in Barcelona, through her last meeting with Senor Marquez, she couldn’t think of anything. So what on earth was Marina talking about?

 ‘What apartment?’ 


 ‘The Venture Capital MD’s apartment. What is he called?’ Alex could hear Marina searching through her file for the fax, knew the answer before she said it, ‘Wingfield, Sebastian Wingfield. Jocelyn said in her fax that they want us to include it in our quote. He’s getting married at the beginning of June but he wants to surprise his fiancée, so the actual work needs to be carried out while he’s away on his honeymoon. He’s going to discuss the details with you at your next meeting.’


For once Alex was lost for words.


 



 


TEN

Wrapped in her beaver coat, dyed a deep revolution red, the silver grey chinchilla collar tickling her nose, hands thrust deep into the pockets, Caroline stepped out of the lift that connected the Four Seasons apartments to the gilded lobby of the hotel at exactly eight o’clock. Polished glass and deep grey granite sparkled under the discreet designer lighting, the air heavy with scent emanating from a massive bowl of yellow lilies on an antique table. Her stomach churning, she could feel a nervous sweat pricking her back. But it was a good nervousness, one that was making her feel more than a tiny bit giddy. Thankfully, the inner lobby was almost empty, a man sitting reading a newspaper near the reception desk the only occupant. Caroline glanced around anxiously just to be sure, catching the receptionist’s eye in the process. Hiding her nervousness, she smiled a confident greeting and headed for the main door.


What was she doing? How the hell was she going to manage this – what if someone saw them? Thoughts flashed through her head like the Sky News headlines at the bottom of a TV screen.


Peter was already waiting for her, standing alone looking out the plate glass doors at the fountain in the forecourt, his hands in his pockets. He must have been watching for her reflection in the glass, because he turned as she walked towards him. He’d changed into a charcoal grey suit, hand-tailored, Italian she was quite sure, and, as he moved, she could see it was lined with claret silk, setting off his silk tie. His look was approving. And hungry. 



Catching her breath, she stopped a couple of feet from him, opened her mouth to speak, but he was there ahead of her, ‘I hope you’ve got something on under that coat.’

 ‘Pardon?’ Shocked, Caroline opened her eyes wide, found herself rooted to the spot. Thank God no one could hear him. 


 ‘It’s the sort that drops to the floor in movies, isn’t it? The kind of coat you dream about when you’re stuck in the snow in a dug-out in Chechnya with a gang of shit-scared kids for company.’

 ‘Is it?’ It wasn’t often Caroline was stuck for words but right now she really was.

 ‘It is. Definitely.’ Peter took a step towards her, narrowing the gap between them, filling it with an electrical charge that almost made her jump backwards. ‘So where do you want to eat? You suggest somewhere, it’s ages since I was in Dublin.’


Move. Caroline willed herself to move, to close the gap a little further. There was something she had to tell him. She pulled her hands out of her pockets to smooth the collar of her coat away from her face, cleared her throat, braved a step forward. She needed to get this next bit out of the way as fast as possible.

 ‘I have a small confession. I should have mentioned it earlier.’ 



Peter raised one sandy eyebrow and looked at her down his nose, the bridge of which, she realised, was twisted slightly like it had been broken, making him look even more interesting. His mouth pursed, he was looking at her half-amused like she was a precocious child, waited for her to continue.


Caroline glanced nervously at the huge entrance doors. She had to get this over with before someone she knew walked in and blurted it out for her.

 ‘You see...’ how should she put this? Inwardly Caroline winced, there was only one way....’I’m actually seeing someone. Well, we’re engaged. So...’

 ‘So, you don’t want to have dinner?’

 ‘Oh no!’ Her reaction was instantaneous, surprised them both, ‘No, I’d love to have dinner with you, but you just need to know, that’s all. You might not want to have dinner with me.’ Caroline emphasised the last word, managed to make it sound arch.


Peter shrugged. ‘I’m on my own in the big city, why would I not want to have dinner with a beautiful woman, even an engaged one?’ It was the way he said woman. She could feel herself melting, dissolving like an ice sculpture into a pool on the floor. 



She nodded, ‘Okay. So that’s fine then.’

 ‘It is. Fine.’ Was he teasing her?


Outside there was a flash of headlights as the long, sleek shape of a silver Mercedes S550 pulled around in front of the doors. The car...

 ‘It does mean though that going to a restaurant could be a bit tricky.’

 ‘Tricky.’ He was nodding. He was definitely teasing her. There was a twinkle in his blue eyes and, dear God, he was looking at her like all he was interested in was what was under her coat. If things continued like this, she really would be in a puddle on the floor before they even got into the car. Drawing a breath, Caroline tried to pull herself together

 ‘So, I took the liberty of ordering a car. Have you seen the Wicklow Mountains? They really are rather lovely at night.’

 ‘The Garden of Ireland isn’t that what they call them?’ He made it sound like the Garden of Eden, ‘Sounds good to me.’ He took another step towards her, closing the gap between them, put out his elbow so she could slip her arm through his, ‘Show me the way... I’m all yours.’


Now that was an offer she couldn’t refuse...


 



 


ELEVEN

‘So that’s for Thursday is it? Do you really think you can get back from the factory in Poland in time for the meeting in Cannes on Friday?’ 



Sitting across the desk from her boss, Jocelyn Blake swished the full skirt of her favourite ruby taffeta dress over her knees, like a hen settling her feathers, and peered at Sebastian with concern over her half-moon glasses. 



They’d had an early start, but he really wasn’t with it today, had just put down the phone after speaking to his operative in Poland and had agreed to view their factory in Gdansk and have dinner with him there, when he’d been talking all week about getting over to Cannes and giving their chap a roasting before they opened for business at nine. It was most unlike him. He was normally so methodical. 



Jocelyn knew he relied on her a lot for the minutiae, but he was always so thorough; he was the one who had built one of his grandfather’s businesses, a small property development company, into the global concern it was today. Over the years they’d won deals and lost them, but she’d never seen him quite like this, this preoccupied. 



For a moment, Jocelyn wondered if the New York deal that Jackson was negotiating was the problem – they were buying a bank after all – but as she turned it over in her mind she couldn’t think of any major acquisition that had ever bothered Sebastian like this before, no matter how big. There was that journalist too, but Jocelyn was pretty sure Sebastian had straightened her out, explained that whoever was giving her information was making it into something it wasn’t. The girl was a young slip of a thing, looking for her big break, had arrived scowling, looking like she was going to chew Sebastian up and spit him out, but she’d left the office smiling. There was something else on his mind – there had to be.


Most definitely in a world of his own, Sebastian obviously hadn’t heard her. Jocelyn watched as he ran his gold fountain pen through his fingers, his eyes focused somewhere in the middle of the leather-bound blotter in the centre of his desk, oblivious not only to her, but to the office, to the heavy rain outside, torrents of water buffeting the floor-to-ceiling windows like a tsunami. Spring in Dublin…rain and more rain. Goodness, she hoped it would be better weather for the wedding. 



The wedding. 



Suddenly it clicked and Jocelyn almost slapped her forehead in disgust at not recognising the obvious. It had to be the wedding that was bothering him. 



Leaning forward, Jocelyn was about to say something helpful about nerves being completely natural, or that everything would fall into place on the day – anything to snap Sebastian out of whatever was occupying his mind so fully, to get him back to the job at hand – but she checked herself. The last thing she needed was for him to lose his temper and accuse of her interfering. They both knew she’d never been keen on Cormac’s sister Caroline, found her airs and graces hard to stomach on a good day. In fact, from the moment Caroline had first appeared on the scene, Jocelyn had been treading very carefully. The day Sebastian had revealed the news of their engagement, he’d accused her of having a face like a prune, had ranted on about the joyful messages they’d received from Cormac and his family. At the time, secretly, Jocelyn had wondered if he wasn’t feeling a bit prune-like himself, was using her reaction as some sort of excuse for his own lack of enthusiasm. After all, she’d made her thoughts abundantly clear that first morning when Caroline had swanned into the office and tried to barge in on a board meeting, so he should hardly have been surprised. Jocelyn paled at the memory.

 ‘Of course he’ll see me!’ Arching one eyebrow (with emphasis) in response to a woman whom she obviously perceived to be little more than a secretary, Caroline had been marching through Reception towards the lift when Jocelyn had caught her arm, and restrained her very firmly but in the nicest possible way, saying ‘he’s in a meeting. A crisis meeting with the board of one of his companies. I’m under strict instructions not to interrupt until he calls. I’m very sorry but you’ll have to wait.’


Eyeing Jocelyn’s hand on her arm, Caroline had been about to deliver one of the cutting remarks she reserved for impertinent staff, to create an opening scene in one of the one-woman dramas she specialised in. But something about Jocelyn’s tone stopped her. Rapidly reassessing the situation, she had paused for a moment, her disdain hanging in a noxious cloud that filled Reception. Then, rooting in her Prada handbag, with not a little glee, she had produced Sebastian’s watch. ‘Perhaps you could give him this; he left it in the shower.’ Smiling sweetly, she then turned on her heel and headed out of the building, throwing as a parting shot over her shoulder. ‘Tell him to call when he’s free. I’m going shopping in town. I’ll be on my mobile.’


Looking at the worn leather strap and scratched silver bevel of Sebastian’s beloved Tag Heuer, Jocelyn had suddenly had an alarming flash of impending doom, a startling feeling of precognition that this wasn’t going to turn out well. She cursed herself. This was all her fault… 



It had been her idea for him to ask Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly to dinner – realising sometime mid-morning that the invitation to the Chinese Ambassador’s residence for a private dinner with the visiting Chinese Minister of Trade and the CEO of one of China’s largest corporations was for two, and that for Sebastian not to turn up with a date might be considered highly offensive. By chance, moments before, Caroline had called to say she was in town, could collect her brother’s binoculars any time before Friday...


Agonizingly, as Jocelyn looked back on it, it had actually taken her some time to persuade Sebastian that a) he really did need a date for the dinner, that in Chinese culture a huge emphasis was placed on family and turning up without a date could be viewed as a slight on the Ambassador’s hospitality, and b) that Caroline was perfect. His reaction came back to her like a speeding boomerang: ‘what Cormac’s little sis? Good God woman, she’s a nightmare!’ But, as Jocelyn had explained to him, Caroline had attended the Sorbonne and had made small talk at enough dinners with French prime ministers to know exactly the right etiquette and tone to adopt. So, Jocelyn had reasoned, Caroline was perfect. And, more importantly, there wasn’t anyone else available who even came near the mark. Of course, when Sebastian had called to see if she was free, explaining the dilemma, Caroline had revelled in it, her ‘but I couldn’t possibly, I’ve nothing to wear,’ met with the suggestion that she pop into The Designer Rooms in Brown Thomas and put whatever she needed to buy on his account. That had been the start of it. And if Jocelyn had had any inkling that Caroline would begin to weave a very sticky web around her prey, a man who could offer her all the material benefits she required in life, as well as a hereditary title and a castle to boot, Jocelyn would most definitely have suggested she attend the dinner herself instead.

 ‘What?’ Sebastian narrowed his eyes and looked at Jocelyn like he was trying to work out why she was there.


Jocelyn raised her eyebrows, ‘Gdansk on Thursday, Cannes on Friday. You’ll be flying through the night after a heavy dinner. I can’t imagine you’ll be in the best shape to deliver the bad news to the French at eight o’clock in the morning. And you’re at the theatre with Caroline on Friday night. ‘


Suddenly tuning back in, Sebastian looked startled.

 ‘Am I? Damn. You’re right. Can you fix it? Get me sorted out so I can see everyone. We can’t move the meeting on Friday, but see what you can do.’ He paused for a moment, ‘And just remind me what we’re doing today again…’

 ‘Alex Ryan at ten about the decorating, you put her back an hour, actually that’s in ten minutes now, and you’ve a conference call with Jackson in New York at eleven.’

 ‘New York. Of course. Look, we’ll have to put off the Polish chap until next week. He was so enthusiastic on the phone about how well things were doing I must have got carried away. Tell him we need to reschedule so I can give him more time. That should do the trick. He’s worked damn hard out there; I want to give him his due.’

 ‘No problem.’ Then tentatively, ‘Are you okay today? You seem a bit preoccupied.’


Again, startled, Sebastian’s eyes flashed momentarily like a small child caught with his hand in the biscuit tin. Fear, shock? Jocelyn couldn’t put her finger on it. When he replied she detected a hint of defensiveness.

 ‘Me? I’m fine. Lot on my mind I suppose. New York’s tricky; I’m sure Jackson’s got it all under control but we can’t afford any cock-ups.’


Jocelyn nodded knowingly, hoping she was giving the impression that she was satisfied by his response, her multi-tiered candelabra earrings jangling with each movement of her head. Then, thinking a change of subject was in order she said, ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Alex’s ideas, aren’t you? I think she’s going to be very good for us. A whole new look.’


A whole new look. Sebastian ran his pen through his fingers again, then, as if coming to some sort of decision in his head, tapped the end of it hard on his desk. The sharp rap it produced seemed to signal a change in his mood, as grinning broadly at Jocelyn, shaking off whatever was on his mind, he nodded his agreement. 


 ‘High time we had a change, don’t you think? It’ll sharpen everyone up. We’ll see what she has for the office and you can sort out the stuff for that shopping centre while I brief her on the apartment. Then we’ll be all set for the Minister when he finally turns up. I want you in on that meeting though, and we’ll tape it. I don’t want him pulling some sort of fast one.’


Jocelyn’s eyebrows rose in mock surprise, ‘As if an elected member might try to bribe you…’


Sebastian grinned broadly, feeling back on form for the first time in days, ‘God forbid…’ Before he could say any more, the buzzer went on his desk and a female voice said, ‘Ms Ryan’s on her way up Mr Wingfield.’ 



In the lift, Alex had her eyes shut and was counting to one hundred in sevens. Anything to keep her mind off walking through the doors of his office. Anything to calm the swarm of bees trying to escape from her stomach. Her briefcase over her shoulder, she could feel her palms beginning to sweat. She had wedged the A3 laminated mood boards she’d spent the weekend working on under her arm, large sheets of thick cream cardboard crowded with colour patches, fabric samples and shots of sculpture and architecture that summarised the looks she thought best met the brief. In her clear, flowing handwriting, rounded and generous, she had summarised the various images that Venture Capital could achieve, had taped a spread-sheet of the projected costs to the back of each board and had another copy in her briefcase. She was as ready as she could hope to be. But some things she would never be ready for. 



As the lift pinged upwards from the ground floor, she looked down at her heeled crocodile pumps, trying to focus on something solid, mundane, trying to clear her head for the meeting Her shoes were golden brown to match her chocolate tweed suit and ruffled champagne silk blouse, the top buttons open to reveal her tan, it had taken her ages to decide what to wear. Her black trouser suit had seemed the obvious choice, but, when she had thought about it last night, half her wardrobe spread across her double bed, it had seemed too defensive somehow. And the last thing she wanted to be was defensive. Whatever about the past, whatever about that kiss, she had a job to do and needed to look like she was in control, even if she was shrivelling inside like an autumn leaf, a leaf about to fall off the tree and plummet to earth.


Finished with her shoes, she had closed her eyes again, was trying to focus instead on images of success before she arrived on the top floor. Ellen MacArthur bringing Kingfisher across the finish line at Les Sables d’Olonne after 94 days single-handed circumnavigation in the Vendee Globe race; Ernest Shackleton travelling 800 miles through the ice and snow with four of his shipmates to get help for his stranded crew; the last American Idol X-Factor guy, whatever his name was, hearing the news that he had won the five million dollar deal. So absorbed in her thoughts she’d missed hearing the lift ping and the doors glide open. Jocelyn’s greeting almost made her drop her briefcase with fright. 


 ‘Ah Alex, how lovely to see you.’


Eyes flying open, Alex did an Oscar-winning job of turning her expression of shock into one of delighted surprise. ‘Jocelyn! So good of you to meet me.’ It sounded a bit thin, even to Alex. Stepping out of the lift, she continued conspiratorially, ‘I was just visualising some of the options for your new look. It helps so much to be on site and get a feel for the schemes that will work best.’


Grinning broadly, obviously thrilled with this insider trick, Jocelyn could hardly contain her excitement, her eyes bright, earrings jangling like alarm bells.

 ‘Super, super. I just KNEW you were perfect for the job. I can’t wait to see your ideas. Come this way, Sebastian’s inside and the coffee’s hot.’


It took all the composure Alex could muster to cross the hall to the double doors of Sebastian’s office. She could feel the colour in her cheeks rising and prayed that her makeup and tan would be enough to hide her blush. But there was nothing she could do about her heart, thundering in her chest so loudly that she was sure Jocelyn could hear it. Thankfully, Jocelyn didn’t seem to notice, but swept on ahead, holding the door open and ushering Alex through like a film star arriving at a premiere. And just like a premiere, the lights inside were dazzling, every bulb in the tangled chandelier reflecting off the polished surfaces, the marble floor, the glass of the conference table, the white sofas. Beyond the huge windows the storm had darkened the sky so much it could have been midnight, heavy black clouds crowding around the huge windows like paparazzi after a story. But Alex hardly noticed. 



Sitting on the sofa, relaxed, loose-limbed, one elbow resting on his knee, absentmindedly holding a mug of coffee was Sebastian. Despite the sound of her heels on the floor, he didn’t look up, was apparently lost in concentration, scanning a pile of documents in front of him, his forehead creased. Just like the last time they had met, he had his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, collar unbuttoned, tie loose, but today his shirt was pale pink, thick woven cotton, his trousers a fine wool navy pinstripe. Smart and sexy. Very sexy. Unconsciously, her eyes were drawn to his shirt straining across the breadth of his shoulders, to the strength in his muscular forearms, and Alex felt that long forgotten kick in the pit of her stomach. Just like when she was seventeen, just like the time she landed in his arms in the tumbledown Mill House, so close she could feel the heat of his body through her thin t-shirt, smell the scent of his soap, feel his hands hot on her back. 



For a split second the room swam before her. 



Taking a sharp intake of breath Alex drew on the aroma of fresh coffee that pervaded the office as if it were smelling salts. It seemed to do the trick, temporarily at least. Behind her, the door closed, an ominously deep, gentle click, and then she felt rather than saw Jocelyn swish past her, heading straight for the glass-topped table between the sofas, picking up the coffee pot before she said, smiling,

 ‘Come and sit down. He won’t be a minute.’


Come and sit down…panic rose before Alex had a chance to quell it, her emotions raging like the water tumbling through the mill wheel. Whatever about facing him across the desk, the solid lump of wood a physical barrier between them, she hadn’t bargained for a meeting across the coffee table, for sinking back into a soft sofa, where her knee-length skirt would inevitably ride up her stockinged legs. Why hadn’t she worn her trouser suit? If she perched on the edge, would she look prissy and uptight? She had so wanted to look like he didn’t faze her, like she was in control.


Grasping at what was left of her courage, she smiled sweetly at Jocelyn, and mouthed ‘thanks’ for her discretion in not interrupting the great Sebastian. Jocelyn responded with an appreciative nod. Thank God he wasn’t looking at her. Feeling like she really was on the red carpet heading into a premiere, exposed and vulnerable, cameras flashing at her heels, trying to catch her at the worst possible angle, Alex closed the gap between them and slipped her briefcase onto the floor, leaning the mood boards upright on the back of the sofa. Giving the soft leather sofa a quick appraisal, almost sighing with relief that it looked more substantial than she had first thought, she sat down, her knees tightly together, ankles locked, like Princess Diana in front of the Taj Mahal. 



He still didn’t acknowledge her.


Leaning across the table, Jocelyn silently passed Alex a mug of coffee acting as if it was completely normal for Sebastian to ignore someone he was about to have a meeting with. Taking the mug and hiding behind the rim as she took a sip, Alex had a sneaky look at him.


He was still reading. 



How could he ignore her like this? Irrespective of what had happened between them, how could he be so rude? Alex mentally kicked herself. Why had she got so worked up about this meeting? Worrying about what to wear, almost having heart failure in the lift. And here he was behaving as if she was the hired help, some insignificant…some insignificant…


Then he looked up.

 ‘Hello Alex, how are you?’


It was a universal Irish greeting, used by people everywhere. But after all these years, coming from him, it seemed to carry so much more weight. And just a touch of sarcasm.


 



 


TWELVE

Lying back in a bath liberally sprinkled with jasmine-scented oil, Caroline rested her elbows on the edges of the porcelain roll-top tub and switched on her BlackBerry, careful to keep the pale pink rose gold case out of the water. All around her, Jo Malone white jasmine and mint candles flickered, their warm glow captured and magnified by the floor-to-ceiling mirrored wall tiles, their aroma magnifying the scent rising from the bath. The bathroom was huge, one of the things she’d loved the first time she saw the apartment, and so warm...


Checking her screen, Caroline flicked straight to Twitter. As she expected, the first direct message in her stream was from Tiffany. They’d had some fun setting up their Twitter IDs, Tiffany convincing her that @onlychampers was perfect for her. Tiffany’s own Twitter ID was the distinctive @5thAve. Caroline couldn’t resist a grin as she read the private message. 



@onlychampers What happened? Why didn’t you answer the phone? Was frantic.


The grin turned into a giggle as memories of the night before made Caroline squirm in the warm water, flowing like satin around her as she moved. Phew, what a night. She’d been much too busy to answer the phone...but could she tell Tiffany that? Could she tell her that Peter had reached for her across the back seat as soon as the doors of the Mercedes had closed, that his kiss had been deep, amazing, had made her desperate for him? Could she say that he’d suggested they drop the driver off in a village on the way to the Sally Gap, that Peter had driven the huge car up to the most amazing vantage point above Luggala, that they hadn’t even got around to opening the hamper, that the zip on her dress had stuck, and oh boy.....


Maybe she should leave out the details...


But Caroline knew she’d have to tell Tiffany something.


Caroline looked at her BlackBerry for a moment, speculatively, a plan forming in her mind. Sebastian thought Twitter was a complete waste of time, so there was no chance of him seeing her messages, but just in case someone he knew was following her, she’d better start with the right story. She clicked to reply to Tiffany, but using the public stream so that anyone following her could see it. Just in case. For a second, a feeling of guilt tweaked at her conscience, but it was fleeting. It was only a bit of fun after all. Une liaison dangereuse. Peter knew she was engaged, knew the score. He wasn’t looking for a lifetime commitment. So what should she say to Tiffany? She thought for a moment, then started typing with manicured thumbs.


@5thAve Private view was fabulous – little gallery in Wicklow. Battery fully charged but had 2 switch 2 silent


She clicked send. 



Ha! Would Tiff pick up the double entendre? Caroline adjusted her position in the bath, feeling the silky oil and warm water massage her thighs and breasts, her mind immediately back in the moment of the previous evening, to the tiny sample of wild fig and cassis bath oil she’d tossed into her bag with her lipstick. Now hadn’t that come in useful...She wasn’t sure why she’d slipped it in – it had just been sitting there on the basin as she took that final look in the mirror, her stomach dancing like fireflies over the Dordogne. Between the oil and his hands it had been bloody difficult to switch the phone to silent. Goodness, she was surprised she didn’t have bruises.


Tiff was probably in bed now, wouldn’t see the message until she got up. Caroline flicked through the rest of the stream, relaxing. God, Twitter was great. She was following @indiaknight and @LibertyLndnGirl who had all the absolutely top celeb and London fashion gossip. It was like boarding school, having a gang of girls to chat to the whole time. As she scrolled down, another message caught her eye.


@onlychampers what sort of pictures did they have at that gallery? I need a gift.


Caroline clicked to reply, giggling again:


@moonwalker Oils, spectacular


Moonwalker, some banker type, had only recently started following her – the bio displayed was a bit brief but they’d had some great chats, knew a load of the same people. And anyone who said their time zone was ‘Right here, right now,’ had to have a sense of humour. Moonwalker came back to her straightaway:


@onlychampers Heard the views are fabulous in Wicklow


@moonwalker Absolutely superb, best ever. 



She couldn’t resist another giggle as she hit send.


@onlychampers Excellent, will make a point of checking them out next time I’m there.


@moonwalker u should.


@onlychampers Did you buy anything?


@moonwalker Much more than I expected.


@onlychampers Really? Do they deliver?


@moonwalker They *definitely* deliver.


@onlychampers Sounds like you had fun. 



She’d had fun alright. The memory of Peter’s broad chest slick with oil, of him teasing her, gently coaxing her, infuriatingly bringing her almost to the edge and then, just as she was about to scream, letting her go again sent a thrill up from her groin, spreading out across her body with deft fingers. Good god, the memory of his tongue was going to make her come all over again. 



@moonwalker 4sure. More fun 2day – shopping in BTs, u must go there whn u cme 2 Dub.


She didn’t wait for a reply. That was the fun thing about Twitter, the people you followed and who followed you logged in whenever they could, so it was constantly changing. And there was no pressure to have a conversation – so if someone didn’t reply it was no problem.


Caroline switched off her BlackBerry and slipped it over the edge of the bath and onto the Italian marble floor. It landed with a clatter, but she hardly noticed, was already lying back with her eyes closed revelling in last night’s every glorious detail.


 



 


THIRTEEN

Sitting on the sofa in Sebastian’s office, Alex froze, her irritation at being ignored fizzling out like a damp sparkler. With the bone china mug that Jocelyn had handed her hovering in front of her lips, her eyes met Sebastian’s through the gentle movement of steam above it. Today, his eyes were an impossibly deep shade of blue-grey, like the colour the sea goes when a storm is threatening, like the clouds now darkening the window behind him. And they were trained on her, penetrating deep. Looking for answers. 



Alex opened her mouth to reply, realised with a jolt that, yet again, it had gone dry. Fumbling for something sensible to say, she felt the intensity of his gaze, as blue as the gas jet from a propane torch, blistering hot, accusing, consuming the oxygen in the room. This was mad – she felt like she was locked in some sort of vacuum, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t escape, couldn’t find the words to switch off the heat. This was way worse than she had ever imagined it was going to be. 



Apparently completely unaware of the tension in the room, and having poured her own coffee, Jocelyn put the coffee pot down with a clunk on the glass table, the sound reverberating like someone had aimed a fire extinguisher at them both and pulled the pin. Jocelyn spoke half to herself as she settled back heavily into the sofa, elbows jutting out as she brought her mug to her lips, bracelets jangling.

 ‘My goodness, can’t function without good coffee in the morning, can you?’ 



Her comment drew Sebastian’s attention, an acknowledgement in the form of a tilt of his head, a twitch of his lips. He had always wondered about Jocelyn’s ability to pick up the undercurrents at a meeting, had been concerned how he would handle this one with her sitting on his shoulder like his mother, huffing and puffing and getting all effusive about the colour schemes. But now, with Alex sitting in front of him, her long slim legs crossed demurely like a virgin at a prayer meeting, her blouse straining across her full breasts, the silk catching the light where the lace on her bra undulated beneath it, he knew for sure Jocelyn wasn’t getting all the signals. Which was just as well. He felt like someone had plugged him in to an electrical socket, like every hair on his body was live, and if Alex moved too much on that sofa his imagination was going to leap over there and rip open that blouse…


Seizing the moment, Alex concealed her confusion by nodding her agreement and taking a very large, unladylike slug of her coffee. It was strong and black, exactly what she needed to kick her back on track. Putting her mug down carefully, she focused on it, breathing deeply, trying to calm her racing heart, preparing to meet Sebastian’s eye.

 ‘Very well thank you. And thank you for giving us the contract. I’m sure you’ll be pleased with the results.’ Calm, controlled, smiling, professional. Whew!


He interrupted before she could continue.

 ‘I hope so. You certainly come very highly recommended. But tell me a bit more about Impromptu. You’re based in Barcelona?’


The inclination at the end of his sentence spoke for itself. Why Barcelona? Alex felt herself chill. It was a leading question and they both knew it. 



Conscious of her every movement, poised as she was with her back straight, knees clamped together, Alex forced herself to try and relax before she answered. She really needed to look like this didn’t bother her. Like the timbre of his voice wasn’t sending messages around her body like an express train, a train finding its way along old tracks, well worn but gone rusty with time. She moved as she spoke, relaxing her back, uncrossing her ankles, trying to blend moving and speaking so that the whole thing appeared completely natural. She felt like she was doing an exam, like he was assessing her on her dress, her presentation, the way she sat, what she said. She replied with a smile, forcing herself to sound light, relaxed.

 ‘Yes, we’re based in Barcelona; our office is in the centre of the city on Las Ramblas.’ 


 ‘We?’ It was like a bullet, the word fired from point-blank range, explosive and deadly. Even Jocelyn raised an eyebrow momentarily, but then she was used to his unorthodox boardroom style, had learned long ago not to question it. Alex however, felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. Why was he reacting so aggressively to such a simple statement? Her irritation began to splutter into life again, lick at the embers of the past. It wasn’t like any of this was her fault! Forcing herself to sound matter of fact, like it was a perfectly normal question, she said.

 ‘I have a business partner, Marina Delgado.’ 



A woman. For a split second Sebastian cursed himself for his lack of control. How could he have been so transparent? And what did it matter anyway who her partner was? 


 ‘I see.’ In an effort to draw attention away from his question, he flipped his tie, clearing his throat before continuing deceptively innocently, ‘but you’re Irish aren’t you?’ 



As if he didn’t know she was Irish. Alex would have scowled if Jocelyn hadn’t been sitting opposite her, hanging on her every word. Then the bombshell came. ‘So why Barcelona?’


Alex drew in a sharp breath, knew she was standing on the edge of a minefield. What should she say? Because I had to get away, a long way away? She reached for her mug, took another sip of her coffee, buying time.

 ‘Actually, I’m half-Spanish, my Mother’s family are from Cataluña, so it made sense for me to go to college there.’ Matter of fact. Keep it simple. Pinpricks of perspiration stung the small of her back, each breath taut, shallow. 



This was painful, like water torture, slow and steady, but Alex knew she had to keep the front up, had to react like this was a normal business interview. After all, he was awarding them a contract, had every right to know their background, to find out if they were able to handle the job. And with Jocelyn sitting there, Alex knew she could hardly start getting sarcastic. But, she was finding it harder and harder to concentrate, to continue this seemingly impersonal conversation when his every movement, every nuance took her straight back to that summer…Desperate to fill the silence growing, pregnant with expectation, she continued, 


 ‘Marina and I met at the Instituto Europeo di Deseňo. When we graduated, an opportunity came up to renovate Marina’s father’s offices in Barcelona, so we took it and the work just kept coming in. We haven’t looked back.’ Oh God why did she say that – we haven’t looked back – she could feel him bristling, the air suddenly electric.

 ‘Really?’


Needing to move on, desperate to shout – I didn’t mean it that way! I didn’t mean that I’ve never looked back, never regretted leaving! Alex said hastily, ‘We’ve been lucky enough to win some big contracts. Like the Spanish Government contract. We’ve redesigned every government department from the letterheads to their staff uniform. And Iberia liked what we did, so we have done their offices and corporate livery as well as re-vamping the crew uniforms and on-board interiors.’

 ‘Impressive.’ But he didn’t look impressed, just annoyed, his blue eyes shuttered, hiding his emotions. Taking a sip of his coffee he glanced at the paperwork in front of him again and then sat back, his foot thrown over his knee. Casual, relaxed, in control.

 ‘And you live in Barcelona?’


What had that got to do with anything?

 ‘No, just outside, in a town called Tarragona.’


He nodded, ‘with the bullring, and the medieval cathedral.’


Alex nodded, unable to conceal her surprise, a hint of panic welling up – how did he know? Tarragona was beautiful, but it was hardly big enough to warrant his attention. Jocelyn too looked surprised, raising her eyebrows. By way of explanation he turned to her, ‘Wingfield Media pitched for the Spanish Tourist Board’s advertising contract. It was one of the towns they chose to represent cultural Spain.’


Whew, Alex’s sigh of relief was almost audible. But he knew where she lived now, knew where she worked, so even if she chickened out and ran back to Spain, he’d know where to find her…


Shooting Alex a conspiratorial look, her eyes raised to heaven, Jocelyn made a show of swishing back her bell-shaped sleeves and rattling her diamante bracelet watch down her arm so that she could look at it properly. 


 ‘Oh look at the time!’


Alex’s lips twitched at the corners as she fought back a smile. Jocelyn really deserved an Oscar for her performance in managing her boss. ‘You’ve got that conference call at eleven. If you’re happy with Alex’s credentials, could we have a look at the ideas she brought with her perhaps?’


Alex smiled, her relief that the interrogation was over making her stomach ache – there was no way she’d be able to say it, but she owed Jocelyn a big one. Turning to pull out the mood boards beside her, she forced herself to relax, became aware of the soft tick of a clock somewhere behind her, the feel of the leather beneath her knees. She’d done hundreds of presentations before, should be able to deflect the focus away from herself for a few moments at least. And she knew the concepts she’d come up with were excellent.

 ‘I’ve worked up some ideas using your corporate colours, as you suggested. The aubergine is ideal, it’s a good, strong generic colour that has no negative connotations or associations. It suggests a surety and capability that emphasises your corporate message.’ Alex flipped over the first of the boards, ‘I’ve come up with three different looks. The first one uses the aubergine as the main colour, with this rich butter and gold. The fabrics are a bold geometric print for blinds and curtains, and I’d suggest a series of printed panels that continue the design story for the walls. You can use the aubergine and butter as a wall colour throughout – perhaps butter in the communal areas, with more aubergine in meeting areas such as the main conference room.’


Settling back into the sofa, leaning his elbow on the arm, chin cupped in one hand, his face blank, like he was embroiled in a game of poker, Sebastian nodded slowly. He shifted slightly in his seat, and catching a waft of his aftershave as he moved, Alex felt that kick to her stomach again, and moved on quickly.

 ‘The next one is the same purple with a paler cream, and navy as a highlight colour. The print is floral, combining all three colours.’

 ‘I like that one.’ Matter of fact, emotionless.


She nodded, concentrating on the board, making sure she didn’t make eye contact with him. Ridiculously, she thanked her lucky stars that she’d taken the time to paint her nails last night. It had been a last-ditch attempt to relax, take her mind off the following morning’s meeting, but now, sitting so close to him, she knew her nails were on full view and right now, she was grateful for every little boost to her confidence. Alex cleared her throat and continued,

 ‘I like the florals. They are much more organic than the geometric prints, they suggest growth, like the business. I think they’re easier to live with, they create an environment rather than just making a statement, are less likely to date.’


In her peripheral vision, she could see him nodding. Jocelyn cut in before she could say more.

 ‘Those fabrics are gorgeous aren’t they? And she’s quite right, the florals will be much easier on the eye, seem to suggest a nurturing environment. But they’re confident too. So many companies resort to dreadful abstracts, patterns that don’t mean anything to anyone. I always think they look like they’re trying to be too clever, don’t you? It doesn’t work for me at all.’


Alex nodded, ‘I’d have to agree with you. It’s different if you get an artist to produce something that you feel summarises your business and then use it to link your whole corporate image, but more often than not imitations of abstract art get tired very quickly.’

 ‘And the last one?’ Sebastian sounded slightly impatient, like he thought the whole corporate image argument was a load of rubbish, women’s talk. Deliberately ignoring any hint of irritation, Alex continued calmly.

 ‘Then the final one is another floral, but this time monotone – purple on cream. We’d bring both colours in as plain wall coverings and also as a matching print in reverse. I like the purple and navy together as a print as well, it lifts the whole story.’ She paused to continue, but he interrupted her.

 ‘And cost? Is there any difference between the flowery ones and the angular prints?’

 ‘Not between the first two. The third one I designed with the fabric supplier. It’s a big building so you would need enough fabric and wallpaper to justify having your own printed, but it will be slightly more expensive. The pattern is actually a close-up of the branches of the tree in your logo. I blew it up until it became an abstract, although still unmistakably natural, organic.’

 ‘Fantastic. So clever! I love that one, don’t you?’ Alex could feel Jocelyn’s enthusiasm radiating from across the table. And Sebastian was nodding, grudgingly, but nodding. Like he hadn’t expected the pitch to be this good. 


 ‘I think that third one is for us.’


Alex drew in a deep breath,

 ‘I think it’s the most flexible. You can use a portion of the floral design on the back of your business cards and across your corporate literature, phasing it in when you reprint – it will sit well with what you already have.’

 ‘So, we don’t waste a load of money scrapping the existing stuff. Well that’s refreshing. So what do you think Joss?’

 ‘Love it. Absolutely super, I can’t wait to see it done…but I’m going to have to leave you and get prepped for your next meeting.’ Jocelyn stood up, shaking out her skirts, ‘Perhaps you’ll drop in to me Alex and we can talk through the next steps. We’ll need to discuss the budget and time frame.’


Sebastian shook his head, ‘I like it; we won’t worry about the budget. Just give us an idea of how quickly you can implement the changes with the least amount of disruption to the staff.’


Alex nodded, trying to keep her face neutral. She was delighted that he liked it, that he was impressed, but deep down a tiny part of her had been hoping he’d hate it and she could pack her bags and get out. No such luck.


Putting her mug down, out of Sebastian’s vision Jocelyn rolled her eyes and mouthed Alex a silent ‘well done’. Out loud she said matter of factly, ‘So I’ll see you downstairs.’ And moments later the door closed on her rustling skirts. 



Alex turned from the door and found her eyes locked with Sebastian’s. And all the oxygen was sucked out of the room. They were alone. Again. 


 ‘I’ll...’ she started to speak, stopping suddenly, blushing.

 ‘More coffee?’

 ‘Please.’ He picked up the pot as she passed him her mug, their fingers meeting for a second as he took it from her. Alex felt an explosion somewhere deep inside her, like all the tension of the last few minutes was trying to escape. He must have heard her involuntary gasp, have felt the electricity that was arcing from her fingertips. He didn’t speak, but looked at her, long and hard, then transferred his attention to the mug, topping it up. He didn’t hand it straight back to her, but placed it in front of her, carefully, twisting the handle around to face her, agonisingly slowly. Just like he made love, slowly and carefully, deliberately; sensations building until they exploded. Shocked at her thoughts, Alex reached for the mug, hesitating for a split second before she brought it to her lips, her eyes on his face.

 ‘I believe Joss explained that in addition to the offices, I need you to look at my apartment.’


Sitting forward, elbows resting on his knees, hands clasped in front of him, he looked half-embarrassed, his earlier brash confidence tempered somehow; perhaps he could read her mind. Hiding a blush she could feel creeping up from her chest, Alex began to feel incredibly hot, quickly unbuttoned her jacket, her voice unintentionally breathless.

 ‘Jocelyn mentioned the apartment in her fax, yes...’ She needed to focus on business, couldn’t let her emotions cloud the issue.


Nodding, clearing his throat, he became practical again, like he was speaking to one of his foremen. 


 ‘It needs an overhaul. It’s very comfortable, but it’s a bachelor pad and my fiancée’s very particular. She won’t have time to redecorate it herself after the wedding – she will have a lot of charity work to take on once we get married.’


As he spoke, there was a buzzing from his desk and Jocelyn’s brisk voice filled the room,

 ‘Jackson’s on from New York. It’s all set up in the conference room. Geneva will be online when you’re ready.’


Startled, Sebastian got up and, striding over to the desk, leaned over to depress the speaker button. 


 ‘I’m on my way Joss. Bring up the files will you?’ He turned back to Alex, frowning, his face already clouded, moving from their meeting to his conference call. ‘Joss has a pile of pictures from interiors magazines – they’ll give you an idea of what she likes. But you’ll need to see it I want it to be a surprise. Talk to Joss will you, tomorrow morning at nine’s good, she’ll give you all the details.’ 



 



 


FOURTEEN

Sebastian’s apartment. Sebastian’s apartment. Alex pushed a corkscrew of hair out of her eyes, yanking it behind her ear, and started to chew on the edge of her nail, careful to avoid her nail polish. 



Sitting in her car outside the gated Eaton Square complex where Sebastian lived, only, shockingly as it turned out, a fifteen-minute drive from her own rented house in Dalkey, Alex could already feel the trepidation building in her stomach, expanding, growing like a virus until it threatened to engulf her. A stone’s throw to her left, over the DART train line, the sea lapped at a strip of white beach. It would have been beautiful if it hadn’t been drizzling, that incessant misty sort of rain that was a big feature of Ireland in spring, the type of rain that turned her hair to frizz. Instigated by some sort of sensor thing, Alex’s wipers flipped across her windscreen, making her jump. It was still only 8.50 a.m. She was early, too early, so determined had she been not to be late. Jocelyn had given her the address and the code for the gate, but she didn’t want to look eager or, for that matter, arrive early and spend any longer than was absolutely necessary in Sebastian’s apartment. It was bad enough that she had to come at all.


Shifting in her seat, her jeans cutting into her, Alex thanked her stars that she was meeting Jocelyn. She was certainly larger than life, but Alex liked her, liked her crazy dress sense and warmth, liked the fact that she didn’t give a damn what people thought of her, liked the fact that she was efficient and just got the job done properly without a whole load of fuss. And, she thought, maybe this meeting would give her a chance to ask a few subtle questions, to find out exactly what Sebastian was up to, to see if he had revealed anything of their history.


How could he ask her to redecorate his apartment? It was his private space, the apartment he was bringing his bride to… Did he want to be constantly reminded of her, reminded of that summer, of the flush of first love? Or more likely, did he just want to make her squirm, really rub her nose in his success, in his happiness, in the fact that he’d moved on. The wipers zipped across the windscreen, making her start all over again. Damn him. He must really hate her. 



8.55 a.m. Time to move.


Pulling over to the security entry pad, Alex buzzed down her window and plugged in the code. The directions Jocelyn had given her were very clear. The penthouse apartment had a private entrance in the middle of the building which wrapped in a horseshoe around a central green. And, from what Alex could see, the lawns were predictably manicured, an ornate fountain sending a jet of water high into the air. The building itself was ultra-modern, but drawing on a classical design with Palladian pillars and porticoed doorways on either side. Pulling up in a designated visitor’s parking space, Alex could see the building was very smart, lots of glass and balconies, every apartment with an enviable view of the sea on one side, of the spires and elegant Georgian terraces of Monkstown on the other.


And the interior was just as smart as the outside. In the narrow lobby housing the penthouse suite’s private lift, huge mirrors bounced the reflections of lush potted plants from one to another, making the space feel much larger and lighter than it really was, but, rather creepily Alex thought, sending the reflections of anyone waiting for the lift into infinity. It reminded her of something out of Star Trek, of Spock and Captain Kirk waiting to be teleported to another world. She smiled ironically to herself. ‘Beam me up Scotty’. If only he could.


Alex had a quick look at her multiple reflections in the mirror. The damp air had played havoc with her hair, sending it into corkscrew spirals – she knew she should have tied it back. Running her fingers through it, she tried to calm it down a bit. She looked critically at her jeans. Fine in Barcelona, perfectly acceptable when you were out on a site visit, but here, in Dublin, where the women put on their makeup and designer clothes just to drop the kids to school? She really wasn’t sure. They were Juicy Couture jeans, hugged her figure perfectly, and teamed with a white Ralph Lauren shirt, a navy blazer and her high-heeled boots did look really smart. And she’d met Jocelyn several times at this stage, had been wearing a power suit on each occasion…so she should be okay, but… Before she had a chance to worry about it, the lift arrived with a delicate chime, and she stepped in, adjusting her briefcase on her shoulder, the doors closing soundlessly behind her.


Alex had to hand it to him – this place was pretty impressive. Even the inside of the lift was polished to an immaculate shine, and smelled faintly of polish. A creeping feeling of curiosity began to worm its way through her nerves, widening the gap between the horror at having to go anywhere near anything to do with the Wingfields, and that part of her that absolutely loved looking at other people’s houses. Her friends in Spain had got used to her pacing out their bathrooms, asking where they had bought their furniture She’d got into the habit of apologising in advance for her insatiable curiosity. It was all just so interesting.


But, what she couldn’t work out was why Sebastian, of all people, was living in a place like this. She could hear him now, his voice echoing through the dusty disused rooms in Kilfenora House, berating modern architecture, pulling the dust sheets off the Adam fireplaces in the bedrooms of the east wing like a magician, making her peer down the ingeniously concealed dumb waiter that linked the ballroom with the kitchens in the basement. And she couldn’t remember a day when he didn’t pause as he was passing the grand Jacobean- style staircase, his eye following the sweep of the intricately carved oak banisters, supported by hundreds of fluted columns, doubling back on themselves to reach the gallery above, admiring the craftsmanship that had created one of the finest staircases in the country. It was second only in his estimation to Kilfenora’s Palm House, designed by Joseph Paxton before he built the Crystal Palace for the Great Exhibition of 1851, modelled on the Great Conservatory he had built at Chatsworth for Queen Victoria, the hollow cast iron support structure inspired by the leaf of an Amazonian lily. Even then, Sebastian had sworn that he’d never live in a new building, would buy a Victorian or Georgian terraced house, or even a cottage, somewhere where he could hear the footsteps of his predecessors, where he could become a living part of history, a custodian of somewhere ancient and wonderful …which had started them talking about the Mill House…


On the top floor, as the lift doors slid back to reveal a narrow corridor apparently running the length of the building, curving away to the right and left, Alex got her first glimpse of Sebastian’s inner sanctum. Directly opposite the lift, another huge mirror topped a long side table, black lacquer, dripping with gilt, Louis XVI; had to be. And on it a classical bust, white marble to contrast with the black, Nero or Caesar perhaps. This was more like what she had expected, tasteful luxury, one priceless piece setting off another. Perhaps he hadn’t changed all that much after all.


Jocelyn had told her to turn left as she came out of the lift, so with a quick glance at her reflection, a final yank at her hair, she headed for a sturdy wooden door at the end of the corridor, boots silent on the deep-pile carpet, heart, despite her curiosity, beginning to beat hard.


As well it might.


Reaching the door, she realised that it was slightly ajar, the rich scent of coffee accompanied by the strains of a Mozart violin concerto inviting her in. Jocelyn must have arrived ahead of her. She rapped loudly. 



No reply. Perhaps she was on the phone. 



Alex strained her ears, listening for Jocelyn’s unmistakable tones. She couldn’t hear anything, but it was a big apartment, she could be anywhere inside. Tentatively, she pushed the door open. Still no sign of Jocelyn. But the door was open, so she was obviously expected. 



Crossing the threshold, Alex pushed the door wide, straight into an enormous open-plan living space, polished boards leading her eye to the far wall which was constructed almost entirely of glass, the only interruption to the magnificent view, narrow chrome uprights supporting the enormous panes. Outside, despite the rain and the soft interior lights, she could see a broad terrace spanning the entire length of the apartment, beyond it Dublin city to the left, the Wicklow Mountains to the right, the wide expanse of sea in between undulating gently like a satin sheet. Running an expert eye over the pristine cherry wood floor, the handmade leather sofas, she was absorbing the details when she heard a voice behind her.

 ‘Impressive isn’t it?’


Spinning around, Alex gasped involuntarily; her eyes open wide with shock.

 ‘Don’t look so surprised. Who did you expect?’


 



 


FIFTEEN

Shopping in Brown Thomas’ eh? It didn’t take a rocket scientist to work out that Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly would have an account in Dublin’s most exclusive department store, that she was a regular visitor.


At the heart of Dublin’s famous Grafton Street, Brown Thomas was the Harrods of Dublin, well maybe a bit more Harvey Nichols, but still impressive. And Peter was pretty sure The Designer Rooms on the first floor would be where Caroline was heading. 



Peter shouldered on his blazer and flipped out the open collar of his crisp cotton baby blue shirt, took a glance in the huge mirror above the washstand in his hotel room’s well-lit bathroom. The sun was streaming in through the almost floor-to-ceiling sash window, dazzling where it reflected off the pristine marble and glass, bleaching his blonde hair to almost white. He ran his hand over his chin, smooth after his shave. He didn’t look too bad for a guy who’d been declared dead in a field hospital in the Balkans.


The bathroom mirror, directly opposite the door to the bedroom, picked up the soft ochre walls of his suite – not that he had noticed the colour of the walls. He’d stayed in so many different places over the years that once there was a comfortable bed and hot water he really didn’t care if the bedspread was neon pink. Although he had to admit the Shelbourne was one of the best hotels he had stayed in, one he always looked forward to coming to. Of all the hotels in the world the Shelbourne in Dublin and the Barbizon in New York were his two favourites. In both of them he always booked the same room, was always recognised by the staff. It was like coming home.


Peter had tossed his mobile phone and wallet next to the bed, now picked them up and slipped them into his jacket pocket. This room on the fifth floor was in a corner of the building overlooking St Stephen’s Green. Through the open window Peter could hear the roar of traffic intermingled with the clip-clop of horses’ hooves, the clatter and clamour of the city. He always slept with the window open, hated the stifling heat of a hotel room and now could smell the rain coming. He ambled over to look out the window, the muscles in his thighs stiff, not, he was sure, from his daily workout in the gym. He was almost back to peak fitness but last night with Caroline had used a whole set of muscles that hadn’t been worked out for a while. Beyond the window the sky had darkened, clouds angry and black gathering over the centre of the city like football hooligans on a street corner looking for trouble. Trouble. His middle name.


He paused for a moment, looking out over the Green but not really seeing it, his mind wandering. Was Caroline meeting someone? A pal for lunch or Sebastian? He hoped not. Because right now he wanted to see her again, and he certainly didn’t want to bump into her with her fiancé in tow.


Rolling the idea around in his head, Peter pulled out his mobile phone. It was easy enough to check where Sebastian Wingfield would be at lunchtime. And if he wasn’t meeting Caroline, well...Brown Thomas was only a five-minute walk from this hotel...


Last night had gone way better than he’d expected. Way better. And for a load of reasons that hadn’t been part of the original plan at all. In fact, last night had given the plan a whole new angle.


From the moment he’d got into the cab with her yesterday he could see the attraction. She was gorgeous to look at, of course, he had expected that – gleaming poker-straight hair and model-like figure, the type of waist you could get your hands around. Very trim. And he’d never been attracted to women with big breasts, had always thought more than a handful was a waste. But the moment he’d pulled his door closed he’d realised she smelled delicious. And after a few looks from under those long eyelashes, he couldn’t help himself but ask her out for dinner. ‘Come-to-bed eyes’ they called them, well if anyone had come-to-bed eyes it was Caroline bloody Audiguet-O’Reilly.


Peter had been expecting her to be an impossibly spoilt brat, an arrogant bitch who had nothing to talk about outside manicures and lunch and the latest celebrity gossip. And there was no question that she was all of those things, but what had surprised him more than anything was that she was actually very entertaining company, had a devilish sense of humour that had made him laugh out loud. 



And she was damned hot in the sack. 



He hadn’t expected that, hadn’t expected quite what the whole package had to offer. The fact that she hadn’t a bloody clue about Sebastian Wingfield’s business interests should have been a problem, but it wasn’t somehow. He shook his head, laughing at himself – somehow between getting into a cab with her yesterday and getting out of a Mercedes limousine last night, the goalposts had moved, big time. 



Last night had been something of an eye-opener all right.


 



 


SIXTEEN

Sebastian! Alex gasped, her eyes wide. 



Sebastian Wingfield was standing behind the black granite breakfast bar which separated the living area in his apartment from a huge open-plan kitchen tucked around the corner. Relaxed, his shirt open at the neck, nautical, red, white and navy stripes, he was pouring himself a cup of coffee from a generous chrome and glass cafetière.

 ‘I...’ it took a moment for Alex to catch her breath, ‘I thought I was meeting Jocelyn.’

 ‘Did you? Whatever gave you that idea?’


Speechless, shock and irritation bubbling up inside her like a geyser, Alex watched as Sebastian padded out from behind the counter, navy cashmere socks silent on the wooden floor, and moved effortlessly to the window nearest him, his face creased in a frown as he glanced critically outside, like he was checking if the city had turned up to clock in. 



The apartment wasn’t the only thing that was impressive. There was something about his scowl that made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck, a shiver head up her spine. His watch loose on his wrist, he had his sleeves rolled up again, the crisp cotton of his shirt pressed to a knife edge down the seams. And he obviously wasn’t planning on going to the office this morning –a pair of faded Levis hugged his hips, the thick woven leather belt emphasising his narrow waist. Gesticulating with his cup, he looked out the window as he spoke. 


 ‘Bought it for the view. It’s always changing. Thought I’d hate anything modern but it’s very comfortable. No draughts or damp. And every possible gadget. “CLOSE.” He barked and without pausing for breath he turned to Alex and calmly took a sip of his coffee as a pair of huge navy silk curtains began to swish closed behind him. 


 “OFF.” Every light in the room dimmed and flicked off.


In a matter of seconds they were standing in total darkness. 



Alex’s light to dark vision had never been good. And he knew it. For a few seconds she was totally blind, utterly helpless. Paralysed in the middle of the room, she could feel his eyes on her, could feel him laughing. How many times had he shut her in the dark, in the pantry, in the stables, only to come lunging at her before her eyes had adjusted from the bright light outside? Pushing her up against a wall, plunging his hands down the back of her jeans, or searching for her breasts, his mouth silencing her laughter, his body hard and hot and hungry against hers.

