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For Jo Nana


A donkey on the edge with me.









Prologue


The letter slipped from the book like a leaf falling from a tree, silent as a yacht peeling from its mooring and gliding out across the water. Defiantly free.


She stared at it. The writing was familiar and yet she couldn’t place it. The uppermost edge of the envelope was jagged from where it had been ripped open in haste, the swirl of the ‘e’ at the end of the name bleeding softly into the vellum. A drip of champagne perhaps? Or a teardrop?


It was just a letter and yet the instinct quivered through her that there was weight in its tucked-away words. Like a doe in the grass, she sensed a threat she could not yet see. An innocuous moment had suddenly turned critical and now everything pivoted on what would come next. Breath held and still, she ran her eyes over the script, seeing at once that the game was already in play, understanding that she had already lost. Like the doe, she had only one viable choice.


Run.









Chapter One


Tuesday, 26 November 2019
 Lorne Castle, Kilmally, Ireland


‘Nobility is nothing but ancient riches!’


‘Oh Christ, he’s pissed,’ Pip whispered in her ear as Ottie arched a sceptical eyebrow, their father’s voice echoing around the galleried hall.


‘Yes, you heard me right, to be sure you did,’ Declan Lorne insisted. ‘Devil be damned, it means no more to me than the socks on my feet.’ As if to prove the point, he shook off one of his velvet slippers – embroidered with the family crest in gold thread – to reveal his pale big toe poking through the end of a red sock. A murmur of shocked amusement rippled through the crowd.


‘Dec,’ his wife quietly admonished him with a despairing, ladylike shake of her head. ‘Those were new too.’


The murmur broke into a skitter of guffaws as he looked around delightedly at the gathering of friends and family who’d made the tricky and somewhat arduous trek to be here. Save for the villagers and those arriving by helicopter, it was an hour drive from Cork airport, with half of that spent on single-track lanes, navigating slow-moving dairy herds and bridging fords.


‘It’s important I make the point, my beloved,’ he said, looking over at her with fiercely loving eyes. ‘I don’t want a single person in this room to leave here tonight thinking I give two hoots about the damned title stopping here with me. I don’t. God gave us three wild, precociously talented, beautiful daughters and I wouldn’t change a one of them for some name.’


‘He definitely would have traded me in after that time I cleaned his gun with Vaseline,’ Pip whispered, leaning in again and jogging her with an elbow.


‘If he could have caught you,’ Ottie replied, grinning at the memory. ‘You slept in the boathouse for two nights, I seem to remember.’


Pip waggled her strong dark eyebrows, a mischievous glint in her green eyes. With her ragged auburn crop, constellation of freckles and rangy boyish frame, she looked like an overgrown leprechaun contemplating wreaking havoc. ‘Aye, and by the time I skulked back, he was so relieved to see me, he’d forgotten why I ran in the first place.’


‘You always could twist him round your little finger,’ Ottie tutted.


‘Ha!’ Pip scoffed. ‘That was one of my rare successes. You got away with murder.’


‘Me?’ Ottie hissed back, scandalized.


‘Don’t play the innocent,’ Pip grinned. ‘You’ve always been his favourite. The firstborn. Little Miss Perfect.’


The smile faded on Ottie’s face. She knew exactly what she was and it wasn’t that. The champagne-fuelled light in her eyes dimmed as she watched her father holding out his arm, their mother slipping into the crook of it like a silken fox. He kissed her on the cheek to a chorus of ‘aaahs’ – this was, after all, their thirtieth wedding anniversary party, and amongst their peers, theirs was the great love story: still in love after all these years.


‘Be in no doubt that without Serena by my side, I would have ruined meself years ago. She has been both my guiding light and my anchor these past t’irty years. I’m not an easy man to be married to, I’ll grant you that, but she’s kept me on the straight and narrow, all the while bringing the castle back to life and making it a home for our three beautiful girls.’


He looked up, his gaze casting around the double-height great hall finding first her and then Pip. ‘Jeesht, would you just look at them? The finest beauties in all the land,’ he said proudly.


A cheer of agreement went up and Pip groaned loudly as Ottie rolled her eyes. ‘Oh God, his cup always runneth over when his glass runneth over,’ Pip muttered beneath a forced smile.


‘Aye, I am the luckiest of men to have been blessed with the four women in my life. But—’ He paused dramatically, scanning the audience. He always had been able to work the crowd. ‘But I’ll put my hand up to it, I didn’t always know that.’ Ottie looked up, startled by the frank admission, and found he was looking directly at her; to her amazement, the usual merry dance in his eyes was now but a tiptoe. ‘But I do now. By Jove, I know it now.’


She felt the thick walls of the castle fall away, the colourful party fading to white as he held her gaze, his eyes saying more than his words . . . 


‘And many of you I know have noticed that our wee Willow couldn’t make it here tonight.’ His voice faltered fractionally, losing its customary skip and bounce. ‘It goes without saying that she is missed. More than she’ll ever know.’


Beside her, Pip stiffened, drawing in a deep breath. What was this – a confessional? But after another moment, he looked away from the two of them again, reconnecting with his guests and bringing that familiar jig back into his eyes. This was a party after all!


‘But she’s got commitments that must come first,’ he said, airily hopping over their sea of secrets like it was a puddle. ‘. . . Work. The big social life in Dublin. After all, let’s be honest, why the hell would she want to come all the way back here to make small talk with a bunch of old farts like us?’


A roar of laughter met his words.


‘Face it, my friends, we are over the hill! But at least we’re all still on this hill together.’


‘Hear! Hear!’ Several cries went up.


Declan laughed, his ruddy cheeks flushed brighter than ever. ‘So I want to thank you all for making the no-doubt epic trip to join us here tonight, and I’ll finish by raising several toasts to the women in my life. To my darling wife, Serena –’


‘To Serena!’ cried the raucous room as her mother gave one of her most enigmatic smiles. She had kept her figure and her looks and was used to being the centre of attention.


‘To my beloved girls who are here: Ottie and Pip.’


‘To Ottie and Pip!’


‘And though she be not here, she is not forgotten – to my little bird who has flown the nest, Willow.’


‘To Willow!’


Ottie arched an eyebrow and clinked her glass against Pip’s, their eyes meeting in rueful silence. ‘To Willow.’


The same night, Croke Park, Dublin


Willow closed her eyes, feeling the deep vibrations thrum through her chest, making even her ribs buzz. She had her arms in the air, her head tipped back as she joined the rest of the crowd in singing at the tops of their voices. She swore that if the sky was a lid upon the earth, it would have been blown off by the sheer energy radiating from this stadium: laser strobes criss-crossed the night sky, the white dots of tens of thousands of phone cameras swaying in unison. On stage, graphics flashed on three-storey screens, and though the band were but pinpricks from her distant spot up in the gods, the state-of-the-art acoustics brought Bono’s voice to her ear as clearly as if he’d been standing beside her.


But it wasn’t these accoutrements of a slick, multimillion-euro roadshow that was making the hairs stand upright on her arms – it was the intensity of being completely in sync with eighty thousand other people; sharing in one moment being multiplied and amplified eighty thousand times over. This was what it was to be alive, to belong. It was the high she was constantly chasing. Her drug.


Beside her, Caz was jumping up and down on the spot, one arm punching the cold November night air as she sang – shouted, really – as loudly as she could. She was wearing just a T-shirt with her jeans but somehow temperature became irrelevant when the lights flashed on and the first strum of bass guitar reverberated through the amps. Caz’s long blonde hair swung from side to side, the small swallow tattoo at the base of her neck playing peek-a-boo, the multiple hoops in her left ear flashing in the lights. She stopped jumping up and down mid-lyric to take another greedy gulp of her beer, and Willow chuckled at her friend’s astonished and then outraged look as she found that her glass was nigh-on empty, completely oblivious that most of the pint was now on her boots and on the ground. She looked across at Willow with surprise.


‘I’ll go get us some more!’ Willow hollered in her ear, taking the glass from her hand.


‘No! It’s my turn!’ Caz shouted back.


‘I know, but I need the loo anyway,’ she shrugged.


Caz beamed delightedly and gave her the thumbs-up. ‘Well, okay then!’ She was an uncomplicated soul, not given to false modesty or tricksy politics. What you saw was what you got with Caz and it was what made their flat-share so fun and easy: there were never any arguments about who’d finished the houmous or forgotten to buy milk, no passive-aggressive comments about the mismatched shoes strewn over the floors or jeans left wet in the machine for days. Caz had a ‘shoot from the hip’ frankness to her that Willow not just admired, but needed: Be real. Be authentic. Be fucking honest.


