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      ‘And finally…⁠’ the newsreader pauses.

      She holds her breath and silently urges him to get on with it. It might be just a two-minute, late-night news item, slotted between a summary of the newspaper headlines and the weather forecast, but, for the Morgans, it’s the family skeleton stalking out of the cupboard and her heart leaps into her mouth.

      The newsreader launches into the short report. ‘Today marks the twentieth anniversary of the tragic death of the rock musician, Zach Anderson…⁠’

      She shouldn’t be watching it. After all, ignorance is bliss. But she can’t help herself, and her eyes are riveted to the plasma screen. She plucks a silk pillow off the bed, hugging it to herself as if it will cushion the attack on her senses.

      Some hope.

      ‘… fans from around the world have been gathering at Lake Antonia. They are marking the anniversary by holding a vigil at the spot where Anderson plunged to his death when his Harley Davidson went off the pier in questionable circumstances.’

      A dramatic guitar riff spills out across the bedroom and resonates painfully in her head. His unique signature sound. She brushes away the ghostly image of him and looks at the grey, Canadian landscape filling the screen. The camera slowly pans across a scene still emerging from the long grip of winter; a sky so leaden it seems to press down on a dark, brooding pine forest. A scatter of seagulls wheeling into the sky, black silhouettes flapping against the breeze.

      And, then, the deep, silent lake.

      She recalls another news programme, twenty years ago. It had been sunny that day and the lake had resembled a sheet of blue, unblemished glass with not even a surface ripple to hint at the sad tragedy it had witnessed. Now, the choppy waters mirror the iron-grey sky, and the corrugated surface is dotted with colour from the bobbing flower wreaths. The camera slowly pans across knots of people gathered along the pier, huddled into coats, jackets, scarves, boots, some of them curving their hands around flickering candle flames, struggling to keep them alight in the playful breeze.

      The music fades and the newscaster continues, ‘Scottish by birth, Anderson was the father of Lucy Morgan, the successful, London-based fashion model. He moved to the Canadian lakeside retreat to concentrate on his songwriting when his relationship with Lucy’s mother, the Irish actress Vivienne Morgan, ended, and it was there that he wrote the iconic, emotionally charged anthem ‘Forever My Angel’, which brought him global, posthumous success. His anniversary has sparked renewed interest in his music and a recently redigitalised version of his chart hit has become the fastest selling download this year…⁠’

      Just as she steels herself, there is a brief clip of Zach on stage. Strobe lights cast a purple hue on the dry ice writhing like a ghostly snake around his leather jeans. His guitar is slung low on his hips in his trademark stance. She presses her clenched fist against her mouth as a swirl of memories rise up inside her; Zach’s smile, his laugh, his jauntiness… the throb of raw emotion in his voice as he sings to her, the look on his face as he leans over the bed.

      Then the newscaster continues, ‘In London today, Lucy Morgan was not prepared to comment on the anniversary of her father’s tragic death.’

      The footage changes to a busy London street and her heart squeezes at the sight of a girl jumping out of a cab. Long legs in skinny jeans and a ripple of flame-red hair against a faux-fur jacket, she sprints up the steps into the sanctuary of a Chelsea townhouse, head down as she runs the gauntlet of the waiting press and cameramen.

      Zach Anderson’s milestone anniversary was one of those events that spike briefly in the celebrity-hungry media. He’d been splashed across a weekend supplement, and she’d discovered that fans had set up a website dedicated to his memory, complete with video footage of his performances and links to Twitter and Facebook. Everything about him was up for grabs, including Lucy.

      Then, it’s all over. They have moved on to the weather forecast. Tomorrow will be dry and bright. She stares at tiny sun symbols marching optimistically across the map of Great Britain and Ireland and realises she is still holding her breath. She presses the remote control and the screen darkens. Her hands shake as she unties the ribbons of her satin dressing gown and turns down the duvet.

      It has only been a short news item. By next week, the fickle world of social trending will have moved on, the insatiable celebrity hunger feeding off another victim, and Zach Anderson would be relegated to history, where he belonged.

      Afterwards, she wondered how she could have been so naive…

      Because it wasn’t all over. It would never be all over, considering Zach’s ultimate legacy – ruthless ambition coupled with insatiable desire. And no matter how much she wants to ignore it, the question about whether Zach had deliberately driven his Harley Davidson off the pier, or if it had just been a terrible misadventure, or worse, some kind of foul play, is pulsing loud and clear like a steady drumbeat behind all the social commentary.

      Only two people know the answer – and she is one of them.
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      Ellie Morgan had just lit a white pomegranate-scented candle and was looking forward to opening a bottle of Château Margaux and spending the evening wrapped in Johnny Tyler’s arms when her mobile buzzed.

      ‘I’m at Heathrow,’ Lucy Morgan said, in a soft, quivering voice. ‘I’m coming home to Dublin for a couple of days. My flight will be boarding soon. Can you pick me up?’

      Ellie felt a sliver of annoyance as her hopes of a chill-out evening were dashed. Nonetheless, she summoned a smile and said, ‘Sure, hon. What’s up?’

      ‘What do you mean, what’s up? It’s my dad. All this stuff about his death is freaking me out. I can’t take any more of the paparazzi camped outside the front door.’

      Listening to Lucy’s quavering voice, Ellie’s heart sank. Her youngest sister was no stranger to the tabloids, racking up column inches on a regular basis, and she often appeared to be in your face with her fearless and spunky attitude as she played to the cameras, so she must be quite rattled with the way her father’s anniversary has attracted the glare of the media.

      From their far-flung locations, all the Morgans had watched the news snippet that had aired two nights ago, and, afterwards, they had agreed that it meant nothing whatsoever and didn’t deserve a second thought. Ellie had been putting on a brave face. She wondered now if Miranda, her sister, and Vivienne, her mother, had been doing the same. Even devil-may-care Lucy had insisted that she didn’t give a damn.

      ‘I thought you were okay when we chatted after the news,’ Ellie pointed out gently.

      ‘I was okay,’ Lucy went on, in a whispery, slightly sobbing tone. ‘Then something happened that sent me over the edge.’

      ‘Tell me,’ Ellie urged. Lucy was almost incoherent and it took a while for Ellie to grasp that a funeral wreath with Zach Anderson’s name on it had been delivered to the door of Lucy’s apartment in Chelsea.

      ‘What did I do to deserve this?’ Lucy’s voice quavered.

      ‘Darling, just ignore it, that’s some fan out of his head on coke,’ Ellie said, a prickle of unease at the back of her head. No wonder Lucy was so upset. With Vivienne on holiday, she would have to stay with Ellie – it was the least she could do.

      ‘I don’t care who it was. It scared me. I cancelled my appointments for the rest of the week, threw some stuff into a case and snuck out the back door into the laneway. One of my mates was waiting to smuggle me to Heathrow and I’m here now, hiding in the ladies’ cubicles until the final call for the flight. Can you pick me up?’ Her voice sounded a little stronger, Ellie thought, as she proudly recounted her dash to freedom.

      ‘Of course,’ Ellie said, ‘Johnny’s on his way over. Text me your flight details and we’ll both be there.’

      ‘I hope Johnny doesn’t mind.’

      ‘He won’t,’ Ellie said glibly.

      ‘You’re a star, thank you!’

