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  ONE




  Leaden summer rain had seized the city. As the taxi inched along the humid streets, Simon felt a nervous dread. To see Catherine at last, to face the full extent of the damage,

  to get the whole awful business sorted out one way or the other! After the long hours at the hospital, the calls to the police, the sleepless nights, he felt as though he had been waiting for this

  moment for ever, though it was just – he knew it precisely – four and a half days.




  The interminable journey also gave him more than enough time to brood with growing misgivings on the white roses that sat so obtrusively on the seat beside him. He had bought them hurriedly from

  Moyses Stevens at considerable expense, but now the arrangement seemed too formal, the roses too white, and he couldn’t suppress the suspicion that they would be seen as glaringly

  inappropriate, more suited to a wedding or a funeral. The realisation irritated him excessively because with just a little more thought he would never have made such a ridiculous mistake.




  Out of long habit, he reached for his mobile and began to make calls from the list he kept on the small white cards that fitted so neatly into his breast pocket. The list was long, it always

  was, yet after two calls he found himself staring blankly through the misted window at the streaming streets, the phone forgotten on his knee. A moment later he switched the thing off altogether,

  impatient with the cab’s impossibly slow progress. At this rate there was a risk of getting to the hospital at the same time as Catherine’s family, a prospect that filled him with

  dismay.




  He called to the driver to try another route, only for the cab to enter a street that was completely blocked. As his frustration soared, the sweat sprang against his shirt, and he felt a

  familiar flutter high on his cheek: his certain visitor in times of stress. Removing his spectacles, he propped his elbow against the window and, finding the exact spot and angle, pressed two

  fingers hard against the dancing muscle until it subsided.




  The cabbie cut down another side street; they began to make progress. Reaching the hospital at last, Simon resolved the problem of the flowers by thrusting them into the hands of some fellow

  arrivals, a shambling overweight couple bearing chocolates for some unhealthy relative. They stared at them with lumpen distrust, but he didn’t waste time with explanations they

  wouldn’t begin to understand.




  The hospital was modern and showy, with expanses of steel and glass and the inevitable atrium. He followed the now familiar route along a suspended walkway past intensive care to the ward with

  the unpronounceable, vaguely African name. At the last set of doors he paused and, setting down his briefcase, peered critically at his outline, silhouetted in the glass. He smoothed his hair and

  flicked a hand over his lapels and viewed first one profile then the other, and saw a version of himself that was entirely as it should be: well-groomed, soberly dressed.




  Typical of the shambolic way in which the hospital seemed to be run, there were unfamiliar faces at the nursing station for perhaps the fourth time that week, two pudding-faced girls, neither

  more than eighteen, both engrossed in paperwork and determined not to notice him. It was necessary to speak decisively before one of them would look up, and then in his general agitation he

  stumbled over Catherine’s name, almost saying Langley instead of Galitza.




  ‘Are you family?’ the girl demanded curtly.




  ‘I’m Catherine’s solicitor,’ Simon explained, producing his card. ‘As well as a close—’




  ‘Sorry, family only.’




  ‘That’s correct,’ he agreed slowly and calmly. ‘But – as I was trying to explain – I’m a close friend of the family and I have permission to see her. So

  long as the family haven’t just arrived – have they? In which case I’ll wait.’




  The girl examined the card doubtfully. ‘We’ve no instructions. I’ll have to check.’




  ‘But it was Sister Jones who called me,’ Simon said with tight lips and a degree less patience. ‘It was she who told me Catherine had regained consciousness. She knows I have

  permission to visit her.’




  The girl was wavering. He tried to loosen his expression into something a little more friendly. ‘You didn’t say – have the family arrived yet?’




  The girl went to check with the other nurse. ‘No, but they’re on their way over.’




  ‘I’m aware of that. I was the one who contacted them, you see.’




  A small exaggeration this – Simon had never attempted to contact Alice and by the time he’d got through to Duncan the old boy had already heard from the hospital – but it was

  enough to win the nurse over.