 ‘OPEN,” as if reading her mind Sebastian gave the command and the curtains began to part . “ON.” 



As the light increased, Alex realised he had moved back behind the counter, was tipping out the old coffee, holding the empty cafetière up as if in question.

 ‘Coffee?’

 ‘Please.’ Scalding hot and black was what she needed now, but her voice came out as a squeak. Clearing her throat, she tried again, louder, covering her embarrassment by crossing the room to the window and looking out, her arms folded tightly across her chest, her back to him while she fought to regain her composure. She should have guessed; why hadn’t she guessed? Now she was on the back foot AGAIN, feeling a fool, poised on the edge of the chasm of the past that gaped between them. She heard him fill the kettle, click on the switch to boil. Why the hell had she ever agreed to take on this job?


Behind her, the kettle gurgling as it reached boiling point, Sebastian ran his eye over her hunched shoulders, over her neat buttocks, gripped by her jeans, down her legs. Her jacket was well cut, a slim fit, the briefcase slung over her shoulder, Ferrari-red leather, soft and supple. He could almost feel the tension radiating from her, sense her anger seeping from every pore. Brilliant red, just like her briefcase, like the colour of the blood rushing from his heart, pumping right around his body. 



Alex Ryan. 



After all these years, here she was standing in his living room. And, as if he needed confirmation after their previous meetings, she obviously hadn’t changed one bit, was just as spirited, just as cantankerous as she had been when she was seventeen. And the rain still made her hair go nuts. 



Half-smiling to himself, he spooned freshly ground coffee into the pot and sloshed the water over it. She still didn’t turn around, had her eyes fixed on some distant point like it was the most interesting thing she’d seen in years. He could tell she was mad, really mad. But not nearly as mad as he was.

 ‘Do you still take it black?’


An almost imperceptible nod of her head. 


 ‘Why don’t you sit down?’


It was more of a command than a request and suddenly he was behind her, handing her a cup, his aftershave blending with the scent of coffee landing her straight back in her father’s kitchen that first time after they met. He’d turned up on the doorstep with a feeble excuse about getting a fence checked. Her father was out, up at the lake checking the stocks, as well he knew. ‘Coffee?’, ‘Great, if you’ve time.’ The pair of them awkward, self-conscious, tiptoeing around each other like a pair of peacocks in an elaborate courtship dance, their attraction electric.

 ‘Thanks.’ Exhaling, trying to still the tremble in her hand, Alex turned from the window, avoiding his eye. Sit down? And face his questions. That was the last thing she wanted to do. Right now she wanted to have a quick look around and get out. Tell him she needed to measure up, that was the thing, tell him she had another meeting and she need to measure up and get out. 


 ‘I’m a bit pushed for time actually. I just need to get some measurements, a feeling for the light, and I can get down to the suppliers and start working out some ideas. I had hoped to have a chat with Jocelyn.’


Stubborn to the last. ‘Where do you want to start?’ 



He was standing a couple of feet from her sipping his coffee, one eyebrow raised. Where did she want to start? She winced involuntarily. With the truth…?

 ‘Here would be fine. Is that the kitchen?’ Getting away from him as fast as she could Alex strode across to the breakfast bar, taking a slug of her coffee, putting down the cup a little too hard on the granite. The sound echoed in the open space, bouncing off the hard surfaces, the black marble floor, stainless steel appliances jarred against the violins serenading them from a hidden sound system, the orchestra frantic, building to a climax.

 ‘Do you want anything done in here?’ Focused, practical, raising her voice over the music, she stuck the tips of her fingers in her jeans pocket. She was safer talking about the job. The violins finished abruptly, the silence deafening.

 ‘I’ve no idea. You’re a woman, what do you think?’ His throwaway comment was like a knife between her shoulder blades. Ignoring the jibe, she took one hand out of her pocket and ran her fingertips over the stainless steel counter: spotless, brand new. The next track came on. Piano, soothing and melodic. Thank God. 


 ‘Does your fiancée like to cook? This is a chef’s kitchen, it’s really well laid out, you’ve everything she could possibly need.’

 ‘I like it.’ He paused. Did she detect a sigh? ‘But I don’t think she knows what a saucepan’s for. She’s always had staff. Do you think it needs a bit more colour?’ 



For a second he sounded like a child unsure of his ground, desperate to please. She could feel his eyes on her back, burning a hole through her jacket, to her skin. Deliberately ignoring the sensation, she put her head on one side, looking around her, searching desperately for ideas. It was a man’s space. Functional, practical… sexy…she curtailed that line of thought as rapidly as it had begun. 


 ‘You could bring in some Alessi brights; Stefano Giovannoni and Philippe Starck have designed some really funky kitchen accessories for them. A fuchsia plastic fruit bowl would be great, maybe a couple of bright stools, turquoise and lime? Electric colours will work really well with the monochrome backdrop to add a splash of colour. You can follow them through with a colour block clock and aprons and tea towels, to pull it all together.’ She threw him a hasty glance over her shoulder, had to, could feel the mark his eyes had made on her back smouldering. But he didn’t seem to be listening. He was nodding all right, but was looking at his feet. 



On the other side of the counter, Sebastian was counting to twenty, struggling to keep his face blank while he fought the image of her fingertips running over the smooth stainless steel, fighting the red hot shot of desire that had routed direct from his groin to his heart the moment she had touched it. She was wearing a pure white guipure lace bra, as hazy as a mirage through the sheer cotton of her shirt, but as she had moved into the kitchen he had caught a glimpse of her cleavage out of the corner of his eye, the full curve of her breast cupped in lace, tantalisingly hidden where the shirt buttoned. And a waft of her perfume. Spicy. Exotic. Sexy. Very sexy. And for a moment he was a teenager again, dizzy with desire, hormones pumping. 


 ‘That sounds fine.’ What did? What had she been saying?


He turned away from her, suddenly conscious that his jeans might not be loose enough to hide his physical reaction. It wasn’t just his mind she was messing with.

 ‘Cool.’ He cleared his throat, this wasn’t going like he’d planned. 



For some reason, he’d thought when he got her alone he would come right out and ask her, ask her why she’d left, why she’d just fecked off and turned his life upside down. One minute they’d been getting sweaty on the backstairs, her muffled cries reverberating off the plaster walls, her hand gripping the winding handrail, nails digging into her palm as she tried to keep a lid on her ecstasy, her denim mini around her waist like a belt, t-shirt pulled up over her breasts, the nipple in his mouth as flushed as her cheeks. Then he’d heard footsteps on the stairs below and they’d scrambled to the top, to the doorway of the ballroom where he’d lifted her onto the windowsill, the chance of discovery heightening his passion until her back had arched under him, his forehead pressed against the cold glass, shuddering with need as they climaxed together. And then she’d run, still wet from their union, yanking her t-shirt down, straightening her skirt, throwing a mischievous grin over her shoulder, lips swollen and bruised. Panting and laughing, he had fallen back on the windowsill, heard her heels on the parquet floor as she ran across the room and down the backstairs on the other side. 



And the next day she had gone.


And the pain had been overwhelming, suffocating. 



The first day, Tom had said she was out, had some college business to sort out. Maybe she’d forgotten to tell him; maybe it was a last-minute interview. But the next day she’d been out too, and the next. And there was no phone call, not even a note. Then, standing at the door of the two-storey stone cottage, his weathered face creased with worry, Tom had told him the truth. ‘She’s gone lad, packed her bags and left us. I don’t know exactly where too. I’m sure she’ll get in touch when she gets there. I’ll tell her to call you.’ And a part of him died right there. The part of him that knew she wasn’t coming back.


And he’d been right. There had been no word, no explanation. Nothing. Not even a postcard. Then his parents had been killed and his world had turned totally and utterly upside down.


Did she have any idea how long he’d waited for her, how hard he’d tried to find her? He’d even persuaded his grandfather to hire a private detective to look for her, spinning a story about seeing her in the pub with some oaf who might have done her harm. No go. Her trail was cold.


And so was he. Losing interest in everything, his grandfather had had an easy job to persuade him to switch from architecture to business, had tried to fill his days with estate duties, giving him more and more responsibility in the running of his empire until, when he left university, Sebastian virtually held the strings single-handed. But what good was that when his heart was dead? 



And now, after all this time, here she was, breezing right back into his life like nothing had happened.


Well two could play at that game, and right now, despite all his plans, despite the conversations he’d had a million times in his head since that day, he wasn’t about to let her see the damage she’d done. No matter how tempting it was, he damn well wasn’t about to ask her what happened, ask her why she left, wasn’t about to show her how much he hurt.

 ‘What do you think you can do here, in the living room?’ Sebastian still had his back to her, was standing squarely between the end of the breakfast bar and the glass wall, seemed unaware that he was blocking her way out of the kitchen. And after the last time she wasn’t about to get into his space, to try and squeeze around the end of the counter, get too near him. Glancing at his back, at the shirt straining across his shoulders, at the way his Levis gripped his butt, Alex busied herself sliding her laptop case onto the counter, unzipping it noisily, pulling out a moleskin notepad and pen. He still hadn’t moved, but she had a pretty good view of the room from where she was. It would do fine.

 ‘Do you have floor plans?’


He nodded vaguely, looking around the room. ‘She hates this room. Can’t see what’s wrong with it myself but then I don’t spend much time here.’


Glancing at his profile, at the dimple in his cheek, Alex nodded, ‘I’ll have a look at those magazines. Get some ideas. We can soften some of the lines, make it more feminine, give it a focal point.’ 



Making a note on her pad, she fought the urge to reach out to him, stuck her pen decisively behind her ear. What they had was gone, they had both moved on.

 ‘Where next?’


A glance into the study. Master bathroom next. Spare rooms. Each one looked like it had been decorated by the developer. Fashionable colours: terracotta, primrose, a mucky green. Natural surfaces. Wood, steel, stone. Impersonal, uninspiring. Like a trendy hotel.


Until they got to the bedroom. 



He was inside before she realised what was coming next, was focusing on making notes, avoiding his eye as she followed him across the threshold. It took her a few moments to register where she was. 



His bedroom…Alex could feel a blush hitting her face full force as she took in the chocolate raw silk curtains, luxuriously thick cream wool carpet, bronze satin bedspread and huge mahogany sleigh bed piled high with cushions and bolsters, gold, chocolate and coffee silk organza, iridescent taffeta, smooth satins. But if these made her blush, they were nothing compared with the single item that dominated the room – above the bed, a huge painting of a reclining nude ran almost the full width of the wall.

 ‘Oh.’ It slipped out before Alex had a chance to catch it. It was a fabulous painting, thick black brush strokes confident, yet somehow it was breathy, impressionistic. One of the girl’s arms was thrown above her head, only her chin visible in the corner of the canvas, her breasts full, nipples a splash of red in a sea of pale skin tones, her legs parted, one knee raised. Writhing in ecstasy. 


 ‘Do you like it?’ 



He’d abandoned his coffee cup in the study, was leaning casually against the wall, hands hooked in the pockets of his jeans, his brow trapped in a speculative frown like they were in an exclusive gallery looking at a landscape he was about to buy.

 ‘It’s, it’s…’ searching for the right words, Alex glanced at him, glanced back at the painting, not sure where to look, her cheeks flaming. 



This was excruciating…here she was trying to stay professional, to focus on him as a client, and here he was asking her to comment on a highly erotic painting of a nude, IN HIS BEDROOM. Wasn’t this sexual harassment? Really she should just shrug, nod curtly and back out, say something like, ‘It’s great. I think I’ve all I need now, I really must dash,’ and make a rapid but graceful exit. 



But somehow she couldn’t. Somehow, transfixed, Alex felt like the painting was pulling her in with a peculiar, powerful magnetism. 



It was beautiful; the subject seemed to jump off the canvas, had a life, a movement that left her almost as breathless as the model, who most definitely appeared to be on the brink of something earth-shattering. There was no one else in the painting, the girl’s naked body filling the entire canvass, but somehow you could tell that she wasn’t alone. Perhaps it was the tiny shadow in the corner that suggested that someone was watching her, perhaps it was something about the way she was lying. One way or another, the implication gave the subject an electric charge that would have blown the fuses if it was plugged in. 



Alex glanced sideways at Sebastian. He was watching her, his head on one side like he was looking for her approval. Why on earth? Panic fluttered in her chest, perhaps this was some sort of bizarre test…perhaps it was by some incredibly famous artist whose work she should recognise instantly…?


Pinpricks of sweat breaking out down her spine, embarrassed beyond belief at being trapped here looking at a painting that only fell short of pornography because it was supposed to be art, Alex knew she needed to say something, could feel the silence growing, loaded with innuendo and half-forgotten moments: the feel of his touch, the scent of his body against hers...The CD had finished – she hadn’t noticed until now – and she could feel his eyes on her, watching, waiting for her to comment. Waiting for her to say what? Beyond ‘It’s very nice’ or ‘great brush work’ what could she say? You made me feel like that…


She felt like she was locked inside a bubble, running out of air. 



Desperate to break the tension, to say something, anything, to break the silence, to get this whole charade back to what it should be – a client consultation – she suddenly had a devilish urge to say something flippant, to ask what his fiancée thought of it, anything to bluff him that whatever he’d been planning by showing her this picture wasn’t working, that she was a professional, could cope with anything. Then she stopped herself. 



And took a major double take.


Staring hard at the painting her mouth went dry, the hairs on the back of her neck standing rigidly to attention as a shiver paralysed her spine, and her eyes, locked on a small dark mole less than an inch from the model’s navel. Alex’s eyes widened in horror. Disbelieving, she shot a glance at Sebastian and back to the painting again – it was definitely a mole, not a drip or an accidental splash of paint. And there was another on her breast, paler, less obvious…

 ‘Oh my God…’ The blood pounding in her ears, she felt herself hurtling back sixteen years, images of that summer flashing past like she was looking out the window of a high-speed train.


The drawings. 



Every afternoon for weeks. Him sketching, while she watched the clouds pass overhead, dreaming of the Mill House, about what they could do with it, making plans, castles in the sky. But she’d had her clothes on! 


 ‘How could you…?’ 



She didn’t finish. Her train crashed, carriages concertinaing, piling up on each other with a force that even she couldn’t control. Then, throwing him a look of pure venom, she turned on her heel and ran for the lift.


 



 


SEVENTEEN

How could he have done it? How could he have taken those lovely drawings he’d done of her, quick pencil sketches, capturing the moment, practising his life drawing he’d said, and gone off and painted her naked? 



And not only naked but with everything on show, and very obviously in the throws of an orgasm that would affect anyone who looked at it. Leaving nothing to the imagination.


AND THEN he’d put it up over his BED. Where everyone could see it. Like his girlfriends. Like his fiancée. Making love with her above him, like he was really putting it up to her, like he was getting his own back every time he brought a new woman home. 



Hiding her face in her hands Alex could feel her whole body blushing, cringing with total humiliation. She’d been mortified when she’d seen it, then angry. Angry at his audacity. Angry that he could do something like that, that he could take those moments and exploit them, exploit her. But now she just felt sick. Exposed. Violated. He might as well have asked her to stand on the boardroom table and strip. 



Above her, the rain hammered on the roof of the car, drowning out her CD player, the fan struggling to clear the windscreen. Normally, the sound of the rain would have been comforting, would have made her feel cosy and safe, but now the constant drumming was starting to get on her nerves. She’d been sitting here for almost an hour, trying to work out how, when he’d done it. Trying to imagine why. 



She had been amazed when she’d first seen his sketchbook tossed into the jumble of pencils and folders on the desk in his bedroom, the old nursery in the east wing. The page had been open at a charcoal drawing – one of the dogs, a pedigree Clumber Spaniel puppy whose Irish Kennel Club name was so long and ridiculous that they just called her Doris, Dodo for short. In just a few deft strokes he’d captured her melting brown eyes, her hound-like expression, the nobility of her deep muzzle, the texture of her silky ears, captured her whole being better than any photograph. 


 ‘Did you do that?’ turning, her eyes alight with amazement; Alex had caught Sebastian’s blush as he realised what she meant.

 ‘It’s nothing, just Dodo. She’s a devil; she was watching the cat on the kitchen garden wall, waiting for it to move so she could chase it – it nearly killed her when it went over the back and she couldn’t get it.’

 ‘But it’s brilliant. You should frame it. Are there any more?’


Alex had the book in her hand, was flicking through the thick paper leaves before he could stop her. His grandfather, a quick sketch, scowling, as if he hadn’t known he was being captured; Cook laughing, her cheeks ruddy from the heat of the oven, sleeves pulled up; his mother in her huge floppy straw gardening hat; her own father – from a distance – striding through the heather beside the lake. And a stag, antlers stark against the sky, its strength and power captured in the ripple of its coat as it stood in silhouette on the Long Ridge, head held high, declaring its kingship. ‘They’re amazing. You’ll be wasted as an architect, you should do art.’


Sebastian had laughed, but it was hollow, ‘Yeah, I can really see grandfather going for that. He thinks architecture is a waste of time as it is, reckons I should switch to business.’


Their eyes had met, her grimace mirroring his. His grandfather was a force to be reckoned with on a good day.

 ‘Here, let me do one of you. Sit down by the window.’ 



It had only taken him a couple of minutes, a portrait in midnight blue pencil, the first thing that had come to hand, her curls like a halo with the light behind her, eyes creased with laughter.


That had been the first. From then on Sebastian had carried his sketch pad everywhere with him, and pencils, 2B and 4B, meticulously sharpened with his penknife, catching the moments like the shutter of a camera. In the barn, the straw sticking into her back through her t-shirt as she’d posed, peeping out from behind the bales, the smell of the hay clinging to her hair, the scent of their lovemaking clinging to her skin; in the woods, stretched out in the long grass, bees buzzing, an orchestra of birds above them; in the back row of the cinema, her face lit by the moving images on the screen, completely absorbed.


And then…and then he’d taken all the sketches and put them together in one huge painting. 



As Alex thought about it, it wasn’t so much the fact that he’d painted her that bothered her, but the way he’d painted her…and then…she drew in a sharp breath as it hit her all over again, it was where he’d put it.


Alex yanked her hair behind her ear; the rain had turned it into a mass of wreathing corkscrews that danced around her face with every movement, driving her nuts. The CD player switched track, Bonnie Tyler’s gravelly voice mournful, Cry me a River. And like the replay button stuck in the ‘on’ position in her head, the whole episode started to roll again: the look on his face as he’d led her into the bedroom, that frown with a hint of sheepishness; or was she imagining that? Then, watching her as she admired it, realisation unfurling in her chest like the petals of a lily. How quickly had she spotted that mole beside the model’s navel, the other on her breast, close to her nipple, flushed and inviting, her hand cupping its weight, fingers stretched in ecstasy, her back arched. It had felt like a lifetime, but must only have been a few seconds when it had dawned, beyond a doubt, that the subject of the painting was her.


Oh my God. A toe-curling cringe hit Alex all over again. And when she’d turned to him, stuttering, had there been a hint of triumph in his eye, a flicker of a smile? Bastard.


Was running out of the apartment the right thing to have done? Anger flared again – perhaps she should have had it out with him there and then, told him exactly why she left, exactly what had happened, opened the wound and salted it liberally with the truth.


No. It came like a door slamming in her head. She’d done the right thing. There was still too much at stake to just blurt it all out, more than just the two of them involved.


She’d done the right thing. 



Pulling out of the Eaton Square complex as fast as she could, driving blindly along the seafront towards the city, she’d found herself almost at the hospital before she’d come to her senses. But she definitely wasn’t in the mood to see her dad, had instead veered off towards the sea, pulling up in the huge anonymous car park that ran along the seafront in Sandymount where she now sat. She sighed, her hands gripping the top of the steering wheel. The tide was out, in front of her, huge bare stretches of sand were exposed to the elements, deeply scored by the movement of the waves. Framing the view, the twin chimneys of the Pigeon House power station thrusting for the sky, the Wicklow Mountains rising across the bay, their dark shapes haunting and melancholic. This was the view from Sebastian’s apartment…from the balcony, from every aspect of the living room, even from the…kitchen.


Realisation hit her like an arrow, its tip gleaming as it flew from his kitchen counter right into the side of her car.


Her briefcase. Her bloody briefcase! She’d left it in the kitchen, her laptop neatly zipped inside. On the kitchen counter. Right in the middle of the kitchen counter.


Feck. How the hell could she have been so stupid?


AND HOW THE HELL WAS SHE GOING TO GET IT BACK?


To add a further great dollop of humiliation to the whole damn farce, now she was going have to go crawling back in there and get it. Well, she wasn’t about to do that, to go back so he could smirk at her all over again. He could get well and truly stuffed on that front. So how could she get it back? It only took a moment for Alex to decide. She reached for her phone, which, thankfully she’d left in the car when she went up to the apartment. 


 ‘Hi Jocelyn, how are you? This is Alex Ryan.’ Alex cradled her mobile on her shoulder as she spoke, turning the CD player down, stilling the fan heater.

 ‘Alex? Lovely to hear from you. How did you get on?’ 



Alex put on her ‘everything went great’ voice, light and airy and unconcerned. Only her last words were spelled out tentatively.

 ‘Super, I have everything I need to get going on some ideas. I just had one slight technical hitch.’ 


 ‘What was it my dear, what can I help you with?’

 ‘Oh Jocelyn, would you believe it, I was so caught up in the ideas for the apartment I managed to leave my laptop behind. I feel such a twit.’


Jocelyn laughed sympathetically, as if she had done exactly the same type of thing herself,

 ‘That’s not a problem AT ALL my dear. But I guess you don’t want to pop back and knock on the door and ask for it?’


Alex laughed, focusing on keeping her voice confident, ‘Exactly. I’d feel like I was asking for my ball back. Not terribly professional is it?’

 ‘Don’t you worry…’ Alex could hear Jocelyn flicking through a diary, ‘Sebastian has a meeting in London this afternoon, he’s probably already left…He’s staying there tonight and planning to come straight in to the office tomorrow morning. And I don’t have a key but,’ Alex could hear her voice brighten as she arrived at a solution, ‘the cleaners will be there at 9 a.m. I’ll let the company know you’ll be calling over. How’s that?’


Alex’s sigh of relief was louder than she intended, 


 ‘Marvellous Jocelyn, thanks so much.’

 ‘No problem my dear, us girls have to stick together don’t we, or nothing would get done!’


Alex clicked off her phone, and let go of all the fake enthusiasm and bonhomie, deflated, resting her head on the steering wheel. Thank God. Now, she could nip over in the morning and grab it while he was away, which meant that today, she only had to pop in and see her dad and then she could go home and open a very cold bottle of white wine and get totally and utterly pissed.


Anyone passing might have been concerned for her sanity, as sealed from the rain and the mess her life was in, she shuddered, a tear creeping down her cheek, falling onto the lapel of her jacket, rapidly followed by another. 



 



 


EIGHTEEN

Grafton Street was busier than Peter had expected, the broad pedestrianised area crowded with people ebbing and flowing along its length, occasionally clustering around street performers, craning to get a better look. A man modelling a sleeping dog from damp sand, a grass green woolly hat lying in front of the sculpture for coins; a puppeteer, his puppet rushing into the crowd producing screams of delight from a gang of foreign students. 



At the entrance to one of the side streets a flower seller was busy tidying her pitch, organising buckets of brilliantly coloured flowers. A woman in a velvet coat was keeping the assistant occupied choosing a huge bunch. So much for the recession. Peter paused for a second, the heavy scents from the flowers crowding his mind as his eyes ran over lilies and great spiked bunches of he wasn’t sure what. Would he buy Caroline flowers? Maybe not this time. She might not be on her own when he found her and he didn’t want to create any trouble, not just yet anyhow. 



Dodging a woman trailing two small children dressed in berets and button-up coats who looked like they’d fallen out of a TV commercial, Peter slipped through the plate glass doors of Brown Thomas and weaved his way through the designer cosmetics counters to the escalator. 



Heading up the scents of perfume and leather jostling for attention, Peter stepped off in The Designer Rooms. He paused for a moment, scanning the sparsely-hung perspex rails to his left, bright overhead lights magnified by hundreds of mirrors. The place was a maze of pillars and subsections, appeared to have no logical layout Ahead of him was a shoe display area. He checked briefly, then in one of the mirrors caught a flash of pink and a dark-haired women heading somewhere to his right. Was that her? His footsteps hollow on the peculiar white lino-like flooring, Peter followed her.


A second later he spotted her in a side annexe. Gucci. He should have guessed.

 ‘Hello beautiful.’


Sliding up behind Caroline as she inspected a rail of impossibly delicate silk organza dresses, Peter slipped his hand around her and inside the bright pink boxy faux fur coat she was wearing, burying his face in the back of her neck as he spoke.

 ‘Oh my!’ Almost dropping the thick paper carrier bags dangling from the crook of her arm, Caroline spun around to see who was behind her. Peter let her go long enough for her to turn to face him, then slipped both hands inside her coat, pulling her lithe body towards his.

 ‘Christ you smell good.’ He kept his voice was low.

 ‘How did you know I was here?’ Then, her surprise giving way to common sense, Caroline tried to push him away. ‘Let go! Not here.’ Glancing anxiously from side to side she fought hard not to laugh. Even through the denim of her skin- tight jeans she could feel he was hard. ‘You can’t.’

 ‘Oh I can. I want you right now, right here and I don’t care who knows it.’


His voice was husky in her ear, made her wilt against him; he smelled of something woody with a hint of amber, something overwhelmingly sexy, ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ it was said with more control than she felt, ‘Not here. Anyone could see us.’

 ‘I hope so.’ 



He tried to slip one hand down the back of her jeans, but they were too tight, his hand too big. Instead he ran his palm up her back, cold against her hot skin, pressing her to him as the other hand worked its way up under her silver All Saints t-shirt, into her bra. Before she realised what was happening, he was massaging her nipple with his thumb, creating powerful waves that radiated straight down to her groin, making her wet, making her weak at the knees. Thank God they were hidden in a corner.

 ‘Let go!’ It came out breathy, was almost lost in a wave of pleasure that made her slump into his shoulder.

 ‘Only if you promise to have lunch with me. In my hotel room.’ He slipped his hand out from behind her back, and a moment later she felt something slide into the back pocket of her jeans. ‘My key, 372, ten minutes. You haven’t any other plans for the afternoon have you?’


 



 


NINETEEN

It had sounded like a great idea yesterday. To go home and get pissed. But this morning as Alex turned over in bed, spring sunlight flooding in through her window, finally vanquishing the previous days of gloom, she wondered if she should have just jumped off the nearest tall building instead. Or into the sea. Anything was better than the pain in her head right now, splitting her forehead in two, better than fighting through a heavy blanket of cotton wool just to open her eyes.


Alex had only ever been really drunk once in her life before: the night she had arrived in Barcelona, a night very like last night when she had just needed something to dull the pain. And, as she lay in bed now, she knew why she had never bothered going out with her pals from college to get slaughtered on cheap Spanish beer. This wasn’t fun. Worse than that, it ranked pretty closely with finding yourself plastered naked across your ex-boyfriend’s bedroom wall. 



Alex groaned and buried her head in the pillow. Right now she needed Solpadeine, and needed them fast. And according to the (much too bright) LCD readout beside her bed, it was already 8 a.m. and she had to get over to Sebastian’s in time to meet the cleaner and rescue her beautiful briefcase and her precious laptop, or she might as well resign now and throw away everything she had worked for.


Rolling out of bed, stumbling to the bathroom, it was a full thirty minutes before Alex felt human again. Managing to get into the shower, she already had her head under the shower head luxuriating in the feeling of the red hot jets against her scalp when she realised with that slow creeping feeling of impending disaster that she had no chance of getting her hair dry before she had to leave. A was most definitely not connecting with B this morning. But at least , as she reached for her black trouser suit – it was definitely a black trouser suit day – she began to feel the throb in her head subside, the pounding masked by painkillers.


Thank God Sebastian was in London. Thank God the cleaner could let her in to find her laptop. 



Punching the entry code into the security pad outside the black iron gates of the Eaton Square complex, Alex glanced up to the top floor, to the penthouse apartment There was a light on to the left. The study? It clicked off as she was watching, clicked on in the next room. The cleaner must already be hard at work.


As the lift doors slid open on the top floor, just as they had done the day before, the only thing that had changed was Alex. Now, instead of her stomach churning with trepidation at seeing the inside of Sebastian’s apartment, it churned with a potent blend of anger and disappointment. Disappointment that the man she had trusted with her virginity, her first real love, had let her down so spectacularly. 



How could he?


Turning out of the lift, quickly glancing at her reflection in the mirror, at her hair slicked back into a tight wet-look ponytail, her white linen shirt crisp, power dressing, Alex could see that Sebastian’s door was closed. This time the sound emanating from the apartment wasn’t Mozart, but Westlife; mid-ballad: ‘life is a rollercoaster…you just gotta ride it’. Knocking loudly, confidently, Alex was surprised when the door opened by itself. Perhaps the cleaner had to take out the bins and had left it on the latch? Pushing it wide, Alex stepped inside.

 ‘Hello?’


No reply, only a clatter from the kitchen and a female voice muttering a curse.

 ‘Hello?’ Alex was level with the breakfast bar now, could see a slim dark woman peering into the microwave. Before Alex could say anything, the woman slammed the door closed with alarming ferocity, glaring at it as she spoke.

 ‘At last. I thought you were never coming. This microwave is absolutement le fin, it makes everything explode. You’ll have to sort it out.’ Still not turning around, she click-clacked over to the huge walk-in fridge, continuing, ‘And the bathroom needs cleaning. Properly this time, not just a wipe over.’


Puzzled for a moment, as much by her polished accent and high heels as by her brusque manner, it suddenly occurred to Alex that the woman must have been expecting her assistant to arrive. And if that was the way she spoke to her co-workers, it wasn’t surprising the girl hadn’t turned up.

 ‘Sorry, I just dropped in to collect my briefcase. I don’t want to interrupt.’


The woman turned around slowly, her dark, finely-plucked eyebrows raised.

 ‘Briefcase?’

 ‘I think Jocelyn Blake contacted you to say I’d be dropping in. I left it here yesterday.’

 ‘And what exactly were you doing here yesterday?’


Taken aback by her manner, Alex looked the woman up and down. She had a fabulous face, looked like someone from the cover of Vogue, but, like a model, she was a stick insect, all angular cheekbones and elbows, as if she didn’t eat properly. Heavily made up, her Vogue-like look fell apart a bit with her taste in clothes – sprayed-on black jeans and a skin-tight black t-shirt, a crystal-encrusted designer logo emblazoned across her flat chest. Victoria Beckham on the cheap. Well maybe not so cheap, but definitely tarty. She sounded foreign, but her accent wasn’t exactly inner city. Far from it. Fighting with the remains of her hangover, trying to get her brain in gear, Alex was beginning to get a bad feeling. Her accent was all wrong. And why on earth was she wearing a pair of black sunglasses on top of her head while she was working? They were holding back her long, railroad-straight hair, almost as dark as the glasses themselves. Surely, surely an elastic band would have been more practical?


Alex paused. Whatever this woman’s background and her strange choice of work clothing, and the fact that it was none of the cleaner’s business what Alex had been doing here yesterday, Alex had been brought up knowing her manners and to refuse to answer just seemed too rude.

 ‘I was taking measurements.’


Scowling, the woman pursed her lips, irritation radiating from her like a bad smell. Addressing Alex as if was about twelve years old, she put her hands on her hips. 


 ‘And what precisely were you taking measurements of?’


Rankled by her tone, Alex stood her ground, but kept her own voice excruciatingly polite. ‘The apartment. I’m an interior designer,’ biting back, ‘and what business is it of yours?’ Which was just as well. 


 ‘About time.’ The woman pulled a face of theatrical proportions, her sarcasm dripping like hot wax down the side of a candle. ‘I thought I was going to have to get someone in myself which would have been most inconvenient.’ Jangling her watch around her wrist, a flashy diamante affair with a baby pink face, she said ‘I’ve got twenty minutes. I’ll talk you through my ideas.’

 ‘I’m sorry...?’ Adding to the hangover fogging her brain, a brain crowded with memories and emotions, Alex’s bad feeling was growing. There was no way this woman was the cleaner.

 ‘Sebastian is totally hopeless, can’t even match his ties to his shirts. How he thinks I could live here I really don’t know…’ Reaching to pick something up as she sashayed out from behind the counter, four-inch heels clattering on the stone floor of the kitchen, she slipped the something onto her finger as she continued, ‘Now, I thought the living room should be Shaker, I did send that Joss woman some pictures…’


The something she had slipped onto her finger suddenly caught the light from the kitchen spots, flashing like a warning signal. But it wasn’t red. It was blue. Oval, surrounded by diamonds. And as big as a quail’s egg. The Wingfield Sapphire. The penny dropped in Alex’s head, literally. Then rolled off over the edge of a cliff, spinning into space, metamorphosing into a wounded fighter jet as it plunged to earth. Crash and burn. 



How could she have been so stupid?


Stunned, suddenly dizzy, acutely conscious of the emptiness in her stomach, of the pain slamming behind her eyes, Alex nodded helplessly.

 ‘She’s given them to me…’ 


 ‘Perfect. I was sure she’d lose them. I really don’t know why he keeps her. She’s as mad as a hatter.’ 



Pushing past her, the heels of her stilettos, Alex was sure, leaving a line of dents on the cherry wood floor, Caroline marched into the middle of the living room.

 ‘These sofas will have to go, and the coffee table. And those curtains are just hideous. I want pale colours, lots of cream and beige. Shades of brown. Lots of cushions and a fabulous rug. A geometric print definitely. Modern, cutting-edge. And get rid of those bookshelves. Horrid. They’re positively industrial.’ She pointed a long red talon at what was obviously a custom-made shelving unit, a series of chunky cubes crafted from burr walnut, stacked elegantly to display several sets of heavy reference books and the intricate scale models of a collection of pre-war planes. Before Alex could say anything, Caroline continued.

 ‘Now for the bedroom.’ 



She was on the move before Alex registered where she was going; glaring over her shoulder when she realised that Alex was lagging behind.

 ‘Come on, keep up. I don’t have all day. I was thinking toile de Jouy Pale blue, or maybe pink… yes pink, definitely pink. And a new bed. Ornate French-style with a scrolled headboard. White. Lots of white. I hate all this dark wood, it’s just so old-fashioned. You’ll see for yourself. And you’ll have to take up this carpet and paint the floorboards.’ 



Alex felt herself shrivelling inside. This was Sebastian’s fiancée, had to be; who else would be wearing his mother’s engagement ring, the famous ring that in a strange family tradition had been passed from new bride to new bride for over three hundred years, replaced by an equally impressive diamond eternity ring when it left the original owner’s finger? Sebastian’s mum had shown it to her one day, a circle of diamonds representing the completion of the family, the continuation of the family line…So this was Sebastian’s fiancée… And Alex was just about to get another look at that painting…

 ‘It needs a total revamp…’ flinging the bedroom door open, Caroline teetered in. The bed was unmade, pillows piled in a heap, sheets thrown back, a black g-string screwed up on the floor, a wet towel lying beside it.

 ‘Dreadful isn’t it? …I mean that painting just has to go. A nude, honestly, and a fat one at that! Just look at it. She looks like some whore in the middle of the job. I don’t know where he got it…’ 



Leaving Alex standing speechless in the doorway, Caroline pushed open the door to a huge en suite. 


 ‘And this bathroom needs a whole new look. The red just has to go. White stone I thought, a walk-in shower. Those little tiles that look like pebbles.’


A whore? A whore? And fat? Just because she had decent boobs and Caroline was like a waif. Fat? And what exactly was it about the painting that made her look like a prostitute? Alex couldn’t resist the cattiness of her next thought: maybe Caroline had never had good sex, was too frigid to know what it felt like, wouldn’t recognise an orgasm if it hit her in the face. And, despite the initial sting of Caroline’s comments, Alex realised that a tiny part of her actually felt incredibly, almost deliriously smug – obviously Sebastian hadn’t mentioned that he’d painted the picture himself, that he was actually a very talented artist, that the subject was his ex-girlfriend. And not just any ex-girlfriend, but the first girl he’d ever slept with, a girl, who at the time, he couldn’t get enough of. 



Caroline’s high-pitched voice grew louder as the stream of criticism continued from inside the bathroom. Her mind still on the painting, Alex wasn’t really listening. Then, somewhere in the background, Alex thought she heard the front door close. The cleaner must have arrived at last. Thank God. The interruption would give her a chance to grab her laptop and run. Unaware of anything other than her own torrent of ideas, Caroline continued.

 ‘I want a really big shower head, and a corner bath. Big as you can get, with jacuzzi jets. Don’t understand how anyone can cope without a bath in the en suite. And really a dressing room is essential. You might have to break into one of the spare rooms for that. I really need somewhere for my clothes, with lots of mirrors obviously.’ Her head appeared around the bathroom door, ‘I hope you’re writing this down.’

 ‘What the hell?’


Alex nearly jumped out of her skin at the sound of a voice behind her. 



Sebastian. 



His china blue and white striped shirt was crumpled and he was seriously in need of a shave but there he was, standing right behind her, and not looking at all pleased. 


 ‘I…’ Alex didn’t get a chance to finish as Caroline swept out of the bathroom.

 ‘Sebby darling, I thought you were in London.’

 ‘I was. The meeting ran on last night so I went straight to the airport and caught the red eye. I cancelled the cleaners so I could get some sleep.’ He paused, looking straight at Caroline. ‘What are you doing here anyway? I was trying to call you last night, why the hell didn’t you answer your phone?’ 



Surprised at the tone of his voice, his barely concealed irritation, Alex tried to melt into the carpet, acutely aware of that painting out of the corner of her eye, that she was in his bedroom. Again. This time uninvited. And she knew Sebastian well enough to recognise the danger signs, the set of his jaw, the almost imperceptible tic under his eye, could see he was on the verge of losing his temper. He might look like a young Richard Gere with that incredibly sexy stubble, his overnight case still in his hand, but just like his grandfather, he had a cataclysmic temper. And it was about to explode.


Breezing on as if nothing was wrong, Caroline sashayed across the room and kissed him on the lips. He didn’t respond, stood like a pillar of stone, the case in one hand, his jacket trailing from the other. She didn’t seem to notice. Running a painted nail suggestively down his nose, across his cheek, she slipped her hand between the buttons of his shirt.

 ‘Were you trying to call? I thought I’d pop over and surprise you.’ Pouting, her voice coy, she sounded half-teasing, ‘You don’t mind do you darling?’

 ‘Mind?’ Surveying the mess his room was in, Sebastian looked like he was biting his tongue, trying to stifle a retort. Caroline took the advantage while she had it, ‘I was just giving her a few ideas for the decorating.’ 



The tic increased. Alex could almost feel Sebastian holding onto his temper like he was clinging onto the collar of a huge dog, its angry barks ricocheting off the walls.

 ‘Fine.’ 



It so obviously wasn’t. Turning to Alex, he raised one eyebrow in question, looking for affirmation, for explanation.


For a second, she didn’t reply, had been so busy watching their exchange, their body language, that she didn’t realise he was waiting for her to explain why she was here. Blushing hard, she said the first thing that came into her head.

 ‘Measurements. Just needed to double-check the, err, widths of the door sills. I’ll only be a second.’

 ‘Your briefcase is in the living room. Beside the sofa.’

 ‘Oh that, yes thanks.’ Alex could feel her blush deepening, heating her face until she was sure her damp hair was steaming. His eyes locked onto hers like a laser beam. Why had she said that? He knew she’d left her briefcase behind, must have found it as soon as she’d left, ‘I’ll just get it, leave you to it.’ She tried to sound airy, moving as fast as was decent out the door of the bedroom.


Phew! How could this be happening? Alex had thought that that painting was bad enough; now she was caught in the crossfire of a huge row she was sure he was about to have with his fiancée. Time to get out as fast as she could. 



Back in the living room, it took Alex only a second to see where he had propped her briefcase up against the end of one of the leather sofas. But, as she picked it up, she was hit with that doomsday feeling once again, a hole spinning open in the pit of her stomach like the mouth of a vortex. 



Had he opened it? 



Christ she hoped not. Would he? Surely, he was way too polite? He’d always been such a stickler for good manners. Would she have opened his briefcase in the same situation? The vortex began to whip into a frenzy…She’d have fought the urge, but she might have just had a sneaky look…Oh. My. God. The laptop was password protected, but…but she’d left the letter confirming her rental arrangement for her house in the inside pocket…would he have looked at that?


Before she had time to think about it, she heard Caroline’s voice again, sweet, cajoling.

 ‘Oh, don’t be silly darling, we’re going to be married in a few weeks and we’ll be living here together.’ Alex couldn’t hear his response. ‘And you’re such a darling to find a decorator. Won’t it be lovely to give this place a facelift?’ Caroline giggled suggestively, ‘Surely you’re not that tired.’ 



Feeling like a Peeping Tom, Alex cringed. There was no question she was gorgeous to look at, but what on earth did Sebastian see in her? 



Moments later, Caroline was back in the living room, calling over her shoulder, ‘You just need some good coffee and a massage and you’ll feel so much better. I really must get you a coffee machine; I can’t understand why you use that pot thing. It’s positively medieval.’ 



Seeing Alex in the living room, she stopped suddenly, like she was going to ask her what she was still doing there, then her eyes lit up.

 ‘Do you ever do restoration work, on historic buildings I mean?’


Tentatively, Alex nodded, why on earth did she want to know that? 


 ‘We do all types of interiors, we…’ before she could finish, Sebastian appeared in the doorway, his shirt replaced by a plain white t-shirt. A white t-shirt that clung to the muscles in his chest, cut into his tanned biceps. Alex hastily averted her eyes, fiddled with the strap of her briefcase. There was something about stubble and a white t-shirt. If he’d looked like Richard Gere before…Unaware of her reaction, Sebastian lent on the doorframe, speaking to Caroline. 


 ‘Just let me get an hour’s sleep, I’ve got to get back into the office and try and sort out this mess Forenander has got himself in. The man’s a jumped-up little prat, I knew I should have sacked him when we took over.’


But Caroline wasn’t listening, instead had her eye fixed on Alex. ‘Guess what darling, I’ve just had the most utterly brilliant idea.’ 



A pained expression flitted across Sebastian’s face. Alex almost laughed. He looked like he knew Caroline’s good ideas cost him money. A lot of money. Caroline continued unperturbed, speaking slowly like she was still marvelling at how clever she was.

 ‘Why don’t we get her to do Kilfenora? She’d be perfect. She’s a professional after all; she’ll have a much better idea where to buy the right type of paint and stuff than I would…’


Sebastian paled, fought to keep his face impassive, but there was an edge to his voice.

 ‘My grandfather asked you to do it. You told him you loved doing that type of thing.’

 ‘I know, but just think, it’s only a few weeks to the wedding and it’s such a big job. I’ve been so worried about how I was going to get it done in time, I’m quite sure I’m getting a wrinkle. And I still have so much to organise. I’d have to spend all my time down there keeping an eye on the builders and stuff. If she does it, we can spend more time together can’t we, up here in civilisation?’ The word time was loaded with innuendo. ‘She can look at it tomorrow.’ 



Caroline’s expression said it all: Fait accompli.


How could Sebastian argue with that?


 



 


TWENTY

‘Alex how are you? I just heard from Jocelyn, can you believe it?’ Marina’s voice sounded tinny in the confines of the car.

 ‘Hang on, I’m on speaker phone, I need to turn it up.’


Keeping her eyes on the tractor lumbering ahead of her down the single-carriageway road, its twists and turns and high hedges preventing her from overtaking safely, Alex adjusted the volume on her car kit and tried her best to sound bright and breezy. It wasn’t easy.

 ‘Can you hear me now?’

 ‘Perfectly – I just said…’


Alex interrupted her, ‘I know, I’m on my way there now.’

 ‘A castle, Alex! It will be a fantastic addition to our portfolio. But how will you manage it? How is Senor Marquez?’


Relieved at the shift in conversation, Alex replied confidently.

 ‘He’s in great form. I spent the day with him yesterday. We’ve ordered the carpets – he wants the flag woven in throughout so they’ll take a bit longer than originally scheduled, but the man from Ulster Carpets is confident he can deliver on time. And the builders have a problem with the windows. They’re going to be two weeks behind, so we have a bit of leeway.’

 ‘Ooh, two weeks? Senor Marquez will not be pleased.’ Marina was right. They both knew him well, had worked closely with him on the makeover they had performed on Spain’s government offices Alex laughed.

 ‘You could say that, but the problem’s not at our end thank goodness.’

 ‘And it will give you time to do the offices of Venture Capital and this beautiful castle? I found a picture of it on the web; it’s like a fairytale.’


Alex grimaced to herself, some fairytale. 


 ‘Should do. Venture Capital loved one of the storyboards I made up for the office makeover so we’re running with that. I’ve the fabrics ordered, and I’m going to use the same firm of decorators who are doing the Cultural Institute. They’ve got a window now because everything’s held up, so they can start almost immediately.’

 ‘Perfect, perfect. And the apartment?’

 ‘That’s going to be more tricky – I’ve got an idea of what his fiancée wants, but I’ll need to do some 3D simulations to make sure. She’s not the easiest customer.’

 ‘Like Senora de Casso?’

 ‘Worse, much worse!’ 



The tractor started to indicate ahead of her. Alex slipped down a gear. 


 ‘Got to go, speak later.’


Thank goodness. Alex glanced at the clock on the dash. If she didn’t have any more hold-ups she should arrive on time…


The lanes looked beautiful in the spring sunshine, lush with new growth, the first daffodils thrusting out from the tangle of brambles to find the light, snowdrops and dog violets. Just as she remembered them. Alex felt a pang of regret. She’d loved this place from the moment her dad had driven his battered Volvo through the village, her mum in the front seat, her dark hair twisted into a knot, a map unfolded on her knees, the dogs leaping around the back, desperate to be let out after the journey from the city. She had been just sixteen then, nervous about the whole prospect of moving, of swapping her inner city Dublin convent school for the local girls’ school. But the idea of living in the grounds of a castle, of taking the bus to school instead of walking, of fresh air and new friends had filled her with excitement. And they had been so sure the move would be good for her mum, sure it would mark an improvement in her health…


Little had changed since that first trip. The broad main street of Kilfenora village was just as dusty – cars abandoned, double-parked on both sides along its length; the pale granite church maintaining a watchful eye on the village from its elevated position at the top of the main street, its view of Foley’s pub, of who went in and who fell out the midshipman blue doors, uninterrupted. Since her last visit, before her dad’s accident, the Spar mini-supermarket had become a Eurospar. When they had first arrived, it had been Langan’s Grocers, with magnificent displays of fruit and vegetables spilling out onto the footpath garish signs scrawled with today’s offers. The butcher’s shop was still the same, and the post office, now with a fast food takeaway next door. And there was a bookmakers now, Paddy Power, with its tinted windows and shadowy customers. A snatch of the past, like a half-heard song: Sebastian throwing his arms around her as Love Match had romped home …


Reaching the edge of the village, Alex paused at the T-junction, her foot hovering over the accelerator, fighting the urge to turn right around and go back to Foley’s pub, to hide in the darkest corner of the snug, faded burgundy velvet stinking of cigarette smoke and deep-fried food. How the hell could she look Sebastian in the face, conduct a civilised conversation after seeing that picture? How could he have painted her like that? Alex’s surge of disappointment reached toxic levels, splashing backwards and forwards in her head. She could feel her cheeks flaming all over again, but what could she say? She was the one who had left without a word, the one who really owed him an explanation. And she definitely wasn’t going there…Her stomach turned over, nausea rising. But then she’d always thought she’d never go back to Kilfenora House. And here she was, after all these years, after everything, going back. 



In the past, whenever she had visited her dad, the taxi would turn left here, taking her to the West Gate, to the edge of the park furthest from the house, avoiding everything that lay to the right: the towering eagle-topped entrance gates of Kilfenora House, the long tree-lined drive snaking through the park revealing the castellated stone mansion in all its Gothic splendour at its glorious finale. 



Oh God, what was she doing here? Whatever about the Venture Capital headquarters and then the apartment, but the house? Her head spinning, Alex whizzed down her window, gulping in fresh air. But, she hardly had time to stop now and throw up in the ditch. One way or another she was going to have to get this over and done with – if she was lucky, she might get away with making just this one visit. After all, she knew the place like the back of her hand…The angry honking of a horn behind her brought Alex to her senses. In her rear-view mirror she could see a man gesticulating angrily at her rental car, assuming she was a tourist. Flicking on the indicator, she waved her apologies and pulled out.

 ‘You’re late.’


Alex hardly had her foot out of the car when she heard Sebastian’s voice. He must have been watching for her, waiting for her pull up. She glanced at the clock; she was two minutes late.


Perhaps he was feeling the tension as much as she was. 



Leaving her laptop on the passenger seat, Alex closed and locked the car before she lifted her head and answered, focusing on controlling her breathing, on ensuring that when she spoke she sounded unruffled, as if coming back was the most natural thing in the world. But meeting Sebastian’s eye, as he stood there at the top of the steps, the house towering above him, every window staring down at her, disapproving, accusing, was like facing all her nightmares. 



Alex felt her knees wobble alarmingly and reached out to steady herself on the roof of the car.

 ‘The deer are on the drive. I had to wait for them to move.’


Sebastian nodded curtly, hands in his pockets, his tie lifting in the gentle breeze. He was wearing a navy blue pinstripe suit, that pale blue shirt again, looked every inch the lord of the manor, every inch the aristocrat. He really was born to this; a distant conversation echoed through her mind. 



Before Alex could move, Sebastian turned and disappeared inside. Following him, her high-heeled navy pumps crunching on the gravel, she looked up at the two fluted pillars flanking the huge oak front door, the clipped bay trees on either side. There was a smell of wet paint coming from somewhere, from the Palm House perhaps, which spread out from the house on her far right. Its wooden arches scrolled and carved, supporting hand-blown panes of glass, it was angled to catch every ray of sunshine, to take advantage of the spectacular views: the lake, the surrounding hills that seemed to cup the estate in their hands. She’d forgotten how impressive this entrance was, how grand. A hundred years ago a guest would have been met by the staff lined up outside, their black and white uniforms spotless, eyes lowered deferentially. But not today. And not for her. 



The steps rose in front of her, worn in the centre where generations of noble feet had gone before, tiny chips of mica in the stone glittering in the sunlight. The last thing she needed to do was trip up and fall on her face. From inside the cavernous hall, Sebastian’s voice again: ‘Are you coming? I’ve got to get back to town for a meeting.’ Then muttered under his breath Alex thought she caught, ‘damned stupid idea this is.’


The black and white tiled hall was dim even in the spring sunshine. Chill. Disapproving.


Panelled from floor to ceiling in ancient oak, the portraits of long-dead Wingfields jostling for space, it was huge, opened to the left onto the drawing room, to the right, the study. Behind the sweep of the Grand Staircase more doors led to the dining room, smoking room and billiard room, the morning room and the blue parlour…


Alex paused on the threshold, the unmistakable sound of claws on marble echoing through the hall as a low-slung rather portly dog lollopped arthritically out to meet her, saliva dripping from its jaws.

 ‘Dodo!’ Ruffling the spaniel’s head, for a moment Alex forgot all the tension, a cacophony of memories ringing in her ears. She bent down to hug the dog, oblivious to the long white hairs that would inevitably transfer to her navy linen trousers, to her crimson linen jacket. Dodo woofed, a joyful sound, magnified by the double height of the hall, and pulled away from her, leaping with newfound youth, looking for a game. 


 ‘She remembers you.’ Sebastian’s voice was strange, hollow, the words poignant. Alex looked up sharply, meeting his eye for a split second before he turned away. But in that second a charge seemed to pass between them, a jolt of electricity so strong she almost staggered. Had he felt it too? Apparently not. He had his foot on the stairs before she could answer.

 ‘We’d better get moving. The ballroom is the main room that needs attention, but all the guest bedrooms need a good going over, and the morning room. I’ve already got a team in to do the Palm House so you won’t have to worry about that.’


It was a huge job. Just the type of thing Impromptu Design needed in order to really get a foothold in the Irish market. But…Wordlessly, Alex followed Sebastian, the stairs creaking beneath their feet, gossiping like a pair of housemaids, Dodo following, sticking close to Alex’s side. How many times had Alex followed Sebastian up this staircase? How many times had he chased her through the ballroom to the backstairs? It all looked the same, but so much had changed.


