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Chapter One

Ariadne Winter
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THE DETERIORATING GRAY-stone castle rested precariously atop the scrubby knoll. Its menacing shadow loomed above the pearl white Georgian manor house like a giant bird of prey. The crenellations that once crowned the battlements for archers were jagged and broken. Moss and ivy clung to the walls, creeping over the eroded stones, adding an eerie sense of abandonment. The wooden doors, long since rotted away, left gaping entrances that echoed with the shriek of the fierce Atlantic winds. 

That is how my story at Ballyford Castle would have begun...had I been in a Daphne du Maurier novel. Lots of foreboding warning signs foreshadowing the rather horrifying events that unfolded during my visit. 

As it was, when my septuagenarian chauffeur heard I’d never visited Ireland, he took it upon himself to drive me along the scenic route—turning a six-hour trip, from Dublin to the Cliffs of Moher, into eight and a half hours. The sun disappeared below the horizon half an hour before we arrived at Ballyford, the derelict castle nothing more than a darkened silhouette in the distance.

I can attest, all the travel books and brochures that boast about the Kelly-green rolling hills of Ireland are indeed accurate. Sheep dotted the verdant countryside along with plenty of castles—some dilapidated and crumbled, while others were maintained and occupied. The tiniest hamlets feature gothic-style churches to rival St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Midtown Manhattan. And we often crawled for miles behind Gypsy carts loaded down with pots, pans, and other trappings of their trade. Unfortunately, Mr. Murray failed to notice my urgency to reach Ballyford. He regularly stopped to pontificate upon the finer points of different country villages, or to purchase a toffee, or to have a wee dram, or a spot of tea. 

Every time I asked how much longer the trip would take, he would answer, “Oh, not much longer, lassie.”

I believe he continued to call me lassie, because he couldn’t or didn’t know how to pronounce my given name. I’ll admit Ariadne is not your run-of-the-mill name, especially for native English speakers. Ariadne was a Cretan princess, the daughter of Pasiphae and King Minos of Crete. You see, Mother was on a Greek kick when she was pregnant with me. On the first day of school, teachers taking roll call who didn’t know any better would simply call out my last name, "Winter!”

Then I’d stand up and pronounce my name phonetically, for the teacher and everyone else in the class—air-ee-ad-nee. I’d proudly announce, “I am named after a Greek princess.” That behavior ended in high school when I found out how Ariadne had been fooled by that double-crosser, Theseus, during our Greek unit my sophomore year. 

I found it unlikely that I would see Mr. Murray following our trip to Ballyford, and didn’t bother to clarify my name for him. Besides, I quite enjoyed the way the word, lassie, rolled off his tongue. 

The windows of Ballyford Manor shone bright with welcoming light. As soon as the Vauxhall Victor rolled to a halt, Julia threw open the massive front door and dashed out to greet me, all a fluff, with her crinolines rustling beneath a tea-length, ice-blue dress. 

“Ariadne! Dearest, where have you been? You phoned from Dublin simply hours and hours ago. Mother was about to send a search party.” She wrapped her arms around my neck, and her floral perfume enveloped me. 

“Mr. Murray was kind enough to show me the sights between here and Dublin,” I murmured into a cloud of blonde hair.

She held me at arm’s length. “That is a very smart traveling suit you’re wearing. Did you get it at the fashion show in Paris?”

My head rotated side to side. “At Bergdorf’s in the city.”

“Dior?”

I sighed, knowing Julia would keep pushing until she weaseled the entire history of the suit out of me. “Channel. It’s from the ’56 fall fashion line.”

She frowned. 

Ever since I joined Ladies’ Lifestyle Magazine, Julia expected me to wear only the latest fashions, not something two years old. I’d recently gotten off the copy desk and began writing feature articles, and while the pay was nominally better, living in New York was expensive, and my bank account couldn’t afford designer fashions. This suit was purchased for me by my mother, a truth I refused to confess to my cousin. 

“But I did pick up a few things in Paris. I can show you later.”

Her face cleared. “Ah, c’est la vie.” The underlying excitement returned to her cobalt gaze. “What a lucky break you were in Paris for the magazine this week. I’m thrilled you’re able to come to the house party.”

“Me too. Mother is devastated that she’s missing out. But, as you know, she’s chairman of the Junior League fundraiser this weekend, and she’d never pass the reins over to another member.”

“Of course not!” Julia shook her head. “Why, it would be a dereliction of duty.”

She turned her attention to the driver standing beside me, my luggage at his feet. Gripping his hand, she gushed, “Mr. Murray, thank you for bringing my cousin to us.”

His features lifted with a smile, and the wrinkles around his eyes deepened. “It was a pleasure. I take any excuse to get to Dublin to see my grandchildren.” He tipped his hat and took his leave.

We waved, watching the Vauxhall roll away into the shadows. Two red lights blinked at us, then it rounded a verge and disappeared.