  The nurse led the way down the corridor to Catherine’s room and slipped inside. Through a chink in the curtained panel Simon could just make out the dark outline of a chair and a mass of

  shadowy flowers, but nothing of Catherine herself. He wasn’t sure what to expect. It had been a couple of days since he’d last glimpsed her in intensive care, stretched out under bright

  lights amid a morass of equipment and wires. She would still be attached to tubes and machines that bleeped, he imagined, possibly to some even more disturbing apparatus which did not bear thinking

  about. But would she be drowsy or wide awake? Confused or coherent? When he’d made the hurried call to Duncan, the old boy had been too busy going through the motions of fatherly relief to

  provide any useful details.




  The nurse reappeared. ‘She’s very drowsy. She’s not up to much, but she’s agreed to see you.’




  The L-shaped room was dim, the blinds drawn against a day that was already overcast. Closing the door softly behind him, Simon waited in the angle of the room until his eyes had adjusted to the

  gloom. His nervousness came rushing back. His tongue felt thick, his shirt clammy against his back.




  Soundlessly he moved forward into the pool of muted artificial light. Catherine lay flat under a thin coverlet that revealed the slightness of her body. He couldn’t immediately see her

  eyes; her head was low, there was some sort of contraption under her chin and around her head, and wires and weights at the bedhead. Tubes were strapped to her arms, and two more emerged from

  beneath the coverlet and looped away through the bed frame, one to a machine on a stand that showed a green light, the other to a transparent bag half-filled with – he quickly averted his

  eyes.




  He took a few steps towards her, the tension fluttering like a tribe of butterflies in his stomach. ‘Hello, Catherine. It’s Simon Jardine!’




  A faint sound: gasp or sigh.




  As he advanced into her field of vision her eyes swivelled down, searching for him, squinting uncertainly. Her entire head was held in a rigid cradle, he realised, a sort of surgical collar, but

  larger and sturdier than any he’d seen before, extending from her chin up and around the back of her head, like some bizarre Elizabethan ruff.




  Her eyes narrowed again, she couldn’t seem to focus on him, and, depositing his briefcase on the floor, he forced himself to move closer still, to the very edge of the bed.




  ‘Simon?’ Her voice was dry and cracked.




  ‘Hello there.’ In attempting to smile he felt his cheek give way again: a sharp shiver. ‘How are you, Catherine?’




  Her gaze widened, she looked at him with something like fear. ‘Ohh . . . Ohh . . .’




  For a moment he thought his heart would give out, it was beating so violently.




  ‘Something’s – happened?’ she gasped with an effort. ‘Something . . . Tell me . . .’




  ‘It’s all over now, Catherine. Nothing to worry about. You’re in safe hands.’




  She seemed to have trouble in understanding him, and he repeated the reassurances.




  ‘But Ben? Pa?’ she whispered. ‘Has something—? Are they—?’




  ‘They’re fine. Really!’ He produced a fiercely cheerful tone. ‘Absolutely fine!’




  ‘Fine?’




  ‘Yes! I promise!’




  She closed her eyes and gave a long ragged sigh. ‘Ohh . . . I thought . . . Ohh . . .’ Then, with a fresh wave of anxiety, she whispered, ‘But where – are –

  they?’




  ‘Oh, they’ll be arriving any minute now, I’m sure. I just happened to be the nearest, that’s all!’ He heard himself laugh awkwardly. ‘Your father’s

  definitely on his way. He’d just popped home for a wash and brush up. I spoke to him as I left. He was just turning round to come straight back. And Alice – she’ll be in after

  work, I expect. So you see?’




  ‘But – Ben?’




  ‘Oh, bound to be in soon! Been in twice a day, most days, sometimes even more.’ Covering for Ben again, he thought with a burst of anger. How often have I had to do

  that?




  She frowned at him. ‘So why . . . are you . . . here?’




  He blurted, ‘Oh, I just thought I’d drop by, that’s all!’ What a ridiculous thing to say, he thought unhappily. I’m sounding like a complete

  idiot. This was his fate, it seemed: always to feel off-balance with Catherine, always to feel hopelessly awkward. ‘No, it was more that’ – he selected a more considered tone

  – ‘I came to help out.’




  ‘Help . . .?’ The idea seemed to add to her general air of puzzlement.




  ‘To look after all the tedious things that Ben and Duncan don’t want to be bothered with—’




  But he had lost her. Her eyes were ranging back and forth in a slow incessant searching of the walls and ceiling. Finally she murmured, ‘Where is . . . this . . . again?’