      Ellie suppressed her unease as she blew out her scented candle and inhaled the final puff of scent. To hell with whoever had decided to resurrect Zach Anderson and drag an old family scandal into today’s ultra-intrusive limelight, never mind scare Lucy half to death. Ellie was finding it difficult enough to blank out her own memories of Zach’s relationship with her mother without having to cope with the drama of Lucy coming home and raking over the bones of his death. Her half-sister was prone to hissy fits and it would take all Ellie’s energy to cope with her. Energy she didn’t have at the moment. Still, blood was thicker than water, and half-sister or not, Lucy was a Morgan, and no matter what was going on behind the scenes, the three sisters always stuck together in the face of the media. Johnny gave a half-hearted grumble when she told him of the change of plan when he arrived. ‘I was looking forward to having a big glass of red and ravishing you,’ he said.

      ‘We’ll save that for later,’ she said.

      ‘Why can’t Lucy get a taxi?’ he asked as he picked up his car keys and followed Ellie down the hall.

      Ellie stabbed in the alarm code. ‘She’s upset. She doesn’t feel like making small-talk with a chatty taxi driver. Would you, if you were in her shoes?’

      ‘I dunno,’ he said easily. ‘Since I’ve never been in her glam Louboutins.’

      ‘God.’ Ellie shook her head as she shut the hall door.

      ‘Hey, lighten up. You know your wish is my command.’

      Ellie had timed things so that they would reach the airport just as Lucy came through arrivals, so when they were delayed in traffic on the northbound motorway, her stomach clenched with anxiety.

      ‘Can’t you go any faster?’ she asked irritably, when Johnny’s Mercedes eventually cleared the tailback.

      ‘I already have six penalty points, thanks very much,’ Johnny said, nonetheless careering across into the fast lane. ‘What’s the rush?’

      ‘I don’t want Lucy hanging around, attracting unwanted attention.’

      ‘Relax. I don’t know why you’re so edgy. She’ll love that.’

      ‘Not tonight, she won’t.’

      Johnny drove right up to the terminal building and slewed to a halt in the tow-away zone. ‘I’ll hang on here, and be ready for a quick getaway,’ he said roguishly.

      ‘Thanks. We might need that.’

      Whatever about Lucy, Ellie found she was the one attracting attention as she dashed into the brightly lit terminal, long legs in stiletto boots, her cream woollen coat swirling behind her, and her dark hair spilling from a careless chignon. As she hurried to the arrivals hall she made herself slow to a walk, hoping to be as inconspicuous as possible.

      The downside to being the eldest of the feted Morgan sisters and a successful fashion designer – as well as being hailed as half of one of Dublin’s golden couples, a label Ellie normally laughed at – meant she was instantly recognisable wherever she went. Her emerald-green eyes blinked as she looked up at the arrivals board and tried to focus on the data jumping in front of her, and she breathed easily when she saw that the Heathrow flight had landed fifteen minutes earlier. But she still had to wait another ten long minutes, keeping her face blank and composed, uncomfortable with the sidelong glances cast in her direction.

      At last she saw the tall, slender figure of Lucy, caught up in the middle of a surge of returning holiday-makers. Her pale face was at odds with the straggling crowd boasting out-of-season suntans. She might have left London in a hurry, but, Ellie noted with a swift glance, she still managed to look ultra chic in her faux-fur jacket, thigh-high leather mini-skirt and lace-patterned leggings.

      ‘Lucy! Over here,’ she called softly.

      Her sister halted, her pointed chin raised in a defensive angle, as the crowd streamed around her. Her hair was scrunched up under a fedora hat, exposing her pale, luminous neck, and Ellie couldn’t see the expression in her light-grey eyes as they were concealed by enormous sunglasses, but her body language said it all. Lucy had the graceful, yet guarded, stance of a deer sensing danger.

      Or, Ellie thought irritably, a supermodel waiting for the best moment to launch herself down the catwalk.

      ‘Lucy, over here,’ she repeated.

      Lucy finally saw her and hurried to the end of the barrier. With rather more spectacle than Ellie would have liked, she abandoned her luggage, whipped off her sunglasses and threw herself into Ellie’s arms.

      ‘Oh, God, oh, God, I’m so glad to see you. It’s been awful.’

      Ellie hugged her quivering body. ‘I know, of course it has. Come on, let’s get you out of here.’

      Ellie looked for the shortest possible route as they hurried across the concourse towards the exit. She linked her arm through Lucy’s, urging her along, but, just as she had feared, they weren’t quick enough to prevent someone from jumping in front of them and raising his iPhone to take a quick photo.

      Lucy immediately turned her face away and shoved on her sunglasses. There was a small flash and Ellie felt her cheeks redden with anger. ‘Get out of our way,’ she said, her voice shaking.

      ‘Come on, give me a break,’ he wheedled, aiming his iPhone again. He was about thirty years of age, with a casual, well-bred arrogance that inflamed Ellie. ‘God, you Morgan sisters are even more beautiful in the flesh,’ he said, his eyes slowly giving them an appreciative, head-to-toe stare.

      ‘I’m calling security,’ Ellie snapped, looking in vain around the terminal hall as she took a firmer hold of Lucy.

      He kept pace with them as they scurried across to the exit. ‘Hey, Lucy, did London get too hot for you? Why aren’t you over in Canada keeping vigil with Zach’s fans? Or is that too hot as well?’

      Ellie halted and squared up to him. ‘Why don’t you piss off,’ she raged, fighting the impulse to knock his iPhone out of his hand and annoyed that he had provoked her into using uncharacteristic language. Then, the exit doors whooshed open and Johnny marched through. At six foot two, in his leather military jacket, his appearance was more effective than any security guard. No matter that he had a big black frown on his handsome face and his short, dark hair had been spiked by his impatient fingers. His timing was perfect. Ellie felt a wave of emotion that took her by surprise and put it to one side because she’d no time to think about it now.

      ‘Hey, what’s keeping you two?’ he said. ‘My wheels are about to be towed away if I don’t move pronto. And I don’t fancy any scratches on my pride and joy.’

      ‘Johnny!’ Lucy squealed before hurling herself into his arms as though he was her saviour.

      There was another camera flash and Ellie could just see it all in the tabloids: ‘Lucy Morgan tries to slink into Dublin unobserved and comes home to a very warm welcome.’ Johnny seized up the situation immediately and told the impromptu photographer where to go, using language that was even choicer than Ellie’s.

      ‘Who’s that jerk?’ he asked.

      ‘Some asshole,’ Ellie said, through gritted teeth.

      Johnny grinned at her in amusement. ‘Wow, Ellie, your aggressive side turns me on. You should unleash it more often.’

      Even though anxiety was nibbling at her, she couldn’t help but smile. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      Johnny bundled Lucy under one arm and pulled her case with his free hand as they dashed out through the exit. Ellie gulped in the chilly night-time air as they hurried down the pavement to where Johnny’s Mercedes was diagonally slung across the tow-away zone, causing an obstruction. An airport official in a high-viz jacket was beadily eyeing it as he barked into a walkie-talkie. Lucy dived into the back of the car as Johnny threw her case into the boot and jumped into the driver’s seat. Ellie jumped in beside Lucy and they had barely fastened their seatbelts before Johnny accelerated away from the terminal building in a squeal of tyres, waving cheerily at the beady-eyed official who hurriedly sprang out of his way.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Ellie asked, reaching for Lucy’s hands. They felt cold, so she held them tightly in her own steady grip for a few moments.

      ‘I’m okay now that I’m here,’ Lucy said, shivering. ‘But the past couple of days – Oh, God, I tried to pretend it didn’t really matter, but it’s been a nightmare. I haven’t been able to put my nose out the door without being accosted.’