Julia clapped her hands. “Mother is dying to see you. Father, too, of course. And when was the last time you saw Declan?”

“In the fall, when the two of you came up to New York.” 

My cousin met her boyfriend in Washington, DC, at the First National Bank where Julia worked as a teller. Declan O’Connell came in to open a bank account. As the two of them tell it, their eyes met across the room, and they instantly fell in love. Cue the hearts and flowers. Needless to say, my cousin, who is six months younger than I, and often likes to point out my elderly status, is a hopeless romantic. For her sake, I prayed Declan did indeed adore her as much as she adored him. 

“That’s right, we saw West Side Story. A brilliant love story, but what a tragic ending.” Julia sighed with feeling. “Then you took us to that divey jazz club in midtown. I thought your mother was going to have a fit when Declan and I arrived at her house on Long Island at two in the morning.”

The stream of air, which continuously flowed across the island, began to gust in earnest. I shivered as the cold penetrated my wool suit.

“Come inside and warm up by the fire. Leave your bags. I’ll ask Brian to fetch them.” Julia tugged my hand.

“Who is Brian?” I followed her through the entry. 

An iron and crystal chandelier cast a warm glow throughout the cavernous foyer. The walls were painted yellowy cream, and our heels tapped against a black-and-white checkerboard marble floor.

“Brian Byrne. He’s the estate manager. His family has been the caretakers of the castle and manor house for such a long time. He knows piles of history about the castle, the manor house, and every inch of the two-hundred-and-fifty-acre estate. Did you know the land goes all the way up to the cliffs? Although Brian’s family hasn’t been here nearly as long as the O’Connell’s, of course.”

“And how long is that?” 

“Sixteenth century. The castle was built in 1542 or 62. Something like that.” She waved her hand as if the date was unimportant. “It’s a crumbling mess. Declan wants to tear it down, but his father won’t hear of it. Neither will Brian. Legally, I don’t think it’s possible. Declan said something about a historic registry.”

From the little time I’d spent in Europe, the depth of history in these countries continued to amaze me. No one I knew lived on the same land as their four-hundred-year-old ancestors. I’m not sure I could trace my family much past four generations.

“I imagine Lord O’Connell doesn’t wish to erase family history,” I commented.

The heavy tread of a male foot on the stairs had the two of us looking up. 

“This must be the cousin you’ve been waiting for.” The gentleman’s frame towered above us. His broad shoulders filled out the tawny tweed three-piece suit. A gold watch chain draped across the chest of his vest. Gray liberally sprinkled through his full head of chestnut hair, and his florid features spoke of hours in the sun and Irish winds.

“Brian! Are your ears burning? As you can see, my cousin finally arrived. We were just talking about your history with the O’Connell’s, and how you come from a long line of Ballyford caretakers.”

Brian’s face gave a funny twitch, but my cousin didn’t seem to notice as she’d turned back to me to make the introductions. “Ariadne Winter, meet Estate Manager, Brian Byrne.”

“Nice meeting you.”

“The pleasure is mine.” His meaty, rough hand encircled mine, and he made a slight bow. “We were beginning to worry.” 

“Apparently, your friend Mr. Murray took her over hill and dale, rather than the direct route. Her bags are on the porch. Only, I don’t know where Lady Aisling wants to put her. Do you know?” Julia asked.

“I believe she decided upon the Viscountess Valentina room for your cousin.” The soft brogue rolled out like warm bread from the oven.

“All the rooms are named after Irish royalty,” Julia explained. “The Valentina room faces the cliffs.”

“Indeed.” Brian’s head dipped. “You’ll be able to see the magnificent sunsets from your windows.”

“When it’s not raining, that is.” My cousin made a face.

The Viscountess Valentina room sounded grand to me, rain or no rain. “I’m sure it’s lovely.” 

“I’ll take your bags up.” Brian strode to the front door and paused. “Why don’t you fetch your cousin a drink in the Library?” 

The way he said it, I could tell the room began with a capital letter L, much like the board game Clue. 

“Whiskey? Something to warm the bones,” he suggested.

“Oh, but the family is already gathering in the Withdrawing Room.” Another capital letter room. “Mother is dying to see you. I’ll take her directly.” She gripped my hand again. “We can fetch you a drink there.”

“Julia, I need to change and freshen up before I meet them.” I tugged free, indicating my wrinkled skirt. I glanced significantly at her velvet frock. “Didn’t you tell me the family dresses for dinner?” 

“Indeed, they do,” the caretaker pronounced.

“It doesn’t matter. They’ll understand you’ve just arrived,” Julia insisted.

“It won’t do, Miss Brennan,” Brian warned. “Lady Aisling won’t like it. Best allow your cousin to change.”

Julia chewed her bottom lip in thought. “I suppose he’s right. I’m still learning the, um, manor etiquette, and Lady Aisling can be a bit of a stickler.”