  He gave her the name of the hospital.




  ‘The doctor . . . said . . . an accident.’




  ‘Yes, you bumped your head. You had us worried for a while, I can tell you, but you’re okay now. You’re in the very best of hands. We’ve made sure of

  that!’




  The words came faintly, like small breaths. ‘My head . . .?’




  ‘A nasty crack.’




  ‘But it’s not – it’s . . .’ She lost this thought, or abandoned it, and after a moment her gaze came back to him. ‘A car . . .?’




  ‘No. It was a fall, a nasty fall.’




  ‘Fall . . .’ She took this in slowly, with renewed bafflement.




  He thought: No memory, she has no memory at all. He could hardly believe it.




  He leant over her so that she could look up at him without strain. He saw that the whites of her eyes had a jaundiced tinge, from medication perhaps, or some internal damage, while the irises,

  which in healthier times had been such an intense blue, seemed almost bleached of colour.




  There was a terrible intimacy in being so close to her, in witnessing her defencelessness; he shuddered softly, with pity and wonder, and something like longing.




  He said gravely, ‘It happened at home. You fell from the landing.’




  ‘Oh . . .’




  ‘In fact . . . during a burglary.’




  Alarm and confusion passed over her face, her mouth moved loosely. ‘Burglary . . .’ Then, with another stab of anxiety: ‘Ben wasn’t . . . there? Wasn’t . . .

  hurt?’




  ‘Hurt? No! He got a couple of bruises, that’s all. Nothing serious. They discharged him almost immediately. Four days ago now.’




  ‘Four . . .’ She frowned, though he couldn’t tell if it was the thought of the lost days or the burglary that troubled her.




  The odd thing was that there was no visible bruising. Nothing to show for the fall but the dulled eyes and a deep pallor. In the sepulchral light her skin looked so white and smooth and polished

  that she might have been an alabaster effigy. Only the area beneath her eyes revealed the slightest trace of colour, a faint smudge of violet-blue far below the surface. The effect of this terrible

  perfection was dreamlike, hypnotic, and he could not look away.




  ‘You wouldn’t – lie?’




  She had startled him. ‘Lie, Catherine?’




  ‘About Ben.’




  ‘Ben? Oh – absolutely not!’




  ‘You would – say?’




  ‘Of course I would say, Catherine! How long have we known each other, for heaven’s sake? How long have we been friends? Good God!’ The laugh came again, a jarring

  sound that seemed to jump unbidden from his mouth. ‘No, he’s perfectly okay. Promise. Tough bastard. Grappled with the burglar and got a black eye for his trouble. And then –

  well, two stitches. On the cheek.’




  The two stitches seemed to provide the authenticity she craved and for the first time since Simon had arrived she became almost calm.




  Bending still lower, Simon whispered, ‘Catherine, the police have asked if they can come and talk to you.’




  Her expression was almost childlike in its incomprehension and it occurred to him that she was probably dosed up to the eyeballs with sedatives.




  ‘Police?’




  ‘To ask if you can remember anything about the attack. But, Catherine, you don’t have to see them if you don’t want to. Just tell me and I’ll keep them away for as long

  as you like!’




  ‘Attack . . .’




  ‘They just want to know if you can remember anything.’




  ‘But I— No . . .’




  ‘You don’t remember anything?’




  ‘No . . .’




  He nodded sympathetically to give her more time. ‘What about – oh – arriving at the flat? Nothing about that?’




  A faint furrow sprang up between her eyebrows as she agonised over this.




  ‘Or going upstairs?’




  ‘No.’ Then, as if his words had only just sunk in: ‘Attack?’




  He hesitated, wondering how much he could say without planting memories in her mind. ‘Well, we don’t know exactly what happened of course, but it seems that the intruder attacked

  Ben, then – well, who knows, he may have pushed past you, something like that. Anyway, somehow or another – you fell.’




  ‘Fell . . .’




  He left it for a moment before prompting gently, ‘You’d just come back from France.’




  ‘France.’ It wasn’t a memory but a repetition.




  ‘The intruder was already inside the house.’




  Clearly disturbed at this, she began to breathe in snatches. ‘No – nothing – nothing—’




  ‘It’s all right,’ Simon interrupted hastily. ‘It really couldn’t matter less. Please don’t worry yourself about it. Plenty of time for all that later.