Taking both their plastic glasses, Willow skipped down the steps towards the exit, past the stewards and into the pits encircling the stadium. It was still busy down there – people dashing to the toilets, the bars, queuing for the merchandise stalls. Willow took one weary look at the stationary line filing out of the Ladies and decided she could wait till she got home.


She headed to the nearest bar instead. It was still three deep, although that was better than the twenty-strong depth before the band had come on. Well used to the drill, she scanned the crowd for signs of weakness, looking for the loose link in the chain, and slipped into a gap that suddenly opened up on the far right side. Only one back from the front.


She felt the impatient mass jostle and immediately close behind her as the breach was discovered a moment too late. She stood firm and pushed her elbows out slightly, trying to take up more space. The guy in front of her was being served and she stood patiently, trying to catch the barman’s eye as he went to and fro, pulling pints. Willow wondered how the guy was going to carry them all back without a tray; there had to be at least six.


The back of the bar was mirrored and as she waited, she caught sight of her own reflection. There was a momentary time lag before recognition. It was odd – startling even – to suddenly glimpse herself in the crowd, to see herself as a stranger did – the thick, shaggy, almost-black hair which had always made her stand apart now roughly cut to her shoulders, eyeliner like a tattoo around her glacial blue eyes, her pale narrow face and full mouth, multiple earrings in her left ear, black ‘hot lips’ T-shirt from last year’s Rolling Stones summer tour here. Even without being able to see the buckled boots and tight black jeans, she looked pleasingly ‘rock chick’, which was the whole idea. No one would ever guess she was a knight’s daughter.


The guy in front, having paid up, splayed his fingers wide, precariously clutching three pints in each hand, and everyone immediately around him took a half-step back, not wanting his beers to be spilled down their fronts as he slowly turned.


Willow dipped slightly, turning herself sideways around him so that he could move into her space, and she his. Immediately the crowd shifted and swelled forwards towards the gap again, like hot oil spreading in a pan, but she was nimble and slim and well practised in the art of getting served.


‘Hi,’ she grinned, lunging into the spot and making immediate and direct eye contact with the barman, leaning both her elbows on the bar so that she was on tiptoes. The counter was sticky and wet but she didn’t care.


‘Hey, what can I do you for?’ he asked with an interested tone, angling himself in towards her to hear over the rabble.


‘Four pints, please,’ she said to his ear. She wasn’t going to queue again.


He nodded, turning to make eye contact again. ‘Coming right up.’


Willow gave a pleased grin as she looked up and down the bar. It was an unfair fact of life, but pretty girls always got served first, legions of burly, grumpy men standing behind her with arms outstretched on the bar – trying to physically claim a place – tenners stuffed in their fists.


She looked in the mirror again, checking her reflection, and saw someone further along was watching her – a guy with a buzz-cut, a razor slash through his right eyebrow. He looked edgy. A little dangerous. She immediately smiled at him and his chin lifted fractionally in return. Acknowledgement of the moment. Confirmation of the attraction.


Willow looked away again but she couldn’t stop the grin from stretching across her lips. This would be interesting. He was two back from the front of the queue, a couple of guys now jostling behind him. Would he forsake his place to catch her on the way past? Was he interested enough? Was she?


Her phone buzzed in her jeans pocket and she reached back for it. Caz wanting her to get some crisps? She always got the munchies after beer.


‘Yeah?’ she shouted, her eyes returning to the barman as he came back with the pints.


‘Willow?’


She hesitated at the voice: unheard for so long, and yet so familiar too. ‘Ottie?’


‘Jeesht, where are you?’ her sister asked, raising her voice to be heard.


‘Out,’ Willow said, more snappishly than she’d intended. But it was a shock having her past suddenly step back into her present like this. ‘What is it?’


‘You need to get back here.’


‘Twelve euros,’ the barman said to her. She looked at him blankly. Suddenly, there was too much happening at once. ‘I . . .’ She patted her jeans, remembering the twenty in her pocket. The barman had his hand out waiting, all the other outstretched and bunched fists tapping impatiently, waiting for their turn. Even pretty girls could only get away with so much at a bar this busy. She handed over the note with a frown. ‘No.’ Her response was simple and brutal because it was brutally simple: she would never go back.


‘Willow, please, it’s urgent.’ Ottie’s voice sounded strained, like a length of yarn that had been untwisted and stripped apart. ‘You need to get home as soon as you can.’


‘Otts, I’m sorry, but I’ve said no.’ She held out her hand as the barman handed her back the change, his gaze already on the next punter, her temporary hold on him gone again. ‘That’s my answer. I’m not going to—’


‘It’s Dad!’ Ottie burst out. ‘He’s dying.’


What?


The music switched to silence, the press of the crowd suddenly falling away, gravity loosening its hold upon her. She felt light, spectral.


Down the other end of the line, 180 miles away in Cork, Ottie burst into tears, her sobs wretched. ‘He’s not going to last the night,’ she gasped, struggling to speak, to push words past the tears. ‘Please, Willow. You’ve got to come home.’


Her fingers tightened around the wheel as she tore passed the sign that signified she was officially back on home turf: Welcome to Lorne. Please drive slowly through our village.


No chance.


It was the middle of the night now, the populous stars studding the sky like a wedding tent threaded with tea lights, drawing the eye ever upwards. Her car’s main beam was the only light to be had: the street lamps were off at this witching hour and there wasn’t a light on in a single house as she sped past in her battered, albeit trusty black Golf. Her gaze swept over the village green and the silhouetted low-slung cottages that fringed it, the blue and white awning of the Stores now rolled back in, the fruit and veg crates carried in from the pavement for the night.


Nothing ever changed here – well, only by single degrees. The Hare might debut a new pub sign, or a flag might fly from the short stubby tower of the church in the far corner on a saint’s day, but that was the extent of it. She could point to exactly which oaks would be circled by snowdrops in January and primroses in April; she could recall word for word the dedication on the brass plaque on the bench by the pond; no doubt the gum she had stuck to the underside of the slide in the playground aged thirteen was still in situ too.


She looked left as she raced past the church and the graveyard, where so many of her ancestors now slept in eternal peace. Her eye caught sight of the large mossed stone angel on the central tomb, head bowed and hands pressed together in prayer. But instead of reassuring her of God’s grace, as it was supposed to, its unseeing eyes had always given Willow nightmares as a girl and she could never pass it without a shiver. Perhaps she had just never believed enough. Perhaps she had always been a cynic.


She bombed out of the village and along the narrow lane where the plane trees reached towards one another and touched fingers overhead. She had used to love cycling beneath them on the way home, her bike wheeling through the pools of golden evening light that somehow managed to penetrate the dense canopies, pigeons and chaffinches calling from the branches. Whenever she thought of home, which wasn’t often these days, this arched view through the tree tunnel was one of the most wistful – and certainly one of the better ones – that came to mind.


Home.


She could see it already now: the grand stone pillars topped with the flying eagles, the ornate black ironwork gates pinned back as though in readiness for her arrival, though in truth they were rarely closed. Her heart beat harder as she turned in sharply and felt the scale of the place mushroom – the drive grew wider than the road, sweeping down a gentle slope and planted on both sides with fastigiate hornbeams. The sky opened up like a thrown-out tablecloth, the parkland rising and falling with careless grace, acres of frost-stippled grass interrupted only by ancient yews with thick boughs so heavy they grew along the ground. In the distance, looping around the promontory of the sprawling estate, the dark ribbon of sleeping sea gleamed like an oil slick.


A lone stag nibbling on a rowan tree lifted its head as her headlights grazed the ground, steadily bringing into view the colossal mass of honey limestone that had been quarried and first set in place here seven hundred years ago. Even as a very young girl, she had instinctively understood her home was special, extraordinary even, but seeing it again after a three-year absence . . . her heart contracted at the sight of it: the battlemented square towers on either flank, the canted bay in the centre, the ornamental doorway at the top of a flight of balustraded steps . . . Lorne Castle stood as proud and magnificent as ever.


But this was no sentimental homecoming and unlike the dark sleeping village, the lights blazed from within as though there was a fire raging. Not a room was left unlit as though light itself was all that was needed to drive away the darkness that was threatening to claim her father.


She parked with trembling hands, noticing how her sisters’ cars – Pip’s muddy Land Cruiser, Ottie’s old-school yellow Mini – were parked at odd angles at the bottom of the steps, suggesting haste, hurry. Panic.


She felt her anxiety spike again. All the way here, as she had driven through the night and along the width of the country, she had told herself it was a false alarm, maybe even her family’s way of forcing a reunion, bringing her back into the fold when she had refused point-blank every request. But there was real crisis here, she could feel it, a metallic tang in the night air. She shot from the car, oblivious now to the owl hooting for its mate in a nearby tree as she ran up the limestone steps two at a time, feeling suddenly dislocated and anomalous in her hard-edged concert clothes.


