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This can’t be happening; not now …


Yesterday, she thought she knew passion, from tenderness to desire. But in the beat of a moment, when she sees him strolling across the lawn, something flares inside her and everything changes. That’s all it takes; one look, one pulse-beat, and she feels like laughing at the sheer craziness of it, only it’s not really funny at all.


She tries to focus on everything around her rather than the man who is causing her skin to prickle and her heart to skitter. The tables under the oak trees are laden with rows of glistening crystal flutes and buckets of chilled champagne, beaded with moisture. Under the shade of the trees, silvery balloons bounce gently against the branches and prisms of sunlight flicker through the shifting canopy of leaves. In the foreground, Tamarisk Manor, the Georgian hotel, boasts a graceful facade and a pillared entrance flanked with ornamental trees in granite urns. Long sash windows face the south and reflect glimmers of light.


All of this is set against a backdrop of dramatic mountain scenery. But there is nothing as dramatic as the pounding of her heart. When her eyes slide back to him as if drawn by a magnet, she feels giddy as if she’s had too much champagne. He’s achingly familiar, yet she’s really seeing him for the first time. He smiles at her across the table and her senses pound with aching need while she fights for normal breath. She feels as though sparks are shooting from her limbs and disturbing the soft afternoon air.


People talk to her. She answers them. She hears herself laugh. Someone hands her a brimming champagne flute and her fingers tremble on the smoothness of the stem. Bubbly liquid catches in her throat. When he comes to her for a welcoming kiss, she knows, already, as though it’s leaping in her blood, the scent of his skin, the taste of his lips and the touch of his breath on her face; warm, like a lover’s caress.


She knows too, that the timing is all wrong and everything about this is forbidden.





Chapter 1
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There was nothing like a sunny Friday evening in June to bring out the best in Tamarisk Manor, Serena Devlin decided, as she stood by the open window of her first-floor office. The inviting clink of cocktail glasses and seductive pop of champagne corks enhanced the laughter and chat drifting up from the outdoor terrace. Across the parkland, Ireland’s latest supermodel strolled hand-in-hand with her beau, her white cotton maxi-dress fluttering against the velvet green lawns. Sunlight sparked off the bonnet of a silver-grey Bentley as it purred up the curving avenue of beech trees towards the hotel reception.


The weekend in one of Europe’s hottest hideaways had just kicked off to an ultra-perfect start.


Serena felt a small bubble of contentment in her heart. This was it; this was what she worked so hard for and moments like these made the sacrifices worthwhile. And at least, she told herself, ignoring the sudden lurch in the pit of her stomach, she was getting something right.


‘Serena, you were looking for me?’


She jumped. She turned around to see Andrew, the senior manager, framed in the doorway.


‘Yes, I was,’ she said, stepping away from the window, thankful he had interrupted her thoughts before they nose-dived into murky territory and burst her fragile bubble. ‘I want to make sure we’re all set for Claudia.’


‘We’re more than sorted,’ Andrew said. He sat down opposite her and brandished a clipboard full of green and yellow highlighted notes with a triumphant flourish. ‘You should be down there on the terrace, celebrating with champagne, because this crisis is over.’


‘It should be me, you and the rest of the staff,’ she smiled warmly, sitting back and twirling her silver pen between her slim, manicured fingers. ‘And if we all bunked off, who would look after our visitors?’


On Saturday morning, Claudia, an A-list diva and the darling of America, was arriving in Tamarisk along with her team of stylists, publicists and minders, seeking serious down time after an exhausting three-night, sell-out stint in the O2 in Dublin. Her list of special requirements, however, hadn’t been emailed through to Andrew until four o’clock that afternoon and he’d come straight to Serena. She’d dropped everything and called her key operational staff together for a quick briefing. This booking was too important to leave anything to chance, as Claudia had promised to recommend the hotel to her mega-rich celebrity friends if her visit was successful.


And of course, the opposite also applied.


‘I can double check Claudia’s requirements if you want to get on home,’ Andrew said.


Andrew had worked in Tamarisk for over twenty years, working up through the ranks from bell boy in the days when the young Serena was setting tables and making herself useful in between school and homework. Now he was her right-hand man. ‘I do trust you,’ she said, ‘but you know me, I’ll only go home happy when I’m certain everything is under control for tomorrow.’


‘You’re certainly your mother’s daughter.’ Andrew shook his head. ‘Diligent to the last.’


‘I should hope so,’ Serena grinned. ‘Considering how successful she was at running the whole show, I’ve a lot to live up to.’ But it was nothing she couldn’t handle, she told herself as she turned to her laptop and scrolled to the email Andrew had forwarded. ‘Right. What’s first?’


Andrew consulted his clipboard. ‘Top of the list is absolute privacy. Check. Claudia will not be disturbed by other guests. I’ve alerted Reception and Front Office as to her arrival time and all registration details will be efficient and discreet.’


‘Her suite?’ Serena prompted.


‘The Premier Suite will be ready and waiting.’


Serena nodded. The ultra-luxury suite was completely self-contained, including a private dining room and a relaxation room for spa treatments. It was also sound-proofed, as were the five other suites and fifty bedrooms in Tamarisk Manor.


‘Menus are sorted,’ Andrew said. ‘Kate has gone through the food and beverage list. Anything not to hand can be sourced at the farmers’ market in the morning.’


Serena snapped to attention. ‘In the morning?’


‘Yes. She’s already phoned through our orders to the suppliers,’ Andrew said hastily. ‘I’ve been assured everything will be delivered long before Claudia arrives. And we’ve just taken delivery of Claudia’s specified humidifiers. We managed to get six,’ Andrew ticked some green highlighted text on his notes. ‘Whatever part of the suite she’ll be in, her vocal chords will be preserved.’


Serena suppressed a grin. She had long ago stopped passing judgement on some of the more unusual requests from her guests. Business was business after all, especially in these challenging times.


‘Organic dark chocolate. Check,’ Andrew went on.


‘Mineral water? Wine list? Champagne?’ Serena asked.


Andrew nodded and ticked further items. ‘And Accommodation has confirmed the arrival of cotton sheets with the specified thread count. The four-poster bed in Claudia’s suite is being made up now.’


Serena shook her head. ‘She doesn’t know what she’s missing.’ Irish linen, soft and pure and heather scented, swaddling you comfortably in deeply quilted, queen-sized beds, was one of the attractions of Tamarisk.


‘The Spa manager has juggled the appointments rota for tomorrow afternoon and freed up two therapists. Three dozen orchids have just arrived and will be in place around her suite, pale-pink rose petals are ready to be strewn,’ Andrew continued. ‘Oh, and Ben & Jerry’s low fat ice cream and it must be chocolate fudge brownie flavour and served slightly thawed. It’s Claudia’s one and only weakness,’ he said.


Lucky Claudia, Serena thought, wishing the stain on her conscience was as trifling. ‘What about hotel directions?’ she asked.