Reaching the balconied mezzanine that ran around three sides of the entrance hall, she saw that the ballroom double doors were already open, inviting them in, the inlaid wood-block floor stretching away to the huge fireplace, to the floor-to-ceiling sash windows that overlooked the magnificent lake reaching out towards the gentle hills behind the house. Empty of furniture now, as if in readiness for dancing, the ballroom spanned the width of the house, the ceiling corniced, dripping with ornate plasterwork. In its day, it had hosted splendid parties; the legendary Midsummer Ball, a band playing all night in the minstrel’s gallery, struggling to compete with the laughter and chatter of 350 guests in fancy dress. And outside, hundreds of bright Chinese lanterns bobbing along the drive, ice sculptures, fireworks exploding over the boating lake.

 ‘I don’t know what you’re going to do in here, but it needs a good lick of paint for starters.’

 ‘When was it last decorated?’ Trying to sound business-like Alex ignored the fact that Sebastian had gone ahead of her to stand in the centre of the room, a lonely figure flanked overhead by two colossal Waterford crystal chandeliers, the dust thicker on their crystal tears than on the floor – as far away from her as he could get? Dodo flopped down heavily between them, looking expectantly from one to the other, like she was part of the conversation.


His hands back in his trouser pockets, Sebastian frowned for a moment, focusing on the toe of his loafer, trying to answer her question. Avoiding her eye? 


 ‘Must have been May 1953, for the Queen’s coronation. Grandfather threw a party to celebrate.’


He would have done. It was a bitter twist of irony; showed just how different they were. As head of one of the oldest Anglo-Irish families in the country, Lord Kilfenora would have called on his fellow peers to attend that party. While the last thing your average Irish person would have been celebrating was the British Queen’s coronation. They had little to thank the British for – a bloody occupation and a five-year famine during which a million perished and million more left the country, never to return. A famine during which the only crop that failed was the potato and Irish children cried with hunger while the British reaped a bumper grain harvest.

 ‘Of course.’ Fighting to keep the sarcasm out of her voice, Alex slipped her briefcase off her shoulder and pulled out her notebook. ‘Do you want it this colour again?’ She looked up at the faded turquoise paint, peeling in places where damp had crept in. Even the white highlights on the panelling, the cornicing, had yellowed with age, ‘or do you want to go back to the original colour?’

 ‘Which was what?’ Sebastian almost said ‘smart arse’; she could hear it in his voice.

 ‘I won’t know until we get a sample of paint back to the lab, but we can lift the various layers until we find the original, match it. It’s not rocket science.’ Alex couldn’t resist the dig. Sebastian ignored it, contemplating his shoes for a second. 


 ‘Find out what it was. It would be great to go back to the original. But how about the curtains? If you’re going to restore it accurately, how do we find out what they looked like?’ He nodded to the cream and gold brocade drapes, foxed and fading, the deep gold tassel running along the box pelmet beginning to detach itself, hanging precariously in places, twenty feet from the floor. 


 ‘I can go back through the original records, cross-reference them with contemporary documentation, diaries, bills of sale from similar houses built at the time, find a fabric that would be in keeping.’

 ‘Okay.’ He paused for a moment watching her closely. 



She certainly knew her stuff; he had to give her that. 



For a moment, Sebastian felt like pinching himself, was she really here in the flesh after all these years? Standing in that shaft of sunlight, her red jacket glowing like a ghostly Hussars tunic, the golden lights in her hair illuminated, dust particles dancing around her in an aura, Alex looked like an apparition, a manifestation from his dreams.

 ‘And the bedrooms?’ Sebastian tried to keep his voice level, to hide the maelstrom of emotions that were welling up inside him like a geyser, the pressure making his head pound. 



Why did you go? Sebastian ached to shout it out to her across the room, to listen to the echo of his voice reverberating round the cornicing, through the years that separated them.

 ‘Same applies; we can take them back to the original or as close as possible to it.’

 ‘That sounds good. Mum redecorated them years ago; lots of Laura Ashley floral prints. The guest rooms aren’t too bad but they need to be brought up to date.’ 



I know, Alex bit it back, nodded instead. 


 ‘Do you need to see upstairs?’ For a second Alex felt his eye linger on her, like an x-ray, running from her patent court shoes to her white silk t-shirt, sucking the air out of the room all over again. Upstairs. The two of them. Alone?

 ‘Helloooo, Sebastian…’


The sound jolted them both. Caroline. Her tone unmistakable.


Tossing Alex a wary glance, Sebastian strode across the floor, his footsteps unnaturally loud. Out through the double doors, out to the balcony, Dodo at his heels. Alex took the moment to try and put away her notebook, fumbling helplessly with the flap on the outside of her briefcase, unable to make the notebook fit into the outside pocket, unable to focus. If she had felt dizzy before, now she was positively reeling.

 ‘We’re up here, in the ballroom.’

 ‘See, I knew he was here somewhere.’ Sweet, cloying, like a precocious child. 



With the notebook finally stowed, Alex slipped her briefcase decisively onto her shoulder, and summoning all her reserves of control, followed Sebastian out onto the landing, her own heels clicking on the boards, vaguely aware that Caroline must be talking to someone downstairs, the distinct tones of several voices reaching her. 


 ‘Here he is!’ Alex heard Caroline kissing Sebastian as he reached the bottom of the stairs, steeled herself as she crossed the mezzanine to the top of the flight. She couldn’t see them until she swung around the ornate finial of the main banister, a smile fixed in place. But at the top step she stopped dead, one foot hovering uselessly in the air. Below her, Caroline, this time wearing pale pink jeans and stiletto-heeled pink suede boots, the flounces on her oyster silk blouse lifting gently as she moved, was bending over an elderly man huddled in a wheelchair, a red tartan rug tucked in tightly around his knees. Alex’s heart skipped an entire beat. 



Guy Wingfield. Lord Kilfenora. Sebastian’s grandfather. 



Alex suddenly realised she was holding her breath, unsure whether she was more shocked by seeing him, or by the fact that he was in a wheelchair…looking so old, so helpless. She hadn’t seen him for sixteen years and he’d been in his seventies then, so he must be almost ninety now. Somehow, Guy Wingfield was fixed in Alex’s mind just as she had last seen him; it had never occurred to her that he could have aged so much. It was like meeting up with an old friend who has had a baby – suddenly the child is reading and writing and you’ve entirely missed the passage of time.

 ‘Now young lady, tell me what your plans are when you’ve finished school, what is it you’re planning to do with your life?’ his voice echoed back to her through the years , soft, paternalistic; the smell of the leather in his study; beeswax polish, spinning around inside her head like an insane merry-go-round; so friendly back then…


 



 


TWENTY ONE

‘I really do have to get back to town Caroline. I’ve several meetings lined up.’

 ‘Oh don’t be silly, Sylvia’s here now.’ From the top of the stairs Alex watched as Caroline turned to an extremely overweight woman, easily fifty but trying hard to look twenty years younger, her wardrobe trapped somewhere in the Eighties along with shoulder pads and cobalt blue eyeliner, hair a back-combed creation in bleach and hairspray. She was smiling broadly, her voice as high-pitched as Caroline’s, her accent ridiculously affected.

 ‘I just need to get a feel for the ballroom darling, shouldn’t take long.’

 ‘I really don’t think you need me…’ Sebastian glanced at his watch, his irritation obvious.

 ‘I want you to be happy with everything.’ Caroline paused, pouting. ‘Honestly darling, I don’t know why you’re so tetchy.’ Seeing the look on Sebastian’s face, Caroline changed tack faster than a racing yacht in a squall, sympathy suddenly oozing from every perfect pore. ‘You must be working too hard, you deserve a day off. After all, what’s the point of being the boss if you can’t decide to disappear once in a while?’ bowling on, sensing his hesitation, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye and glanced up the stairs, ‘And look, Alex is here too.’ She turned to the old man, speaking conspiratorially, ‘she’s the one I was telling you about, I’ve asked her company to redo the apartment and she’s doing Sebastian’s offices. I just know they’ll be great, they come very highly recommended.’ She made it sound like she’d discovered Impromptu Design personally, that she had retained them. ‘They’re doing the Spanish Cultural Institute.’ Then, as if everything was settled, ‘So that’s perfect. We can get everything done in one day. Could you imagine if the ballroom clashed with my flowers?’ she tittered, patting Guy Wingfield on the shoulder like he was a pet dog.


Feeling like a voyeur, frozen at the top of the stairs watching the tableau unfold below her like a Greek tragedy, Alex took a deep breath. She couldn’t hide up here forever, pretending to be invisible, praying they’d all forget about her and wander off so that she could scuttle down the stairs and get back to her car, make for the gates in a cloud of dust. That just wasn’t going to happen. Taking a deep breath, pushing up the sleeves of her jacket, praying her legs would carry her without folding beneath her somewhere half-way down, Alex started to move. One foot at a time, her heels impossibly loud on the wooden treads. She cringed, so much for being invisible. But she kept going, heading down towards Caroline; towards Guy Wingfield; towards the butch woman in the navy trousers and a white smock pushing his chair, his nurse presumably; towards Sebastian. 


 ‘And I’m sure Guy would love everyone to stay, wouldn’t you darling?’ Her arm around his shoulders, Caroline bobbed down by Guy Wingfield’s side, speaking to him like he was a small child. Alex shuddered; she obviously didn’t know him very well. But her simpering and flirting seemed to have the desired effect on the old man as he nodded, raising his hand, gesturing to the nurse.

 ‘Lunch. Call Gráinne woman, tell her we’ll be five for lunch. And none of that soup slop, we want a proper meal. In the Palm House. Nice and warm in there, too damned cold in the dining room.’


Alex wasn’t sure what shocked her more, his choice of words or their delivery. His tone was just as commanding as it had once been, but his voice had diminished to little more than a croak, its deep resonance lost in old age, the words slurred. Sixteen years was a long time for all of them.


Then what he had actually said hit her - lunch? Alex’s whole body suddenly went chill. How could she stay for lunch, sit and try and make civilised conversation here, with them? As if reading her mind, Sebastian glanced up at her, his eyes meeting hers for a second, sending a message loud and clear, think of an excuse. Alex was already working on it, didn’t need a prompt.

 ‘I’m afraid I have a meeting too.’

 ‘Tsh,’ Caroline shot her a pithy look, ‘I’m sure you can postpone it, explain that this job is bigger than you expected it to be. You wouldn’t want to disappoint Lord Kilfenora now would you?’


Alex opened her mouth to protest, shutting it again quickly. Caroline wasn’t going to take no for an answer, and in a flash of revelation, she could see exactly how Sebastian had ended up getting engaged to her. 



As she reached the bottom step, looking at them all standing there, Alex felt the past crashing around inside her head like breakers in a winter storm, the wind biting, making her eyes sting, chilling her to the bone. She’d got down the stairs, but now she had to face Guy Wingfield, be introduced like they’d never met before. What would he say? Would he realise who she was, recognise her after all these years? Nodding politely to the wedding planner, Alex could feel her palms sweating; her heart thundering in her chest and she was sure her colour was rising. This was it. 



She needn’t have worried. Close up, Alex could see the infamous Lord Guy Wingfield had aged beyond anything she could have imagined. The last time she’d seen him he’d stood six feet three, had filled his clothes, ‘a fine figure of a man’ Gráinne the cook had always called him, striding around the estate with the presence of a man twenty years his junior. 



Now his pale blue eyes were rheumy and glazed, his white hair sparse, the skin on his hands and face spotted with age, gnarled like the bark of an ancient oak. And, as he sat hunched in the chair, one hand seemed to lie uselessly across his knee. Had he had a stroke? Surreptitiously, Alex tried to look at him properly, realised the whole left side of his face was frozen. Barely acknowledging her presence, he fumbled with the rug tucked around his knees, a ball of saliva forming at the side of his mouth. The nurse whipped out a tissue and gently dabbed it away. Embarrassed, Caroline flicked her long hair over her shoulder, adjusting the sunglasses on the top of her head. Obviously, there weren’t going to be any introductions.


Breaking the uneasy moment of silence, Sebastian pulled out his phone, flicking it open.

 ‘No signal. I need to phone Joss, get her to reschedule. I’ll use the study.’

 ‘Take Alex with you, so she can make her excuses.’ Caroline grinned broadly, obviously relieved that the focus had been diverted from the unpleasantness of old age, delighted her plans were falling into place. She turned to the nurse, ‘Just make sure there’s nothing too heavy for me won’t you? Gráinne can be very heavy-handed with the butter. I want to be able to fit into my wedding dress,’ Caroline tittered and patted her flat stomach to somehow illustrate her point. ‘Now, I’ll just show Sylvia the ballroom and we can meet back down here.’ She turned back to Sebastian, ‘How’s that?’


The study. Jesus. Alex gritted her teeth, nodding curtly to Caroline, and was about to turn and stalk into Guy Wingfield's private room when she realised she wasn’t supposed to know where it was. Pulling herself up, she glanced at Sebastian, one eyebrow raised. He scowled, picking up her unspoken thoughts as easily as he had done when she was seventeen. Dodo seemed to read her mind too, standing up expectantly, forcing her muzzle into her hand.

 ‘It’s this way.’ 



Clicking his fingers at the dog, Sebastian headed for the study, his jaw set.


The room hadn’t changed one tiny bit since Alex had been there last; even the newspapers flung across the sofa table set behind the burgundy leather chesterfield looked the same. Three of the walls groaned under the weight of generations of accumulated leather-bound books. In front of the fourth wall, Guy Wingfield’s Victorian pedestal desk was flanked by two sash windows, dust dancing in the sunlight filtering through the panes, through the wisteria wandering across the front of the house like a wild beast that had escaped from the Palm House. As she went to follow Sebastian inside, the smell of old cigar smoke hit her like a slap in the face, and she was seventeen all over again: the sun hot on her back, her head filled with impossible dreams, the flush of first love, life absolutely perfect…until…she could feel her head beginning to spin, nausea rising. Guy Wingfield might be an old man, might be incapacitated, but she should never have come back...


Unaware that she’d stopped dead behind him, Sebastian strode across the room and picked up the antique phone on the desk. Steadying herself on the doorframe, it took Alex every ounce of composure to pull herself together, to walk into the room, her mouth unpleasantly dry. The fire had been lit, was dancing merrily in the grate, inviting, welcoming. Like the fires of hell. The room was warm, homey, but Alex felt a chill right to her core.

 ‘Joss, it’s me. Yes I know. Caroline wants us to do lunch here – I know, I know. Can you put off the Minister again and re-jig the rest of the afternoon? I’ll be in, in the morning, anything serious ring the house will you? The mobile reception’s hopeless here.’ He paused, listening to her response. ‘I know, Tell me about it.’


Then, as abruptly as the conversation had started, it finished.


Deliberately trying to look like she wasn’t listening, Alex hovered beside the fireplace, the heat from the flames warming her legs, Dodo flopped down on the hearth rug at her feet, her stub of a tail twitching. The mantelpiece was crowded with photographs, silver frames polished, gleaming. Sebastian in his school uniform; his parents at the bottom of the Grand Staircase like a picture from Homes and Gardens, a pair of spaniels at his father’s feet – tweed jackets and cords, his mother’s favourite Hermes scarf, a basket of holly hanging on her arm.

 ‘I hadn’t realised your grandfather was ill.’


Sebastian bit back a retort you wouldn’t would you? Instead he shrugged, pulling his tie loose, unbuttoning his collar, ‘He had a stroke. He’s paralysed down one side – well, you could see – he’s hanging in there but he’s almost blind now, is beginning to lose interest.’


Blind? No wonder he hadn’t recognised her.

 ‘It’s a shame, he was always so active.’ It’s a shame, Alex cringed at the platitude, in her head a voice crying out, he deserved it: he was a mean manipulating bastard. She bit her tongue. Behind her, Sebastian sighed audibly.

 ‘Your dad must be really busy now, running the estate, trying to keep everything going.’

 ‘My dad?’ the harshness in Sebastian’s tone cut through Alex like a mugger’s blade. He was standing by the window now, his hands thrust into his pockets, staring at her, his face frozen, eyes wide with shock. She continued hastily what had she said? 


 ‘I mean running Wingfield Holdings, as well as the whole estate.’


Alex’s words fell into a silence that gaped between them like a rocky chasm. It took a moment for Sebastian to answer, like he was struggling to find the words. In the end he went for the bald facts. 


 ‘My dad’s dead. Both of them are.’

 ‘What? How?’ It was Alex’s turn to look shocked.

 ‘Didn’t you know?’


She shook her head vigorously, pulling a chunk of hair behind her ear as it threatened to fall into her eyes, her face drained of colour, ‘When?’


Sebastian bit his lip, his face tortured. When he spoke, his voice was barely a whisper,

 ‘A month after...’ he cleared his throat, ‘a month after you left.’ There, he’d said it. AFTER YOU LEFT. It bounced off the walls ricocheting between them like a bullet. 


 ‘A month?’ Alex was aghast, her voice pitchy, betraying the surge of emotion that was bubbling up inside, threatening to drown her. She’d loved his mum; she had been there for her after her own mother died, not pushy, not prying, just there for a chat when she needed it. She’d been the lady of the manor but she’d always made time for Alex, listening to her worries as they tied up the orchids in the Palm House, or arranged flowers in the morning room. How could her dad not have told her? He’d never mentioned the estate after she left, must have taken it that she didn’t want to know – he wasn’t wrong there. Why hadn’t he told her? 



And suddenly she understood. She’d chosen to leave, to leave Sebastian, to leave Kilfenora, and if her dad had told her, she would have had to come back for the funeral. He must have understood how hard it was to leave once, without coming back and then having to do it all over again. 



What Tom Ryan didn’t know was that coming back just wasn’t an option…


Alex’s voice was quiet when she replied,

 ‘I didn’t know. Oh God, I’m so sorry.’ She could feel a tear pricking the corner of her eye, 


 ‘What happened?’ 



Sebastian’s voice was gruff, ‘It was a road accident. They were in South Africa looking at a vineyard, buying wine for Dad’s collection, they’d just arrived in Cape Town; some bastard jumped a red light and ran them down.’


She turned away, the sense of loss, the whole sense of loss, just too much to grasp.

 ‘And your grandfather?’ The words caught in Alex’s throat.

 ‘He had the first stroke about three years later. The second was the big one. I’ve been looking after everything since then.’ His voice was thin, practical but drained.


A pang of sadness welled up inside Alex like water on the boil, threatening to bubble over. To the outside world he looked like he had it all: the looks, the money, the title, the successful business, but when you scratched the surface, went below the veneer, he was just like everyone else, he had had his own share of pain and loss. 



She was on the back foot again. Well and truly.


Before she could say anything, the door burst open to reveal Caroline hanging on the doorknob as she finished her conversation with the wedding planner who was obviously standing behind her in the hall.

 ‘I thought a pink carpet up to the front door. Red’s just, well, just a bit icky… And starting from the gravel. You’ll have to measure it.‘ Turning back into the room, oblivious of the tension, she started talking to Sebastian like Alex wasn’t there.

 ‘It’s going to be so pretty. Sylvia wants to put a gazebo down by the lake, covered in flowers. We can serve the champagne for the toast down there before the fireworks.’


Sebastian’s brow creased, ‘I thought we were going to do the toasts by the fountain in the Palm House. Isn’t that why it’s being repainted? It’s a bit of a trek down to the lake.’

 ‘Oh no, it’ll be perfect. Soo beautiful, and the fireworks will reflect in the water, everyone will see them if they’re down there.’

 ‘If it rains, it’ll be a mud bath.’

 ‘She’s going to carpet it, all around the gazebo.’

 ‘Carpet the grass?’ Sebastian sounded incredulous.

 ‘Isn’t it just the best idea?’ Caroline was glowing, her face animated.

 ‘Have you discussed the budget with her? It’ll come out of her fee if she goes over.’

 ‘Oh, tsh, we want it to be beautiful. After all, you only get married once don’t you?’


Sebastian didn’t answer, shook his head in disbelief, looked out the window again. Alex could see the tic under his eye beginning to flick. 



Apparently not noticing, Caroline continued, ‘And I had the most marvellous idea. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to organise a shooting party for the guests who are staying on? We can have lunch on the Long Ridge, go after that stag.’

 ‘In June? Don’t be ridiculous the season doesn’t start until the first of September.’


Caroline pursed her lips, her eyes narrowed as she tried to come up with a solution.

 ‘Clay pigeons then. We can ride up to the Long Ridge, set up the clay machine thingy up there and we’ll have full silver service for lunch. What do you think?’ 



Sebastian didn’t reply, continued to watch whatever it was that he was looking at outside. Caroline didn’t seem to notice, but went to cuddle up behind him, putting her arms around his waist from behind, tucking the fingers of one hand into the top of his trousers. ‘It’ll be such fun, so Victorian. And at least there’s no chance of you shooting the gamekeeper this time!’


For a moment Alex wasn’t sure she’d heard right, but as her eyes jerked up from their contemplation of Dodo’s slumbering form, they met Sebastian’s in an appalling moment of clarity. He was looking at her sideways, his face pale.

 ‘The gamekeeper?’ 



Caroline looked around at Alex as if she had forgotten she was standing there, still grinning from the memory of what was obviously a funny incident. For her at least.

 ‘It was such a terrible shot.’

 ‘Thanks Caroline, I think Alex has to call her office now.’ Interrupting, Sebastian turned around, unwrapping himself from her, trying to physically usher her towards the door. ‘We’ve got a lot to get through before lunch. Need to talk about the budget with this Sylvia woman of yours.’


But Caroline didn’t stop, kept talking, her face serious, like she was imparting vital information, ‘Sebastian missed the beast completely, and then when we went after him for the next shot, there was the gamekeeper, what’s his name?’ Caroline looked back at Sebastian for confirmation, but, his face closed, appalled at her indiscretion, it was Alex who answered, her voice low, dangerous.

 ‘Tom Ryan.’ 



Caroline didn’t seem to notice, or wonder for that matter, how the interior designer happened to know the gamekeeper’s first name – she was too wrapped up in the story.

 ‘It was lucky really that the stag ran the way he did or we’d never have found him.’

 ‘Thank you Caroline. I really don’t think we need to tell everyone estate business do you?’


Incensed now, the tic in his face on overdrive, his jaw clenched, the scar on his chin bright white against the flush of his skin, Alex could tell Sebastian was fighting to keep his voice calm. 


 ‘A bit out of season weren’t you Sebastian, after a stag at the end of February? Surely the season finishes at the end of December doesn’t it?’ Alex’s mouth was pursed, her eyebrows raised in question.

 ‘It wasn’t a stag, we’ve been having trouble with the hinds; we’d agreed we needed to cull a few.’

 ‘But we got the gamekeeper instead,’ Caroline giggled at her own joke, ‘He was checking some traps or something. He was out cold when we found him; Seb had almost blown his leg off.’ 


 ‘That’s enough Caroline. Quite enough.’ Sebastian’s voice was steel-edged. 



But it wasn’t enough for her – she obviously found the whole episode highly amusing, ‘it really was his own silly fault, lurking around in the bushes like that.’


 



 


TWENTY TWO

The Plan. He had to focus on The Plan. Had to get Caroline out of his head and get on with business. Peter pulled his laptop towards him across the bar and re-read the email. It wasn’t good news. He clicked to reply:


There’s more there if you look. That fire was deliberate – for the insurance – did you check the policies? This will be the scoop of your life if you get it. The guy who died, it was murder, no question.


Peter didn’t sign it, hit send. It was going from a dummy Hotmail account, linked to a Gmail, linked to a holding site. Not untraceable, but bloody hard for an amateur, and he wasn’t doing anything illegal, so there was no way the big boys would be interested. He knew how to cover his tracks.


But Christ if the journalist bitch couldn’t find something to start the ball rolling, to get the press going, how the hell could he get the share price down? He’d already told her about the gamekeeper, had been checking the papers every day but there had been nothing. Had someone got to her, persuaded her to keep quiet? 



Peter shook his head half to himself and picked up a biro lying on the glossy mahogany bar. Playing it through his fingers, he banged the tip off the counter top, flipped it over and began again. He’d given the journalist enough to start her own fire, enough hints, paperwork even, but she seemed to have lost interest. What the hell was going on? He flipped the pen again, this time ramming it into the wood so hard it made a mark.


The barman interrupted his thoughts, 


 ‘Can I get you anything else sir?’


It took Peter a moment to think. Behind him he could hear a group of men coming into the Shelbourne’s famous Horseshoe Bar, jovial after lunch in the Saddle Room restaurant, the scraping of chairs, sighs as they settled down for an afternoon session.

 ‘Another Americano. Better stick a brandy in it.’


The barman whisked away his empty cup but Peter hardly noticed, his concentration back on the laptop screen.


He had to find some dirt that would stick to Sebastian, something to really shake him. But what? 



And he didn’t have much time. 



The members of the consortium were starting to make noises, grumbling that if the shares in Wingfield Holdings didn’t take a dip soon, their cash wouldn’t be available. Feck it anyway. Peter threw down the pen, sat back on his stool, biting his lip, scowling.


The only bloody good thing to come out of this so far was Caroline. They’d had some real fun together, were, he’d felt for a moment or two there, actually soul mates. But he couldn’t let emotion cloud the issue, not at the moment at any rate. Afterwards, when it was all done and dusted, then he’d be able to hook up with Caroline again, with no strings. See if she really was all she seemed to be.


Christ he hoped this came together – he’d been working on it for so long it just had to. It had to. 



Peter could feel the muscles in his upper arm beginning to twitch. Shit, he was getting stressed – the medics had told him not to get stressed. Post-traumatic stress was unpredictable, could be dangerous they’d said, avoid difficult situations – you don’t know how you will react. Peter felt a twinge of pain in his back, brought on by the muscular contraction. There was still shrapnel buried in his shoulder, pieces of the car bomb that had killed seven of his comrades and left him as good as dead. 



Jesus Christ. The moment he acknowledged the pain, the memories came right back at him. The burning flesh, the petrol, and he could feel the heat of the explosion that had ripped through their SUV all over again. He shook the pictures from his mind. The bone-crunching cold, lying on the frozen ground more dead than alive reliving every scene of his life, reliving the moment he’d woken to the sound of his mother’s sobs, had slipped out of bed to find her at the foot of the stairs, crumpled like a marionette, her strings lying cut around her. He knew he’d passed out then, had woken in the field hospital, a doctor leaning over him, mask already in place, a scalpel in his hand.


But he was a fighter, and he’d fought back, clawed his way back to consciousness. He had a score to settle before he left this world, and he was going to do his damnedest to make sure it was settled.


Peter’s mouth twitched into a smile. He was going to get Sebastian Wingfield back once and for all.


This was personal. One on one. And Caroline was the icing on the cake. Literally. 



Wouldn’t he just love to see Sebastian’s face when he found out who had been fucking his fiancée?


 



 


TWENTY THREE

‘I cannot believe you just said that.’ Sebastian’s voice was low, dangerous.


Caroline half-turned from the French windows overlooking the lake – the moment he’d pushed her, literally, still laughing, into the room, she’d raced over to see what the wedding planner and her assistant were up to, watching them with their measuring tapes and notebooks, pacing and gesticulating, working out the logistics of making her dream wedding a reality. Hooking her long hair behind her ear, the huge Wingfield Sapphire on her ring finger catching the light, reflecting the cerulean panels in the blue parlour, Caroline was only half- listening as he spoke, her imagination alive with images of the wedding party, of glittering guests raising their glasses as fireworks rained down over the lake. 


 ‘Said what darling?’


Watching her, incredulous, Sebastian didn’t respond, was fighting to control his anger. Guilt and embarrassment and pure shock at her crass comments spun together boring a dark hole in his gut, a hole spilling over with disappointment, regret.


How could Caroline not know? How could she not see that she’d just made a momentous blunder? He’d just bustled her in here, physically propelling her up the hall to the room furthest from the study, as far away from Alex as he could decently move her, and here they were, and she was asking him what she had said that was wrong. How could she be so utterly clueless? And as soon as they’d got through the door she’d shot over to the window to see what was happening outside, blissfully unaware of the devastation she had left in her wake. Didn’t she understand? Now, standing in the middle of the room, his hands hand buried in his trouser pockets, his jaw set, Sebastian was struggling not to explode.

 ‘Have you been drinking?’

 ‘Moi? Don’t be silly it’s still only 11.30.’ Pouting, finally dragging her attention away from the activity outside, Caroline fired him a flirtatious look of disapproval, was surprised to see that he didn’t react but stared back at her, his face cold. Usually, he found her petulance irresistible – she had expected to see that indulgent half-smile of his, feel his eyes undressing her. But not this time. This time he seemed preoccupied, irritated even. 



Whatever was the matter with him? He just couldn’t see the funny side sometimes, and the whole business had been quite farcical – even Peter had thought it was funny when she’d recounted it to him. There they were, sneaking through the heather (taking the whole thing way too seriously in her opinion), the deer grazing in a clearing on the other side of the valley. Then Sebastian had taken aim, and then that revolting rat thing had run across her foot, she shuddered even now, and she’d yelped, and he’d missed. Well not exactly missed, he’d hit something all right, just not what he’d intended. 



Caroline battled to keep her face straight, an irrepressible smile creeping to the corners of her mouth. It must be the damp. Sebastian could be great fun when they were up in Dublin, but as soon as they came here, to this mausoleum of a house, he got all boring and serious. It might be the perfect spot for the perfect wedding, the sketch of the façade, complete with turrets making the wedding invitations just, well, perfect – but when they were married Caroline knew she’d be spending as little time as was decently possible here. Not that she was going to let Sebastian know that just yet. 



Spring sunshine flooded through the paned windows, bringing to life the brilliant blues, peacock greens and silver woven into the heavy brocade covering the sofas surrounding the fireplace. Caroline sashayed across the rich blue carpet, exaggerating the swing of her hips in her skin-tight jeans which, she knew, made it obvious that she was wearing very little underneath. Conscious that he was watching her, she worked her large brown eyes, meeting his in a cunning blend of coyness and reproach, pulling him towards her by the lapels of his jacket as she reached him, smoothing the fine wool with her long slim fingers. But he hardly seemed to notice, his face was blank, stony. Like his mind was somewhere else. 



She was going to have to notch it up. 



This wasn’t the time for him to be getting grumpy – he’d weathered the news about the gazebo, but she hadn’t even told him yet about her idea for the dozen white horses and wedding carriage, or the champagne fountain Tiff had suggested when they’d been Tweeting last night. Caroline knew Sebastian needed to be focusing on other things before she could slip that one in. Her hands under his jacket, running her palms over the soft cotton of his shirt, massaging the taught muscles of his back, she pressed her breasts through the silk of her blouse against his chest, reached up to kiss his throat. It didn’t help. Caroline could feel the tension radiating from him like a heat lamp.

 ‘So why on earth didn’t you shut up? Why did you have to go and tell her about Tom?’ Sebastian’s voice wasn’t much more than a whisper.

 ‘Tom who?’ Caroline’s hands were heading down to his waist now, intent on pulling the shirt out from his trousers. ‘You know you really have been working very hard, you need to relax,’ she kissed his throat again, breathing in his aftershave, ‘I’m sure no one would miss us…’ But Sebastian stopped her, his hand gripping hers before she had a chance to slip it inside the waistband of his trousers.

 ‘Not now Caroline.’

 ‘Spoilsport.’ She brushed her mouth over his, catching his bottom lip in her teeth, whispering into his neck, ‘You just look so delicious in that suit, and I’m really in the mood…’


Sebastian pushed her away from him, ‘Will you listen for one minute? Tom Ryan is our gamekeeper.’ He turned his back on her, grasping for the right words, taking the moment to still the emotions raging inside him, ready to erupt at any moment. 



How could she have done it? How could she have blurted out private estate business to someone who, as far as she was concerned, was a complete stranger? Worse, a complete stranger who had a vested interest in the estate, in the very incident she had mentioned. And, worse, much worse, she seemed to think it was funny that he’d almost killed Tom. The shock of the accident hit him all over again; blood everywhere, Tom’s leg a mess of shattered bone and tissue, his face deathly white; Sebastian fought the urge to retch as his stomach turned over alarmingly, images snapping back into his head like freeze-frame stills of a war zone. Steadying himself, plunging both hands back deep inside his pockets, Sebastian spun around to face her again, his brow knotted in a frown, 


 ‘Tom’s a vital asset to the estate. We couldn’t do half of what we do without his hands-on management, the income he generates on the estate covers almost all the running costs of the house, is vital for Wingfield Holdings.’ He paused. Caroline was looking at him with wide eyes, apparently taking in every word. 



But he knew she wasn’t. 



With a bang like his own shotgun discharging, Sebastian suddenly realised that she hadn’t a clue what he was talking about, had absolutely no concept of the responsibilities that came with being his wife. His anger fizzling out like a firecracker landing in a bucket of water, he felt something else seeping in to fill its place. Disappointment. It sat like a weight across his shoulders, wrapping him in a bitter black cloak. 



Sebastian had always assumed she would be perfect for the role, would slip into the void left by his mother’s death, filling the space, the house, with beauty and culture, with her sparkling wit. Christ, he could recruit a director for one of his companies better than he could find himself a wife. Where had he gone wrong? He’d thought he was in love with her…well, maybe not truly, madly, deeply, or whatever that film was called, but there were different types of love weren’t there? He wasn’t nineteen any more…


Sebastian watched her flick her hair over her shoulders and head for the window again. She looked fabulous today – always looked fabulous. There was no question that he was attracted to her physically – very strongly attracted to her, had been positively besotted when they’d first started dating. And Caroline had, he’d thought, unlike most of the other girls he’d been involved with, ticked all the boxes. She loved entertaining, schmoozing his clients, had no problem looking the part, no problem getting involved in the charity ball circuit, even representing him on the boards of the charities he was involved with. But there was obviously a box he’d missed. The big one that should have been top of the list. The one marked Kilfenora. 



Sebastian tried again, ‘Look, I need you to get to know the staff here. You’re going to be the next Lady Kilfenora and a large part of that title is taking on the running of the household, managing the staff.’ 



Caroline spun around, almost interrupting him, ‘I know darling, Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly-Wingfield, Lady Kilfenora. Sounds wonderful doesn’t it?’


Sebastian looked at her, incredulous. How hadn’t he seen this before? Caroline was hearing him all right, but the message just wasn’t getting through. How on earth was he going to explain to her the importance of her role, the fact that she was following in the footsteps of generations before her, that she had a responsibility to the past as much as to the present. Most of the staff had been with them for years, had started in their teens, had made Kilfenora House their life. Did she have any notion of the vital role that Kilfenora played in the local economy? How could she have been brought up on her father’s estate, one just like this one, and not see the full picture? 



Grasping for some sort of an explanation, Caroline’s brother’s face appeared before him. Cormac – his best friend – laughing, confident. After seven years of boarding school they were like brothers, had learned to rely on each other, could almost read each other’s minds, understood each other. And with his parents travelling so much, they had ended up spending the holidays together too, strengthening their bond until it had become unbreakable. Cormac knew what was involved in being a Wingfield, so why didn’t Caroline?


Maybe it was because her family, at the end of the day, were new money. Their vineyard was a business pure and simple, an incredibly profitable one that Cormac and Caroline’s father had begun to turn around from the day he had married their mother, learning the trade from his new wife’s vigneron father, bringing in modern methods and a savvy Kerry business strategy that had brought them to the forefront of the French wine market. His success had afforded his children the best education, the best opportunities, but, while he and Cormac had spent their summers helping in the fields, tending the delicate vines, Caroline had been at their summer house in Antibes, working on her tan.

 ‘Honestly darling, you mustn’t worry; I know I’m going to fit in here perfectly. I know there’s a lot to learn, but you’re going to help me so much. I’ve just got a lot on my mind at the moment with the wedding and everything. It’s so important to me that it’s perfect for you, and for your grandfather, he’s so proud of you.’


Believing the lecture was over, she threw Sebastian a devastating smile and reached for her handbag, tossed on the sofa, rooting through it, searching for her cigarettes. She wasn’t in the mood to talk about the estate today, and if her charms weren’t working as well as usual, she was going to have to come up with another strategy to get Sebastian to agree to the finer touches of her wedding plan. And to do that, she needed a cigarette.

 ‘Please don’t smoke in here.’

 ‘I’m not going to,’ her cigarettes in one hand, a diamante-encrusted lighter in the other, Caroline nodded towards the window, ‘I’m going onto the terrace. Through the French windows – see, out there,’ she gesticulated with the cigarette box, ‘is that okay?’ She made it sound like she was asking his permission. Sebastian nodded tersely. 



With the French doors open, half in, half out of the room, Caroline drew deeply on her cigarette and blew a smoke stream out into the spring sunshine. Sebastian winced inwardly. He’d always hated cigarette smoke, had tried innumerable times to persuade her to give up, but to no avail. He’d even had a go at Cormac to get her to stop.

 ‘So what’s the problem about my mentioning the accident anyway? That Tom chap’s fine isn’t he? And you have to admit it does have its funny side.’

 ‘What’s the problem?’ Watching her, Sebastian felt a void widening inside him, how could she not understand, how in God’s name was she going to learn between now and June? ‘You mean apart from my potentially being charged with GBH?’ The sarcasm came before he could stop it.

 ‘Oh, he’s hardly going to do that is he? Now you’re being silly.’


One arm folded across her stomach, balancing her elbow in her cupped hand, Caroline pursed her lips, frowning at him like a petulant child. She didn’t like being told off.

 ‘Who knows? He’s every right to.’

 ‘Don’t be ridiculous. And that designer girl won’t give two hoots, she doesn’t know him does she? I was just making conversation.’


Just making conversation? Sebastian paused, cringing inwardly, acutely conscious that as he’d hustled Caroline along the hall and into the blue parlour, the study door had slammed, Alex’s heels reverberating down the hall as she headed for the front door, Dodo’s barks echoing behind her. And, as Caroline, still unaware that she’d made any sort of faux pas, had headed for the window to see what the wedding planner was doing down by the lake, he’d heard the roar of an engine and the hiss of gravel as Alex had turned her car for the gate. She wouldn’t be staying for lunch. But maybe that was a blessing…

 ‘Actually she’s his daughter.’

 ‘Whose daughter?’ Caroline spun around, her cigarette arm held wide of the doorway.

 ‘Tom Ryan’s, the gamekeeper.’


Caroline paused, the shadow of a scowl creeping across her pretty face. Realising, she hurriedly reeled it back in, her voice a potent blend of incredulity and innocence.

 ‘I thought she was doing the interiors?’

 ‘She is, but she’s his daughter. She went to study in Spain years ago, runs an interior design company in Barcelona now.’

 ‘Why Spain?’


Sebastian looked at her aghast, what had Spain got to do with anything? ‘I don’t know, her mother was Spanish.’

 ‘She doesn’t look Spanish – she’s got blonde hair.’ 



What had got into her? She was the one sounding put out now, like it was his fault he hadn’t told her. 



Sebastian tried hard not to sound tetchy, instead ended up sounding like he was speaking to a child, ‘Some Spanish people do have blonde hair you know, and her father’s Irish.’ Why was he explaining himself? ‘Look at Cormac, he’s got bright red hair and he’s half-French.’

 ‘I still don’t get it. Why’s she doing the interiors for your offices if she’s staff? Why aren’t you getting a proper company?’

 ‘Alex isn’t staff now, she runs a very successful interior design firm in Barcelona, Joss found her – they’re doing the Spanish Cultural Institute.’

 ‘Joss?’ In Caroline’s mind that explained a lot. A whole lot. That woman hadn’t liked her from the first moment they’d met. ‘But you knew her before? Before she came to do the decorating?’


Sebastian looked at Caroline – she was like a dog with a bone, worrying at it. He nodded, ‘A long time ago, yes…a long time ago.’ He sounded vague, weary. 



Vague or secretive? Caroline watched him closely, her eyes hard. It was one thing for her to be having a dalliance, a liaison dangereuse, quite ANOTHER for him to be focused on anyone else but her...Sebastian was at the fireplace now, resting his elbow on it, fiddling with a tiny whimsical model of an Elizabethan house, all black beams and white walls, its red tiled roof sinking in the middle, some sort of wheel attached to its side. Caroline watched him, her eyes narrowed. She had been getting a feeling ever since she had met Alex Ryan that she thought herself somehow superior, that she knew something Caroline didn’t; maybe this was it…

 ‘So exactly how well did you know her?’

 ‘What? Good God we were friends when she lived here. I was in my first year at Uni – it was years ago.’

 ‘Hmm.’ The sound was loaded with significance, innuendo, disapproval.

 ‘What?’ Sebastian demanded, tearing himself away from the house ornament and looking at her.

 ‘Oh nothing, I just thought she was looking at you a bit strangely. I did wonder about it at the time.’

 ‘What do you mean strangely?’ Sebastian couldn’t keep the irritation, the frustration out of his voice.

 ‘You must know what I mean. You’re a very attractive chap Sebastian Wingfield. But I suppose I’m going to have to get used to the odd admirer.’ Rolling her eyes, Caroline took a drag on her cigarette, blowing the smoke out of the corner of her mouth like a steam engine.

 ‘Admirer? Alex?’

 ‘Didn’t you notice?’ Caroline’s tone was deceptively innocent. ‘It’s not like she wanted to throw her knickers at you, but I just got a feeling. Call me possessive, but that’s what it was, a feeling.’

 ‘That’s ridiculous. She left sixteen years ago and I haven’t heard a word from her since then.’ Sebastian was about to say ask Cormac, but rapidly thought better of it. Cormac’s principal memory of Alex Ryan would be of him mooning about like a lovesick puppy, his heart broken – for how long? Years. Better not to go there. ‘You must be imagining it.’


 



 


TWENTY FOUR

‘You just wouldn’t have believed it Tiff, can you imagine, him getting mad with me over the bloody gamekeeper. He was the one who shot him...’ Caroline paced the spacious living room of her apartment, a shaft of evening sunlight cutting through the huge windows illuminating a fine layer of dust dancing above the Mongolian lambs wool rug. Her BlackBerry clamped to her ear, a cigarette in her free hand, Caroline continued, ‘and it’s my BIRTHDAY tomorrow. Can you believe it?’


Before Tiffany had a chance to reply, the main phone began to ring.

 ‘Damn that’s the landline. I’ll Tweet you later.’ Caroline clicked off her BlackBerry and strode across the thick sour cream coloured rug, bending to stab out her cigarette in a pewter ashtray on the coffee table on the way. She picked up the receiver. She really wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone right now. 



But it wasn’t anyone. It was the Four Seasons Hotel reception desk. 


 ‘Yes?’

 ‘Miss Aud...’ the receptionist stopped, stumbling over the pronunciation of her name. 


 ‘Yes.’ 



Obviously relieved to be speaking to the right person, the receptionist continued, ‘Some flowers are arriving for you madam,’


Are arriving? Caroline couldn’t identify the girl’s accent but she wasn’t impressed with her grasp of English. She was new, had to be. And wouldn’t be lasting long if Caroline had anything to do with it.

 ‘Can I send the bellboy with them?’

 ‘Please do.’


Without waiting for the receptionist to respond, Caroline put the phone down. Flowers. Now that had improved her day. Her curiosity piqued, Caroline hovered for a moment, then unable to resist, slipped across the Italian marble tiled hallway and out of the front door. If she was lucky she might catch a glimpse of the delivery van from the window. 



Rushing to the end of the carpeted landing that overlooked the front of the hotel, Caroline spotted it at once – she couldn’t quite read the logo from here, but the van was a very distinctive colour, fuchsia pink, white and imperial purple. Very distinctive. And Mad Flowers was one of the most exclusive florists in Dublin.


Sebastian must have seen sense. Flowers were the very least he could come up with after speaking to her like that yesterday. She was still smarting from his words. How dare he talk to her like that? How was she to know the bloody staff at Kilfenora were all related? 



Below her, outside in the courtyard, Caroline could see that the uniformed doorman had followed the delivery man to collect whatever was in the back of the van. What had Sebastian sent? Her curiosity growing, Caroline craned to get a better look. The two men conferred for a moment beside the open rear doors, then, as she watched, the delivery man leaned inside, wrestling out a huge bouquet. 



Wow! It was enormous, long elegant grasses sprang from an arrangement of at least fifty shell pink roses, the tips of the petals blushing into extravagant frills. The delivery man struggled with it for a moment, passed it to the doorman, then leaned back inside and heaved out another one. Cream roses this time. The doorman hesitated for a moment, looking from one bouquet to another, then turned and disappeared from view into the lobby.


Caroline couldn’t resist a grin. Now these were what she called flowers. A moment later the doorman reappeared to collect the second bouquet. And the deliveryman leaned for a third – dark pink this time, the buds in the centre tight, the flowers around the edges of the arrangement blowsy and open.


Beautiful. Delighted, Caroline felt tempted to go down and collect them herself, but no, she’d wait; the bellboy would bring them up. Should she ring Sebastian now and thank him? She pulled her BlackBerry from the back pocket of her jeans, her thumb hovering over the speed dial, but she paused. No she’d let him stew a little longer. Instead, she clicked into Twitter. Just wait until Tiff heard about this...Caroline didn’t bother reading any of the messages in her stream, quickly typed in one to Tiffany, her nails clicking on the keys:


@5thAve He remembered! All may be forgiven ;)


As she hit send, she heard the lift from the hotel begin to whir behind her and she scampered back to her front door. A moment later the bellboy emerged with a laden trolley, the brass polished to within an inch of its life. Caroline stood in the open front door, trying not to look too pleased. 


 ‘Here we are madam, your flowers.’

 ‘Thank you Eoin, could you bring them in? Aren’t they lovely...’ she didn’t expect an answer but the bellboy grinned as he walked inside and put the first bouquet down on the plate glass coffee table, ‘My mum loves roses madam, she’ll be as green as grass when I tell her about this lot.’ 



Caroline couldn’t resist a smile The flowers were FABULOUS, every single one a specimen. The scent was heavenly, filling the room before the second arrangement had even arrived. Hand-tied with raffia, each bouquet was wrapped in masses of crinkly pink tissue-paper and cellophane, the stems sitting in a great big balloon of water. The bellboy slipped the second bouquet onto the table and retraced his steps to collect the third from his trolley in the hall. As soon as he’d put it down, desperate to read the card, Caroline hooshed him to the door, closing it abruptly behind him. Striding back to the coffee table, Caroline flipped her phone onto Twitter, tapping rapidly:


@5thAve You won’t believe what’s arrived!!!!!!! 



Before Tiffany could reply, a message popped into her timeline from @moonwalker. 



@onlychampers Something nice? 



Honestly, sometimes Caroline felt like he was stalking her; he seemed to appear whenever she did. She dashed off a quick answer: @moonwalker Something UTTERLY fabulous!


Not stopping to see if there was a reply, back at the coffee table Caroline breathed in the heady scent of the flowers and bent down to pull off the pale pink envelope sellotaped to the outside of the dark pink bouquet. Slipping her nail under the flap, she slid out a card, a black and white photograph of a doe-eyed puppy. Cute. But what was written inside made her stop dead.


Have to go back to NY, short notice. Not sure when I’m back. Be in touch. P


Peter? Completely confused for a moment Caroline looked at the flowers in disbelief. They weren’t an apology OR a birthday gift from Sebastian at all, they were from Peter. 



And he’d gone. 



Was this a way of letting her down gently? Be in touch. What did the hell did that mean? It sounded like thanks but no thanks. Be in touch? Why hadn’t he called? Jesus, this kind of thing just didn’t happen to her. Caroline could feel the tears pricking her eyes, disappointment and shock knotting in a tight ball in her stomach, ricocheting around until she felt quite sick. Was a couple of hundred roses some sort of payoff? It had been a fling, a bit of fun, but it had been great. How could he? How could he just leave and dump her like she was a common tart? 



 



 


TWENTY FIVE

Alex had no problem finding a place to park outside St Vincent’s Hospital this time. Spaces gaped like missing teeth in the enormous car park. But then she was early for visiting. Very early. She had headed straight here from Kilfenora hardly noticing the flat countryside unfolding on either side of her steadily merging with warehouses and office blocks which sprang up like an industrial forest on either side of the motorway, Dublin looming ahead of her.


It had started to rain on the way up, clouds gathering like women on a street corner, the promise of gossip knotting them tightly over the city, their skirts every shade of grey until one arrived in mourning, blocking out the sun, her tears triggering Alex’s windscreen wipers, mirroring her own.


How had she not realised? How had she not seen that her dad’s injuries had to have been caused by something more serious than a car accident? He’d been in hospital for weeks…the doctor’s words suddenly came back to her – shrapnel. How could she have been so stupid? If she’d thought about it for two minutes she would have realised it was a shooting accident. He used guns every day –they all knew the dangers. And obviously that was why he had been so vague, must have warned the doctors and nurses not to say anything to her; he would have been perfectly open about a car accident – nothing to hide there. A thought suddenly hit her – had Sebastian told him to keep quiet? Had Sebastian bought her father’s silence with empty promises that he’d look after him? And Sebastian must have known that she would come home to visit, would hardly stay away when her father was seriously ill…


Taking a deep breath, trying to still the emotions swirling around inside her, Alex fished for a tissue in the glove compartment, dabbing her eyes, checking her makeup in the rear-view mirror, wiping away the smudges of mascara that threatened to make her look like a clown. A pathetic shadow of a clown. A wave of exhaustion washed over, weighing her down, pushing her to the edge of her ability to cope rationally and sensibly. God what a mess. How had all this happened? 


 ‘Hi Dad.’


Tom Ryan’s eyes jerked open to see his daughter standing beside his bed in a bright red jacket, looking like she was about to go to war for Napoleon, her lips pursed, brow creased in a frown. It didn’t take a genius to see that something was up – he could almost feel the air around her tingling, like all the ions were reacting to an enormous positive charge.

 ‘Hello love.’ Acting innocent, like it was perfectly normal that she should turn up at lunchtime, he flashed her a wary smile. ‘Get the morning off?’

 ‘Not exactly.’

 ‘Oh.’


The pause was awkward, heavy. Laden with expectation. Bursting with secrets.

 ‘So.’ Alex wrinkled her nose like a baby rabbit and, with a sinking feeling, Tom Ryan knew exactly what was coming next. She’d always done that when she was a child, when she had something on her mind, when something was bothering her – like the time, long before they’d even heard of Kilfenora, when she’d wandered out into the yard of their city centre terrace, her hands thrust in her jeans pockets. He’d been splitting logs, stacking the wood between the bare block wall and the dog’s kennels, the autumn air chill and damp, his breath rising like a mist as he worked. He hadn’t heard her come up behind him, had no idea how long she’d been standing there wrinkling her nose until she’d spoken, her voice strained with the realisation of the truth, ‘Dad, Mum’s really sick isn’t she?’

 ‘So.’ Slipping her briefcase onto the bed, the red leather like a blood stain on the smooth, crisp white cotton of the sheet, Alex cast around for a chair and spotting one pulled it over, sitting down with a sigh. She pulled her hair off her face before she spoke, holding it there for a moment, pulling at the roots, her eyes clouded with thoughts.

 ‘Why didn’t you tell me Dad?’

 ‘Tell you what love?’ Tom put his hand out to cover hers, patting it like a small dog. Despite being ill, despite the weight he had lost, deceptively hidden by the folds of the smart navy dressing gown with silk lapels that Alex had given him for Christmas, his hand was still huge, broad and square like a spade, his fingers strong, calloused. She linked her fingers through his, sighing again, feeling the tears prick the back of her eyes, ready to fall.

 ‘About the accident Dad, about what really happened.’


It was Tom’s turn to wrinkle his nose, the silence like a gorge, the river of truth rushing between them carving its path deep into the bedrock. He rubbed the back of her hand with his fingers, searching for the right words. What could he say? Eventually, he shrugged his shoulders, or tried to, the bandage around his upper body restricting his movement. The force of the impact had thrown him backwards, dislocating his shoulder, a rock adding a deep flesh wound to his catalogue of injuries.

 ‘Would it have made any difference? What’s done’s done.’


Alex’s voice almost cracked with emotion, ‘How can you say that? You were shot Dad, you could have been killed.’

 ‘But I wasn’t love, I’m grand.’


She interrupted him, ‘Grand? You’ve been maimed for life Dad; you’re never going to be able to walk properly again.’


Tom Ryan held up his hand, stopping her, ‘I’ll be fine love, I’m still here and that’s what counts. It was an accident, these things happen.’


He was so calm, so stoic, Alex could feel her blood rising. The plan had been to keep her cool, but somehow she’d known that wasn’t going to be an achievable objective. As she spoke, Alex could already feel all the shock and fear of finding out what had happened rolling up inside her into one huge molten ball of anger.

 ‘It’s not like you crashed the car Dad, this was an avoidable accident. How the hell did it happen? No one goes out shooting on that estate without telling you, without you making sure there’s no one working in the area. What the hell went wrong this time?’ Alex’s temper made her attack practical, logical – hard to defend.


Tom tried to shrug again, ‘Sebastian couldn’t get hold of me, I was out checking for traps.’


Alex still wasn’t getting it, shook her head in disbelief, ‘But why didn’t he ring you the night before, or contact the office before you went out? You don’t just suddenly decide to cull a few hinds on the spur of the moment; he must have discussed it with you.’ Her father pursed his lips. She could tell he didn’t want to talk about it, but sometimes there was no choice. ‘Tell me Dad, I need to know exactly how this happened.’