She ran through the giant arched door that was as thick as her forearm and into the great hall, stopping as suddenly as if she’d run into a wall. Her eyes scanned the double-height space, tripping over the ornate, dark – almost-black – wooden panelling and split staircase. Great bunches of holly and eucalyptus had been tied at intervals to the bannisters, urns filled with elegant flower arrangements on every surface, a silver banner that read ‘Happy Anniversary’ strung up along the gallery. Some ashtrays were filled with cigarette butts and an overlooked bottle of whiskey was tucked half out of sight at the bottom of the stairs. She knew it had been her parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary today because she had worked very hard at making sure she didn’t think about it all. But it wasn’t the remnants of a party that she saw but instead the bloody-minded constancy of the place: nothing had changed in her absence, not a single thing. The harp was in its usual place on the half-landing, Rusty – her father’s prized suit of armour, belonging to the 1st Knight of Lorne – still standing stiffly between the dining room and yellow drawing room doors. The Qing vase was still set on the guéridon table in the middle of the space, the grandfather clock still four minutes behind time. In three years, she was the only thing to have stepped out of position here.


A sound – muffled, alarming – came to her ear from upstairs and she ran again, feeling the panic course. Fists pumping, she tore up the stairs, resolving to say ‘sorry’ first. They were beyond recriminations now. She had let the past dictate the present for too long.


She got to the landing but on the top step she tripped, her foot catching on one of the many threadbare rugs that criss-crossed over each other like patchwork. She staggered forwards, arms outstretched to break her fall just as a door opened and a pair of socked feet came into sight, a twig of straw caught in a trouser crease.


‘Willow,’ Pip gasped, catching her and staggering backwards.


‘I’m here,’ she panted. ‘I made it. Where is he?’


‘Willow.’


‘Pip, get out of the way,’ she said urgently. Because in that one word, she had heard a tone. ‘In there?’


Pip’s fingers squeezed harder around her arms, forcing her to stop, to look up. To understand—


‘Willow,’ she whispered.


Willow shook her head, feeling an icy hand clutch her heart. ‘No . . . No.’


‘I’m so sorry.’


The world tipped onto its side, the ground falling away beneath her feet as she felt herself begin to slide. To fall. She couldn’t be too late. She couldn’t. She’d driven through the night, across the country. There had been no faster way to get here—


‘He passed a few minutes ago.’


Her legs buckled beneath her, taking Pip down too as she fell. And kept falling.


There had been no faster way to get here. Nothing she could have done to have seen her father one last time.


Unless—


The realization was devastating. Unless, of course, she had never left him at all.









Chapter Two


‘Eat this.’ Ottie set down the bowls of porridge, the drizzle of honey a translucent vein swirled across the top, steam twisting up to the high ceilings.


Nobody moved.


‘I said eat,’ she said in her best bossy Eldest’s voice. ‘You’re no good to anyone with low blood sugar and I for one did not pack my smelling salts today.’


Still, nothing.


Ottie sighed and sank down into the nearest empty chair at the long refectory table, looking down at her own bowl with a look of disdain. She wasn’t sure she could force it down either. ‘Look, we’ve got to try to hold it together. We’ve got to be strong. Mam’s not . . . well, this isn’t going to be an easy road. So, eat.’


There was another long pause, as though she’d been talking behind a wall and no one could hear her, but after a moment, Pip picked up her spoon and did as she was told; the motion was mechanical, almost robotic, and Ottie knew she might just as well be eating dog food – she wasn’t tasting any of it. Willow lifted the spoon from the table too but it lay cradled in her hand, hovering across the bowl as she stared into space again, the fingers of her other hand automatically rubbing on the grooves inflicted by knives and knocks over tens of generations. Their father had grown up at this table and his father before him, and his . . .


The clatter of Pip’s spoon on the bowl made them all startle. Pip was staring into the abyss of porridge, shoulders hunched. ‘I’m going to throw up,’ she whispered.


Ottie reached over to her, rubbing her arm. ‘It’s the shock, Pip. Digestion is always the first thing to shut down.’


Willow let her spoon drop too, as though Pip’s nausea released her from the obligation to eat. 


Ottie sighed, feeling defeated, feeling their despair. ‘I know it all feels impossible – eating, sleeping . . . going on without Dad . . .’ Her voice broke as she looked at her exhausted sisters. ‘But somehow we have to just keep putting one foot in front of the other and make the best of things.’


Pip’s swollen eyes swivelled to meet hers. ‘How do we “make the best” of Dad being gone?’ There was no sarcasm in the question for once, only bleak despair.


At her words, Willow dropped her head, elbows splayed wide on the table as she wound her fingers through her hair, as though trying to literally hold herself together. She was eerily quiet, having said barely a word since she’d arrived last night. The news that she was too late to say goodbye seemed to have knocked the breath from her body and her silent scream and mute sobs in the hall had been as heart-wrenching as anything Ottie had ever seen. Her little sister had seemed furious and devastated all at once, and whilst Ottie and Pip had spent the night in their mother’s room, Willow had fled to her old bedroom and bolted the door – present, and yet still absent.


A knock at the back door made them all turn and they loosened in unison at the sight of Mrs Mac’s face peering through the glass. She was wearing her usual patched tweed overcoat and gloves, her grey hair pulled up in a bun, her reading glasses perched as ever on the end of her nose and magnifying her shrewd, kindly eyes.


She came in without ceremony, pulling off her gloves and regarding them all with a ‘tut’ in her expression. Ottie knew that meant they all looked wretched, purplish crescent moons hanging below their eyes like bruises, complexions wan and drawn. Obviously they hadn’t slept, as they’d taken it in turns to sit beside their mother’s bed, helpless as she had howled and wailed like a wounded animal.


‘You poor, poor chicks,’ she said in her distinctive low voice. ‘Where’s your mam?’ she asked, setting down a basket and hugging them briskly but warmly in turn, lingering longest with Willow. They had always been close, Willow, the baby of the family, and Mrs Mac, wanting to hold on to her the longest. Willow’s sudden break from home three years earlier had hit Mrs Mac just as hard as the rest of them.


‘Upstairs,’ Ottie murmured. ‘Dr Fitz came back this morning and gave her a sedative.’


Mrs Mac paused, then nodded. ‘Aye. Probably best.’


They all stared at one another for a moment, the tragedy sitting between them like a lumpen mattress: unavoidable. Painful. This time yesterday they had been getting ready for the anniversary party in their respective homes, laying out clothes and taking long baths in readiness of an afternoon spent sipping champagne and telling lively stories; the anticipation in the village had been palpable – the Lornes’ parties were always extravagant, exuberant and drawn-out affairs, and Ottie had been flabbergasted to see their former housekeeper in make-up and a velvet dress; she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen her out of a pinny before.


‘Tea?’ Ottie asked, moving to get up from the table. ‘I just made some. The water’s boiled.’


Mrs Mac placed a hand on her shoulder, keeping her firmly in place. ‘I’ll see to myself. You sit there. You look like you need the rest.’


She regarded them all critically again, but there was love in her eyes. Although she had stopped working for them five years ago, she had been part headmistress, part nanny, part spy, during her twenty-four-year tenure here, making sure the girls ate well and were ‘nourished’, keeping up with their homework, and providing an inside scoop on what all their crushes were up to in the village. Many was the time the Lorne girls had bemoaned their ‘bad luck’ at being effectively imprisoned in eight hundred acres of land, away from so much as a streetlamp, much less a pavement or bus stop. ‘You need to keep your strength up, for your mam’s sake. She’s not as strong as you lasses. She needs you to help her get through this.’


‘And we will,’ Ottie said, nodding and looking determinedly at her sisters. If they wouldn’t listen to her, at least Mrs Mac’s word was regarded as law.


‘Everyone sends their love. I’ve nigh-on thirty meals in the car for you. You’ll be eating pies till May, I should wager.’


‘That’s very kind of them,’ Pip murmured, still looking green about the gills.


‘Well, they see it as the very least they can do for you,’ Mrs Mac said, bringing her tea over to the large table and sitting down heavily in the rush chair, one hand falling idly to pet the lurchers Mabel and Dot, who were greeting her with a mournful head on each thigh. ‘What a shock it is for the whole village. Everyone’s numb. O’Malley closed the shop when he heard, even though he was due a delivery from the abattoir.’