Even though it was signposted, it was easy to overshoot the sheltered laneway that led to the hotel. Serena liked to think that being off the beaten track added to the ambience of pampered privacy and she knew it helped keep many a gossip-hungry social diarist from disturbing the celebrities and stars who flocked to the secluded sanctuary. Set in the heartland of the stunning Wicklow countryside, the chic, family-run hotel offered peace and tranquillity in beautiful surroundings. Serena, along with her twin brother Jack and the team of staff, worked hard to provide a package of unrivalled luxury combined with a homely touch, and, above all, a discreet anonymity that allowed celebrity guests to relax.


Guests could unwind in the quiet refuge of the Tranquil Garden, with its specially commissioned slate and granite water features, scented Wicklow heather, Connemara wild flowers and Irish-designed teak and wicker furniture. The hotel grounds were bordered by acres of hushed woodland trails that led up into the mountains. Serena had been quietly proud when the ambience helped to catapult the hotel into the shortlist of the most captivating hideaways in western Europe. Then in a recent edition of a travel magazine, she had been hailed as the bright star at the leading edge of Irish hospitality, because of the personal touch with which she managed her guest relations.


‘Well done, darling,’ her mother Charlotte had said.


‘I guess it’s in the genes,’ Serena had replied, lightly.


‘I’m very proud of you,’ Charlotte had continued, ‘and if your father was still alive, he would have been equally proud of you.’


‘Do you think so?’


‘Of course. And, Serena, this will help your profile to soar … if that’s what you want.’ Charlotte had looked quizzically at her daughter.


‘Why wouldn’t I want? I hope it’ll bring Tamarisk closer to my goal of five-star classification.’ They had been working towards this when, two years earlier, Charlotte had stepped back from the day-to-day running of the hotel after devoting almost thirty-five years of her life to it. Now Serena was determined to follow through and position Tamarisk where it deserved to be.


Instead of showing enthusiasm, Charlotte had given her a long look. ‘I don’t like to see you taking on too much. You work hard enough as it is. Sometimes, darling, I wonder why you’re so driven to succeed.’


‘Maybe that’s in the genes too,’ Serena had said.


When she’d glanced at the article again, the words had blurred in front of her eyes. ‘Bright star’! God. Making sure that guests had the ultimate experience was as natural to her as breathing. Serena had been born to this and it was as much a part of her as the blood running through her veins. But behind her successful image, nobody knew her private life was anything but stellar, for she was falling far short of the kind of loving wife Paul expected and the devoted mother Harriet deserved. Sometimes she felt she was living two different lives, which were at terrible odds with each other and she didn’t know how they could be reconciled.


‘Claudia’s arriving by helicopter,’ Andrew was saying, once again rescuing Serena from her plummeting thoughts. ‘The red carpet is ready to be rolled out to the helipad. I’ve checked the weather forecast and it’s to be calm and settled for the weekend. That’s it,’ he said, rising to his feet. ‘I’m here until eleven o’clock this evening with enough staff to take care of any last-minute requests.’


‘Great stuff,’ she said, ‘Thanks a million, and well done to everyone for pulling out the stops. I’ll be heading home soon, but call me if you’ve any problems. I’ll be here early in the morning to greet Claudia.’


‘No bother, you know the staff would do anything for you.’


‘I know, and their loyalty is important to me. Would you mind throwing your eye over this?’ she asked, handing him a document. ‘It’s our submission outlining why Tamarisk should win the award of Exceptional Haven. I have most of it completed, but I just want to be doubly sure I haven’t overlooked anything.’


Serena really wanted this. Exceptional Haven of the Year was one of a new set of industry awards sponsored by the recently formed Celebrate Ireland, a government body set up to strengthen the tourist industry and promote the unique Irish heritage and tradition of excellent hospitality. If Tamarisk was shortlisted, there would be an anonymous site visit, before the award ceremony. Tamarisk had already won awards under her mother’s directorship, but this would be Serena’s first attempt at gaining formal recognition and it would also be a wonderful stepping stone to the goal of upgrading their classification.


‘Sure, I’ll have a look,’ Andrew said, attaching the document to his clipboard, ‘but knowing you, I’ve no doubt it’s word perfect.’


Serena smiled at him, before taking a deep breath. ‘There’s something else.’


He paused in the doorway, looking at her expectantly, alerted, she knew, by her tone of voice.


‘Jack’s arriving home from France this evening. So I expect he’ll be back in the office next week. He wants no fuss, though. You can pass the word around.’


‘That’s good news, isn’t it?’ Andrew said, clearly uncomfortable as he gripped his clipboard, shield-like, in front of him. ‘I hope he’s feeling … well, I hope he’s recovered … a bit.’


‘I’m sure he has,’ Serena smiled for Andrew’s sake, ‘but we’ll have to give him time to get up to speed again.’


‘Of course.’


As soon as Andrew had left, Serena sat back in her chair and chewed the end of her silver pen. Recovered? You didn’t recover from the death of your loved ones, she thought, remembering her father’s death and the myriad of feelings she’d had to work through afterwards – loss and sadness, regret for what might have been in spite of their flawed relationship. But whatever about losing a parent, it was surely far more traumatic to lose a wife after a few short months of marriage, the way Jack had lost Amy.


The tragedy, almost a year ago now, had devastated the Devlin family, happening so soon after Amy’s miscarriage. The media frenzy hadn’t helped either. ‘This has pulled the luxury rug from under the Devlins’ glitzy lifestyles,’ one tabloid journalist had cruelly put it.


It had turned Jack’s life upside down and Serena had been extra busy since then, taking up the slack in the aftermath of Jack’s depression and gloom. It was the least she could do for him, he was her brother and she loved him and was terribly cut up to see him so upset. As well as that, Serena privately felt it went some way towards making up for her innate dislike of her sister-in-law, a dislike that had come back to haunt her in the weeks following Amy’s death.


She had thought Jack was beginning to turn a corner, when, a couple of months earlier, he had decided to take time out in La Mimosa, their sister hotel in the south of France, which was even more exclusive than Tamarisk. As she closed her files and powered down her laptop, she could still picture Jack’s pinched, white face when he had stood in her office.


‘I need breathing space and time to get my head around it all,’ he’d said, pacing the floor.


Time? Breathing space? Even though she truly empathised with Jack’s pain, she couldn’t help feeling a little hurt that her support hadn’t been enough.


‘I was starting to get my act together,’ Jack had said, ‘and I appreciate all your help, I really do, but last week I met Karen, you remember Amy’s sister, and it brought it all back. A couple of weeks chilling in La Mimosa is just what I need.’


He’d seemed, she thought, more agitated than ever, a muscle in his cheek had flexed non-stop and his taut, shadowed face had spoke silent volumes about his long, sleepless nights. She’d felt a tug in her heart. No doubt seeing Amy’s sister had set him back completely.


She’d reached up to kiss his cheek. ‘Just come back in one piece.’


‘You’re okay with holding the fort? Mum’s around if you need any help.’


‘I’ll be fine. I won’t need to call on Mum,’ Serena had said. It had been a proud day for her when her mother had handed over the reins – no way would she give her any reason to think she wasn’t up to the job.


