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Part One




1


Eamonn Laraghy was a big man, in every way. His six feet two inches rose from the ground like the trunk of an oak tree, solid, sinewy, unarguable. He could, and frequently had, put the fear of God into anyone fool enough to try to cross him, flattening them with a mere gathering up of his eyebrows. In any dispute, his reputation for physical power preceded him, often ending hostilities before they began. Above all his fearsome attributes, it was his voice that nailed his victories for him: a booming farmyard roar that the local people claimed was a force more frightening than a Kansas cyclone. None had ever seen a Kansas cyclone, but they nearly all had a brother or sister or cousin who had. When Eamonn was angry, as he was now, he could be heard half a mile away.


“I forbid it and that’s final! The end of it, now!”


He chopped a large meaty hand through the air and came dangerously close to striking his adversary, immobilised before him like a hypnotised rabbit. A navy vein popped out on his forehead and the flinty grey eyes snapped sparks. Eamonn did not like to be challenged, much less resisted, here on his own turf where his word was law. By God it was.


Provided they were not personally embroiled in these confrontations, Eamonn’s farmhands enjoyed them immensely. It was like going to a boxing match without having to pay in. Blood was not actually spilled, as a rule, but the atmosphere was much the same. Around the periphery of the house and gardens, grins came to several faces as Eamonn’s furious shouts whirled out on the dancing December wind.


But no smile touched the resolute countenance of his daughter. For the first time in her life, Kerry Laraghy was determined to stand up to her father and get her own way.


“I’m sorry, Daddy, but you are no longer in a position to forbid anything. Today I come of age and there is nothing you can do about it. I’m going to Paris and that’s that.”


Eamonn stopped in mid-tirade to draw breath and stare, bewildered, at his only daughter, the lovely girl who had been the apple of his eye from the day she was born. He adored her, completely, utterly and without reservation, and until this moment he had had no reason even remotely to suspect that his sentiments were not reciprocated. Right from the start, from the day his tiny infant first smiled up at him, they had claimed each other exclusively, investing all their considerable affections in the recognition that they were two of a kind.


And now, here she was, turning eighteen only this very morning and already flaunting her independence provocatively. Eamonn was totally baffled, and deeply hurt.


“But, Kerry, what about the farm, the estate, the horses? I thought we had an understanding? I thought ye wanted it all?”


Mention of the horses would, surely, bring her to her senses. They ran as fast and far through her blood as they did through his own; for generations the love of their horses had been both a Laraghy strength and a Laraghy weakness.


But Kerry stood unmoved.


“Of course I do, Daddy. I just don’t want it now, this minute. It’s too much, too soon! I want to live a little first. Go to Paris with Brian in January, have fun, stay till I’ve flung my fling. I’m too young to take on all this! Look at it!”


With a burst of exasperation she flung open the wide French windows, grabbed her father and propelled him across the room until he stood squarely in front of Ashamber, all nine hundred lush green acres of it, glinting in the wintry morning.


Out on the Italian terrace, the first rays of sunlight stretched luxuriously along the length of the winking mosaic, down the wide steps and on out to the little lake beyond, where even now in winter the willows wept and whispered. In summer the lake was ringed with misty mauve aubrietia and wild exuberant bluebells; but today a frost hung over it fine and delicate as a baby’s lacy shawl. To either side of the lake lay the formal lawns, their roses clipped and furled in wait of warmer weather, and beyond this again the bubbling brown river separated the gardens from the estate proper, with its tiny boathouse and banks of cherry trees, which in spring intoxicated Kerry with their thick foaming blossom.


It was all very lovely. But it was not the gardens that tied Kerry to Ashamber, Eamonn knew. It was the hundreds of acres of rippling grass expanding beyond that, where as a small child she had often wandered lost for hours on end, contentedly weaving her daisy chains while half the staff went mad with worry, fearing her fallen into the river and drowned.


Their fears never materialised. The child never fell into anything worse than a haystack, never got kicked or bitten by any of the horses, never got caught up in the blades of a threshing machine. It was as if she were a part of Ashamber herself, gathered into its arms and assured of a safe berth there. Vividly Eamonn recalled her first riding lessons in the paddocks, on a fat placid pony called Mick which subsequently carried her to precocious success in local gymkhanas. After that there was no stop to her gallop, and as the child grew into a girl she seemed to bond with the very land, riding out across the endless acres at first light each morning, red hair blazing as wet clods of the rich black earth flew up into her tingling face, her mare Zephyr snorting with the sheer exhilaration of it all.


That Kerry would take over Eamonn’s role at Ashamber was understood from the first. Eighteen had been settled on as the age at which she would start training with him, learning all there was to learn about producing Derby winners. Over the years she picked up much of it haphazardly, forking hay and scrubbing tack in the long holidays, but only now was her formal education to commence. And only now, seemingly, had she decided she didn’t want it Eamonn was aghast.


With a sudden renewed burst of anger he slammed the windows shut and marched his infuriating daughter to a sofa, on which she sat down, defiantly waiting for him to recover his composure. Grabbing a chair, he slewed it round to face her, seating himself astride it, his beefy arms incongruously akimbo across its elegant mahogany back.


“So, what the hell do ye want then, Kerry? Ye don’t want Ashamber, is that it? Don’t want to become a trainer after all? Don’t want to build up the breeding with me either, don’t want anything to do with any of it?”


She saw that his rage disguised his pain, and met his gaze anxiously, sudden conciliation in her larch-green eyes.


“Oh, Daddy, don’t be silly. You know I do. All I’m trying to say is that I have my whole life in front of me. If I don’t get out and see something of the world before I bury myself here, I’ll – I’ll explode!”


“It’s that infernal brother of yours. I might have known it. Yer meddling blasted twin causing more trouble. He’s put all this madness into yer head, that’s what.”


Kerry couldn’t and didn’t deny it. Since embarking for Paris three months before, Brian had phoned and written constantly, filling her head full of tantalising tales of the City of Light until now she just had to see it for herself. His departure had been saluted with a final oath from Eamonn, who after years of arguing his son’s choice of career, finally washed his hands of the whole sorry business.


Not that Eamonn didn’t love his son. Of course he did. But the boy was so quiet, so remote, it was like shadow boxing. Not for an instant could he envisage Brian running Ashamber, much less making a go of it. The lad was simply cut from a different cloth – his mother’s cloth. And so Eamonn grunted in disgust as Brian went off to Paris to study, apprentice himself to Yves St Laurent and hotly pursue a young French girl called Lucienne de Veurlay. Lu and Kerry had befriended each other at Sylvermore, the Galway boarding school charged with teaching English to the one and manners to the other, and Lu had come on a summer visit to Ashamber. Felled like a sapling, Brian had fallen madly in lust and, he insisted, love.


Eamonn continued to ridicule Brian’s obsession with fashion, but with rare tenacity Brian stuck to his guns, and was now making unexpected headway with both his guru and his girlfriend. Maeve, his mother, was torn between regret that her son had not gone to college and delight in his choice of Lucienne. Brian’s equable temperament might have produced such a fine lawyer, or a doctor . . . fashion was not the same thing at all, not even quite respectable from what she heard. But, on the other hand, Lu was a most charming girl whose father owned a vast vineyard in the Loire, and that made up for much.


“Yes, Daddy. Brian does have a lot to do with it. But I would have gone anyway – if not to Paris, then someplace else. It’s 1968, Dad, I don’t want to miss what’s left of the swinging sixties! Anyway, wouldn’t you prefer me to have fun for a while, and then come home ready to settle down, rather than be cooped up here all miserable and frustrated?”


Yes. Yes, he would. Eamonn had to admit the truth of that. Furious as he was to find his plans thwarted, Eamonn was not a fool. Through the mist of rage he perceived that Kerry had a point. If he held her here, against her will, she would never be happy, never settle properly into the management of Ashamber; nor was it his wish to imprison his beloved daughter against her needs and instincts. Far better to let her go to Paris and get it over with . . . fondly he recalled his own youthful sojourns, in Tipperary on his mother’s family farm. Only a rural backwater, but what a paradise it had been!


For several moments he said nothing, turning the thing over in his mind like a coin in the pocket of his tweed jacket Kerry suspected he had been wearing the same one all his life, its rough fabric as warmly familiar as her own skin. She had the wit now to stay silent, leaving him to see the sense of her argument for himself.


“All right then.” His voice was gruff. “Since ye seem to want it so badly, ye can go.”


In a single leap she was oft the sofa and hugging him tightly, green eyes sparkling with relief.


“Oh, Daddy! Thank you! You’re so good to me, such a sweetheart!”


Eamonn coughed, mortified. It was a rare day indeed that anyone called him a sweetheart – even, he reflected wryly, his own wife. Especially not his own wife. But Kerry’s hugs and kisses made up now, as they invariably did, for whatever was lacking between Maeve and himself. Reluctantly he allowed a grin to etch itself into his ruddy features.


“Ah, sure, love, don’t I only want what’s best for ye? Would I ever refuse anything ye really wanted?”


No. He never had and never would. He understood her, Kerry knew, as well or maybe better than she understood herself. He hadn’t spoken to Maeve for weeks after Maeve sent her to Sylvermore, and even all these years later Kerry still felt the chill it had caused between her parents. Not that there hadn’t been a chill to begin with. But Kerry had no idea why; it was the one subject she dared not broach, not even to her father although it consumed her with curiosity.


She hugged him again, twining her arms around him as she exuded gratitude and excitement, and Eamonn returned the embrace with equal affection, noting as he did so how the child’s spindly body had lately filled out. What had once been skinny was now slim, no longer a target for teasing, no joke at all.


“Only – only there’s one tiling I’ll ask of ye, Kerry.”


“What, Daddy?”


“I want ye to tell me here and now, honestly, when and whether ye really intend to come home.” His voice was raw.


Come home? But of course she would. Home was Ireland, and Ashamber, and the horses; Paris was just a joyride, a breather before reality. That he could even think otherwise upset her instantly and painfully. She was not a girl to break her word or her bargain.


“Look, Daddy, it’s December 27 now. I’ll go right away, with Brian when he goes back in January, and be home by summer. By July first, say. How does that sound?”


That sounded fine. Terrific. Once a date had been fixed he knew she could be trusted to adhere to it. His smile clinched the deal and they settled comfortably back into the sofa to iron out the details which, he saw, she had already well worked out in her head. In fact she’d had the advantage from the start, springing the whole plot on him from what was obviously a long-considered position, giving him no chance to marshal his own thoughts on the matter. Clever girl. What an heiress she would make, one day, to all that he had built up in the course of his fifty-four long, tough years. All that the Laraghys had built up over six generations.


“And now, missy, if we can put all this talk of Paris out of yer head for a minute, there’s another little matter to be dealt with.”


“Oh? What’s that?”


“Come with me and see.”


Dutifully she got up and trotted out behind him, across the ancient flagstones of the vast hall, down the two hundred-year-old stone steps with their historic indentations, on around the gravelled driveway to the side of the house, where there stood a ramshackle collection of sheds, garages, outhouses and storerooms.


With undisguised pride and pleasure Eamonn threw back the doors of one of the garages to reveal her birthday gift: a long, low, white Mercedes 380-SLC convertible. Delivered a week earlier, it had been hidden away amongst the spades and hoses and cobwebs until this moment, a moment he wanted to share only with Kerry. The car might come from both her parents but its recipient, Eamonn jealously liked to feel, was his and his alone.