Shock. It was such a tangible thing. Ottie felt like she could reach out and bite down on it. She glanced across at Willow again – here but not here, staring into the grain of the wood as though there was something written there, just for her.


‘Do they know what it was that took him yet?’ Mrs Mac asked, her eyes full of concern.


Ottie flinched, hating the very word, not wanting to give it shape or sound. ‘Aneurysm.’


‘Oh—’ Mrs Mac pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and squeezed her eyes shut as though the word itself had been a slap. ‘So then it was quick,’ she murmured, nodding over and over, almost as though soothing herself. ‘That’s a mercy at least.’


‘Actually no,’ Ottie said quietly, not wanting to think about it again, to remember those horrific dragging moments . . . ‘He survived for nearly four hours.’


Mrs Mac frowned. ‘But . . . I thought they took you quick, like.’


‘Doctor Fitz said only forty per cent of people die immediately, three in five die within two weeks.’ She shrugged, hating that these statistics had stuck in her brain, facts she had never known she never wanted to know. ‘He said Dad had been diagnosed with it last Easter but because of where it was on the carotid artery, they couldn’t operate to remove it.’


‘He knew?’


Ottie nodded, swallowing down her own shock. Anger. Sense of betrayal. ‘The consultant had told him that although it could go at any time, there was every reason to think he could live with it for years if he was careful. Most aneurysms don’t rupture. Only one in a hundred burst each year, so . . .’ She stopped herself, hearing the robotic note in her voice. Knowing the facts didn’t alter the outcome. Her father couldn’t be saved by statistics.


‘Jeesht, the poor man,’ Mrs Mac whispered. ‘And he never told anyone?’


‘Mam, but she said he didn’t want to worry us.’ She looked away. ‘Typical Dad, always looking on the bright side – he assumed he’d be the one who got away from it.’


‘Well, of course he would. He always had the best of luck, your dad.’


Ottie’s eyes darted to her sisters, but for once, they didn’t react to the assertion. Whatever other privileges their father might have enjoyed, good luck had not been one of them.


‘So what happened? He was . . .’ Mrs Mac didn’t finish but Ottie knew what she’d been going to say: that he’d been fine when they’d left, hailing hearty cheerios from the castle steps, his cheeks flushed on wine and happiness.


‘He and Mam went upstairs to change when Mam says he suddenly complained of a blinding headache. She ran to ring for an ambulance but by the time she came back, he was already unconscious.’


‘Oh jeesht, the poor thing. What a shock it must have been for her.’


Ottie was quiet for a moment. Part of her mother’s anguish – torment, even – was the fact that in his final conscious moments, he had been left alone. ‘Yes. Dr Fitz was here within minutes but . . .’ Ottie swallowed and shook her head. ‘He said there was nothing could be done. It was a severe subarachnoid haemorrhage. There was no hope.’


The housekeeper’s fingers interlaced around the mug and Ottie noticed her hands had begun trembling. Their old housekeeper may not be given to scenes of high emotion but she had a tender heart. ‘’Tis a terrible thing, so it is . . . and so close to Christmas too,’ she murmured, lapsing into devastated silence with them. 


The flicker and pop of the flame from the old yellow Aga was the only sound in the room and Ottie knew that meant there was a northerly wind today. It felt oddly appropriate, as though it was Death’s chariot: biting and merciless, whipping around the stone walls and waiting for them in the bitter November chill. But in here . . . Ottie’s eyes skimmed the kitchen. Out of all the heavily buttressed rooms in the castle, this one had always felt the safest. It was her favourite, possibly because it always felt so cosy, the tall, narrow, leaded windows with stone sills allowing the sunlight to fall into the room in long shafts. The floor was terracotta-tiled, worn to a pale peach from generations of foot traffic; long free-standing preparation tables were pushed against the walls and laden with cookbooks and food processors, vases and Victorian banded creamware: giant milk jugs, butter dishes and cheese plates named with bold black lettering lest their purpose should be forgotten. Quantities of mismatched plates, many chipped, stood side-on to the room in racks and open shelves; copper pans dangled from the old rack in the ceiling. Nothing bad could ever happen in this room, much less Death stroll in.


‘Well, I should be getting on,’ Mrs Mac said finally into the silence, rising from the table with effort.


‘You’re not going already, are you?’ Pip pleaded, the desperation sounding in her voice. She was always so convincingly strong but there was no such bluff today; like her, her sister felt hollowed out and frightened now their father was gone. He had been the family’s anchor, its leader. Their mother, though beautiful, serene, loving and capable in various ways – if anyone wanted a colour scheme for the bedroom, she was the go-to expert – was fundamentally a fragile creature, spoilt by their father’s love as he sheltered her from the worst of the world’s betrayals and disappointments. Mrs Mac was the only functioning adult here. 


The housekeeper patted her hand warmly. ‘Of course I’m not going, child. I only just got here. I’m going to make a start on the bedrooms. The beds’ll need changing and none of you are in a fit state to see to it.’


‘Oh, but . . .’ Pip blustered, feeling a hot blush spread across her cheeks. Ottie met her gaze, knowing exactly what she was going to say.


‘We can’t afford to pay you, Mrs Mac,’ Ottie said. It had been the first of the hard decisions Ottie had had to take when she’d stepped up to help their father with the estate. Having to be the one to break the harsh truth that they couldn’t afford to keep on their beloved housekeeper had been heartbreaking for her and she’d carried the guilt with her ever since.


‘Jeesht, as if I’d take your money,’ Mrs Mac scolded. ‘Do ya think it was the wages that kept me here all these years?’ She tutted, reaching a hand out to stroke Willow’s head tenderly – and enquiringly, for Willow had never been a quiet child and her silence now – another form of absence – had not gone unnoticed. Ottie saw Willow relax at the touch. ‘I’ll keep popping in to stay on top of things for you, till I’m sure you’re all back on your feet again.’ 


As though her words were balm, Willow turned and rested her head against the old housekeeper’s hip, tears streaming in silence down her cheeks again. ‘There, there, pet, it’ll get better, you’ll see.’


But the way her sister’s tears flowed – silent and endless, bitterness in the anguished pull of her lips – Ottie wasn’t so sure.


‘– Hello?’


The high voice carried through the great hall, echoing and travelling down the oak-panelled corridor to the old kitchen. Ottie felt herself tense as she heard the clip of heels on the floorboards and, a moment later, the blow-dried head of her mother’s best friend appeared around the door. Her eyes were so red and puffy as to be almost swollen shut. Briefly it occurred to Ottie that it was poor taste for her to be more visibly – showily – upset than the deceased’s own family, but she forced a smile as she always did.


‘Hey,’ she said quietly.


‘Oh my goodness, here you all are,’ Shula Flanagan cried, bursting into tears with a violent sob and pressing a handkerchief to her nose. Her husband Bertie came in and stood behind her with a nod. His eyes looked watery too, though he didn’t break down, simply standing stiffly as his wife wept for them both. An ex-military man, like her father, he didn’t do displays of emotion either but Ottie could tell from the high set of his shoulders and the way his chin was raised just a little too high to be natural that his true feelings were only just below the surface.


Mrs Mac slipped discreetly from the room with pursed lips. She had never been a fan of the Flanagans, even though living on the next great estate, Rockhurst, just past Dunmorgan, twelve miles away, meant they were frequent visitors to Lorne. They were regularly to be found around the dining table of a weekend and very often at the breakfast table the next morning too, when they and her parents had decided to dip deeper into the brandy.


Ottie closed her eyes and submitted as Shula clutched her in a hard, perfume-drenched embrace.


‘You all look wretched,’ she cried, sobbing harder. ‘You poor, poor things.’


No one said anything. Pip, Ottie knew, couldn’t trust herself not to come back with some withering riposte; she never did well with the fragrant, high-maintenance types of which Shula was a cheerleader, and Willow – well, she just wasn’t speaking at all, of course.


‘Mam’s in bed, I’m afraid,’ Ottie offered as Shula pulled out a chair at the table and sat down. ‘The doctor’s just been to give her a sedative.’


‘I bet she didn’t sleep a wink last night,’ Shula said, trying to frown as much as her top-up would allow. Always an attractive woman, she had recently succumbed to the temptations of ‘a little help’ as she put it – facials morphing into chemical peels, weight-loss retreats segueing to a chin tuck . . .


‘No.’


‘No, of course she didn’t. She must be beside herself. I mean, the shock of it . . .’ She pressed a hand to her heart. ‘I honestly thought Bertie was going to pass out when he took the call this morning. He was so white!’