Brian nodded in agreement.

“Come on, let’s get you a drink.” Julia pivoted and said over her shoulder, “Then, I’ll take you up to your room to get changed.”

“After I deliver your luggage, I’ll let the family know you’ve arrived. Dinner is at eight sharp. Help your cousin unpack and dress, Miss Brennan. Don’t be late,” Brian suggested. 

I followed Julia into the Library and realized this room had earned its capital letter. The two-story chamber held hundreds, if not thousands, of books soaring to the ceiling, with rolling ladders to access them. A few scattered lamps barely brightened the dark paneled room, heavy with brown leather furniture. A grand inlaid walnut table stood prominently to the right, an open atlas spread across its surface.

“What’s your poison? Have you tried Irish whiskey yet?” My cousin minced over to the bar cabinet. A dozen crystal decanters were filled with gold, amber, and clear liquors.  

“Not yet, but I’d prefer something lighter. Gin and tonic, if you’ve got it.” I made my way to the fireplace, where the smoky aroma of peat bricks burned low. The opening was almost as tall as me. If I ducked my head a smidgen, I could climb inside.

“G and T it is.” Julia poured the liquor and seltzer into a lowball glass and mixed it up with a long-handled silver spoon.

“Tell me about the other members of the household.” I reached into my handbag to retrieve a cigarette until I realized I’d smoked my last Chesterfield at some pub in a tiny hamlet where Mr. Murray insisted on stopping for a wee dram.

“Declan’s brother Shane is here, of course.” Julia handed me the drink.

“Older or younger?”

“Younger. And a bit of a waster, if you ask me. He spends half his time at the local pub. The other half, he wanders the hills, taking photos like some sort of Irish Ansel Adams.”

“So, he’s a photographer,” I said with interest, since I was currently dating a fashion photographer from my office.

“For now, at least.” The crinoline rustled as Julia plopped down on the tufted leather couch. “Three months ago, he was the stable manager for an estate up north. Before that, a sheep farmer, a failed pub owner, a wool exporter...you get the picture. Shane likes to try his hand at different jobs, but nothing seems to stick, and most of them are utter failures. After each job, he boomerangs back to the manor.”

“Ballyford is a large estate. Isn’t there something he can do for work here?”

She rolled her eyes. “According to Declan, Shane doesn’t want to be beholden to his parents for a job. He wants to make his own way in the world.”

“But...he’s not.” My brows drew down as I sipped the tangy cocktail.

“So, you get the picture,” she drawled, opening a lovely hand-carved box. “Cigarette?”

“What kind?”

“They’re called Players. Unfiltered,” she warned.

I took the ciggy and retrieved a book of matches with a fancy crest on it from the clean ashtray. After lighting my own, I passed the booklet to Julia. “What about the O’Connells? I understand this is the first time your parents have met Declan’s parents. How is it going?”

She tapped a finger on her chin in thought. “Lord O’Connell is affable and good-natured, quite easy going. He’s been recently ill and rather thin. Lady O’Connell...I mean Lady Aisling—she insists on being called—on the other hand, is, well, she’s a bit stiffer and more reserved. It’s probably a good thing Brian suggested you change before dinner.” She lit her cigarette. “He’s right. She wouldn’t like it if you attended dinner in your travel clothes.” 

“I imagine your mother is giving as good as she gets.” 

Aunt Margaret was brought up in the same household as my mother and knew proper etiquette like the back of her hand. She simply tended to be kinder and more warm-hearted. As children, Aunt Margaret allowed Julia and I to style her hair and make-up. She’d get on the floor and play with dolls with us. 

My mother laughed at me when I asked if I could style her hair. “Ariadne, I paid good money to have it done at the salon. I can’t have you destroying a perfectly good shampoo and set.”

“Oh, Mom is holding her own. My father is rather intimidated by Lady Aisling. He only answers her in monosyllables. She probably thinks he’s as boring as a block of wood.” Julia grinned.

“But they are here for a week. Things must be getting serious between you and Declan.”

A secretive smile played around her lips.

“I know that look. What’s going on?”

She clasped her hands together, and her eyes danced. “We’re getting engaged,” she whispered. 

“That’s wonderful!” I plopped down next to my cousin, wrapped an arm around her shoulder, and squeezed. “Have you set a date?” I grabbed her left hand. “Where’s the ring?”

“Shh.” Her gaze darted about the room as if searching for someone lurking nearby. 

“Why are we whispering?”

“It’s a secret.”

“But...why?”

“We plan to announce it tomorrow night at the party. Cormac will give me his grandmother’s ring at that time. Oh, Ariadne, I’ve seen it—a gorgeous ruby and diamond ring in an antique filigree setting.” She swooned against the couch cushions. 

“It sounds delicious, but haven’t you told your parents? Or Cormac’s, for that matter?” 