Jack’s visit to La Mimosa had turned into a six-week retreat and Serena couldn’t believe he’d stayed away for so long. He’d obviously been far more cut up about his wife’s death than he’d let on. Thankfully, he was finally coming home, his flight due to land in Dublin later that evening. She’d offered to meet him at the airport, but he’d insisted he wanted no fanfare. Serena fervently hoped he’d be back to some sense of himself, both for his own sake and to support her towards the goal of five-star classification. He needed to take up the reins again on the financial side of things; the side she’d let slide a little in his absence, and which, she suspected, he hadn’t given his usual attention to in the past few months.


Serena was putting away her laptop when her private mobile buzzed and her heart jumped. ‘Hi, Paul.’


‘Where are you?’ Her husband asked.


‘I’m in the office.’


‘Still? It’s after six o’clock.’


‘Yes, darling, I’m just finishing up here, we had a slight emergency this afternoon but it’s all under control.’ When there was silence at the other end of the phone, she ran her free hand through her silky blonde hair and said, ‘Is everything okay?’


‘You forgot about Harriet. She’s just left.’


Harriet! In the rush to sort out Claudia’s requirements, she’d forgotten her promise to her four-year-old daughter to be home to wave her off as she left to spend the night at her best friend’s house. The friend from her crèche who was more like a sister to her. The sibling she, so far, didn’t have, Serena reminded herself guiltily.


No wonder Paul sounded cool with her, but he wasn’t half as annoyed as she felt with herself. A familiar sense of failure washed over her. In her mind’s eye, Serena saw her little daughter’s flushed and happy face and the small overnight bag she’d packed enthusiastically the previous evening. It was her first overnight play date on the occasion of her friend’s fifth birthday.


‘I’m really sorry,’ she said contritely. ‘I hope she didn’t mind too much. I’ll make it up to her. How did she seem, going off?’


‘She was so excited when Sophie and her mum called for her that she barely remembered to kiss me goodbye. To be honest, she didn’t even notice you weren’t around,’ Paul said evenly.


Serena was silent for a moment. ‘Just as well,’ she said, swallowing hard. ‘I hope she enjoys her night and has some fun.’


‘What about us?’ Paul said, sounding more upbeat. ‘How often do we have a free night and time alone?’


‘Hardly ever.’


‘Let’s make the most of it.’


‘Maybe we could drive out to that new restaurant on the coast? I’d like to check out the competition.’ She doubted if the food was in the same league as Tamarisk’s superb Oakwood restaurant or more relaxed Maple bar, both renowned for the creative and nutritious menus based on fresh, locally sourced produce.


Paul huffed. ‘What competition? I don’t think you’ll be losing sleep over it.’ He paused, then went on in a different tone of voice, ‘I had something else in mind. How about you getting your sexy ass home so that we can enjoy some ravishing baby making?’


Serena tightened her grip on the phone. ‘Sounds good. I’ll be home soon.’


‘I’m ready and waiting. Impatiently waiting.’


After the call, Serena picked up the framed photograph on her table, taken during a weekend visit to Disneyland Paris the previous year. Harriet was giggling at the camera, the mirror image of Paul with her dark wavy hair and deep-grey eyes. Her arms were tightly wound around her daddy’s neck, their two heads stuck close together, while a smiling Serena stood slightly apart. They looked like the perfect family unit.


Something clutched at her heart as she put down the photo and went over to close the window. She picked up her bag and left her office, pausing at the top of the curving staircase that led to the lobby. Her eyes automatically scanned the scene; the welcoming reception area with its tall vases of fresh floral arrangements, the comfortable sofas where guests were invited to complete their registration details, the Waterford crystal chandeliers and the elegant Connemara marble fireplace where a homely log fire glowed on chilly days.


In the lobby, she stopped to chat to Suzi and Helen, the receptionists, and Ross, the porter on duty, and then she walked towards the entrance porch, where a soft glow filtered through the graceful fanlight over the door. She stepped out into the forecourt and felt the warmth of the sun on her face as she walked across to her silver Saab.


Serena drove halfway down the beech-lined avenue and halted the car for a moment. She looked in the rear-view mirror at the play of early evening sunlight slanting across the facade of Tamarisk, and the purple haze of the mountains behind. The beauty of it caught at her heart and she could have stayed in that spot for ever, to let the peace and tranquillity soothe her troubled spirit. Then she took a deep breath, put the car in gear and continued down the avenue. It was time to go home to Maple Hill, where Paul was waiting for her.


Waiting to make babies, she sighed, and totally oblivious to what was really going on in her life.





Chapter 2
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Jack Devlin felt a surge of relief as his sleek Mercedes convertible zipped around a sharp bend on the Moyenne Corniche and another spectacular vista on the French Riviera shimmered into view. He pressed a lever and the soft top lifted up and folded back on itself, enabling him to soak up the full brilliance of the late afternoon sunshine while the warm breeze tossed his dark-red hair.


He drove around an incline of steep charcoal cliffs, the thrumming engine fragmenting the still, drowsy air. The sea momentarily disappeared from view and from behind impenetrable walls and security gates, the upper storeys of villa after villa flashed by, a blur of pink and cream-stuccoed walls, basking sleepily in the sunshine. Each one was more ostentatious than the last, their billionaire owners indulging their lavish tastes. Not that he could scoff, Jack reminded himself. He’d just spent the last six weeks in the luxuriant extravagance of La Mimosa, the chic bolthole tucked into one of the most picturesque areas of the Riviera.


Then where the road once again ran parallel to the coast, the glittering waters of the Côte d’Azur stretched out to infinity, flanked by the lush green arm of Cap Ferrat. Out in the bay, gleaming whitely against the sapphire sea, he saw a cruise ship floating towards the harbour at Villefranche. It was a sight that would normally send his pulse tripping with a frisson of excitement, but today he felt nothing at all.


He’d taken the scenic route on purpose; something inside him wanted to test his reaction to the explosion of sights and the stunning beauty of the landscape but, more importantly, he wanted to test the memory of the last time he’d driven this road. He’d been with Amy, her long, blonde hair flying in the breeze, her eyes concealed by oversized sunglasses, her mouth curved in a smile of childlike delight.


‘This is perfect,’ she’d cried out, craning her neck to absorb all of the view, her voice catching in the breeze.


‘You like it?’


‘Yeah.’ She’d stretched her arms up towards the bowl of sky. ‘Woohoo. This would almost make me believe there is a God. It’s so heavenly … so fabulous, so beautiful …’ Then, she’d unbuckled her seatbelt and, clutching the top of the windscreen, had stood up just as the car had veered around another bend, tyres squealing. ‘Hey, this is awesome!’


Jack had immediately slowed down and put out a restraining arm. ‘Amy, sit back.’


The picture dissolved in front of him. He wondered where she was in spirit, if she was freewheeling somewhere around the universe, and if she believed in God now. He was relieved that he’d passed the test and that the fog of despair, which had had given way to guilt and then anger, had been finally replaced by a resigned acceptance that would be easier to live with.


His only problem was that he’d cut it very fine to get to the airport in time for the evening flight to Dublin. A subconscious rebellion, he guessed. He rounded another bend at speed and Nice swung into view, a glimpse of red-tiled rooftops topping creamy buildings.


Jesus!