Ottie looked across at him. He didn’t look like most fifty-eight-year-olds. An avid fitness fanatic, he regularly ran marathons around the world and could easily have passed for being in his mid-forties. Where her father had ‘grown’ a paunch, Bertie had a six-pack and pecs, and her father’s whiskery jowls could never pull off the designer stubble Bertie got away with. In fact, it was Bertie’s obsession with fitness – fostered in the army – that was now earning him his second fortune. A canny businessman, he’d already built and sold a business importing teak furniture from Asia in the 1980s, but latterly, he’d tapped into the burgeoning market for extreme-endurance races: thirty-six-hour marathons run over hostile terrain in punishing seasons. Her father had laughed and scoffed over his brandy when Bertie had first floated the idea but he’d been on to something because now his Ultra brand was looking set to eclipse his first fortune. The man just couldn’t seem to stop making money, it seemed. Unlike her father, who always complained he was ‘born with holes in his pockets’.


‘Is there anything we can do?’ Bertie asked, looking back at her. As the eldest and her father’s right-hand on the estate, everyone always automatically deferred to her; besides, Pip was too fiery and unpredictable; most people knew to stay away. But the sincerity in his words stirred up the emotions she had been trying to keep lying still in her heart – at least until she got back to her bedroom – his question like footsteps through a pond, muddying the water. Because this was it – the beginning. After the shock had to come the action. The doingness of death. Funerals needed to be arranged. Affairs sorted. Phone calls made.


She looked away, unable to hold his gaze. She didn’t want to cry in front of everyone. ‘Actually, yes,’ she said after a moment, talking to the floor. ‘Could you contact Dad’s old army friends, work contacts – let them know what’s happened and pass on the funeral arrangements once we’ve got them?’


He nodded sombrely. ‘Of course.’


‘Thanks.’ She bit her lip, hardly able to believe she had just mentioned her father and funeral in the same sentence, the memory of him waggling his big toe in front of everyone just yesterday still fresh.


‘Would you like me to draft something for the obituary too?’


She looked up at him. ‘The obituary?’


‘For the Irish Times,’ he nodded. ‘They’ll want to run something on him, for sure.’


Ottie flinched. Of course they would. Her father had been no ordinary man. He had been the 29th Knight of Lorne and the last surviving knight in all of Ireland. Of the three historic Old English knighthoods to have survived since Norman times, Declan Lorne had been the last man standing. It wasn’t just a husband, father and best friend who had died last night; a legacy had been extinguished with him too. Seven hundred years of uninterrupted lineage, which had seen off three revolutions, a siege, two fires and numerous bankruptcies, hadn’t been able to survive the simple genetic bad luck of producing three daughters and no son.


Ottie bit her lip, trying to hold her emotions down as she nodded. The day she – and her father – had spent her whole life dreading was finally here, for she was no heir. She was the firstborn, yes. And the first disappointment.









Chapter Three


Pip had never noticed how colourful her home was until it was filled with people wearing black. The sunflower silk-lined walls of the drawing room, exuberant oils of faraway landscapes, blue and white Chinese lamps, threadbare rugs of indiscriminate provenance and size overlapping each other so that scarcely a patch of floorboard remained . . . But today, with mourners drifting the halls like black poppies, it was hard to feel the verve that had been carefully nurtured and cultivated within the castle.


Leaning against the wall in the shady recess beside the heavy curtains, she watched the proceedings with detached disinterest. Grief was like a cloak that everyone shared, faces that she had grown up with – locals who’d worked at the estate, old babysitters, secret crushes when they’d been teenagers – transformed today as frown lines were deeply embedded into brows. She looked down at herself, changed too, for she was wearing a dress – a dress for Chrissakes! – and a dab of blusher on her cheeks, which Mrs Mac had forcibly dusted on her as she went to leave for the church. Her hand self-consciously reached up to her bright auburn hair – always cropped short over kitchen sink, it was in sore need of a trim, tufty bits curling at her ears and neck. Her hand dropped down again, her ill ease as evident upon her as a scarf. She was so rarely ever out of her jodhpurs and boots that this strange uniform of ‘civilian dress’ made her feel even more exposed and vulnerable – really not what she needed today of all days. She personally had felt her father would have approved of her standing grave-side in her riding kit. It was who she was; who he had loved.


Ottie was circulating the room with her usual poise, a black velvet ribbon tied in her long strawberry-blonde hair, a tray of canapés in her hands and a forced smile on her face, nodding politely as sympathetic hands were placed on her shoulder and condolences ladled upon her like gravy.


She could see her mother sitting on the George II settle, Shula beside her, untouched cups of tea in their hands resting on their laps, as friends clustered around them with pale faces. Even in the throes of despair, her mother was the most beautiful woman in the room, doll-like in her petite proportions but with sharp, refined features: angled green eyes, button mouth, planed cheekbones, thick wavy russet hair which these days was kept in a bob. She had always been able to command a room with just a slip of her smile and her father had been no exception. Declan Lorne’s famous heritage as the 29th Knight of Lorne had fostered a notoriously wild and riotous bachelorhood which came to a distinct and final stop the very moment he laid eyes on the elegant Serena O’Shaughnessy. It was a coup de foudre for him, although her mother had taken rather more convincing to agree to dinner – but by the night’s end, she had known she would never meet a man more dangerously exciting than this modern knight and they had fallen madly in love.


Theirs had been the aspirational love story, and back in the day they had been quite the ‘It’ couple, always in the pages of Tatler and friends with everyone from Prince Charles to Bryan Ferry. Life had always just seemed to fall in place for her mother, so to suffer the bad fortune of becoming a widow so relatively young . . . Pip half assumed that was what most people found shocking, that this tragedy should have happened to them.


Mrs Mac was moving around the room too, with the teapot, refreshing cups and pointing the way to the toilets. She had worked tirelessly the past few days, getting the castle ready for this, polishing the woodwork, vacuuming the rugs and tapestries, arranging flowers in all the vases – of which there were many – changing the sheets in all twenty-four bedrooms ‘in case of guests’. Pip sincerely hoped there wouldn’t be. All of them seemed to share an obsessive need to be alone. Only Mrs Mac was allowed free movement in their inner sanctum.


Willow wandered, blank-faced, back into the room and Pip realized she had been absent. Again. She had a glass of wine in her hand and seemed ever so slightly unsteady on her feet. Pip moved over to her quickly.


‘You okay?’ she asked, looking directly into her sister’s bright-blue eyes; though glassy and unfocussed now, they were the reason she and Ottie had catcalled her ‘gypsy’ during their fights growing up, both of them so jealous of how the colour seemed to ‘pop’ against Willow’s dark hair.


‘Fine. Ab-so-lutely fine.’ Willow held her arms out as if to prove the point, a bead of Merlot flying from the glass and landing on the rug. Pip watched it sink into the fibres, disappearing almost immediately in the melange of red, orange and green tones.


‘How much have you had to drink?’ she asked in a quiet voice.


‘Enough to make this bearable,’ Willow sighed, a look of desolation washing over her face like a wave.


Pip put a hand lightly on her arm. ‘We’re nearly through it, okay? Just . . . hold on. They’ll be gone within the hour. And then we can put our pyjamas on and, if we’re lucky, Mrs Mac might let us have supper in front of the fire.’


‘And then what?’ Willow asked her simply.


Pip stared at her, knowing her baby sister wasn’t asking what they would be watching on telly later. ‘And then we . . . carry on carrying on. It’s what Dad would have wanted.’


Willow gave a small scoff and took another angry glug of wine.


‘What?’


‘Well, poor Dad – he never had much luck getting what he wanted, did he?’ she mocked.


Pip scowled, though she couldn’t deny it.


‘I’m worried about you,’ Pip whispered, but so quietly she wasn’t sure her sister had even heard.


‘It all just seems so . . . empty now,’ Willow murmured, her gaze casting around and over the drawing room, every possible surface filled with some trinket or photograph or portrait. But Pip knew exactly what she meant – like staying at a wedding after the newlyweds had left, their ancestral home lacked purpose suddenly.


They stood in silence, watching as the room buzzed with sympathy, knowing that at some – possibly subconscious – level, many of the mourners were also delighting in the chance to sip tea and make conversation in the grand old castle, like it was a birthday outing for an aged aunt. 


‘Devil on horseback?’ Ottie asked, stopping in front of them with the tray.


‘Ah, so is that what we’re calling Pip these days?’ a bemused voice enquired.


They turned to find Taigh O’Mahoney approaching; the Lorne postmaster-slash-firefighter-slash-paramedic, he was the closest thing the village had to a hero. He kept a defibrillator in the back of his car as well as in the post office, and had made the cover of the Lorne Echo in the summer when he’d ‘brought back’ old Joanie Fitzgerald after she’d collapsed collecting her pension.