Julia shook her head. “Cormac wanted to make it a surprise.”

“So, he’s not going to get your father’s blessing first?” I hesitantly asked. “You two just plan to spring it on everyone?”

“Cormac said he’d ask Daddy for his blessing right before the start of the party.”

“I see. And you don’t doubt he’ll give it.”

“Goodness, no. Why would he? I mean, look around.” Julia flung out her arm.

I did, taking in the cavernous room. “You mean because Cormac is the oldest, and due to inherit all of this?” I waved my hand. 

“Of course. Besides, Daddy will deny me nothing.”

“Won’t your parents miss having you in the States?” I gripped her hand. “Heck, I’ll miss you.”

“Cormac’s family has business interests on the East Coast, and now the airlines have direct flights from Shannon to New York. It’ll be nothing to pop back and forth. They can come here, and I’ll go there.” Her eyes shone, and I couldn’t help returning her excited smile.

“And one day, you’ll be Lady Julia O’Connell, Baroness of Ballyford.”

Julia grinned. “I have so much to learn, but between Mrs. Briggs—she’s the housekeeper—and Lady Aisling, Cormac assures me, I’ll quickly learn the ropes.” Her smile slipped, and I read the uncertainty she tried to hide. 

“I’m sure you will.” I gripped her fingers. “You’ve always been a fast learner. Remember that first summer we went to riding camp? I was so jealous when you hopped up on that horse and cantered around the ring, as if you’d been born on it. It took me a full week before I felt comfortable climbing on the back of a horse.”

“Heavens, yes. I remember the first time how you hunched forward, gripping the horse’s mane with one hand and the reins with the other, and your horse went round and round in circles.” 

We laughed together over the memory. 

Letting out a puff of smoke, she said thoughtfully, “I hope you remember how to do it, because I want to take you down to the cliffs tomorrow.”

“I haven’t gone riding in a few years, but I’m game.” 

Julia gasped and checked her watch. “Drink up. We haven’t much time before dinner. I certainly hope you have something in your suitcase that’s not utterly wrinkled, because there is no time to press it.”

I slugged back the rest of my gin and tonic and pulled Julia to her feet. “Lead the way.” 
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Chapter Two

Ariadne
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JULIA LED ME THROUGH a maze of corridors and down two different sets of stairs until we reached the Withdrawing Room, where a low hum of conversation greeted us. The room exuded elegance with its rich gold and deep green decor. Walls were adorned with champagne silk damask, and malachite moldings traced the edges, creating a fertile, textured backdrop. A large, gilded mirror dominated one wall, reflecting the warm glow of antique brass sconces. Plush velvet furniture in rich colors accented with gold brocade pillows spread throughout the opulent room, while thick, green curtains framed the tall windows, blocking out the drafty Irish winds. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling, casting a golden light over a richly patterned Persian rug. 

“She’s here!” Julia trilled, stepping into the room. 

Conversations petered out as heads turned our way. I’d packed a polyester, emerald colored cocktail dress that brought out the green in my eyes, and didn’t require ironing, but I couldn’t help self-consciously tugging at the dress as the room silenced.

Aunt Margaret happened to be standing closest to the door. Her floor-length, silk dress swished upon approach. “Ariadne! Thank goodness you’re here.” She kissed me on each cheek and hugged me with one arm, as she held a cocktail in her other hand.

Uncle Gerald followed Margaret with a bear hug. “Little Ariadne. When was the last time we saw you?”

“It’s been too long.” I stepped back and smiled at my aunt and uncle. 

She, an older version of my blonde, blue-eyed cousin, while my uncle was the opposite. Dark hair turning salty, hooded eyes, with a boxy physique, enhanced by his padded dinner jacket. When did his chiseled jawline develop into walrus jowls? 

“I think it was the Fourth of July bash my parents held two years ago. How is Tommy doing?” My cousin Tommy, a few years younger than Julia, currently resided at the US Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland.

“He’s doing well. In his senior year now, and he just announced his plan to attend flight school.” Uncle Gerald puffed out his chest with pride. He came from a long line of Navy men and served on the USS Fletcher during the war. 

“Wonderful. Be sure to give him my best when you see him. And I expect an invitation to the graduation,” I declared. Knowing my aunt would be the one to be mailing them, I gave her a wink. 

A subtle cough brought us back to the reality that there was a roomful of people who needed introductions.

Taking control, my aunt turned to the crowd. “Ariadne, you remember Cormac O’Connell.”

He was, as I remembered. A smattering of freckles across his nose with a head full of reddish-brown hair, looking fit and handsome in a white dinner jacket.

“Miss Winter, it’s lovely to see you again.” He formally shook my hand. 

“Why, Cormac! I thought we were on a first-name basis since your trip to New York. Call me Ariadne.” Especially since we’re soon to be related. I didn’t say the latter aloud, but I certainly thought it. 