Jack jammed on the brakes – he’d almost crashed into a slow-moving school bus. Suitably chastened, he reduced his speed to a crawl and kept a safe distance from the bus as it trundled into Nice. When he stopped behind it at traffic lights, schoolchildren in the back row twisted around and made faces at him out through the dusty window. Feeling a little silly, he lifted his tanned forearm in half-hearted greeting, and was so taken aback by the wildly enthusiastic response that he missed the turn for the airport and found himself driving into the city. When he was halted again in the thickly congested street, he realised he’d no chance of making his flight.


Serena will love this, he thought. No doubt his darling sis would good-naturedly fuss that he still needed looking after because he couldn’t even get to the airport on time. Sometimes, she was far too bossy. Still, he’d never have come through the last year without her support.


He crawled through the sluggish traffic before parking his rental car in an underground car park, leaving his luggage in the boot. When he emerged into the sunshine, he decided to stroll as far as the Old Town for a cup of coffee. He’d text Serena, and stay the night at the Negresco, one of the most exclusive hotels along the Côte d’Azur. There was no point in returning to La Mimosa and, this way, he’d be nearer to the airport and couldn’t miss another flight.


Feeling as though he was playing truant, he sat outside a pavement café on the Cours Saleya, drinking coffee and idly watching the world go by. He’d been away for six weeks – one more night wouldn’t make any difference.


*


‘Hey, babe, thank Christ you came. We’d have been rightly stuck if you’d said no.’


‘Don’t you know by now that I absolutely adore my job?’ the girl said saucily as she came through the back door of The Anchor and deftly twisted and turned through a narrow gap in a pile of crates and pallets of shrink-wrapped bottles.


‘And on your birthday and all …’


She paused, alert. ‘How did you know it was my birthday?’


Her boss, Michael, picked up a crate of empty beer bottles and smiled. ‘I saw your CV and you’re a Gemini, like my mum, that’s how I remembered.’


She rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, lively and amusing … tell me all about it, why don’t you?’


‘I prefer adaptable and resourceful … and rising to the challenge in a crisis.’


‘What crisis?’ She eyed him suspiciously.


‘Two of the waitresses have called in sick and you’re the only one who’s agreed to come in and cover – for both of them. Somebody less versatile than you might call that a crisis.’


‘Told you, I love this joint,’ she said nonchalantly.


‘I’ll make it up to you, promise.’


‘You’d better. Any post for me?’ she asked, keeping her voice light.


‘Post? As in birthday cards, you mean?’


‘Huh, I’m not that hard up for a card. It’d be more like a tax demand.’


‘No, babe, nothing, lucky you.’ Michael kicked open the door to the back yard and humped the crate through. ‘Although I’m sure you couldn’t get near your apartment door this morning with the avalanche of birthday cards.’


‘Too right,’ she laughed cheerfully. ‘And then you had to spoil it all by looking for my services.’


‘Ouch.’


‘It’s okay, I told you, no sweat.’


‘The dish of the day is chicken korma,’ Michael said. ‘And there’s a special beer promo as well. It’s all on the blackboard.’


‘Good.’


She went into the tiny room that served as a staff changing room, changed into her black top and put on her apron. She checked her face in the mirror, caught her hair back with two plastic butterfly clasps and told herself not to be too disappointed.


Her mum would hardly have sent a card to her work address. But having found her apartment post box empty, she’d wondered if it was some sort of sign when Michael phoned and begged her to come in on her night off to get him out of a hole. For a moment, she’d thought maybe it was fate, that her mum had forgotten the address of her apartment but had remembered where she worked from the postcard she’d sent her.


But there was nothing here either.


Oh, well. Maybe she wasn’t getting any birthday greetings, but she’d nobody bothering her. She could do whatever she liked, even if it meant spending her birthday evening serving cheap and cheerful bar food and gallons of drink to the tourists on the Cours Saleya. She gave herself the benefit of a big, bright smile before sticking an order pad and biro into the pocket of her apron and going outside.


It was a long time since Jack had idly mingled with the locals and the tourists swarming around downtown Nice on a Friday evening, and he found himself observing the life going on around him. The Cours Saleya was a pedestrian area full of a vibrant jumble of bars and cafés that sat cheek by jowl, a variety of overhead canopies and different outdoor furniture being the only way to distinguish one from another.


Then he saw her. And once again, Jack felt his life change in a heartbeat.


She was clearing a table outside the adjacent bar, expertly balancing a pile of plates in the crook of her arm while scooping up cutlery and glasses. Slim and petite, her dark hair was short and choppy and was held back from her face by bright butterfly clips.


One of the barmen called out to her and she turned her head and laughed. For a millisecond, Jack wished she’d been laughing with him, at something he’d said, or maybe a joke he’d cracked. It seemed a long time since he’d had a woman laugh at his jokes.


Caught in that moment, he watched her, and there was something contained and sensuous about her that he found terribly attractive. He became aware of the warmth of the sun across his skin, the way it lit her hair and the soft curves of her face.


She must have sensed him watching, for she slowly turned her head to meet his gaze. For a long moment, they stared at each other before she smiled a carefree smile, her eyes mischievous. He found it refreshing after the stiff, embarrassed smiles he’d had to endure since Amy’s death. He knew she probably smiled like that at all the tourists but Jack had the sense that someone had lobbed a tiny gemstone into the still, flat pool of his consciousness. She turned away and strutted into the dim interior of The Anchor, as though she was fully aware of his eyes following her, and, more pointedly, as though she liked his attention.


Her name was emblazoned in white lettering across the back of her T-shirt, under the name of the bar.


Jenni, he read.





Chapter 3
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In Maple Hill, Serena put her car keys beside the crystal bowl on the table and dropped her Hermès briefcase inside the door of the study. She slid her feet out of her spiky Ferragamo heels before padding down the hall through her tasteful dining room with the ivory leather chairs and the solid cherrywood table, and across to the conservatory. Their spacious, light-filled bungalow had been designed to maximise stunning views of the Wicklow scenery and in the conservatory, floor to ceiling French doors framed the view of the mountain backdrop beyond the landscaped grounds. Paul was sitting in his favourite armchair, a gin and tonic on the table beside him. He had changed out of his suit and his dark hair was still damply spiked from the shower.


‘Hi darling, mmm, you smell nice.’ She went over to him, feeling as though she was tip-toeing across very thin ice. She bent down and kissed him, catching his fresh, clean scent. Then she sat down on a rattan sofa, putting her bag on the floor beside her. ‘I’m really sorry about Harriet. I couldn’t get away. Claudia’s list of special requirements was late coming through and we had to drop everything. Six humidifiers were on the list, as well as cotton sheets with a certain thread count we had to rush from Dublin. Panic stations all around. But silly stuff really, it’s hardly life or death.’


‘Sounds exciting,’ Paul said, ‘but I wish you didn’t feel you have to micro-manage every last detail. You shouldn’t be afraid to leave your staff to manage from time to time.’


‘Well it’s all sorted out now, but I’m raging I missed Harriet going off.’


‘Harriet was so thrilled that I didn’t even get a look in so I guess you’re off the hook this time,’ he said ruefully.


‘Yes, but it doesn’t make me feel any better about myself.’


‘Relax, Serena. Forget about it for now. Don’t let it spoil our evening.’