For several moments Kerry said nothing at all, staring spellbound as if it might vanish, a figment of her notoriously fertile imagination. But it didn’t. Sleek and shiny, it sat there with its grey leather seats wrapped in plastic, its keys dangling alluringly from the ignition. Over the years her birthday gifts had been more than generous, even by the standards of such wealthy parents: they included her mare Zephyr, a diamond necklet one year and its matching earrings the next, and the hand-tooled Mexican saddle she had so devoutly desired when she was fourteen. But this – this was magnificent. For once she was lost for words, an aching lump rising to her throat and tears, absurdly, invading her astonished green eyes. It was more than a car. It was an acknowledgment of her maturity and her independence. In this she could, and would, go anywhere and everywhere.


“Daddy. Oh, Daddy.”


Eamonn’s grin seemed to stretch right round to the back of his head.


“Well, milady, since ye want to see the world, ye might as well see it in style, eh?”


It was barely six weeks since Kerry had passed her driving test, one of the various goals she had set herself since leaving school in June. To her outrage she failed the first attempt, with a heartfelt recommendation from the examiner that Miss Laraghy curb her taste for reckless speed before applying again. Fuming, she took it a second time at a steady 30 mph and passed – but there would be few roads travelled at 30 mph in this.


“Omigod. C’mon, Dad, get in – let’s go and get Brian!”


Brian was due into Dublin airport at noon Deeming it tactful to accept a Christmas invitation to the château of Lu’s parents, he had promised to spend his birthday and New Year at home instead, and Kerry had intended to pick him up in Eamonn’s old maroon Jaguar. But this was something else again. Brian would be knocked dead.


But reluctantly Eamonn shook his head. It was nearly eleven, and at that time he met his wife daily in her blue drawing room where they went over the accounts and discussed business with the singlemindedness of two generals mapping out battle strategy. On that, at least, they were agreed. Ashamber took precedence over any number of personal considerations, and this was the one encounter with Maeve that Eamonn did not dread. Far from it; he heartily admired her acumen and farsightedness, even if she did make him feel like a child accounting for itself to the school principal.


“Sorry, love, but ye know what yer mother’s like if I’m late. Off ye go and get him yerself. Just let me see if ye can handle that car, and then I’ll wave ye off down the drive.”


It was more than a drive, it was an avenue nearly a mile long, and Kerry would be out of sight long before she reached the wrought-iron gates that had guarded Ashamber for two centuries. After that, an easy spin up to Dublin, where the traffic might be a bit more – oh well – Kerry assured herself, if everyone else could do it so could she. Kissing her father’s cheek, she opened the door and slid behind the wheel as Eamonn marvelled on what the miniskirt was doing for his leggy daughter these days.


In a flash, the engine was purring and Kerry was grinning up at him, hugely pleased with herself.


“Don’t worry, Dad! I can do it. Tell Mummy we’ll be back in time for lunch – and about the Paris tiling, OK?”


With a miraculously smooth switch from clutch to accelerator, she was out and away, leaving Eamonn bemused behind on the gravel. So he was to be the one to inform Maeve of Kerry’s plans, was he? With the distinct impression that he’d been somehow left holding the baby, Eamonn laughed and scratched his balding head as he stomped back indoors.


In the new car, Kerry fiddled with an alarming array of dials but couldn’t locate the heater. No matter: the top was up and the blood in her veins had never felt more fired. Deliriously she fumbled till she found the radio, tuned into Caroline where the Stones were painting it black, and set off to claim her brother.


In her blue drawing room, Maeve Laraghy’s eye lit idly on a glass paperweight, round and heavy, cunningly filled with entrapped violets and a solitary lily of the valley. Often she gazed at it and wondered whether the flowers were real. Certainly they looked real, but then how could they survive? Perhaps they had been treated somehow, glossed or sprayed or waxed in some clever attempt at immortality.


Her cool white hand stretched out to pick up the paperweight, the glass cold and solid against her neat, taut fingers. She turned it over and over. They couldn’t be real. Could they? There was only one way to find out.


Maeve’s calm face reflected nothing at all of what she was thinking, the thought that was not nearly so terrible as it had been the first time. She would like to open the paperweight to inspect the violets. She would like to open it by cracking it in one swift clean stroke on Eamonn Laraghy’s skull, that strong, thick, hairy skull that reminded her of a coconut brown from the sun and wind, fuzzy, with just the same degree of impenetrability. A coconut pure and simple.


She sank into the embossed cushion of the chair at her desk, inexplicably drained after the row she had just overheard, the heated voices of Eamonn and Kerry raised in conflict. Her husband did not and never would, know how much he terrified her. That pair of steel-grey eyes that rolled and snapped like ball-bearings, that awful roar . . . the grim ghost of a smile twitched across her lips. She knew her own restrained tones drove him mad, he could not abide the low-pitched, modulated speech she deliberately adopted in all her dealings with him It still took him by surprise, after all these years; he still expected an adversary to shout back just as Kerry had now. How could you have a satisfactory argument with a woman who never raised her voice? She had the advantage from the outset, and to this day he never understood how or why she did it. But he hated to engage her in combat. Rather a full-scale row with all the stable hands, lads, drivers, managers, the lot, than that.


But today, at any rate, they had nothing to fight about. With a small sigh she put down the paperweight and dismissed the overheard altercation. Evidently it had been resolved. On the Chippendale desk, four neat piles of paperwork awaited her attention. Maeve was the financial backbone of Ashamber; she did all the accounts, supervised every transaction, vetoed Eamonn’s every extravagance. She loved the ruled columns of figures, all entered in blue ledgers in her small precise hand, and she relished her encounters with the tax inspector the way other women enjoyed drinking champagne, in their bright new hats, at the racecourse on Derby day. She won every year, hands down.


Monetary skills came as easily to Maeve as swimming to a fish. In another, later era, she might have been an entrepreneur or even a tycoon, sending shivers down the spine of the stock exchange. It was her misfortune to have been born rather too early, in the winter of 1920, but even here at Ashamber her success was gratifying. She didn’t take the spectacular risks that Eamonn’s racing cronies loved to take so flamboyantly, but she saw a shrewd investment immediately.


If Eamonn was the heart of Ashamber, Maeve was the brain. The work occupied much of her time, gave her great satisfaction and engaged her attention exclusively, apart from her duties as a mother and society matron. Once, before her marriage, Maeve had liked to play the piano, to read the works of John Stuart Mill, Bertrand Russell and Maynard Keynes; she had had a mind straining at the leash. But not now. Now, she avoided any such distraction, any indulgent reverie, anything at all that might bring her to wonder why on earth she had married Eamonn Laraghy.


Only once had she been honest about it. The day before the wedding, nervous and emotional to an unprecedented extent, she admitted to her mother that she was marrying for money. A business transaction, pure and simple. In exchange for taking her out of small-village life and genteelly impoverished Protestantism, Eamonn got a dutiful, attentive and competent wife; a fair deal all round. Maeve’s widowed mother had not been destitute, but she had been poor, and in a way it was worse to have a very little money than none at all.


If you were really poor, people took care of you. The Irish, North and South, liked to see people a step lower on the ladder than they were themselves, affording them a rare opportunity to be top dog, superior, the donor instead of the eternal alms-seeker. You could abandon yourself to poverty, almost, make a career of it, secure in the knowledge that nobody would let you starve.


But if your family had had money and let it slide away – ah, that was different. That was careless. You were not a sad case then, you were merely a mess. It was up to you to sort things out as best you could, and at twenty-nine Maeve had known that “out” meant a man. Immediately. Any older, and she would be on the shelf for the rest of her life, knitting cardigans and tucking her mother’s shawl round her chest down all the dreary days. There was little demand in the Northern town of Lisburn for ladies of declining fortunes and advancing years who could explain the principle of supply, demand and curve with a clarity that cut clean through a man’s ego.


It was precisely this ability, which she had not then been devious enough to disguise, that had ruined both of her early relationships. It was a major disappointment for a chap to take a blonde little chit of a thing out to a meal or a party, only to find that she wanted to do nothing but talk. Talk about things he had never heard of, to boot, economic theories as remote as the man in the moon. There were plenty of girls who could do better than that. Maeve knew she had frightened off both Peter and James, and that if she was going to improve her lot at all, she would have to relegate her own interests to second string. Moreover, she would have to move outside her own small Northern Protestant circle and consider a Catholic. A Southern Catholic, if necessary, from the Republic’s side of the border.


Maeve was not conscious of the bitter twist to her lips as she sat here now contemplating all this, nor did it occur to her that she was committing that cardinal sin against her own rules, daydreaming. With her chin on her knuckles she leaned on her desk, still focusing on the heavy paperweight.


Not that she hated Eamonn, exactly. She simply disliked him, men in general, all men if she were honest for coming between herself and her ambitions. They appropriated unto themselves all that was best in life and handed, with condescending smugness, the dregs to their women. Their women. The babies and the domesticity and the grind that most women accepted with gratitude. Maeve knew she was lucky; she didn’t have to cook and dean all day, she had the chance to exercise her mind if only in the service of her husband, who happened to need a first-class accountant Not because she had had a chance to go to university and develop herself, or to the London School of Economics, a mecca she had once dreamt about the way other women dreamt of balmy nights in the South Seas.


One thing she would say for Eamonn Laraghy, even now: he never questioned her intellectual ability. Perhaps he recognised from the start what an asset it would be, or perhaps he had just decided to overlook it since she was otherwise so suitable. She was gracious, more sophisticated than the local girls with whose rustic charms Kilbally seemed exclusively endowed, and she would fit in very well at the helm of a business whose affairs, in 1949, were beginning to flourish dramatically. Foreign fillies were all very well for weekends, but Eamonn knew he needed a wife who would look and act the part, entertain with diplomacy, dress with chic, handle his big busy household without bothering him over every petty little detail His was the “real” world, and a wife must manage her indoor empire quietly, invisibly.


Her opportunities, it seemed, all revolved around men, around their requirements and Eamonn’s in particular. So unfair, so absurd: there must be thousands of women burying their abilities and ambitions under piles of laundry. It was a terrible waste, and Maeve’s puritanical mind hated waste. But, having made her bargain with Eamonn, she stuck to it quite literally for better or worse, moving immediately upon marriage to Kilbally, converting to Catholicism, making the right friends and even insisting on regular church attendance. Eamonn hated that, but was forced to tag along for fear people might think his marriage in trouble, which it was soon enough anyway.


Signs of the rift were quickly spotted in such a small place and caused any number of minor complications that irritated Eamonn and galled Maeve intensely in the beginning. Finally he dropped out of church altogether, but she had to go the whole hog, holier than thou, holier than everyone, unwittingly showing him up for the heathen he was. It did not occur to him that there were worse things she could have done too, once safely married to him.


She could, for starters, have salted away an immense amount of money. He never would have noticed; but you didn’t bite the hand that fed you, and Maeve despised people who welched on their debts. She didn’t deal with them, commercially, and saw no reason to operate differently in a marriage that was, essentially, a business.


Or she could have settled into a life of leisure, like so many of the horsey wives, busying herself with just a little charity work for appearances’ sake, to justify the clothes and the jewellery, the beauty treatments and the travel. But to Maeve money simply meant security, status and a position of some authority. It gave her great pleasure to sanction her husband’s expenditures, made her feel in control, and nineteen years later it was still a heady feeling.