Cormac's hazel eyes furtively darted in the direction of his parents before answering, “Yes, of course. Welcome to Ireland, Ariadne.” He pulled me further into the room. “May I introduce you to my parents? Lord and Lady O’Connell, this is Julia’s cousin Ariadne Winter.”

“Welcome to our home, Miss Winter,” Lord O’Connell was tall and lanky—almost too thin—and there seemed to be a slightly yellow tinge to his skin tone and the whites of his eyes. The man’s warm smile was inviting as he clasped my hand with both of his in a weak, papery grip. I noticed a cherry red spurt of spidery red formations on the backs of his hands. “I hope your drive from Dublin wasn’t too taxing.”

“Not at all, Lord O’Connell. Thank you for inviting me to join your house party.” 

Callum stepped out of the way and pulled his wife forward. 

“Lady O’Connell, it’s lovely to meet you.” I smiled. “Your home is beautiful.”

“Call me Lady Aisling. Everyone does. Brian informed us you had arrived.” She was a vision of effortless grace, her beauty striking—an aquiline nose, dark hair, and high cheekbones framed a face of flawless porcelain. The only detractor—her thin lips perpetually curved downward, as if constantly searching for and expecting to find the flaws in the world around her. Her eyes—cool, piercing, and the color of storm-washed steel. 

“You’ve seen your room? Is everything to your liking?” Her inquiry was solicitous, but the small smile seemed stiff and didn’t make it to her eyes. 

“The Valentina room is perfect. Your home is quite magnificent, and so...large. I’m afraid I’ll lose my way getting back to it.” I grinned. 

“It won’t take long to get used to it. Julia’s been here only a few days and seems to find her way around,” Lady Aisling replied absently, brushing a piece of lint off her peacock blue, satin gown. I wondered if she’d had it made to match her husband’s vest or vice versa.

Julia nodded her head and agreed, looking up at her soon to be mother-in-law a bit like a puppy searching for praise. “Lady Aisling is quite right. And Ariadne’s room is in perfect order. I made sure she knows where the bathroom and towels are, too.”

Lady Aisling glanced briefly at Julia before returning to gaze past my shoulder and announced to the room, “Very well. I delayed dinner by half an hour to accommodate our latecomer. But we cannot wait any longer. Cook will have a fit.”

While I don’t believe Lady Aisling meant it to be an insult, her comment left a sting. After all, it wasn’t my fault that the drive took so long. Mr. Murray had been sent by the O’Connells, or, at least, by their caretaker. If I’d hired my own driver, I would have arrived hours earlier. 

Lady Aisling’s husband offered his arm to her and led the group across the hall. Julia’s parents followed, with Julia and Cormac behind them. 

A black-haired young man, his curly hair slicked with oil, wearing a suit that was too large, approached me. “Hullo, I’m Cormac’s brother, Shane O’Connell.” He slurred his S’s and gripped my hand in a hard clasp.

I couldn’t help the jerk-back as his whiskey breath blew at me. “Nice to meet you, Shane. Julia told me about you.” I pulled myself free of his damp grip.

He blinked and offered his elbow. “Figured I’d do the pretty. Shall we?” 

Before I could respond, I found Brian at my side. “Sorry, Shane, your mother asked me to escort Miss Winter into the dining room.”

Relieved, I took Brian’s proffered elbow and followed him into another opulent room—this one decorated in blue and gold. The place settings held almost a dozen pieces of silverware, and I prayed I’d be able to keep them straight. I didn’t want to embarrass Julia. I could see that Lady Aisling would be a force to contend with. 

Aunt Margaret sat to the right of Callum at the head of the dining table. To my surprise, Brian pulled out the chair to the left of Callum. I figured I would have been relegated to the middle seats. Brian sat to my left, while Shane sat next to my aunt, and Julia next to him. Lady Aisling was at the foot of the table with my uncle to her right and Cormac to her left. There was an empty seat between Brian and my uncle. 

As soon as we were all seated, a middle-aged woman in a black dress began doling out the soup. 

“Briggs, have Daisy clear the extra place. Imogene can have a tray in her—”

A petite redhead wearing riding attire with buff colored pants tucked into tall black boots, and a white blouse strode into the room. “No need, Mother, I’m here!” Her plump cheeks were pink from the cold, and freckles filled her wrinkleless face. I guessed her age to be around sixteen.

“You’re late, and you haven’t changed,” Lady Aisling objected. 

“Didn’t have time.” She pulled out the empty chair and plopped onto it.

Her mother winced and said in steely tones, “Imogene—”

The teenager plowed over her mother’s admonitions. “Peanut threw a shoe. I had to walk her home the last mile.” 

Lord O’Connell glanced up from his soup. 

“Imogene, you are not dressed appropriately for supper—” Lady Aisling reiterated.