      ‘I thought you were a pro at managing the paps, and that you loved being on the telly,’ Johnny said. Ellie sent him a warning glance in the rear-view mirror, but unabashed, Johnny raised comical eyebrows.

      ‘Yeah, well, it’s one thing if I’m a bit wasted or having a bad hair day, I’ve no problem if it’s my fault, but harassing me about my dad is totally out of line.’ Lucy’s voice hardened and Ellie squeezed her hand.

      ‘Of course it is,’ she said, glaring at the back of Johnny’s head, but it was in vain for he was too intent on navigating the circuitous route to the airport’s exit to notice.

      ‘And did you see all that crap on Facebook and Twitter about how he died? Was it an accident… was it something else?’ Lucy gulped. ‘Mum always insisted it was an accident. I can’t believe people are suggesting it wasn’t. And where’s all this coming from? He’s been dead for twenty years, for crying out loud. Why is it suddenly being dumped on me now? I was barely one when he died. He never even bothered with me.’ Her voice rose dramatically as she pulled off her hat and ran teasing fingers through her long hair.

      ‘I dunno what to say,’ Ellie sighed. In the forty-eight hours since the television coverage of Anderson’s anniversary had been aired, it had been picked up by a couple of the tabloids, and images of the crowd gathered by the Canadian lake juxtaposed beside Lucy avoiding the cameras in London were splashed across both print and digital versions.

      ‘His Facebook page was only set up a week ago but it has thousands of fans already,’ Lucy said indignantly. ‘Thousands! I couldn’t believe it.’

      ‘Jesus, Lucy, you sound jealous,’ Johnny said, with a trace of laughter in his voice.

      Ellie ignored him. ‘You can blame Facebook and the Twitterati for hyping it all up out of nowhere,’ she said. ‘Social networking has a lot to answer for, never mind the media. We all felt for you when we saw you on the news.’

      ‘How come you were all watching it?’

      ‘Miranda’s researcher friend had tipped us off, but none of us expected the spotlight to turn on you. Were you talking to Mum? I know she wasn’t happy with the way you were singled out.’

      ‘I missed her call but she left a message on my mobile, telling me to ignore it. But I don’t want her worrying about me, not when she’s supposed to be having some rest. That’s making me feel ten times worse,’ Lucy said, slumping back in her seat.

      Great stuff, Ellie silently fumed. She could do without Lucy adopting the role of martyr to add to her repertoire. Still, Lucy had been on her own in London when the story broke. At least she had had Johnny for support and, over in Hong Kong, Miranda was miles away. Vivienne was in the best place of all, pampering herself in the luxury of an eastern Mediterranean cruise after a health scare with her heart. None of them wanted the long-legged ghost of Zach Anderson marching back into their lives, or the sound of his gravelly singing evoking a time that was best forgotten.

      Since the news story had exploded, she’d had to forcibly remind herself that she was a successful fashion designer and life was good. She was a long way from the sensitive teenager who had watched Vivienne bravely cock her elegant fingers at an inquisitive world when she had found herself unexpectedly pregnant after a brief, but much publicised, relationship with Zach just a year after her husband had died. She was even further from the seventeen-year-old who’d had to put up with the media eruption at the time of Zach’s death.

      ‘Relax, Lucy,’ she said, keeping her tone light. ‘It’s just unfortunate that some crank fans decided to make something of your father’s anniversary. And it’s not very nice that someone took a pot shot at you. Unfortunately, you’re in the limelight so much that you’re an easy target,’ she couldn’t help adding. ‘And Mum is fine. She’s going to enjoy the rest of her break, and the weather in the Adriatic is lovely.’

      ‘Please don’t tell her about the wreath.’ Lucy’s voice dropped to a dramatic whisper.

      ‘I won’t. You’ve no idea, I suppose, who might have sent it?’

      ‘It was just a plain white card with Zach’s name on it, nothing more.’

      ‘Obviously some prankster,’ Ellie said. ‘Forget about it. On the orders of your big sis. And with Mum on holiday, you’re staying with me.’

      ‘Staying with you? That’s a first. I don’t want to be in your way,’ Lucy said stubbornly. ‘I can easily go to Mum’s as usual.’

      ‘You’re not staying on your own, and Mum’s house is cold, empty and locked up. I phoned Mum to tell her you’re coming home, without telling her why, and she said she’d feel much better if you stayed with me.’

      Although Ellie wasn’t entirely happy with the arrangement. Right now, she hadn’t the energy to cope with Lucy’s see-saw emotions on top of everything else. For apart from the fuss about Zach, she also had Johnny Tyler’s recent marriage proposal swirling like a cloud of anxiety in her head.

      ‘It’ll be a change, staying with you,’ Lucy said.

      ‘So long as you don’t mind doing your share of the cooking,’ Johnny joked as the car surged around the looping slip road and down the ramp onto the M50. ‘Ellie still can’t boil an egg.’

      ‘I can do lots of things with an egg,’ Lucy flipped back. ‘And beef, and chicken… I’m not just a beautiful bimbo.’

      As they chatted away, Ellie sank back against the squashy leather and tried to regain some sort of calm. Traffic was light at this late hour and the Mercedes cruised comfortably along the M50. She took measured breaths and watched the long, curving necklace of motorway lights stream past as they headed south. Soon they were leaving the motorway and climbing into the lower foothills of the Dublin mountains, where housing estates became more scattered until they gave way to small villages. Eventually, Johnny turned down a lane and in through wooden gates to Laurel View, Ellie’s split-level bungalow.

      Before heading to the airport, she’d left on welcoming lamps and the under-floor heating, so when she opened the hall door and ushered Lucy inside, her home was warm and cosy, the hallway scented with jugs of tall-stemmed lilies. Johnny took her case and Lucy followed him down to the en-suite guest bedroom, where Ellie had left out fresh towels, scented candles and a selection of magazines.

      Ellie went into the kitchen.

      Now that she had a moment alone, she thought about the rush of emotion that had washed over her at the sight of Johnny marching into the terminal just in time to rescue them. Had it been affection? Could it have been love? Or had it been pure and simple relief? She tried to recapture the moment in her mind and pinpoint the feeling because there was a big difference between affection and love. Then again, love was all about how you behaved, and not just a feeling. So how was she behaving with Johnny? Or he with her?

      Did she love him enough to marry him?

      The moment slipped away from her as Lucy strode into the kitchen, her heels beating a staccato on the tiled floor.

      ‘Ellie, my room is amazing, you are a pet!’

      ‘No prob.’

      ‘Maybe I should make this my base for my trips home from London.’

      Ellie stayed silent.

      Even though she was supposed to be in a bad place right now, Ellie couldn’t help but notice that Lucy exuded all the glamour synonymous with a celebrated catwalk model. A tight, black sweater hugged her pert breasts, and her trademark flame-coloured hair tumbled down past her shoulders. At five feet eleven, she stood slightly taller than Ellie. Her slender figure was perfectly toned, thanks to her strict regime of diet and exercise. No wonder she was one of Rebecca Grace’s most successful models. Ellie was suddenly conscious of her much fuller, curvy figure. She wasn’t twenty-one with a sylph-like body anymore, she sighed to herself. She was thirty-seven. And right then, she felt as though she was wearing each and every year.

      ‘I forgot how pretty this is,’ Lucy said as she went across to the window in the conservatory.