  Plenty of time! I’ll tell the police not to come. I’ll tell them not to bother you.’




  ‘Yes, I . . . can’t . . . can’t . . .’ She stared past him, the confusion chasing over her face like shadows.




  ‘It’s all right. It’s all right.’ He repeated the words over and over again because he couldn’t think of what else to say, and because it thrilled him to be

  soothing her in this moment of fear and need, whispering to her like a lover in the night.




  Her eyes became opaque, then closed altogether. If it hadn’t been for the rapidity of her breathing and the slight crease between her eyebrows she might have been asleep.




  Simon straightened up with the sense of a task completed, if only for the time being. She could recall nothing. It was a miracle, a blessing. No police, no hassle, no flashbacks, no nightmares.

  According to the information he had garnered from various medics concussion victims rarely recovered lost memories of events immediately surrounding a trauma.




  Waiting quietly, he remembered the time he had first seen Catherine – when was it? – three years ago. No, he could be more precise than that – two years and eleven months ago

  – at Ascot. He had understood immediately why people should talk about her, why they should describe her as pretty, lovely, striking. Simon himself had had no hesitation in calling her

  beautiful, though then, as now, he would have found it hard to say exactly why. She had good eyes – extraordinary eyes – arresting, oval with a slight upwards tilt at the corners, and

  her hair, when it wasn’t scraped back and dead-looking like this, was a rich browny-gold; yet her nose was by any standards rather long, while her mouth was a little on the wide side and very

  full. There was no one feature that could be described as exceptional, and yet taken together they had what his mother would have called an effect. From that first glimpse Simon had found

  it impossible not to be gripped by the sheer improbability of that brilliant face.




  Later, when he’d had the chance to observe her, he’d become intrigued by her vitality, the way she moved and talked and held her head, by her low supple laughing voice and the warm

  conspiratorial glances she threw at those around her. She was the most vivid person Simon had ever met. He was in awe of this, and envious too, because, though he worked hard at every aspect of his

  life, enjoyment wasn’t something that came easily to him. Watching Catherine sometimes, he was both fascinated and disturbed by the idea that such enjoyment of life could be acquired or

  learnt, that if he could only devote more time to the study of it he might be able to find the secret. But in his sombre and lonely heart he knew there was no secret, no trick, no easy way; it was

  simply that some people loved life and others had to take the promise of such things on trust.




  Her hand lay on the coverlet, white and slender and smooth as a child’s. He stared at it. He pictured himself taking it, squeezing it gently, communicating reassurance and affection,

  perhaps even managing to leave his hand resting lightly on hers for some moments afterwards. He imagined it, almost persuaded himself to do it, but in the end it was too enormous an undertaking,

  and it was a relief to hold back.




  The emergency staff had removed the wedding ring, he noticed. He remembered Catherine wearing it for the first time. The wedding seemed very distant now, but it was just – Simon had to

  think – yes, eight months ago. Remembering her then, luminous and vibrant, it seemed strange to be looking down on this diminished shadowy version of Catherine, uncharacteristically subdued,

  confined, devoid of everything that had made her so alive.




  Who would love and value her now? he wondered emotionally. Who would warm to someone so still, so changed? Not Ben’s circle of acquaintances. If Simon’s understanding of her medical

  condition was even half right, Catherine was going to need friends rather more substantial than that.




  He found himself thinking: And Ben won’t be much use either. Love is not love which alters when it alteration finds.




  A mechanical hiss broke the silence: it took him an instant to realise that it was some sort of device for redistributing air around the mattress. When he looked up again it was to find

  Catherine watching him through half-closed eyes.




  He smiled hastily, inanely. He felt his cheek tremble. He glanced away. ‘Amazing flowers.’




  There were flowers along the length of the window sill, at least six vases, and several more on the floor, as well as the large arrangement next to the chair, and, propped between them on every

  available surface, cards, several dozen of them. A few of the arrangements were striking, with unusual mixtures of flowers, foliage and dried grasses. From fellow garden designers, presumably, or,

  more likely still, grateful clients. He noted fleetingly but with satisfaction that the two all-white flower arrangements looked quite out of place.




  ‘Could you . . . move them . . . please,’ Catherine murmured.