“Ah, let her eat, Aisling. She’s a growing girl,” Callum contradicted before turning his attention upon his daughter. “Is the mare injured, Imogene?”

Lady Aisling’s mouth turned into a straight line. Imogene paid no attention to her mother and faced her father, who looked at her with the same loving forbearance my father had for me at that age.

“No, she’s dandy.” Imogene studiously laid the napkin on her lap. “Um, Dougray and I checked her over.”

“That is a relief. If she’d been hurt, I’d have to pull her from the Killarney International.”

“Thanks, Briggs.” The teenager dug into her potato soup. “No chance of that. Peanut and I are going to win the Killarney Cup this year.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know, poppet—”

“Dad! You promised! You said, if I could make the mark you’d put me in!” she argued as only a young teen girl can, with a determined whine at the end.

“Imogene, that is enough,” Lady Aisling stated in a tight voice. “Your father will decide if you are ready for the Killarney International Cup when the time is appropriate. You are being rude to our guests.”

Imogene flushed and dipped her head. “I beg your pardon.”

Lady Aisling’s shoulders remained erect as she made introductions. “Miss Winter, I apologize. My daughter Imogene is quite excitable when it comes to her love of horses. She forgets herself. Imogene, Julia’s cousin, Miss Winter, is joining us for the weekend. She arrived this evening from Dublin.”

Imogene leaned forward, waggled her fingers at me, and grinned. “Hullo. Julia told me about you. Aren’t you the cousin who works for Ladies’ Lifestyle Magazine?”

I couldn’t help returning the grin. “Hello, Imogene. Indeed, I am that cousin.”

“She was attending a fashion show in Paris,” Julia explained. “It’s only a hop, skip, and a jump for her to come to Ireland.”

Imogene’s eyes lit up, and she said in reverent tones, “I’ve always wanted to travel to Paris. Was it wonderful and romantic?”

“Oui.” I nodded. “It is, as they call it, the City of Light.”

“I adore Paris,” commented Aunt Margaret. “We visited in ’52. Julia, do you remember?”

“Of course.” Julia tapped her lips with the napkin. “I remember you made us spend all day at the Louvre, and my feet bled.”

My aunt frowned. “I don’t recall that.”

“I do. She insisted on wearing a pair of new heels, rather than the loafers you recommended.” Uncle Gerald glanced at his daughter. “She got blisters.”

Julia reddened but said nothing.

Imogene asked with wide-eyed innocence. “Did you have a passionate affair with a Frenchman while you were there?” 

“Imogene,” Lord Callum and Cormac chided at once.

Julia tittered. Shane gave a snort. My uncle seemed t0o intent on eating without dripping soup on his tie; he hadn’t heard or ignored Imogene’s question. My aunt hid a grin behind her napkin. 

Meanwhile, Lady Aisling inhaled her soup which brought on such a bad coughing fit, she had to excuse herself from the room. “Carry on,” she choked out.

I pinched my lips together to keep from laughing and answered with gravity, “No, Imogene. I did not. I have a boyfriend.”

“Too bad.” Her shoulders deflated. 

I took pity on her romantic heart and added, “My boyfriend is a photographer at the magazine and was in Paris for the fashion show with me.”

Shane, who hadn’t touched his soup but had downed two glasses of wine, entered the conversation with a slurred, “I’mmm a f-f-fo, f-f-fo...I take pictures.”

Imogene ignored her brother’s interruption. “Did you walk along the Champs-Élysées holding hands?”

I didn’t know what to do with Shane’s comment. Instead, I answered Imogene, “We did. We went up the Eiffel Tower, too.”

She put a hand to her chest. “Did he kiss you at the top?”

I felt my ears beginning to burn. “It was quite busy with tourists.” I failed to mention that Gavin did steal a kiss, maybe two, as we walked the Seine late one night after dinner. Imogene was correct, I couldn’t think of a city more romantic than Paris. We certainly bypassed plenty of other lovers kissing along the river. 

Lady Aisling returned, and conversation quieted as we observed propriety and stopped talking across the great expanse of the table. Briggs and a young maid removed our soup bowls and served the next course. 

During dessert. Cormac clanged a fork against his glass and rose. The table went silent.

“First, I’d like to thank Mr. and Mrs. Brennan and Miss Winter for coming across the pond to visit us.”

“We appreciate the invitation,” Uncle Gerald responded raising a glass.

“I have something to tell you. I was planning to make this announcement tomorrow, but I’ve decided the intimacy of tonight’s dinner is the perfect place.” Cormac dug into his pocket and pulled out a small jewelry case.

Lady Aisling frowned and said in a questioning tone, “Cormac?”

“Earlier this evening, I gained Mr. Brennan’s permission to ask for his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

Surprised, Julia stared up in wide-eyed wonder at her boyfriend. My aunt gasped in delight. Lady Aisling’s lips flattened, but she said nothing. 