‘How was your day?’


‘Fine. The usual. No last-minute excitements like you, I’m glad to say.’


Paul was a research scientist in a large pharmaceutical company. He did something very clever with experiments, the essentials of which Serena didn’t attempt to grasp. He was quiet and unobtrusive about his work and, unlike Serena, who felt as though she was always on call and sometimes had to return to the hotel to sort out an issue, it was only very occasionally that Paul had to go back to the lab after hours. When he talked about problems with test trials, processing results, and analysing streams of data, graph pads and prisms, Serena listened and pretended to understand, even though he could have been discussing the various methods of freezing cauliflower for all she knew. But she did realise that his job was a lot more serious than hers. She and Jack were responsible for the large team of staff that worked in Tamarisk, including their welfare and salaries, before you even got to the guests, but Paul’s work was important and a lot more significant than the thread count of cotton sheets or the melting point of ice cream. Through his fastidious and painstaking work, he was helping to ease suffering and give people a better quality of life.


He was also a computer whizz and, the previous year, when they had upgraded the computer system and website for the hotel, Serena had been very thankful for his patience when he’d sat down with her and the admin staff and carefully explained every last detail, step by step, almost as though he was explaining it to Harriet.


He usually got home from work first – the laboratory in a modern office block in south County Dublin was just a forty-minute commute – which meant he was able to collect Harriet from the crèche in Glendoran, something Serena knew she was guilty of taking for granted a lot of the time.


She was so lucky to be married to him, Serena reminded herself. He was kind and considerate, and carefully protective of both her and Harriet, all the qualities she had sensed about him when they had first met. And he was great in bed. Now, six years into their marriage, he was thirty-nine, with flecks of grey in his dark hair, and he was perfectly toned and fit, thanks to his jogging sessions around the woodland trails in the Wicklow hills and the rugby he played for his university’s senior team.


‘You still look a little stressed,’ Paul said. ‘Have a drink. It might help you to unwind.’


‘No, thanks, I’m going to have a shower first.’


‘I should have waited and showered with you,’ he grinned, his dark grey eyes sparking with lust.


Something pulsed inside her. ‘I won’t be long.’


‘I can bring some drinks into the bathroom, if you like?’


‘You must be very impatient,’ she joked, rising to her feet.


‘And why wouldn’t I be impatient to make love to my sexy wife?’ His smile was contagious and surprisingly warm. God, he was really hot for this, hot for her, her thoughts fluttered. She stood up and had just taken a few paces when she realised she’d left her bag behind. She turned back, cursing as she stubbed her toe against the table.


He looked at her for a long moment, then said, calmly and neutrally, ‘Chill, Serena, take as long as you want. I promise I won’t come in and jump on top of you.’


Serena went into their bedroom and walked past the super-king-sized bed with the cream lace cover and row of plump, silky cushions.


She stepped into her dressing room and put her bag on a shelf, jumping at her reflection as she passed by the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Paul was right. Caught off guard, her face looked tense and it didn’t appear pretty in the mirror. She’d been fortunate to inherit her good bone structure, deep violet eyes and trim figure from her mother.


She took off her white silk shirt and John Rocha trousers and stood in her lacy bra and pants. She lightly shook her head so that her hair fanned around her shoulders. Now she looked less like a busy co-director and more like a sexy wife. In the en suite, she dropped her underwear into the laundry basket, selected her favourite aromatherapy shower oil and massage sponge, and stepped under the warm cascade of water. She closed her eyes and blotted out everything except the soothing feel of water running down her body and the circular movements of the sponge. When she came out, wrapped in a thick robe, Paul was sitting in an armchair. There was a glass of white wine on her bedside table. The blinds were drawn, enclosing the room in muted light.


‘I guess you got a little impatient,’ she said.


‘Too right,’ he said.


Serena sipped some wine before she went over and sat on his lap.


‘I love when you’re like this,’ his voice throbbed against her skin. ‘Still a little damp from the shower and all naked underneath.’ He kissed the soft hollow beneath her collar bone. He coiled one hand in her hair and with the other, he loosened the belt of her robe, sliding his hand inside and cupping her breast. ‘And as much as I’d love a brother or sister for Harriet,’ he said, ‘I’m enjoying the making of him or her even more. Even if it’s taking longer than we thought.’


His fingernails gently grazed her nipple. It immediately hardened and caused an ache in her groin. She leaned into Paul as he kissed her. Eventually he pushed her to her feet.


‘We have until eleven o’clock in the morning. I hope you’re up for some fun.’


‘Like melted ice cream and chocolate sauce? But our curfew is eight o’clock,’ Serena said, putting her arms around his neck, still feeling a little muzzy after his kisses.


‘Eight?’


‘Yes, I’ve to be at the hotel in the morning,’ she said, hoping he wouldn’t mind too much.


He frowned. ‘Harriet’s expecting you to collect her at eleven. That was the plan. I’m training in the morning.’


Serena bit her lip. God. Something else that had slipped her mind. ‘I’ll ask Mum to pick her up and look after her for a couple of hours.’


‘And what’s so important that you can’t be there for Harriet? Again?’ Paul asked quietly.


‘I want to greet Claudia when she arrives. It won’t take too long.’


‘You actually want to be there?’


Anxiety rose in her chest. She took a deep breath and pulled her robe around her. ‘Look, darling, you know the personal touch is one of the reasons we’re successful. I’m hoping it will help swing an award for us.’


‘I’d love to know what your definition of success is,’ Paul said edgily. ‘Surely a business that’s weathering the worst of the recession is more than successful? Don’t you think that for once the management could look after Claudia without your expert supervision? And why do you think you need this award? What are you trying to prove?’


There was a silence.


‘There’s nothing wrong with having goals,’ she said in a subdued voice.


‘I agree, but dammit, Serena, in the past few months our home life has really suffered.’


‘I know. I’m sorry I was caught in the office this evening.’


‘Where’s Jack? I thought he was due home by now?’


‘He’ll be home later this evening.’


‘Good. You’ve been carrying the can for too long.’


‘I didn’t have much choice, did I?’ Serena pointed out quietly.


‘No, I suppose not,’ Paul said, looking suitably sober. ‘But, honestly, I’ve a feeling you’ve been drifting away from me in the past few months. I hope I’m just imagining it.’


Drifting away from him? Serena bit her lip. Being extra busy on account of Jack’s absence had been a handy excuse and she had ploughed her energies into Tamarisk to blot out the secrets and shadows that constantly troubled her.


‘I just want my wife back,’ Paul said.


‘I’m right here, so why are we wasting time fighting like this?’ she asked huskily.


‘I dunno. Why are we?’


She shrugged her shoulders and let her bathrobe drop to the floor. Naked, she stepped towards him and reached for the belt of his trousers. ‘I thought we were supposed to be making the most of this evening,’ she murmured.


‘We were. We are,’ Paul said and his dark eyes glittered as they roved across her curves. He stayed motionless, allowing her to open the belt, slide it out of the hooks and push down his jeans. He was already aroused, his hard erection straining against his Calvin Klein boxers. She peeled off his shirt and leaned against his broad chest, before sliding both hands inside his boxers, one cupping his silky hard erection, the other splayed against his muscular ass. That was as far as she got before he groaned and toppled them both onto the bed.