Children did not enter much into Maeve’s scheme of things, although she had known there would have to be some, of course. But it seemed to her that the more you could afford to have, the fewer you did. Poor people’s houses teemed with children, rich people’s were full of space and quiet It had been a relief to discover the advent of twins, two for the price of one as it were, all her duty done in one swift swoop. The pain of the birth was appalling, and she made up her mind never to repeat it.


But she was a competent mother, nonetheless, everyone admitted that. She consulted with teachers and dressed the twins beautifully, saw to it that they had music and elocution and dancing classes, a pony apiece for their fifth birthday, little parties with their friends in the rose sitting room. The children were groomed and disciplined and vaccinated, and unanimously agreed to be a credit to her – though it was unfortunate, she privately felt, that Brian had got all the good looks, while Kerry was cursed with such very red hair and a quirky temperament which, in her teens, began to terrorise all the local boys. As yet Maeve could not think of a single young man who would or could be expected to put up with Kerry.


The villagers thought it odd that the Laraghys had stopped at only two children. Funny how rich people so often did, it was a mystery how they managed it . . . but then Mrs Laraghy was already in her thirties, and very figure-conscious, and Eamonn always had had an eye for gamey, buxom girls . . . Maeve heard the murmurs, and learned to let them wash over her like the tide over a rock.


In the early days when the twins were still babies, Eamonn had been an enthusiastic husband. Whenever he had to go abroad, as was frequently the case, he invited his wife to come with him; she need not watch the racing if it didn’t interest her, but couldn’t she have fun, shop, socialise? No man intent on mischief would have issued such candid invitations . . . but he had long since given up.


She was relieved. She didn’t enjoy the disruption of routine such excursions entailed, she didn’t like her husband’s loud boisterous friends. Most of all, she didn’t like the renewal of marital relations that seemed to be part of the “fun”, the excess of alcohol and then his clumsy sexual advances. Eamonn was never aggressive, but he was persistent, and it had taken him a long time to get the message. Like many women of her generation, Maeve had no idea that there could be such a tiling as a skilled, tender or considerate lover and, despite his premarital roisterings, neither had Eamonn. Stoically they soldiered on in bed, like army recruits on skirmish manoeuvres, until the arrival of the twins put a respectable stop to the whole unsatisfactory business.


Eighteen years, already, since that dreadful day in the labour ward? Mildly astonished to think of how long ago it was, Maeve fingered the gilt inlay of her desk, tracing the indented leather with her index finger. Where was it all going? Round and round in circles, with the horses in the fields? But for her daughter it would be better. Kerry would never have to sleep in the same bed as a man who was a mere second best to the London School of Economics.


She jumped as there was a loud knock and Eamonn marched into the room instantly upon it. Knocking he had learned, but waiting was an art beyond him.


She winced as his wet boots tracked across her glossy parquet floor; he winced too as the Chinese rug shot from under him, depositing him with a jolt on the small antique sofa on which he both looked and felt ridiculous. Would the woman never get a decent sofa in this room, never pin down that damn carpet? Apparently not. As was his blunt way, he came straight to the point.


“I’ve given Kerry her birthday car. She’s gone off to meet Brian in it thrilled to bits with herself.”


Maeve felt a twinge. He might have waited, so that she too could have shared in their daughter’s pleasure. But – too bad, too late. It was a long time since Maeve had shed any tears over spilt milk.


“And here’s something else. She says she doesn’t want to start in on the horses with me just yet Wants to go back to Paris with her brother after the holidays, spend six months gallivanting there first.”


With belated caution, Eamonn paused to assess what effect this news might have on his wife. On the one hand, it was a change of plan, and Maeve liked things to run according to schedule. But on the other, she had never approved of the tacit understanding that Kerry would start training racehorses as soon as she turned eighteen. This, he supposed, was a reprieve of sorts, and might please her.


Evidently it did. With not inconsiderable relief, Eamonn detected the glimmer of a smile in her reply.


“Well, she’ll certainly have my permission to do that, Eamonn, and yours as well I hope. The girl is very young. She needs to spread her wings a little before taking on anything as onerous as Ashamber.”


He nodded. “Aye. That’s what she says herself. I suppose I can see the sense of it. I’ve told her she can fire away, with me blessing, provided she comes home and knuckles down at the end of it”


“Good. I’m very pleased you’re being so reasonable”


In fact Maeve felt another tiny twinge. Could the girl not have come to her first? No. Always her father. First in this, first in everything. Even though she knew Brian gravitated more to her, it still hurt, just a little.


Looking down at her diary, an idea struck her.


“Eamonn – our New Year party on Saturday. Why don’t we make it a send-off party for Kerry? It’s all organised already, but we could invite some extra people, make it bigger, more glamorous, give the girl a first taste of what to expect in Paris.”


Glamorous. Eamonn knew what she meant by that. He’d have to wear his monkey suit smile at any number of idiot women and pretend he could still dance like a teenager. Oh, well. If it would bring a smile to that cold face of hers, and please Kerry into the bargain, right so be it. He shrugged.


“Aye, Maeve. Whatever ye think, whatever.”


Sergeant Mulligan had a problem. He did not as a rule, like to give tickets to locals. People zooming through from Dublin on their frenzied way to Cork or Limerick, yes. They deserved tickets, the speeds they went, on roads built for horse and cart. And what there was in Cork or Limerick to be rushing to anyway, Sergeant Mulligan was at a loss to understand. It made more sense when they went racing through in the other direction. But local people, whom he had known since they were in short pants, and only ever exceeded the speed limit in case of dire emergency, well, he would let them off the once.


But this was the most blatant offence he had ever encountered. Kerry Laraghy, of course, he might have guessed, her licence only a wet weekend under her belt and doing the ton already. She had nearly knocked him off his bike as she shot to a halt at the crossroads where he was waiting for the lights to change, and Sergeant Mulligan felt life had dealt him a short enough hand already without gratuitous homicide attempts on it. It was bitterly cold and starting to snow, and he was not amused.


Besides, it seemed to him that there was something not quite right about the whole situation. Here he was, a grown man nearing sixty, out on a freezing December day with only a pedal cycle to his name, while this mere child sailed around in a flashy white Mercedes with an insolent grin on her kisser, not the slightest hint of repentance anywhere about her. It was time somebody put a stop to her carry-on. He took out his notebook.


“Well now, madam, and what have we to say for ourselves? Doing one hundred miles an hour here in the middle of main street, in wet conditions, a menace to yerself and everybody else?”


Beside her he could see the brother, the infinitely nicer, quieter twin. But of course she was the one in the driving seat where her besotted father had idiotically placed her the day she was born. A brazen little hussy.


“Was I really, Sergeant? Well, what do you know! Isn’t this car just wonderful?” Naughtily, incredibly, she closed one eye and winked at him. “It’s my birthday present I’m eighteen today. You’re not going to give me a ticket are you?”


The smile was huge, the tone wheedling, and Sergeant Mulligan’s pen shook slightly, unaccountably, as he poised it over his pad. That was a scandalous shade of lipstick she was wearing – with scarlet gloves, to match! Resolutely he put the tremor down to the cold.


“I most certainly am, Miss Laraghy. You can wipe that cheeky look right off your face, and learn some respect for your elders while you’re about it.”


Belatedly he thought of the case of fine, single-malt whiskey her father sent him every Christmas, the most recent batch only three days ago. Oh, well. By next year this would be long forgotten, and once he had started to write the ticket he could not undo it. Irritably, he tore it off.


“Here you are now, take your medicine and don’t let me catch you driving like that a second time.”


Kerry felt a shaft of concern Daddy wouldn’t mind, of course, but Mummy would lecture, make a mountain out of this molehill, maybe even impose limits on driving. Damn!


Ungraciously, she snatched the ticket.


“Oh, right so Sergeant, ruin my birthday if you must. But I think it’s terribly mean of you . . . after that lovely whiskey my father gave you, too. He’ll be furious.”


Rolling up the window, she wrenched the car back into gear and shot off. A spray of muddy slush flew up and drenched Sergeant Mulligan to the knees of his navy-blue uniform. The crack about the whiskey stung, and he was uncertain who the object of Eamonn’s threatened ire might be. A great pity, he told himself sorrowfully as he remounted his bicycle, that she was turning out so badly. Her mother was such a lady. But the father had her spoiled rotten. Buckets of money but no breeding whatsoever, no class at all. A great shame, altogether. Pulling his cape back down over the handlebars, the sergeant headed back to the station with an unsettling feeling of disappointment.


Brian made no attempt to restrain Kerry as they continued, at a speed not noticeably decreased, into the Kildare countryside. Eagerly she chattered on about joining him in Paris, and he thought how welcome she would be; he missed his sister very much. But first he had news of his own to impart, and hoped she would be equally glad to hear it.


“Kerry, you’ll never guess. I’ve proposed to Lu, and she has accepted me. We’re going to marry.”


“Marry? Oh, Brian!”


Oh, no. Not at eighteen! They were far too young. Lu was supposed to be for fun, not for life. Try as she did, Kerry could not disguise the horror that whisked across her face.


“Kerry – aren’t you pleased for me? For us? I know you think you’re going to lose your twin now, to a foreign country and a foreign woman. But I would have had to settle there anyway. I want to get to the very top of the fashion business, and I know now I can do it. Lu is sure of it.” Gently, he laid a hand on her arm. “It’s not that far away, Kerry. And I’ll come home often, always be in touch, run like a spaniel whenever you whistle.”


Solemnly, he leaned across to kiss her cheek, his sallow skin brushing her freckles, his profile similar but far more symmetrical.


Kerry felt a cold sick clench in her stomach. This wasn’t how things were meant to go at all. Lu was a nice girl, but somehow she seemed so much older than Brian, so assured, sophisticated, purposeful. He couldn’t possibly marry her, at eighteen! It was ludicrous.


“For God’s sakes, Brian, you haven’t got her pregnant, have you?”


He laughed. They did not share their mother’s attitude to sex.


“No, I haven’t. But Lu’s parents are agreed, and we’re living together anyway, so why wait?”


Ah. It was Lu’s idea. Kerry sensed it instinctively. Lu, with her deliberately broken English, her fey astute charm, had determined to have Brian from the first moment she saw him He was handsome, talented, heir to a fortune, an extremely eligible young man.


“Does she really love you, Brian? Are you sure?”


“Naturally. She said so herself. That’s when I proposed.”


He smiled a helpless, most appealing smile, and Kerry saw that her brother was hopelessly smitten. He looked like a toddler clutching a lollipop, and she did not know whether to laugh or cry.


“Brian, I can’t offer you my unreserved congratulations. You’re far too young if you ask me. But since you haven’t asked me, and since I’m your twin who adores you, then I’m happy for you. Provided you know what you’re doing.”


He beamed. Even if he did not yet have her approval, her good wishes meant a great deal to him.


“And will you – uh – help me get round Mother and Dad?”


“I’ll try. But I’ve been a bit of a shock to Dad today myself. I’d keep his glass filled up during lunch if I were you.”


He nodded, and shuddered as the car ploughed deeper into the twisting lanes, nearer and nearer to Ashamber. Maeve, he thought, would not object, but Eamonn’s unpredictable rages were legendary. There would be hell to pay if this family reunion were mismanaged. In Paris, getting engaged had seemed such a logical, grown-up thing to do, whereas here, suddenly – but here, he had Kerry. His sister could work miracles with Eamonn, and despite her misgivings he knew he could rely on her to do her best this time. Always, since childhood, they had been loyal, devoted, fiercely united in any adversity.