Cormac shoved his chair back, got down on one knee, and presented the little red box to Julia. “Julia Brennan, my love, will you make me the happiest man on Earth and marry me?”

My cousin pressed her palms together. “Oh, Cormac, yes!” she squeaked out.

Cormac opened the red box and placed the ruby engagement ring on my cousin’s finger. After taking a moment to admire the glittering stone, she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. The table erupted in cheers and congratulations. 

Misty-eyed, my aunt hugged her daughter while my uncle shook Cormac’s hand. Lord O’Connell leaned down to kiss Julia, gave his son a hearty handshake, and called for Briggs to bring out the champagne. Clapping her hands and hopping from foot to foot, Imogene waited for her father to step out of the way so she could hug her big brother. Calmly, I awaited my turn to congratulate the couple. Taking note, the only two people who did not get up to congratulate the couple were Brian and Shane. While Brian sat back with a distant smile, Shane stared moodily into his half-empty wine glass. Lady Aisling congratulated the couple with a diffident smile.

As I hugged Julia, Shane chucked back the rest of his wine, slamming the glass so hard on the table, I’m surprised the stem didn’t break. 

Rising, he announced in a sloppy voice, “Congratulash-shuns, brother. Always one sh-tep ahead of me.” He gave a salute and stomped out of the room, ricocheting off the door frame as he went.

Lady Aisling began to go after him, but her husband gripped her elbow, and I barely heard him say, “Don’t. Leave him be.” In a jocular tone, he declared, “Here’s Briggs with the champagne!” 

Once we all had a glass in our hands, Lord O’Connell raised his into the air. “To my son, Cormac, and his fiancée Julia. Your happiness! Slainte!”

We echoed his sentiments. While everyone gazed at the happy couple, I noticed Brian remained in his seat, eyeing Lady Aisling and her husband with a calculating look. 

“Isn’t it wonderful, dear?” Lord O’Connell placed a hand around his wife’s waist.

“Wonderful,” she echoed, her smile wooden.

“We’ll announce the engagement at the party tomorrow,” Lord O’Connell said, clapping his son on the shoulder.

For most of the occupants, the atmosphere in the Dining Room for the rest of the meal was a merry one.
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Chapter Three

Brian Byrne
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SINCE THE TWO LOVEBIRDS refused to be parted, instead of the men retiring to the Billiard Room or Library, everyone followed Aisling back into the Withdrawing Room. The newly engaged pair sat together on the sofa. The Brennans and Julia’s cousin perched around them, while Imogene plopped down on a two-hundred-year-old loveseat, jamming a piece of paper into her tight pocket. Inwardly, Brian winced, knowing exactly what would come next. 

“Imogene Fiona O’Connell! Go upstairs to change out of those filthy jodhpurs and clean up. I will not have my formal room stinking of the stables,” snapped Aisling.

“But Mu-um,” Imogene whined. “I want to hear about the wedding plans.”

“Out!” Her mother pointed at the doorway. 

With a huff and great exaggeration, Imogene dragged herself off the delicate silk damask and sloped out the door. 

Cormac nodded at something Mrs. Brennan said and caught Brian’s eye. He gave a slight headshake, and Brian lifted his chin. Brian was a patient man; after all, he’d waited this long. There would be time to let Cormac know, he would not be accepting his “terms.” 

A quiet but heated discussion between Callum and Aisling came to Brian’s ears. He sipped the last of his wine as he eavesdropped.

“I’m going to go check up on him,” Aisling insisted. 

“He’s a big boy. Cormac just got engaged. Your presence is required here,” her husband responded. “I expect you to be kind to Julia.”

“The girl has no idea what she’s getting into,” Aisling murmured gloomily.

“Callum’s right, stay with the family.” Brian approached the pair. “I’ll go check on Shane.”

“Much appreciated, Brian. He just needs to sleep it off. He should be better in the morning,” Callum said.

Brian stopped by the kitchen to retrieve a strong cup of coffee before checking all of Shane’s usual haunts. The caretaker found the young man playing pool in the Billiard Room.

“We need to talk, boy.”

Shane slammed the cue ball so hard it bounced off the table and rolled under a chair. With a curse, he threw the pool stick down and spun around to face Brian. “I suppose this means the men are on the way. Did they send you to clear out the rogues?”

“The family is congregating in the Withdrawing Room. Here.” Brian held out the coffee cup. “Drink this.”

Shane made a face. “You’re a bit late. Briggs brought me a cup ten minutes ago.” He indicated a coffee pot and a mug sitting on a silver tray. “I’ve already downed one and am into my second.”

Brian shrugged and took a sip of the strong brew for himself. “Shane, we need to talk. I have been through the books.”

Shane spun away and picked up the other cup. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Yes. You do. I am here to tell you, it must stop. Now.”