Her head fell back among the pillows and he cradled her face, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, her nose. He ran his hands through her hair and tenderly kissed the side of her face. Moving on down, he caressed her breasts, causing her nipples to tingle with his fingers and then his mouth. He sat up on his elbow for a moment and gazed at her naked body stretched across the bed, his steely, grey eyes heavy with sexual desire.


‘I love you, Serena,’ he said as his hand slid across her tummy, down to her thighs and into her soft wetness, stroking and teasing.


She wound her arms around his neck and caught him to her, feeling the breadth of his shoulders and the hard heat of his body on hers. She ached to feel the strength of him inside her, catching her breath as he moved between her opened legs, and deliciously filled her up.


Afterwards he turned towards her, brushing tendrils of her hair gently back from her face. ‘You were fantastic, my love. And if that doesn’t make a baby I don’t know what will.’


Serena murmured something, feeling conscience-stricken. Tears pricked the back of her eyes so she squeezed them tightly shut.


God forbid Paul ever found out the truth. It would destroy their marriage and break his heart and mess up Harriet’s life big time. They didn’t deserve that.


Paul would never find out, she vowed, pressing her hot, damp face into the pillow.





Chapter 4



[image: image]


Jack strode across the elegant lobby of the Negresco. He’d lingered far too long over his coffee, but had felt unable to move, mesmerised by the sight of Jenni going about her job. He’d told himself he was nuts. At almost thirty-six, he should have more sense than to be caught up in a fizz of instant attraction – especially after all he’d been through. Soon he’d be back in Tamarisk and he’d pick up the threads again, and time would move on. Eventually, it would be as though his life with Amy had never been, the heartbreak would become a distant memory, and he’d have forgotten all about the girl with dark choppy hair who had put all sorts of mischievous notions into his mind, a mind he’d thought to be safely flatlined.


He asked the receptionist for a deluxe room.


‘Oui, Monsieur, we have one available.’


‘Fine, I’ll take it.’ Jack slid his gold credit card out of his wallet.


‘For just tonight or …?’


‘Can I leave that open?’


‘Certainly, Monsieur, it is free until next Friday.’


Next Friday.


‘Do you wish to reserve a table for dinner in the restaurant, Monsieur?’


Jack wavered. ‘Yes, please. In about thirty minutes?’


‘Certainly, Monsieur.’


His room was decadent, from the gold tub and matching twin washbasins in the bathroom, the beautiful regency furniture, to the fantastic view from his balcony overlooking the shimmering bay. He unpacked a few items, showered and changed into a pair of slacks and a shirt and tie before going downstairs to the Chanteclar restaurant where he ate a solitary meal. If his strong and beautiful sister was here now, she’d be busy making notes, too intent on analysing everything to relax and enjoy herself. He remembered that he hadn’t let Serena know he wasn’t on his way home. He took out his mobile and sent the text, before powering off the phone in case she decided to call him back to poke fun at him for missing his flight and ask him when he’d be home.


After his meal he did what he’d been subconsciously planning all evening. He went back upstairs and changed into a pair of denim jeans and a white Timberland top. He cleaned his teeth and took a quick peek at his face in the mirror. While Serena took after their mother, he’d inherited his father’s dark-red hair, blue-green eyes, long nose and generous mouth. Suddenly he remembered the time Amy had told him that he was handsome in a Brad Pitt sort of way.


‘You remind me a little of him. You could almost be his kid brother,’ she’d said.


‘Stop taking the piss,’ he’d said. Brad Pitt? Bloody hell.


‘No, really, Jack. If you grew your hair longer and got blond highlights, you could look like you’ve walked off the set of Troy … Some people think I look like Diane Kruger.’


‘Who’s she?’


‘She was in Troy as well. I loved that film. All those naked thighs.’


For a long moment, he saw her stretched across their bed, smiling up at him with her cat-like smile and her blonde hair fanned about the pillows. What devil had made him remember? Surely he was finished with her ghost?


Jack glared at himself in the mirror. His hair was longer and now it curled around the back of his neck for the simple reason that he hadn’t bothered to get it cut. And the Riviera sun had lightened some of his reddish tints – but it was still a far cry from Brad Pitt’s blond mane in Troy. Amy had been having serious delusions.


Jack turned impatiently from the mirror. Leaving the hotel, he strolled down in the darkened evening to the Old Town and the Cours Saleya. He couldn’t remember where he’d been sitting earlier that day as it all looked so different at night. The night was aromatic with tempting cooking smells, the vibrant scene lit up with rows of tiny bulbs, strung together and suspended along the edge of the awnings like lengths of bright, gaudy necklaces.


He strolled up one side of the street and halfway down the other absorbing the babble of different voices and the party atmosphere, and then he spotted The Anchor. As soon as he paused outside, a young woman came forward and proffered a menu.


‘A table?’ she asked in accented English.


Jack waved away the menu. ‘No food, just beer, please?’ he hazarded, wondering if he’d be refused a table as he wasn’t eating.


Just beer is fine,’ she smiled, leading him across to a small table under the awning. He was conscious of a swirl of nervous excitement in spite of his foolhardiness. She disappeared into the bar and minutes later, Jenni came out with his beer. She recognised him immediately.


He was glad she remembered him. ‘Sorry,’ he put up his hands in mock surrender and smiled as disarmingly as he could. ‘I’m not trying to stalk you or anything like that. I just fancied soaking up some of the party atmosphere. And maybe …’ he hesitated.


‘Yes?’ She looked at him a little suspiciously as she placed the beer in front of him.


‘Maybe saying hello, chat a little … that’s all, honestly.’


She looked at him for a long time.


‘I’m Jack. I’m from Ireland,’ he went on hurriedly. ‘I don’t really know what I’m doing here. Oh look, it seemed a good idea at the time but—’


‘Hey Jack-from-Ireland. Chill,’ she said, smiling at last. ‘It’s no big deal. Why don’t you just relax and enjoy your beer. I’m Jenni. And if I’ve time to talk, we’ll talk. Okay?’


No big deal, he told himself, his eyes following her as she moved to the next table.


‘Who’s the guy?’ Michael asked Jenni later.


‘What guy?’ Jenni feigned innocence.


‘I’ve seen him chatting you up.’


‘Come on, he’s just a tourist who looks a little lonely.’ She set down her tray and swiftly scraped leftover food into a basin, clattering the used cutlery into another container.


‘Don’t be falling for that lonely tourist spiel.’


‘I’m not falling for anything,’ she shrugged. ‘A bit of friendly chat never did anyone any harm. It’s part of the job.’


‘And that’s as far as it should go, a bit of friendly chat. For all you know, he’s a knife-wielding psychopath.’


‘Nah. His name is Jack and he’s Irish.’


‘Irish. God. Don’t you dare fall for his charming tongue.’


‘He might ask me for a birthday drink,’ she said mischievously, testing Michael’s reaction.


‘You just be careful, that’s all.’


‘Now you sound like my mother.’


‘So you have a mother? And there was me thinking you were all alone in the world.’