      Ellie’s home, situated in the hills south of Dublin, enjoyed a stunning view of the city. At night, out beyond the shadowy garden, the orangey-yellow lights of the city twinkled like a magic carpet of glittering sequins, unrolling in front of her as far as the eye could see, until it reached the horizon and met the deep, dark, velvet heavens.

      Ellie loved this view. There was something spell-binding about it that lifted her spirits. It was as if God had emptied his pocket of a million sparkling gemstones and had lavishly strewn them from the heavens in order to brighten the dark night. If she ever felt anyway fraught or uptight about life, she loved to go outside in the garden and spend time soaking up the panorama, enjoying the beauty of it all and putting her problems into perspective, telling herself she had no real troubles at all.

      Ellie handed Lucy a mug of tea generously laced with brandy. ‘We could sit outside if you like? I could give you a warm fleece and turn on the patio heater. I find it very relaxing.’

      ‘Ugh, no thanks, it’s still freezing,’ Lucy said, turning away from the window, instantly dismissing Ellie’s suggestion. ‘I can’t believe it’s almost the end of March.’ She took a sip of her tea and wrinkled her nose. ‘Hey, what’s this?’

      ‘My special concoction to help you sleep. I’m taking the day off tomorrow and we’re going out for lunch to help you forget about the past few days.’

      ‘Ha. I wish it was that easy,’ Lucy said petulantly.

      ‘Look, sis, all that stuff about Zach is just something that’s hot at the moment but next week there will be another story trending all over the blogosphere.’

      ‘I hope so. It’s a big pain considering he was never part of my life, apart from the crucial moment of conception,’ Lucy said, curling her hands around the mug and sitting down on a buttermilk-shaded sofa. She toed off her high heels and looked up at Ellie with big, light-grey eyes. With a mixture of Vivienne’s classic bone structure and delicate Celtic colouring, and her father’s soulful eyes, Lucy had the appearance of an angel.

      ‘As one asshole pointed out,’ Lucy went on, her voice brittle, ‘I was just the result of a quick fling between Mum and Zach.’

      ‘Ouch, don’t tell me someone threw that at you?’ Ellie’s heart sank. How could people be so cruel? She couldn’t believe that this snide comment had come round again and was now being fired at Lucy. It wasn’t far off what she’d experienced in the classroom all those years ago when toxic classmates were only too happy to try and take the tall, reserved Ellie Morgan down a peg or two, murmuring cutting comments about her mother’s brief and ill-starred relationship with Zach. She’d never thought it would come back to bite Lucy when it most hurt.

      ‘Don’t worry, sis, I told him exactly where to shove it.’ Lucy giggled, showing a lot more bravado than Ellie had ever felt back then.

      ‘Good for you. Don’t ever give that kind of crap a minute’s thought. Mum loved you from before you were even born and she has spent her life making up for Zach’s absence,’ Ellie pointed out.

      ‘Yeah, and I know I disappoint her from time to time with the antics I get up to,’ Lucy rolled her eyes in an exaggerated theatrical expression that would put even Vivienne’s best performance in the shade. ‘I can’t help it if I’m not as successful as you or as clever as Miranda…⁠’

      Here we go again, Ellie sighed to herself. She was about to object but Johnny came into the conservatory in time to hear Lucy’s comment and got there first. ‘I thought all the Morgan sisters were bright, beautiful and successful,’ he said.

      ‘Ellie is beautiful in a classy way, and Miranda is bright, but I’m the bold sister,’ Lucy beamed, as though she was granting herself an award.

      ‘Bold? Ellie can do bold as well,’ Johnny said, reaching out and lightly spanking her bum. ‘But begging your pardon, darling, you might be a brilliant fashion designer and all-around fabulous, but I bet Lucy’s blog has more hits than yours. Hey, Lucy, why don’t you dump that tea and I’ll get you a drink more suitable for your hour of need. Gin? Vodka?’

      Lucy relinquished her half-full mug immediately. She curled her feet under her and tucked Ellie’s raspberry chenille throw around her. ‘Mmm, vodka, thanks. With lots of ice and cranberry, if you have it.’

      ‘Ellie has everything in her cavernous fridge,’ Johnny chuckled as he loped across to the kitchen. ‘Everything you can cook at the touch of a microwave button, courtesy of Marks & Spencer. She’s their best food hall customer. Isn’t that right, darling?’

      ‘Yes, darling, whatever you say,’ Ellie shook her head at his retreating back.

      ‘One vodka and cranberry,’ Johnny said, returning and pressing a glass into Lucy’s hand. ‘Ellie? What can I get you?’

      ‘I’ll have the same,’ Ellie said, joining Lucy on the sofa. Already there was some colour returning to Lucy’s face, she noticed, as she watched her joke with Johnny. A break from London until the fuss had died down would sort her out. She was glad that Johnny was being his usual lively self and making up for her lack of spark. But she wished Miranda was here to talk to and, for a moment, she felt a flash of annoyance that her sister was away on the other side of the world and safely removed from it all.

      Three months ago, Miranda, a highly regarded economist, had surprised them all by announcing she was spreading her wings and moving to Hong Kong, when her latest relationship had crumbled. Now she was working in the financial department of XAM, a large multinational company and, by all accounts, was perfectly happy and enjoying every minute of her new life. Ellie was pleased for her, but they were best friends as well as sisters and she missed her a lot. It was at times like these that she felt her absence.

      Although Miranda was four years younger than Ellie, she’d been there with her when the gossip columns were crawling with the story of Vivienne Morgan’s pregnancy and love child and, later, Zach’s death. And Miranda would have been some kind of support in dealing with Lucy.

      It was always better when the sisters were together. Sometimes Ellie sparked off Lucy and vice versa, but Miranda was the warm, affectionate sister, the calming one, the glue that held them together. She would have known exactly what to say to Lucy, how best to cheer her up and stop her from feeling sorry for herself. Sometimes Ellie felt years older than both of her sisters.

      ‘What else is happening in your life?’ Ellie asked Lucy. ‘Any exciting trips on the horizon?’

      ‘Not as much as I would have liked,’ Lucy frowned and bit her lip. ‘I just missed out on some Paris shows, but,’ she paused, ‘I’m hoping to be part of the autumn/winter promotion for the House of Venetia, so it’s fingers and toes crossed. I’ve seen some of the designs and they’re fabulous. Glitzy party wear in lace and black velvet, as well as a lingerie range with balcony bras and matching briefs in chiffon and mulberry lace. A girl could feel really special in that stuff and it would be a good profile job to help to launch me into the big time.’

      ‘Wow, sounds great, tell me more,’ Ellie relaxed against the cushions and smiled encouragingly.

      Johnny poured more drinks as Lucy outlined the campaign that would start shooting early in the summer. ‘There will be a television commercial, with filming in the Swiss Alps, and lots of advertising in the glossy magazines. I’m up against stiff competition because everybody wants a piece of this action, but they’re only choosing three Rebecca Grace models. A brunette, a blonde and a redhead. I suppose I could always dye my hair blonde if I don’t make it in the redhead category.’

      ‘Don’t you dare. You’re fabulous just the way you are.’

      ‘Do you think so?’ Lucy coiled her hair on top of her head, angled her neck and examined her reflection in the darkened conservatory window.

      ‘Of course you are,’ Johnny said. ‘And so is Ellie,’ he went on, ruffling Ellie’s hair affectionately.