Shane slugged back a gulp of coffee. “I needed that money for my photography equipment. Cormac refused to loan it to me.”

“Why didn’t you ask your father?”

The mug clanged against the silver tray. “You know why! I will not take another dime from my exalted father! Money from him comes with strings attached.”

“Perhaps. But there’s a reason for that. He’s given you quite a bit over the years.”

Shane stiffened and his eyes slit. “A fact he sees fit to remind me, every time I come home.”

Brian strolled over to the pool table, casually leaning against it. “What about your mother?”

Shane snorted. “She would have told Father.”

“You took more than just the photo equipment.”

Shane flipped open a box that held cigars and cigarettes. He chose a cigarette, lit it, and spoke with the fag dangling out of the side of his mouth, “I owed someone.”

“Who?”

“None of your business.”

“I can make it your father’s business, if you like,” Brian suggested with deceptive calm.

Shane paused and took the butt out of his mouth. He scrubbed his face.

“You might as well tell me.” Brian eyed the boy. 

His clothes hung off of him. He’d lost at least a stone while working the stables up north. Shane had never been fat, but a boyish pudginess that used to fill his facial features had disappeared. Now his cheeks were angled and sharp, enhanced by the messy cluster of curly hair framing his face. The hallows beneath his lashes spoke of sleepless nights. 

“You know, there are other ways I can find out. I don’t think you want me asking a bunch of questions around the village.”

“Gambling debt,” Shane confessed. “At the Sligo horse track.”

Brian stared into his half-empty coffee; his head shook with disappointment. “Inherited your grandfather’s gambling streak, have you?”

Shane tsked. “It’s no such thing. I had a tip. The mare was a sure thing. Even her name was Lucky Lady.”

“What happened?”

Shane sucked on the cigarette. Smoke poured out of his nose as he spoke, “She came up lame. Bloody jockey didn’t know what he was doing. He should be horsewhipped.”

“I don’t think I can cover this up.”

“You’ve done it before!”

Brian’s head snapped up. “A pittance, compared to now. Shane, you took a thousand pounds!” he thundered.

“Yeah, well, we’ve all got secrets to keep, don’t we?” Shane gave Brian the side eye.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Who was that chap at the pub on Wednesday night? I saw you give him an envelope. Full of money, if I had to guess.”

Brian said through his teeth, “That is none of your business.”

“Perhaps, it’s not mine. But is it my father’s business?” Shane spun in a circle and jauntily trooped out of the room. “Well, hullo there. If it isn’t our little American fashion doll.”

“I-I was looking for a bathroom. This place is so confusing. I’m completely turned around,” Brian heard Miss Winter reply.

“There’s one through the Billiard Room, to the left of the fireplace.”

Indeed, Shane was correct, Miss Winter looked like the epitome of fashion in a deep green dress that matched her eyes and hugged her curves. The incredibly high-heeled black pumps elongated her legs, and even though she’d spent all day in the car, nary a dusky curl was out of place on her head. She topped off the outfit with a very proper pearl necklace and matching earrings. If anyone looked like a future lady of the house, it was Miss Winter.  

“Mr. Byrne, I didn’t realize you were here. Shane, I mean, Mr. O’Connell said there is a bathroom . . .”

“Through there.” Brian pointed. 

Her heels tip-tapped across the room. He’d observed the differences between the two cousins during dinner. Miss Winter was dark and reserved, almost to the point of mystery, whereas Julia’s blonde beauty and effervescence brightened any room she walked into. He could understand why Cormac fell in love with the young lady; however, he wondered if she’d be able to manage what was to come. 

Brian observed Aisling’s shocked expression when Cormac proposed. Her reaction hadn’t gone unnoticed by Callum either. Brian hoped Aisling could learn to respect her son’s decision and at least behave cordially toward Julia...especially once things changed. For change was undoubtedly on its way to Ballyford Manor. Brian wondered how Julia Brennan would endure it.

While he pondered the ramifications of Cormac’s engagement, Brian retrieved the cue ball, replaced Shane’s cue stick in the holder, and racked the colorful balls into a precise triangle. Pleased with his handiwork, he spun the triangular ball rack between his fingers.

“Why is Shane O’Connell angry about his brother’s engagement?”

Brian jerked. The rack bounced and clattered onto the hardwood floor. “I didn’t hear you enter.”

“I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.” Miss Winter ran a finger along the polished wooden rail.

Brian hung the rack on a hook next to the cue sticks.

“Why is he upset?” she pressed.

“That is a complicated question.” His shoulders sank with a sigh. “Do you play pool, Miss Winter?”

She shrugged. “I’ve played a few times. It’s a very pretty table. Those claw feet look hand carved.”

“They are.” He brought her one of the sticks. “How about a game?”

She rolled the cue between her hands. “Shall I break?” 

He made a slight bow. “Be my guest.”
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Chapter Four

Ariadne
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