‘Get lost, Michael.’


*


Humming underneath their casual exchanges about the night life, the tourists, the busy season, Jack felt as though some kind of connection was forming with Jenni. He watched the graceful, slightly self-conscious way she moved about the tables and from time to time put her hand to her butterfly slides or fiddled with the silver chain around her neck. Her eyes studied him from under her dark lashes and she threw him a sidelong glance when he wasn’t expecting it. The silent but unmistakeable language of flirtation.


Eventually, things quietened down as tables became vacant and people moved on. ‘What time do you finish?’ he asked.


‘Why?’


He floundered. He was used to fighting back advances from throngs of determined women and her question threw him. He’d obviously made an ass of himself. Not surprising, considering how long it had been since he’d chatted up anyone. ‘I’d like to bring you for a drink,’ he said, amazed at the words coming out of his mouth. All he knew was that he would be sorely disappointed if she turned him down.


‘Okay, just the one,’ she said. ‘I should be through in about half an hour.’


When Jenni emerged at the end of her shift, something sparked inside him. They strolled together through the Old Town in the warm night air, the top of her head just reaching his chin. They sat down outside a bar not too far from where Jenni worked. When their drinks arrived, another beer for him and a white wine for Jenni, she took out her mobile and said, ‘I don’t usually allow myself to be picked up at work and go for a drink with a man I hardly know. My boss thinks you could be a knife-wielding psychopath. So I’ve to send him a text soon or he’ll send out a search party.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not that exciting. And it’s a long time since I asked someone to come for a drink on the spur of the moment,’ he admitted.


‘The spur of the moment?’ she laughed softly, her brown eyes full of amusement. Her voice was tinged with merriment and had a distinctive English accent. ‘I was sure you’d been planning this all evening.’


‘How did you guess?’ he said, meeting and holding her eyes. Then after a little pause he said, ‘So why did you come?’


‘It’s my birthday. That’s why.


‘Happy Birthday, Jenni. I know I’m not supposed to ask your age, but…’


‘It’s okay. I’m twenty-four.’


Twenty-four. Just starting out in life, no wonder she seemed so carefree. As they chatted, Jack found he couldn’t take his eyes off her. The combination of her confidence and warm, devil-may-care smile that was constantly lurking around her mouth was beguiling. As time went on, he began responding to her, as though she had switched on a more light-hearted version of himself that he’d forgotten existed. Then before he realised it, his glass was empty and Jenni was draining the last of her wine.


‘One drink, that’s what you agreed to,’ Jack said, unwilling to push his luck but privately hoping the night wasn’t ending just yet.


She pushed away her glass and rose to her feet. ‘Yes, that’s right. One drink.’ Then she gave him an impish smile. ‘But you can walk me home if you like? It’s about thirty minutes. Although I won’t be asking you in for coffee, understood?’


He felt elated. ‘Gotcha.’


As they walked out into the soft night, up along through the Masséna gardens and park, the musky perfume rose from the flower beds lending magic to the evening. As they approached the square, they came to a dip in the park, where the grass gave way to a large, circular flag-stoned area. Jack heard music playing and, as they drew nearer, saw that couples of all ages were dancing around, with many more sitting around the perimeter wall.


‘Hey! Let’s dance,’ Jenni said, stalling suddenly.


‘No way. I’ve two left feet,’ Jack said, feeling foolish.


‘That’s no excuse. When was the last time you danced?’


The last time he’d danced? Jack faltered, his mind plunging backwards, an image of Amy flinging her arms around his neck and dragging him onto the dance floor, her body flailing against the length of his. They’d been at someone’s wedding, a friend of Amy’s, he couldn’t quite recall who. All he could remember was the embarrassment of supporting her body against his as he led her around the floor; he’d carried her up to their room as soon as he could drag her away. That was the last time he’d danced.


‘Hey, Jack, are you with me? Come on, it’s my birthday and it’s fun.’


Jack came back to the present, to the warmth of a mellow night. Jenni hitched up her shoulder bag and held out her arms.


Fun. It was a long time since he’d had some honest-to-goodness fun. And it was so, so different to all that had gone before that he felt like a drowning man suddenly breaking free from the deep, dark depths to the bright, glittering surface. He stepped forward, feeling as though he was moving away from the past, and took her into his arms. He wasn’t sure what they were dancing to, just that the music was energetic. Jenni was light and sensuous in her movements. The air was imbued with warmth and the shadowy night-time lent an intimacy to everything. After a while, he realised that he didn’t feel in the least bit foolish, rather he was full of an unexpected joy.


When there was a break in the music, Jenni said she had to get home. ‘I’m on the early shift tomorrow and I need my sleep.’ Together they strolled down the Avenue Jean-Médecin, turned a couple of corners and then, outside a slightly shabby four-storey apartment block, Jenni said she was home.


‘So if you’re on the early shift tomorrow, does that mean you get off early tomorrow night?’ Jack asked. One part of his mind wondered why he was even talking about the following day, when he should be out of here on the first available flight. But home meant the empty house with the silent rooms and that suddenly seemed unbearable compared to a joyful Saturday evening in Nice with Jenni. A free and unfettered recklessness made him reach out his hand and stroke her soft cheek. Then, he bent and kissed her lightly, taking her by surprise. Taking himself by surprise with the pleasure it brought.


‘Just a birthday kiss,’ he said.


Jenni smiled. ‘That’s allowed. I’m on split shift tomorrow which means time off in the afternoon before I go back for the evening. Same on Sunday. Why?’


‘I was hoping to bring you somewhere for a meal. To celebrate your birthday properly.’


‘I get free food in work,’ she grinned, and he knew she was teasing him. ‘But, hey, I could give it a miss and meet up with you instead, maybe have a picnic in the Parc du Château?’


‘I’ve never been there,’ he said.


She shook her head and said she’d have to fix that, and he should meet her at three o’clock on the corner down from the bar. Then, she slipped through the doorway, waving goodbye. Jack strolled back to the Negresco, thinking that a picnic in the Parc du Château sounded perfectly innocent – a flight home the last thing on his mind.





Chapter 5
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On Saturday morning, Charlotte Devlin woke up far too early. She lay in bed listening to the chorus of sparrows outside and watched daylight brighten against the window blind. Yet again, she found herself asking why the beginning of the rest of her life seemed to be rather slow in arriving. She was glad that Serena had phoned her to ask her to collect Harriet from her friend’s house that morning. Looking after her granddaughter for a couple of hours would keep her occupied and take her mind off herself.


Her granddaughter was ready and waiting for her and Charlotte’s heart overflowed when Harriet hurtled down the garden path of Sophie’s house and into her arms. Harriet was a joy, and at four years of age was at that lovable and uncomplicated stage when she had no inhibitions about allowing you to pick her up and hug and kiss her. Charlotte soaked up the feeling of the little body clinging to hers. After she had strapped Harriet into the booster seat of her Saab, they drove off, waving at Sophie, and took the turn to bring them through the village of Glendoran.


‘Did you have fun, Harriet?’ Charlotte’s eyes met Harriet’s in the rear-view mirror.