On and on they sped, past the leafless trees, ominous black silhouettes against the gunmetal sky, until there it was: Ashamber. Grey, square and sombre on this winter’s day, it stood sentried by the long line of ash trees that gave it its name, serried and precise all the way up the winding avenue. Brian looked at the orderly line of gaunt trees and braced himself as if for the firing squad.


Eamonn’s drink crashed from his hand, the crystal tumbler splintering unheeded on the floor as he leapt to his feet, purpling with rage. It took a lot to make him drop his drink.


“Yer what?!”


“Engaged, Dad. To Lucienne.” Brian’s voice was low and very meek.


“Lucienne?” Eamonn pronounced it something akin to Loose End. “And who the bloody hell might she be?”


“Oh, Dad, you remember. She was at school with Kerry, and you met her last summer when she came here to visit.”


Eamonn stared at the boy, this son of his who was a complete mystery to him. Off to France first, to make frocks no less, and now getting married he said. There wasn’t a whit of sense to any of it.


“Brian, listen to me. Yer a boy, not a man. Ye know nothing whatsoever about women or marriage, and ye’ll not marry this – this person, or anyone else, until yer twenty-five at the very least Is that clear and understood?”


His bellowings could be heard all over the house, Maeve knew, as she sat silently at her side of the lunch table, trying to reconcile pride in such an excellent choice of fiancée with fear that Brian was indeed much too young. Even now, in the teeth of his father’s fury, the boy’s face was ashen.


“But Dad – we love each other – we—”


Eamonn’s hand cut through his stuttered protests like a butcher’s blade, slamming down on the table with such force that several more glasses juddered to the floor.


“That’s all, sir! I won’t hear another bloody word about it!”


Kerry saw her brother flush, and desperately wanted to throw her arms around him. But that would only shame him further; and besides, their timing was off. Eamonn was still reeling from her own news, and taking it out on Brian. Unfairly so.


“Oh, Daddy, he does come of age today, and Lucienne is a very—”


“Nor ye either, madam! Ye’ve caused enough havoc yerself for one day. Get out of me sight, now, the pair of ye!”


They had gone too far, too soon. Swiftly, Kerry beat a retreat.


“All right, Daddy. We’ll leave you and Mummy to think it over. It’s only an idea, you know. Brian hasn’t bought a ring yet or anything.” She shot him a warning look in case he had done exactly that. “We’re very sorry if we’ve upset you, especially after my lovely birthday present.”


Was there a car for Brian, too? If so, Eamonn was perfectly capable of shoving it into the river. Tentatively, she embraced him, and then her mother, who accepted the gesture as if it were a delivery of frozen beef. Maeve’s physical response to her children had always been minimal, and as she drew back Kerry glimpsed for the first time some clue as to where her parents’ difficulties might lie. Strange bedfellows: but that was not a thought into which a daughter delved too deeply. Or at all.


Wearily, Maeve sighed.


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Brian has only just got home. Let’s not have a row already. Eamonn, calm yourself. Brian, darling, drop the subject.”


Surprisingly, they both did as they were told, Eamonn subsiding like a sanded flame, Brian struggling to regain his dignity as Maeve distributed a thin smile evenly between them.


“Let’s discuss something more immediate. Our New Year party. Your father and I have decided to make it special this year, to celebrate your coming of age and to send Kerry off in style. The oak panelling and the flagstones have such superb acoustics, we can have a little orchestra and string lights in the trees, maybe even get a rock group for your friends . . . h’mmm?”


A rock group? Maeve had not yet even mentioned Kerry’s departure directly to her, but clearly she must be pleased. Such spontaneity was unheard of, even if conciliatory gestures were not. It would take some organisation to upgrade the party at this short notice, but if anyone could do it, she could.


Diverted, they waded into these warmer waters. But Eamonn was breathing heavily, and on Brian’s face there settled a look of sullen rebellion such as Kerry had never seen before.
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Impatiently, Brandon Lawrence drummed his fingers on his rosewood desk, waiting for two things to arrive. First, a cloud of Chanel No. 5, and then his wife.


Not that he looked forward to smelling the one, or seeing the other. He looked forward to the plane which would then bear them, and him, from Heathrow home to Ireland. He looked forward to leaving this plush, stuffy office, and he looked forward to leaving his plush, stuffy home out in Richmond. In the absence of their parents, his two small sons would be officially in the care of their maternal grandmother, Patricia, but Brandon knew that their nanny would cope while Patricia gaily got on with her bridge and her friends. He would miss his sons over the weekend, but he would not by any stretch of the imagination miss any other component of his domestic scenario. A whole weekend away from it was worth almost anything, including this damnblasted party to which Marianne was dragging him.


But the party was in Ireland, and that destination was what he was looking forward to most devoutly of all. Left to his own devices, he would have quit London years ago, and gone back there for good.


But Brandon had not been left to his own devices since the day his elder brother, Alex, waved goodbye, went off to a motorcross rally and died in it. Such tragedy was not unusual in the Lawrence family, but Brandon had felt a cold frisson as he watched Alex’s coffin lowered into its grave, taking his own carefree youth with it.


His father, Dermot, was not a man who panicked easily. Over the centuries numerous of his ancestors had perished in all manner of stupid, self-inflicted and frequently spectacular disasters, and Alex was merely the latest on a long list of foolhardy casualties. He was lamented, but he was not indispensable. Accordingly, Dermot summoned his second son into his study five days after the demise of the first.


There ensued not a dialogue but a monologue. Dermot was very sorry, he flatly stated, but Brandon was going to have to abandon his marine engineering studies, take over the family business at London headquarters, and Alex’s place at the helm there. The place which he, Dermot, would still occupy were it not, regrettably, for his gout.


Brandon gasped: Dermot continued.


No more bachelor fun. At twenty-two, a man needed a wife. A wife to replenish the family’s traditionally inexhaustible supply of sons. Brandon would marry, sire a first boy, buckle down to corporate life in London, and he would do it all now, this year.


“No!” Brandon’s heart and mind had cried, but he was not overly surprised to hear himself say yes. Yes, sir. Dermot Lawrence was not a father; he was a patriarch and a tyrant. He demanded obedience and he got it, because otherwise life became a hell not worth living.


And was all this, now, worth living? Brandon had to assume that it was, since everyone seemed not only to think so but to admire his success, envy his good fortune. At thirty, he had a pretty wife, two healthy sons, a hectic social life and a company mushrooming to the awesome proportions of a nuclear explosion. Originally a small crystal industry founded in 1802, it was now an international conglomerate incorporating the export of linen and seafood, leather and whiskey, to destinations where in turn cosmetics were produced, newspapers published and media interests acquired. Brandon, in every sense, had made it.


I have it all, he thought and I hate it all.


No. That’s a lie. I hate this job, this city, and this mountain of money that buys everything except freedom But I don’t’ hate my boys, and I don’t hate my wife. I only – only – only what?


I only pity her, that’s what. She’s a good wife, a devoted mother, a super hostess. She does everything she was hired – married – to do, and that’s why I pity her. She has looks and style, but she has no ideas of her own, no identity. She’s a clone of ten thousand other married ladies out there, and she bores me to tears.


Does she find me dull, too? Sometimes I think she does. That’s all I’ve ever been let be. If only she’d say so, if only honesty were as important as duty, and appearances. If only she’d hit me over the head with a hammer. Then I could hit her back, and we’d have grounds for divorce. But being boring isn’t a crime, for which people deserve prison . . . this is a prison, though. We’ve served seven years already, of a life sentence; people do less for murdering their fathers. I wish I had murdered my father.


But I didn’t. I did my duty, to him, and now I’m doing my duty to her, to the children, all these employees, everyone, except myself. And what, in God’s name, am I going to do next? Go to the opera, and the ballet, and the board meetings, for the rest of my days?


Go barking mad, preferably. There’s a history of that, in my family. Some did their duty, but some did a runner. I wouldn’t be the first. But then, where would I go? And where would that leave everyone else? I wish I could do it, but I can’t. I simply can’t. I’m not being noble, or heroic, or selfless. I’m being realistic, cowardly and selfish. I’d never get custody of the children, or another penny from Dermot, or that house when he dies. I want the children, and I want that house. It’s my only link with Ireland, and some day I’m going . . . Where in hell is Marianne? We’ll miss the plane.


But Marianne Lawrence was not in the habit of missing planes, particularly ones carrying her to parties. Even as Brandon consulted his watch, there was a whiff of Chanel No. 5 on the air, upon which his wife wafted in bodily moments later. Looking up, he had to admire what he saw.


At twenty-nine, Marianne carried her years lightly. Dark, svelte, swathed in furs against the evening chill, she peeped out at him like a well-tended marmoset. Above her deep violet eyes, a curl bobbed on her forehead as she bestowed a perfumed kiss on her husband, purring with pleasure, touching his face with one small, gloved, proprietorial finger. At her age most women would sooner cut the curl off than attempt to carry it off, but somehow the girlish affectation became Marianne admirably. As London became her, far better than Ireland ever had; here she bloomed like a rare orchid in an exotic hothouse, gracing Harrods with a presence that shrivelled instantly at Hollyvaun. But she could bear that horrible house when, as now, there was a party to compensate for having to stay there.


She stood back and swept her gaze over Brandon like a metal detector. How attractive he was, still! Thirty-one next summer, but taut and limber, even if it was tension instead of squash that kept the weight at bay nowadays. His blond hair was thick, the eyes blue . . . moody blue, admittedly, but then Marianne never had been quite sure what went on behind them. There was a reserve in Brandon that nobody could penetrate. But physically he was a fit, attractive man – if only he wouldn’t frown so, cultivating wrinkles for the future. If only he’d look a bit more pleased to see her.


She plumped out her lower lip in the moue she knew was so fetching, and was rewarded with a brief smile as he stood up, stuffed his briefcase with paperwork and bade his secretary goodbye. Louise was the most efficient of secretaries, well able to manage while her boss made yet another of his endless trips to Ireland.


Not just Ireland, Brandon thought as he held the door for his wife. I’m going home, Marianne. That’s what Ireland means to me, as London never has and never will. You loathe the place, but I love it, and some day I’ll get back there, with or without you, once and for all.


Hollyvaun will be cold tonight, and quite possibly Dermot’s welcome will be too. But a time will come when he’ll be gone and I’ll have possession, way out under the Wicklow mountains on that black bottomless lake that terrifies you. There’s no social whirl there, despite the sheep and the butterflies – but there’s peace and quiet and clean fresh air. There’s my boat, on that lake, waiting for me. Waiting for the day when I can hoist sail and cast off.


Until then, I’m sorry, Marianne. Not just for myself, but for you. You were an innocent sacrifice on the altar of my father’s autocracy, and I was wrong to allow it. But we never grew to love each other as I prayed we might, and now our only hope is to change course. Not today, and not painfully if I can help it. But we can’t go on this way. It’s the wrong way, and we’re lost. Sooner or later the wind will change, and when it does you and I are going to move in very different directions. I can’t make it happen, but I can prepare for it, and be ready to leave as soon as it does.


“Catch, Kerry!”


Wearing nothing more than a towel, Kerry stretched out an arm still wet from the bath, caught the beribboned parcel and a glimpse of Brian’s brown eyes before her bedroom door slammed shut.