For a moment Tom looked around the ward, at the other seven beds, all occupied, two with their curtains still drawn. Visitors were beginning to trickle in, the search for chairs beginning, the ‘how are yous’, the ‘brought you this to reads’. Fluorescent tubes were pinging into life as the sky darkened outside, the scent of cabbage drifting from somewhere deep in the bowels of the building. He didn’t want to be here.

 ‘All right. Sebastian came down for the weekend, the weather was great, cold and clear and he decided to take the Monday off. We’d talked about the hinds on the Friday, and it was the last day of the season – the job needed to be done. He thought I’d be up at the lake, tried the radio but my battery was out of juice. It just – look it just happened.’


Tom wasn’t telling her everything and they both knew it. Alex shook her head.

 ‘There is no way Sebastian would go out on his own, without you or one of the lads. And there is no way he wouldn’t tell you.’

 ‘He wasn’t on his own.’ Tom muttered the words, shifting uncomfortably in the bed as he spoke. ‘Can you get me a glass of water love? This place is like an oven.’


Leaning over to the bedside locker, Alex filled the glass, her face caught in a frown, 


 ‘So who else was there?’


Tom sighed, it was all going to come out now, and he was quite sure she wouldn’t like it. 



Tom had tried to think of a way to explain what had happened that would soften the blow, that would make it easier for her. But in the end he’d given up, had kept his fingers crossed that she would believe him, take his vague explanation about a car accident at face value and move on. Silently, he cursed himself. He should have known she’d find out, that one of the nursing staff would let something slip. And he knew the truth would cut Alex to the core. Whatever about her dashing off to Barcelona pretending that she was following her dream, pretending that everything was perfect, he knew damn well something had happened all those years ago, that something had gone wrong between her and Sebastian. And, without a doubt, the truth of what had happened out there on the Long Ridge would open old wounds, sting like salt. It had been a long time ago, but how could he forget her drifting about like love’s young dream one minute, starry-eyed, a permanent grin on her face, then, in a heartbeat, she was leaving the country. Putting as much distance between herself and Sebastian as was humanly possible. 



Despite Alex’s efforts to hide it, whatever had happened, Tom had always reckoned, must have been caused by Sebastian. Watching her pack, folding her good dress with military precision, he’d known damn well Alex didn’t really want to leave, that she was still mad about Sebastian. He’d tried to ask, to get her to talk about it to tell him the truth, but she had been full of Barcelona and the design course and the miracle that they’d given her a place – she’d applied on a whim apparently, not mentioned it because she’d reckoned she had no hope of getting in. 



And then they’d offered her a scholarship…


And at that moment, all those years ago, perched on the edge of her bed nestling under the sloping ceiling of her room, the shutters flung back, the tiny window open and letting in the scent of the wild roses climbing around the frame, the sounds of the wood around them, Tom had felt utterly helpless, had had no idea how to get through to his headstrong teenage daughter. And the neat package of grief that he’d sealed away at the back of his mind when he’d lost her mum had begun to open up again, the pain seeping through the wrapping, overwhelming him, swallowing him up, dark and stinking of what might have been. At that exact moment he missed Carmen more than ever, knew for sure that if Carmen was around that they’d get the full story. Carmen would have been able to get to the root of the problem, find out the truth about what had happened between his daughter and Sebastian. She’d only just got the results of her exams for goodness sake, had put off applying to universities, was toying with the idea of taking a year out, of getting a job in interiors, in a shop or a consultancy, to see what she thought of it before she committed to a career. She had plenty of time to decide; she had sat her Leaving Certificate a year early, had been recognised by her teachers as a high-flyer early on. But he hadn’t expected her to be flying so soon, flying like a startled pheasant in front of a fox, flying away from him.


And after she left, Alex had never asked about the estate, never asked about the Wingfields, so Tom had taken it that she didn’t want to know, that it was easier for her not to know. He had wrestled with the news of the death of Sebastian’s parents, eventually deciding that she had enough to cope with, that leaving had been hard enough without having to do it all over again if she returned for their funeral. 



Of course she’d had to come home, eventually. He’d been backwards and forwards to Barcelona, taking a few days here, a few days there, trying to keep his destination quiet – not that it would have mattered. Sebastian was back in London at university by then, had moved on. But she must have still been sweet on him, because when she had finally stepped across the threshold of the cottage, she had closed the cadmium yellow front door firmly behind her and didn’t set foot outside again until it was time to return to Barcelona. 



Now, looking at her sitting beside him, her face was set with the same bitter determination he’d seen when they set off for the airport that first time. The same pain. And there wasn’t an easy way to explain what had happened. Tom Ryan drew in a deep breath.

 ‘Caroline. It was Caroline’s idea to go out. She talked him into it, and I reckon she must have distracted him when he was aiming. He’s an excellent shot. There’s no way he would have shot wide unless someone bumped into him or something. Look I don’t know, I didn’t ask. Like I said, what’s done’s done.’


Caroline. Alex felt like she’d been kicked in the teeth. Her eyes narrowed and she sat up straight, very straight, like she was in a board meeting, like she was negotiating a major deal. Caroline. She should have known. 


 ‘It isn’t Dad. What’s done is most definitely not done. It doesn’t end there. It can’t do. I spoke to your doctor, you’re never going to be able to walk again without a stick. Which means that you won’t be able to work.’ She pronounced each word clearly, taking him with her through her thought process, logically, pragmatically.

 ‘Don’t you worry lass I’ll be fine. It’ll sort itself out. Honestly, it’ll all be fine. Lord Kilfenora will look after it, he’s been good to us. Very good.’ He forced himself to sound light, unworried, like she was creating a fuss where there was none.


The mention of Lord Kilfenora’s name seemed to throw Alex off track for a moment, but only for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was low, deadly serious ‘Dad, it is not going to sort itself out, and it’s not going to go away. If you can’t walk, you can’t work – you certainly can’t work on the estate. And if you can’t work then you’ve got nowhere to live. You’re effectively homeless because Sebastian Wingfield got slap happy with a shotgun.’ 



Tom shook his head. She could tell he wasn’t listening, was blocking out what she was saying. 


 ‘So Lord Kilfenora’s going to pay compensation is he? For loss of earnings and to get you settled in alterative accommodation?’

 ‘We haven’t discussed anything like that. I just want to get better, then we can deal with the details.’

 ‘The details? I don’t think they’re details Dad. More like fundamentals.’

 ‘I know, I know, I’ll sort it out. I can look after myself you know.’

 ‘Obviously.’ The word was loaded with sarcasm. He ignored it, was beginning to feel tired.

 ‘Isn’t it time you went to a meeting or something?’ It sounded snappier than he’d intended.

 ‘A meeting? Good God, you’re worse than Mum! Do you think if you bury your head in the sand you’ll wake up and everything will be all right, your leg will fix itself and everything can get back to normal?’


Tom’s face paled at the mention of his beloved Carmen, and for a split second Alex regretted bringing her mother into the conversation. But she had ignored her cancer, had ignored the symptoms, and if she’d been treated earlier, who knows what might have happened…

 ‘You’re going to have to leave you know, leave the estate. You can move in with me in Dalkey when they let you out of here, but then we’re going to have to have a serious think about what you want to do.’


For a moment Tom looked dumbfounded. ‘Leave? Don’t be ridiculous girl.’


Alex shook her head. ‘You can’t work with a serious leg injury Dad, they need a fully fit gamekeeper – how many times have you said it’s a hard job, that if you weren’t fit, you’d never manage it? Well you’re not fit now, and they’re going to have to find someone who is, and that someone is going to have to live somewhere, aren’t they?’ Tom Ryan looked shocked, he hadn’t thought about the situation from that angle, hadn’t actually thought about it at all, his sole focus on his recovery. He pursed his lips as she continued, ‘They’ll have to pay compensation or we’ll have to sue.’

 ‘What?’ Tom’s reaction was explosive, produced several accusing looks from across the ward.

 ‘Well, what did you expect? Think about it. Loss of earnings and your home. You’re looking at tens of thousands. And unless Sebastian Wingfield agrees to pay up, we’ll have to go to court.’

 ‘But he could be charged’

 ‘With what?’

 ‘Actual bodily harm, grievous bodily harm, I don’t know. It’s a legally-held shotgun but it’s not for shooting people is it?


Alex raised her eyebrows. Right now, seeing Sebastian Wingfield sentenced to seven years in Mountjoy Prison wasn’t such an unattractive prospect.

 ‘And he’s getting married girl. We can’t ruin all that with a lawsuit.’

 ‘Can’t we? We’ll just have to see what he says then, won’t we?’ 



 



 


TWENTY SIX

‘Thank you so much for the flowers.’ Caroline’s voice, jarring like an inexperienced violinist tuning up, was dripping with sarcasm. Tearing himself away from the series of doodles he had been creating in the margins of his desk calendar, one hand reaching to massage his pounding head, Sebastian adjusted his mobile against his ear and thought fast. Was she ringing because he’d forgotten to send her flowers (why should he have remembered??) or because she didn’t like the ones she’d got, assuming them to be from him? 



They’d hardly spoken since lunch yesterday, had hardly spoken at all during the meal. A tense affair, the idiot wedding planner gushing about lilies, about organza, about pink champagne, his grandfather appearing blissfully unaware of any tension, smiling at Caroline like she was Helen of Troy, occasionally reaching out to pat her arm which was resting on the table beside him, the Wingfield Sapphire displayed to its maximum advantage. 


 ‘Weren’t you listening to anything I said yesterday?’ Without waiting for him to answer Caroline barrelled on. He was tempted to say ‘I heard you loud and clear…’ but she didn’t give him a chance, ‘I very clearly said that I hated yellow, and obviously if I don’t like yellow any fool would know that I wouldn’t be keen on orange either...’ Any fool? Yellow and orange? ‘…and to be honest, parrot flowers are quite grotesque.’ 



Parrot flowers? Then the penny dropped; Joss. Joss loved parrot flowers…Joss must have sent them…but how on earth did she know they’d had a row? Sebastian suddenly realised that she had stopped speaking, the silence growing between them like a vacuum. 


 ‘Sorry, I missed the bit about the yellow…’ it sounded hopeless, even to him, but he couldn’t think of anything else to say. Caroline didn’t answer but let out a sharp breath like an escape of steam from a piston. Sebastian tried again, ‘You know flowers aren’t really my thing…’

 ‘I’d noticed.’ Her retort was short and piercing. He winced. 


 ‘I hope you’ve done a bit better with the rest.’


The rest? The rest of what? The rest of the flowers? Hardly. Glancing towards the door of his office, willing Joss to come in and rescue him, Sebastian said the only thing he could think of, finding himself using the exact phrase that that fool in Cannes had been spinning out for the past six months:

 ‘Of course darling, everything’s under control.’


Perhaps it was the empty tone in his voice that she picked up on, or maybe she found the choice of words as shallow as he had done, but her reply came out in a hiss. 


 ‘You’ve forgotten – you don’t have a clue what I’m talking about do you?’


There was a pause while Caroline waited for him to react. He didn’t; still didn’t know what he’d done wrong, what she was talking about. 


 ‘How could you?’ Caroline’s voice was rising, ‘So, who sent the flowers? Oh my God, it was Joss wasn’t it? That woman’s mad; she’s just the type to think I’d like those hideous parrot things. I cannot believe it.’ Her last words came out as a screech, gears jamming in an engine room. And she wasn’t finished. ‘After you were so beastly yesterday, how could you forget my birthday?’

 ‘I…’

 ‘Don’t bother making excuses Sebastian Wingfield. You’ve just been too wrapped up in that bloody gamekeeper and his precious daughter to think about me, haven’t you? Alex Ryan with her red briefcase and her bloody blonde curls. Don’t think I haven’t noticed the way you look at her.’

 ‘What? What do you mean the way I look at her, don’t be ridiculous…’

 ‘Ridiculous, me? You’re the one mooning over the staff, making a complete idiot of yourself, and I’m quite sure that I’m not the only one who’s noticed. I won’t be made a fool of Sebastian. I will not, do you hear me? You’re just going to have to get rid of her and find someone else to do the ballroom.’ Caroline paused for breath, continuing with a sneer, ‘Ask Joss, she’s very efficient. I’m sure she can find another painter and decorator.’


And with that, Caroline slammed down the phone.

 



Reeling from the vitriol in her voice, astonished, Sebastian clicked his phone off, laying it down carefully beside his desk pad. His PA had sent her flowers and she didn’t like the colour. And okay, with everything on his mind, he had forgotten that it was her birthday. Big deal! There were children dying of hunger in Africa, suicide bombers attacking shopping centres in the Middle East, and Caroline was having a fit about the colour of a bunch of flowers.


Straightening the phone, shifting it slightly so that it lay exactly parallel with his desk pad, Sebastian took a deep breath. His world was cracking apart. Spectacularly so. Cracking and breaking like ice, huge sections of it floating away from him, gathering speed as everything that was happening caught hold of them, spinning them out of control in a torrent of secrets and accusations.


Had it started with the accident? 



The gut-wrenching horror of seeing Tom lying there hit him full force all over again; his desperate radio call to the house; the whup-whup-whup of the blades of the rescue helicopter pounding the cold air, mirroring the beat of his heart; the race to the hospital; pacing outside the operating theatre, disinfectant catching in his throat, the lights too bright, nameless, faceless people passing him like zombies in some awful B movie. And then seeing Tom sitting up in bed, his face drained of colour; fumbling for the right words, not knowing where to start, how to make things right. 


 ‘It’s all right son, accidents happen.’ It’s all right son…


And then there was Alex. Walking right back into his life as if she didn’t know him, as if they had no connection. The memory of that kiss gave him a physical pain in his gut, sent another chunk of his carefully balanced life spinning into oblivion. He’d had a feeling she might come, if he was honest with himself, knew she would come as soon as she heard Tom was in hospital, but in the whirl of events that had followed, between Caroline’s non-stop plans for the wedding, the mess that that idiot had made of the business in Cannes, Jackson’s negotiations with New York, he’d pushed it to the back of his mind. He hadn’t wanted to see her, was firmly decided on that. She was the one who had left. Left him in bits.


He’d eventually found a way to deal with the loss, the hurt, to build a barrier to protect himself, a shield around his heart that allowed him get on with his life, to focus on the estate and his business. But no matter how strong Sebastian thought he was, he couldn’t stop the memories gushing through fissures in his armour every time he heard a particular song on the radio, smelled perfume that was vaguely like hers, heard a blackbird call. And with every fissure that appeared, despite his efforts to repair it, despite the distance of the years, his protective wall had weakened. And then Alex Ryan had walked into his office and the whole lot had started to shift alarmingly, fault lines rippling out in every direction.


Sebastian picked up the fountain pen on his desk, ‘with all my love’ engraved along its shaft, fed it through his fingers. He’d come into the office early this morning, waking at four, cold, unable to sleep, a nagging ache to the left of his forehead. Caroline, thankfully, had taken herself off to spend the night at her apartment so, instead of tossing and turning, he’d decided to get up, had grabbed a coffee and come straight to the office, frightening the cleaners half to death when they’d arrived with their trolleys laden with mops and brooms and mysterious sprays. And he’d been sitting here ever since, trying to sort it all out in his head, blissfully unaware that he should have been at Caroline’s apartment at the Four Seasons Hotel with flowers (pink) and a rock from Weir’s. But he’d probably have got that wrong too, gone for emeralds when she wanted diamonds, earrings when she wanted a necklace. They didn’t seem to be on the same wavelength at all. 



Sebastian groaned half to himself, remembering the feeling of horror as Caroline had revealed the truth about Tom’s accident. Like the start of an avalanche, he had heard the laughter in her voice before she came out with it, had felt as if chunks of rock and snow were sliding past him in slow motion as she continued, gathering momentum as they crashed to earth. What on earth had possessed her? He rolled the pen between his fingers again. He only had a few minutes now before Joss would be up with the coffee, before Jackson would be on the phone, before the Minister arrived to talk about this bloody shopping centre. Why on earth would Wingfield Holdings be interested in a shopping centre? The pen felt solid in his hand, heavy, comforting, the light from the chandelier catching its fluted surface, dancing, teasing him with memories.

 ‘I’ve got something for you.’


Eyes sparkling, Alex had glanced at him over her shoulder as she pushed the peeling door of the Mill House open, the sound of the hinges creaking over the rush of the water tumbling beside them, gushing through the wheel, stuck tight after so many years of neglect, weed streaming from its paddles like mermaids’ hair. He’d followed her into the darkness, the windows boarded now against the elements, the only light from the hole in the roof, the smell of rotting leaves and damp pervading every crevice. They’d secured the ladder in place, prevented it from falling with an old piece of nylon rope, red and scratchy, and nails that she had found in her dad’s tool kit. Sebastian had been surprised – he hadn’t told her it was his birthday, somehow afraid that slipping another year ahead of her would make him too old for her, would turn her off him. But, as they scrambled up to their dry corner, he saw she’d already pulled the old tartan travelling rug straight, had piled the cushions into a heap, a bottle of Asti Spumante and a pair of glasses set ready on a battered tin tray, a chocolate cake from the village bakery safe from the mice in its glossy white cardboard box. 



Laughing, she’d insisted he sit, let her uncork the bottle with a pop, pour them both a glass, fizzing and spitting, before she’d produced his gift. Wrapped in shiny silver paper, criss-crossed with a bright blue ribbon, the tag written in her distinctive bubbly hand, ‘For when you go back to Uni, so you don’t forget me…All my love A’, followed by one firm kiss, rich, full of promise, like the one he’d given her, pushing her backwards onto the cushions, their souls soaring as their tongues had met, hungry, eager, connected.


Where had he heard that it only takes a minute to form a friendship, an hour to fall in love, but a lifetime to forget someone? Joss probably, reading from one of her women’s magazines as they had waited for a plane or had sat in the back of the car on the way to a meeting. It never ceased to amaze him the rubbish they printed, but that little gem had stuck with him, had penetrated his armour with diamond-like clarity, forming another crack that had deepened and grown without him being conscious of it, leaving him exposed, vulnerable.


Sebastian had protected himself over the years by maintaining his distance; people said he was stuck up, unfriendly, but it suited him. Even Caroline had thought he was an emotional cripple for years, had treated him like a rather irksome addition to their family – until she’d come to that dinner of course. He’d winced when she told him how much the outfit had cost, but he had to admit she had looked devastating, her heart-shaped face set off by the plunging neckline of her dress, black, something floaty over a tight silk sheath, an emerald green bag flung over her shoulder in a surprising splash of colour. And she’d charmed the Chinese Minister for Trade, had held him in the palm of her hand like a tiny bird, feeding him compliments like crumbs. And Caroline had charmed him, shown him a side of her he’d never seen before, sparkling and funny, her eyes meeting his as the steward poured the champagne, suggestive, brimming with promise. And at the end of the night, when he’d dropped her off, Caroline had leaned across the car, running a manicured fingernail along his cheek, down the front of his shirt, slipping her hand between his thighs, her lips fluttering over his like a butterfly. And the next thing he knew they’d been at that friend of hers wedding and she’d caught the bouquet, and somehow she was trying on his mother’s ring for size. Ever since they had started seeing each other, his grandfather had been making comments about him not getting any younger, about it being time he got married, about maintaining the family line…and then it had all just sort of happened


Cormac had been delighted of course, had roared down the phone, his parents laughing in the background at the union of the two ancient estates. And Caroline had immediately wrapped his grandfather around her finger, the old man chuckling at her innocent enquiries about the estate, charmed by her ignorance. 



Had he got carried away on her family’s wave of happiness, swept along by his grandfather’s enthusiastic approval of the match? Had he really thought about Caroline as the Lady of Kilfenora, about whether she’d be up to the job? A chasm of worry gaped open inside Sebastian as another chunk of his carefully balanced life broke away. Was he really doing the right thing? Was Caroline the woman for him? And what would Cormac say about his qualms? Pre-wedding jitters or something more serious? Cormac, his best friend. How could he tell him? How could they stay friends if Sebastian broke his sister’s heart, made a total fool of her by breaking up with her this close to the wedding? 



Because in the exact moment that Caroline had started talking about the accident, and more importantly, hadn’t stopped, Sebastian had seen his mistake, realised that she could never live up to the reality of being his wife. She just wasn’t right. For him or for Kilfenora. 



 



 


TWENTY SEVEN

It took Sebastian a few moments to realise that the light on his desk phone was flashing, a few moments for him to drag his thoughts back to the present, to his office, to the spring sunshine flooding in through the huge windows, to the fact that he had a multi-national business to run. A multi-national business that on top of everything else was being threatened by a rag journalist desperate for the limelight. Sebastian pushed the thought from his head. He’d already discussed the situation with Wingfield Holdings’ PR company, was sure that the professionals were briefed, that any negative stories would be stopped at source. No newspaper could afford to lose Wingfield Holdings’ combined advertising.


Pressing the intercom button the receptionist’s voice came through loud and clear, as though she was in the same room. Thankfully, she wasn’t, couldn’t see the colour drain from Sebastian’s face as she delivered her message. 


 ‘Miss Ryan for you on line one.’


He paused for a moment; he’d been dreading this conversation. ‘Put her through.’

 ‘Morning Alex.’ It was a platitude, sounded hollow, like he was talking to his bank manager.

 ‘We need to talk.’ Her voice was practical, no nonsense. 


 ‘You go first.’ Sebastian knew he was in the wrong but couldn’t keep the coldness from his voice, a hint of sarcasm.

 ‘Not on the phone. It’s too complicated. We need to meet.’


Too complicated? That was for sure. 



Sebastian didn’t answer for a moment. His mind had suddenly gone blank, like someone has taken a wet cloth and wiped away everything he had planned to say. Was it the sound of Alex’s voice that was affecting him, or the sudden prospect of having a real conversation, not a chat about paint colours and wallpaper, but a real conversation about them, about now, about then? He felt like he had slipped sideways into a parallel world; he was still here, sitting in his office, but the points of reference had changed. All of them. It took him a second to think, a second to focus on an answer, but then he knew exactly what to say.

 ‘Okay, I’m in meetings all day, so it will have to be late afternoon. Around 5.30?’

 ‘Fine. Where? This is private – not your office.’

 ‘How about Kilfenora? It’s the half day, the staff are off so we’ll be on our own.’


Sebastian could hear Alex pause, could almost hear the cogs whirring in her brain as she thought about it.

 ‘Okay, 5.30. I’ll see you there.’ 



In her kitchen, Alex put the phone down, running her hand through her hair. She was still in her pyjamas, had hardly slept last night, tossing and turning, her head buzzing with thoughts of what might have happened to her dad, of Caroline’s smug, over made-up face as she had revealed the truth.


Caroline. Alex pursed her lips. She could feel herself getting angry again. But this wasn’t the time to be getting annoyed about Sebastian’s idiot fiancée – in some ways she should be thanking her for telling her what really happened. And God, she hardly had a claim on Sebastian after all these years, but Caroline was one of those types of people who set her nerves on edge, irritation rising the moment she looked at her. With her prefect skin, perfect teeth, perfect hair, how much time did she spend in the bathroom, at the beauticians? She just seemed so vacuous, spent far too much time shopping and no time at all actually doing anything constructive. And like a lot of women who lacked a purpose in life, Alex felt quite distinctly that Caroline didn’t like women who did, which included her.


Feeling suddenly shivery, Alex filled the kettle and reached for the coffee pot. The range was pumping warm air into the cosy kitchen, even the terracotta tiles were warm to her bare feet, but lack of sleep and anxiety always made her feel cold, chilled to the core, and this was one morning when she really needed coffee to warm her up and get her brain going. She had masses to get through. She was going to go into this meeting well prepared. Sebastian Wingfield had a lot of explaining to do.

 



Alex could hear the church bell in the village toll six as she headed through the towering eagle-topped gates of Kilfenora House, the bells ringing out across the surrounding fields like a summons. She knew she was late, had had difficulty getting Senor Marquez off the phone, his call followed by the glaziers confirming the arrival of the new windows for the Institute and someone wanting to sell her abstract wax models of rock stars for the foyer. 



But it was no harm that she was late. Right now she was more than happy to let Sebastian Wingfield stew. 



For the first time since Alex had walked into his office and had what she thought was the shock of her life – a shock put right into perspective when she had seen that painting, when she had found out about her dad – she felt like she was in control, like it was his turn to be on the back foot. And she was composed now, her anger cooled to a dangerous calm. This was going to be methodical, a process that didn’t involve emotion, a conversation that wasn’t overshadowed by the past, by what had gone before. But, despite her resolve, she still felt cold, still felt the iron claw of dread grip her stomach as she pulled up outside the house. 



Sebastian, predictably, had arrived ahead of her, his gleaming 4.2 litre Jaguar XK, midnight blue, abandoned on the gravel in front of the steps, the evening light glinting off its polished chrome like a spent bullet. The evenings were lengthening now, bringing with them the promise of summer; it wouldn’t be dark until nine, so at least Alex knew she could strike ‘driving home down country lanes in the dark’ off her list of problems – she had every intention that this meeting was going to be short and to the point.


Pushing her gear stick into park, Alex looked up at the house’s austere façade rising above her with a sigh, the two tiny gargoyles carved into the pillars supporting a mock balcony above the front door, grinning at her, laughing a greeting. They were little imps, the stonemason’s signature, a dash of humour in the serious businesses of creating a house fit for a Lord. Alex had noticed them first one day when she’d volunteered to help with the brasses. Putting her bucket of Brasso and cleaning cloths down, she’d suddenly caught a glimpse of the gargoyles, and they’d made her laugh out loud, one of the gargoyles sticking out his little stone tongue at her, mocking the gentry visiting by the front door. 



When she asked about him, Marjorie Wingfield, Sebastian’s mother had taken her by the arm to show her the second gargoyle, hiding his eyes in his hands, as shy and retiring as the other one was bold. They’d laughed together then, had spent the rest of the afternoon searching for more, finding a tiny frog hidden between the chubby legs of the cherubs supporting the birdbath in the formal garden, a mouse carved over the lintel in the kitchen, a lizard running along the stonework above the double doors between the Palm House and the morning room. And even the Grand Staircase held its secrets, laughing faces peeking from the flourishes and fleur de lys decorating the banisters – Alex felt a pang of regret – she still couldn’t believe Marjorie Wingfield was dead.


Looking out of her car, her eyes wandering over the manicured bay trees guarding the front door, at the spot in the steps worn by generations of feet, at the pots of paint forgotten on the granite ledge of the Palm House window, Alex paused for a moment, her mind half on the house, half on Sebastian. 



This was it. Show time. 



Automatically reaching for her briefcase, Alex changed her mind, she’d hardly need it; and she didn’t want to put him on the defensive by looking like she was going into a business meeting. She felt an alarming wobble in her knees – whew, when she’d left her house, she’d thought she was so ready for this meeting, her temper fuelling her focus, but now, now she was here, it just didn’t feel so easy. 



Leaving her briefcase on the passenger seat, Alex checked her reflection in the rear-view mirror, removing a stray fleck of mascara from under her eye. She wanted to look good, had dressed carefully – smart but casual, a jacket and high-heeled boots, a scarf to soften the look. At least good clothes gave her confidence, it might be power dressing, but she knew that by the end of this evening, there was a good chance she’d need to use every weapon she had. Sebastian could be as stubborn and downright awkward as a donkey when it suited him.


Closing her car door softly, not wanting to announce her arrival until she had taken a deep breath, had gathered her thoughts, Alex began to walk towards the front door. But Sebastian must have been watching for her – the heavy door opened as soon as she put her foot on the bottom step, and as Alex looked up from her contemplation of her tan leather boots, she found him looking down on her, his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows, hands in his pockets, an automatic smile flicking across his face. He looked good, his crisp white shirt unbuttoned at the neck, tie hanging loose, day-old stubble shadowing his jaw, reminding her for a sickening moment of the Diet Coke man. Alex bit her lip, trying to ignore the kick in her stomach, the rush of blood to her cheeks.


Standing back, Sebastian held the huge oak-panelled door wide open. 


 ‘The fire’s lit in the kitchen.’ Alex nodded curtly, following him inside, catching a snatch of his aftershave as she passed. This was impossible. She tried to focus on the task: at least they weren’t going to have to talk in the study. The kitchen was safe ground, neutral territory.


The hall was cold, dark, a hint of damp hanging in the air. Her heels echoed on the tiles as Alex followed Sebastian to the back of the house, the broad reach of his shoulders, square, solid, the bright white of his shirt almost glowing in the darkness. For a moment, Alex caught herself studying his rear view, the ripple of the muscles in his back under his shirt, the movement of his hips as he ambled easily past the rise of the huge staircase, past the doors to the dining room, the smoking room, the billiard room, the blue parlour, skipped down the steep steps to the narrow passage leading to the basement kitchen. 



But Sebastian’s rear view didn’t occupy her for long. With every footstep memories slammed through her head – him chasing her up the stairs, both of them giggling in the billiard room, hiding from his father; his mother’s infectious laughter filling the hall as she brought a huge basket of freshly-cut flowers through the kitchen into the hall. Pushing the memories away Alex tried to focus on the reason she was here. It didn’t matter about the past. What mattered was her dad. His face, pale and drawn came back to her – what mattered was his health and his future. What mattered was getting the Wingfields to take responsibility. 



Ahead of her Sebastian opened the kitchen door and Alex was dazzled for a moment. The lights were on, incongruous 1970s fluorescent tubes, bright after the darkness of the passage. But the huge room was warm and inviting, filled with the rich scents of a chicken roasting, of lemon and herbs. Obviously conscious of the glare, Sebastian reached for the light switch as they entered, knocking off the tubes, leaving on only the soft lights over the range and the counter tops. 



In front of the range Dodo had crashed out, her back to its warm forest green enamel, her paws twitching on the terracotta tiles. She lifted her head as Alex came in, took a look, and apparently satisfied that it wasn’t a stranger, flopped back down again, her stubby tail hitting the range in a rhythmic welcome. Alex’s mouth twitched with a smile. Some things never changed. Her earliest memories of Kilfenora were of dogs steaming in front of the range, of her dad stumping into the kitchen, his wax jacket smeared with mud. 



Then Alex cast her eye around the room. And stopped dead.


The long pine refectory table was just as she remembered it, scrubbed clean, the huge fruit bowl his mother had brought back from Italy, set at the near end. But it was set for two. 



And today was her day for jumping to conclusions –without passing go or collecting £200.


Two? What on earth was Sebastian up to? Alex could feel her anger rising – this was supposed to be a private conversation, she had thought she had made that very clear. This was her one chance to thrash out a deal that would keep her dad comfortable in his enforced retirement, and he’d gone and invited Caroline to dinner! 



For a moment Alex couldn’t believe it. She had said quite clearly on the phone that this was private, and if her experience of complex negotiations was anything to go by, they wouldn’t reach a settlement in five minutes, so what the hell did he think he was up to? Did Sebastian think she’d settle for an apology? 



Perhaps Caroline’s arrival had been timed to break up their meeting, to stop him from having to make any major commitments. Spinning around, the demand for an explanation already forming on her lips, Alex realised Sebastian was standing beside the open fridge door, a bottle of white wine in his hand, completely relaxed, like nothing was wrong. Before she could speak, he waved the bottle in her direction.

 ‘Can I get you a drink?’


Alex looked at his in disbelief. ‘A drink?’ She couldn’t resist a hint of sarcasm, ‘Why not? Let’s make it a party. When’s Caroline joining us?’ she indicated the table, leaving her hand hovering in an open gesture, a gesture that screamed, to her at least, ‘explain your definition of a private meeting.’


But it didn’t seem to register with Sebastian.

 ‘Caroline?’ Kicking the door of the fridge closed, he picked up two heavy crystal glasses from the counter, juggling with them and the bottle, making for the table. She didn’t move to help him, just stood there, her face incredulous waiting for an answer. 



He glanced at her as he opened the bottle, ‘I thought you wanted this between you and me?’

 ‘Exactly. So why ask her?’


Pouring the wine, Sebastian kept his eyes on the glass, ‘I didn’t. The estate isn’t any of her business. Yet.’ 



Might never be – the words suddenly arrived in his head, ping-ponging madly backwards and forwards. Shaking them away, focusing on the wine, Sebastian handed Alex a glass, fighting to keep his face serious. She looked good tonight – her hair tamed into a professional pony tail, her caramel eyes and tan set off by a printed silk scarf tied stylishly at the neck of a cream silk blouse, her beige tweed hacking jacket, tailored at the waist. High-heeled boots and narrow brown jeans. Simple, very Continental and very sexy. He took a sip of his wine, then lifted his glass.

 ‘Welcome back.’


It took Alex a moment to register what he was saying. Welcome back? Good God, now he was trying to schmooze her. She took a sharp intake of breath as she reached for the glass. Whatever about earlier, she definitely needed a drink now. She took a slug of the chilled sauvignon blanc, feeling the gentle fingers of the alcohol reach out to her empty stomach, giving her courage. Sebastian was standing there like nothing was wrong – like he hadn’t recently shot her father, like he hadn’t just invited his fiancée to dinner when he was supposed to be talking to her, like he hadn’t painted her naked and stuck the picture over his bed.

 ‘Welcome back? Good God, you are the end, the absolute end. I’m here to sort out my father’s future, and you think we’re having a party. Did you invite anyone else apart from Caroline?’ Alex took another slug of her wine, emptying the glass, putting it down on the table with a crack.


Sebastian looked at her like she was mad. ‘I haven’t invited Caroline, why on earth…?’

 ‘So who’s this for eh? Table set for a cosy twosome, dinner in the oven?’


Uncomprehending, Sebastian looked from the range to the table and back at her, then said, like it was perfectly obvious, ‘It’s for you. We’ve got a lot to cover. I thought we could talk over supper. You might be superwoman now, but you have to eat.’

 ‘Supper for me?’ Alex said it, but it still didn’t register.

 ‘It’s only chicken with lemon and rosemary. The pantry’s a bit limited here.’


Now it was Alex’s turn to look at him like he was mad, ‘How can we sit down and have a nice cosy dinner with my dad lying in a hospital bed?’ Her voice hardened, ‘This isn’t a social call.’


Sighing, Sebastian leaned forward and re-filled her glass. ‘I’m perfectly well aware of that, but we can at least try to be civilised. I can promise you no one regrets what happened to Tom more than I do.’


Watching him pour the wine Alex was suddenly conscious of the strength in his forearm, of the agility in his wrist, spanned by a battered leather watch strap, the watch, chunky, chrome, well-worn; of the heat in the kitchen. She needed to take her jacket off. Dragging her focus back to the conversation, her voice tart, she delivered her own shot, one definitely meant to hurt.

 ‘That wasn’t the impression I got from Caroline.’


Sebastian threw her a withering look, ‘I think we both know that Caroline has a lot to learn about running an estate like this one. She doesn’t have your advantages.’

 ‘My advantages?’ Alex blurted it out before she could stop herself. Then, horribly aware that her voice sounded too loud in the cavernous room, she grabbed her glass, taking another mouthful to hide her confusion, buying time before she said more calmly, ‘growing up in service that would be, would it?’

 ‘I didn’t mean that. My God why do women always twist your words? You’re worse than bloody Caroline.’ Sebastian shook his head.

 ‘Well what do you mean exactly? What advantages? She isn’t totally stupid is she? Any fool can play mistress of the manor.’


Sebastian paused, grimacing to himself. Caroline could play at being mistress of the manor all right – she certainly didn’t have any difficulty with that part of her role.

 ‘Running the estate isn’t about dinner parties. What I meant was that you know how things are done here. You understand how we work. That’s all.’


Alex’s voice was low, ‘I thought I did. I thought you had a high regard for your staff, that you looked after them. But that was before you shot my dad.’


The words hit home harder than Alex had expected. A shadow of anguish ran across Sebastian’s face. Reaching for the bottle of wine, turning it until the label was facing him, he fought with his emotions, tears pricking his eyes like hot needles. She just didn’t understand. After she had left, Tom Ryan had become like a father figure to him. They’d spoken every day, discussed everything that happened on the estate. Without Tom Ryan’s calm counsel, his gentle guiding hand, Sebastian knew very well, there would be no estate, at least not a profitable one. 



And then – instead of thanking him for years of loyal service, instead of giving him a bonus – he’d shot him. 



He’d listened to Caroline’s badgering and made a stupid mistake, broken one of Tom’s fundamental rules: if you were going out shooting, he had to be informed. When he hadn’t been able to raise him on the radio, Sebastian knew he should have been stronger, told her that there was no way they could go out. But Caroline hadn’t been in the mood to listen, had started making comments about calling off the wedding if they couldn’t agree on simple things, and, without thinking, the horror of having to tell his best friend it was all off, of disappointing his grandfather had loomed ahead of him, swayed him into making a decision he would regret until he was old and grey.

 ‘You must know how much I regret that. It’s going to haunt me for the rest of my life.’

 ‘It’ll certainly haunt Dad for the rest of his life. He’s never going to able to walk without a stick – you know that, don’t you?’


Sebastian nodded, avoiding her eye, finally picking up the bottle he had been twirling, refilling her glass, sloshing the remainder into his own glass, knocking it back in one swift, decisive movement.

 ‘And while we’re on the subject, exactly whose idea was it to pretend it was a car crash?’ 



Sebastian put his glass down, ‘I can’t take responsibility for that one I’m afraid. I’m quite happy to put my hands up and be counted – have been from the start. Tom didn’t want it publicised because he was worried about you.’

 ‘About me? What on earth have I got to do with you admitting liability?’


Sebastian turned to face her, his blue eyes suddenly cold, the anger in his voice barely suppressed,

 ‘I don’t know. You tell me. It probably had something to do with you hightailing it out of here sixteen years ago, but I wasn’t on the need-to-know list then was I? So why the hell would I be now?’


Before Alex could reply, a buzzer sounded somewhere over beside the range, startling them both. Dodo jumped up yapping loudly, claws skidding in her panic on the tiled floor.

 ‘It’s all right girl, settle down there,’ Moving swiftly around the table, Sebastian rubbed the old dog’s broad head affectionately; the movement seeming to calm her, ‘It’s all right, it’s only the timer.’


Thankful for the interruption, thankful that he had his back to her, Alex could feel her face flaming. He was so angry… but what had she expected? Taking another large mouthful of her wine, Alex watched him as he grabbed a tea towel from the counter and opened the range, his entire focus apparently on the food inside. What should she say? How could she explain? She could feel the silence growing, uncomfortable, expectant, almost jumped when he said,

 ‘Well I don’t know about you, but I didn’t get time for lunch and this is ready. Are you going to sit down?’


 



 


TWENTY EIGHT

In her apartment in Ballsbridge, Caroline was still seething. When the receptionist had called this morning to say there were more flowers she’d expected something half as nice as Peter’s flowers at the very least, had even Tweeted Tiff to say @5thAve Guess what, more flowers!!!


But, far from being anything like Peter’s flowers, when the bouquet had actually arrived, it has been beyond disappointing. 



The very second she’d got off the phone with Sebastian she’d shoved the whole hideous bunch, paper and all, into the waste disposal unit, listening with some satisfaction as it ground the stems to pulp. But destroying them hadn’t helped. She was still mad. Worse than that, she was hurt. Peter had vanished into the ether and now this...


And rather than the passage of time bringing calm and putting a sensible perspective on the situation, as each hour had ticked by, Caroline had become more incensed with Sebastian, with the whole situation, the wound left by Peter’s abrupt departure opening deeper, raw and gaping, salted by her anger at being taken for a fool. Parrot flowers indeed. Caroline positively shuddered at the thought.


As the day had gone on and there had been no sign of any more flowers, or even a card, never mind a courier from Weirs or Boodles, or Appleby’s (and it wasn’t like there was a shortage of top-quality jewellers in Dublin), Caroline’s anger had begun to fester, fuelled by all the other annoying little things that Sebastian had done during their time together: the dinners cancelled due to work (ha!); his obvious disinterest in the ice sculptures she had suggested to go along the drive for the wedding; his dislike of champagne (how could he not like champagne?), topped off by the fact that her engagement ring (which was pretty impressive, even if she wasn’t keen on sapphires), had, in some ridiculous family tradition, to be handed on to the next generation before, quite honestly, she had finished with it, and replaced by a really very ordinary (if large), diamond eternity ring. An eternity ring! 



Now, as she stood in front of her dressing room mirror, leaning on the marble washstand, tweezers raised to remove another stray eyebrow hair, she could feel the injustice of the whole situation bearing down on her. She knew if the truth was told that it wasn’t just the flowers. There was more to it than that. A lot more. Like the fact that Sebastian couldn’t come up with an engagement ring that she could keep (she hadn’t tried even explaining that one to Tiffany); like he thought so little of her that he had to cancel dinner and the theatre to fly to Cannes to work (and if he thought she believed that one, he must think that she was a real fool), like the fact that he seemed to light up whenever that bloody Alex Ryan came within spitting distance. And on top of all that he really didn’t do it for her the way Peter did ...but she couldn’t think about that now or she’d go all weepy again.


Pursing her lips in an O-shape in an effort to reveal every last offending hair, Caroline plucked rapidly for a second. Then, relaxing her face, she inspected her high cheekbones and aquiline nose in the ultra-bright light from the halogen bulbs, checking for blemishes, wrinkles, any other unsightly hairs that might have cropped up during the night. And as she did so, she rolled the entire Sebastian situation around in her mind like a snowball, a snowball that had started pure white and full of promise but now seemed to be picking up dead leaves and all manner of detritus at every full turn.


It was time they sorted it all out. High time. Time she told Sebastian exactly what she thought, and found out exactly what he planned to do about it. After all, she didn’t want to find herself having to divorce him after a year. Lady Diana might have been happy to settle for a third-class marriage, but Caroline knew she was born to better things than a sham, knew unequivocally that her husband would have to understand her, love her completely, utterly, totally and unreservedly. Now it was time to make her position clear. Very clear.


Throwing her eyebrow tweezers into the small black Chanel hold-all stuffed full of beauty products, Caroline padded out into her coffee and cream living room and on into the kitchen. She was still in her shell pink silk nightdress and dressing gown – after the flowers debacle this morning it had hardly seemed worthwhile getting dressed, so she’d decided on a relaxing day in front of Sex and the City, an opportunity to moisturise and recharge her batteries. 



The CD had flipped sides while Caroline was in the bathroom and now Westlife thumped an upbeat no-nonsense dance tune that matched her mood perfectly. It was time she and Sebastian had a little chat, and she was in just the right frame of mind to make sure her demands were met. Scooping up her lighter and cigarettes, she flipped one out of the pack, sticking it in her mouth as she headed for the kitchen


Holding a crystal tumbler under the ice dispenser of her impressive American fridge, empty except for a pint of low-fat milk, a loaf of Avoca’s fabulous homemade brown bread and a low-fat spread, (why shop for food, when you could eat out?) Caroline watched with satisfaction as a cascade of ice tumbled to the brim, tinkling and cracking as it met the heat of the room. Taking the cigarette out of her mouth, she reached for a bottle of gin and sloshed it in. Slimline tonic next and taking a sip of the almost neat liquid she felt ready for anything. 



It was five o’clock. Sebastian should still be in the office. It was time for some home truths. 



Picking up her BlackBerry, pressing the memory button, Caroline tried Sebastian’s mobile, frowning as his message service clicked on. She didn’t bother leaving one. The main line next. Checking the screen of the phone, making sure it was dialling the right number, moments later she found herself talking to the receptionist, then waiting expectantly for Sebastian to pick up. She took another quick drag of her cigarette, tapping the ash into an abalone shell on the coffee table, listening to the dial tone.


But it wasn’t Sebastian who answered. 


 ‘Jocelyn Blake, how can I help you?’


Caroline picked up her glass and took a large swig of gin, the ice clinking, her anger building. ‘It’s Caroline. I was looking for Sebastian, he isn’t answering his mobile.’


There was a pause. ‘I think he’s gone down to Kilfenora. The reception’s very bad there. I’m expecting him to call; will I give him a message?’


It was Caroline’s turn to pause. Why on earth would she give Joss a personal message for her fiancé, why on earth? The woman was mad, no question about it, totally unhinged…and as soon as Caroline became Lady Kilfenora, Jocelyn Blake would be getting her marching orders.

 ‘No don’t worry.’ She felt herself smiling, ‘I’ll catch up with him.’ And she hung up.


So he was at Kilfenora was he? Caroline mused on this information, taking a pull of her cigarette, a tiny part of her wondering why he had gone down without mentioning it, a larger part of her sure that it had something to do with some unspeakable domestic disaster, leaking pipes or a rat infestation or something. Caroline pulled a face involuntarily, then pursed her lips as her mind clicked through the implications. 



Actually it was perfect – with no mobile reception he wouldn’t be getting any urgent business calls that would mean he’d have to rush off, and he usually stayed the night when he went down this late in the day, so, if she dropped in and surprised him, she’d have his compete and undivided attention for at least twelve hours. Perfect. And she had plenty of time to have another quick G and T, throw a few things into her Louis Vuitton weekender and still arrive in time for dinner. She stubbed out her half-finished cigarette, cupping the ashtray in her hand.


 



 


TWENTY NINE

In her office, Jocelyn Blake looked at the receiver of her desk phone in disbelief. Had Caroline just hung up on her? Surely not. No one could be that bad mannered. Jocelyn screwed her face in thought, well maybe Miss Audiguet-O’Reilly could. She of the haughty manners and the small red sports car. The small red convertible BMW that despite its neat size and satellite navigation system was unable to find its way into a public car park. How many parking tickets had Sebastian passed to her to be paid? Joss had lost count, had realised after the third or fourth that Miss Audiguet-O’Reilly had little regard for the law and even less for her fellow road user. 


 ‘I’m off now Joss, is that okay? The switchboard has been quiet for the last half an hour or so, so I think you’ll be grand until 5.30.’


Jocelyn looked up at the blonde head that had appeared around her door, startled for a moment. 


 ‘That’s grand Sally, don’t be late for Zac now, he must look forward to seeing you – it’s a long day for a little fella.’


Sally grinned, her thick-rimmed black glasses moving as she smiled, ‘Well you wouldn’t believe it, but he loves that crèche so much he hates coming home. If I didn’t tell him we’re having cocoa and a cuddle for supper, I don’t think he’d come home at all. He’s manic.’


Jocelyn frowned for a moment, her mind computing what Sally had said; but this time she didn’t get it. 


 ‘Manic? Of course he is. Off you go now – no messages are there?’


Sally shook her head, then frowned, ‘Those books Mr Wingfield left are still on the counter – the courier never came – will I get them picked up first thing in the morning?’


Jocelyn looked puzzled, ‘Books?’

 ‘For that footballer in Vincent’s, the goalie isn’t he? Terrible what happened to his head.’


Again, Jocelyn paused. Sally had some sort of peculiar verbal dyslexia which had prevented her from finding any sort of permanent employment until she had applied for the position of Receptionist in Wingfield Holdings. Sebastian had been charmed by her, amused after a very stressful day by her unwitting misunderstanding and miss-use of the language and equally charmed by her struggle as a single mother to bring up her son Zac, whose IQ was topping 160 at age five. Jocelyn had had her doubts, but from the day she had been installed behind the reception desk, no matter what mood visitors to Wingfield Holdings arrived in, they were always chuckling by the time they left Reception, and for that alone, Sebastian insisted she stay.

 ‘You mean the gamekeeper Sally, Mr Wingfield’s gamekeeper?’

 ‘That’s the one’

 ‘He had an accident with his leg.’


She nodded fervently, ‘Mr Wingfield wanted some books sent in to him to cheer him up, but they’re still here.’

 ‘That’s fine Sally, thanks for letting me know. I’ll look after it. Off you go.’


It took Jocelyn a good half an hour to finish clearing her desk, send the necessary emails for the next day’s business, and gather up her bits and pieces Sebastian still hadn’t called in, but there was little that couldn’t wait. Jocelyn was sweeping through Reception turning off lights when she spotted the large cardboard box Sally had mentioned, languishing on the reception desk. She looked at it for a moment, before flicking the last light-switch. 



She knew what was in the package, had sourced JR Hartley’s famous book Fly Fishing herself plus the Worst Case Scenario Handbook, which Sebastian had insisted Tom would enjoy. A balloon of worry began to inflate in her stomach – after working with Sebastian so closely for so many years she knew how much he relied on Tom Ryan to help him run the estate, knew, although they had never met, that Tom Ryan was as an essential cog in the Wingfield machine as Sebastian was always saying she was, and she knew too how annoyed Sebastian would be if he found out that the courier had failed to collect the package. The courier company was a new one, one run by another of Jocelyn’s waifs and strays, a woman whose son Jocelyn had met one day on the DART, a teenager who had cystic fibrosis, but had plans to join the Irish Olympic swimming team. Whatever happened, Jocelyn wanted to keep Super Swift Couriers as their courier of choice, but she knew full well that if Sebastian knew they had let him down, they would be for the chop.


Picking up the parcel, Jocelyn tucked it under her arm. St Vincent’s was on the opposite side of the city from her apartment, but she was sure the traffic wouldn’t be too bad on the return leg, so it would be just as well if she dropped the books in herself.

 



St Vincent’s Hospital was humming when Jocelyn arrived. Evening visiting time was in full swing. It only took her a few minutes to find the lift to the men’s surgical ward.


Pausing outside the swing doors of the ward, Jocelyn could see that there was only one bed not surrounded by visitors. In it lay a man in his sixties, earphones plugged firmly into his ears, his right hand tapping in time with whatever was playing in his ears. He looked pale, ill, but at the same time Jocelyn could tell that his shoulders were broad, that when he stood up he would surely tower over her, that in fact, he had all the bearing of a military man. She caught her breath as she pushed the doors open; despite her usual ebullient confidence she felt suddenly rather shy, could feel a blush creeping over her cheeks. After all, she’d never met this man before, and although she had heard enough about him that she could almost guess what he ate for breakfast, she was about to arrive unannounced as he lay in his pyjamas and a rather stylish navy silk dressing gown.

 ‘Excuse me, I’m so sorry to disturb you. It is Tom Ryan isn’t it?’


Aware of a presence beside his bed even before she spoke, Tom’s eyes flew open as soon as Jocelyn said his name, regarding her with some interest. He had been expecting Alex, was rather surprised to see the friendly face of a voluptuous woman wearing a blazing orange shawl over a dress the colour of a ripe plum, her steel grey hair caught in a Spanish style knot on the top of her head. It was certainly a strange ensemble, but it suited her. And he didn’t get many visitors. As ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’ shuddered to a close he nodded curtly to the chair beside the bed. Feeling she needed to explain, Jocelyn pulled it over, lowering her not inconsiderable bulk onto the red plastic seat.

 ‘I’m Jocelyn Blake,’ she struggled to free her right hand from the tangle of chenille that had slipped down her arm. ‘I’m…’

 ‘Sebastian’s PA..’ Tom interrupted her, his face breaking into a broad grin. ‘Could have recognised you anywhere, Sebastian gave me a very clear picture.’


Jocelyn flushed bright pink, suddenly lost for words, ‘All good I hope.’

 ‘All excellent. He couldn’t cope without you, says so himself at least twice a day when he’s down on the estate. So what brings you here?’


Jocelyn blushed again, unsure of how much she should reveal of her knowledge of the accident. But, before she could answer, he pulled out his earphones,

 ‘Was expecting my daughter Alex, she comes most nights, but she must have got held up.’ He paused, ‘She’s a designer you know, doing a big job for the Spanish government.’ He nodded proudly.


Jocelyn was startled for a moment, didn’t quite know what to say.

 ‘Really? Sebastian bought you some books, I wanted to drop them in.’ It was her turn to pause, ‘Your daughter isn’t Alex Ryan by any chance is she?’

 ‘She is. Her mum was Spanish so she’s a lot better looking than me, but she’s a Ryan through and through. Have you heard of her?’

 ‘Senor Marquez’s PA is a very good friend of mine. Alex is doing a fantastic job for them apparently…’

 ‘That’s good,’ Tom smiled sheepishly, ‘You always think your children are wonderful – it’s good to hear that someone else thinks so too.’ He pulled himself up in the bed, wincing as he did so, ‘So tell me what Sebastian’s up to. Are you invited to the wedding?’ he raised his eyebrows with a knowing look that made Jocelyn laugh out loud. She could see that they had a lot to talk about, and from his look, he shared a few of her own thoughts as well.


 



 


THIRTY

Clouds were gathering over the city as Caroline headed through the busy Dublin streets, her tiny BMW Z9 cabriolet sports car nipping along the quays, weaving through the coagulating traffic like the bright red dot of a laser pointer at an interdepartmental traffic management meeting. A taxi driver hooted angrily as she cut across him to shoot into the bus lane and down a one-way street. She waved cheerfully at him. 