‘Yes, Nana,’ Harriet’s dark eyes sparkled. ‘We had face painting and I was a monster, then we watched the Disney channel and stayed up really, really late.’ Harriet’s high-pitched voice chattered non-stop about the treats she’d enjoyed.


It should really have been Serena enjoying the warmth of this unbridled excitement, this unconditional love, Charlotte thought. In a few short years, Harriet wouldn’t allow you to make eye contact, or hold her hand in yours, never mind giving you a detailed rundown of the previous night’s excitements. The early years were very precious and Serena was missing out. She’d returned to work too soon after Harriet’s birth, throwing herself far too wholeheartedly into the renovation of the Spa.


But who was she to talk when it came to not having enough time for your children? Outside Glendoran, Charlotte drove up the narrow hill, past the tumbling gorse-filled hedgerows and overhanging chestnut trees, and, just past the bend in the river, she turned into the laneway that led to Tamarisk. If Serena happened to glance at any of the security monitors, she’d see her mother’s car gliding through the entrance, the image captured by a camera that was so discreet it went undetected by the guests. And, even if she did spot them, it was highly unlikely that Serena would drop over to her mother’s house to say hello – not until she was sure that Claudia was fully settled in and happy.


Charlotte drove up the avenue and around to the back of the hotel to where she lived in a renovated coach house tucked behind the Tranquil Garden. When Serena and Jack were young, the family had lived in a ground-floor wing of the hotel until the coach house had been restored and became the family home. She was parking in her garage when she heard the roar of Claudia’s helicopter as it landed in the hotel grounds, a little later than scheduled.


By the time Serena called around, Harriet was asleep on Charlotte’s sofa, worn out from all her excitements.


‘You can leave her here if you like,’ Charlotte offered, keeping her voice quiet. ‘I’ll bring her home later.’


‘No, Mum, you’ve done more than enough. She’ll be fine. Anyway if she sleeps all day, she’ll be up all night.’


Serena was immaculately turned out as usual but Charlotte knew by the strained smile that didn’t reach her eyes that her daughter was tense. ‘Everything go okay this morning?’


Serena nodded. ‘Yes, fine. Claudia and her steel ring of stylists and minders are already chilling out.’


‘Good. You’ll stay for coffee, won’t you?’ she said.


‘Sorry, Mum, I can’t. Lots to do.’


‘Don’t you ever give yourself a break?’ Charlotte didn’t mean the words to come out. ‘Why don’t you and Paul go out tonight? I’ve nothing on, I’ll gladly babysit Harriet.’


‘Maybe another night. I might ask you to look after Harriet for a weekend so that we can go away. As soon as Jack’s home. You won’t believe this, but after I phoned you last night he texted me to say he’d missed his flight.’


Charlotte was immediately concerned. ‘You’re joking? I hope there’s nothing wrong.’


‘He would have told me if there was.’


‘I suppose … still, that’s not like him.’ Charlotte couldn’t help a note of anxiety in her voice. ‘Look, are you sure you won’t have coffee?’


Charlotte was glad when Serena changed her mind. ‘Well, okay. Just a quick cup. I’ve to go grocery shopping before I go home.’


Charlotte took mugs out of the press. ‘One quick cup coming up. Did Jack sort out another flight?’


Serena shook her head. ‘He hasn’t been in touch since his text. I called him this morning but just got his voicemail. Hopefully we’ll see him this evening or tomorrow.’


‘He seems to have been gone a long time,’ Charlotte said slowly.


Serena nodded in a way that told Charlotte she understood the subtext of her words. For in reality, Jack had been gone from them for a lot longer than the weeks he’d spent in La Mimosa. A year – correction, almost two years, if you count the way Amy had hogged him all to herself.


‘I hope Jack’s feeling better,’ Charlotte said.


‘So do I,’ Serena replied. ‘Anyway, how did you get on last night? Sorry if I interrupted anything with my phone call.’


Last night had been a late night for Charlotte. She’d been invited to a launch of a new signature restaurant in a boutique Dublin hotel. The invite had included a friend but she’d chosen to go alone.


‘I’d a great night,’ Charlotte smiled. ‘And you didn’t interrupt me. People were making the most of the free bar and harassing me to stay over, so I was glad of a cast-iron excuse to come home.’


Charlotte had passed on the generously flowing wine and champagne. She’d enjoyed the evening, but had been happy to leave before it got too late and drive home, soft music playing as her car effortlessly purred through the shadowy night, towards Tamarisk and home.


‘Whatever about me, it’s time you started going out more often and letting your hair down,’ Serena told her.


‘Yes, dear.’


‘I mean it, Mum. You’re still young and should be making the most of your good years.’


‘You’re right, Serena.’ Charlotte smiled at her daughter.


She was sidetracked as Harriet woke, cranky and disorientated, and clearly still tired. Serena made a fuss of her daughter in a vain attempt to cajole her into a better humour.


After they had left, and faced with the prospect of an empty after noon ahead and a quiet night in with nothing but her thoughts for company, Charlotte phoned the Spa in Tamarisk to book a massage.


‘Most of the slots are full this afternoon thanks to Claudia’s gang, and two of our therapists have been booked for her private facilities,’ Rita, the Spa manager, said. ‘But Trudi, our new therapist, is free due to a cancellation and she’s highly qualified.’


‘That’s great, Rita, please book me in,’ Charlotte said, knowing that Serena wouldn’t dream of hiring anyone who hadn’t got the best qualifications to join the Spa staff.


That afternoon Charlotte went across to the leisure complex. In the private changing room that Serena had incorporated for her in the ladies’ area, she undressed, hanging up her Marc Jacobs trousers and red jersey top and, wearing just her knickers – lace trimmed and pink silk La Senza, as she’d always believed in luxury next to her skin – she donned the thick cream robe, monogrammed with the Tamarisk Spa logo, and slid her feet into matching slippers. Then she padded out into the Spa reception.


‘Mrs Devlin? I’m Trudi, your therapist for this afternoon.’ Her voice was tentative and very soft, overlaid with a west of Ireland lilt. Her face was full of anxiety.


‘That’s me, and please don’t look so nervous, Trudi, I’m not going to bite you!’


‘Sorry, Mrs Devlin—’ Trudi’s face flooded with colour.


‘Please call me Charlotte,’ she smiled kindly. ‘I’m the same as any other customer. I’ll let you in on a secret, my daughter’s the one to watch out for around here.’


‘Serena’s lovely. She made me feel so welcome and part of the team.’ As she spoke, Charlotte noticed that Trudi had the look in her eyes that said she’d already put Serena on a pedestal. As did most of the Tamarisk staff.


‘I’m glad to hear that,’ Charlotte said, before raising a conspiratorial eyebrow as though they were sharing a joke. ‘She’s the one who’s in charge. Me? I’m almost beyond my sell-by date.’


Trudi looked surprised. ‘I wouldn’t exactly say that, Mrs … em … Charlotte.’


Charlotte only made the self-deprecating joke about her age to relax Trudi. Privately, she felt that, at almost fifty-eight, she was nowhere near her sell-by date. She could give Helen Mirren a run for her money in that famous red bikini shot, and do a couple of laps of the hotel pool without stopping for breath.
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