      Afterwards, Ellie told herself that Lucy must have had too much to drink, or else her upset over the past few days ran deeper than Ellie had first thought, making her thoughtless, for Lucy sat back and combed her hand through her cascade of hair as she remarked heedlessly, quite innocent of the fact that to Ellie, her words were tossing the equivalent of a gallon of oil onto a smouldering fire, ‘Hey, Johnny, if you think Ellie is all that fabulous, why haven’t you made an honest woman of her? You guys are together – how long?’

      There was a tense silence, broken eventually by Johnny.

      ‘Two years and that’s the million-dollar question,’ he said evenly. ‘But it’s the other way around. I’m still waiting to see if Ellie will make an honest man of me,’ he laughed, shooting Ellie a searching glance that caused her stomach to clench. ‘Maybe she’ll tell you what’s holding her up, because I sure as hell don’t know.’

      ‘Ellie? I’m surprised at you,’ Lucy said jokingly. ‘What gives? Johnny’s quite a good catch. Lots of women would love to be in your shoes – never mind bed,’ she added wickedly.

      ‘I think that’s between Johnny and me,’ Ellie said, flashing Lucy a meaningful look. ‘And right now it’s after midnight and we’ve all had a tough couple of days.’

      ‘Oops, in other words don’t go there,’ Lucy pulled a face, interpreting the glance correctly and rising to her feet. ‘Sorry if I spoke out of turn and thanks for putting me up – or putting up with me, whatever. I can’t promise to be down in time to cook a five-star breakfast, but I know you guys are busy people, so I’ll do whatever I can around the house while I’m here. Cleaning the plughole, recapping the toothpaste, ironing the tea towels, whatever.’

      ‘Johnny was only joking with you earlier,’ Ellie reassured her. ‘Stay in bed as long as you want and have a good rest. Anyway, I still have Marta coming in three mornings a week and she’s in charge of everything, including the ironing. She’d hate her nose to be out of joint.’

      Johnny said, in a half-joking, half-serious tone of voice, ‘I’m a bit like Marta. I come and go two or three times a week, and if I’m lucky, the weekend.’

      Ellie ignored a pang of disquiet and forced herself to hold her tongue in front of Lucy.

      ‘I’m off,’ Lucy said. She slid her feet back into heels and tottered across the tiled floor to give them both a kiss on the cheek. ‘I’ll leave you guys to battle it out between you. See you tomorrow.’

      ‘Sleep tight, Lucy,’ Ellie gave her a hug.

      Lucy’s footsteps receded down the wooden-floored hall. Ellie could almost taste the tension in the air and she felt her heart pounding as Johnny gazed at her with his bright-blue eyes.

      ‘Well?’ his eyes gleamed. ‘Will we go to bed and have ravishing sex? Which was our intention before Lucy phoned. Would you like it tender and sensual, or torrid and animalistic? I can do both. Or do you feel like telling me why you still can’t give me an answer?’

      ‘Johnny!’ she laughed to take the sting out of her words. ‘You know I’m out of sorts after the past couple of days and I can’t take anything seriously right now. Stop being so mischievous.’

      ‘Mischievous? Thanks a bunch.’

      ‘With all the upset this week, I can’t think straight —’

      ‘For God’s sake, Ellie,’ he suddenly huffed, ‘you’re being ridiculous. What we all need is some good news. Like an engagement. Or a wedding. I can’t believe you’re still giving me the brush off.’

      ‘I’m not giving you the brush off,’ she said. ‘Can’t you see it’s a bad week for me?’

      ‘Yes, I know you’ve been upset but you’re mad to let all that shit about some long-dead, crummy musician get to you. It’s ancient history and it’ll be over before you know it. You could make this the best week of your life. Hmm?’

      She hesitated.

      ‘I’m beginning to think you’ve no intention of marrying me,’ Johnny said.

      ‘Hush,’ she said, leaning in close to him and silencing him by placing a finger across his lips. She was conscious that her green eyes were cajoling as she looked into his eyes. ‘We’ll talk about this soon, very soon, I promise.’

      ‘Don’t you believe me when I tell you I love you?’

      ‘Yes, and it’s great, but I just want to be sure we’re making the right decision.’

      ‘What could be more right than two people who love each other getting married?’ He sighed. ‘I just don’t get you at times.’

      ‘Maybe that’s why you’re still with me,’ she said, softening her words with a smile. ‘I’m a mystery to you.’

      ‘Sometimes, I feel like I’m not with you at all.’

      ‘Let’s go to bed.’ She put her hand on his thigh – sex always distracted Johnny – but he brushed it away.

      ‘That’s not the answer.’ He looked at her steadily and said, ‘Ellie Morgan, I’m asking you for the last time and I’m giving you two weeks to decide if you want to marry me.’
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      Ellie’s bedroom and en-suite took over the first floor of Laurel View. Her room was wide and spacious, and decorated in soft hues of oyster and pale blue. She had a big, king-sized bed with a pale-blue throw over the oyster-shade duvet, and expansive, mirrored wardrobes. Best of all, she had dormer windows that looked beyond laurel woods to the cityscape and skylights that allowed her to see the stars when she lay in bed at night.

      When Johnny came out of the shower and joined her in bed, she didn’t need to feign sleep or tell him she felt exhausted. He turned on his side and ignored her, showing her the full measure of his annoyance. There had to be something drastically wrong for Johnny to ignore the possibility of sex. Still, she was relieved. Emotionally drained, she didn’t feel the least bit sexy or desirable.

      His words echoed in her head. What could be more right? What was wrong with her? Why couldn’t she commit? Vivienne would love to see Ellie settling down at last. Would love to see grandchildren on the scene. Lucy would be pleased. She’d said he was a great catch, and approval like that, coming from her careless, indifferent sister, was approval indeed. Even Miranda would be delighted. Miranda would come home for an engagement party and then the wedding. It would be a big family celebration, something happy to lift them up, far up and away from the long-legged shadow of Zach Anderson, wouldn’t it?

      All she had to say was yes. Simple, really. Yet, as she lay in bed, grateful that Johnny had fallen asleep, she had never felt more confused.

      From the minute they had started to date, they’d captured everyone’s imagination. On the one hand Ellie had been a little embarrassed with the gossip fodder and photo opportunities that she and Johnny Tyler had generated as they partied with Dublin’s celebrities in the glitziest clubs and bars. On the other hand, she hadn’t been willing to restrict her social life and be dictated to by the fickle media.

      When they were described as the city’s sexiest golden couple, Ellie found it hilarious, but she didn’t need to look at their photographs in the social pages to know that they looked good together.

      ‘Tall, beautiful Ellie, successful fashion designer,’ was how she was frequently described, and sometimes her name was linked to her mother’s star, ‘Ellie, the daughter of Vivienne Morgan, the renowned Irish actress, and the eldest of the stunning Morgan sisters.’

      She laughed when Johnny was described as the ultimate ‘dress-hire maverick’. To her, Johnny was simply Johnny. He was fun to be with. He made her laugh and he was easy and relaxed. She had heard of Johnny before he had heard of her. Then again, everyone knew of the swashbuckling Johnny, his champagne-party nights and troop of gorgeous girlfriends, as well as his award-winning dress-hire business in Jervis Alley. But it wasn’t until he was booked to supply the suits for the shoot of Ellie’s autumn/winter collection that they got together.

      The new collection was Ellie’s big chance to cement her reputation. She’d already caused a ripple on the Irish fashion scene with her first two collections and she was about to launch her much-anticipated third collection. It would be showcased in Dublin Fashion Week and promoted in a leading weekend supplement spread, as well as a television fashion slot.