Once she was on the N7 and heading for Kildare, Caroline turned the CD player to full volume and lit a cigarette, putting her foot down, eating up the miles to Kilfenora. Within the hour she was zipping through the village and turning towards the grand gates of Kilfenora House itself.


She slowed down as she turned between the gate posts, heading into dappled shadow; a group of deer almost hidden between the majestic oaks and elms that lined the edge of the drive raising their heads in interest as she passed. A few moments later the house came into sight below her, huge, its castellations concealing a barrage of chimney pots, the windows winking. Behind it, the lake reflected the landscape like an oil-painting, the occasional ripple initiated by a gentle breeze that rustled the leaves above her. 



Pulling over to get a proper look, pushing her sunglasses up to the top of her head, Caroline shuddered. The house looked like it was laughing at her; like an ugly old woman, cackling at her. 



The first time she’d seen Kilfenora House, captured in an aerial photo in Sebastian’s study, she’d been bowled over by its splendour, splendour added to by the excitement of becoming Lady Kilfenora, by the pink wave of romantic dreams set in motion by her friend Sophie’s wedding and her well-aimed bouquet. She’d been working towards it of course, had focused on marriage as her goal ever since that night with the Chinese Ambassador when she’d realised that her brother’s best friend was actually rather gorgeous, as well as being a major catch. And before she’d even set foot in Kilfenora, they had moved from a playful ‘if’ to a ‘when we get married’. 



Then she had got inside. 



Caroline had heard all about the house of course, about its famous Palm House, how Paxton had been commissioned by whichever Lord Kilfenora it was when he’d seen the splendid Italian Renaissance-style chateau and magnificent glasshouse that Paxton had built for Baron James de Rothschild outside Paris. But, unfortunately, while Paxton might have been busy on Kilfenora’s Palm House, it seemed he hadn’t been allowed near the main house at all. 



Somehow, Caroline expected the splendour of Baron James de Rothschild’s Château de Ferrières with its 120-foot glass-ceilinged central hall, the eighty guest bedrooms, the sculptured columns and decorative painting, but instead, when she had finally found a weekend free to accompany Sebastian to his family home, she had been met by the smell of damp and an even smellier dog, dust an inch thick on the picture rails, and had suddenly, scarily, wondered what she was getting herself into. Still, as she’d told herself at the time, once they were married she could get the decorators in (and an army of cleaners), and give the whole place a facelift, get the awful dog a kennel as far away from the house as possible. And this was their country house, so they wouldn’t be spending much time here, could organise house parties for the weekends they came down, and spend the rest of the month in town. 



Now, looking at the house again, Caroline knew she could never live here, not permanently – she just wasn’t made for the middle of nowhere, famous architects or not. Decisively, she flicked the automatic into drive. So that was another thing they would have to sort out if this marriage was to go ahead – they’d need a proper house in Dublin. It wasn’t exactly Paris or New York but one step at a time…and at least Dublin had an international airport…


 



 


THIRTY ONE 


Despite wishing the ground would open up and swallow her, or, if she was lucky, that she might get whisked away by aliens, Alex had to admit that the food smelled fantastic. And, as Sebastian lifted the glistening golden roast from the oven in a cloud of delicious scented steam, her stomach growled audibly. She blushed, putting her hand to her belly, but the unladylike sound had broken the tension. 



Sebastian half-turned to look at her, throwing one of his more disarming grins over his shoulder.

 ‘There’s no way you can go home with that empty stomach and leave me to eat all this on my own.’


Rolling her eyes, pulling an ‘okay if you insist, but I don’t want to be here’ sort of face, Alex reluctantly pulled out the kitchen chair nearest to her, the sound of its legs scraping on the tiles louder than she had expected. This wasn’t what she had envisioned for tonight at all.

 ‘Hey, don’t get comfortable yet. There’s more white in the fridge, make yourself useful.’


Sebastian’s tone was playful, scolding, and Alex had to smile as she pushed the chair back under the table again and headed for the fridge. 


 ‘What did your last slave die of?’ 



Being here in the kitchen, just the two of them, Alex suddenly felt like they were taking up exactly where they had left off all those years ago, joshing each other like she’d never gone away, and the words slipped out before she thought about them. Oh my God, what had she said? Hiding her head in the fridge, waiting for a caustic reply, I shot him actually, or he’s a tough old ox, tried to shoot him you know, but made a mess of it, Alex almost missed Sebastian’s actual response, muttered into the steam of the chicken he was attacking with a carving knife, 


 ‘Broken heart. Sad but true.’


Alex winced. A broken heart? What the hell could she say to that? She bit her lip, knowing there was no answer that could make that one right, no answer she could give right now, right here, that would explain everything that had happened. Light-hearted or not. No matter how much she wanted to reach out to him, to comfort him, to whisper – I’m so sorry, I couldn’t help it – she knew she had to keep quiet. 



Alex died inside all over again, the gnarled hand of despair grasping her empty stomach and twisting. Just like the night she’d left, the night she’d arrived in Barcelona and sobbed into her pillow her own heart shattered, torn in two by the two people she loved most in the world. 



Now tears welled up into her eyes. Alex brushed them away, reaching for the bottle of wine, rattling it nosily against the fridge door, pretending she hadn’t heard. Then, talking into the fridge, pretending she was reading the label, buying time so she could get a grip on herself, Alex said,

 ‘This is very good white. Where’s it from?’


Sebastian didn’t answer for a moment, then, as she turned, his eyes met hers, ‘Bordeaux.’

 ‘Oh.’ The word might have been short but its message was long enough to fill a book. This was one of those nights when everything she said would be wrong, she just knew it. Alex tried again, said the first thing that came into her head – she needed to move this conversation on, get out of the place she was in or, she knew, she’d find herself trapped, and that sure as hell wouldn’t help her dad. ‘Corkscrew?’ 


 ‘Usual place, beside the sink. Nothing’s been moved in this house for a hundred years.’


Alex breathed a sigh of relief – the house…she should have thought of it before…the house was safer ground for them both, much safer.

 ‘Glad to hear it. I’m sure this old place would get really miffed if anyone started moving stuff about. It’s like a wonderful old grand dame isn’t it, a benevolent matriarch?’


Sebastian laughed out loud, ‘It is; and costs as much to run.’


Moments later, sitting opposite him, a steaming plate in front of her, Alex could see that the delicious smells coming from the oven had been a good indication of what was inside, that Sebastian was rather a good cook. She tried to stifle the thought, knowing deep down that admitting a glimmer of admiration for him in any shape could have her backtracking right to where they had left off all those years ago, opening the floodgates to goodness knows what. Shaking out her linen napkin, smoothing it over her knees, Alex listened as he chatted about the food, about free-range chickens, about the best way to roast parsnips. And, despite her misgivings, her efforts to resist, for a moment Alex found herself relaxing again, for a moment forgetting that she needed to stay aloof and focused, forgetting that she had a deal to negotiate. 


 ‘So, what do you think?’ Sebastian reached for the bottle and leaned over to top up Alex’s glass.

 ‘Fantastic. You’re right; I was starving.’ Alex smiled, teasing, her eyes meeting his across the table. ‘But I didn’t think men could cook.’

 ‘Ah,’ he filled his own glass, his face breaking into a shy grin, ‘I’m multi-talented. Run a multi-million euro business, cook, and I even paint. No flies on me.’


Paint. 



The word hit Alex like a kick in the gut, hauled her out of the familiarity of the warm kitchen and plunged her straight back to the moment she had entered Sebastian’s bedroom, to the exact moment she had realised with chilling clarity that the nude stretched across the wall above his bed was a painting of her. 



It wasn’t a moment she was going to forget in a hurry; neither, come to that, was she likely to forget Caroline’s description of her as an overweight tart. Alex put her fork down with a clatter – all thoughts of the wonderful meal, of how good Sebastian looked sitting across the table from her, his blue eyes dancing with mischief, of how much she’d missed him, of how much she had longed to sit just like this during those first few years in Spain – banished with one word. And she could feel her blood rising.

 ‘I’d noticed.’ 



Sebastian looked up, surprised at the sudden ice in her tone. ‘What?’ almost comically, he searched behind him, trying to see what it was that had displeased her so.

 ‘I’d noticed that you can paint.’ Alex’s voice was low, the words pronounced clearly, carrying with them the weight of much more than an observation. It took a moment for Sebastian to register what she meant, then he blushed faintly.

 ‘Thank you. I…’

 ‘It wasn’t a compliment.’

 ‘What?’ 



Alex was glaring now; her words came spitting at him from across the table, ‘How could you?’

 ‘How could I what?’ utterly confused, it was Sebastian’s turn to put down his knife and fork, ‘What did I do?’

 ‘You painted me naked.’


Dumbfounded, he looked straight at her, her words hitting home like a stream of arrows, each one stinging more than the last, ‘But you’re beautiful naked.’


Alex opened her mouth, shut it; then tried again, ‘That’s not the point. You painted me…painted me…’ how could she say it, ‘having an orgasm’, Alex blushed scarlet, not prepared to go there right now, ‘and then you hung it over your bed.’

 ‘I thought you’d like it.’ Sebastian sounded devastated, like a little boy who had been sent to the naughty step for daubing his mother’s bedroom wall with green marker pen, trying to recreate her favourite corner of the garden.

 



Accelerating around the last bend of the drive, Caroline sent a shower of gravel into the air as she skidded to a stop neatly beside Sebastian’s Jaguar. Jocelyn had been right – he was here – and now she had the advantage of surprise. 



A smile played across her lips as checking her lipstick in her rear-view mirror, taking off her sunglasses and running her fingers through her hair, Caroline adjusted the top of the slinky wrap dress she was wearing, bright white against her tan, pulling her neat breasts up in her padded satin bra to ensure her cleavage was displayed to its maximum advantage. Sebastian obviously needed a reminder of the benefits of marriage…and tonight he was going to have the ride of his life…Reaching into the passenger seat footwell she grabbed the neck of a bottle of Bollinger. Sebastian might not like champagne, but he loved Champagne Bellinis and there was a case of peach juice in the larder left over from her last visit. After a few of those he’d be very amenable to her plans.


Climbing out of the car, humming to herself, Caroline glanced at the silver VW Golf parked a few yards away and smoothed her dress, her head spinning with thoughts of the evening ahead. If Sebastian wanted this to work, there was only one way to go, and that was her way. He’d got a lot of making up to do after the fiasco with those flowers this morning, to say nothing of his behaviour over the past few weeks, but at least now he knew it was her birthday, and what’s more, had had the day to think about how much he had upset her. So Caroline was quite sure he would be suitably reticent; and tonight she was going to show him exactly what he would be missing if he didn’t come around to her way of thinking. 



Stepping carefully across the gravel to preserve her custom-made envy green suede Jimmy Choos, Caroline tripped up the broad stone steps to the front door and raised her hand to ring the bell. 



The bell. 



Searching the broad oak frame on both sides of the panelled door Caroline screwed up her face – where the hell was the bell? She’d always come here with Sebastian and the door had been opened by one of the staff before they were even out of the car. But there had to be a bell – how did strangers get in? Or the postman with a parcel? What about election canvassers or the woman with the census? Caroline looked again, running a manicured finger along the frame in case it was cunningly concealed, then took a step back, looking for a chain or a handle, or something. Anything. This bloody house was a disaster – fancy there being no bell! Utterly thrown for a moment, she turned around on the top step, working out what to do next. 



Was there a back door? Caroline thought of the patio doors in the blue parlour; but they would be locked. She was sure there was a door into the kitchen but that was miles around the back of the house and getting there would mean trekking along the muddy paths of the kitchen garden, and she certainly wasn’t going to do that in these shoes. And if Sebastian was in the ballroom, or just about anywhere else in the house for that matter, he wasn’t going to hear her tapping on the patio doors like a complete idiot. Caroline shivered as the chill hand of a breeze headed around the corner of the house and straight up the ankle-length skirt of her dress. She hadn’t bothered with stockings, had only just had her St Tropez done, and the g-string she was wearing didn’t offer a lot of protection. 



Maybe she could get in through the Palm House? Tripping down the steps, Caroline headed for the double doors leading into the extravaganza of foliage and fountains, tiled pools and exotic plants. But the ornate silver handle was chill to her touch. And stuck fast. Locked. Nom de Dieu. This was RIDICULOUS!


There was only one thing for it: she’d have to phone the house. It would mean giving up the element of surprise, but at least she wouldn’t be left standing in the drive like a gypsy, freezing to death. But (of course) she’d left her phone in the car, which meant another trip across the gravel. 



Caroline took a deep breath, trying to control her temper. She needed a cigarette. Badly. After all the effort she’d gone to she was hardly going to go home now, so telephoning really was the only option – there was certainly no way anyone would hear her banging on the door of this mausoleum of a house unless she used a battering ram.


Fighting to keep her temper, Caroline turned to head back to her car when she caught a flash of red out of the corner of her eye. More than a flash of red. More like a beacon, its light radiating from the passenger seat of the silver Golf parked in front of her. 



Unable to believe what she was seeing, her anger rising, Caroline tip-toed towards the car to get a better look. Oh my God. She’d thought she was mistaken, but no, there, on the front seat of the car lay a red leather briefcase. Under different circumstances, and obviously if she needed a briefcase, Caroline would have been very interested in a case like that herself; the patent crocodile leather soft, beautifully hand stitched, and quite the most gorgeous colour. And, more importantly, quite unmistakable. There was only one person she knew who owned a briefcase like that, and that was Alex Ryan. Bloody Alex Ryan. What the hell was she doing here at this time of the evening? And what the hell was Sebastian doing here with her?


Whatever about forgiving him for the flowers, for all those cancelled dinners, there was NO WAY Caroline could forgive him for squirreling himself down here with bloody Alex Ryan of all people – ON HER BIRTHDAY! Last year Sebastian had whisked her off to the Ritz in Paris for the weekend, had produced a pair of diamond earrings as they’d sat down to a romantic candlelit dinner on the Seine. And this year he’d totally forgotten, his secretary the only one who had remembered to send her flowers. Horrible, disgusting, utterly grotesque flowers. It just wasn’t on. 



Caroline’s legendary temper began to flare, igniting like a forest fire. WHAT THE HELL WAS GOING ON? 



All care for her Jimmy Choos gone, Caroline thrust the bottle of Bollinger under her arm and peered into the car to get a proper look through the windscreen. There was no doubt about it, it was Alex Ryan’s. She tried the car door. Locked. Damn.


Hauling open her own car door, Caroline reached inside for her BlackBerry. It was time she sorted this out, and found out exactly what was going on. She flicked the call button, putting the phone to her ear. 



No reception. 



She could almost feel the steam coming out of her ears. Bloody hell this bloody house was the END. It had to be the only place left in the entire country where there was no mobile reception. Well that was going to change. They’d need a mast put up if she was going to spent ANY time down here AT ALL!


Throwing her useless phone onto the driver’s seat, Caroline reached for her weekend bag, hauling it across from the passenger seat like a woman possessed. It was time to sort Miss perfect curls Ryan out. Just wait till she saw her, then she’d sort Alex Ryan out for sure. Ripping the bag open, Caroline dug into the clothes tossed inside searching for her makeup bag, her fingertips reaching it with a burst of unadulterated satisfaction. Let’s just see what bloody Alex Ryan thought of this! Pulling out a steel nail file, Caroline checked the point with satisfaction – definitely sharp enough.


Moments later Caroline glanced around her, then bobbed down between the two cars, sweeping her dress behind her, the file held like a dagger in her hand as she jabbed at the valve on Alex’s front tyre. A second later, with a satisfying hiss, the tyre began to deflate. Caroline sat back on her heels, her lips twitching into a grin, mentally marking herself one point up. Whatever about Sebastian being a total shit and forgetting her birthday, one thing she would not accept was being made a fool of. No way. Next he’d be telling her he was talking bloody wallpaper to Miss Alex Perfect Curls Ryan. Ha!


Taking a deep breath, feeling suddenly calm, Caroline stood up, smoothing her dress again. Now it was time to regroup, to come up with a strategy to sort out Miss Ryan, and to do that she needed a stiff drink and a cigarette. And, God forbid, a pay phone. The pub in the village was only ten minutes away. The perfect place to work out a plan.


 



 


THIRTY TWO

In the warm kitchen of Kilfenora House, Sebastian was in trouble and he knew it.

 ‘But how could you, how could you put that picture of me…like that…over your bed? Where you, where you…’ Her cheeks blazing, Alex caught a blonde curl that had escaped from her ponytail, hooking it behind her ear. 



Sitting here, like this, Sebastian could see that Alex hadn’t changed a bit, was just as hot-headed, just as gorgeous as he remembered. And just like he used to all those years ago, whenever they had a row, in the face of her anger, Sebastian dug his heels in, his voice cold, stubborn. ‘Where I what? 



Alex didn’t answer, she couldn’t, was so angry the words weren’t forming themselves. Snatching her napkin off her lap she threw it on the table. 


 ‘Seemed like the perfect place to me.’ It was meant to be a compliment, but as soon as the words were out of Sebastian’s mouth he knew it was the wrong thing to say.

 ‘The perfect place? Don’t you know the meaning of the word private?’ the words tumbled over themselves, Alex continued, ‘I feel totally exploited, can’t you understand that? And you put it over your bed for God’s sake.’ Alex trailed off what could she say? He wasn’t getting it, probably never would and she was wasting her time trying to explain.


Sebastian was sitting back in his chair, looking at her, not sure what to say, trying to keep his face deliberately blank, his mind in turmoil. He’d painted it straight after she left, had been dragging that picture around with him everywhere he’d ever lived, holding on to the memory, feeling somehow that, through that picture, Alex was closer to him, that she hadn’t just disappeared into the mist like a spectre. And he’d honestly thought she would like it, that it captured a point in time, a moment they had shared perfectly, intimately. 



The silence growing, Sebastian became aware of the mantelpiece clock ticking, the sound hollow and comforting. It was like an old friend, measuring the years, measuring the time they had been together. And the time they had been apart. 



Sebastian opened his mouth to speak, but Alex didn’t let him.

 ‘I came here to talk about Dad, about what you’re going to do for him.’ She drew a deep breath. She hadn’t planned to blurt it all out like this, but right now, she didn’t want to spend another minute here, so it was all or nothing. ‘He can’t work and he can’t live here if he can’t work. You need to think very hard about compensation, for his injuries, for his loss of earnings and for the loss of his home. He loves this place.’


Alex’s voice cracked, her emotions tumbling like boulders down a mountainside. Sebastian didn’t respond, just nodded. Arrogant bastard.

 ‘So call me when you’ve come up with something. You can get me on the office number.’


Alex was at the kitchen door when he finally reacted.

 ‘Where on earth are you going?’

 ‘What? Home of course.’ Alex was through the kitchen door, slamming it behind her, the impact sending shock waves through the oak panelling on either side of the door, rattling a brass warming pan hanging on the passage wall so hard that for a moment she thought it would fall. Not that she cared. Right now, she just wanted to get the job for Venture Capital Ireland finished and get back to Spain; get back to her own life, leave him to get on with his, with the lovely Caroline. He’d certainly made his bed there…


Alex faltered for a moment, putting her hand out for the wall in the darkness of the hall. Then she heard him coming after her and the door flew open, 


 ‘Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t go home.’


But Alex was already at the end of the passage, walking fast, ‘Why the hell not, since when did you tell me what I can and can’t do?’

 ‘Since you downed a bottle of wine on an empty stomach. There’s no way you can get into a car for at least another six hours.’


Her step faltered for a moment, then decisively Alex headed for the front door,

 ‘I’ll stay in the village. They’ve rooms at the pub. I’m sure I can get there without having an accident.’

 ‘No way.’ Sebastian strode past her, trying to get to the door ahead of her, but Alex was already there, had her hand on the huge knotted brass handle, pulling it open. ‘What happens if they’re full? Or if you get there and change your stubborn pig-headed little mind?’

 ‘Stubborn? Pig-headed? How dare you?’ The door open, Alex stopped dead for a second, her eyes wide. How dare he talk to her like that? 



But Sebastian wasn’t finished,

 ‘How dare I, how dare you? You were the one who upped and left, not me, and now you’re doing it again, running off like a frightened rabbit.’

 ‘Don’t you mean a stag?’ Alex was at the bottom of the steps now, almost at her car. She narrowed her eyes looking at him hard, her hand in her pocket searching for her car keys.

 ‘That’s a bit below the belt isn’t it?’ Sebastian’s voice was calmer now. He had reached the bottom of the steps, but seemed to be standing back, letting her go, his hands thrust in his pockets.

 ‘You’d know all about below the belt…’ 



His mouth open, he was about to reply when Alex said, ‘I’ve left my bloody keys in the kitchen.’


Suddenly, Sebastian’s face cracked, and half-turning from her, he tried to cover his mouth, tried to stifle his laughter.


Alex could feel her own mouth twitching this was insane but it wouldn’t do to calm down now, not when she had the upper hand. She’d lose face going back to get her keys but…she didn’t get much further with her train of thought.

 ‘You won’t get far on that, even with the keys.’ He was pointing at her front wheel.


Turning, it took Alex a few moments to register what Sebastian was looking at, then it dawned on her. A flat. She had a puncture. Confusion muddled her brain for a moment – how could that have happened – and then it hit her – the spare was in the garage at home…Alex thought fast.

 ‘Looks like I’ll just have to call a taxi, won’t I?’

 ‘A cab, here?’ Sebastian almost snorted, raising is eyebrow. Now she was being really silly. ‘There’s only one taxi driver in Kilfenora and he lost his licence about six months ago.’ She knew as well as he did that they might only be ten miles from the nearest big town, but it was impossible to get a cab to come out this far.

 ‘Great.’ Alex sighed, pursing her lips. She felt like stamping her foot, screaming at him, but found herself fighting a smile. How could this be happening? And why was she laughing – it was tragic, not funny at all. It had to be hysteria.

 ‘I do know a country house that runs a good B& B operation though. Owner’s a shit of course, but the coffee’s good.’


 



 


THIRTY THREE

‘What can I get you love?’

Caroline clenched her lips into a smile, biting back a snide retort about familiarity and use of the word ‘love’. Right now, she needed a drink and needed it fast, and rubbing the landlord of Foley’s pub the wrong way would only add to her train wreck of an evening. As if the whole fiasco wasn’t already bad enough, to add to her boiling temper (and humiliation if she’d let herself admit it; but she wouldn’t, pushed the very idea from her mind the moment it had arrived) – a gang of ill-kempt oiks with baggy jeans and, from the state of their personal hygiene, she was quite sure, fleas, had leered at her as she had climbed out of her car. And she was still in shock.

 ‘Oy love, let’s have better a look at that.’

 ‘Do that again love, come on, I wasn’t ready.’


For a second Caroline was paralysed, her Gucci handbag dangling from one hand as she pushed the car door wide, her gorgeous Jimmy Choo peep-toe boot-shoes placed carefully on the uneven tarmac. Had she flashed? No, surely not? The very first thing she’d learned at finishing school had been how to get out of a car in the most ladylike and elegant manner possible: ‘knees and ankles firmly together girls, watch me, watch me, derrière pivoting on the seat before both feet are placed, TOGETHER, on the ground, and then one takes the proffered hand or, if necessary, uses the door of the car to provide that that little extra lift required to alight in one easy, fluid movement’. Caroline could hear Madame Ricard’s voice now, polished and clipped, every word precisely chosen to complement the next. 



But they’d always practised from the back of a Rolls Royce – it was rare that she had to clamber out of her own low-slung sports car in an evening dress, particularly one which was fastened by two buttons at the waistband and nowhere else, the wrap skirt slashed to the hip to reveal just the right amount of thigh. 



Summoning every reserve of her composure, Caroline had tossed her head, firing them an acid stare as they had continued to leer, and reaching for a jacket she had (thank God!) left on the back seat (three-quarter length, black leather), she pulled it onto her knee like it was the most natural thing in the world, and hid behind it as she performed the remainder of the manoeuvre, slammed the car door, pipped the alarm on and walked deliberately (but not too briskly), through the front door of the only pub in the village.


But perhaps pub was a generous term, one that suggested cheerfulness and hospitality. The moment Caroline had got out of the car she had been hit with such a strong smell of greasy takeaway food that she had thought it would turn her stomach, but the inside of Foley’s was worse. Much worse. 



Years of tobacco smoke had left the air tainted, and although she was careful not to touch anything, the feeling that every surface was tacky with generations of goodness knew what, made Caroline feel positively queasy. She shivered involuntarily as she waited for the landlord to finish pulling a pint for the only other occupant of the bar, an elderly man in a rough tweed jacket and a tweed cap that looked a lot like it never left his head. For a moment, Caroline wondered if it was possible that he slept in it, was assailed suddenly by an image of him in a filthy Victorian nightshirt, woolly socks and his cap shuffling along a tattered linoleum hall to the bathroom…

 ‘Brandy. Double.’ It didn’t come a moment too soon.


Squirreled in the furthest corner of the lounge from the door, praying the dim lighting would hide her if the oiks chose to come in, praying the upholstery wouldn’t leave a grimy mark on her dress, whiter than a virgin ski slope in the sunshine, Caroline knocked back her drink, could feel its warm fingers spreading out across her chest with relief. 



This place really was a total pit. As if that great damp castle – with no doorbell (she still couldn’t believe it) wasn’t bad enough, the only glimmer of civilisation for miles was a culchie village where, she was sure, the majority of the inhabitants could barely read and write. Caroline almost groaned out loud. Perhaps it was an Irish thing; perhaps it was the rain and being cut off from mainland Europe that was the problem. 



Her mind wandered back to her own parents’ chateau (which had a doorbell, a beautiful round brass doorbell set in an engraved brass plate protected from the hot French sun by a graceful porticoed porch). And the nearby town of St Emilion, ancient like Kilfenora, but so different; elegant, sophisticated. Small by French standards, set on the top of a steep hill, its cobbled streets winding up past art galleries and tiny restaurants; patisseries and artisan jewellers clinging to each other as if they might slip down the hill and tumble into the vineyards surrounding the town if they didn’t hold tight. World-famous vineyards that stretched out in every direction, like a gentle sea surrounding an island, sparkling in the mid-summer sun, Ausone, Canon-la-Gaffelière, L’Arrosée, Bellefont-Belcier. 



Caroline caught her breath, an unconscious stab of homesickness laced with alcohol blending with her anger to produce a toxic mix. Anger and disappointment. Peter had dumped her and she was being made a total fool of by Alex Bloody Perfect Curls Ryan. The gamekeeper’s daughter for God’s sake. Well there was just no way she was going to stand for that. No way anyone was going to make a fool of her.

 



Caroline wasn’t the only person knocking back doubles in Foley’s. 



In the public bar on the other side of the pub, Peter was nursing a double Scotch. A double Scotch and an anger so fierce that it was threatening to explode at any moment. The bitch journalist had wimped out. WIMPED out, despite all the hints he’d given her, all the pointers. And now the key player in the consortium he’d put together had pulled out, had been offered some deal to buy up property for half nothing in Dubai. Dubai? The country was bankrupt, or if it wasn’t, it soon would be. No amount of oil revenue could balance the crazy spending that had been going on there for the last ten years.


Peter swirled his Scotch around his glass. He’d been here all afternoon, drinking coffee, trying to get his head clear while he worked out his next move. He’d already checked out his exit, had parked his hired Land Rover Discovery in the back alley behind the pub, driven through the fields to coat its spotless paintwork in a thick layer of muck. It would be a bit tricky to get out through the pub’s tiny toilet window, but it wasn’t anything he hadn’t done a hundred times before back in the days. Once he got his shoulders through he’d be home and dry. The question now was timing. Peter smiled to himself, every operation was about timing; timing and planning. And he had this one planned right down to knowing which chef was on tonight. So now it was just a matter of waiting...


 



 


THIRTY FOUR

‘I’m not staying.’

Alex’s voice was definite, her eyes hard. It was a struggle; this was ridiculous, but she couldn’t lose her dignity now, couldn’t laugh. This was one of those moments in books when the heroine pinches herself. Right now Alex needed to pinch herself, needed a jab to remind herself of the pain of seeing that picture, of hearing the truth about her dad. She’d made a complete fool of herself, had drunk too much to drive, and must have, like a total girl, driven over a nail somewhere and got a flat, and on top of that, she’d left the spare in her garage. 



Sebastian shrugged, his hands back in his trouser pockets. 


 ‘Try for a cab if you like. The phone book’s inside.’


They moved together, both heading for the door, both realising they couldn’t make it up the steps simultaneously without the risk of collision, stopped, awkward, shuffled back like a pair of stags about to lock horns. Sebastian cleared his throat, pretending he wasn’t embarrassed, took his hands out of his pockets with a sweeping gesture, 


 ‘After you…’


He was right of course. There weren’t any cabs, at least none prepared to travel all the way to Kilfenora House and take her back to Dalkey. 



Alex shivered, looking around the study. It was cold, dark now that daylight had faded, the fire unlit, the only light, tinged green, falling from the Tiffany desk light Sebastian had switched on to find the phone book. 



Alex had hovered in the doorway as Sebastian had crossed to the desk, even in the gloom hating this room, hating everything it represented. But the telephone was her lifeline, her only way out of this mess, and yet again she found herself in this book-lined room overlooking the drive. 



Dear God, Alex thought to herself, she didn’t want to be here in Kilfenora House, hadn’t wanted to cross the threshold, let alone stay the night. 



So what the hell was she going to do now? 



She didn’t have anything with her, not even her makeup bag, never mind pyjamas or a hairbrush. Not that any of those things were what was bothering her. How could she spend a night under the same roof as Sebastian? How could she wake up and come downstairs and talk to him across the breakfast table? She’d promised. More than that, she’d sworn she’d never come back. 



There was no question that the stakes had changed, that everything Alex had based her promise on had shifted, like sand in a dessert swept along by a wind of change. But she had promised. And who knew what might happen, what had been set up to ensure she kept that promise? Whatever about coming back to restore the ballroom, staying the night was an entirely different thing, the exact thing, in fact, that she’s sworn she’d never do.


Maybe she could sleep in the car? Alex dismissed the idea as soon as it materialised; now she was being ridiculous. Running her hand through her hair, tugging at the loose curls that were already starting to spring from her pony tail, she closed her eyes. She really had no choice. It would take her well over an hour to walk to her father’s ancient cottage on the other side of the estate, which, locked up and empty would be damp and inhospitable to say the least. And it was an even longer walk into the village; in these boots she’d be crippled before she even got to end of the drive.

 ‘More wine?’ 



Alex started, her hand still on the phone. She hadn’t heard the door open behind her, turned to see Sebastian framed by the doorway, his face in shadow, a dark shape against the darkness of the hall. A dark shape that brought with it the scent of sandalwood and spices, of the open air, of nights under the stars.

 ‘Where’s your grandfather tonight?’


Sebastian, his hand on the door jamb, looked surprised. ‘He’s moved to the west wing. He made a huge fuss but we had the drawing room converted into a suite.’ Sebastian nodded his head in the direction of the hall. Not that Alex needed reminding where the drawing room was, ‘He’s self-contained and his nurse lives in, so he’s happy enough, although you’d never think it from the amount he gives out. He goes to bed early these days, sleeps late.’


Alex nodded, not looking at him, focusing instead on the leather top of the desk, her mind locked in the past. Then she shivered, like something small and black with lots of legs had run down her spine.

 ‘Come on, it’s warmer in the kitchen. And I lit the fire in the den.’


Alex almost smiled. The den was a series of tiny rooms off the back kitchen, had originally been the housekeeper’s lodgings, her bedroom and parlour where she could entertain or interrogate, a place to store precious dry goods, tea and spices, where she could keep a close eye on them. Windowless, buried as it was in the bowels of the house, it had become Sebastian’s domain when Gráinne had arrived as housekeeper. With her own house in the village, she had no need to live in, had been happy to let Sebastian move in his canoe and his drum kit and his collections of model planes; all the clutter that was overflowing from his bedroom. And she had given him as much privacy as he needed.

 


 ‘Here you go…’ In the den, Sebastian handed Alex a glass, their fingers touching for a second, his eyes meeting hers then darting away. 



Hovering beside the fireplace, unsure where to sit, unsure where to look, Alex was sure her face was as hot as her legs, warmed by the flames licking at the logs and pine cones piled in the grate. The tiny sitting room had been redecorated since she was last here, the posters replaced by watercolours in modern frames, a comfortable burgundy corduroy sofa and easy chair in place of the bean bags. Sebastian fell into the easy chair, taking a sip of his wine, trying to look relaxed.


God this was awkward. 



Trying to fill the silence, Alex said the first thing that came into her head.

 ‘That painting’s lovely.’ She gestured towards a large canvas running along the back wall behind him; then she cringed. Glancing at what she’d thought it was a landscape, rural, rolling hills and forest, as she looked at it more closely she realised it was the estate, the artist’s focus on the Mill House nestling at the turn of the river only a ten-minute walk from her father’s cottage. The Mill House.


Thankfully, Alex was saved by a frantic clattering sound, softened and distorted by the thick walls of the house, but loud enough to distract them both.

 ‘What on earth is that?’


Sebastian took another sip of his wine, obviously unworried. 


 ‘Dodo after a rat.’ Another crash. He groaned, ‘She’s at the bins again. She’ll have the whole place in a heap.’ For a moment he looked like he was thinking of getting up, calling her in, but then shook his head and shrugged, ‘I’ll get her in a minute. She gets fed up cooped up here; it’s no harm to let her have some fun. She’s a menace though. Last time she chased a rat into the logs and she had the whole pile over.’ Right on cue, there was another rally of crashes. Sebastian winced theatrically, as if the ceiling was coming down, playing the fool. Just like he used to. Alex fought to keep the laughter from her voice, ‘Remember when she got the pantry door open and stole that leg of lamb, and Gráinne went after her with the sweeping brush?’


But outside it wasn’t a brush making the racket; or a dog; or a rat for that matter. 



It was Caroline. And the more she banged, the madder she got.


After her third brandy Caroline had forgotten that she’d gone to the pub to use the telephone, could focus only on that scarlet briefcase on the front seat of Alex’s car. And as she’d shot back down the drive like a missile, skidding around the last bend, the twin beams of her headlights had lit up Alex’s car like a searchlight. And the car was in exactly the same place as it had been the last time she’d seen it. 



Gripping her cigarette between her teeth, Caroline gave Kilfenora’s huge front door another whack, swaying with the impact, a suede Jimmy Choo in her hand, the imprint of a stiletto heel visible on the ancient oak. 



Still no answer. 



Caroline cursed and hit the door again. BANG, BANG, BANG. Each blow heavier than the previous one. And a whole lot angrier.


 



 


THIRTY FIVE

In Foley’s pub, Peter put down his glass and pulled back the cuff of his waxed jacket to check his watch. Right on cue the street door opened, accompanied by a blast of chip-scented air from the take-away next door. A grizzled grey-haired man shuffled in, his shoulders stooped, his tattered sweater splattered with white paint, shadowed with plaster dust. Letting the door fall closed with a bang, he greeted the room as a whole. 


 ‘Evening.’ 



Peter turned and acknowledged him with a stiff nod. Now the ball was rolling.

 ‘Evening Shamie, usual?’


Shamie pulled a chair over close to the roaring fire and collapsed into it,

 ‘Reckon it is Dan, reckon it is.’

 ‘Be about twenty minutes, the Eye-tie’s on tonight.’


Shamie shook his head, pursing his lips in disapproval. ‘Suppose that’ll have to do Dan, can’t get the local lads to work these days can you, hanging about on street corners...’ A slow smile formed on Peter’s face as Shamie embarked on his evening rant. God Bless habit. God Bless the working man.


As Shamie’s speech drew to a temporary halt, Peter nodded to the barman,

 ‘Any chance of your Eye-tie throwing up a steak?’


The barman rolled his eyes, shaking his head like it was unlikely, ‘Be at least forty minutes.’

 ‘No problem.’


Behind the bar a phone began to ring, the loud jangling cutting through the quiet. The barman reached for it, his face turning from bored to interested as the caller spoke. He held the receiver out towards Peter.

 ‘It’s for you. American guy says he’s calling from New York.’

 ‘Great. Thanks.’ Peter slipped off his stool and leaned across the bar, put the phone to his ear, ‘Morning Bill, yep I’ve everything. I’m here now. I’ll get them back to you as soon as I get to Dublin.’


Peter handed the phone back. There’s no way they’d forget he’d been here now. 



He checked his watch as the street door swung open and the two girls appeared, both thick with makeup, skirts barely covering their arses. Shamie let out a clucking sound that would have done a hen proud and the barman’s eyes lit up. Peter’s face twitched. The girls worked in the supermarket down the road, knocked off at the same time and called into Foley’s two nights a week like clockwork. 


 ‘Evening Dan.’

 ‘Evening ladies, what can I do you for?’


Delighted with the chorus of giggles his efforts at wit produced, the barman didn’t notice Peter trying to attract his attention. Fine by him. The girls had pulled up a couple of stools and draped themselves provocatively over the bar before he finally looked Peter’s way.

 ‘Put another one in there, in your own time. Where’s the jacks?’


The barman nodded to a door at the back of the bar, reaching for a couple of glasses for his new customers.


Slipping off his stool, Peter disappeared through the door to the men’s toilet. A moment later he’d locked the stall door and had the wire-glass window open. It was recessed; the steel frame set into crumbling plaster, lumps missing above the tile work like someone had lost their temper and tried to kick it out, though quite how they’d got their boot up to head height, Peter wasn’t sure. From the thick black muck in the corners it looked like it hadn’t been cleaned since it had been put in. 



Peter quickly pulled a pair of latex gloves from the pocket of his Barbour jacket and hoisting himself onto the narrow tiled windowsill, stuck his head out into the evening air, exchanging the stink of pee for the stink of rubbish. Eyes darting, he checked around. The backyard of the pub was tiny, crowded with overflowing bins. The rapid dart of rats was all Peter needed to be sure that there wasn’t anyone else around. Squeezing through the steel frame, he got his hands onto the outside wall and levered himself through the tight gap. There was no room to turn, his only option to drop head first onto the filthy concrete below the window. The drop was about five feet, hard; but he’d done worse from higher. He landed on his shoulder in a parachutist’s roll, was up in a crouch in moments, on his feet, swinging open the peeling back gate. 



The hazard lights on the Discovery flashed in welcome as he depressed the remote. 



One last check to make sure the number plates were still covered in mud and Part One was executed.


Now to get down to Kilfenora House and back in forty minutes. Peter reckoned he could do it in fifteen comfortably. He checked the illuminated dial on his dashboard. Minus four minutes and counting.


 



 


THIRTY SIX

‘There’s toothpaste and whatever else you might need in the cupboard in the guest bathroom. I’ll get you a t-shirt.’

 ‘Thanks.’ 



Alex didn’t know what else to say as she followed Sebastian up the Grand Staircase, lagging a few steps behind him, the treads of the old stairs creaking their welcome. 



After they’d laughed about Dodo and her rat, the awkwardness had returned. They were both tongue-tied, unable to think of anything safe to say, apart from commenting on the weather, but even that wasn’t safe, Alex knew, could lead to inevitable comparisons with Spain. 



A taut silence had descended on them, a silence knotted with, Alex sighed inwardly…well just everything. Curled up in the corner of the sofa – as far away from Sebastian as she could physically get, staring blindly into the fire, Alex faked a yawn, hoping he’d get the hint. She’d said her piece about her dad, had made it clear that she wasn’t going to let the whole shooting incident lie, that the Wingfields were liable and had a debt to settle. A big one. And Sebastian had admitted it; so it was up to him to come up with an offer and she didn’t want to discuss it now, to rush it, wanted him to have a really good think about the implications of pulling that trigger. 



A log had slipped in the hearth, sending out shower of sparks that startled them both.

 ‘Wood’s very dry this year. Not much rain over the winter.’ Sebastian shifted in his seat, uncomfortable, tense.

 ‘Must be global warming.’

 ‘Must be.’


Alex groaned inwardly. This was painful! She was a total idiot to come all this way without the spare tyre. She’d only taken it out of the boot because she wanted to see how the jack worked, to make sure everything was there if she did get a puncture, and then the phone had rung and she’d had to rush over to Senor Marquez’s office. And then, like a complete fool, she’d forgotten about it completely. 



And to turn the whole situation into a TOTAL farce, no matter how fast the shock of finding the puncture had sobered her up, as Sebastian had so helpfully pointed out, she was still way over the limit, couldn’t even use his car to escape. 



Thank goodness Dodo had provided something of a distraction. Completely overexcited by the pursuit of her rat, she had come charging back to the garden door barking her head off like there was an enemy army marching down the drive. Sebastian had hauled her into the kitchen, clinging onto her collar as she tried to drag him outside, struggling to close the door. And then, because she obviously wanted everyone joining in the chase instead of sitting around the fire, she had howled by the hall door like a banshee, and then, when that didn’t work, had started pacing, grumbling, from the kitchen to the den and back again, her claws on the tiles setting Alex’s nerves on edge. It was still early, but there was no way she could stand any more of this stilted conversation, of their hedging around each other when really they both wanted to scream. Alex had yawned again, pointedly, and put her glass down on the floor. It was time for bed.


Upstairs, Sebastian held the door of the guest room open for her, reaching for the light switch. 


 ‘Here we are. The bathroom’s…’

 ‘I know,’ then, conscious that she sounded sharp, Alex flicked him a smile. ‘Thanks, I’ll be fine.’


He hovered for a second, unsure what to say, then sighing, turned to go to his own room, ‘I’ll get that t-shirt.’


Looking around, Alex could see he was right about the décor. The guest rooms had changed little since she had last seen them, and this one was definitely in need of redecorating. The white paint was beginning to chip on the doors, the picture and dado rails, and the floral paper, once cheerful daisies on a sunshine yellow background now looked tired and dated. But the room was welcoming, the white candlewick bedspread spotless on the double bed, pillows piled high against the heavy oak headboard, the scents of lavender and roses rising from bowls of potpourri in the unexpected heat from the battered iron radiators. As she closed the door firmly behind her, relieved to be alone at last, Alex caught a snatch of their fragrance, overlaying a hint of mustiness, the blend like an olfactory photograph, an old dusty picture of a summer past, the corner creased, the colours faded, but the memories still strong…


Pulling off her scarf, throwing her jacket onto the bed, Alex unzipped her boots, kicking them off, peeling off the silk thermal socks she had lived in since she had arrived in Ireland, padding barefoot to the window to close the heavy Laura Ashley curtains, interlined to keep out the draughts. But she didn’t need to close them. No one could see in. This side of the house overlooked the lake. It had grown dark and the water reflected the sky like a mirror, the only movement created by fish occasionally breaking the surface, sending out gentle moonlit ripples in concentric circles that faded as they reached the edge. Beyond the lake the hills rose against the sky, trees clustered in lonely gossiping groups, black clouds rolling in above them.


Unbuttoning her shirt, Alex went to investigate the bathroom, breathing a sigh of relief when she opened the mirrored cabinet above the basin. Cleanser, cotton wool, a comb, toothpaste and a toothbrush still in its cellophane wrapper. Better than a hotel. And behind the door hung a fluffy white robe. Exactly what she needed. Marjorie Wingfield always had been the perfect hostess. Alex smiled, she was sure there would be a book in the bedside cabinet, notepaper and pens. 



Pulling the robe off its hook, retracing her steps, Alex switched off the main light, and reaching under the faded shade of the bedside lamp, turning it on, immediately more relaxed in its soft glow. She’d always liked these rooms, had often helped air them when guests were expected; she pulled off her shirt – but she’d certainly never dreamed that she would be staying here.


Slipping out of her trousers, hanging them over the back of a chair, Alex caught sight of herself in the wardrobe mirror. She looked pale, dark shadows beginning to form under her eyes, her ivory silk cami and boy shorts draining her still further, the lace edges pale against her sallow skin. Perhaps an early night was wasn’t such a bad idea. 



Before she had time to dwell on it, there was a knock at the door.

 ‘Just a minute.’ Grabbing the robe, Alex pulled it on, the towelling fabric sliding over the slippery silk of her camisole, soft against her bare skin, and drew the belt tight.

 ‘I’ve just brought you a...’ Alex opened the door before Sebastian had quite finished the sentence. And found herself staring at his naked chest. A tanned and well-muscled chest that tapered to a neat waist with absolutely no hint of excess. 



Hearing his knock, she had intended to shoot out her hand, to grab the t-shirt and thank him, close the door as fast as she decently could, resealing herself in the relative safety of her room. So much for plan A… 



Alex opened the door a fraction wider, a blush creeping up her neck, her lips open to speak. But the words got tangled up in themselves, catching in her throat, her eyes feeding way too much information, way too fast, for her brain to focus on speech at all.


In the few moments it had taken Sebastian to find the t-shirt, he had changed out of his navy suit trousers and white shirt, stood before her now in a pair of tattered jeans and scuffed rodeo boots. And nothing else. Alex could feel her face warming, her eyes locked on his chest. She opened her mouth again in the hope she could say something sensible, but he got there first.

 ‘I…’ He stopped, searching for the right words, but Alex hardly noticed, suddenly felt terribly short without her heels. Sebastian seemed to be towering over her. He tried again.

 ‘Look I’m sorry…’

 ‘It’s fine…honestly.’ Alex didn’t know what he was apologising for but knew, right now, she needed to get the door closed before she did something stupid. Unfortunately, her body didn’t seem to be cooperating, and instead she felt the door open another inch.

 ‘It’s not.’ Sebastian took a step towards her, the t-shirt still folded in his hands. ‘I’m really sorry. Oh God, I really am.’


Taking the opening door as an invitation, Sebastian walked straight in, matter of factly handing her the t-shirt as he brushed past, his face screwed up, wrestling with the words. 


 ‘Look, I really didn’t mean to shoot your dad, you must know that.’ Alex watched in amazement as Sebastian headed into the middle of the room, continuing to speak with his back to her, shoulders hunched, thumbs hooked into the pockets of his jeans, ‘He…I…well, we’ve worked so closely together for years.’ Sebastian turned to look at her, his eyes beseeching. Alex hadn’t expected that. ‘I couldn’t run this place without him. He knows every blade of grass on this estate, knows where every badger set is, every…well just everything…’ 



Alex had no idea what to say. This was one of those Oh My God moments, and she was standing here like a total idiot, like her hand was glued to the door handle, wearing nothing but a bathrobe. Clutching the t-shirt to her chest, her heart was beating like an anti-aircraft gun, spent bullet cases flying in every direction as they shot through the magazine, the enemy heading straight for her, the whites of pilot’s eyes almost visible through the cross hairs. 



But no amount of sandbags could protect her now. Alex felt exposed. More vulnerable that he could ever know. Thank God she’d shaved her legs. 



About to pull the door open, to say something sensible like, ‘I think you’d better go. We can talk about it in the morning…’ Sebastian turned away from her again, walked over to the window, leant on the windowsill, the muscles in his back rigid with tension. 



What was that film, Clear and Present Danger? This was it. 



Alex fought for breath, it was like he was sucking all the oxygen out of the room again. Right now there was only one thing she knew for sure – she couldn’t stand here all night, she had to get to safer ground where she could dig in and gather her scattered thoughts. 



Throwing the t-shirt onto the bed, pulling the belt on her robe tighter, Alex tucked the collar in to cover her chest and slipped over to the bed. She felt like a teenager whose towel had slipped in the changing rooms. 



Pulling her knees up underneath her, tucking the robe in under them, Alex leaned back on the headboard, trying to look relaxed, then, still feeling horribly exposed, pulled a pillow from under the counterpane beside her, holding it protectively on her knee. Much safer here with everything covered.

 ‘I just don’t know…’ Sebastian started to say something, but trailed off, transferred his gaze from the view of the lake to the floor. He played with the fringes of a rug with the toe of his boot. Rugged and strong.


It was time she spoke. He might look gorgeous standing there, but in that one second that he had pulled the trigger of his shotgun Sebastian had hurt her more than Alex could ever say. She had missed so many years with her dad while she had been in Spain, so many good years, and then, when it really mattered, she’d let him down again, hadn’t been there for him when he needed her most. She bit her lip. After everything, she still hadn’t been able to protect him from the Wingfields. 



Watching Sebastian, Alex could feel the emotion building, the tears hot in her eyes. Perhaps it was the alcohol, but Alex suddenly felt like she couldn’t hold it together any longer. She just wanted to scream at him like she knew Marina would have done, her fiery Spanish temper overriding every reserve. Go away, leave me alone. But that wasn’t her. Instead, Alex fought to keep her voice steady, caught the tears on her forefinger before they fell, hiding her grief; just like she’d hidden it in Barcelona. 


 ‘He loved working here.’ Alex’s voice caught, ‘That’s what’s so awful. He needs to be busy, to be outside, but he won’t be able to walk without a stick, might still end up in a wheelchair.’


Sebastian turned to face her. And then, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, came and sat down on the bed, the springs creaking under his weight. His back to her, his elbows resting on his knees, head hanging, his voice was hardly more than a whisper.

 ‘I know, I know. God you don’t understand. He’s been like a father to me since, since…I almost died myself when I saw him lying there…’


Sebastian turned to look at her over his shoulder, the tears forming in his eyes. ‘It’s all such a mess. I’m so sorry.’ He caught his breath, ‘And I’m sorry about the picture for what it’s worth. I did it years ago. I just…it’s just…well I’ve taken it with me everywhere I’ve lived and…’


Alex met his eye, her voice weakened by emotion, by desperation, ‘But why paint it? It’s just so…big.’


Sebastian opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, the scar on his chin pale through day-old stubble. He seemed to be searching for an answer, unable to find it. Alex felt his eyes on her, not seeing her sitting here now, but glazed, unfocused, like they were looking back into the past. Back sixteen years. Absentmindedly, he reached over and tucked a stray curl behind her ear, his hand hovering beside her face. The movement startled her, startled them both, their eyes locking. And they were back in the Mill House again, the air hot and heavy, dust dancing in the shafts of sunlight penetrating the rotten thatch. 


 ‘You’re just so…so beautiful’ Alex hardly heard him, her heart thundering as he ran his thumb over her cheekbone, inclining her head to his, closing the gap between them in a movement that had reached its conclusion before it had begun. 



His lips brushed hers, fine as a bee’s wing, the line from the song came to her as she felt them settle, tentative, enquiring, his mouth parting. She was a rare thing, fine as a bee's wing. Alex knew she should be pushing him away, yelling at him to stop, but she could feel the heat radiating from his body, her senses overwhelmed with his smell, his closeness, with all those moments when she had lain awake wanting him. Opening her mouth, responding, welcoming, Sebastian took her breath away, stars shooting behind her closed eyes as she felt him guiding her back on the bed, his arm around her shoulders, taking her weight, the pillow slipping to the floor.


And then she was drowning, her mind numb, conscious only of the sensations that were ricocheting around her body, of his arms around her; he was pulling her robe open to slide his hand inside, his fingers teasing, running up her leg, under her camisole, unhooking her bra in one easy movement. It was like they’d never been apart, like their bodies recognised each other, fitted. The denim of his jeans was rough against her skin as she slid her hand down over his stomach to undo his belt, his skin reacting to her touch, contracting, shivering. Fumbling with the buckle she felt his mouth leave hers, heading for her breast. Instinctively, Alex threw her head back, arching her back against his chest, pulling at his belt, the thick leather giving way as the buckle flipped. 


 ‘Jesus what was that?’ Sebastian pulled away from her. Jerked from her dreams, Alex gripped his shoulder. A crash had reverberated through the house like an explosion, like someone had driven a car through the front door. Maybe it was an explosion? A bomb? Did they have Basque terrorists here? And at the very moment the sound reached them, the bedside light died, plunging the room into darkness. Another crash, this time louder with a crescendo of glass shattering and the ear- splitting wail of an alarm.


 



 


THIRTY SEVEN

In a quiet lane just off the main street in Kilfenora village, Garda Joe Griffin buzzed down the window of his patrol car, its fluorescent stripes glowing in the darkness, and blew a stream of smoke out the window. Across from him, Sean McCann, whose likeness to a certain Hollywood movie star had earned him the nickname of Butch Cassidy within minutes of crossing the threshold of Kilfenora’s tiny Garda station, wrinkled his nose in disgust. But he was too new in the job to start complaining, knew Joe wasn’t about to take any backchat from a lad not much older than his own son, even if he was a head taller and a damn sight fitter. If the truth be told, he was a little bit in awe of the man he’d been partnered with, a man whose cropped dark hair was greying to badger, who had earned two commendations for bravery and who had enough war stories to write a book. The Griff had worked everywhere from drugs to surveillance over his twenty-five-year career, and now, with retirement beckoning and a slight limp caused by a tangle with a suspect’s motorbike, he was more than happy to be serving out his final years in the sleepy backwater of Kilfenora.


Sean adjusted the volume on the car stereo and sat back to listen to the opening bars of Bizet’s Carmen. It was a trade-off – Joe smoked, and Sean got to wear his favourite aftershave and listen to his choice of music.