Her birthday present. As eagerly as a child of six she ripped the ribbons off, and the crackling red paper, hopping first with curiosity and then delight as its soft contents unfolded into her arms. A slim, shimmering sheath, its night-navy spangles winking up at her in the firelight indigo, royal blue, sea green, emerald: slowly the sleek tube fell to its full length, a creation light years removed from the amber taffeta she had been planning to wear tonight. Not a girl’s dress, but a woman’s. Her very first.


Eileen was agog. “Try it on, miss, try it on!”


Impatient, but gentle with the delicate gossamer fabric, Kerry shimmied into it and flew to the mirror with a sharp intake of breath that had nothing to do with the fit – and yet, everything. Standing shocked before her she saw a tall, stunningly sexy young woman shining like a mermaid in an undulating wet skin that flowed round her body like a river round a bend. Each tiny sequin picked up and threw off a lighted sliver of the rich fabric underneath, gleaming at a new angle with every move she made.


“Oh, miss, it’s – it’s indecent!”


Clearly the transformation was too much for Eileen, and Kerry giggled, then laughed outright.


“Good old Brian! He knows what a woman needs before she knows it herself. That fellow’s going to make a great designer someday.”


“If he doesn’t go to jail, for making things like that.”


“Oh, he didn’t make this, Eileen. The label says Courrèges. Brian won’t be let put any of his designs into production for ages yet. Come on – help me put my hair up, and find some accessories!”


Impatiently Kerry sat down at the dressing table of her yellow bedroom, a warm cheerful room in the west gable filled with books and photographs, lotions and potions, white wicker furniture and a clutter of girlish bric-à-brac. Maeve’s neat elegant hand had never been allowed near it since Kerry was twelve and insisted that all the fine French furniture be removed, sold, burnt, whatever, and tonight by the combined glow of lamp and fire it remained the same snug haven it had always been. Dubiously, Eileen set to work, braiding Kerry’s thick red hair, twisting it loosely up on to her head, leaving stray wisps and tendrils to wander at will down the nape of her neck.


It was like painting a picture. Next came Kerry’s diamond necklet and earrings from previous birthdays, and then makeup, a dusting of ivory powder which failed to hide the freckles sentried across the bridge of her nose; sepia eyeshadow and darker mascara and finally a slick of lipstick on her wide, well-defined lips. Silver high-heels, a pair of evening gloves filched by Eileen from Maeve’s collection, and Kerry stood up to view the finished canvas.


Electrifying. A knock out. Instantly excitement tingled in Kerry’s veins. Here, visibly, was the end of her girlhood and the start of she knew not what, as heady as champagne. She would taste that too, officially for the first time, its bubbles fizzing and bursting on her tongue as the fireworks shot skywards to welcome 1969. Tonight, she would dance all the way through to the dawn of her beckoning future, and she could hardly wait.


On the landing, Kerry stopped to survey the scene below. Already the chamber quartet was playing Vivaldi in the huge stone hall, under the Christmas tree and the towering crystal chandelier that cascaded down like Powerscourt waterfall, reflecting each burnished instrument. Stretched in front of the white marble fireplace, Fionn, Eamonn’s favourite of his four wolfhounds, appeared to be snoozing peacefully but was, she knew, keeping a close weather eye out as the first guests handed their wraps to Eileen and her husband Paddy.


Standing in a little knot Kerry could see several of the country’s leading horsey figures, whiskey in hand as they caught up on common interests. Vincent O’Brien, a greater trainer even than Eamonn, with his wife Jacqueline; Victor McCalmont and his wife Bunny; Pat Taaffe, the shy jockey who had ridden Arkle into history back in ’64, and an Indian maharajah who owned a fine stud nearby, resplendent in cummerbund and pearl studs. In the years to come, many of these people would be important to her, Kerry knew. Not friends, necessarily, but vital contacts, colleagues and working associates. Eamonn had roistered among them for years, a hugely popular figure with his hearty smile and rich baritone voice that enlivened all their many parties.


Every New Year’s Eve, here in his own home, he would sooner or later burst into song. “The Derry Air” or “The Rose of Tralee”, all the Percy French melodies with which he could make the rafters ring. As a child Kerry had listened entranced from this very spot, her flannel nightie curled round her toes as all the men joined in, flooding the house with their strong, deep voices. She would have new friends, henceforth, as she moved out into a wider sphere but always her roots would be here at Ashamber, in the world her mother manipulated so easily, the world her father breezed through so vigorously.


Maeve looked superb tonight, as slim and soignée as in the wedding photographs of nearly twenty years before, gracefully welcoming the guests who had come so far to this party, a much more glamorous affair than their usual homey festivities. But it was for Eamonn that Kerry felt a sudden twinge of deep affection as she spotted her father, pumping several hands simultaneously, playing the role of genial host that came so naturally to him, perspiring liberally as the ballroom filled up with people and music, noisy and hectic, just the way he liked things to be. Eagerly, she ran down the stairs to join him.


Eamonn’s face lit up as it always did for her, before he blinked, stood back and stopped dead in his tracks, quite forgetting the man whose hand he had been shaking.


“Mother of God! Is this me little girl? Well, well. Well. What – what on earth has happened to ye? What have ye done to yerself?”


His ruddy flush of surprise was half admiration and half nostalgia as he absorbed this gorgeous young woman who, up to an hour before, had been his gauche, gangly teenager.


“Hot stuff, eh, Dad? Brian gave it to me. What do you think?”


Whatever Eamonn thought was lost in the welter of compliments that numerous other men immediately offered, their eyes full of naked admiration and, she recognised as a woman does, lust. A happy glow began to burn in her as she chatted with them and with her father, offering new arrivals a warm welcome as she played joint hostess with her mother. It was the first time, it dawned on her, that she had ever been acknowledged as a woman instead of a child, and it was fun. Great fun, much easier than she had expected, just an amusing game really once you picked up the rules. Demurely she dropped her eyelids, smiled, murmured, and began to flirt with a coyness that made Eamonn laugh.


“Ye bold hussy,” he whispered to her, “ye don’t fool me for one minute, missy. Ye’d take a horsewhip to any of these men here quick as ye’d look at them, if they didn’t flatter ye up to those eyelashes fluttering away there like a pair of butterflies.”


She giggled. It was like a masquerade, playing a charade of somebody other than herself, an evanescent part of this airy evening. Somebody touched her left elbow and she turned to find Brian, a smile of pure pleasure melting across his face as he surveyed his elegant sister.


“Well, madam, I’m delighted the dress fits so well.”


That was an understatement and she knew it. Leaning over she thanked him with a kiss, thinking how heart-stopping he looked himself in his evening suit with the black dress bow deepening his dark eyes. They were not identical twins, but tonight for the first time Kerry felt they were equally attractive. But was it the last time that she would have Brian all to herself?


With a pang she realised how soon now she would lose the brother to whom she had always been so close. After six months in Paris she would relinquish him to his future there, and to Lucienne. That he would marry Lu she did not doubt, although for the moment he was tactfully avoiding the subject and had been duly presented with a car just like Kerry’s except that it was black. But if hers represented freedom, she thought, Brian’s represented something else – the full weight of his father’s power and money. Eamonn rarely interfered in his children’s lives, but there was no doubt that he still controlled them.


At this moment, however, Eamonn was mopping his brow as he chased after a waiter with a drinks tray, and Brian took his sister’s hand, led her on to the dance floor and twirled her the length of the waxed parquet with visible pride. Then her friend Debbie’s escort cut in, one young man after another, all the friendly local chaps she had known since babyhood. Breathlessly she danced from one to the next until, flushed and dizzy, she reeled at giddy speed into arms she didn’t know at all.


“Oh!”


It was as if a safety net had broken her frill from some dangerously high wire. Gasping, she clutched at the lapels of the tuxedo to steady herself, her face flaming against a starched white shirt, her wide eyes briefly glimpsing a strong, calm face much older than her own.


“I’m sorry, I’m dancing far too fast, I’m sorry.”


He did not immediately reply, catching her as she stumbled, his composure absorbing her confusion in a way that was embarrassing.


“Had you better sit down?”


She nodded. “Please. Out on the terrace. I need some air.”


The man took her hand and steered her outside, into the cold that slapped her smartly across the face, and sat her down on a hard wrought-iron chair under a tree threaded with tiny pink and white lights.


“Better?”


“Yes. Much. Thank you.”


Her heart was beating like a gong, her legs jellied, and she could think of nothing further to say. Silently he sat down with her, and from something in his mien she felt an inexplicable scrutiny, thirsty as it was impolite. Prickling, she backed away.


“Why are you staring at me? Is my lipstick smudged? What’s the matter?”


Nothing was the matter. Nothing, Brandon Lawrence thought, had ever been more idyllic than this lovely, lovely girl, playing at grown-ups, dressed to the nines for her party. A girl who looked everything that Marianne did not, radiating a fresh innocence he had long forgotten could exist, in anyone.


He became aware that he was staring, rudely, and wrenched his eyes away. Dimly he perceived Marianne dancing inside, gliding by the glass doors on the arm of some debonair escort, smiling at the man with eyes round and purple as pansies. He did not care if she should glide off the edge of the planet. But this girl’s tone told him that perhaps he had offended her, and about that he did care.


Before he could construct a redeeming sentence, she spoke again.


“Do you just inspect people, or have you a civil tongue in your head?”


“I’m sorry. May I ask who you are? Who you came here with?”


Her laugh crackled brightly in the dark. “I came with Brian Laraghy.”


Brandon’s heart sank to the bottom of the green pool of her eyes. Brian Laraghy. Young, handsome, just right for her. Of course.


“Brian’s my brother. We live here.” She extended her hand in its long velvet glove. “Kerry Laraghy.”


His relief was that of the last man into the Titanic’s last lifeboat. Brian Laraghy’s sister. Abruptly, his mind cleared.


“Ah, yes. The daughter of my hosts, I believe. I’m Brandon Lawrence.”


Solemnly she took his outstretched hand and shook it and again they lapsed into silence, shadowed in the soft aura of the light from the trees. As Kerry’s breathing slowed and her vision focused, she saw before her a most striking man; not nearly so gorgeous as Paul McCartney, nor as wickedly sensual as Mick Jagger, and much older than both – but a man, decidedly, with something. Something delicious. Her whole body glowed from his touch, savouring the feel and smell of his skin, the timbre of his voice. A voice like a sheepskin jacket.


“Are you all right now? Feeling better? Would you – would you like to dance again?”


Like Daedalus, Brandon implored providence to preserve his wings lest they melt so close to the sun. When she nodded, reality evaporated, and when she smiled, her smile dissolved his very fingerprints.


“Yes, please.”


Eagerly she stood up and his eyes slid down from her wide red mouth to the hollow of her throat, to the curve of her body in its spangled sheath. Standing also, he was riveted, entranced.


What could he say to her? There was nothing about this willowy young woman remotely like any of the other women he met at parties, and he felt as nonsensically shy and awkward as a schoolboy on a first date. With a candour that was as endearing as it was unexpected, Kerry surveyed him appreciatively.


“What an attractive man you are! I’m glad I fell into your arms, since I had to fall at all. Is that the wrong thing to say?”


It was, of course. He was an adult, not one of the boys she was supposed to be with, and she wasn’t sure whether she was even allowed to dance with him. But what the hell! She’d have a go, and see what happened.