      Her passion was for occasion wear. Dresses, coats and jackets that women would enjoy wearing, and that could be dressed up or down with a change of accessories. Her Ellie Belle label was elegant and feminine, softly tailored with an understated sexy vibe, and she was fast finding a niche for herself in a contracted market where women were conscious that every item in their wardrobe needed to work for them. Ellie knew that quality was the key and she worked with linen, tweed and wool, sourcing most of her fabrics in Irish mills.

      Claire, Ellie’s business manager who also took on the roles of stylist, marketing and production, overseeing a team of local seamstresses, had suggested using a couple of male models in formal jackets to contrast with Ellie’s ravishing outfits and Ellie loved the idea. On the day of the fashion shoot, she found herself more nervous than excited as the hours progressed and she saw what had begun as a single idea in her head come to life, fully formed, real and fluid, on the models in front of her. Textured coats and curvy hour-glass dresses in autumn palettes of scarlet and gold, with cobalt blue and dramatic purple for contrast. She was impressed with Johnny’s sheer professionalism. Beautifully dressed in a sharp suit and ice-white shirt, he seemed to know exactly what was required of his suits to best foil Ellie’s work as dazzlingly as possible, and his energy was contagious.

      ‘Hey,’ he said. ‘Why don’t I kit out one of the ladies?’ he suggested, going over to his selection of suits on a rail. ‘Any one of them would look sensational in a tux. It would be an amazing way of drawing your collection together.’

      ‘Yes, it’s worth a go,’ she said, even as Claire spoke to the models and they eventually agreed on the six foot, Tanya with the razor cheekbones and full, red lips.

      Ellie watched Johnny’s patient hands as he styled Tanya, giving her the keen focus of his attention as he adjusted the dress shirt, carefully fixed the bow tie, and almost caressed the lapels of the black, tuxedo jacket into place with seductive precision. She found herself mesmerised for a moment and wishing she could swap places with Tanya. He caught her staring at him and winked at her.

      When the shoot wrapped up, a few of them went on to a cocktail bar on South William Street.

      ‘Fantastic results,’ Claire said. ‘This collection will be a winner. I can feel it. Well done you.’

      ‘Well done you,’ Ellie tipped her glass to Claire’s. ‘I don’t know where I’d be without you.’

      ‘Nor me without you.’

      Claire had studied with Ellie years ago, and Ellie trusted her completely.

      ‘I’m heading off in a minute,’ Claire said. ‘And not before time. I think Johnny Tyler will burst with frustration if he doesn’t get to sit near you soon. Seems to me like you’ve well and truly brought a committed bachelor like him to his knees – the way you do most men.’

      Ellie smiled. She’d noticed Johnny’s eyes raking in her direction several times, and she’d felt a steadily burning anticipation growing inside her. Sure enough, the minute Claire left, he slid onto the banquette beside her and she wasn’t quick enough to prevent him from picking up her mobile phone, his fingers flying across the screen.

      ‘What are you up to?’ she asked, bemused.

      ‘I’m making sure you have my private number,’ he grinned at her with friendly blue eyes. ‘So you’ll have no excuse not to call me.’

      ‘And why should I want to call you?’

      ‘Because you have to allow me to style you some time,’ he said, reaching out and gently twirling strands of her long, dark hair. Her scalp prickled. ‘I can see your fabulous hair falling across the satin lapel of one of my jackets,’ he said admiringly. ‘As well as that, I think you and I could be good for each other.’

      ‘Yeah, right,’ she laughed self-consciously, having no intention of taking him up on his offer.

      ‘I’m serious,’ he said. ‘I predict you’re going to be big, Ellie Morgan, very big. You have the drive and the ambition. I have ambitions too, and I see no reason why we couldn’t work together for our greater good. I could use some of your elegant creations in my own promotional material. Together, we could be a fantastic success. Dublin needs entrepreneurs like us to rise again.’

      ‘Who said I was in this for the money?’ she said, conscious that she was flirting with him, and liking it.

      ‘Did I mention money?’ he grinned. ‘I should hope you’re in this for the sake of your art. As I am, of course. Success is all about making the world a better place in big ways and small ways, and that includes creating an esteem-building gown or putting together a confidence-inducing look. Okay, there might be fringe benefits, but someone has to keep the top-of-the-range car dealers and fine-wine distributors in business.’

      She laughed. ‘I like doing what I do,’ she told him. ‘I love creating something out of nothing. I’m very grateful that I can do it full time and that it keeps the roof over my head.’

      ‘You should have no fear of that. Don’t you realise how talented you are?’ Johnny said.

      ‘The world of fashion is fickle and challenging,’ she said. ‘Even when I left school and started in the Academy, I wasn’t sure if it was just an indulgent childhood hobby or something I could support myself with,’ she admitted. She was too modest to tell him that she’d won Young Designer of the Year after she graduated from the Academy at the age of twenty-one. It helped to convince her that she was on the right road and answer any doubts she might have had, doubts as to whether she was merely indulging herself with her creative passions or if she was seriously talented.

      ‘I spent a few years working with some of Ireland’s and London’s big names,’ she continued, ‘building up my skills and experience. But it wasn’t until I was in my thirties that I decided to risk branching out on my own. So now I work from a studio that is annexed to my house and my range, Ellie Belle, is available countrywide, in most high-end boutiques. So that’s me.’

      She smiled at him and stopped short of admitting her real fear that she’d wake up some morning and not be able to think of a single idea, that a piece of cloth would feel like paper in her hands.

      She also stopped short of delving into her family history – her late, beloved father, Edward Morgan, a respected barrister, who had been steady at the helm of the family and had provided a grounding force for his two daughters, and Vivienne, his colourful, extrovert, actress wife. Polar opposites, their passion for each other had been plain to see, and Ellie and Miranda’s childhood had been warmly secure under the blanket of love showered upon them. Then, when Ellie was fourteen and Miranda just ten, Edward had suffered a massive stroke just before he left for his office on a bright, summery morning. It was a blessing, they murmured, when he passed away twenty-four hours later. A numbed, disbelieving Ellie didn’t understand. What blessing could have taken her beloved dad away from her? He had been in his early forties, far too young to die. Only later did she understand that the brain damage the stroke had caused would have severely reduced her kind and clever father’s quality of life if he had survived. At the time, it had been a cataclysmic event for them all.

      Then, just a year later, Vivienne had met Zach.

      Some people, the kinder ones, said Vivienne must have been unhinged after Edward’s sudden death. And Ellie had long buried the memory of those painful days.

      But all of this would keep for another time.

      ‘I like the sound of you,’ Johnny said. ‘I want to hear more. A lot more.’

      ‘I think it’s your turn to do some talking,’ she said.

      She liked the look of him too, his blue eyes that were warm and sexy, the masculine nearness of him, and his citrus scent as they sat close together on the leather banquette and talked as though they were the only two in the cocktail bar. By degrees, their group dispersed and, after a while, she looked up and saw that they were, indeed, the only two left of their original group, and a couple of hours had gone by.

      ‘Are you in a hurry home?’ he asked.

      ‘Um, not really,’ she said, deciding she liked him enough to let the night unfold a little more.

      Johnny brought her to his favourite Michelin-starred restaurant, securing the best table in the house even though he had no reservation. Ellie was amused with the stir of interest they caused as they followed the maître d’ to their table, but she soon forgot about that, as she became even more amused with Johnny’s charming, larger-than-life attitude towards everything. He made her laugh with his self-deprecating stories of dress-hire disasters. She was half aware of the glances of other diners being drawn to the good-looking couple at the prime table, and she had the best fun she’d had in a long time.