 ‘Christ I need a pint.’ Joe checked his watch, ‘Fifteen minutes to shut down.’


Sean nodded silently, rubbing his hand hard over his military buzz cut. It had been a quiet shift. Too quiet. Since they came on at two they’d had several stray sheep and a breach of the peace to deal with. The lads hanging around outside Foley’s might have been noisy but they weren’t exactly a threat to national security; they had hopped on the bus to Newbridge at 8.30 p.m., taking their fast talk and high jinks to the local night club as soon as the patrol car had cruised down the main street. The minute it hit 10 p.m. the two guards would be inside the door of Foley’s faster than Joe could light up another fag.

 ‘Woah, what the f….’ Sean bolted forward in his seat as a small red car shot past like Lightning McQueen on E, its tail lights blazing in a two-finger salute.

 ‘Feck. 9.45. Wouldn’t you fecking know it?’ Joe threw his cigarette out the window and pushed the car into first gear, spinning it around in a shower of dust and gravel, ‘What do you think? Ready for a bit of real policing young Sean?’


Joe glanced at his observer, a wry smile on his face. But Sean wasn’t looking at him, had his eyes fixed on the road ahead, his fingers locked through the overhead hand-grip, the adrenalin already pumping.

 ‘Okay lad, use the blues.’ Pulling out into the main street, Joe pushed into second as Sean reached for the lights.


Ahead of them, the car kept moving, crossing the solid white line as it took the bend on the way out of the village way too fast. It was just as well Kilfenora was quiet at this time of night. Just as well there wasn’t a tractor coming the other way. Or a herd of cows. Or the school bus.

 ‘What speed’s he doing?’


Joe flipped into third, pushing the rev counter into the red, ‘well we’re doing sixty’ he pushed his foot to the floor, ‘little fecker…’ he pushed into fourth, the engine screaming, ‘Call it in, see if he’s previous…’


Sean grabbed the radio, relaying the BMW’s registration plate to Control. In seconds they were back to him.

 ‘It’s a woman, registered to an apartment in Ballsbridge.’


Joe glanced at the speedometer. ‘Feck. I’m not doing this speed all the way to Dublin.’


They were heading out of the narrow winding lanes now, would be meeting the N7 pretty soon. More traffic, more chance of this eejit killing someone. 100km an hour.

 ‘Okay boyo, hit the sounds, we’re finishing this now.’


Sean hit the top level on the sirens, the sound blasting them both, reverberating inside the car, lifting the hairs on the backs of their necks.


Ahead the BMW finally braked. Too hard.

 ‘Jesus, typical bloody…’ before Joe had got the words out, the car ahead of them slewed to a stop, its passenger side putting a thirty-foot dent in the hedge. Joe pulled in behind, knocking off the sirens, leaving the lights flashing in the darkness, strobes bouncing off the chrome and glass of the low-slung sports car. 


 ‘Right lad. Let’s see what her story is.’


Joe threw open his door, pulling his hat on. Sean was half way out of the car before he realised he’d forgotten his own hat, doubled back to dive into the back seat for it. It irritated the hell out of Joe to see anyone on duty sloppily dressed. He was always saying the uniform gave them authority, respect, gave them the edge when the shit hit the fan. And in a country where uniformed guards were unarmed, it formed a vital thin blue line. Literally. 



Joe glanced at his co-driver as their steel-toed boots crunched on the rough tarmac. Approaching the rear of a stop was always one of those hold-your-breath moments, a wait-and-see, fingers-fecking-crossed moment. It was probably a forty-five-year-old housewife on a bender, but they both knew it could be a pup with a grievance who’d nicked the car and had a sawn-off under the passenger seat, or some little shit doped up to the eyeballs who had seen the car stop at a red light and had drawn his blade on the owner. 



Drawing level with the BMW, Joe waited for the driver’s window to buzz down. It didn’t. He rapped on the glass with his knuckles; waited, looking at his reflection in the window. Joe was just about to haul the door open when it began to slide down, stopping half way, the distinct odour of alcohol seeping out like a poison cloud.

 ‘Yes?’ The woman inside, her face pale against her dark hair, looked out at him, eyes a potent blend of innocence and irritation. Like she really didn’t know what the problem was. Like he had no business wasting her time stopping her.

 ‘How many have you had?’

 ‘I beg your pardon?’


Joe repeated the question. Slowly. Just in case she hadn’t heard it.


But obviously it wasn’t her hearing that was the problem.

 ‘I’m in a hurry do you mind?’ 



Joe looked at her, taking in the evening dress, the rock on her finger, the stink of booze that was beginning to turn his stomach. But his face was a mask. He’d been here before.

 ‘Switch off the engine and get out of the car.’ It was a bald statement, not dressed up with pleasantries. Customer service wasn’t high on his list of priorities.


Caroline’s mouth dropped open, her eyes widening in anger, ‘I really don’t have time for this, have you nothing better to do? Criminals to catch?’


Joe wasn’t about to get into the definition of criminal law or law-breaking right now. She could find out all about that at the station.


Yanking the door open, Joe reached in to pull the keys out of the ignition. The alcohol was stronger now, blended with cigarette smoke. Joe pursed his lips, she smelt like the inside of a pub before the smoking ban. On the other side of the car Sean was checking the vehicle’s tax and insurance details, speaking into the radio clipped to his lapel, confirming the stop with Control. 


 ‘Get out of the car now please.’ 



Caroline looked at Joe aghast. Conscious that he was towering over her, he took a step back.

 ‘Don’t be ridiculous, I’m…’

 ‘Out now please.’ Her irritation sending out sparks that lit the night, Caroline swung her legs out of the car, and tried to get up. Unsuccessfully. She tried again, one hand inelegantly on the back of the driver’s seat, the other on the open car door, her skirt falling open, one emerald green suede high-heeled foot finding its way onto the tarmac like a claw. It was the other one that presented the problem. 



Pulling herself upright, her eyes locked furiously on Joe’s, he watched as she tried to stand, instead falling sideways, grabbing for the open door and as much of her dignity as she could manage.

 ‘I seem to have lost a heel…’ Looking down, she appeared to forget the presence of the two guards as she surveyed her Jimmy Choos in dismay, picking up her skirt, no longer virginal white but marked with mud and grass stains, rocking the damaged shoe backwards and forwards, checking to see if the heel really had vanished.


Now standing behind the open driver’s door, Sean peered through the windscreen, checking out the inside of the car. From the reek of spirits, he had fully expected to see a half bottle of whisky on the passenger seat, was surprised instead to see a bottle of champagne. His eyes flicked to Joe’s. There was a first time for everything.

 ‘Were you planning to drink that madam?’ Drawn from the contemplation of her shoes, Caroline looked up, surprised to hear another voice, the smile on her face hitting her eyes as she looked Sean up and down.

 ‘Do you know you look like a very young and rather gorgeous Paul Newman?’


Sean ignored her. If she had been sober, and in a bar, with two shoes – with heels – maybe…but now? Sad and pathetic sprang to mind. And toxic. There was something about her that spelled trouble. In capital letters. He nodded at the front seat, ‘the bottle of champagne, were you planning to drink it?’

 ‘A girl always needs to be prepared.’ Her pronunciation of the letter S was distinctly slurred.

 ‘Are you planning a party?’ 



Joe cleared his throat. The clock was ticking and he wanted to be in Foley’s before closing time.

 ‘Only if you’ll promise you’ll come…’ Joe’s radio crackled, interrupting her: 


 ‘Foxtrot Alpha Base to Foxtrot Alpha One.’ He raised his eyes to heaven. After eight hours of nothing, it was all going to happen at ten o’clock. The dispatcher continued oblivious to his reaction, ‘We’re getting reports of a fire at Kilfenora House, fire brigade are on the way.’


Joe’s eyes met Sean’s as he spoke into his lapel, ‘Roger that, we’re tied up. Bringing a prisoner in.’ He turned back to Caroline. ‘Come on lass, let’s see if you can make it to the car.’ He gestured to the patrol car behind them, ‘We need to have a chat.’ 



Caroline was still looking at Sean, at the cut of his uniform, at the American-style bomber jacket that made him look like a body builder, at the heavy leather belt gripping his hips and his sleek leather baton cover. A smile lit her face.

 ‘Sorry?’


In the back seat of the patrol car Caroline was delighted to find Sean climbing in beside her. He had moved her car off the road, left the hazard lights flashing for as long as they lasted before the tow truck came to collect it.

 ‘Don’t you need to use your handcuffs? Or lock the doors? I might try to escape.’ She flicked her hair over her shoulder and pouted, pushing her shoulders back trying to increase her cleavage.


Maybe her day was about to improve.


 



 


THIRTY EIGHT


Her mind flying down a hundred blind alleyways, all dark and cold and terrifying, Alex could feel Sebastian’s fear, arcing like an electric current, as raw and real as her own. But instead of lying there, waiting for the next explosion, he was on his feet, buckling his belt, heading for the open door.


And moments later he was back. Eyes streaming, coughing hard, slamming the door behind him.

 ‘It’s a fire, somewhere downstairs. The hall’s full of smoke.’

 ‘Oh my God, but…’


Sebastian didn’t wait for her to form the sentence, to ask the questions. Instead grabbed her trousers from the chair and threw them at her, his jaw clenched like he didn’t trust himself to speak. Then he was in the bathroom and she could hear the taps running full blast over the scream of the alarm, fast, furious and urgent.


Dazed, Alex struggled to pull herself together. It took her a second or two. A second in which she marvelled at how fast life could throw you a total screwball, at how fast your whole value system could be turned on its head. In the same time it took for a cork to be pulled from a bottle, or for a bullet to leave the barrel of a gun. 



But this wasn’t a time for introspection or philosophy. 



Sliding off the bed, Alex pulled on her trousers, boots, reached for her shirt, was doing up a button somewhere in the middle as Sebastian came out of the bathroom, a pile of towels, wringing wet, in his hand.

 ‘Here, you might need this. Keep low if the smoke gets too thick.’ Calm, controlled, in charge. ‘There’s no way we can get down the main staircase, we’ll have to use the backstairs from the ballroom…’ Sebastian paused, avoiding her eyes, his voice strong but his face drained white. ‘They’re stone, I’m sure they’ll be okay. ‘ Who was he reassuring, her or himself?


Alex nodded silently, the bitter taste of fear rising from her stomach. He was hiding the anguish he had to be feeling, trying to be strong for her. This was his ancestral home; there had been Wingfields here for almost four hundred years. She swallowed hard, she wasn’t going to fall apart now. 



Focusing on the practical, grasping for facts to stop her imagination going into overdrive, Alex ran through the route in her mind. This room was above the ballroom at the far corner of the east wing, which meant they had to go half way across the house to reach the landing, then on down the broad carpeted stairs that led to the mezzanine landing where the Grand Staircase met the double doors of the ballroom. Then they would have to cross the ballroom to get to the backstairs. It was a long way in brilliant sunshine on a summer’s day. In the dark, in smoke-filled corridors, it was a lifetime away. Years ago, flights of rough stone steps had criss-crossed the house, running from the kitchens to the fourth floor bedrooms and on up to the attic. But the insurance company had insisted they were blocked up, reckoned they provided a perfect funnel for fire if the building ever caught alight…


If Alex thought her heart was beating hard before, it was nothing compared to now. 


 ‘Come on, we’ll have to try it. There’s no other way out.’ Seeing the blank look of fear in Alex’s eyes, Sebastian rubbed the tops of her arms like she was a small child on her first day of school. ‘We’ll be fine. Hold onto my belt and for God’s sake don’t let go. It’s not too bad here but gets thicker near the stairs. When we get down to the kitchen, grab Dodo and get out.’

 ‘But we need to call the fire brigade…’ Alex’s voice sounded wrong, a pale imitation of itself.

 ‘The alarm goes straight through to a monitoring station. If we don’t ring to cancel it they send the cavalry. We need to get out.’ Sebastian paused, took a short sharp shaky breath, tried to sound reassuring, ‘I’m sure they’re already on the way.’ Did he believe that?

 ‘What about your grandfather?’ Alex was fighting to keep the panic out of her voice, to keep focused like he was, to be useful, positive. 


 ‘Olga may already have him outside but we can get to his rooms through the French windows from the Formal Garden.’ Alex hardly recognised his voice. It was focused, practical, hard-edged. He was holding it together for them both. ‘Ready?’


She nodded silently. 



His fingers gentle, Sebastian spun her around, grabbing a wet towel from the bed where he had dropped them, tying it over her mouth and nose, knotting it behind her head like a scarf.

 ‘That okay?’


Alex nodded and felt his hands linger on her shoulders as he drew a breath. She reached for them, grasping his fingers for a second, a second during which they connected, everything between them forgotten. 



But there was no time to waste. 



Grabbing a second towel, Sebastian tied it around his own face, then wrapped another around his forearm. Even in the few minutes he had been back in the room, the smoke had crept along the landing, was seeping in under the door, catching in Alex’s throat, making her eyes sting as it insinuated itself into the room.

 ‘Right. Let’s roll.’

 



Outside the corridor was pitch-dark, the sound of the alarm bouncing off the walls, reverberating inside her head. The doors along its length were closed to any hint of moonlight that might have penetrated the thickening smoke. Alex held on tight to Sebastian’s belt, the thick leather, worn rough, solid in her hand, her knuckles chaffing against his bare skin, damp with sweat. How could this be happening? Her head down, one hand holding the towel over her nose, her eyes screwed shut, lungs heaving, Alex followed Sebastian’s lead, could hear his smothered coughs ahead of her, the sound lost in the death cries of the building as it burnt. 



They had often talked about fire, her and Sebastian, and her dad. They’d talked about sprinklers, but back then they hadn’t been an option. It might have been privately owned, but Kilfenora was a listed building and the Wingfields couldn’t even change the colour of the front door without an army of councillors and historians getting involved. Alex knew that most of the house had been built in the early 1800s, but the central castle dated back to the 1600s. And now, with a shock that jolted her physically, Alex remembered her dad telling her that it was constructed in stone over a timber frame. A timber frame that had had a whole four hundred years to dry out. 



Blinded, her eyes shut tight, Alex stumbled, jerking Sebastian back hard. She felt rather than saw him twist to check she was okay, the belt in her hand moving with the pull of his hips. Recovering, totally disorientated, she pushed him on. They didn’t have time for niceties now.


The smoke was getting thicker, coating the back of her throat, drying her mouth until it felt like her tongue was swelling; she could smell the unmistakable scent of burning wood interwoven with something sharper, more acrid, something that stung and caught and made her retch. Alex felt Sebastian bob down in front of her, looking for the clear air nearer the floor, looking for a way out.


Following him down, on her knees now, Alex’s thoughts were jumbled, the realization that it was the lack of oxygen that was making her dizzy, coming with agonizing slowness. Despite her confusion, one thing was crystal clear – without Sebastian guiding her, leading her along, she would be lying in the corridor now, unconscious, breathing in the noxious fumes. 



They had only travelled twenty or thirty yards, in probably a matter of minutes, but it already felt like an hour, her back locked from bending, knotted with tension, with fear. Ahead of her, Alex felt Sebastian stop abruptly, reach for her hand, his fingers strong and sure, pulling her to him. They were at the top of the first flight of stairs. The darkness was complete, oily, acidic – like black coffee on an empty stomach. Below them she could hear the fire taking control, licking and spitting. Glass shattering. Even two floors up it was deafening, a roar like a jet engine, like hell itself. Alex felt Sebastian hesitate, moved closer to him, putting one arm around his waist, disorientated, the fingers of her free hand reaching out for the wall. 



But the wall was hot. Alex pulled her hand back like she’d been bitten.


Then Sebastian was moving again. His hand firm on hers, he uncurled her arm, deftly hooking her fingers back through his belt. Alex could feel him pulling away from her as he crept down the staircase, crouching, testing each step, the belt dragging down in front of her, down towards the fire. Alex wanted to scream, to pull him back, to stop him. Surely they would be better heading for the roof? At least they would be able to breathe up there. 



Panic began to overtake her and for a second Alex lost her grip. But there was no way she was letting go that easily. Fumbling for his belt, Alex knew she was clawing Sebastian’s back, didn’t care, just needed to be connected with him again, to hold on. He must have felt the pull on his jeans disappear, he stopped, flailing behind him for her hand. Then he caught it, held her wrist so tight she thought it would break, guided her hand back to the belt. She wanted to hold his hand, feel his pulse, connect physically. Then she realised he needed his hands free to balance, to measure the space ahead of them so they didn’t walk straight into the banisters. This time Alex locked on, her thumb meeting her fingers in a death grip.


And seconds later she felt her foot reach level ground. They’d made it to the bottom of the stairs. A few more steps, crawling, and Alex was sure she heard a door slam behind her. 


 ‘This way, help me with the window. We’ve got to get some air in here.’


It took a moment for Alex to register, to react to Sebastian’s voice. Her knees wobbled, almost failing…but they had made it to the ballroom. Still clutching his belt, stiff, her limbs screaming, Alex stumbled behind him across the huge room, towards the long sash windows that overlooked the Formal Gardens. Grabbing the catches, Sebastian flicked them back, grunting with the effort of hauling them up. They hadn’t been opened for years, the swollen wood protesting. He gave an almighty heave and the window flew up, the cords and weights rattling in surprise.

 ‘Phew. Get some air. For God’s sake don’t fall out.’


Alex had collapsed on the floor at his feet, but pulling her to him, his arm strong around her waist, Sebastian dragged her to the windowsill, pulling the towel from her face, turning her head towards the night sky. Blinded by the smoke, by the tears in her eyes she could hardly see but gasped in the sweet fresh air.

 ‘This will create a chimney, drag the flames up faster. We can’t stay here for long.’ Sebastian’s voice was little more than a croak. She nodded, still unable to speak. Then, beginning to recover, the vital oxygen filling her lungs, she pulled at the towel, using it to rub her face. It was dry, black with smuts.

 ‘Jesus. I can’t believe this is happening.’ 



Sebastian didn’t get any further, was interrupted by a cry from below. It was Olga, Guy Wingfield’s nurse, waving frantically, gesticulating towards the front door, then crossing her arms above her head like she was guiding a helicopter in to land. Which was exactly what they needed now – a Chinook twin-blade with twelve burly Marines on board. 



Sebastian stuck his head out the window, waved, then cupped his hand around his ear. He couldn’t hear her clearly, but they could both see she was frantic. Pointing towards the front of the house.

 ‘I think she means the fire’s at the front.’ Sebastian stared hard into the darkness of the garden, ‘And I can’t see Grandfather.’ Then half to himself, ‘He must be out on the drive.’ Turning to Alex, he rubbed her knee, ‘Ready? We’ll have to get moving or we’ll never get out.’

 ‘Can’t we wait for the fire brigade?’ Alex’s voice was little more than a whisper. Thoughts of plunging back into the narrow smoke-filled corridor of the back stairs filling her with terror.


Sebastian pulled her close, kissing her hair. ‘It took two hours for Windsor Castle to burn. The alarm goes right through, but the nearest fire station is ten miles away – and it’s part-time, so they’re not sitting there at the station waiting for a call, they have to get there before they can get to us. I don’t think we have time to hang around.’ Alex nodded. There was nothing she could say. She buried her face in his neck.


Across the ballroom there was an explosion like a car bomb. They spun around. The floor was covered in glass, more smoke billowing in, thick, acrid like burning tyres. 


 ‘Jesus, that was the Palm House. There are a load of Calor gas canisters in there, and petrol for the generator,’ Sebastian paused, his mind trying to grasp the implications, ‘and fertiliser and paint. Christ I knew I should have move them. We need to get going. If the oil tank goes we’ll be toast.’


Grabbing Alex by the wrist, dragging her to her feet, Sebastian pulled her towards the door hidden in the wainscot, tucked in beside the chimney breast. More smoke as he yanked the door open, its handle disguised as a plaster flourish.


The smoke had penetrated this corner of the west wing, but wasn’t nearly as bad as upstairs on the east side of the house. Was Sebastian right, was the fire in the Palm House? Alex’s mind fought to rationalise this as she heard the door swing closed behind her. But they were already running down the stone steps, the fumes swirling and dancing around them, spreading upwards like a virus. It was pitch-black, but with her hands on each wall, Sebastian’s boots loud on the treads below her, Alex felt sure of the way. How many times had she run up here from the den, laughing so much she couldn’t see? The treads were even, curving in a slow spiral, splitting on a narrow landing, one flight reaching for the kitchen and the servants’ quarters in the basement, the other for the blue parlour. Thank God they were stone. Narrow and worn, the walls rough, pitted with alcoves for candles or lanterns. Beneath her fingertips, the walls were cool, rough but cool.

 ‘Come on.’ Jettisoning through the pine door at the bottom of the staircase, stumbling into the kitchen, Sebastian fell against the kitchen table, hands apart, chest heaving. Alex followed, slamming the door closed behind her, her back to it as if holding it closed would keep the smoke at bay. Then Alex bent double, coughing, retching, gasping for air, and something warm and wet hit her in the face.

 ‘Dodo!’ she could hardly get the words out, fell with her arms around the old dog, burying her face in its coat.


Sebastian’s eyes met hers. His face and chest were smeared with carbon. He reached for her hand and pulled her towards the garden door.


 



 


THIRTY NINE 


‘Here they are at last.’ Derek O’Hanlon, the sergeant in charge of Kilfenora's small but efficient Garda station jumped out of the one battered armchair in the public office and nodded to the two lads who had been waiting since ten for The Griff to bring the patrol car back to base. ‘You two get up to the house and assist Bravo One, let me know what’s happening.’


Both in their thirties, well over six feet tall and solidly built, the two men greeted Joe with a grin, giving Caroline a swift appraisal before heading straight out to the yard. She was a looker but their interest ended there. Things were moving fast up at Kilfenora, radio messages flashing out to all the emergency services and they were both itching to get the inside track from the fire brigade.


The sergeant put his mug of coffee down on a desk covered in a sea of well-thumbed newsprint and did his own appraisal of the woman who had just stumbled in through the door, relying heavily on Joe Griffin’s supporting hand at her elbow. She didn’t look their usual sort – despite the fake tan and broken heel–was dressed like some sort of Greek goddess. In the harsh and uncompromising fluorescent light he couldn’t see any track marks on her bare arms, and her sleek black hair and flashy dress and jewellery certainly looked like the real thing… 



Over her shoulder The Griff rolled his eyes theatrically and inclined his head towards their resident Romeo, young Sean, who had slipped in behind them, was now busying himself checking the incident reports churned out by the fax machine, trying hard to look invisible. The sergeant followed Joe’s eye, amused. There was obviously a story in this one…and from the disgruntled look on Sean’s face, and the smear of lipstick on his jaw, it was a good one. 


 ‘Name?’ Moving over to a desk with a computer terminal and keyboard resting on it, O’Hanlon looked expectantly at Caroline. But she obviously wasn’t listening, was looking around the faded grandeur of the public office with unconcealed interest, like she’d just arrived in Disneyland.


It had been someone’s front room about a hundred years before; partition walls thrown up when it was taken over by the State slicing the cornicing and dado rails between the interview room and the passage to the cells, like icing on a cake. Stuffy, the storage heaters never quite on the right setting, the plastered walls scarred and battered and painted in Corporation cream, it had definitely seen better days. Even the desk the sergeant was leaning on, new in 1975, was ringed with coffee stains, a large chip in its Formica top where a prisoner had tried to make a break for it through the wired glass of the public hatch, taking the guard he was handcuffed to with him. Curiosity getting the better of him, O’Hanlon followed Caroline’s eye line to see what was so interesting. The row of dented filing cabinets leaning against one wall was typical, office grey, nothing remarkable there; a row of box files stood to attention along the top, punctuated by a scattering of peaked hats and a bullet-proof vest… maybe it was the footie she was interested in; the station’s portable TV was on behind him, the sound turned down. 



Before he had a chance to repeat his question, Caroline’s eyes widened,

 ‘Gosh it’s just like The Bill or CSI or something isn’t it?’ O’Hanlon did a double take. He hadn’t expected a posh accent, albeit slurred, the glimpse of France like a high kick in the Moulin Rouge. She interrupted his thoughts with a giggle, ‘Where do you lock them up?’


Behind her the door from the cells opened, Garda Maria Fennelly appearing, a set of huge Victorian keys jangling in her hand. Dressed exactly like her male colleagues, her blonde bob pulled back in a no-nonsense ponytail, face devoid of makeup she was younger than Caroline but a whole lot more with it. She caught Caroline’s last comment, stood back expressionless, watching the proceedings, her arms folded, taking in the sunray-pleated white wrap evening dress, her peep-toe suede shoe-boots, the missing four-inch heel. O’Hanlon stifled the chuckle that was welling up inside him – if they could get her booked in, she’d be getting a guided tour of the inside of the cells soon enough. 


 ‘Could you tell me your full name please?’ He could have added it’s almost 10.30 p.m. and these boys want to get home, and Man United are playing Chelsea and half the village is trying to put out a blaze like the Towering Inferno, but he managed to resist the temptation. Caroline got the point though, looked at him like he’d asked her for her bra size.

 ‘Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly.’ From her tone, she obviously thought he should have known. O’Hanlon’s fingers hovered over the keys, ‘That’s AUDIGUET, like the wine?’

 ‘Right,’ he paused, then, ‘date of birth?’

 ‘Well really I don’t…’

 ‘Date of birth?’

 ‘5th November…1973,’ O’Hanlon tapped it in to the computer, ‘I’m Scorpio. Intense and passionate...’ That figured. His ex-wife was Scorpio, he could have added jealous, obsessive and obstinate before you even got to the sting in the tail. 


 ‘Address?’

 ‘The Four Seasons, Ballsbridge.’ 


 ‘The hotel?’

 ‘In the apartments. Top floor.’ Nice.

 ‘Nationality?’

 ‘French.’ Now they were getting somewhere.

 ‘Do you have any medical problems?’

 ‘Do cheating fiancés count?’


O’Hanlon almost groaned. This was a simple procedure, it shouldn’t take all night, ‘No, I was thinking more of diabetes, drug dependence that sort of thing.’


Caroline screwed up her face for a moment, apparently thinking hard, ‘No, none that I know of. I’m pretty much perfect.’


Over her shoulder O’Hanlon caught Joe rolling his eyes again. ‘Do you want to contact a solicitor?’


There was a pause. A long pause.

 ‘Why would I need to do that?’ Caroline’s voice was sweet, slurred but sweet and completely innocent. Joe shook his head in disbelief, running his hand across his eyes. He’d seen some good ones over the years, but she really took the biscuit. How many had she had? He exchanged a look over Caroline’s shoulder with Maria.

 ‘You’ve been arrested. Do you know why you were arrested?’

 ‘Me? I think you must be mixing me up with someone else. I had a bit of a bump in my car and these lovely guards brought me here. And I’d love a cup of coffee.’ 


 ‘Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly you’ve been arrested under Section 49 of the Road Traffic Act 2006. You were seen driving erratically and when stopped, you smelled strongly of alcohol and were unable to walk along a straight line between your vehicle and the Garda patrol vehicle. You are required to provide a breath sample.’

 ‘I’m sure after a cup of coffee I’d be able to walk anywhere with that other chap...’

 ‘We won’t be giving you anything that could interfere with the result of the sample.’


Caroline looked at O’Hanlon aghast, then, sounding like a small child arguing over a toy, said, ‘Well I’m not going to give you a sample then.’


O’Hanlon had seen this one coming, ‘In that case you will be charged with refusing to give a breath sample, which automatically carries the maximum penalty.’ He nodded to Maria. They needed a female guard for the next bit – in the early days when there were fewer women in the job this whole procedure could have been held up for hours while they sent to Dublin for a woman to deal with a woman prisoner. Thank God things had changed. ‘You will be held here for your own safety until you sober up. Please remove any valuables, belts, jewellery etc and hand them to Garda Fennelly.’

 ‘And why exactly do I need to do that?’ Caroline narrowed her eyes, flicking them from Maria to the sergeant. It was the first time she’d noticed that there was another woman in the room and it seemed to throw her off her stride, ‘How do I know they’ll be safe?’

 ‘This is a Garda station,’ he spelled it out, ‘safer than the Bank of Ireland. Now, if you don’t mind?’ O’Hanlon gestured for her to take off her jewellery.


Glaring at him, Caroline reached up to undo the impressive ruby and emerald necklace around her neck. Maria held open a large brown paper envelope. The necklace landed inside with a bang like a fire cracker.

 ‘And the ring please.’ Maria gestured with the envelope.


Arching her eyebrows, Caroline slipped the Wingfield Sapphire off her finger, hesitating for a moment before she dropped it into the bag. ‘I won’t need that back.’


The sergeant ran his hand through his hair, ‘And why exactly would that be?’


Caroline pouted, ‘It’s not mine.’


He almost sighed; had she been out robbing the crown jewels as well as trying to kill herself on the road? ‘And how exactly did you come by it if it’s not yours?’


Focusing on her bracelet watch which was slithering away from her whenever she got her nail under the fastening, Caroline didn’t pick up on his implication.

 ‘It belongs to Sebastian Wingfield. I have absolutely no use for it.’

 ‘And does he know you have it?’


Caroline pursed her lips, ‘He does. He gave it to me.’

 ‘Did he now?’ It was like pulling teeth. ‘And that would be Sebastian Wingfield of Kilfenora House?’

 ‘Obviously,’ Caroline finally managed to undo her watch, threw it decisively into the paper envelope, scowling at Maria as she did so. ‘Lying, cheating bastard. You can give it back to him, I certainly don’t need it anymore.’ 


 ‘I see.’ O’Hanlon’s tone was loaded. 



Maria and Joe exchanged looks, both desperate to ask if that would be the Sebastian Wingfield whose house is currently illuminating the skyline? Both thinking that a Section 49 might not be the only charge Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly would be facing tonight. What did they say? Hell hath no fury…

 ‘Follow Garda Fennelly please.’ O’Hanlon gave Maria a nod, ‘Interview Room One.’ 



 



 


FORTY

In Foley’s Bar, his empty plate still sitting on the counter in front of him, the chip fat congealing, Peter folded up his paper and eased himself out from the stool. The barman had been too busy to remove the plate, too busy in fact to notice Peter’s movements much at all.

 ‘That’s me done.’ Speaking to no one in particular, Peter pulled out his wallet, selected a note and tossed it on the counter. The barman finally acknowledged him and dragged himself away from the girls long enough to throw the empty plate in the dishwasher under the bar, to pick up the money. Peter had been tempted to give him some tips on chatting up the opposite sex but he could see the girls were up for it, were only looking for a reason to get their kit off. The elderly builder had fallen asleep by the fire. Peter’s movement made him stir, snort in his sleep.


The street was empty when Peter walked outside, heading for his Discovery, back in position behind the pub. He smiled to himself. A fifteen-minute round trip and the barman still hadn’t filled his glass by the time he’d come back from the gents. Sweet. 



And everything had gone to plan. Peter had been surprised to see a second car beside Sebastian’s, a silver Golf, but he’d been in and out so fast he hadn’t had time for a proper look. He’d thought maybe someone would hear him forcing the door of the Palm House open, had paused for a split second as the swollen wood had given way under his shoulder, heard the dull sound of a dog barking somewhere at the back of the house but hadn’t waited for it to appear. Sometimes it didn’t pay to hang about.


Clicking his seatbelt into place, firing up the four-wheel drive’s powerful engine, Peter slipped out into the main street and signalled right heading for Dublin. The road was empty. The lads who’d been making a racket earlier at the bus stop had vanished. Further up the street a group of women were standing outside a row of workers’ cottages, their arms crossed, anxious looks on their faces. Peter drove straight on past, taking the bend at a steady fifty. No point in attracting attention.


As he pulled out of the bend, Peter spotted a set of hazard lights flashing up ahead of him. He slowed, didn’t want to get caught up on the periphery of an accident. Then his headlights picked up a tiny red car pulled over into the ditch. The number plate came into focus and his heart sank. What the hell?


Signalling, Peter pulled in ahead of the sports car. Leaving the engine of the Discovery running, he hopped out to double-check it. 



The engine was cold. He tried the door handle. Locked. Bending low he looked inside. A bottle of Champagne was tossed onto the floor on the passenger side. What the hell had happened? 



It was Caroline’s car. No doubt about it. But where was she? Had she broken down and hitched a lift somewhere? She’d be stupid enough to do that – but surely she was in the AA? But if she was in the AA why had she gone and left the car behind? A bad feeling was growing in his stomach. Looking around him, Peter took in the dense woodland on the opposite side of the road, dark and menacing, the open fields on this side, the loamy smell of evening. Where the hell was she? She would hardly be wandering around here on her own. Worry uncurled, what if she wasn’t on her own, what if someone had flagged her down and attacked her?


Her phone. He’d try her phone. Rooting for his own phone, Peter threw a glance behind him. A deep orange glow was already warming the night sky. Urgently he scrolled through his phone’s contacts and waited for the ring tone. It went straight to voicemail. Jesus, what had happened to her? His mind racing, he strode back to the Discovery. Sitting behind the wheel, he chewed his lip. What the hell was he going to do now? He could hardly drive off and leave her car sitting here. Anything could have happened to her. If it had been anyone else… Peter rubbed his face with his hands. Tonight of all nights…


In a village this size there was only one place to find out what had happened. 



Peter pulled up outside Kilfenora’s tiny Garda station in a spray of gravel, pausing for a split second before he got out. Was this a good idea? He rolled the options rapidly around his head for a moment. There weren’t many. There was no way he could drive off and leave Caroline to God only knew what fate, that was for sure. He glanced at the distinctive blue door – on balance, arriving up to here could be the best thing he could do. After all, he’d been in the pub all evening, why would he walk straight into the cop shop if he had anything to hide?


 



 


FORTY ONE

The moment Alex put her foot outside the garden door and breathed in cold air she started coughing. Coughing like her lungs were going to explode, coughing, fighting for breath. Grasping her hand, Sebastian half-carried half-dragged her away from the house, along the brick-edged crazy paving path that led into the kitchen garden, lit now like it was daytime, scents from the sleeping beds of herbs bordering the path polluted with the bitter sting of smoke. Lifted by the easterly wind, it billowed above them, greedy fingers reaching for the lake, carrying debris still burning like macabre glowing butterflies, dancing, pirouetting in the thermals. Dodo lumbered around them, barking, urging them to hurry, her ears flapping like flags.

 ‘Why’s it so bright?’ Alex stopped, bent double, coughing.


Sebastian’s reply was grim, the words rasping in his throat, ‘It’s the light from the fire. Jesus it’s like a film set.’


Ahead of them, a fountain bubbled, its shadow thrown eerily across the gravel paths criss-crossing the vegetable beds. A huge stone with a hole bored right through its heart, water cascaded carelessly over its smooth sides, slippery to touch. Falling to her knees beside it, Alex cupped her hands, pouring the icy water into her mouth, her throat burned and blistered. Sebastian joined her, splashing his face and chest, almost crying out with the shock. Hot to cold, dark to light. In moments he had recovered enough to help her up. 


 ‘We have to move, to get around to the front. See what’s happening. See how bad it is.’


Reaching the narrow cast iron gate in the east wall, its scrolls and flourishes like an engraving in the peculiar light, hinges protesting as he heaved it open, Sebastian was pulled up by the sight of a series of huge fire hoses running down the lawn, bright red, twenty or thirty of them, snaking from the front of the house to the lake. Rigid. Water passing through them at high pressure. Relief surged like flood water through a gorge. Thank God the fire brigade is here. Dodo pushed past him, disappearing around the corner of the house, heading for the drive. About to call her back, the words caught in Sebastian’s throat, the full implications hit him. With this many hoses, how many fire engines were here? How big was the fire?


Turning the corner of the house, Alex a step behind him, the full scene hit them, just like a movie set, only much, much worse: blue strobes pulsating through the dense smoke; the roar of the flames; the fire alarm screaming; engines running; men shouting, the whole place bathed in bright white light from the halogens sprouting vertically from a row of fire engines parked like dominoes ready to tumble, dominating the lawn. From the Palm House, billows of smoke obscured the night sky, flames clinging to its shirttails like a jealous lover. 



The Palm House. Paxton’s grand design. Burning just like the Crystal Palace had.


Even as Alex and Sebastian watched, more panes cracked, the sound penetrating, setting their teeth on edge, making them take a step back. The arched ceiling had collapsed, the cast iron uprights supporting it now buckled and bent, pointing every which way like accusing fingers. And through it all they could hear Dodo barking. Angry. Frantic. 



Sebastian pulled Alex to him, his arm protectively around her waist, holding her tight like he needed something real to hang on to in all the madness. The heat was intense, drying their skin, their lips. She glanced at him, her eyes gritty with dust, watering, stinging. The air was obviously having the same effect on him. Or maybe they were tears. Sebastian brushed one away, turned to her with a reassuring grin, a grin that was only skin deep.

 ‘Christ did you come out of there?’


Beside them a fire fighter materialised through the smoke from the direction of the lake, his helmet and the reflective stripes on his jacket bright, glowing like the sky above them. Like Sebastian, his face was smeared with sweat and carbon, lines of worry etched deep.


Dazed, Sebastian nodded, his breath catching as he tried to speak. The fire fighter grabbed him around the shoulder, supporting him until the fit of coughing was over. 


 ‘Come on you need to see the doc. What’s your name?’

 ‘Wingfield, Sebastian Wingfield. Do you know what happened?’

 ‘Christ, this is your place isn’t it?’ Recoiling in surprise, the fire fighter’s tone was urgent, ‘Is there anyone else inside?’

 ‘My grandfather? We saw his nurse on the lawn from the ballroom window, but is my grandfather okay?’


A shadow of fear flashed through the fire fighter’s eyes, 


 ‘Come and talk to the Incident Commander he’ll fill you in. Anyone else?’


Sebastian shook his head, thank goodness it was the staff’s half-day.

 ‘Watch out! More coming down!’


From further up the lawn, struggling with one of the hoses, with the weight and power of the water pumping from its nozzle, two fire fighters shouted to them, waving as another section of the Palm House collapsed, the glass shattering, the few remaining walls shuddering with the impact. 


 ‘This way.’ Shouting now, the fire fighter grabbed Sebastian’s arm, pulling him out over the lawn, looping around to the back of the nearest fire tender. 



The din was horrific, magnified by the darkness, cries and shouts and the wail of the alarm bouncing off the house’s noble façade. Alex felt a shiver run up her spine. After everything, after all the nights she had lain awake cursing Kilfenora, she had never prayed for this. But the great house was holding on to its dignity despite the flames, greedy, squabbling, reaching up the exterior walls for more. 



More shouts. Looking up they saw a man on a hydraulic platform, another on a turntable ladder, both precariously close to the flames, their hoses focused, the powerful whoosh of water arcing high into the air, soaking the roof, keeping it wet to stop the flames spreading. Another fire fighter appeared beside them, but Sebastian wasn’t paying attention, had his eyes fixed on the house.

 ‘Evening sir, I’m Station Officer John Reilly, Incident Commander. We’ve got eight appliances in attendance, we’re doing our best to contain the blaze to the conservatory. I’ve got men on the inside keeping it out of the main house. The smoke’s the problem. You said your grandfather might still be inside.’ 



Snapping out of his daze, Sebastian nodded, wiping the sweat from his forehead, leaving a filthy smear behind. ‘His rooms are on the ground floor in the west wing. Did Olga not show you?


Station Officer Reilly shook his head, ‘there’s a woman in the back of one of the ambulances, she’s hysterical, babbling in German. We’ve been trying to find an interpreter.’

 ‘Jesus. He’s in his eighties, had a stroke. He’s in a wheelchair.’


Reilly nodded, the anguish in Sebastian’s voice raw, his own voice filled with urgency as he said, ‘I’ve a team ready to go in. Can you show us?’ Then, glancing at Alex, taking in the black smudges around her mouth and nose, ‘The young lady needs to see a medic.’ He waved his arm, summoning a paramedic from somewhere behind them. Alex squeezed Sebastian’s hand, coughing again. It was time for him to look after his family now.


Wrapped in a silver foil blanket, crinkling as she moved, Alex found herself being guided to the back of an ambulance, the paramedic’s arm around her shoulders. She coughed again. How could this be happening? She felt her knees wobble as he sat her down on the tail plate, the paramedic briskly fitting an oxygen mask over her face. Alex breathed deeply, rocking with the effort, her body beginning to shake uncontrollably.

 ‘Were you inside?’


She nodded, the mask still in place. She didn’t really have the energy to speak. Her eyes began to well with tears.

 ‘You’re in shock love, take another slug of the O2 there, that’ll sort you out.’ 



The paramedic picked up her hand, clipping something onto her finger, ‘We just need to check out the oxygen levels in your blood. It won’t hurt, it uses a laser strobe to test your blood through your fingernail.’


Alex hardly noticed, heard him say something else, but his voice was dim, like a distant light flickering far out at sea, vanishing as a wave of darkness washed over her.


On the far side of the drive, a tight knot of fire fighters had gathered, waiting for instructions from their senior officer. Someone had thrown a jacket around Sebastian’s shoulders. He wore it now, incongruous over his jeans. 


 ‘So we can gain access down this side – through the French windows?’ The Incident Commander was shouting, his voice hoarse. Sebastian could hardly hear him. 



Sebastian nodded, his face thrown into shadow by the bright lights from the fire engines. ‘It’s this way.’ 



How could his grandfather survive this? There had been moments on that landing when he had felt like lying down, giving up, exhaustion making every limb heavy, the smoke just so hard to breath. But with Alex behind him, he’d pushed on, pushed to the limits of his endurance and beyond. And he was fit, worked out at least three times a week, was thirty-five years old, not almost ninety. Sebastian suddenly felt a pang of fear grasping at his gut.


Leading the men across the front of the house, past the high yew hedges bordering the Formal Gardens, Sebastian pushed open the narrow cast iron gate set between two staunch red brick pillars that replicated those at the opposite corner of the house, at the far end of the kitchen garden. To their right, the windows of what had been the drawing room, now Lord Kilfenora’s apartments, were dark, unseeing. 



It was impossible to tell from outside if they were filled with smoke. The darkness was oily, the gardens shadowed by the bulk of the house. Sebastian prayed that Olga had been sensible enough to close the hall doors when she had put Guy Wingfield to bed. They were all solid oak, over two inches thick, panelled, carved like the staircase. 



The staircase. Would the staircase survive? The wonderful staircase? 



Sebastian prayed that the fire officer was right, that the fire was contained to the Palm House. Pushing away images of the heart of the house burning, Sebastian’s brain began to work with frightening logic; the hall doors might stop the fire if it did spread, but, as they all knew well, the house was plagued with draughts, and where cold air could flow, so could smoke.

 ‘You can get in here.’ Before he could finish, the fire fighters were nodding, getting their instructions, three of them pulling on their breathing apparatus. One of them who had dragged a hose with him, stood back as he waited for it to charge, holding it high as the crisp lake water gushed from it. An axe came down on the paned door with a crash. Sebastian leapt backwards, the glass splintering as the axe head hit the lock. It was an unfair fight. In moments the wooden door gave way, exploding inwards, thick black smoke billowing out, escaping like it had been corked in a bottle. 


 ‘There’s a connecting door between this room and his bedroom, it’s in the middle of the north wall.’


The men nodded, gave Sebastian the thumbs up. The doors still swinging from the force of their blows, they pushed forwards into the smoke, enveloped in seconds in an impregnable darkness. Sebastian started to follow them, felt the station officer’s hand on his arm, pulling him back firmly. He struggled for a moment, then nodding, understanding, shook off his hand.

 ‘They’ve thirty-five minutes of air max. They’ll do their best to find him.’


Pacing between the yew and box borders, the sound of his boots on the gravel drowned by the hubbub in the drive, his hands plunged in his jeans pockets, Sebastian kept his eyes fixed on the lake, visible occasionally through the drift of the smoke, its surface disturbed only by the action of the pumps, sucking the moonlight from the surface, sending it to the heart of the inferno. Then behind him, Sebastian heard the crunch of boots on glass, the unmistakable sound of radios crackling into life, turned to see the first of the fire fighters struggling backwards out through the broken door. As he emerged, Sebastian could see a second officer. They were carrying something between them. His grandfather? It had to be. 



The station officer clapped the fire fighter on the shoulder, urging him forward with his burden, turned to wait anxiously for their back-up man carrying the hose. 


 ‘Is he okay? Is he breathing?’ Sebastian’s voice cracked. 



Their breathing apparatus still in place, the fire fighters glanced at him, their expressions unreadable through their masks. Getting clear of the building, heading for the drive, Sebastian followed them, stumbling over the border to the path. Guy Wingfield’s face was grey, his mouth and nose smeared black, his head lolling uselessly to one side, eyes closed. Painfully thin, limbs stick-like, twisted sinews of flesh and bone revealed as his pyjamas flapped, the men carried him easily. 



His appetite had been failing for years, the first stroke paralysing his face making eating difficult, messy, undignified. And Sebastian knew that his dignity was the one thing Guy Wingfield held onto with a vice-like grip. But confined to a wheelchair, unable to walk the dogs, to ride out with Tom, his energy levels had fallen rapidly. He’d tried to stay involved, but it hadn’t been long before he’d started delegating everything except the crossword to his grandson.


Moments later, the old man was lying on a stretcher on the grass, the fire fighters and paramedics blocking Sebastian’s view as they deftly fitted an oxygen mask over Lord Kilfenora’s nose and mouth, took his blood pressure.


Watching them work, Sebastian was hit with a surge of utter despair. Ahead of him, another ambulance swung around the bend in the drive, pulling up with a hiss only yards away, its blue strobes bouncing off the fire fighters’ visors, off the windows on the western side of the house. More paramedics were out of the vehicle, had the back doors flung open, before Sebastian had caught his breath. He ran his hand across his eyes, so many people were trying to save the old man, he couldn’t give up now. He wasn’t a quitter, and neither was Guy Wingfield. 



His heart pounding in his chest, eyes fixed on the activity in front of him, Sebastian felt like he was trapped in a bubble, the sounds strangely dull, his blood pumping in his ears. He hardly registered the Garda car that pulled up behind the ambulance, the uniformed officer who got out. His focus was entirely on the medical team, on Guy Wingfield, he was a stubborn old goat, would pull through, had to pull through…for a moment Sebastian was back in his grandfather’s study, summoned from the den where he had been sketching…

 ‘I’m sorry my boy I don’t know how to tell you.’ 



It was the one and only time in his life that Sebastian had seen his grandfather cry. As he stood leaning on his desk, his arms spread to support the weight of the message he was about to impart, a tear had coursed its way down his leathery cheek.


In that split second, Sebastian had been sure he was going to tell him that he’d found out what had happened to Alex, that it was something dreadful, that she’d been murdered by a psychopath, or had been abducted by white slave traders, and shock had paralysed him before Guy Wingfield had even had a chance to speak.

 ‘It’s your parents’ Sebastian John and Marjorie. Both of them. They’ve gone, some bastard jumped a red light in Cape Town. Hit them head on. Left the scene of course. The police are trying to track him down.’ Guy Wingfield had rambled on, not pausing for breath, ‘But there was nothing anyone could do…I’m so sorry.’ 



His emotions overloaded, overwhelmed by shock, sorrow, by guilt that his first thought had been for her, for Alex, Sebastian had nodded, unsure what to do, had turned and walked out of the study, out into the chill of the hall and through the open front door, the heady scents of summer caressing him as he started to walk. It was four miles to Tom’s tiny cottage, four miles down winding lanes, but only two miles cross-country. And when he reached the yellow front door, Sebastian had pounded on it, taking out his anger and frustration, all his sorrow, on the pristine paint, banging until a voice behind him had brought him up. Tom’s voice, calm and soothing.

 ‘Come on lad, I’ll put the kettle on.’


And now as Sebastian stood here, the house burning, his grandfather, his only living relative, lying helpless on the ground, the enormity of being alone in the world hit him for the first time. He’d never been particularly close to his parents, had spent more time with his pal Cormac than his father. And at the time they had been killed, he’d still been still so wrapped up in his own loss, his grief after Alex’s disappearance, that their absence from his life hadn’t really hit him.


He couldn’t let his grandfather go that easily.


Snapping back to the present, Sebastian saw one of the paramedics poised over the old man’s chest, defibrillator paddles in his hands about to shock him. Surely not? 



Taking a step closer, his arms folded tightly across this chest, Sebastian tried to see what the paramedics were doing, to understand; but it was useless. He didn’t have time to watch medical dramas on TV, had never done a first aid course, had no real idea of what was going on. As the paddles came down on his grandfather’s chest, the sound of shouting drew his attention to the house.

 ‘Sector one clear. All persons accounted for. Fire under control.’


 



 


FORTY TWO

‘Evening, how can we help you?’ 



Peter nodded to the Garda sergeant who had answered his rap on the wired glass partition separating the station from the black and white tiled hall, taking in his sergeant’s stripes.

 ‘There’s a car abandoned on the main road. A red BMW. I know the owner, I’m worried something might have happened to her.’

 ‘And who would you be sir?’

 ‘I’m a good friend of hers, her name’s Caroline, Caroline Audiguet-O’Reilly. She’s Sebastian Wingfield’s fiancée.’


There was a pause as Garda Sergeant O’Hanlon pursed his lips.

 ‘There’s no need to worry sir, she’s quite safe.’

 ‘Was there an accident, is she okay?’ The words tumbled out.

 ‘No accident. Miss Audiguet-O’Reilly was apprehended earlier this evening a bit the worse for wear.’


Peter leaned on the counter so he could see the sergeant properly, ‘Drunk?’

 ‘That would be about it sir. We’re looking after her here. Are you a good friend of hers sir?


Peter paused, then nodded.

 ‘You wouldn’t have any knowledge of her whereabouts this evening?’


Peter’s brow creased, ‘Sorry?’

 ‘There’s been a serious fire at Kilfenora House. We need to establish Miss Audiguet-O’Reilly’s whereabouts this evening.’

 ‘Christ, is everyone alright? Is Sebastian alright?’ Peter paused, his face confused, then clearing as if something had suddenly fallen into place. His voice was urgent as he continued, ‘Jesus I heard the sirens...someone came into the pub and said “the house” was on fire; I never twigged.’ Peter shook his head like he was a total idiot, like he’d let someone down by not seeing the obvious and turned as if to leave. ‘I’d better get up there...’


O’Hanlon held up his hands, ‘You’re grand, it’s all under control now. Everyone appears to be unharmed but Lord Kilfenora has been taken to hospital.’ 



Peter turned back to him like he was torn between staying and going, then nodded, acknowledging the note in the sergeant’s voice.

 ‘Sorry, you’re right, I’d only be in the way. Old habits.’ Then, ‘Do you think Caroline was involved?’ Peter managed to get just the right amount of disbelief in his voice. 


 ‘Not for me to say sir.’


Jesus. Peter’s mind moved swiftly into practised professional mode, assessing the options, weighing up the outcomes. The very reason he’d had such a distinguished military career, was now so successful in business, was his ability to make rapid, sure decisions. Out in the field it meant life and death. There was no room for mistakes. 



But here was a real curve ball. They were going to pin the fire on Caroline. 



Had she been to Kilfenora? He hadn’t seen her but that didn’t mean anything. She’d hardly be touring this part of the countryside if she hadn’t – there was absolutely no reason for Caroline to be in Kilfenora village unless she was visiting the house. But why had she been leaving so early? Had she had a row with Sebastian? It would be just like her to get caught in the middle of Peter’s own personal war. Peter sighed inwardly.


It was time to change the game. And that call from ‘New York’ was the ammunition he needed. 


 ‘There’s no way she could have had anything to do with it.’ Peter shrugged like it was obvious. He was about to blow his alibi out of the water, but it was a calculated risk, ‘I had to drop some papers in earlier. I saw her car heading down the road as I pulled in. There was no sign of a fire then.’

 ‘You sure sir? What time would that have been?’

 ‘Around 9.30? I’m not sure, Jesus it’s been one of those days.’ Peter shook his head, then said, ‘I was in the pub, nipped over while I was waiting for my dinner. I meant to go earlier but had to wait for a call to confirm what needed signing.’ Then, as if it had suddenly dawned on him, ‘but if the place was on fire they’ll be toast by now. Shite, I need to get them faxed back. Unbelievable.’

 ‘Was Mr Wingfield expecting you?’


Peter shook his head, ‘It all happened quicker than we expected. We were due to meet the day after tomorrow but I knew Sebastian was at Kilfenora and I needed to get his signature, so I thought I’d run down and drop in. You know how bad the mobile reception is around here so I got the guys in New York to call me in the pub – I couldn’t give them the number at Kilfenora. But then when I got to the house he didn’t answer the door. I never thought of calling him to say I was coming. Must be the jet lag, my brain’s slow.’ Peter shook his head, ‘Stupid.’

 ‘So how were you going to tell him these papers were there?’