Forgetting his invitation, Brandon remained motionless, gravely charting the planes and angles of her face as intently as Columbus charting the Atlantic. He did not want to rejoin the party; but if he stayed here with this girl, he would not be answerable for his behaviour. Reaching for her hand, he felt it brush against his wrist, and its fortuitous touch electrified him. It was a gesture Marianne could have practised for a thousand years without ever achieving its unrehearsed, unforgettable effect.


High in the winter sky, a white moon gleamed like a coin spun in the night, the distant stars glimmering on its edges caught in the metallic mesh of its light as they nestled on their bed of black velvet. In just a few more moments it would be midnight and the first day of Kerry’s new, independent life. Flushed and suddenly, piercingly happy she walked with Brandon back through the open French windows and into the music, letting him carry her away on The Blue Danube until it eddied to a stop and the violinist came to the edge of his dais, bowing and wishing them all A Happy New Year.


From nowhere, two sharp tears stung her eyes as the church bell rang out down in the village, a cheer went up and her father and brother came to kiss her, taking her hands as they joined in singing “Auld Lang Syne”. She hardly knew what she felt as everyone linked arms and sang their way round in a circle, but she sensed the moment crystallise in time, locked into her memory like a rare jewel in a vault Later, in other years to come, she would take it out and polish it behold its beauty anew as it lay perfect and enshrined like an icon in some cold church grotto.


It was a long time later before Kerry conceded defeat Brandon Lawrence was not coming back. She had thought he would, that he must but he did not. The showering fireworks were all extinguished, and back out in the dark of the terrace she couldn’t see him anywhere. Disconsolate, she ran her mind over what details Brian had supplied: the Lawrences, Mummy’s friends from Wicklow, one of the relatively sane branches of a notoriously eccentric outfit dominated by a despot called Dermot. There had been a brother who drove himself to perdition in a motorcross rally, but now there was a wife. A wife called Marianne. Children, too, small boys named Christopher and Harold.


It was absurd, but Kerry’s night lay shredded before her, and she found herself shivering in her filmy dress, freezing. She turned to go back inside.


“Hi.”


He materialised like a ghost an incongruous ghost carrying two glasses of champagne.


“Thought maybe you could use this?”


He sounded hopeful, and apologetic – as well he might be. Truculently she snatched one of the glasses and downed its contents in a single gulp. And then, to her utter mortification, she hiccupped loudly.


Oh, God! How awful. He would think she couldn’t even hold her drink. Blushing furiously, she struggled to retrieve the damage, but too late; he was laughing aloud.


“Oh, dear! I see we’re not quite used to champagne.”


“No. OK. I admit it. I’m only eighteen, not a hardened boozer.”


Her defiance only made him laugh the more, and the mention of boozers – her father, by all accounts, could drink Lough Allen dry if ever anyone should have the good sense to replace its waters with whiskey. But he’d better not make fun of her if he wanted to – wanted to what? Coming closer, he took the glass from her hand and clasped it in his own.


“Listen, Kerry. I have to tell you that you’re the loveliest, liveliest creature I’ve ever seen. I wish with all my heart I could ask you out, see you again tomorrow night. But I can’t. I’m married, and I have two young children.”


She was pleased. Like her parents, she expected honesty from everyone, and respected it enough to come clean in return.


“I know. It’s a pity, frankly. You’re much nicer than all those silly boys in there.”


“Am I?” Why he should be flattered he had no idea, but he was.


“Yes. You are. What a funny thing your name should be Brandon and mine Kerry. Mount Brandon is a mountain peak in County Kerry.”


Her prim schoolgirl’s tone made him smile again, but he felt as if she had raised him up on top of that peak, enthralled as he contemplated the view, resisting the dangerous sense of vertigo. He couldn’t resist: in one stride he was wrapped around her, holding and kissing her with a violent vigour he’d forgotten he possessed.


It wasn’t the romantic thing she’d thought a kiss was. It was stunning, shocking, a powerful onslaught that unbalanced her, made the fine hairs on the back of her hands stand up as she slid them around him, under his jacket, digging her fingers so tightly into his back that she was appalled.


It was her first kiss. Her first real kiss, from a real man, nothing to do with youthful fumblings at all, a solid thing that left them both speechless. Many moments elapsed in silence after they drew apart, until Brandon recovered himself and was horrified.


“Oh, Kerry, I’m so sorry. I had no right to do that. You must forgive me.”


“Forgive you? But I thought – I thought it was wonderful!”


“It was. But I had no business to do it.”


She wished he’d do it again. But he stood back.


“Your name suits you perfectly, Kerry. You’re every bit as wild and magnificent as Kerry itself. Captivating, superb.”


Captivating? Magnificent? Me? She was as amused as she was amazed.


“Well, that makes a change! At school they called me less charming things. Awkward. Irresponsible. Impossible.”


Thinking of the nuns in Galway, Kerry winced. Christ. This was the very sort of situation they had so direly warned against.


Brandon winced also, realising that she was fresh out of the convent. That wouldn’t have stopped Alex, or Dermot from doing the disgraceful things he wanted to do himself. But the family’s traditionally lax morals were one pattern he could break, one legacy he could reject.


Yet he could not walk away.


“Oh, Kerry – I find you altogether magnetic, can’t think how to stay away from you, can’t stand the thought of never seeing you again. Don’t you feel it too? Didn’t that kiss hit you the way it hit me?”


It had. By God, it had. But she’d better not add any more fuel to the fire.


“Luckily, Mr Lawrence, the problem solves itself. I’m leaving the country. The day after tomorrow, for Paris.”


He choked down a laugh. To her, Paris would be the ends of the earth. To him, it was an hour away.


“I’ll be gone for six months,” she continued firmly, “so there you have it. We’d better say goodbye right away.”


They certainly had. Mummy would read the riot act if she caught her out here with this married man, an extremely nice man but one, unfortunately, entirely outside her orbit. Like Ashamber, he was simply too much, too soon. A pity, but it couldn’t be helped.


Brisk and direct, she extended her hand, and Brandon hesitated.


No. Don’t do it. Don’t even think of drawing this innocent girl into the web of your marriage, the pain of the eternal triangle, yet another family scandal . . . leave her alone, for your own sake, for everyone’s, but especially for hers.


He grasped the hand.


“Yes, I’m so sorry, Kerry, but you’re right. Paris is a long way off.” Leaning forward, he kissed the top of her head. “You’ll grow up fast there. It’s a fabulous place, but don’t let it swamp you. And if ever – you need – a friend, let me know. My wife is well acquainted with your mother, after all.”


Anything, he thought. Anything, to keep sight of her. But she bit her lip, and frowned.


“Need you? Why would I? Brian will look after me. But mostly I can take care of myself.”


Her sure young independence touched him. If he didn’t go, right now, he would gather her up and kiss her again, and again, and then—


“Good night, Kerry. Goodbye.”


In one stride he was down the steps and gone. She did not attempt to detain him, nor even return his adieux. In just two more days, she would be in Paris, all thought of him forgotten, the new year filling up with other adventures, other people.


Overhead, the moon was still bright and scrappy as it sailed between the swaying trees, and in the distance she could hear the soft snorting of a horse somewhere, a mouse scurrying inside a bale of rustling straw, the muffled laughter of departing guests. How lovely it was, this serene, secure home of hers . . . the man was merely a ripple on its tranquil surface, a ripple that would fade out and disappear.


But Kerry felt a small ambivalent pang. Life was pushing her one way, pulling her the other now that France was actually imminent: enticing her to stay here and yet forcing her to go. She wanted to become a woman of the world and yet she wanted to be Daddy’s girl; she loved her mother but could not in honesty say she liked her; she wanted Brian to be happy with Lu and yet remain her twin, her touchstone.


And then there was Ashamber itself, its old grey walls so strong and enduring, as comforting as they were challenging. Soon, tonight’s revellers would all be gone and the house would settle back down into slumbering hibernation, its ballroom silenced and its beating heart laid to rest. She thought of her mare Zephyr, drowsing peacefully in her dusty stable, of the deserted cobbled yards and the sweet musky barns, she smelt the odours of leather and wet grass, saddle soap and bran bins and apple pies, all jumbled together on lucid spring mornings and smoky autumn evenings . . . was she mad, even to think of leaving?


Possibly. Probably. But she couldn’t stay here for ever. She had to make her move, and make it now.
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The plane soared into the sky and Kerry watched Ireland drop away from her like a patched-up overcoat, one that was warm and familiar but heavy and cumbersome too. She exhaled a small sigh of relief. Up, up and away at last! Gleeful excitement flashed through her every fibre, and as soon as the plane levelled off and the bar opened, she ordered champagne with, Brian noted, an unusual note of authority in her voice, comically imperious.


He eyed her curiously. What had got into her, these last few days? She was skittish as a newborn colt, leaping this way and that, bright-eyed and unnervingly volatile. Maeve had made it plain to him that he was to take charge and care of her, but it would be like trying to mould quicksilver, a reversal of roles he did not relish. Pleased to have her with him on the one hand, he wondered on the other whether he should have encouraged this expedition quite so enthusiastically after all.


Unbuckling her seat belt, Kerry sat up and twisted her head to have a good look around her. But none of the other passengers looked remotely interested, or interesting, and she found their indifference baffling as they were catapulted through the intense azure stratosphere. But it was so exciting! Even for those who travelled frequently, could the miracle of flight be any the less astonishing, the vast tract of blue sky any the less piercing? And they were going to Paris, the most desirable destination in the world!


Here and there some passengers were already accepting drinks, and from the galley the clatter of trays was audible. Curiously Kerry watched people calmly begin to eat their lunch, but even as she wondered, the stewardess arrived with her champagne and she took it with a grin, pouring the whole thing into a glass before Brian had even opened his. Lifting it aloft to admire the rising bubbles in the sunlight that poured through the window, she downed three-quarters of the liquid and sat back with an oddly detached, expectant look.


Brian stared.


“What on earth are you doing, sis, guzzling like that?”


“Practising, Brian. I’m practising how to drink. The other night, it made me burp like a pig. But I reckon if I keep trying I’ll get used to it.”


She beamed at him triumphantly. “See. Not even a tiny burp this time. I’m getting better already.”


God almighty! How would he ever restrain her, when they got to France and its oceans of wine? Since he’d been living there he’d become accustomed to alcohol, handling it with the same quiet ease he did most things, but if Kerry went on like this she would be lethal as a cruise missile. Eyeing her nervously, he made a mental note to enlist Lu’s help immediately upon arrival.


Lu and Maeve had had a chat over the phone last night, and Brian was heartened to hear his mother calmly discussing wedding plans, in total contrast to Eamonn’s bullheaded rantings. But Lu would manage even him in due course, if Maeve and Kerry chipped away at him too, there would be a wedding, this very year . . . Happily, Brian’s thoughts meandered off down this rosy path. What a wonderful wife Lu was going to make.


Kerry’s thoughts, also, were on Lucienne de Veurlay. Already, it seemed that her future sister-in-law was on much better terms with her mother than ever she had been herself, joining Maeve in the life they both seemed to regard as an acquisition and management campaign. First the man, the key to the safe, then the house, the furs and jewels, the status and cachet that went with the whole caboodle . . . an endless list of assets to be catalogued.


Kerry had never been sure how Lu did it. But from the start she had shown some knack, some instinct for flirting and alluring. Assiduously she had worked on it, polishing herself up until she gleamed like a diamond, developing her best points to camouflage the weak ones. Long after her English was fluent, her accent remained fetchingly French, a weapon in the armoury that captivated first boys and now men.