‘Taigh, just the man,’ Ottie said, turning and offering him a canapé as well. He took two.


Pip watched as he winked his thanks, his dark curly hair flopping as he ate. He had a face she wanted to slap – it was covered with freckles, like hers, but his hazel eyes were perpetually laughing as though he was in on some ongoing joke.


‘I was going to come and find you.’ Ottie frowned. ‘Is it true they’re not going to rebuild the village hall in Agmor?’ she asked.


Taigh’s smile faded. ‘Aye. The rebuild cost the insurance company is quoting is too low. Won’t cover getting the roof on, last I heard.’


‘But that’s awful. It’s pretty much the only meeting place in the village besides the pub, isn’t it?’


‘Aye, ’tis.’


‘What’s happened?’ Willow asked flatly, out of the loop of all the local news.


‘The village hall in Agmor burned down a few weeks ago,’ Taigh said sombrely.


‘Isn’t there something they can do?’ Ottie pressed. ‘Appeal to the insurers? Get a fund going?’


‘Well, given the church roof fund has been stuck at seventy per cent of its target for three years straight now, there’s not much appetite for more do-gooding. People are strapped enough as it is.’


‘Do they know how it started?’ Willow asked, sounding underwhelmed, almost bored, by the provincial drama. She lived a bigger life these days.


‘Arson, for sure. We found a rag stuffed in a bottle just in by the door.’


‘No!’ Ottie gasped. ‘But who would do such a thing?’


‘Kids.’ He said it so matter-of-factly.


‘But . . . why would they . . . I mean, they have nowhere else to go but there. I can’t believe that!’ Ottie spluttered, sounding almost angry about it. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’


‘Boredom,’ he shrugged. ‘Fire’s exciting.’


‘I guess it must have been exciting for you too, having a real fire to go to for once,’ Pip said tartly. ‘Beats rescuing cats, surely?’


Pip saw Ottie flinch and even Willow seemed taken aback as a stiff silence opened up at her words. She wasn’t entirely sure herself why she’d said it. Her feisty attitude often had a kamikaze element to it and this was no exception, for there was no love lost between her and Taigh. They had dated briefly as teenagers – she had loved what she thought was the scandalousness of the Knight’s daughter snogging the butcher’s son, but it had all gone wrong when their fathers merely shrugged at the news and Taigh promptly broke it off with her, saying he wasn’t ready to be in a relationship – only for her to catch him steaming up the bus stop with Lizzie Galloway that same night. Try as she might, she had never quite been able to forgive him that humiliation.


Taigh gave a small sigh and forced a smile, well used to Pip’s ongoing hostilities, though he always appeared prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt any time they met. ‘And with that, I will bid you adieu, ladies. I just came over to offer you my condolences. Not that you need any more of those, I’m sure, but I’m sorry all the same. It’s a terrible loss. You know how highly I thought of your da.’


‘Oh, Taigh, no, wait—’ Ottie protested as he turned to leave.


‘And it’s good seeing you back here, Li’l Will,’ he said to Willow, using another of her childhood pet names. ‘I can’t remember the last time I saw you. Don’t be a stranger now. Come by to say hi before you go back. It’d be nice to catch up.’


Willow nodded as they all watched him walk away.


‘What on earth is wrong with you?’ Ottie hissed, slapping Pip lightly across the stomach. ‘That was just plain rude.’


‘Actually, he was the rude one for interrupting us.’


‘He came over to offer his condolences.’


‘He called me a devil on horseback!’ Pip said indignantly.


There was a surprised pause, but then she saw the first hints of grins flicker on both her sisters’ faces. ‘Well . . .’ Ottie mused wryly. ‘It’s not an inaccurate description of you.’


Willow gave a giggle, the sound escaping like a bubble through water. It was such a surprise to hear anything at all from her that Ottie cracked a grin too and even Pip allowed herself to feel a ripple of amusement at the riposte. She supposed it was reasonably droll. Devil on horseback.


The moment simmered, steadily bubbling up to a boil as their gazes locked, until Willow burst out laughing first, helped along by the copious amount of wine she had drunk. Pip couldn’t help herself – she chuckled too. And Ottie. And Pip felt that thing happen that had always used to happen to them as little girls, as they laughed when they shouldn’t, the giggles coming on like a rash, covering them, unstoppable . . .


People turned to look, heads swivelling as the three daughters of the last Knight stood in a huddle, laughing as one, tears streaming down their cheeks. Pip wasn’t sure if she was laughing or crying. Maybe both, for she didn’t think they were just laughing about the wisecrack now: grief, shock, childhood mischief, togetherness, amusement, hysteria – pick one. But she knew their father would have approved. He had always laughed at funerals, and they were their father’s daughters after all.









Chapter Four 


Wednesday, 4 December


The library fire crackled drowsily, spitting out stray embers every now and again and making Mabel startle; she was stretched out on the rug, oblivious to the leaden mood that permeated the room. They were all gathered together, the three of them and their mother, who had been coaxed from her bed, having retreated there again for days after the funeral.


Willow cast an agitated eye around the room trying not to think about the last time she had been in here, that fateful afternoon three years ago. Like the rest of the castle, it looked exactly the same: loden velvet curtains, mahogany panelling, three-metre-high bookshelves laden with antique leather-bound books interspersed with her father’s orange-spined collections of first-edition P. G. Wodehouse and Ian Fleming paperbacks. 


She kept expecting him to burst through the doors at any moment. This had been his domain and although the room had never been off-limits per se, she had rarely come in here as a child. It was where the adult things happened: paperwork, the difficult conversations, hushed or harried phone calls. It was where secrets were kept – and sometimes revealed. It was where their father had kept his desk and liked to take his morning tea, as well as his early evening dram. Routine was king in this space – the newspaper would always be left by Mrs Mac on the small table beside the orange leather reading chair; the crystal decanter kept forever half-full on the butler’s tray; his pair of ox-blood leather slippers set beside the fire even in the summer. Looking at them now, they were tokens of a life interrupted.


A quick rap at the door announced the family lawyer’s arrival and she looked up to see Mrs Mac leading him through with her usual comfortingly brisk efficiency; though she returned to her own cottage in the village every night, she was always in the kitchen by the time they came down in the mornings, porridge already in the simmering oven, and didn’t leave again till they’d all been fed at night.


Thomas O’Leary, bespectacled and as tall and lean as a punting pole, entered with a quick stride and impassive expression, and they all struggled to their feet. Willow wasn’t sure she had ever seen him in anything other than a dark suit; she had known him her entire life but it was almost impossible to imagine him in chinos or jeans or swimming shorts. Dark tailoring defined him – strict, precise, formal, a stickler for the small details.


‘Serena, how are you bearing up?’ he asked, clasping their mother’s hand in his own, as though holding her upright. Willow thought that was rather self-evident. Her mother’s hair was unwashed and unbrushed and she wore no make-up; she easily looked a decade older than the stylish woman who had nuzzled in the crook of her adoring husband’s arm only last week.


Serena nodded rather than replied, her eyes swimming with yet more tears and O’Leary’s face became even more sombre. ‘I know,’ he said gravely. ‘Come. Sit.’


They all sat again, as though this was his office and not their home. Even though they had arranged the chairs to fan around the far side of the desk, as he set his briefcase down and sat in their father’s chair, Willow saw Pip wince. She caught Ottie’s startled gaze too – they had never seen anyone sit there but her father, and it felt now like catching someone wearing his pyjamas.


They watched in suspended silence as he pulled out files and papers, before setting his case on the floor, inhaling deeply and pressing his palms down on the green leather desktop. ‘Let me begin by saying how terribly sorry I am for your loss. Declan was an absolute tour de force of a man and it was a great privilege to have worked so closely with him for all these years. Everyone in the firm wishes to extend to you their sincere condolences. He shall be deeply and sorely missed.’


His clearly rehearsed words sank into the air like a lap dog on a velvet cushion. ‘That’s so very kind,’ their mother said after a moment with one of her gracious nods.


‘Yes, thank you,’ Ottie murmured, stepping up as the second-in-command.


Willow said nothing. She just wanted to get the hell out of here – not just out of this room, not just out of the castle, but Lorne itself. She wanted to be back in Dublin in her tiny flat with Caz where the most she had to think about was what scent of candle to burn that day and the most she had to feel was the pounding of her hangover. She wanted to be back to pretending again. It was easier than this. She stared at her hands, feeling sick.