Peter looked back at the sergeant like it was all a total pain in the arse, ‘I thought I’d call him from that hotel on the Dublin road and then shoot back. I didn’t want to call him from the pub with half the village listening.’ Well that made sense at least. Peter continued, ‘It was a bloody nuisance. I almost broke the bloody door down at Kilfenora banging but that house is so bloody huge he couldn’t hear, he was probably down in the cellar or something.’


O’Hanlon nodded like he was buying the story but Peter had had enough experience of interrogation himself to see that the sergeant still only half-believed him.

 ‘Would you like to step inside sir, we might have a little chat.’ Sergeant O’Hanlon came around and unlocked a door to Peter’s right. Sticking his hands in his pockets Peter nodded obligingly, ‘Of course.’


The public office of the tiny station was warm, too warm. Peter shifted uncomfortably in his waxed Barbour jacket as the sergeant indicated he take one of the swivel chairs next to a battered desk. O’Hanlon remained standing, his arms folded.

 ‘So what time did you say you were at Kilfenora?’


Peter sat down heavily,

 ‘I came down about six, I was waiting for the call from New York, like I said. I needed a coffee and had a read of the paper while I was waiting. When I got it, the call I mean, I ran up to the house. Sebastian’s car was there but he didn’t answer.’ Peter shrugged, ‘like I said, one of those days. The door to the Palm House was open so I stuck the papers inside on the table. I’d ordered a steak at the pub, but they said it would be a good forty minutes. I thought I’d ring him from the hotel, tell him where the papers were, nip back for my steak while he signed them and collect the papers afterwards.’ 



A smile twitched on O’Hanlon’s face, ‘How was your steak?’

 ‘Crap actually. But I missed lunch, seemed like a good idea at the time.’


O’Hanlon nodded like he’d been there. ‘And you saw Miss O’Reilly leaving?’

 ‘Yeah, as I pulled in I saw a red Beemer hightailing it down the road.’ Peter paused, ‘Are you charging her for drink driving? Can I take her home? She’ll be devastated about this.’


O’Hanlon ignored his question. ‘So how do you know the Wingfields?’

 ‘I work with Sebastian.’

 ‘In Dublin? You mentioned New York.’

 ‘New York mainly, I go wherever he needs me. I’m his chief negotiator.’

 ‘And you know Miss O’Reilly?’


Peter nodded, shrugged. ‘Of course’.


O’Hanlon stuck his hands in his pockets, tipped backwards and forwards in his black boots. ‘I’ll need your details. We’ve charged Miss O’Reilly with a Section 49, she’ll be before the District Court in the morning. She needs to appear.’ 



Peter nodded, his face creased with concern, ‘No problem. Get the picture.’ 



This wasn’t a time to mention he’d been in the Marines, understood how the law worked – he was getting the vibe that the sergeant wasn’t enamoured with his British accent.


The sergeant sat down at a desk opposite Peter and pulled a computer keyboard into the centre. Glancing at the screen on the terminal to his right, his hands flew over the keys.

 ‘So if you can just give me your name?


Before Peter could answer, a door opened on the other side of the office. Caroline’s voice reached them before they saw her, ‘Honestly, I don’t know what all the fuss is about...’


A female guard held the door to the interview room open, ‘This way please.’


Caroline came through the door like a vision of Aphrodite, the skirts of her long not-quite-so-white dress in one hand. Peter caught a flash of her smooth thigh as she stumbled into the public office. Then she caught sight of him.

 ‘Peter?’ for a moment her eyes opened in amazement, ‘Peter!’


Half-tripping, half-running she headed towards him. He stood up to meet her, catching her before she stumbled into him. She was obviously still sloshed.

 ‘I thought you were in New York.’ Before he could answer she thumped him hard on the shoulder with her fist, ‘How could you go to New York, how could you?’

 ‘Peter?’ Unimpressed with the interruption, O’Hanlon sat poised with his fingers over the computer keyboard, ‘Surname?’

 ‘No that’s a nickname. I was in the forces, Royal Marines. Name’s Jackson, Jackson Blake.’ O’Hanlon crooked an eyebrow, waiting for Peter to explain, ‘Michael Jackson, Neverland, Peter Pan..? I was a Green Beret, Peter Pan has a green hat, flies – like we jumped out of planes. It made sense to some bastard.’


Caroline tittered and nestled her head on his shoulder, ‘Michael Jackson? I know someone called Moonwalker; I bet you’d get along famously.’


O’Hanlon looked sceptical. Glancing over the top of Caroline’s head, Peter said, 


 ‘I’ve ID, driving licence, whatever you need. Sebastian will tell you who I am.’


 



 


FORTY THREE

Alex turned over and opened her eyes and for a moment wondered where on earth she was. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she had absolutely no idea what day it was. Or what she was supposed to be doing now. Several possibilities careered through her head all wrapped up in a surge of panic that started somewhere around her toes and bounced off her stomach, lungs and heart before it connected with her brain. But none of them matched with the starched white pillow, the irritatingly mid-blue nylon curtain that was pulled around the bed. Alex moved her head fractionally. It was like her brain had stopped processing information sometime during the night. Usually, she woke up focused, alert, after the initial realisation that it was time to get up, knew exactly what her first task of the day was. 



But not today. 



Today, Alex felt like she’d had razors surgically embedded in her throat, like she’d caught the worst cold of her life and it was clogging up her head, blocking her nose, fugging her up. And her back ached, and the muscles in her legs were sore. Very sore. Like she’d run ten miles…


Then it hit her, the memories spiralling back like the tornado in The Wizard of Oz but in reverse. Sebastian. Supper. Her car. The wine. And then the bedroom. Fine as a bee’s wing. Alex curled up, pulling her knees to her chest, a hole opening in her stomach, aching, the pain worse than anything she had ever experienced, tears pricking her eyes. The fire. The house. 


 ‘Goodness, this place is like an oven.’


Alex’s heart stopped for a split second. Who the? Pulling the sheet to her chin, Alex turned over to find…Jocelyn Blake…Joss? What on earth was she doing here? …Fighting her way through the blue curtain.

 ‘Whew. How do those poor nurses put up with the heat? It’s like a sauna. How are you feeling my dear?’

 ‘I…’ For once in her life Alex had absolutely no idea what to say. But it didn’t seem to worry Jocelyn. Grabbing the grey plastic chair from beside the bed, she sat down with a bump, settling the layers of her cape and dress like a broody hen, pulling several bulging carrier bags onto her lap.

 ‘I couldn’t believe it when I heard it on the radio. Kilfenora on fire.’ Jocelyn sighed, grimaced, her face grief-stricken. ‘I still can’t believe it. Thank God you’re all all right.’


Alex tried to speak, but it took huge effort. She winced as her mouth formed the words, the sound rasping in her throat.

 ‘Is Sebastian okay?’


Jocelyn smiled benignly, ‘I spoke to him very briefly this morning; they took Lord Kilfenora into Beaumont Hospital, only place they had an ICU bed, Sebastian went with him. He’s a bit shaken not stirred, but fine.’ Something dark passed across Jocelyn’s face, but Alex was focusing on turning herself over properly in the bed, her aching muscles protesting as she fought the tightly wrapped sheet. She realised she was wearing a hospital gown, dark blue, patterned and hideous and trying to tie itself in a knot around her hips. Eventually she completed the manoeuvre and fell back against the pillows, exhausted.

 ‘And Lord Kilfenora?’ Alex’s voice was barely more than a whisper. She wanted to explain, to pour it all out, to tell Jocelyn about the puncture, about the alarm going off, how Sebastian had led her through the smoke to the ballroom, how they’d seen the nurse from the window, assumed she had helped Guy Wingfield to safety, then, when they’d finally got out, had been told that he was still inside. And how Sebastian had gone with the fire crew to find him. But her throat wasn’t up to it, any of it. 



As if she could tell that Alex needed to talk, Jocelyn laid her hand on her arm, ‘Tell me later love.’ Then, ‘I want to hear all the details as soon as you’re up to it,’ she winked, a smile flicking the corners of her mouth. She’s trying to cheer me up, jolly me along, just like Dad always does, ‘making the best of a bad job’ – it was one of his favourite phrases. But, Alex realised, Jocelyn hadn’t answered her question. 



Jocelyn patted her arm again, ‘A fire, I can’t believe it. Of all things. My goodness, I couldn’t bear it if…’ She smiled again, but not before Alex had caught something in her eyes, something buried deep, something raw and painful. But it was only there for a second. As if she knew she’d revealed too much, Jocelyn smiled, 


 ‘I bought you something to change into – it’s only a tracksuit from Dunnes, but I think it’ll fit. I’ve spoken to the doctors, they’re happy to release you but you need to go home and spend a day in bed. You blacked out last night, you need to rest. I can drop you home.’


Alex smiled weakly. She had so much to do, needed to get her phone, her briefcase. But Jocelyn was right she did need to rest. She felt suddenly incredibly grateful to the woman beside her – it was lovely to let someone else do the thinking, to be mothered. Curling up on her squishy sofa in Dalkey with a mug of honey and lemon and daytime TV had never sounded like a better idea. She felt rotten. Then another thought hit Alex: her dad. If Jocelyn had heard about the fire on the radio, her dad would have done too. He’d be going spare with worry. A look of panic fluttered across Alex’s face. 


 ‘Need…to talk…to my dad.’ The more she spoke, the worse her throat was getting. Jocelyn nodded reassuringly, ‘I’ve spoken to your dad love, told him you and Sebastian are fine. He’s upset obviously, but delighted you two are okay.’ Alex exhaled, relief washing over her, but how did she know who her dad was? Before she could puzzle it out, Jocelyn continued, ‘And the good news is that they’re letting him out tomorrow so you can convalesce together…’


Letting him out, already…Alex felt her stomach knot…She wasn’t ready, hadn’t got the study in Dalkey sorted out yet, and she needed to move his stuff from the cottage – whatever he said about wanting to pack himself, he wasn’t up to it. She’d planned to do it herself, but it would take a day at least…Alex closed her eyes, despair washing over her, pushing her perilously close to the edge of her endurance. She’d be a screaming wreck if anything else went wrong…


In the cold harsh light of morning, things weren’t looking much better at Kilfenora.


Standing on the lawns in front of the house, the stink of the fire still strong, Sebastian ran his hand over his face as he took in the scene. All around him the once immaculate grass was churned up, scarred and furrowed by the wheels of the emergency vehicles, flattened by the dozens of feet that had tramped over it. Somewhere to his right a blackbird called, its cry strong and clear in the eerie silence. After so much confusion and activity, the place felt empty, abandoned, not like his home at all, more like a long-dead ruin, taken over by nature.


At some stage during the night, the entire Palm House had collapsed, the cast iron structure now twisted and bent like knitting, lying in a dense layer of ash and rubble. But the fire brigade had been as good as their word, had succeeded in containing the flames, beating them back from the inside of the house where they had threatened the billiard and morning rooms. Sebastian was sure they were soaked in water, but they could be dried out, redecorated. Outside, the eastern wall was blackened right up to the roof. Thank God the guest rooms were at the rear of the building, far enough away from the seat of the fire to give them time to get out before the entire house filled with smoke. Sebastian shuddered, thoughts of what could have been whizzing around his head again like a racing car on a Scalextrix track. How had it started? The blaze at Windsor had been caused by a spotlight on a curtain; almost forty years before Powerscourt House had been gutted by a chimney fire. 



He ran his hand over his face again. He knew he should feel lucky, lucky that they still had four walls standing, that the interior of the house appeared intact, but a demon of dread still clutched at his stomach. Delayed shock perhaps, but the fear felt real, even this morning, very real. And one thing he knew for sure, he never wanted to smell that smell again, knew he couldn’t move back in until every trace of the fire had been eradicated, until the whole place had been redecorated.


Hands thrust in his pockets, his feet unnaturally loud on the gravel, Sebastian began to walk towards his car, still parked where he had left it last night. Beyond it the front door hung open, the darkness of the hall yawning now like a gaping tooth, great weals hewn in the door’s oak panelling where the fire fighters had attacked it with their axes, desperate to reach those inside. Behind him a burst of static sent the blackbird across his path. Joe Griffin was half in half out of the patrol car, relaying his position to Control. Sebastian waited for him as he fitted the radio back into its holder on the dashboard, stood up and stretched. It had been a long night for all of them. 



They’d hardly spoken on the way down, Bizet’s Carmen filling the interior of the patrol car, saving the need for words. Sebastian had been surprised to see Joe this morning, had been putting down the phone to Jocelyn when there had been a brisk knock, rapidly followed by Joe’s peaked cap appearing around the door of the private room allocated to relatives beside Beaumont Hospital’s Intensive Care Unit.

 ‘Sebastian Wingfield?’ 



Hauling himself up, wincing as he moved, his bare shoulder strapped where he had wrenched the muscles hauling open the ballroom window, Sebastian nodded. 


 ‘Joe Griffin, from Kilfenora. We met a few weeks ago when Tom was shot.’


Sebastian nodded again, a sinking feeling grasping at his gut. How could he forget? 


 ‘Come in, please come in.’ There would have to be an investigation, questions. Questions Sebastian wanted answers to as well. Joe Griffin’s handshake was firm, capable, somehow comforting. ‘Sorry… about all this. Any idea how it started?’


Sebastian shrugged, wincing again, shook his head. 


 ‘Need a lift home? I brought you a clean sweatshirt and jeans in case you needed a change.’ 



Sebastian hadn’t been sure what to say, where to start, thank you seemed a bit weak. 



Waiting while Sebastian washed and dressed, Joe stood in the corridor, chatting easily through the bedroom door as if they’d known each other forever, ‘Hope this lot fits, they belong to my son. When I got in last night he was glued to the news.’ Sebastian could hear Joe’s radio sparking into life.

 ‘You must thank him for me. My jeans are pretty much history.’

 ‘You can thank him yourself at some stage. He’s an architect with the Office of Public Works, historic buildings and the like. Quite a good one actually although I don’t know why on his salary he’s still living at home, but there you are. He’s in a right stew about your conservatory and the stairs.’ Sebastian could tell from the tone in Joe’s voice that he’d never seen the Grand Staircase, still less knew anything about it. Joe continued, ‘the deal is I have to fill him in on the damage, in exchange for the kaks.’

 ‘I think that can be arranged.’ His voice still weak, rasping, Sebastian felt a wave of gratitude towards Joe and his architect son, ‘tell him to come up whenever he likes. I’d say I’ll be needing his help. The Palm House wasn’t looking good last night.’


Now, coming to stand beside Sebastian on the edge of the lawn, Joe Griffin looked up at the house. A flock of rooks lifted from the roof, cawing, black shapes stark against the cloudless blue sky. It was a perfect day, unseasonably warm, like summer was paying a flying visit. Standing here, looking at the blackened walls, Sebastian suddenly felt dislocated, like they were in Greece or Italy, on a bus tour of the historic sites. How could the sky be so blue today of all days? 



His hands in his pockets, Joe stepped out onto the gravel and walked around the two cars parked there. Standing with his back to the house, he took a long look at the two vehicles like he was going to make a purchase, his brow knotted. 


 ‘You’re going to need a re-spray.’ Joe nodded towards Sebastian’s Jaguar, the midnight blue paint was blistered from the heat, the bonnet dented, a deep scratch running along its passenger side. Sebastian walked around to join Joe, and came back to earth with a bump. 



Shit. His car. It needed more than a re-spray. It must have been hit by something… scratched by a hose being dragged past? 



Joe glanced at Sebastian. ‘The insurance company are going to love you. It is all insured isn’t it?’ 



Sebastian nodded, silent for a moment. Then, ‘my secretary called them as soon as she heard what had happened. Apparently, the assessor will be down this morning. And a team of builders to check that the external walls are safe, to start clearing the mess.’ 



Joe’s tone was heavy with sarcasm, ‘Very efficient. They wouldn’t want to have to pay out compo if a bit of a wall fell on someone’s head.’


Scuffing the gravel with the toe of his boot, Sebastian sighed. It was insured. It could all be restored. But would it ever be the same?

 ‘That one looks like it got the same treatment.’ Joe nodded towards Alex’s Golf, the silver paint scratched and blistered, more scratches running the full length of the car. 



Sebastian put his head on one side, looking at the cars. He hadn’t had a lot of sleep, had spent most of the night in the Intensive Care Unit at his grandfather’s bedside before the doctors had insisted he be assessed, knew his brain wasn’t moving as fast as it should be, but something wasn’t quite right. He just couldn’t place quite what. Then he saw it. 



The front passenger window of Alex’s car had been smashed. Hit by debris perhaps, broken by one of the fire fighters maybe? 



Unlikely.


Sebastian met Joe’s eye as he took a step closer, his boots crunching on the gravel. Something really wasn’t right here. Peering at the window, Sebastian could see that the glass was spidered, a central impact scattering tiny cubes, like pieces of ice, all over the interior of the car. Moving closer, throwing Joe an anxious glance, he looked inside the car. 



On the front seat lay a rock, irregular, sharp-edged, around it a sugar frosting of broken glass.


Confused, Sebastian stared, trying to make sense of it. He turned back to Joe, hesitated, looked at the car again. ‘What the…?’


Then he saw something else. 



Alex’s briefcase. 



Lying on the ground beside the car, almost underneath it, the front flap was thrown open, the previously gleaming crocodile leather filthy, scuffed, punctured with small holes, like someone had pounded it with the rock in the car, or jumped on it, or both. Sebastian bent over, about to pick it up, but Joe’s voice stopped him.

 ‘Probably better not to touch that.’


Straightening up, Sebastian held out his hand, indicating the car, the window, the briefcase, somehow unable to find the words. 


 ‘Surely it wasn’t vandals? So much damage?’ And then, shaking his head as if he didn’t believe it himself, Sebastian said, ‘We’re so far from the village here, we don’t get trouble like that. It doesn’t make sense.’


Joe cast an experienced eye over the car window, the rock on the seat, leaned over to look at the briefcase. ‘Hmm, could be. Do you know anyone who might want to do this type of damage?’


Sebastian shrugged helplessly. ‘Who on earth would want to do anything like this?’


Joe reached inside his jacket, pulled out a pair of pale blue latex gloves and a clear plastic zip-lock bag. He snapped the gloves on,

 ‘Is the briefcase yours?’


Sebastian shook his head. ‘No, it belongs to a friend, to a…to Alex Ryan, she’s Tom’s daughter.’ 



Joe eased his hand under the edge of the case, picked something up from the gravel, slipping it into the plastic bag. It was about four inches long, slim, dagger like, covered in bright green suede.

 ‘What on earth’s that?’


Joe shrugged. ‘We’ll let the technical team look at it will we?’ He paused. It was one of those loaded pauses. Sebastian looked at him, his eyes widening. He knew something about all this. Before Sebastian could get the words out, Joe continued, ‘I have to tell you we picked up a woman last night who reckons she knows you. She was driving erratically through the village, had a lot of drink consumed.’

 ‘Knew me? Who…?’

 ‘She said she was your fiancée.’


Sebastian looked at him in amazement, ‘Caroline? Caroline was in Kilfenora last night? Why didn’t she come to the house?’


Joe screwed up his face, working out the best way to phrase his answer. ‘It looks to me like she might have done.’


Sebastian looked at him like he was mad, not following. ‘She gave me this.’ Joe flipped open the top pocket of his bomber jacket, and pulling out another plastic evidence bag, handed it to Sebastian.


Turning it over in his hand, Sebastian nodded slowly, his eyebrows knitted together, his mind clicking into gear. ‘It’s her ring. Well, the family ring. The Wingfield Sapphire.’

 ‘She reckons she doesn’t want it anymore. Seems to think…’ Joe paused, looking uncomfortable like he was trying find a tactful way of putting his next statement. ‘She thinks you’ve been cheating on her.’

 ‘Me, cheating?’ Sebastian shook his head as Joe moved on, more comfortable with the facts, ‘She was pretty steamed up.’


Sebastian looked at him, disbelieving. ‘Surely you don’t think she had anything to do with all this?’ 



Joe shrugged, ‘She’d had a few, was behaving pretty irrationally when we pulled her in. We do have a witness who reckons she left before the fire started though, a guy called Blake, Jackson Blake. Said he had to drop some papers down to you last night, came down but couldn’t get an answer at the door. Said he left them in the conservatory. Saw her car leaving as he turned in the gate.’

 ‘Jackson was here too?’ Sebastian looked back at him, dazed, as Joe cleared his throat, 


 ‘I had a word with John Reilly, he was the Incident Commander last night. Our technical boys will have to run some tests, but he’s pretty sure the blaze started at this end of the conservatory, near the drive.’ 



Sebastian screwed up his face. Jackson had been here? And Caroline? 



Turning, Joe waved in the general direction of what had been the Palm House, ‘they found the remains of a paint brush on the lawn and the lid of a paint tin. The brush had been cleaned. They reckoned they might have been blown away from the house by the first explosion. Did you have anyone working here?’


Sebastian’s face creased in confusion, ‘Painters. Yes. Doing the Palm House. But…?’

 ‘Did they clear everything away? Could they have left a tin of paint behind, maybe some turps?’


Sebastian shrugged, he still wasn’t getting it.

 ‘It’s just they found some cigarette butts and a screwed-up packet near the front door. Gauloises I think they call them. They’re French.’ His tone was loaded

 ‘But surely Caroline didn’t...?’


Joe shrugged, finishing the sentence for him, ‘Surely she didn’t vandalise your cars, smash up that laptop and then somehow set the place on fire?’ 



Sebastian looked at him aghast, a shiver running up his spine, his mouth dry, ‘Surely not?’

 ‘I don’t know, honestly. It might have been an accident. Maybe she came back after your guy Jackson was here – he didn’t mention the damage to the cars. Maybe something was smouldering and he didn’t see it. A glowing cigarette thrown in the wrong direction, a spark carried on the wind. The painters will be able to tell us if they left anything flammable behind.’


Before he could say anything, Joe’s radio crackled into life. He grinned an apology, turned his back on Sebastian, turning down the sound, speaking into his lapel.

 ‘Yes I’ll tell him, see what he wants to do.’


Joe turned back to Sebastian, taking his time. ‘That was the station, the hospital have been in touch with a message for you.’ But he didn’t get any further, Sebastian interrupted him,

 ‘My grandfather?’


Joe nodded, ‘He’s conscious. They’re keeping a close eye on him. ‘


Sebastian stared blindly at the gravel feeling a surge of emotion he didn’t quite know how to control. Running his fingers through his hair, Sebastian’s voice caught as he spoke. 


 ‘So what’s the story with Caroline?’

 ‘She’s up before the District Court after lunch for the drinking and driving. We’ll have another chat to her after the hearing about all this.’


 



 


FORTY FOUR

‘Okay mate, that’s you wired for sound. It’s only a temporary line but it’ll do until you get the place back up and running.’


Sebastian prefaced his grin of appreciation with a nod as the telephone engineer dumped his toolbox with a clatter into the back of his distinctive white van, the orange and blue livery streaked in brackish mud. ‘Jesus I thought I’d seen it all mate, but this tops it. Best of luck. Hope you’re insured mate.’


Sebastian rolled his eyes. The statement was almost worn out.


It was almost lunchtime. And Kilfenora might have been silent this morning, desolate, weeping, but now it was a hive of activity. 



First the Garda Technical Bureau team had arrived. Two enthusiastic lads in their thirties, pulling on their white Tyvek suits, already beginning to sweat in the unseasonable heat as the shorter guy pulled a huge steel toolbox from the back of their van. Standing at the top of the steps, his hands thrust into the pockets of his borrowed jeans, Sebastian watched them, fascinated, as they photographed the area from a hundred different angles – the cars, the house, Alex’s briefcase. Then, as they produced a row of mysterious steel pots, balancing them on the top tray of the box, he watched silently as they set to work on the cars. It was a painstaking process, detailed, laborious. And just a little bit creepy. Sebastian rubbed the tops of his arms. Despite the sunshine, he felt chill, shivery right to the core.


The two guards worked quickly, going over his car first, dusting with retractable brushes that shimmered and shivered like those weird fibre optic lamps, but, weighted with magnetic powder, they looked more like miniature chimney sweeps’ brushes; lifting prints from the handles and bonnet with broad pieces of sticky tape, leaving a fine film of silver dust. Next, Alex’s car, black powder this time, switching to silver for her briefcase, back to black for her laptop. 


 ‘Someone’s had fun with this.’ The taller of the two held up Alex’s laptop to show his colleague, its lid dented as if a maniac with a hammer and blunt-nosed chisel had being trying to create a work of art. ‘We’re going to need to take it with us.’ He glanced up at Sebastian who gave a nod, not that he could have stopped them he was sure. 



Christ, thought Sebastian, hoping still worked. If it was anything like his laptop, it probably had Alex’s whole life on it...her whole life…Sebastian moved his thoughts on quickly. Today wasn’t the day to go over old ground.

 ‘We’ll need you to make a statement. Can you get down to the station? You could collect it then.’


Sebastian nodded again. He definitely needed to get out of here for five minutes, to get a pint of milk and The Irish Times. Not that he’d have time to read it he was sure, but his grandfather had gone down to the village for it every day of his life, and breaking the tradition felt wrong. All wrong. Sebastian sighed deeply. If he could find his phone, he’d be able to pick up his messages when he got to the village with a bit of luck too, assuming the wind was blowing in the right direction and he could get a signal, see if anything urgent was happening in the real world. And Joe had said Caroline was due in court this afternoon...

 ‘It’ll be later on, is that okay?’ 


 ‘Grand, we’ll let them know.’ The guard went back to inspecting the briefcase.

 ‘Can you get anything off that rock in the front seat?’ 


 ‘I doubt it, it’s a poor surface. But this is ideal, leather, nice and shiny. Should get some good prints off it.’


Sebastian could feel the dull ache of worry working its way up from somewhere deep inside him, was that good news or bad news? If they found Caroline’s fingerprints on Alex’s laptop what would it prove? The laptop had been in his apartment, Caroline could say she picked it up then. If her fingerprints were on the car it would be different, might prove that she’d done the damage; but the fire? He still couldn’t believe she’d started the fire – at least not deliberately. Sebastian ran his hands over his eyes, still gritty, red-rimmed and sore. The media would have a field day when she went to court. He could see her now in a demure Chanel suit bought for the occasion, standing like Marlene Dietrich in the witness box, flicking her hair over her shoulders. ‘I don’t know what happened your Honour, someone must have spiked my drink…’

 ‘That’s us done here.’ The tall guard stuck the last piece of tape to a card, slipping it inside a plastic bag and flipped the lid of the box closed. ‘We’ll need to take a few samples around this end of the conservatory, inside and out if that’s okay.’ Sebastian nodded, sighing inside, why did everyone keep calling it a conservatory? Outwardly trying to sound enthusiastic, appreciative of the thorough job they were doing, he nodded again:

 ‘Work away.’ 



The taller guard went over to inspect what had been the low brick outer wall of the Palm House. Looking up, seeing that Sebastian was still watching him, he nodded at the brickwork, ‘If paint or an inflammable liquid like white spirit or turpentine became an accelerant, there will be residues left in the fibres of the wood surrounding the area. It’s the vapour that burns. Leaves the incriminating evidence behind.’


Sebastian nodded, his stomach performing a massive flip…‘incriminating evidence.’

 ‘Do you think that’s what it was?’


The guard shrugged. ‘We spoke to your painters this morning. They reckon they could have left some gear on the sill at this end. One of them was finishing up when his phone rang. He can’t remember putting it all back in the van. He was using an old paint tin half full of white spirit and a rag to clean his brush, left a full tin of paint next to it. Can’t even remember putting the lid on, but reckons he would have done. He had a hot date apparently, wasn’t concentrating.’ The guard’s tone was sarcastic. ‘Circumstantially, it’s a strong possibility that that’s what it was, especially with the cigarette butts and the packet found nearby, but we can only be absolutely sure if we find corroborating evidence.’ He paused, shrugging, ‘But even then we might not have enough to prove whether it was accidental or malicious.’


Sebastian felt sick. He’d heard enough, turned to go inside, his hand on the still warm stone of the wall.

 ‘Thanks. You’re doing a great job…’ Sebastian meant it, but his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.

 ‘Now what’s this?’


The other guard was bending down on the far side of what had been the Palm House door. He straightened up, something in his hand.

 ‘Recognise this?’ he held it up. It was covered in a layer of grime. Sebastian didn’t have a clue what it was, he shook his head. The guard blew off a layer of ash and held it up again.


Caroline’s BlackBerry. Dear God. There was no question about it. Sebastian could see the rose gold surround glinting in the sun despite the layer of carbon.

 ‘It’s Caroline’s.’ The words stuck in his throat as he spoke.


The guard deftly slipped it into a brown paper evidence bag. 



 



 


FORTY FIVE

After the guards, the insurance assessor had arrived in a brand new BMW, silver, leather interior, his first words ‘Oh my God’ slipping out before he realised what he was saying. But despite his shiny suit and pink shirt, he’d moved quickly. 



His mobile phone clamped to his ear, half-speaking to Sebastian, half to whoever was on the other end, he’d walked as he talked.

 ‘Scaffolding. We need some steel props on this side of the building until we get some tests done on the stonework. The external walls look pretty solid but we can’t take any risk that they might collapse.’ 



Sebastian turned away from him, looked down towards the lake, the words giving him a physical pain. He was making the house sound like a disaster area, like there had been an earthquake, or a volcano had erupted. Well maybe it was a disaster zone, where the Palm House had been, charred beams lay as if they were trying to shield each other from the heat, the glass shattered, the whole structure unrecognisable as anything other than burnt matter, a thick layer of ash coating everything. Bitter. Acrid. Dead. 



An hour after the insurance assessor, a squad of builders arrived in a flat-bed white truck, their foreman young, focused, standing back, rubbing his navy knitted hat, pulled low over cropped black hair. The rest of the gang – his father apparently and a couple of brothers plus about six more following in a Ford Transit van, set about their work quietly and efficiently, boarding the damaged windows, hauling the charred beams to one side, each one like a bone, it seemed to Sebastian, a precious part of the skeleton of the building, each one charred beyond recognition. And whatever about the insurance assessor’s insensitivity, Sebastian’s impression that he believed all old houses were potential firetraps, the builders seemed to understand that this was an old lady of a house and deserved some respect. You had to be thankful for small mercies.

 ‘How’s it going?’


Sebastian jumped at the voice behind him, turned, his brow furrowed. Joss. She was the last person he’d expected to see here today, knew she would be up to her eyes keeping the office going, fielding the inevitable calls from journalists.

 ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


Jocelyn looked at him, shaking her head like he was a cheeky child, pulling a face at him.

 ‘I came down to see how you’re getting on, to make sure you’re okay. And before you ask the office is fine, everything’s under control for a couple of hours at least.’


Sebastian held up his hands in surrender and smiled sheepishly. ‘Sorry. Honestly.’ 



He felt like hugging her. Almost did, stopping himself, one arm in the air. Embarrassed, he waved it like he had every intention of throwing out an expansive gesture. But Jocelyn threw him a consolatory smile, her eyes caring, concerned. She’d been around a long time, felt like giving him a hug herself. Maybe she would later.

 ‘So, how can I help?’


Sebastian’s face was stoic, ‘Any good with a paintbrush?’


Jocelyn threw him a sympathetic smile ‘Show me.’


Sebastian paused before answering, searching her face. A strand of her hair fell from the knot on top of her head. She brushed it away. 


 ‘Well? What are we waiting for?’

 ‘Are you sure you want to?’


Fighting to control a shaky breath, Jocelyn held out her hand to him. He grasped it, gave it a squeeze. He knew she was putting on a brave face, literally.

 ‘It was a long time ago.’ The words caught for a moment, ‘Different place, different time. Can’t let my past interfere with your life too.’


Sebastian rolled his eyes, ‘Don’t be daft - but it’s pretty awful, and everything inside is covered in carbon from the smoke. I don’t want it to give you nightmares.’


A smile flicked across Jocelyn’s face like a bird flying in front of the sun, ‘I’ve already got those – maybe my imagination needs a bit of reining in with the real thing.’


Sebastian nodded, his face grim. His grandfather had met Jocelyn after a fire like this. Not a fire in a house, but in a warehouse he owned in Cherry Orchard on the outskirts of Dublin. A fire that had claimed the life of her husband, a fire officer who had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, trapped when the building collapsed. She had been twenty-five, madly in love, her world shattered by his death. Guy Wingfield had been deeply impressed by her inner strength, by her dignity, by her ability to deal with her young son and the people around her, despite her grief. But, Sebastian knew, that sort of grief never went away. It didn’t get better – you just learned to live with it.

 ‘The fire fighters managed to contain it to the Palm House. It’s a huge loss, but thank God the house is okay.’


Standing back, surveying the ruins, Jocelyn nodded, ‘Will you be able to restore it?’ She caught the grimace that crossed Sebastian’s face. It was a massive job.

 ‘Should be able to. We have the original plans. And at least we’ll be able to get the glass no problem. When it was built there was only one glassworks in England that could make the panels in four-foot sections. The whole lot had to be brought in by boat.’ Sebastian grinned, reaching for the positive. ‘It’s not the end of the world. I always was a bit worried about the structure, that a pane could drop out of the roof and kill someone. But now we’ll be able to triple glaze it, reduce the oil bills. We might as well have been heating the valley the way the place leaked heat. If they had a thermal imaging camera out in Space they’d pick us out faster than the Great Wall of China. Come on, let’s get a cup of tea.’


Inside the hallway, the sound of their footsteps was softened by the thick layer of ash coating the beautiful marble tiles. In front of them, the Grand Staircase rose like a phoenix, coated in dirt but intact, untouched by the flames. Jocelyn looked around, digging her nails into the palm of her hand. The smoke had crept into every crevice like a cancer, the acrid smell coating her tongue, irritating the back of her throat. Trying to cover up, she said,

 ‘Jackson rang, said New York’s in the bag.’


Sebastian glanced at her over his shoulder, ‘The guards said he was here last night. Had some papers or something.’


Jocelyn nodded, ‘He said he needed to get out of the city so came down for the spin, had some stuff for you to look at.’

 ‘But he would have seen me in the office today.’ Sebastian looked at her, unable to keep the surprise out of his voice.


Jocelyn shrugged, ‘I think he just needed to get out actually. You know he gets claustrophobic if he stays in the city too long.’


Sebastian nodded. Jackson had become an integral part of the organisation from the day he’d left the Marines, knew the business as well as his mother Jocelyn, had been brought in by her. And Jocelyn had been right about his skills as a negotiator, skills learned out in the field. But Sebastian had always been a bit worried about him, couldn’t quite put his finger on why. He’d always thought that the post-traumatic stress that had invalided him out of the service had affected Jackson more deeply than Jocelyn would admit. Being blown up and losing his team in Bosnia had to have had a massive effect, and in Sebastian’s book you had to keep an eye on anyone whose nickname was Peter Pan. Whatever regard Sebastian had for Jocelyn, he’d always been wary, hadn’t wanted any of his assets spirited away like Wendy and the Darlings or the Lost Boys. And something didn’t just ring true about Jackson Blake being down here last night. Caroline, Sebastian could understand after their row, but Jackson? Sebastian sighed inwardly, right now he was too tired to think about it. He’d have to ask Jackson himself when he saw him.


Unaware of Sebastian’s thoughts, Jocelyn continued, ‘You were very lucky.’


Sebastian rolled his eyes like he knew that only too well, ‘Thank God we were at the back of the house – the guest rooms overlook the lake.’


Jocelyn raised her eyebrows slightly and paused, wondering how she should phrase the question that had been consuming her since she had spoken to Sebastian in the hospital early that morning. 


 ‘And how did Alex end up staying the night? I didn’t quite get that bit this morning when you said you were both okay.’


Sebastian didn’t look at her, instead tried to change the subject, 


 ‘The builders are great. From Wexford apparently. Family business. I’ve never seen scaffolding go up so fast.’


Jocelyn nodded like she really wanted to hear all about the scaffolding but she didn’t say anything, let the silence grow until Sebastian glanced at her, anxiously, reaching for the right words. He couldn’t find them, instead opted for something offhand, more of an aside than a statement.

 ‘She’d had a few glasses too many to drive, then she got a puncture.’


None the wiser, Jocelyn said with feeling: ‘Goodness. That was bad luck.’


Sebastian looked at her, caught her raised eyebrows, the question in her eye, realised she wasn’t going to ask, was waiting for him to tell her more.

 ‘Thank God the staircase is okay.’

 ‘Hmm. And what did Alex think of the place when she saw it? She must have been impressed.’


Sebastian shrugged, ‘I suppose. It hasn’t changed much since…’ he stopped himself. 



He’d said too much and he knew it.

 ‘Really, since?’


Sebastian looked at her, pursed his lips, ‘You’re worse than my mother.’

 ‘Me?’ Mock innocence. ‘So tell me. I’m missing something, I’ve known it from the moment she walked into the office. Are you going to tell me?’


Sebastian paused, chewing his lip. Then exhaling, he opened his hands in an expansive gesture.

 ‘There’s really no secret. She’s Tom Ryan’s daughter.’ 



She knew that. Jocelyn waited a moment longer. Sebastian cleared his throat. Then it came. ‘We used to know each other.’ He screwed the toe of his boot into the mess on the floor. ‘All right, we dated, sort of, the summer after I started Uni. But she left.’ 



Sebastian made it sound like it didn’t matter. But Jocelyn knew him better than that.

 ‘What do you mean she left?’


Sebastian sighed. ‘She left. Disappeared off the face of the earth. Didn’t get in touch. Nothing. When she came to the office it was the first time I’d seen her in sixteen years.’

 ‘But she was in Spain, studying wasn’t she?’

 ‘Obviously.’

 ‘Didn’t Tom tell you?’

 ‘I think she must have sworn him to secrecy. I asked him a few times but he didn’t seem to know where she’d gone – to start with at least. I got over it.’ Like hell he did. Jocelyn looked at him quizzically, like she was reading his mind.

 ‘And then she came back.’ Jocelyn’s voice was soft. 


 ‘That’s it. Then she came back.’ Sebastian stuck his hands in his pockets, like that was the end of the conversation, but Jocelyn wasn’t finished.

 ‘And have you told her how you feel?’

 ‘Feel?’ Sebastian looked at Jocelyn like she had grown a horn, or maybe a bow and arrow and wings.


Jocelyn shook her head in despair. 



Why was he so stubborn? He was just like his grandfather.

 ‘Well you’re in love with her aren’t you?’ Sebastian blushed bright red. Ignoring his discomfort, Jocelyn barrelled on, ‘It’s as plain as the nose on your face…. You’ll have to tell her. If she’s not interested that’s one thing, but at least you’ll have tried. You don’t get many chances in this life to fall in love, not really in love, to find your soul mate. Trust me, I know. You’ve got to tell her.’


Sebastian screwed up his face, looked like he was about five years old, had been ticked off by his teacher for kissing the girls. Then, stubbornly, he tried to defend himself, ‘I did…nearly.’

 ‘Well done. So do it properly. Ring her now and tell her.’

 ‘Has anyone ever told you how bossy you are?’


She smiled, ‘Frequently; so…?’

 ‘Her mobile’s going straight through to her voicemail. I tried it this morning when they hooked the phone back up,’ Several times.

 ‘Perhaps she left it in the car. Why don’t I drop it over to her and then you can ring her. She’s probably been trying to get hold of you.’


Sebastian nodded, his mind back in the bedroom if only the bloody fire hadn’t started, not really listening to Jocelyn – certainly not listening closely enough to wonder how she knew where Alex’s mobile might be, or how she was planning to get it back to her.

 ‘I think I left mine in the den. Not that it works here anyway.’ As he spoke, a phone began to ring, an eerily normal sound, totally out of place in all the mess. 



Sebastian looked around, confused. He’d forgotten to ask the engineer where he’d put the new phone. Then he saw it, on the other side of the stairs, stark white, sitting in the midst of the grime on an ancient oak settle, its high back carved like the staircase. He half-smiled; the engineer had said he liked a challenge.


The sound continued as Sebastian strode over and picked up the receiver, instinctively holding it away from his ear as the voice on the other end boomed out, filling the hall.

 ‘Hello, Hello? Sebastian is that you?’

 ‘Good God Cormac I’m not deaf, where are you?’

 ‘In the vineyard on the mobile. Line’s terrible, I can hardly hear you.’


On the other side of the hall Jocelyn couldn’t resist a grin. Whatever the sound quality was like at the other end in France, they could all hear Cormac Audiguet-O’Reilly here.


Sebastian rolled his eyes to Jocelyn, ‘I can hear you, the whole house can hear you old chap.’

 ‘What’s going on? That silly bitch just rang Dad. She’s been arrested and I can’t believe it, she says the wedding’s off.’

 ‘We’ve had a few problems… there’s been a fire here, my grandfather’s, well I hope he’s going to be okay…’

 ‘A fire? Jesus. She never said anything about that. What the hell happened? Are you okay?’

 ‘I’m…I’m fine. We don’t know what started it…there was a tin of paint…it might have been a cigarette. We don’t know.’

 ‘Is the old man bad?’


Sebastian paused for a heartbeat, the words catching in his throat, ‘Yes. Bad.’

 ‘Christ, Caroline never gets anything straight. Did you have a row? What a time for her to go and get pissed. Dad said she’s being charged with drunken driving. Sounds like she’s going to need OJ Simpson’s lawyer to get out of it.’

 ‘It’s not looking good…’

 ‘Christ, she was always was as mad as a fecking hatter. Totally irresponsible. I’m sorry man I feel awful…’

 ‘Don’t Cormac…’ Sebastian paused. He was about to say it’s just one of those things – but it wasn’t, it was a bloody mess. But despite everything, Cormac was his friend, his best friend. A sob caught in Sebastian’s throat. 


 ‘Can I talk to you later? There’s a lot happening here. I’ll ring you tonight.’

 ‘Okay boyo, and Christ I’m sorry.’ 



Sebastian’s hand was shaking as he replaced the receiver.


 



 


FORTY SIX 


The Court House in Ballycastle was an impressive Victorian building, its broad granite steps sweeping down to the footpath like it was taking a bow. As Sebastian pulled his battered Jaguar into a parking space on the opposite side of the broad main street and looked back at the building in his rear-view mirror, he could see the media, photographers and camera crews already beginning to gather outside, jostling for position like wasps on a jam sandwich.


Why the hell was he here? He knew Joe Griffin and Sergeant O’Hanlon would keep him posted on the verdict, knew he’d find out soon enough what Caroline’s sentence was for the drink driving fiasco, but somehow he wanted to see her, to get a look at her with fresh eyes, to see if she really was capable of burning down Kilfenora. 



For a brief moment Sebastian felt guilty that he hadn’t offered to go to court with her, hadn’t even called to see how she was after probably spending a night at Kilfenora Garda station. But the guilty feeling didn’t last. Sebastian mentally kicked himself back into the real world. Why should he be worried? She hadn’t called him after she’d wrecked his car, and Alex’s car, and smashed Alex’s laptop. Or even phoned to see if he was still alive after the fire. It would be interesting to see if she called him at all today. 



The guards would be questioning her later, after the hearing, about the fire, would no doubt be talking to Jackson Blake as well. She’d probably be in touch then – it would be just like Caroline to call when she needed help. As Sebastian watched, the photographers on the courthouse steps stirred, started to get into position, and something dark swirled at the back of his mind – what the hell had Jackson been doing in Kilfenora last night? Jocelyn’s explanation about needing to get out of the city had sounded weak at best…


Inside the courthouse, Caroline, dressed in a smart black wool Chanel skirt suit, was sobbing on Peter’s shoulder. Standing to one side of the broad black and white tiled hallway, heavy wooden doors opening into mysterious anterooms on either side, Peter put his arm around her protectively and rubbed her shoulder. The hearing had only lasted a few minutes and, for once, Caroline had done what she was told, had pleaded guilty on the instructions of her elderly counsel, had stood penitently in the dock with her gleaming head bowed as the court clerk had read out the charge.

 ‘But how can they take away my licence? For a whole year?’ Caroline sniffed and broke into a whole new volley of sobs, ‘How can they?’ 


 ‘It could have been a lot worse. You could have got a custodial sentence.’


Caroline pulled away from Peter abruptly, her mascara streaked, her eyes wide with fear, ‘Prison? Me?’ She shook her head vigorously, ‘How could they? I can’t even remember getting into the car last night.’

 ‘That,’ Peter paused, looking towards the front doors of the court building, taking in the huge moon-faced clock above them, trying to judge if this was a good time to make a break for it, ‘is the problem. You’re going to have to be very careful when you’re questioned this afternoon.’

 ‘Questioned about what?’

 ‘The fire.’ Peter looked at her in disbelief. She must have been in a bad way yesterday to be so slow this morning, or perhaps her terror of the courtroom had prevented her from hearing him explain that she was required to give a statement about the damage to the cars in Kilfenora, to explain her actions the night before. Losing her licence could be the least of her problems.

 ‘But I don’t know anything about a fire. I really don’t. I can’t remember anything.’

 ‘Can you remember giving back your engagement ring?’ Peter tipped Caroline under the chin and looked into her brown eyes. 


 ‘Did I do that?’

 ‘You did,’ Peter smiled, his lips fluttering over hers. ‘You certainly did.’ He kissed her again, this time teasing, full of promise, ‘You told the guard that Sebastian was a lying cheat and you said you didn’t want it back apparently.’


Caroline dabbed her nose with a tissue, her brow furrowed as she tried hard to remember. ‘It was that bloody Alex Ryan wasn’t it? I knew there was something going on.’ She paused, sniffing loudly again, pouting ‘It was all too much, you dumping me and then arriving at Kilfenora to see her bloody car parked outside.’


Peter shook his head. ‘How many people do you know who send 150 roses to dump someone? I said I’d be in touch’.

 ‘Exactly, you’d be in touch – what’s that supposed to mean, thanks but no thanks?’ Caroline pouted again.


Before she could say more Peter turned her gently towards the door, ‘We’d better get moving. I told the Sergeant in Kilfenora you’d be in after the court hearing finished.’

 ‘Will they arrest me?’ Caroline’s voice was small, fearful. Peter wrapped his arm around her, 


 ‘Not if I can help it. Do you want to fix your face before we go out? There’s bound to be a few press.’

 



In his car, Sebastian checked his watch. This was madness – he’d no idea how long the court hearing would take, had a million things to do back at the house. He reached for his mobile, wondering if he should try Alex again. He’d already rung and the phone had gone straight to voicemail. Should he try her again? Before he had second thoughts, Sebastian pressed the speed dial. He didn’t even know what the hell he was going to say to her, but he needed to know she was okay. Voicemail again. He took a glance in the mirror and almost dropped the phone. 



On the steps of the court building, pushing her way through the swarm of photographers, Caroline was trying to hide her face with her hand. Beside her, with his arm around her shoulder was the unmistakable bulk of Jackson Blake. Peter bloody Pan. What the hell?


Jumping out of his car, Sebastian dodged behind a van and was across the road in a second. A second in which he realised his mistake. The photographers turned on him in a blaze of flashbulbs. It was all the distraction Peter and Caroline needed. Hustling her across the footpath, hauling open the door of a gleaming Land Rover Discovery parked at the kerb, Peter bundled Caroline into the back seat, jumping into the driver’s seat and gunning the powerful engine. Realising they were missing the action, the photographers turned back to the Discovery, jostling each other to get a shot of the interior, running along beside it as Peter deftly reversed into the road and pulled away.


Damn! How could he have been so stupid? Holding his hand up, trying to block the shots of his face Sebastian doubled back across the road. A couple of the photographers followed him, trying to get a shot through the windows as he slipped in behind the wheel of his Jaguar. Clicking his seatbelt on, flipping the car into reverse, he slid out of the space, the photographers scattering as the car started to move. Pulling into the main street he could already see the Discovery heading out of the town. 



Sebastian followed, his eyes scanning the road looking for the child or stray dog that might run out in front of him. Passing the petrol station on the right, a parade of shops, a minute later he was on the outskirts of the town, the Discovery right ahead. It reached the T-junction with the Dublin road, but instead of turning left to head back to the city, indicated right, heading for Kilfenora. What the? Then Sebastian realised where they were going – back to the village – the guards needed to question Caroline about the fire.


The Discovery was rugged, but the Jaguar was built for speed and Sebastian knew the road like the back of his hand. There were a few questions he wanted answered RIGHT NOW, and there was no way he was waiting until Jackson and Caroline got to Kilfenora. Heading out into the open country, fields spreading out on either side of the road like a gesture of welcome, Sebastian kept the Discovery in sight. Around the next bend Sebastian saw his chance. He put his foot down, accelerating around the Discovery, flashing his hazard lights. Glancing in his mirror Sebastian could see Jackson behind the wheel, face expressionless. Like a mask.


The lay-by was cut deep into the hedge, muddy, overgrown with brambles and hawthorn. Long enough for the two vehicles to pull off the road, stopping a few feet apart. Peter was out of the Discovery before Sebastian had his seatbelt off, striding towards the Jaguar. Sebastian pushed his door open, swung his legs out, but Peter was at the open door before he could climb out, towering above him, holding the advantage.

 ‘Sorry, saw you across the road when we came out, but I wanted to shake those snappers. Christ, it’s good to see you. Mum said she was down this morning and the place is a wreck.’ 



Sebastian looked up at Peter, his face stony, ‘It’s a bloody disaster. How is she?’ Sebastian indicated the Discovery with a curt nod of his head

 ‘She’s grand. She was pissed as a fart last night, can’t remember a thing. Did the guards tell you? I came down this way for a spin and found her car in the ditch. Thought she’d been kidnapped.’

 ‘And why did you come down here exactly?’ Sebastian fought to keep the suspicion out of his voice to keep his tone light, friendly.


Peter took a step backwards, giving Sebastian room to get out of his car, leaned against the side of the Jaguar. Grimacing, he tapped the palm of his hand on the roof like he was trying to find the right words.

 ‘You’re not going to like this.’


Sebastian eased himself out of his seat, stood up, took a step away from the car and crossed his arms, his feet apart. 


 ‘I’m not liking much of what I’m hearing today. Try me.’


Peter took a deep breath like he was wrestling with a huge secret, ‘Well...’

 ‘Yes?’ Sebastian’s retort was curt.

 ‘It was Caroline. I came down after her. I knew she was upset, that she was coming down here to find you...I was worried about her.’


Sebastian shook his head, kicked a stone with the toe of his boot, a boot smeared black with soot. For a split second he felt like laughing. Whatever he’d expected it hadn’t been that. ‘How did you know she was upset?’ He looked Peter straight in the face.

 ‘She called me. She’d been drinking, sounded a bit slurred, said she was coming down. I told her she shouldn’t be driving...’


Sebastian shook his head again, ‘I’m sorry, you’ll have to forgive me but I’ve missed a bit here.’ His voice dripped with sarcasm. ‘Why did she ring you?’


Peter looked uncomfortable, tapped the roof of the car again with his hand, then crossed his arms, shifting uncomfortably. ‘That’s the bit you won’t like.’ He paused, the silence radiating ions like a nuclear power plant. But Sebastian wasn’t about to help him out. Peter continued. ‘Eh, we met a while ago. The first day I was back in Dublin.’ Peter held up his hands like he thought Sebastian might hit him, ‘Look I’m sorry, I didn’t realise she was your Caroline. Things moved pretty fast.’


Things moved pretty fast? Something inside Sebastian hit the floor like a lift with a broken cable. Smashed into a million pieces of pure black anger, each shard sharper than the next. He could feel the muscle under his eye go into overdrive. He’d known from the first time Jocelyn had introduced them that Peter fecking bloody Pan couldn’t be trusted. And now he was paying for it.

 ‘You mean you’ve been shagging my fiancée?’ Sebastian’s voice was ice cold. ‘You work for me, and you’ve been shagging my fiancée? How can you NOT have known that she’s my fiancée?’ Sebastian knew he was close to yelling, caused a glimpse of a movement in the back of the Discovery but refused to turn to look. There was no way he was going to give her that satisfaction.


Peter shrugged, his voice reticent. ‘I’ve been away for the last two years. I knew you’d got engaged, seen pictures, but honestly I never put two and two together.’

 ‘Until you were making five?’

 ‘Yeah, something like that.’

 ‘And she didn’t think to mention it ?’

 ‘She doesn’t know I work for Wingfield Holdings.’

 ‘Gets better and better.’ Sebastian looked at Peter in utter disbelief. But it wasn’t disbelief at what had been going on behind his back, it was disbelief that Peter honestly thought he’d swallow his version of events. Peter was an ex-Green Beret for Christ’s sake, had worked undercover, had been trained to lie just like he’d been trained to blow stuff up and kill people. The thoughts were hardly through Sebastian’s head when the truth began to form into a shadow on the edge of his mind. But he wasn’t ready to deal with that now. Right now he was still coping with finding out about Caroline, with listening to the crap that was coming out of Jackson Blake’s mouth, with seeing Blake in his true colours. No wonder his nickname was Peter Pan, he was living in a bloody fairytale. 


 ‘So that’s what you were doing at Kilfenora? All that crap about papers was...’