But Kerry suspected that Lu, like Maeve, secretly rather despised men, cultivating them cleverly and pragmatically to further their own ends. Love, to them, was a four-letter word, too vulgar an emotion to be entertained, and Kerry clearly remembered the nights when Lu would sneak back into Sylvermore after illicit dates, laughing as she dissected the latest feather in her cap with an analytical eye as cold as it was compelling.


As for Maeve – only in the last six months, since she’d had more time at home, had Kerry begun to watch and think about her parents’ relationship. Never as a child had she witnessed violent scenes, but neither had she felt any great warmth between the two. Maeve treated Eamonn almost as if he were just one step above his dogs, patting him on the head if he were good, but subtly conveying that he was generally a mess and a nuisance. Her condescension made Kerry ache for her father, who seemed to accept his lot so mildly. It was all wrong for such an extroverted, warm-hearted man, and thinking of it now, she feared suddenly for Brian. He was quite unlike his father, but Lu and Maeve had a lot in common.


But then, everyone’s parents were a mystery, and never did behave with any logic. Snapping out of her reverie, Kerry extracted a cigarette from a slim silver case and lit it with what she hoped was cosmopolitan panache. Like drinking, smoking was a current experiment; but before she could show off at all, the no-smoking light came on and she realised with a jolt that Paris was already in sight. With a squeal of excitement she pressed her nose to the window.


“Oh, look, Brian! I can see Sacré Coeur! And the Eiffel Tower! Look, all the roofs are red!”


Brian smiled, experiencing the pleasure of returning to his spiritual home. How innocent his sister was . . . her education had been so strict, her mother such a martinet, that in most ways she was still a child, no matter what the gown from Courrèges might say to the contrary. He would enjoy being her mentor, showing her all the wonders of his favourite city, provided of course Lu could keep some kind of lid on the girl. Getting into any more trouble with Eamonn was the last thing he needed.


Beside him, Kerry jigged in the seat as Paris flew up to meet them, looking huge and busy and crazy as it whirled below the banking plane, and then they were hurtling down the runway at a speed that was petrifying, awesome, thrilling.


Lu was waiting to meet them, waving through the glass screen of Le Bourget’s arrivals terminal. Brian spotted her immediately and fumbled agitatedly, in a most unexpected flap, through customs, his nervousness taken for guilt and all his bags searched. But finally they were out, and Kerry was touched to see how eagerly the two fell into each other’s arms, hugging and chattering incoherently. Momentarily forgotten, she stood back to survey Lu: the cropped cluster of blonde curls, the wide hazel eyes, the almost scientifically sculpted cheekbones. At her neck she wore a knotted chiffon scarf, just so, its imperial red matching the shade on her lips, a smooth study in savoir-faire.


Kerry giggled, thinking how the girl matched the landscape at Sylvermore, with its neatly clipped fuschia hedges. But Lu’s petrol-blue suit from Chanel was pure Paris. The wretched girl could be nothing else but a model, Kerry thought with rueful consciousness of her own flaming shag of red hair and the freckles spilling across the bridge of her nose. Curt, someone had once called it; a curt nose. Kerry wasn’t quite sure what that meant.


With a little shriek Lu abandoned Brian and came to embrace her, planting four consecutive kisses on her cheeks in the flamboyant gesture that had, in Ireland, been the only one that ever appeared out of place.


“Kerry! It is so wonderful to see you! Let me look!”


Lu stepped back and absorbed her school friend in a single glance that annulled, instantly, all Kerry’s aspirations to glamour. She thought she had dressed for Paris, with worldly chic; it was apparent that she had not. Her fine wool coat was well cut, yes, her boots of glazed Italian leather, her gold stud earrings from Cartier and a Christmas gift from Lu herself. But the impact was not quite enough. Almost, but not quite. Some vital ingredient remained to be drawn out and developed, like a tangled red curl teased into an elegant chignon. Lu laughed and shook her head prettily.


“Well – I do love the gloves! Come on, let’s find the car. I had to park ages away.”


“You mean miles,” Kerry returned tartly, attempting to redress the balance of some invisible little battle she had not even known she was fighting.


It was a longish drive to the rue de Vaugirard, and Kerry sat silent in the back of the Citroën as the lovers kissed and canoodled in front, lost in their private world. Their preoccupation freed her to concentrate on the sights and sounds of Paris as they sped by in a beckoning blur, and she was struck by even the ordinary, everyday buildings, so stately, so tall, so – so what? So arrogant, that was what. These were buildings sure of their own worth, dignified, grandiose, unlike anything she had ever seen before. Everywhere there was light and space and symmetry, greenery peeping even in January from among the bare branches of the trees. The streets were so wide, the traffic so aggressive, the people so full of vitality as they rushed along the pavements, in and out of the métro stations with their quaint green iron arches.


How could such mundane edifices look so lovely? It was just like the postcards, all the colonnes de Morris plastered with bright haphazard posters, their cylindrical surfaces blaring colour, the whole city ablaze with it. A city to be young in, to fly high and free in, and Kerry was so enthralled she was speechless all the way to wherever they were taking her. It occurred to her that she had no idea where that might be, when the car abruptly drew in.


Decanting her passengers, Lu cruised away in search of parking, and Brian grinned sheepishly.


“Sorry. We didn’t mean to ignore you. But we hadn’t seen each other for a week!”


“Oh, I didn’t mind. Come on, Brian, I’m dying to see where you live!”


He pressed a buzzer and the heavy gate in front of her swung open on to a paved courtyard. Stopping at a concierge’s desk, he exchanged some words of remarkably fluent French for a hefty set of keys, while Kerry received a glance that made her feel like a cat slinking in by mistake. Picking up their luggage, Brian led the way to a doorway and up the first of what felt like twenty flights of stairs.


In fact it was six, but Brian was oblivious of their steepness even with all the bags; he couldn’t wait to show Kerry his splendid home-from-home. Unlocking a door at last, he flung it open and showed her inside.


“Well – what do you think?”


Used as she was to the affluent loveliness of Ashamber, Kerry stopped nonetheless in surprise. Here too was an impressive abode, but quite different, its splendour sleek, streamlined, regal. In fact, the apartment belonged to Lu’s parents, Claire and Lionel, and its décor had nothing whatever to do with Brian. But that he regarded it with a proprietorial eye was immediately clear. Dropping the luggage he took his sister by the hand and led her from room to room, and Kerry felt the strange sensation of being led through the pages of an interior décor magazine.


She couldn’t fault it. But she couldn’t say she liked it either. For his sake, she tried.


“It’s really beautiful, Brian.”


That was true. In its impeccable good taste, the place was classically beautiful, richly painted and gilded in tones of white and gold, perfectly fitted and draped and swagged, the stiff upright chairs dispersed just so, the embossed wallpaper marching from room to room like a regiment of soldiers, the massive beds canopied as if for royalty.


“We sleep here, in the main bedroom, except when Claire and Lionel are in town. You’re in the guest room next door. It’s all ready for you.”


Indeed it was, right down to the matching white soaps in the antiseptically tiled bathroom. Kerry felt as if she were in a hotel, that she should register somewhere.


“Do – do Claire and Lionel mind my staying here, do you think?” After all, she had never met them. But Brian just beamed.


“Certainly not. They’re delighted, they regard you as practically family now.”


“Am I? Are you really going to marry Lu, Brian?”


He turned and looked at her frankly.


“Yes. Yes I am, Kerry. I know you feel a little uncertain about it, that I’m too young, but you can’t choose the exact moment in life when you’ll meet the right person. If she happens along early, well – you don’t send her packing and tell her to give you a call when you turn twenty-five. I would have thought you, above all people, would be in favour of seizing the moment?”


She grinned. That was, as a rule, one of her few steadfast principles. Whatever life threw up, you grabbed and made the most of. So why couldn’t she shake off this uneasy feeling about Brian’s great good fortune in finding the perfect wife? Even as she asked herself the question, the answer came with it.


Perfect. That was the problem. Lu was so perfect, just as this apartment was perfect, her pedigree was perfect, everything was so overpoweringly perfect. Kerry felt the weight of all the perfection as if it were another bag to be hauled up the stairs. But she could not articulate it to her besotted brother.


“So – so how are you going to convert Daddy?”


“I don’t know yet, Kerry, quite honestly. But I’m relying on you to help me. He always listens to you.”


Kerry felt Brian’s keen gaze, and knew he was disappointed in her. Her first attempt to intercede with Eamonn had not been the tour de force he had been hoping for. Not at all.


“I’ll try again, Brian. That’s all I can say. I’ll do whatever seems best for you.”


It was not quite the response he expected. It lacked her usual galloping enthusiasm. But, for the moment, it would have to suffice. With a shrug, he dropped the subject of his marriage.


“Go and get comfortable, sis. When Lu gets back and we’ve all had a shower and a drink, we’ll get dressed up and have a night out on the town. What would you like to try?”


“Try?”


“Well, there’s French, of course, or Vietnamese, or Greek, Italian, Moroccan, Creole . . .”


She was nonplussed. Such ethnic variety, in the Ireland she had just left, was unheard of. She had thought he was going to say there was steak, or fish, or chicken.


“I – I – oh, Brian, don’t tease me! You know I haven’t a clue! What do you recommend?”


He busied himself with unpacking while she yanked off her boots, caught sight of herself in a mirror and decided to have a shower right away.


“How about Procope?” he called at length, shouting over the hammering jets of water.


“Procope?” It sounded to Kerry’s ears like some awful broth one might give to an invalid. Complan, sort of.


“It’s the oldest restaurant in the world, Kerry. It’s been in the rue de l’Andenne Comédie since 1686. You’ll love it”


“Oh. OK, then! Let’s go there.”


She felt the tiniest twinge of disappointment. Creole sounded so much more adventurous, or Vietnamese . . . she wasn’t sure about somewhere so heavily historic. But as always, he was trying to please her, and that was what counted; in due course, she would sample all of Paris’s more exotic wares under her own steam.


“And afterwards, Lu and I will show you the city by night, it’s wonderful, we’ll take you up the Arc de Triomphe and the Eiffel Tower and to Montmartre, up in the cable car . . .”


Cable car? That sounded like fun. Brightening, Kerry emerged from the shower and planted a damp kiss on Brian’s cheek. Already, it was clear to her just how much in love with Lu her brother was – but she, Kerry, had prior claim. If Lu were half as clever as she thought she was, she would do well to remember that.


Kerry never forgot that first night in Paris. Everywhere they went there was magic in the air, shooting electric shocks through her senses like a hallucinogenic drug. Never had she seen such a blazing panorama as the Place de la Concorde with its hundreds of burning lights, all ablaze as if specially for her; never had there been anything like the foaming fountains of the Hôtel de Ville, their jets bursting skyward into thousands of shattering shards of water as she gazed, awed, up into the crystalline night sky.


Under the towering majesty of Notre Dame, Brian pointed out the belfry where, he asserted, the ghost of Quasimodo wandered the shadowy buttresses, weeping for Esmeralda, and from the top of the Eiffel Tower she felt the whole structure sway sickeningly, and laughed with giddy bravado. In the cable car that carried them up to Sacré Coeur she thought she would be sick, as it swung up above the quivering lights of the city, but when she got out she stood mute and transfixed before the luminous white beauty of the Basilica, as dreamy and exotic as the Taj Mahal. To their surprise, there was a steel band from Martinique pounding music out over the sloping terraces, even on this icy night, gathering other tourists as the sound palpitated across the sleeping roofs of Paris, and everybody clapped as a group of limbo dancers eddied low under a metal bar, their sinuous black bodies pliable as ectoplasm, urged on by the stamping, whistling crowd as coins showered about their hands and feet.