O’Leary allowed for another beat of respectful silence – or perhaps dramatic licence – and then it was down to business. ‘Well, I know, Serena, you were bewildered that I’ve called you all together for the reading of the will. It’s not standard practice in this day and age but you don’t need me to tell you, nothing about Lorne is standard. The estate is an unwieldy beast, its sheer age meaning there are numerous arcane laws to navigate. I’m happy to report, however, that Declan took his responsibilities as the 29th Knight very seriously and was thorough to the point of meticulous in managing his affairs. As an executor, I have rarely come across such thorough forward planning.’ He took a deep breath. ‘However, not everything can be planned for in life, and there has been a development since my last meeting with him that was unanticipated.’


Willow frowned, glancing up. What development?


‘But before I get to that, I must first give you some context for Declan’s actions. As you’re no doubt all aware –’ Willow watched his gaze sweep straight over to her, having been three years absent – ‘the estate has been struggling for a while. Your income streams derive from four sources: Declan’s army pension, the rents paid to you by the tenant farmers, the takings from the campsite, and the pony-trekking business. These are modest income flows, however, and in the latter two instances, also largely seasonal.’


Both Ottie and Pip – whose businesses they were – bristled slightly, shifting in their chairs.


‘The problem is, that income will largely be swallowed up by the inheritance tax, income tax and capital gains tax now due, not to mention the need to settle up with any outstanding creditors. In fact, breaking even would be a very good result.’


They were effectively broke? Willow looked at the others: Pip, as ever, looked furious. Her mother just looked numb. But Ottie – she looked like she was about to burst into tears, her cheeks flushed and eyes burning brightly, hands blanched white in her lap; Willow knew just how hard she’d thrown herself into trying to get the estate to turn a profit. 


‘But . . . my trust,’ Serena stammered after a pause, trying to draw herself straighter, as though deportment alone would get them out of this hole. ‘When we were married, I had a trust. Several million.’


O’Leary gave her both an apologetic grimace and a concerned look. ‘You may recall the tax problem several years ago now, Serena? Declan had to access it to satisfy Revenue’s demands. You signed a consent form at the time.’


‘Oh . . . yes. Yes,’ she murmured vaguely, sinking back and looking bewildered. Defeated.


‘Declan was only too aware of the scale of the problems facing the estate upon his death. Everything I’m telling you now, he already knew and he tried his best to safeguard your interests. He did everything he could to boost profitability, streamline the estate and trim running costs, but I’m afraid it was a losing battle. We met frequently in Dublin and managed to establish the subsistence-level business model that has kept the estate ticking over – allowing you to keep some of the ground staff and set up the smaller peripheral estate businesses. But he knew it was just treading water and that there would be inescapable problems when he died – that the death duties and taxes would eat up what capital you had left. So when he got his diagnosis back in April, he set about investigating several options he thought might reduce the burden upon you as his beneficiaries – one of them including selling the estate.’


Pip gasped. ‘He did not!’


‘Dad? Sell Lorne?’ Ottie gasped harder.


Willow felt her heart rate accelerate into a gallop. In spite of everything she felt about this place now – her own desperate need to get as far away from it as she could – it was impossible to imagine the Lornes without . . . Lorne.


‘There was an interested party earlier in the year and negotiations were quite far advanced when the deal fell through,’ O’Leary said calmly.


‘It was never a viable option,’ her mother said, rallying to a withering tone. ‘He was a quite disgusting individual, trying to rob us with his underhand tactics. What was the term, Thomas?’


‘Gazundering.’


‘Yes, that. He tried to slash the sale price the day we were due to sign contracts. Your father was having none of it, of course. This man tried to back-pedal when he realized he’d overplayed his hand but, by then, your father wouldn’t sell to him on principle. Quite rightly.’


O’Leary, checking Serena had finished talking – it was the most determined she had sounded all week – took another of the deep breaths that Willow was beginning to recognize as the herald of yet more bad news for them. ‘Serena’s right. Declan was disillusioned by the experience of trying to sell, so he made another decision and approached An Taisce.’


Willow frowned. The National Trust for Ireland?


‘In light of the negative sale experience and given all the different pressures, he felt gifting Lorne Castle and the estate to them instead was the most viable option available – and the most desirable outcome for all of you.’


‘How? By robbing us of our home?’ Pip exploded, jumping up from her chair. Willow watched Ottie place a hand on her arm, silently imploring her to sit back down again.


‘Well, that’s the point,’ O’Leary said calmly. ‘If the estate is gifted to An Taisce, conditions can be attached so that you can all continue to live here, rent-free, for the rest of your lives, and your children too. Your grandchildren and successive generations could also live at the castle but they would be subject to a market rent.’ He paused, taking in their stunned expressions. ‘At the time of his passing, Declan was adamant this was the best solution – it would keep the family with the estate but without any of the burdens and financial pressures that come with running it.’


‘But we wouldn’t own it? It wouldn’t be ours?’ Pip cried, her bottom lifting an inch off the seat again and Ottie’s arm restraining her.


He shook his head. ‘No.’


‘But Lorne has always belonged to our family – seven hundred years of us,’ Ottie said in a split voice, trying to reason with him.


‘I know.’


‘Mam, did you know about this?’ Ottie asked.


Their mother nodded, looking broken. ‘He told me just the other week. I can’t say I like it, but given the other options facing us –’


‘So we just give them the castle, is that it?’ Pip demanded, glowering back at O’Leary again.


‘Well, actually—’


‘No.’ Pip folded her arms. ‘We won’t do it.’


‘Pip, darling . . .’ her mother said, sounding tired.


‘Mam, there’s another way. I know there is. Dad tried dealing with this all on his own but he shouldn’t have. We’re adults now. We could have helped him. Ottie was helping him. Did you know about this, Otts?’


But one glance at her face was all the answer required.


‘Pip, you’ve all got your own lives. You’re busy with the stables, Ottie’s got the camping business as well as helping your dad with things, Willow’s off in Dublin. He didn’t want to burden you with these troubles.’


‘Really? I bet he would’ve bothered if we’d been boys,’ Pip said bitterly. ‘He’d have told us then. If he’d thought there was any chance of keeping the knighthood going, he’d have tried to keep the castle too. But because we’re just girls, we were useless to him; he was losing the lot anyway, so he gave up on us.’


‘Philippa, no!’ her mother said, suddenly fierce, almost herself again. ‘That is not true. You girls were everything to him.’


Willow noticed how she wasn’t the only one to recoil at those words. Ottie had flinched too. None of them believed it.


‘If I could just—’ O’Leary said apologetically, trying to butt in.


‘Loving us and believing in us are two different things, Mam. And he didn’t believe in us. He couldn’t do it so he didn’t think we could either. He wants us just to give up, give this place away . . .’


‘If I might interrupt,’ O’Leary said in a firmer voice. ‘This was the unexpected development I wanted to discuss with you today. I’m afraid it’s not quite as straightforward a matter as simply giving the estate to An Taisce.’


‘Whatever do you mean? Why not?’ Serena frowned, looking shocked.


‘To give you some background, the Trust was originally set up to preserve important country homes that were being demolished after the wars. People couldn’t afford to run them any more, lifestyles were changing and so forth . . . But as the Trustees soon discovered, these properties needed vast funds of money to restore and maintain them. The coffers can only run so deep and the government rarely dips into its pockets to help out, unless the asset is of national historical importance – which, I’m afraid, Lorne Castle wouldn’t be. In recent years, their focus has been on acquiring land, and specifically the coastline, in order to protect the landscape from development, so on the rare occasions they do acquire a landed asset, it’s with stipulations of their own.’


‘Stipulations?’ Pip echoed suspiciously, like it was a dirty word.


‘The estate must either come as a going concern with proven profitability or else be transferred along with a significant endowment.’


‘How significant?’


‘Five or six million euros.’


‘But we don’t have anything like that!’ Serena cried, clutching the arms of her chair and looking ashen.


‘I know.’ He took another – yet another – deep breath. Willow wanted to scream, even though she knew she could barely manage a squeak. ‘Which is why, I’m afraid,’ he said, speaking at half speed, ‘they have regretfully declined your husband’s very kind offer.’


Silence exploded like a fireball in the room, singeing them all.


‘Declined it?’ Serena whispered.


O’Leary interlaced his fingers and nodded.


‘You mean to say we can’t even give this place away?’ Pip cried, indignant from the other side of the fence now.


‘Not as things stand, no.’


‘What did Declan say?’ her mother whispered. ‘I can’t begin to imagine . . .’


‘He never knew. The letter arrived the day after he died.’


Her mother gave a small sob, pressing her hand to her lips and shaking her head in distress. ‘That was a mercy then – it would have devastated him. This place was everything to him. For them to just . . . throw it back in his face like this . . .’ She began to weep.