      ‘I hope you’re still not in a hurry home,’ he said after their meal as he poured the last of a bottle of Bordeaux into her glass.

      ‘Why, what else could I be doing?’

      ‘I can think of lots of things,’ he said, grinning wickedly. ‘Unfortunately, they’re not remotely suitable for a first date.’

      They went on to the VIP area of a glitzy nightclub and were photographed sipping champagne as they looked into each other’s eyes. Immediately, gossip journalists were calling them the hottest new couple in town.

      There had been plenty of men in Ellie’s life, but never anyone who tempted her long enough to consider supplementing her busy career with marriage and babies. In her twenties, her energies had gone into gaining experience for her career. In her thirties, she was busy making a name for herself and much preferred to hold on to her independence. Although she found Johnny attractive, she didn’t think he was The One and she felt sure it would only be a short-lived relationship, given his bachelor reputation. Still, it would be fun for a while and it suited her – but she wasn’t going to hop into bed with him too easily and be just another conquest.

      When they were still together six weeks later, Ellie found it impossible to hold him off any longer, and invited him into her bedroom, where on clear nights the city gleamed through her dormer windows and stars peeked through the skylights. In the calm, dimly lit bedroom, he undressed her very slowly, deepening her desire with short butterfly kisses moving seamlessly into long, sensual kisses, while his hands ran across and around her curves with a firm, yet tender, touch.

      Johnny’s body was just as strong and hard and well endowed as she’d expected. ‘You’ve been worth waiting for, Ellie Morgan,’ he said, smiling at her as he pushed her back across the bed.

      ‘Good,’ she said.

      When she finally opened her legs and wrapped them around him, feeling him surge deeply inside her, she smiled up at him, and through her skylight windows she could see the outline of the night-time heavens framing his face.

      But she didn’t see any glittering stars. Not that first time. Nor any time.

      Although it was good – Johnny was a hungry lover and he always made her come, twice or three times, gasping for breath and weak in the aftermath – whenever they made love, there was still an empty space. When he pulled her into his arms, it was easier to snuggle into the breadth of his shoulders and go with the flow rather than look into the private depths of her heart.

      Ellie didn’t really know if she had any depth, or if this was it. Was she destined to be happy and successful in her career but always stopping short of that vital something inside her being touched?

      As the months rolled by, Ellie and Johnny went from success to success. They were fêted and admired by their friends and the media, and they gave rise to endless speculation about when they would tie the knot. Ellie laughed it all off. Johnny was the perfect fun-loving boyfriend; warm hearted, generous and with a big appetite for life, including sex. It was all too easy to coast with him along the surface of everything, and not take their relationship too seriously. Johnny had a spectacular, four-bed penthouse apartment with even better views of the city’s panorama about a ten-minute drive from Ellie’s split-level bungalow. Sometimes, she spent the night or the weekend with him; other times he came to her. The arrangement suited Ellie perfectly. She had her own space, and sex with Johnny on tap. She thought it suited him equally well.

      Before she knew it, two years had gone by in a flash. She knew other single women of her age were panicking about their ticking body clocks, but the few times Ellie stopped to think about it, she knew she couldn’t even imagine bringing a baby into this world unless she was in a fully committed relationship. Which meant she didn’t feel she was in a fully committed relationship with Johnny.

      When Johnny began to talk about wanting to wake up beside her every morning, it was something she was able to ignore. But when he asked her to marry him, that was not so easy to ignore.

      ‘I’ll be forty next year,’ he’d said, turning to her in bed one night recently. ‘I’m not getting any younger. I think it’s time I made an honest woman of you. What do you say, Ellie?’

      ‘I hope that’s not a proposal,’ she’d joked, raising herself on her elbow and brushing her hair out of her face. ‘I never saw myself marrying a forty-year-old man.’

      ‘Not even a rich forty-year-old man?’ he said hopefully.

      ‘Especially not a rich forty-year-old man,’ she smiled, moving in to kiss his cheek to take any sting out of her words.

      But Johnny wasn’t so easily distracted. ‘Why do I feel you’re only half-joking?’

      Ellie pushed away her unease. ‘It’s a bit late to be having this kind of talk,’ she said gently. ‘We’re both up at the crack of dawn.’

      ‘Okay, it’ll hold,’ he said. ‘But just for now.’

      Since then he’d asked her again, and she’d brushed off that proposal just as easily for the simple reason that she didn’t know how she felt about him as far as full commitment was concerned. Did she want to spend the rest of her life with him and have his babies? Was the sex between them the best it could be? Was there more? Was there really such a thing as feverish, explosive, exhilarating sex? Surely if she imagined it, it had to exist.

      Or was she living in fantasy land?
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      It was early on Wednesday morning when Vivienne Morgan strolled out onto the deck of the Mediterranean Enterprise, plucked off her Ray-Bans, turned her face to the rising sun and leaned against the rails. In this part of the Adriatic, the sea was a crystal-clear turquoise, and she loved they way the warm, seductive shade contrasted beautifully with the blue-grey slate of the rocky islets around the Croatian coastline. As the cruise ship glided majestically up the straits north of Dubrovnik, she secured her Dolce & Gabbana wrap a little closer around her shoulders against the cool morning breeze. For a nanosecond, the calming beauty of the morning was soured when she compared the turquoise panorama unrolling in front of her with the spooky, black waters of a Canadian lake that had flashed across her television screen a couple of nights ago.

      She was glad her attention was snagged by a lone swimmer powering energetically across the swimming pool on the nearby deck. Her eyes narrowed when she caught a flash of his bronzed, lean torso as he reached the end and double-flipped back the way he had come.

      Carlos.

      He was, no doubt, getting rid of his pent-up energy. Energy he had probably anticipated expending in her bed after his increasing efforts to entice her. It was, of course, out of the question, before even the damned news item about Zach had shaken her. She replaced her sunglasses and watched him covertly from behind her shades until he’d finally had enough and in a graceful leap, jumped out of the pool. He picked up a white towel, dabbing it roughly against his dripping wet, shoulder-length hair and sweeping it across his gleaming chest before securing it around his hips.

      And then he saw her watching him. He waved, before disappearing from view and reappearing several moments later to join her by the railings.

      ‘Vivienne!’

      ‘Hi, Carlos.’

      ‘It is early for you to be up and about.’

      ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

      ‘I couldn’t sleep either,’ he said, his gaze dropping to her generous breasts.

      She felt a spark of desire deep inside her and willed it to go away.

      A casual flirtation had hummed between them from the first night they’d met on the eastern Mediterranean cruise, when they’d found themselves seated at the same dining table. As the ship took to the seas off Venice, Carlos had sat with his arm along the back of Vivienne’s chair and had chatted quietly with her. A doctor based in Seville, his marriage had broken up but the cruising holiday had already been booked to celebrate his fiftieth birthday, so he was taking it alone.

      ‘You have to be Irish,’ he’d said, his warm brown eyes roving over her hair and sweeping down to linger on the paleness of her slender neck.

      ‘How on earth did you guess,’ she’d laughed, putting her hand to her hair, the once fiery-red now toned to a deep russet-gold. It was softly feathered around her face, which made her look a lot younger than someone approaching sixty-two.

      They’d sparked off each other as the cruise got under way, Vivienne swiftly realising that he wanted to sleep with her. And goodness knows, she was tempted, but after her reckless dalliance with Zach, she’d sworn off men and sex for life. But having experienced lust and desire, from the warmth of married passion with Edward to the explosive desire that Zach had ignited within her, she found it impossible not to be tempted from time to time. And she’d had opportunities – even back in Ireland, there were lots of admirers.