Lower and lower the limber, laughing dancers writhed, down and down until they were horizontal, snaking tentacles of the night, and then out and up in one triumphant motion to riotous applause. Enthralled, Kerry watched them do it over and over again, until she became aware of being separated from Brian and Lu, and wandered out to the balustrade to look for them. Far below, Paris lay spread out to infinity, out to the horizon where a plane darted busily amidst the stars, for away en route to some distant land, its winking red light pricking a droplet of blood from the night. It was so silent out there, she thought, like a city on another planet, unknown, awaiting the explorers. What would she find there? Almost, she did not want to know. This moment was wonder enough.


Below the balustrade, Brian was kissing Lu. Kerry saw them from where she stood; a long kiss, full of love and passion, oblivious of everything but itself. The stab of loneliness, of exclusion, that she felt evaporated instantly, like steam off a filly, and she turned back to the panorama before her, thinking how Brandon Lawrence had kissed her with just such a passionate intensity. But he was in London now, or Wicklow, or wherever; and she, Kerry Laraghy, wanted to be nowhere but here, seduced by this sorceress of an enchanting city.


Caroline Somerville-Norton would strangle Marianne Lawrence, she decided, if she twirled that spoon in that cup of tea once more. Just one more twirl and her friend was a dead woman.


“Marianne! For pity’s sake stop doing that!”


“Doing what, Caro?” The violet eyes were vast with innocence, the voice slightly petulant.


“Playing with that damn tea, is what! You haven’t touched it, you haven’t eaten a bite – what on earth is the matter with you?”


Caro was annoyed. As a rule the girls enjoyed their afternoon teas together immensely, gossiping and giggling here at the Ritz, their shopping heaped about their feet, the piano tinkling agreeably in the corner. Not today. Today, Marianne was driving her nuts.


“Oh . . . nothing. I’m sorry.”


Like a scolded child Marianne obediently put down the spoon, lifted the fine china cup and took a genteel sip. And then, to Caro’s horror, she replaced it in its saucer with such a violent shudder that the flatware clattered loudly together. Slowly, unthinkably, her eyes filmed over with tears.


Get her talking, Caro told herself swiftly. Get her talking before she actually starts crying into the blasted fairy cakes.


“Mari, what is it? Come on, out with it!”


“I’m so sorry, Caro.” From her black clutch bag Marianne fished a small handkerchief and dabbed discreetly at her eyes. “But I think I am going to have to tell you. I can’t stand it any longer.”


“Stand what?” There was little in Marianne’s life, that Caroline knew of, to be “stood” with any need of heroic valour.


“Brandon. His behaviour.” Marianne’s lower lip trembled, like a falling leaf. “It’s just terrible, Caro. Just so absolutely terrible, I can’t take it any more.”


“Take what? What’s he done?” Caro was mystified. Her friend’s husband was the envy of their whole set, a delectable man, the original textbook catch – and a nice, decent human being into the bargain. Oh, a bit serious at times, maybe, a little preoccupied, but certainly not the kind who gave a girl any trouble. She had always considered Mari to be singularly blessed in her marriage.


“He’s – he’s changed, Caro! He’s just not the same any more.” Marianne sounded like a little girl, bitterly complaining that her ice cream had melted in the sun, and Caro bit back a laugh.


“Oh, come on now. People don’t turn into ogres overnight. Is he all tied up with his work, or what?”


“Ye-es, that’s part of it. I never see him any more. He’s at that wretched office morning, noon and night. It’s so bad for the boys. They see so little of him, it’s a wonder he can remember their names.”


“But Marianne, Brandon is a very busy man. He has a huge company to run. It’s part of the price you pay for him.”


“I know that! But it’s been different since we came back from Ireland after New Year. It’s not just his work that’s distracting him. I can tell. It’s something else.”


“What?” A terrible suspicion began to dawn on Caro.


“That’s just it. I don’t know what. He’s become so moody. So remote. We never talk about anything any more, he won’t take me out anywhere, he won’t – he won’t even sleep with me, Caro.” Marianne’s voice dwindled to a whisper.


Caroline sat back on her spindly velvet chair and considered. Well, what do you know. Brandon Lawrence. She never would have thought he was the type. But then, what man was not, when you came down to it? Really they were just animals, the whole lot of them, even the most plausible ones. She hated to disillusion her friend, but the obvious truth of the matter didn’t seem to have percolated through Marianne’s feathery head. It would have to be spelled out to her in black and white.


“I’m afraid it sounds to me very much as if he might be having an affair, Marianne.”


To her surprise, Marianne did not burst instantly into tears. She looked down, picked an imaginary piece of fluff off her powder-blue bouclé suit, bit her lip and nodded almost imperceptibly.


“Yes. That’s what I think too.”


Caro looked at her in bewilderment. The woman was nearly thirty, for crying out loud, this Jackie Kennedy lookalike with her bouffant black hair and her big mauve eyes. If she knew what was wrong, then surely she knew what to do about it?


“Well, then, Mari, you’re going to have to take things in hand, aren’t you? Right this very minute, we’re going to have to go round to Harrods and Janet Reger, get you some gorgeous new lingerie, sexy stockings, perfume, the lot, aren’t we?” Caroline sighed to herself. She had thought their shopping complete for the day. Her feet were killing her.


“I’ve – I’ve already done all that, Caro. It didn’t work.”


“What? Are you sure? Have you given him enough time? Did you get the kind of thing he really likes?”


“Oh, yes. Lots of silk and lace, buckets of fresh perfume, the works. I’m telling you, he didn’t even notice.”


Christ. This did sound ominous. Caro considered further.


“Have you any idea who it – she – might be, Mari? If you knew what, or who, you’re up against, you’d have a very useful weapon. You have to fight fire with fire, you know.”


“All I know is, it isn’t anybody obvious. It isn’t Louise, for starters.”


Caro nodded, unsurprised. Brandon Lawrence was not the sort of man to go for that old cliché, with the secretary. Who, then? Mari said it had started after they came back from Ireland, about six weeks ago . . . so . . . Was the woman in Ireland, then? And if so, how was Brandon managing to see her?


“Has he been back to Hollyvaun since then, Mari?”


“Once or twice. Not often, or for long.”


Oh. That seemed to rule that out, then. It must be somebody new, here in London.


“Mari, I hate to say this, but I think you’re going to have to put somebody on him. It’s the only way. You’ll have to have him followed.”


Marianne swallowed nervously, fiddling with her charm bracelet, not looking at her friend.


“I – I – oh, Caro, I hate to think of doing that It’s like spying on him.”


“That’s exactly what it is, Marianne! That’s the way the system works! They cheat on you, you spy on them”


“You really think there’s no other way?” Marianne’s voice fluttered hopefully.


“No. I don’t. You’re going to need evidence, you know, if it comes to court.”


“Court? Oh, but Caro – we’re Irish, we married in Dublin, divorce is out of the question! And besides, I don’t want one!”


Well, no. Brandon was the kind of man you hung on to, if at all possible. To divorce him would be to throw the baby out with the bathwater. But it was a salutary threat, none the less.


“No, but he’s not to know that, Mari. If he is into anything worse than a fling, you must confront him with chapter and verse. Otherwise he’ll just deny it flat out – they all do. And then they go right on doing it. You have to be prepared to say you’ll get a separation, at the very least.”


For several minutes Marianne sat silent and miserable, thinking. Of course Caro was right, but Brandon was such a wonderful husband . . . or had been, up to now. The last thing she wanted was to lose him, or even to alienate him, to have any ugly scenes.


“Marianne! Do you hear what I’m saying to you?”


She jumped guiltily. “Yes, Caro, I do. I’m just thinking it over, that’s all. I really do hate to . . .”


“Oh, for heaven’s sakes, Mari! You’re not the first woman this has happened to. How do you think everyone else deals with it? If you don’t find out who, where and when, he’ll just bluff it out and there’ll never be an end to it.”


“Yes. Yes. You’re right, of course. I will – I will do what you suggest.”


Caroline leaned over and patted Marianne’s hand consolingly.


“Take it from me, kiddo, you’re doing the right thing.”


In Ireland it was a harsh winter’s night. Here and there Eamonn could hear the howl of a dog in some faraway field, then another, and another, each picking up the cry in turn and passing it on until the cacophony reached an eerie, incessant wail. They sounded more like wolves than dogs on nights like this, he thought, and knew that in the morning there would be angry farmers out counting the bodies of their dead lambs. Then a visit from Sergeant Mulligan, to him and to anyone else known to keep dogs, but nothing would ever be proven, no dog would ever be shot. But he made sure that none of his would ever need to be. Throughout the lambing season they were kennelled at night, on long chains in a bam from which they could not escape.


Except Fionn. Fionn stood beside him now, almost level with his master’s hips, and would remain in the vicinity all evening. Then he would sleep in front of the dying embers of the fire in the hall, as every night, his huge hulk as frightening to strangers as it was comforting to the household. Eamonn bent a little and ran his meaty hand through the dog’s long coat with affection.


“Well,” he asked aloud, of himself as much as the dog, “what should I do, eh? Should I chance the risk, do you think?”


Fionn looked up at him adoringly and rubbed against his leg. Even with two sweaters bundled under his ubiquitous tweed jacket, Eamonn shivered slightly. It was one hell of a cold night, it would freeze for sure. He should go inside, now. Not that it would be much warmer there, after he’d consulted with Maeve. God only knew what she’d say; something short and biting, no doubt, designed to make him feel a fool.


But he’d stand his ground on this one. Resolutely he turned on his heel and stamped up to the back door that gave into the kitchen, Fionn trotting behind, his tongue lolling a little, paws padding evenly on the thin layer of frost already underfoot. As he let himself in, Maeve sat chatting amiably with Neville McCormack, head man on nearby Cushla stud, elbows on the table as she cupped a mug of tea in her small, delicate hands. Funny, to see her with such a man in such a pose, with so uncouth an object as a mug, but Eamonn knew her behaviour was deliberately adopted. She looked fetching tonight, in a roomy white angora sweater and pale grey trousers. Since Kerry had taken to trousers, Maeve had too, but really, he thought wryly, she had been wearing them for years.


Neville liked Maeve, and she enjoyed the snippets of news he fed her – who was buying what stock, who was visiting which trainers, who was entertaining whom and why. It was a harmless liaison, and Eamonn liked to see his wife on friendly terms with the neighbours, giving them tea here in the kitchen where they felt at home. In the early days, it had been all cucumber sandwiches and bone china in the rose room, but Maeve was smart enough soon to see the error of that. Oh, the ladies liked it, naturally, but the men had squirmed uncomfortably when they arrived in their Wellington boots on wet days, dripping their way across the glossy floors and rich rugs. So now she fed them here, with ordinary tea from a big pot and thick slices of Mary’s plum cake, and a tumbler of whiskey, neat, the way the men liked it. Such visits were the only time, Eamonn reflected, that he ever got a decent cup of tea in his own home.


They had not noticed him come in as they chatted intently, about cover fees by the sound of it. The Maharajah had recently sold his stud, throwing prices into uncertainty and effectively demolishing the cartel that had obtained for years. Eventually Maeve looked up, and shivered.
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