 ‘Crap. Yes. I didn’t want the cops to know anything. This is your patch, it’s a small village, gossip spreads.’ But Peter’s face was blank, emotionless.

 ‘Very considerate of you.’ 



And suddenly it was all slotting into place, the shadow growing into something big and black and terrifying. Sebastian bit his lip. Right now all he wanted to do was to deck Peter, was struggling with the urge to smack him in the face. But Sebastian knew he’d be giving Peter an opportunity that he might take a step further – his gut twisted as he finally acknowledged the shadow – if Peter had started the fire, maybe the objective wasn’t just to burn down the house... Sebastian stuck his hands in his pockets, and threw a quick glance back at the Discovery. Caroline could hear every word of this he was sure. Bitch.

 ‘She didn’t start the fire you know.’


Struggling to keep his temper, Sebastian snapped his head up. ‘And how do you know that exactly?’ It took all Sebastian’s effort to keep his voice level.

 ‘I came down to the house looking for her. There was no fire then. The guards won’t be able to find any corroborating evidence.’

 ‘You seem very sure.’


Peter nodded, looked Sebastian straight in the eye. ‘I am.’


Sebastian shrugged, ‘Well that’s good news for her then, isn’t it. It must have been someone else.’ His pause was significant, accusing.


Peter nodded. ‘Reckon so.’


Sebastian looked at Jackson Blake – Peter bloody Pan – long and hard. Christ he wanted to kill him – but he wasn’t stupid. If he took on Jackson Blake, Sebastian knew exactly who would end up in Neverland. Sebastian cleared his throat, 


 ‘All things considered, I think this would be a good moment for you to tender your resignation, don’t you?’

 ‘Well I wanted to talk to you about that actually. I’ve been offered a post in New York.’


Sebastian looked at him, suddenly seeing the whole picture, all the pieces of the jigsaw falling into place. Someone had been trying to destabilise his company and at that moment he knew exactly who it was. 


 ‘Just take her with you.’ Sebastian nodded towards the Discovery. ‘And don’t come back.’


 



 


FORTY SEVEN

‘Honestly Dad it’s for the best. You can hardly live on your own, can you?’


Tom Ryan adjusted the seatbelt over his shoulder. It was sore. Very sore. He had the front seat cranked back as far as it would go but his leg still wasn’t very comfortable Before they had let him out of the hospital the doctor had given him extra painkillers, but the thick layer of relief provided by the drugs was beginning to wear thin, pain steepling through every time Alex went over a bump. And pain always made Tom ratty.

 ‘Look lass, I know you mean well, but it’s my home. I just don’t understand why you can’t move in with me.’ Tom paused, ‘Will you watch the potholes? I’ve got a load of bloody shot in my knee.’

 ‘I’m doing my best.’ Alex took a deep breath. She’d slept most of the day before, but still felt exhausted, tetchy. ‘I’m sorry, the roads are awful. And I’m sorry about the cottage, but I can’t Dad. There’s no mobile coverage, (that was true at least) let alone broadband. I need to be able to communicate with the outside world. And I want to look after you. I can do that in Dalkey.’ As if it was agreeing, her phone pipped with an incoming text message.

 ‘You’re driving, you can look at that later.’


Alex gripped the steering wheel, biting back the temptation to point out that she was an adult, knew the rules of the road. ‘Thank you.’ 



Tom humphed like a bad-tempered camel, glared out the window at the factory units crowded along the N7 like women at a market stall bickering for bargains; short and stocky, all in the same industrial grey shawls. He tried again,

 ‘But I want to stay in my home.’


Alex sighed, trying to keep her patience, the irony of the whole situation making her want to scream.

 ‘I know Dad, but it’s only your home while you can work. Now you can’t work can you? And to be perfectly honest if you stay on there, you’ll have absolutely no comeback. You just cannot let the Wingfields get away with this.’

 ‘Get away with what, lass? Good God it was an accident. Sebastian didn’t set out to shoot me did he? It just happened. The definition of an accident is that it wasn’t planned, surely.’ 



Tom shook his head. Alex could be so pig-headed sometimes, just like her mother: when Alexandra Ryan got an idea, that was it – just like when she left to study in Barcelona. Good God he’d wanted to plead with her to stay, would have packed up and left the estate if that was what she wanted, but no, she’d got an idea in her head and that was that. 



Tom’s heart had sunk when he’d heard about the scholarship, wondering how on earth he was going to afford to pay for her food and lodgings. But then Alex had said that it was all covered by a trust or something; some rich old architect had dropped dead and left his millions to the design school Tom supposed. Then Lord Kilfenora had come along out of the blue and offered to cover her expenses. 


 ‘Least I can do man, least I can do. She deserves her chance. But it’s between ourselves you understand. Strictly between ourselves, don’t want the rest of the staff revolting now do we?’ 



Tom had been so grateful that he’d never even asked how Guy Wingfield knew Alex was going to Barcelona. In the end she’d hardly needed the extra few shillings Tom added to her allowance each month. 



Tom looked out of the passenger window of Alex’s car. The grey of the city was merging with green fields, spreading out from the road like patches on a quilt. Tom tried to focus, wrestling with his conscience. 



With Alex going on about getting a settlement, shouldn’t he come clean and just tell her about how generous Lord Kilfenora had been? Tom had been blown away by Guy Wingfield’s generosity – he knew it wasn’t a lot of money to him, being a businessman and all, but it meant a lot to Tom, and it was the gesture that was really the thing. In Tom’s book that sort of generosity was rewarded with an unshakeable loyalty, and right now, leaving the estate with all this talk of compensation and court made him feel like he was throwing everything back in Guy Wingfield’s face.

 ‘I know Sebastian didn’t shoot you on purpose Dad, but he still shot you. He didn’t observe your own safety rules and look what happened.’

 ‘But lass, with the fire and everything, the last thing they need is me being a bloody nuisance.’

 ‘All the more reason for him to come to a settlement quickly.’

 ‘But lass, honestly…the money – the Palm House is going to cost millions to restore.’

 ‘It’s insured isn’t it?’

 ‘Well I’m sure it is, but…’

 ‘And are you?’

 ‘Am I what?’

 ‘Insured? Against accident, loss of earnings?’

 ‘Of course not, now you’re being daft.’

 ‘I am not.’


Alex glowered at the road ahead of them, glistening in the sunlight. She could feel her face burning despite the air conditioning being adjusted to cold. The last thing she wanted to do right now was argue with her dad, but he was such a stubborn old goat. And whatever he thought, getting this sorted out wasn’t going to be a picnic for her either. Sebastian had saved her life. And this was how she was going to thank him.


Alex focused on the road, her mind flying. 



Honestly, she didn’t have a choice; she’d thrown down the gauntlet at dinner before…before the fire. And this was about her dad. Whatever she felt, she couldn’t forget about him. She could hardly go back to Sebastian now and say, sorry I over-reacted, I really didn’t mean it. What good would that do her dad? 



Alex could feel her jaw locking, the tension making her teeth hurt. Why should she have to back down? Why? Last night she’d had far too much to drink and so had Sebastian. And he’d taken advantage of her…And he might have said he was sorry, but sorry really wasn’t enough. He was the one who’d fired the shot, and for that matter had painted her naked and stuck it up in his bedroom. Alex could feel her toes curling…and he’d kissed her that first time they’d met, made her feel like total trash, deliberately humiliated her. And…and he’d gone and got engaged to Caroline of all people…But Alex mentally shook her head, striking that off her list of grievances as quickly as it appeared: she could hardly blame him for finding someone else, even if the woman was a total waste of space.


As Alex turned off the N7, heading for Kilfenora village, she suddenly felt sick to her stomach. If she’d known what was going to happen the last time she’d driven this way, she would have turned around when she got to the T-junction at the end of the village. Turned right around.


But this time Alex had no choice, couldn’t turn her back on the Wingfields, on the estate, at least not until she’d collected her father’s belongings and got him settled in Dalkey. Alex kept her eyes on the road, slowing in the village to avoid a stray dog, reaching the junction without mishap.

 ‘These are Famine walls you know.’ Her father’s voice made Alex jump.

 ‘What?’

 ‘During the Famine the Wingfields employed their tenants to build walls all around the estate. Kept them fed and watered, kept them busy while the rest of the country was dying or leaving.’ Tom paused significantly. Alex knew what he was thinking: how could they sue a family who’d always looked after their tenants, who’d gone out of their way to ensure that those living on the estate were employed during the worst years of hardship?


Ignoring him, scowling, Alex turned left, heading for the back gates of the estate. She’d always thought they were beautiful, twenty feet high, the metalwork intricate, black with gold flourishes lovingly repainted every year by her dad. Turning off the road, Alex slowed right down, anxious not to scratch the car. The gates were narrow, designed for a coach and horses and Hertz weren’t at all impressed that she’d already managed to leave one of their cars (with a puncture) parked outside the scene of a major fire, had refused point blank to give her another one until Jocelyn had come to her rescue. Apparently Wingfield Holdings was a major client, and a replacement car had appeared in Alex’s drive by the time Jocelyn had arrived with a fuchsia pink insulated holdall from The Butler’s Pantry, cauliflower and cheese soup, chicken boscaiola, a huge slice of banoffi pie and Alex’s phone…

 



Inside the gates, a tunnel of trees reached over the lane, rhododendron and oak tangled on each side, the cottage only coming into sight at the last turn. Alex pulled up in front of it, trying to sound cheery,

 ‘Here we are. I’ve organised the removal men for tomorrow afternoon. They pack and box everything so we only need to take your personal stuff now.’

 ‘Any chance we could have a cup of tea first?’ Gruff, unimpressed, Tom opened the car door and swung his good leg out.

 ‘Hang on, I’ll get the wheelchair, you mustn’t put weight on it yet, weren’t you listening to the doctor?’ Alex jumped out and dashed around the car to her father’s door before he tried to stand up on his injured leg. 


 ‘All right, all right lass. Don’t fuss. I’m hardly going to do a runner now am I? A quick sprint around to check the fences…’


Tom fired her a withering look, met by Alex’s own fiery glare – did he think she was finding this easy?


Before Alex could retort, a car appeared around the bend in the drive, purred to a halt behind them, the driver’s door opening, a voice reaching them that made Alex stop, smiling, shake her head in disbelief.

 ‘Alex, how are you today my dear?’

 ‘Joss. How lovely to see you.’ Alex almost laughed. Jocelyn Blake was developing a habit of popping up where she was least expected. Today, she was wearing another of her tent-like creations, this time navy velvet, the buttons on her swing back jacket, bright red. She looked like she’d just stepped out of the office, her hair skewered in a tidy bun. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’

 ‘I had to run some errands, just wanted to make sure you were okay.’ 


 ‘Thanks, you really are kind,’ Alex meant it, ‘I’m fine now. Sore throat and my hair will stink for months, but I slept almost all day of yesterday. Thanks so much for the lift home; and for bringing my phone, the food…and for organising the car.’ How did you thank someone like Joss? Then Alex remembered her manners. ‘This is my dad, Tom Ryan. Dad this is Jocelyn Blake, Sebastian’s PA...’

 ‘Afternoon Joss my dear, am I pleased to see you. This dratted daughter of mine has been bullying me all day.’


Alex took a step back, her mouth hanging open. She knew they’d talked on the phone but had had no idea that her dad and Jocelyn knew each other. 


 ‘Tom, you do look better. A bit of fresh air works wonders doesn’t it?’


Hiding her confusion, Alex went to the back of the car to open the boot, struggling with the wheelchair the hospital had provided. She needn’t have bothered. By the time she had got it out and unfolded it, Tom was half way to the front door of the cottage, leaning heavily on Jocelyn’s capable arm.

 ‘Gosh, it’s bit musty in here. How about we open a few windows, let in some of this lovely sunshine? Then we’ll get the kettle on.’ Jocelyn helped Tom through the tiny terracotta porch, ‘I’ve a pint of milk here and some chocolate digestives.’ 



Following them in, Alex pushed the wheelchair into the living room, left it leaning against the wall. She’d forgotten how cramped the cottage was. The wheelchair had looked small in the hospital, but now, here, against the polished pine and rough plaster it was ugly and ungainly, and huge. Following the sound of Jocelyn’s voice down the narrow passage and into the kitchen at the back of the cottage, Alex found Tom had already collapsed into one of the battered pine kitchen chairs, his face serious.

 ‘So what’s the story Joss? Any news from the house?’


Hovering in the doorway, Alex had been about to go up the narrow stairs to open the windows, but waited, desperate to know how Sebastian was, to find out what had happened. She hadn’t spoken to him yet, had woken up mid-afternoon yesterday to find two missed calls from Kilfenora on her phone, but as she sat up in bed, the phone in her hand, her thumb hovering over the speed dial, her courage had deserted her, completely and utterly…what on earth was she going to say to him after…after everything?


Jocelyn filled the kettle and flicked it on, then, pulling a chair out from the scarred pine table, rested her elbows on it, playing with her rings while she found the words.

 ‘There’s good news and bad. The assessors have been out and the builders are already starting work to make sure the main house is safe. The Palm House has been destroyed, but the Fire Brigade did a marvellous job, stopped it spreading. There’s smoke and water damage, but that’s nothing that can’t be fixed.’

 ‘Good, that’s good. Any idea how it started?’


Jocelyn grimaced, ‘They think it might have been a stray cigarette. The painters had left some paint pots out…’


Tom snorted, an explosive sound in the tiny kitchen. ‘Christ if I’d been there…can’t stand that sort of sloppiness, there’s no excuse. For God’s sake paint’s highly combustible…’


Jocelyn nodded, reached out to pat his arm, calming him down, ‘Lots of things would have been different if you’d been there. Sebastian’s dreading seeing you – he had fertiliser delivered and it was in the Palm House too…’

 ‘But I’m always telling him…’

 ‘Exactly. He knows…’


Tom rolled his eyes. ‘How is he?’ his voice was gruff, anger tempered by emotion, it could have been so much worse. 



Behind them, the kettle boiled. Trying to look busy, like she wasn’t listening, Alex went to pick it up, reaching for the teabags, the teapot; the tips of her ears glowing.

 ‘He’ll be fine I hope. He’s shocked, more than he’ll admit. And with poor Lord Kilfenora having another stroke there’s a lot to do.’ 


 ‘Lord Kilfenora?’ Alex spun around, her hand flying to her mouth, ‘I thought…’


Jocelyn sighed, nodding ‘Sebastian told the firemen where to find him, but he was unconscious when they brought him out. He’s in intensive care; he’s conscious now but they think he’s had another stroke. They can’t be sure what the damage is yet.’

 ‘Another stroke?’ Alex’s voice was too high, shaky. She might hate the man but it was still terrible to hear. And it could so easily have been her and Sebastian.


Tom shook his head, rolling his eyes like she was being stupid. ‘You heard it lass, another stroke.’ He paused, his weathered face sad. ‘He’s a grand man, has had a good old innings. Still, it’s no way to be is it?’


Jocelyn patted Tom’s arm again, ‘I know. Sebastian will have a lot on his plate now.’


They nodded, joined in their grief like an elderly couple.

 ‘That’s the tea on, I’d better open the windows, air the place a bit. The minute it’s shut up the damp comes back.’

 ‘Pint’s what I need lass after that news. We need to drink to his health.’


Getting out of the kitchen as fast as she decently could, Alex skipped up the stairs, stopping at the top, forgetting why she had come up. Lord Kilfenora had had another stroke. She couldn’t believe it. She’d been so sure Sebastian would be able to get him out okay. His rooms were in the west wing, away from the worst of the blaze, and with all the fire fighters and paramedics on site, surely…


Downstairs she could hear them talking, her dad’s voice:

 ‘He’s a great man, doesn’t feel right…’ And Jocelyn muttering her agreement. ‘So a pint it is, and I need a decent meal, the food in that hospital was only terrible…’


To her right the low-panelled door into her bedroom stood open. Ducking inside, Alex stood for a moment, swayed, reached out for the door frame to steady herself, staring blindly, unable to move. Her dad had painted it a sunshine yellow when they’d moved in, the sloping ceiling bright white, and now it was filled with light, the afternoon sun coursing through the diamond-paned window, falling across her duvet, sprinkled with star-like forget-me-nots, like there wasn’t a worry in the world. So different from last night, so different from Kilfenora. Kneeling on the narrow single bed, Alex reached across to open the window, the scrolled brass catch smooth and warm in her hand. As she opened the window, she was greeted by the loamy scent of the woods, the sound of birdsong. For a split second she felt like she’d never been away, like last night was some sort of bad dream.


But she knew it wasn’t.


Turning, sitting down on the bed, running her fingers into her hair, it took Alex a few moments to realise that she’d stuck her phone into the back pocket of her jeans. It dug into her like an accusing finger, reminding her that she hadn’t phoned Sebastian. He’d be devastated. How could she not have returned his calls, what was she thinking? It was the least she could do after he’d saved her life. Pulling her phone out, Alex looked at the screen. She had four unopened texts. She scrolled through them: Marina, Senor Marquez, Ulster Carpets, and the last one… only sent an hour ago…Will u have dinner w me 2nit? Need 2 talk. Call me at the hse. Seb x


 



 


FORTY EIGHT

Alex heard Sebastian’s mobile ring, but a strange voice answered it.

 ‘Wingfield.’


She hesitated, ‘Sebastian?’ 


 ‘Alex is that you? I’ve been trying to get hold of you.’


Playing nervously with the curly wire attached to the bedside phone in her father’s room, Alex could hear Tom speaking to Jocelyn downstairs, their voices a murmur through the pitch pine floor. The room was meticulously tidy but had that lonely, empty feeling of a room unlived in. 


 ‘Yes, it’s me….I’m sorry I missed you yesterday, I slept all day.’ Alex cringed inwardly, that sounded utterly feeble. She moved on quickly. ‘How are things?’


Sebastian’s voice was hoarse, gravely. She heard him sigh. Then, ‘We’re getting there.’

 ‘I just heard, I’m so sorry…so sorry about your grandfather, how is he today?’ 


 ‘Much the same.’ The sigh again, ‘They’re hoping he’ll regain some movement but it’s going to be a long haul. Christ it’s all such a mess. How are you?’

 ‘I’m fine – almost toast, but this guy I know is a bit of a lifesaver.’ 



Alex tried to make it sound light, humorous. How could she begin to thank him?


Sebastian’s laugh was throaty, sexy, lost in a shuddering crash somewhere in the background. 


 ‘What on earth was that?’

 ‘Builders. Did you get my text?’

 ‘Yes, I…’ 



He interrupted her. ‘I know it’s a bit of trek back down here, but…but I thought…’


It was her turn to interrupt, ‘It’s fine.’ Should she tell him she was on the estate already? ‘Tonight’s good, what time?’

 ‘How about eight, give you time to get organised?’ Jocelyn must have told him that her dad was being discharged, but he would assume they’d go back to Alex’s house from the hospital.

 ‘That’s grand…’

 ‘Can you meet me at the west gate, near your dad’s place? You don’t need to dress up, but bring a jacket in case it’s chilly later.’ 



In case it’s chilly? ‘Okay ...that’s grand.’ Now she sounded like a parrot, ‘I’ll see you later.’

 ‘Good. Excellent. See you at eight then.’ Alex could almost hear him smiling.


Alex replaced the receiver carefully, her hand trembling, heart thumping inside her chest like a military tattoo, face burning. It was just as well he couldn’t see her. Why had she been dreading that call? Why had it been so difficult? Sebastian had saved her life…but…a wave of exhaustion washed over her, exhaustion and despair. There was still the problem of her dad. They’d have to sort it out at dinner…he was right when he said this was all such a mess. For a moment Alex wondered if she really wanted to have dinner with him. It made the whole thing personal somehow – and Alex knew from experience it was way better to keep business and pleasure separate, very separate. She ran her hand across her eyes. If it wasn’t for her dad she’d be jumping on a plane right now and getting back to Spain, back to the sunshine and her friends and eating outside. Well, she had no choice now.


Turning to leave the room, Alex caught sight of her reflection in her father’s wardrobe mirror, stopped, shocked. She’d lost weight since she’d arrived back in Ireland, her cheeks hollowed, cheekbones even sharper than normal, skin pale. She’d put a cerise jacket on this morning over her black jeans and black skinny t-shirt – anything to make her feel a bit more cheerful. But now it seemed to drain her. And her hair was all over the place – she’d had to wash it twice yesterday to try and get rid of the smell of smoke, not that it had helped, and despite soaking it in conditioner and anti-frizz stuff, it was wild looking. She’d certainly have a few words for Trevor Sorbie if she ever met him…Alex pulled at it, tucking it behind her ears, taking a deep breath, trying to steady her nerves. Took another long look at herself. At least she had two earrings in. 



But how on earth could she have dinner with Sebastian looking like this? 



She needed a shower and a whole new face – there was a lipstick in her handbag, but she was pretty sure it was a shade different from the one she had on. Alex glanced at her watch. It was already two o’clock. There was no way she could abandon her dad and fly back home to change, and she still had all his packing to do. In desperation she pulled her hair back into a ponytail, slipping an elastic tie off her wrist to hold it back, rubbed her lips together and pinched her cheeks. A bit better, but not much…


Downstairs, Jocelyn was gathering her things to leave.

 ‘So, I’ll be back at seven and we’ll see what Foley’s has to offer, will we?’

 ‘I’ll look forward to it.’ Tom started to get up.

 ‘Don’t,’ she waved him back into his seat, ‘I’ll see myself out. You need to have a rest, get those old bones into bed.’


Tom nodded, grinning, ‘Ah, these bones have plenty of life left in them yet.’


Arriving at the bottom of the stairs Alex looked at him, astonished – she hadn’t heard him talk like that in years. Was he flirting with Joss? Was she blushing? Then she realised what they were talking about – dinner tonight – flip…

 ‘I’m really sorry Joss but I’m not sure if I can make dinner, I’m…’


Tom interrupted before she could finish, ‘Who said you were invited? You’re the one who keeps going on about how much packing there is to do. I thought I’d get out of your way and let you get on with it.’


Well, that was telling her.

 ‘Oh, excuse me.’ Alex said it with as much emphasis as she could, trying to sound put out, disapproving, at the same time fighting a smile. 


 ‘And there’ll be no need to wait up either, Joss will make sure I get home in one piece won’t you my dear?’

 ‘I will of course. We won’t be late, so you needn’t worry.’

 ‘I might go out myself…so don’t you be waiting up either.’ Alex flashed Jocelyn a smile, ‘he’s a cantankerous old goat, I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for.’


Jocelyn shot her a knowing look, ‘After working for the Wingfields for almost forty years, nothing fazes me my dear, I take it all in my stride, don’t you worry.’


Moments later Jocelyn had gone, leaving a rather surprising waft of Chanel No 5 behind her.

 ‘I need a nap love if I’m going out gadding. You can start in the kitchen can you, do the bedroom tomorrow? And watch your mother’s good china, that’s an heirloom that is.’

 ‘Yes Dad.’ Alex threw him a mock salute as he levered himself out of his chair. ‘Let me give you a hand up the stairs.’


Several hours later, her jacket off, t-shirt pulled up to her elbows, surrounded by a sea of torn-up newspaper and china ornaments, Alex heard Jocelyn’s car pull up outside. She glanced at her watch, shocked at the passage of time. Once she had got started on the packing, sorting the china, wrapping each piece and stowing it in the cardboard boxes she had brought down, flat packed, in the back of the car, she had found herself relaxing for the first time in weeks, enjoying the peace and quiet, the first opportunity she had had to switch off, to let her mind drift over half-forgotten memories. Until now. Suddenly aware of the time, Alex’s stomach began to knot – she’d pushed the whole business of dinner from her mind for the past few hours, but now…now it was very real.


 



 


FORTY NINE 


Alex felt the sinking sun warm on her face as she emerged from the tunnel of trees leading from the cottage, her stomach fluttering, palm’s clammy. Sebastian was already there, had his back to her, was looking out through the trelliswork of the west gate towards the village, shadows falling like antique lace around his feet. 


 ‘Hi’ 



The lane was rough, un-tarmacked, muffling her footsteps and Sebastian jumped as she spoke, spun around, his hands in the pockets of his jeans, a Barbour jacket looped over his arm. The sun, like a jewel burning behind him, dazzled her, throwing his face into shadow, turning his navy cashmere sweater to midnight. 


 ‘I thought you’d be driving.’


Alex lifted her hand to shield her eyes, ‘I got here early, parked by the cottage. It’s a beautiful evening.’


Sebastian nodded, ‘Thanks for coming.’


Alex shrugged, smiling, ‘I couldn’t exactly say no to the guy who saved my life now could I?’ 



Sebastian shook his head, embarrassed, Alex stuck her own hands in her pockets, blushing, why had she said that?

 ‘So where are we eating?’ Oh God, the thought hit her as she spoke, surely not Foley’s? But she needn’t have worried. Moving under the trees, Sebastian glanced at her shyly, the sun lighting his eyes to azure blue, sending her stomach into a tailspin.

 ‘This way.’


He ducked off the lane and down a winding track, dry sticks cracking beneath his feet. Surprised, Alex paused for a moment, not sure what to do she hadn’t been expecting a cross-country walk.

 ‘Are you coming?’


Pulling herself together, Alex fell into step behind him, ducking under the branches, pushing away the brambles that caught at her ankles. Walking single file, they didn’t speak, instead listened to the sounds of the woods joining in a chorus around them, a lone robin leading, the repeated notes of a song thrush urging them deeper into the cathedral of the trees. Sebastian paused, a pace ahead of her, held a branch out of her way; elder, dripping with milky star-like flowers, bright in the dusk. Where on earth were they going? With each step her curiosity grew. Alex strained her ears – surely that was the sound of water? 



Then she knew. 



Rushing and tumbling, the sound of the river reached her like a choir of boys falling out of the stalls after practice. And suddenly the path opened into a clearing, knee deep in bluebells, their scent rising like a chorus.

 ‘Oh my goodness…’ Alex’s hand shot to her mouth. Sebastian had stopped in front of her, and as Alex came up behind him, so close she could smell the residue of smoke in his hair, the Wright’s Cold Tar Soap he had used to try and get rid of it, the words slipped out. ‘Wow.’


They were looking at the Mill House. 



But it wasn’t the tumble-down ruin Alex remembered, derelict and forgotten, the windows boarded up, the only light falling through the holes in the thatch. Far from it.

 ‘When did you do all this?’


Sebastian smiled, his eyes meeting hers, holding her gaze, sending a chill up her spine. Unaware of the effect he was having, he turned back to the building, its freshly whitewashed walls glowing in the gathering dusk. Set at an angle to the river, the great wheel facing them, the thatch was flawless now, packed hard, cut in intricate geometric patterns along the ridge. A wisp of smoke rose from the chimney, lights smiling from every one of the tiny diamond-paned windows.

 ‘Your dad helped.’

 ‘My dad?’


As Alex spoke, the ancient wheel began to turn, its paddles smacking the surface of the water in time to the beat of her heart. Reaching deep into the river, the water tumbled like laughter as it came back up for each rotation.

 ‘It works.’ Alex could hear the relief and satisfaction in Sebastian’s voice, ‘after the week I’ve had, I was sure it would seize up.’ 



Sebastian glanced at her, shy again, stuck his hands in his pockets and began to follow a rabbit track through the flowers. Opposite the house, a narrow wooden bridge spanned the river. The boards creaked as they crossed, a dragonfly, its wings iridescent, body cobalt blue, hovering beside them before zipping off across the river, its curiosity satisfied.

 ‘So are we eating here?’

 ‘Sort of. What do you think of the place?’

 ‘Professionally or personally?’

 ‘Either…both.’ A shadow of concern flashed across Sebastian’s face.

 ‘I love it. Professionally and personally.’


A grin twitched at the sides of his mouth. ‘Good. Good. Do you want to see inside?’

 ‘I thought you’d never ask.’

 



Pushing open the cherry red front door, its new paint gleaming in the glow from the coach lights on either side, Sebastian stamped off the mud on his boots on a rough coconut mat.

 ‘Mind that step, I didn’t want to take it out.’


Alex smiled, stepping over the lopsided granite lintel standing proud of the terracotta tiles, worn in the middle where hundreds of feet had gone before them. She would have left it as well. 


 ‘It’s ideal for tripping up door-to-door salesmen,’ Sebastian’s laugh was rich, deep, ‘We get a lot of those around here.’

 ‘Good evening Mr Wingfield.’


Alex almost jumped out of her skin. She hadn’t expected there to be anyone else here. A young girl materialised from behind the door, smart in a black skirt and white shirt, a fuchsia pink tie at her neck. She was holding out a silver tray, the glasses on it full, fizzing and bubbling. 


 ‘Thank you Anna, how is everything?’ Sebastian threw his coat over the back of a rich brown leather sofa dividing the open-plan living area in two, a fire leaping in a huge inglenook fireplace at one end, a modern kitchen dominated by a claret coloured Aga at the other. He accepted the glass with a gracious smile.

 ‘Grand Mr Wingfield, David has everything ready.’ The girl nodded towards the kitchen. 



Coming into the room properly, accepting a glass, Alex followed the girl’s eyes, surprised to see a chef, complete with hat, turn from the counter and bend down to open one of the ovens. The smell escaping from it was delicious, filled the room, red wine and garlic, a delicate undertone of …fish? 


 ‘This is David, I didn’t have the energy to cook, so I cheated a bit.’

 ‘I’m good with cheating…’ Alex almost laughed, this was perfect…all of it…why was he apologising?

 ‘David and Anna are from The Butler’s Pantry. They do all our corporate catering, events, meetings, that sort of thing.’ Alex thought of Jocelyn with her fuchsia bag of delights – added rescuing maidens in distress to The Butler’s Pantry’s list of accomplishments.

 ‘And there I was thinking we’d be having ham sandwiches.’

 ‘I don’t think so,’ Sebastian smiled, ‘what have you got for us David?’


The chef’s cheeks were flushed pink as he reeled off a mouth watering menu.

 ‘Our entrée is crispy duck confit with braised endive and blood orange caramel, followed by wild sea bass with bouillabaisse garnish. Then, for dessert, vanilla panacotta with red wine, poached plums and cinnamon shortbread or a chocolate fondant with crème fraiche and raspberries, and of course an artisan cheeseboard served with quince jelly, grapes, strawberries, fig tart, crackers and oatmeal biscuits.’


Alex wasn’t sure what to say for a moment. Then she recovered, ‘Of course.’ How could they forget the cheeseboard? ‘It sounds fabulous; how do you remember all that? I won’t need to eat for a week.’

 ‘At least you’re not on a diet.’ Sebastian was leaning on the back of the sofa, his ankles crossed, watching her take it all in. His tone was ironic, the quip loaded. They both knew someone who usually was.


Unwilling to spoil the mood, Alex hesitated, brought her glass at her lips, the bubbles popping under her nose. But she had to ask. 


 ‘And where’s Caroline tonight?’


Sebastian shifted uncomfortably, his face grim, ‘She’s tied up, won’t be back...ever if I can help it.’


Alex’s eyebrows shot up as their eyes met. His contained a warning look, but Alex could read his mind. I’ll tell you later. She nodded almost imperceptibly. What on earth had gone on between them? What could have happened?

 ‘So have a look round, I’ll get you another drink.’ 



Alex looked at her glass, surprised. She’d knocked it back while he was speaking, nerves – had to be. Sebastian reached over to pull a bottle from a cooler standing at one end of the sofa, the ice chinking and churning as he lifted it out. ‘You do still like Asti Spumante?’


Alex’s face broke with smothered laughter, ‘And there I was thinking it was champagne.’


Leaving Sebastian in the kitchen to check on dinner, Alex was desperately curious to see what he had done with the house. They’d had such grand ideas all those years ago. But she needn’t have worried – it was perfect, every room completely restored using original materials. Rustic tiles butted against rough plaster walls, but Sebastian had ensured the cottage had every modern convenience. If Alex was honest it was decorated exactly as she would have done it herself. Thankfully, he’d foregone the Laura Ashley wallpaper she’d been mad about then, had instead opted for matt colours, bold and strong, for beautiful detail – a chair made from driftwood, gnarled and weathered, a cast iron four poster in the master bedroom, scrolls twisting and writhing at each corner, a huge copper shower head in the en suite bathroom, mosaic tiles blue, iridescent like the dragonfly. 



Coming down the narrow pine staircase, her heels clicking on the boards, Alex found Sebastian with his head in the fridge discussing the best temperature to serve the cheese.

 ‘It’s fabulous, you’ve done a great job.’

 ‘Thanks.’ Sebastian closed the fridge, ‘Are you ready to eat?’

 ‘I’m starving.’

 ‘Good, I thought as it was so warm we could eat outside.’


 



 


FIFTY

Outside it was almost dark, the birds on their way home, bats filling their place flitting between the trees. Alex shivered, glad of her pink jacket, fine wool with its black and white striped lining. It was still warm, but after the heat of the kitchen, felt fresh. But she needn’t have worried. Sebastian had thought of everything.

 ‘This way.’ Turning to his right outside the front door, following the crazy paved path tumbling with mint and rosemary, Sebastian led her past the twinkling windows of the kitchen, around the corner of the building. 



Around the corner into fairyland. 



Alex gasped, amazed. Tiny lanterns had been strung from a huge oak tree, its branches creating a majestic arch leaning towards the house. Flickering with hundreds of candles, the light from the lanterns fell on a table that had been set below; sparkling silver cutlery on a crisp white cloth, tall John Rocha crystal glasses, their stems slim and elegant, rose petals scattered over the tablecloth like confetti. Beside the table a chimaera had been lit, its terracotta body glowing, throwing out enough heat to keep them both warm well into the night. If they needed it…

 ‘Sit down; more wine? Red or white? I thought we’d go with Spanish tonight.’ Sebastian pulled out a cast iron scroll back chair, its seat and back upholstered in a rich burgundy velvet.

 ‘White please.’ At least she wasn’t driving. 



Alex sat down, marvelling at the table, the sound of the mill wheel splashing rhythmically through the water at the other end of the house, the rush of the river, winding into the trees, loud beside them. ‘This is beautiful. Really. You’ve gone to a lot of trouble.’


Sebastian shrugged. ‘It’s been a tough week, we deserve to treat ourselves once in a while.’

 ‘It’s a bit more than a treat.’

 ‘I think I owe it to you, don’t you, after the accident with your dad, the picture?’ Sebastian grimaced ruefully, filling her glass from a bottle chilling in a silver cooler on the table. ‘And I wanted to tell you face to face that you don’t have to worry about your dad. I’ll look after him.’


Alex tucked a blonde curl that had strayed across her face back behind her ear, focusing on the cloth in front of her, sorting her thoughts, taking in what he had said. It had all been so perfect and then, like always, they came back down to earth with a bump. Why did reality always get in the way of your dreams? 



Looking up, she met his eye, her voice practical, no nonsense, like they were in a business meeting ‘But he can’t work’.


Sebastian shook his head, pulling out his own chair, sitting down with a sigh; she wasn’t getting it. 


 ‘There is nothing I regret more than that accident.’ He spoke slowly, spelling it out. There were other things he regretted, lots of them, but right now that was at the top of the list. ‘Tom built this estate. I don’t want to lose him, as a friend or as a member of the staff. I want him to stay on in the cottage – for life – my lawyers are drawing up the papers. And I want him to train in a couple of assistants to do the grunt work. I need an estate manager more than a gamekeeper. I haven’t discussed it with him, but I hope he’ll agree.’


Sebastian stopped abruptly, fiddled with his dessert fork for a moment, giving her time to take in what he was saying. It had all come out in a rush, not what he’d planned at all. Then, putting the fork straight, ‘Do you think he’ll do it?’


Alex felt a tear prick, pretended something was irritating her eye, brushing it away with her fingertip, trying to look natural, trying to look relaxed. She couldn’t cry now.

 ‘I’m sure he will.’ Her voice cracked – what else could she say? 



Behind her, a voice made her start. 


 ‘Here we are Mr Wingfield. I hope everything’s to your satisfaction.’ The food – she’d completely forgotten about it.

 ‘Thank you Anna, that’s perfect.’


Alex managed a smile as the young girl laid her plate in front of her, twisting it around to its best advantage, the Wingfield crest at the top. Alex took another sip of her wine, trying to hide her confusion behind her glass. 



The food was just as good as it had smelled, gave them something safe to talk about. Their main course arrived as promptly as the entrée.

 ‘Thank you Anna, tell David that was all delicious. We’ll help ourselves to dessert; the two of you can get off home now. You’ve done a great job.’

 ‘Thank you Mr Wingfield. I’ve put out the cheese and port in the kitchen.’


Sebastian nodded, his smile of appreciation sincere. 


 ‘So how did you know that I adore duck and sea bass?’ Alex looked at him quizzically.


Sebastian played with his glass, swishing the contents around, watching the tear drops form on the sides. ‘Let’s just say a little bird told me…well, maybe not that little.’


Alex giggled, ‘Joss?’ He tried to look non-committal, failed desperately, ‘but how did she know…did she speak to Marina? Does she know about all this?’


Sebastian shook his head, ‘No, don’t worry. Joss is very discreet.’

 ‘And my dad? I hope she’s not taking him out as part of some master plan.’

 ‘Your dad? Is he out of hospital?’ Sebastian sounded genuinely surprised, ‘that’s great. I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I haven’t spoken to him since before... with everything…’ 



With everything…Alex watched Sebastian’s face, could see a shadow pass. His grandfather and his house. She bit her lip. She was dying to ask about Caroline, but she couldn’t just come out and say it…Sebastian didn’t seem to notice that she had fallen quiet, that she was doing battle with a little red demon with curiosity written in capital letters across his chest.

 ‘He’ll be glad to be out of that place, he hates being cooped up.’ 



The demon gave Alex a sharp poke with his trident. She hesitated for a moment, desperately trying to think of a tactful way to ask. From somewhere behind the house she heard a car start and pull slowly away, its tyres crunching on the rough lane that ran up towards the main house and the front gate. Now they were alone. The distraction gave her a moment to formulate her thoughts.

 ‘Dad told me what happened, with the accident; well what he thought had happened,’ Alex paused, teetering on the edge of accusation, unsure whether she should continue,’ he reckoned Caroline had something to do with it.’ 



She’d said it. Alex held her breath; under the table dug her nails into the palm of her hand. What would he say?


Sebastian nodded, running his fingertips along his eyebrow, his eyes unfocused. She could hear the exhaustion in his voice when he spoke.

 ‘She’s had a lot to do with my problems recently. I’m sure Tom will be very pleased to see the back of her.’ 



The back of her? Alex felt a surge of elation, but it was elation tinged with a glimmer of guilt. She mentally kicked herself: why should she be feeling guilty? The demon did a jig. 


 ‘Has she gone somewhere?’ Alex’s tone was deliberately innocent. She mustn’t gloat.


Sebastian grimaced, putting his head in his hands, rubbing his face hard, like he was trying to clean away the past, ‘New York. I hope.’

 ‘What? Why on earth?’ Alex put her glass down too hard, flinched at the impact. She hadn’t expected that…


But Sebastian didn’t seem to notice. His voice was low, angry, hurt, his eyes fixed on a moth fluttering around the chimaera, attracted by the light from the coals glowing inside.

 ‘There’s been a lot happening.’ Sebastian paused, looked at Alex, his eyes hard, his mind somewhere else, somewhere where there was smoke and flames and the body of an old man being dragged out of a house by a two fire fighters, two fire fighters who were prepared to risk their lives to save his. ‘She came to the house…before the fire…they found her cigarettes on the drive.’ He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, ‘she had a bit of a go at your laptop I’m afraid.’

 ‘My laptop. But…?’ The questions jostled for attention, falling over themselves…Her cigarettes?


As if Sebastian knew what was coming, he interrupted her, clearing his throat, moving on.

 ‘I’ve got someone looking at it, trying to salvage the hard drive.’ Then he grimaced, like it was his fault, ‘The guards reckon it could have been a stray cigarette that started the fire.’

 ‘My God.’ Her eyes wide, Alex shook her head. It was all such a lot to take in. She’d already heard some of it from Jocelyn, but not the part about Caroline. And coming from Sebastian, seeing his pain, it was suddenly much more real. She shivered involuntarily. 


 ‘I’m not sure if they will be able to tell conclusively.’ Sebastian chewed the nail on his thumb for a moment, his mind obviously elsewhere. Something in his voice made Alex look up. Then he picked up the bottle of red and emptied the rest of it into his glass.

 ‘They don’t know for sure it was her. There’s more to the picture – always is with Caroline.’ He paused, ‘She’s been having a fling.’ Sebastian stopped speaking, obviously in pain. 



Alex held up her hand, stopping him, ‘You don’t have to tell me.’


Sebastian cleared his throat. ‘It’s better you know.’ He picked up his glass and took a sip, ‘It was someone in the company. Guy called Jackson, everyone calls him Peter though, like Peter Pan. He’s an ex-Royal Marine, brilliant negotiator.’ He paused. ‘He’s Joss’s son, so just be careful...’


Alex swallowed hard, trying to take it in. Joss’s son? ‘I won’t say anything. You know me.’


A smile flicked across Sebastian’s face, that was true.

 ‘The thing is, whatever about it looking like Caroline being involved, if anyone’s likely to have started the fire, it’s him.’

 ‘Jeez,’ the word slipped out, incredulity written all over Alex’s face, ‘What are you going to do?’


Sebastian shrugged, ‘Not much I can do. The guards are looking after it now. There’s a load of circumstantial evidence that Caroline was here, but no forensics to prove she set the fire, and Jackson told them that he came down to the house, saw Caroline leaving, that there was no sign of a fire then. I don’t think she’d know how to start one be honest.’ He cleared his throat. ‘They questioned her yesterday and she was totally clueless. And she was so drunk when they picked her up, she could hardly stand.’

 ‘She was arrested?’ Alex could hear the disbelief in her own voice. 



Sebastian nodded ruefully, ‘Forgot to say that. She was as pissed as a newt. The guards arrested her for drink driving; she was in court yesterday.’ 



Sebastian paused again, took a sip of his wine. ‘The thing is, with Jackson’s background, he’d know exactly how to start a fire and not leave any traces. The guards keep saying that if he did set it, he wouldn’t have told them that he’d called to the house, wouldn’t have admitted that he was anywhere near the place. But I reckon he’s cleverer than that. He told them he was in the pub for most of the evening,’ Sebastian shook his head, ‘he said he got a call from New York, so they remember him being there all right, and he ordered a steak...but, well, it’s all too neat. I don’t know – I’ve just got a feeling. We’ve been having problems with a couple of journalists trying to dig the dirt on the company. I can’t help feeling it’s all connected somehow.’ 


 ‘But why? Why would he want to set the house on fire, to ruin your business?’


Sebastian went quiet for a moment, then said, ‘His father was killed in a fire. A fire at one of our factories.’ Staring at the foot of his glass, unfocused, Sebastian left the words hanging there. 


 ‘But he could have killed you. Us.’ Alex’s words came out as a whisper, ‘he might try again. He isn’t still working for you is he?’


Sebastian looked up at her sharply, shook his head. ‘He resigned before I could sack him. I wanted to knock him out to be honest but...’


Alex interrupted, ‘But you said he was in the Marines, he could have killed you.’


Sebastian nodded, ‘That crossed my mind,’ 


 ‘Can’t the guards do anything, arrest him?’ Alex knew she sounded desperate.


Sebastian shrugged, ‘They need evidence for that. What do they say in the movies, ‘means, motive and opportunity’, well he had it all, but whether they can prove it is an entirely different matter.’ 



Sebastian knocked back the rest of his wine like the subject was closed; the whole business, like the wine, finished. 



Alex watched him, speechless, even the demon had dropped his trident in surprise. Joss’s son? Having an affair with Caroline? Trying to burn down Kilfenora? Dear God. 



Sebastian shook his head. ‘Let’s not talk about all that tonight. One way or another, the wedding’s off and Caroline’s history. Ancient history.’ 



Alex took a deep breath. Ancient history? 



As if he read her mind, Sebastian leaned forward, put his hand out across the table, linking his fingers through hers. 


 ‘I’m sorry, sorry for everything, the picture, well everything…’ His hand was warm, strong. Alex shook her head – it didn’t matter, after hearing about his grandfather, about Caroline, the picture was the last thing he should be worrying about. Giving her hand a squeeze, Sebastian said ‘your hands are cold, do you want to go inside?’ He obviously wanted to change the subject. 



Alex nodded, ‘Do you mind, it’s lovely out here but…’

 ‘It’s May and Ireland, not July in Spain.’ 



She grinned. ‘It’s taking me a while to adjust.’

 



Inside Anna had left the table lamps on, had banked up the fire in the Elizabethan-style fireplace, the mantel hewn from an enormous oak, almost meeting the beamed ceiling. A log shifted as Sebastian opened the front door, spitting and cracking, the flames leaping. With the cool fresh scents of the woods clinging to them both like a cloak, he pushed the door closed. 


 ‘Sit down by the fire, get warm. Does port still make you dizzy?’ Alex laughed, nodding, heading for the sofa ‘Baileys and ice then?’

 ‘Perfect.’ 



A moment later Sebastian slipped a tumbler of crushed ice into her hand and sat down on the sofa beside her, was pulling over a side table, sliding the laden cheeseboard onto its polished surface. Alex sipped her drink, enjoying the raw heat of the flames from a safe distance. Coming from concealed speakers in the corners of the room she could hear the strains of an orchestra tuning up; a pause before they joined together for the opening bars of something classical, it took her a moment to recognise what – Smetana’s ‘Ma Vlast’, one of Sebastian’s favourites.


Then the demon started hopping up and down again. There was a question that had been bothering her since that first meeting – it seemed trivial now, but it had been bugging her – maybe this was the time to ask.


Alex took another sip of her drink, put it carefully on the table, reached over to pull a grape off the bunch on the cheeseboard, ripe and purple, deliciously sweet.

 ‘Tell me, before all this, why did you want me to decorate your apartment?’


Sebastian put his own glass down beside the cheeseboard, leaned back in the sofa, rubbing his face with his hands, hiding his expression. But Alex could see the shyness had returned to his eyes. He waited for a moment before he replied, crossing his arms as he formed his thoughts, getting the words right.

 ‘I knew you’d be in and out of the office in a flash. Once we’d decided what we liked, you only needed to come back to check the decorator’s progress…I just wanted…I wanted to see you again…properly.’ Sebastian paused. The silence was loaded. ‘It was so long…’


Alex suddenly felt icy cold, she knew what was coming next, knew she’d walked right into it, but she was still surprised, surprised by the pain in his voice, surprised by the simplicity of the question.

 ‘Why did you go?’ Sebastian’s voice was so low, she could hardly hear him. 



Alex reached for her glass, picking it up, swishing the ice around it. Where should she start? How could she tell him now without sounding like she was attributing blame, without making the events of the other night even more painful? She sighed, her lips suddenly dry. Alex took a sip of her drink, feeling the tingle of the Baileys. Dutch courage. Sebastian’s eye met hers. He was waiting. The music began to build, flutes, then violins urging the orchestra on. This was it. She had to tell him.

 ‘I had to. I wasn’t given any choice.’ Alex bit her lip, the memories bringing instant tears to her eyes.


Sebastian shifted his shoulders, kept his arms crossed, brow creased in a frown, ‘By who, who didn’t give you a choice?’ 


 ‘Your grandfather.’ It was almost a whisper, Alex’s voice lost in a surge of French horns.

 ‘My grandfather?’


Alex nodded, tucked the stubborn strand of hair back behind her ear again. She couldn’t look at him. The music had died away to almost nothing. ‘He called me into his study one day at the end of that summer. Asked me what I wanted to do with my life. I told him, told him I wanted to study interiors, had a crazy dream of setting up on my own.’ Violins again, plucked, insistent. ‘He must have known. God knows how, but he must have known what I was going to say because he started telling me about Barcelona, about the college, about how good it could be for me.’ 


 ‘So you wanted to go?’ Sebastian’s voice was soft, defeated. 


 ‘No. No of course not.’ Alex was vehement now, turned to face him, her eyes spitting. ‘I told him I couldn’t. I didn’t want to leave. My Mum was only dead a year, I didn’t want to leave Dad…or you.’

 ‘So why did you?’


Alex sighed, turned back to the fire, focused on the flames, the memories still raw, the tears hot in her eyes. The violins had calmed, were quiet, allowing her to speak. 


 ‘I didn’t understand what he was saying to start with, thought he was just being helpful, was interested.’ How stupid had she been? ‘Then he started saying that our relationship had no future, that you had your own future ahead of you, that you needed to focus on your studies. He said that it would be better if I thought about leaving, that Barcelona was perfect, that he would look after everything.’ The words were tumbling over each other, raw, her emotion naked. ‘I still didn’t get it, said thanks, but that I couldn’t leave.’ 



A sob caught in Alex’s throat. She lifted her head, looked at a point somewhere on the chimney breast, but she wasn’t seeing it, was back in the study with the smell of cigar smoke and the creaking leather of his chair. ‘Then he said that he’d have to fire my dad if I wouldn’t go.’ Alex turned to look at Sebastian, her face wrought with anguish, appealing to him to understand. Tears began to fall freely down her face. She brushed them away with the back of her hand. ‘I couldn’t do that to Dad. His job was the only thing he had left after my mum died. He loved it, loved the cottage, could get away from all the pressure when he was out in the woods. He’d come home full of it. I just couldn’t do that to him.’ Alex sniffed loudly, ‘And his pension wasn’t enough to buy another house – all his savings had gone on my mum’s medical bills. He’d never have got another job…we’d have had to go back to the city, find somewhere to rent. It would have killed him. ‘

 ‘Christ.’ Sebastian put his hands out, grasped hers, his eyes filled with tears, deep pools of pain. ‘I didn’t know. How…how could he? God I knew he was ruthless but…’


Sebastian pulled Alex to him and she buried her head in his shoulder, breathing in soap and smoke and washing powder, his sweater soft on her cheek.

 ‘He meant well.’ Alex was crying now, sobbing, ‘he loves you, wanted to…protect you. He thought he was doing the best.’ Why was she defending him? Alex couldn’t believe what she was saying. But maybe it was true…


Sebastian held her tight, rested his chin on the top of her head, taking it all in.

 ‘Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you write?’ Alex could hardly hear him through her tears, through the music.

 ‘He made me swear, swear I wouldn’t get in touch, swear I’d never come back, never set foot in Kilfenora House again. I was so frightened for my dad, for you.’ Alex took a deep breath, trying to calm herself, pulled away from Sebastian so she could see his face, ‘I wanted to. God I wanted to.’


Sebastian didn’t let her to say anymore, took her face in his hands, began to kiss away her tears, his lips caressing her eyelids, her cheeks. Then he stopped, staring deep into her caramel eyes.

 ‘I should have guessed. I asked him to hire a private detective to try and find you, you know. He told me the chap had come up blank. I thought you’d been kidnapped.’


Alex smiled, laughing through her tears, her hands on his, ‘Who’d want to kidnap me?’

 ‘I would. No question. Kidnap you and lock you in the attic so you could never escape.’ Sebastian was smiling now. 


 ‘I think your parents would have guessed don’t you?’

 ‘Probably. But I don’t think they would have minded.’ He tucked Alex’s hair behind her ear, rubbing away a smudge of mascara from under her eye with his thumb, ‘I came over the day you left. There was something I wanted to ask you.’ Sebastian let her go, leaned back, rooting down the side of the sofa, pulling out a small black leather box. He found her hand and laid it in her palm. ‘I wanted to ask you to marry me.’


Stunned, Alex looked from his face to the box and back again. Violins met cellos in a surge of sound. And he was smiling, a nervous half-smile, his eyes red-rimmed, beseeching. Hardly daring to look, she eased it open. The Wingfield Sapphire lay on a bed of black velvet, the huge stone catching the firelight, the colours at its heart leaping and singing, cornflower and indigo, periwinkle and ultramarine. The multi-faceted blue of hope. Surrounded by a ring of diamonds, glowing like fairy dust. 



Sebastian pulled it out, dropping the box onto the sofa beside him.

 ‘Do you think it will fit?’ Alex’s lips twitched as she spoke. She wanted to laugh, to cry, to hug him. To hold him and never let him go. Turning her hand over, Sebastian slipped it onto her finger. It was tight but it fitted. 


 ‘I don’t think that’s going to come off in a hurry do you?’


Alex reached for his face, running her fingers along his jaw, the stubble already rough, ‘I never want it to come off.’


He kissed her. Their lips meeting, fine as a bee’s wing, his breath mingling with hers, giving her life, hope, a future. Alex found herself leaning back, pulling him with her, the leather of the sofa creaking beneath them, the orchestra filling the room as the symphony reached its peak. Suddenly she put her hand on his chest, pushing him away, her grin cheeky, ‘Do you know what, we forgot about dessert.’


He looked deep into her eyes, his voice husky. ‘We can have it for breakfast.’

 


THE END
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