‘He would have been more devastated by what it meant for you,’ O’Leary said gently. ‘He was very, very concerned with trying to ease the burden on you. I don’t think it occurred to him they might reject the offer.’


‘But surely you’d advised him that might be an outcome?’ Pip demanded.


‘Actually he never consulted me on it at all. He went ahead and made the approach on the spur of the moment; apparently he met the Secretary at some golfing tournament soon after that sale went sour.’


Willow stared at the lawyer in disbelief. Her father had decided to give away his castle after a round and drinks at the nineteenth hole?


‘I only found out after the event. He felt it was the answer to all your problems.’


No one knew what to say. What could they say? They couldn’t afford to keep the castle but they couldn’t afford to give it away either? What kind of double bind was this?


‘So what are our options now then?’ Ottie asked finally, drawing herself up and trying to forge a way forward as she always did.


‘You could go back to trying to sell. That would be the most straightforward option.’


‘But then we wouldn’t . . . we wouldn’t be here at all. It would leave the Lornes for ever. There must be another alternative,’ Ottie insisted.


‘Well, if you can find an endowment—’


‘Sure,’ Pip said sarcastically. ‘We’ll all go marry the next rich blokes we see and we’ll all be saved. That’s what daughters of knights are good for, right? Marrying well?’


‘This isn’t Mr O’Leary’s fault, Philippa,’ her mother said in a tremulous voice.


Ottie shot her a warning look not to upset their mother further and Pip sat back chastened, trying to button her lip.


‘You could also examine alternative business propositions. I appreciate that is easier said than done but the economy is much improved since you tried the B&B business. Tourism is flourishing again. You could reconsider that?’


Ottie shook her head. ‘The castle isn’t what it was. It would need so much money spending on it if we were to take public bookings again. The roof is leaking almost everywhere but the quote we had to repair it was half a million!’ She gave an appalled, brittle laugh. ‘We don’t have anything like that. And it’s not like that was the only renovation project we had to let slide. There’s so much to do . . .’ A tremble in her voice made them all look over. Ottie never broke. She was the eldest, the strong one. She always knew what to do. ‘I just wouldn’t know where to begin tackling it all.’


Willow blinked, feeling a flush of panic.


‘I understand,’ O’Leary nodded. ‘That was just a suggestion. I’m sure there are other business ideas that might come to mind.’


If there were, they weren’t presenting themselves to anyone in a hurry.


‘I know this is a lot to take in, and it all seems like bad news, but there is some relief in the form of the specific bequests, which I’ll go on to now, and then we can come back to the over-arching plan afterwards,’ O’Leary said, moving on and clearly uncomfortable with the high degree of feminine emotions at play. ‘Serena, in the event of An Taisce not accepting Declan’s gift, the bequest clearly cannot stand, so the will reverts to the preceding version which Declan drew up three years ago.’


Willow watched as her mother straightened her back as though bracing for the next onslaught.


‘Ottilie, as the eldest child, your father wanted me to start with you. He has bequeathed you the land currently used for the campsite, referred to in the deeds as Sawday’s Patch. This includes the private beach at the southern end and the boathouse where you currently reside.’ Ottie bit her lip hard but nodded frantically, indicating she understood, one hand pressed to her chest. ‘Had the bequest to An Taisce been accepted, he had stipulated this land would have been deemed inalienable, meaning it was separate from the rest of the estate. As it is, it is yours, regardless. He also gives you his mother’s ruby and diamond earrings and necklace, and the Singer Sargent landscape in the yellow drawing room, which you always admired so much.’


‘The Sargent?’ Ottie echoed, tears beginning to track her cheeks. Their mother reached over to clasp her hand, pressing it to her lips.


He looked at Pip. ‘Philippa, the stables – the land, animals and all contents – are bequeathed to you. In his proposed plans to the Trust, your father had ring-fenced off the land from Coppers Beech in the north, down to Finnegan’s Gallop in the south, and stretching from Broad Oaks in the east to Clover Field in the west. Again, had the bequest to An Taisce been accepted, this land would have been deemed inalienable, meaning it was separate to the rest of the estate. As it is, it is yours, regardless. You father also wanted you to have his mother’s emeralds, and the Lorne Cup.’


‘The Lorne Cup?’ Pip echoed, looking stunned. It was a relic that had belonged to the 1st Knight of Lorne, back in the thirteenth century, made from pure gold and studded with rubies. But that wasn’t what made it priceless – as a little girl she had loved to run around the castle with it on her head, pretending to be a Viking. Their father had remembered that?


‘Wil—’


‘Don’t call her Wilhelmina,’ Pip said quickly, a friendly warning look in her eyes.


O’Leary smiled and nodded, but not before glancing at their mother. He took a deep breath and Willow felt her body brace. ‘Willow, with the exception of the specific bequests previously mentioned, the contents of the castle and the Dower House, your father has bequeathed you the entirety of the estate.’


There was a long confounded silence as everyone relayed his words in their heads. Your father has bequeathed you the entirety of the estate.


Her mother laughed, a shrill hysterical sound as her hand fluttered to her throat, fear winging through her eyes. ‘What?’


‘What?’ Ottie demanded too, unusual thunder in her voice. ‘Willow’s getting the castle? Not Mam?’


Nor her?


‘Serena, Declan has bequeathed to you the Dower House and contents of the castle,’ O’Leary said quickly.


Serena blinked back at him, a film of tears shimmering in front of her eyes. ‘. . . No,’ she whispered, smiling weakly, beseeching him for signs that this was a joke. ‘No, that . . . It makes no sense. He wouldn’t . . . he wouldn’t do that . . . Thomas?’


Willow stared over at her mother in dismay, seeing how ashen she looked – even her lips were pale – and knowing she looked the same. Her mother was right, this couldn’t be what he’d meant. It was a mistake. Some perverse joke. How could her father have left effectively everything to her and not his wife? She wasn’t even the eldest child, or his favourite. She had walked out of here three years ago and not looked back. She had abandoned them. Rejected them. Him. He wouldn’t just give her the very home she had turned her back on.


‘I appreciate this comes as a shock,’ O’Leary said, looking between her and Serena. ‘Please bear in mind Declan had thought that gifting the estate to An Taisce would override this version of the will and circumvent the problem altogether. These were not his final wishes. It didn’t sit well with him at all – he was concerned you might construe it as being evicted from your own home – but in the absence of any other alternative he was also adamant he did not want the burden of the upkeep of the castle falling to you—’


But it’s okay for it to fall to me? Willow thought, seeing the shock on Pip’s face too. She was white and open-mouthed, not blinking. None of them thought she was deserving, not even her.


Serena was shaking her head, looking distressed. ‘But . . . but poor Willow, my baby. What can she do with it that we couldn’t? She can’t be expected to take on that burden. What was he thinking?’


‘I’m fine, Mam,’ Willow said into the void as everyone turned to look at her. ‘Really. I’ll be fine.’ Her voice felt scratchy and foreign, her throat still raw from the silent screams the night her father had died.


‘You live 150 miles away, darling. You’ve made a life for yourself in Dublin. What are you going to do with this old place and eight hundred acres?’


‘Actually, taking into account the land apportioned in the specific bequests, the estate’s inalienable acreage now stands at four hundred and thirty-five acres,’ O’Leary corrected.


Oh, much more manageable, Willow thought to herself bitterly.


‘This can’t be it, Thomas,’ her mother said pleadingly. ‘Declan wasn’t in his right mind when he wrote this. He can’t have been! He never would have done this to his youngest child!’


Willow stiffened.


‘I’m so sorry, Serena, I know it’s hard. But although this wasn’t Declan’s first choice, it was his second and any judge would rule this will stands.’


A tense silence expanded and hovered in the room like an unwelcome rain cloud on a summer’s day.


‘Mam, we’ll work it out,’ Ottie replied in an uncertain voice, but shot a sharp look towards her, as though Willow had wilfully betrayed her in some way.


‘So Willow’s expected to abandon her life in Dublin to take on all the stresses of running this place and I’m to move to the Dower House?’ Serena asked, beginning to cry, her fingers rubbing over her string of pearls frantically. ‘That’s what you’re telling me? Declan wanted me to move to that dingy, dark, depressing place?’


‘Serena—’


‘No, I don’t believe you. Declan wouldn’t do this to me or Willow. He wouldn’t. He loved us. He adored me.’


O’Leary leaned forwards on the desk, trying to appease her. ‘Declan did indeed adore you, Serena, but he was a good man forced into making hard choices. His aim was to reduce the burden upon you; he wasn’t trying to punish you.’


Willow stared at the solicitor, her heart hammering. The man in the suit was right. This wasn’t about punishing his wife. It was about punishing her.
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