      And sometimes she met someone like Carlos.

      But she’d learned to ignore her desires, and if Carlos had shaken her resolve a little, the news item on Zach had crashed into her world and brought her up sharply, plunging her back there again and tainting the prospect of any light flirting with Carlos. The seductive spell that he’d cast around her had burst like a bubble. She’d managed to avoid him since and had dined alone in her cabin the past couple of evenings.

      ‘Not long to go now,’ Carlos said, leaning against the rail.

      ‘No, just two more nights,’ she tilted her mouth in a rueful smile. She knew he’d sensed her withdrawal and was puzzled by it, but there was no way she could explain. She flicked her eyes away from his tanned arms and the way his biceps flexed as he grasped the rail.

      ‘And then for you?’

      ‘A short break in Venice, and then, home.’ She didn’t tell him that she was on the cruise to take time out of a hectic schedule on the orders of her doctor, or that she had a further month of enforced relaxation before she went into rehearsals for the leading role in Big Maggie, the iconic, John B. Keane play, in the Abbey Theatre in Dublin. That would be too much information.

      ‘Home to my family, my daughters,’ she said, deliberately bringing them into the conversation for the first time, and putting a wedge between them.

      ‘I see. You have daughters.’

      ‘Yes, three.’ And they mean the world to me, and I dare not risk hurting them again, so what was I thinking, flirting with you?

      ‘Are they as lovely as you?’

      ‘No, they are far more beautiful.’ She felt choked for a moment, thinking of them: tall, gracious Ellie, dark haired like her father, but with green eyes even more sparkling than her own; Miranda, the one in the middle, who most resembled her in looks, yet was quiet and introspective compared to her effervescence; and Lucy. Her heart clutched when she thought of her youngest daughter, who had the best of both her mother and father: Zach’s height and thickly fringed eyes, although hers were a light, innocent-looking grey compared to his dark, brooding grey, and shades of her hair, but more beautiful again as her long tresses were a distinctive, bright gold – a Botticelli-angel gold, her hair was been labelled.

      ‘You are lucky, to have three children,’ Carlos said. ‘I have a son, just the one.’

      Now they were talking like polite strangers who had nothing much in common, the way you chat to people sitting next to you on an airline flight just before you land. Any excitement that had crackled between them had dissolved. Carlos’ eyes were full of a respectful distance, instead of the warm anticipation they’d shown from the start. They chatted a bit longer and then, eventually, Carlos excused himself. She felt a slight pang of regret as she watched him lope off and take the stairs to the lower deck two at a time, but it was nothing like the regret she’d felt watching the news item on Zach.

      She hoped her daughters hadn’t been too upset. Her beautiful, attractive, gorgeous daughters; all different, yet equally loved. They meant everything in life to her. The last thing she wanted was Zach Anderson reappearing on the scene, reminding them all of the time that she had well and truly lost the plot. After the news item, she’d spoken to both Ellie and Miranda, deliberately making light of the whole thing, as though it was totally inconsequential. Not giving it any power was by far the best way to react.

      Lucy hadn’t answered her call, so she’d left a message, telling her in an upbeat tone that she’d been perfectly right to ignore those stupid reporters, that it would all blow over in a day or two.

      If you ignored it, it would go away, wouldn’t it?

      She stood for a few moments, soaking up the sight of the rippling turquoise water. Sometimes, she still couldn’t believe the mess she’d made of it all, or how the pain of Edward’s death had blindly thrust her into another man’s arms.

      She’d met and fallen in love with the warm, intelligent Edward when she was twenty-one, and they’d married within a year, much to the disgust of his parents. Respected judges, who were horrified that their barrister son had become embroiled with an actress, they had never accepted her, especially when she’d gone on to secure a leading role in one of Ireland’s most popular soap operas. But their marriage had been wonderful, and she’d felt blessed with happiness when first Ellie and then Miranda had been born. She would never have got through those lonely, tortuous months after Edward’s sudden death if it hadn’t been for the strong support of Florence, her mother, who, widowed herself, had some inkling as to how much she missed Edward. For a while, her daughters were without both parents, as Vivienne was lost to them, leaving her mother to pick up the pieces.

      She began to put her life back together around the time of Edward’s first anniversary, a day she’d been dreading so much that she’d asked her mother to take care of the girls.

      ‘I’ll look after them,’ Florence offered. ‘We’ll go shopping and drop into White’s on the Green for lunch. We’ll have some fun. But after this, Vivienne, it’s time to get your life back. I know things have been tough, but you’ve spent a year wallowing in misery and it’s not fair on your daughters. I’ll be here for you any time, but Ellie and Miranda have had it tough as well, and even if only for their sakes, you must return to the land of the living.’

      At first Vivienne had been outraged. How dare her mother speak to her like that? Surely she must appreciate the depths of her daughter’s grief? But it was the kick she had needed. As the day slowly progressed, she realised that spending it on her own in a flood of self-indulgent recollection, sitting in despair or crying at length into her pillow in a storm of loss and self-pity, wasn’t going to bring Edward back. Nothing would.

      She would, she realised in a sudden moment of clarity, have been far better off spending the long day with her daughters, going shopping for treats and enjoying a good lunch. In her total self-absorption, she wasn’t being fair to them. Ellie was fifteen going on sixteen, quite tall and very self-conscious of her height. Vivienne knew that the last year had been very difficult for her, struggling through a clumsy teenage phase on top of missing her father, while her mother had been too dejected to help. Miranda was a quiet and reserved eleven-year-old, on the cusp of adolescence, and she needed a mother’s guiding hand to get through the next few years.

      Then, two weeks later it had been her fortieth birthday. She might rage that she was far too young to be a widow, but who was she raging against? Who was listening? Nobody. Fabulous, flirty, forty, some of her birthday cards encouraged. Life begins, they urged. Forty could, indeed, be her prime, and there was nothing to stop her life from beginning again. If she wanted.

      And, she remembered, that had been the frame of mind she’d been in when she was invited to guest on a Saturday-night chat show, where she’d met Zach Anderson in the green room. An up-and-coming rock musician, he’d been ten years younger than her. Brash and outgoing on the surface, he was the total opposite to her modest, quietly spoken, late husband. She’d known she was on the rebound, but she’d fallen for him immediately. The liaison had lasted barely three months, and Lucy had been the result of that careless, unbridled passion.

      At the time, her hungry infatuation had defied all logic, and she’d been heedless to the effect it would have on Ellie and Miranda. Then again, she reasoned, as her thoughts spiralled around, if she hadn’t met Zach, she wouldn’t have had the joy of Lucy. And in the next breath, she thought of the way Lucy had been left without a father – because soon after she’d discovered she was pregnant, Zach had gone to Canada and, around the time Lucy celebrated her first birthday, he’d died, without ever seeing his daughter.

      Zach! Surely there would be no repercussions, after all these years. Vivienne leaned on the rails and gazed across to the spit of land where she caught glimpses of white-washed hotels and blue swimming pools sheltered behind landscaped grounds rimming the foreshore.

      By now, more early-rising holiday-makers were up and about. She heard splashes coming from the swimming pool and laughter from the games area. Ahead of them lay the turquoise swathe of the Adriatic and the shimmering horizon. Yet despite the beauty of the morning, Vivienne could do nothing to prevent an old seed of anxiety from bursting open inside her.
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