  ‘The flowers?’




  ‘The white . . .’




  He looked at her sharply, thinking for a ludicrous moment that she had read his mind. ‘Yes – rather too funereal, aren’t they?’ He gave a bright bark of a laugh.

  ‘Or matrimonial! Shall I move them away?’




  ‘Nearer.’




  He felt a stab of heat in his face, as if she were making fun of him. ‘Nearer?’




  ‘I love . . . white.’




  This time he managed to turn his laugh into a sharp cough. ‘Of course.’




  It was no easy job. The sill was so crowded that he had to move two vases temporarily to the floor before he could rearrange everything satisfactorily.




  Catherine’s eyes followed him back to the bedside. ‘I – don’t see—’ For some reason she was suddenly close to tears.




  ‘What don’t you see, Catherine?’




  ‘Why’ – her voice cracked with open resentment – ‘you – came.’




  His chest tightened, a sharpness burned his eyes. ‘Why I came?’




  Her face contorted. ‘Go away,’ she cried bitterly. ‘I don’t want you here. I want my family.’




  Steadying himself, he put a hand to his glasses and settled them more precisely on his nose. ‘I understand, of course . . . But someone had to liaise with the police, you see. And I

  thought it was the one area where I could be useful. Give Ben and your father one less thing to worry about.’




  A single tear slid from Catherine’s eye. ‘But where – are they?’ she cried pathetically. ‘I want them here.’




  ‘They’ll be here any moment now.’ With Catherine’s rebuff still echoing painfully in his ears, Simon reached for his briefcase. ‘I’m sure you’ll want to

  rest,’ he said, mustering his dignity. ‘You’ll want to sleep.’




  The door sounded. Simon braced himself, but it was only one of the ancillary staff.




  ‘More flowers, Catherine!’ she called gaily. ‘What a popular girl you are!’ She brandished them in the air before plopping them on top of the television set and sweeping

  out of the room.




  Simon took a step towards the door. ‘Well . . . I’ll be off then.’




  ‘They wild?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘The flowers.’




  Simon gave them a cursory glance. ‘I wouldn’t know, I’m afraid.’




  She lifted the fingers of one hand: a summons. Dutifully, Simon put his briefcase down again and, fetching the flowers, held them just above her where she could see them. They were arranged in a

  posy, a mass of tiny blue, white and pink flowers, set in a halo of leaves and miniature foliage, supported by an outer layer of cellophane.




  She touched them, she seemed to lose interest, but just as Simon thought it would be safe to slip away she gave a soft cry. ‘Oh, but they – look like—’ There was

  an envelope pinned to the cellophane; she raised a hand towards it.




  He unclipped it and took out the note. ‘Do you want me to read it for you?’




  She blinked slowly in agreement.




  He turned the note over and glanced at the signature. ‘It’s from someone called Terry.’




  Her eyes widened, she made a harsh sound of annoyance. This reaction was so unexpected that Simon went back to the note for an address or some other clue to Terry’s identity. There was

  none. Then, with sharpened interest, he realised precisely who it might be. If it was indeed Terry Devlin, then the man certainly had a nerve. According to Ben, this was the man who, having been

  shown great kindness by Catherine’s family in his youth, had repaid them by acquiring the debts on their house and throwing them out.




  However, it was another, largely untold story that had taken a far deeper hold on Simon’s imagination. While it was generally known that Ben and Terry Devlin had worked on a deal together,

  the cause of their falling out had always been something of a mystery. Certainly it was not a subject that could safely be raised with Ben. But if the hints and rumours Simon had picked up were

  even half correct, Terry Devlin had achieved the unique distinction of having played Ben at one of his trickier games and outmanoeuvred him. Simon had always ached to know how Devlin had achieved

  it.




  He began to read aloud. ‘Dear Catherine, I am so very sorry to hear that you are in the hospital. I trust they are looking after you well. I hope these flowers from Morne will bring a

  little colour to your room. They were fresh picked this morning from the meadow just the other side of the bridge—’




  Catherine made a faint sound that he couldn’t interpret.




  ‘Shall I go on?’




  She closed her eyes. It wasn’t a request to stop.




  He continued, ‘The meadow is completely covered in wild flowers every May now (last year there was a lot of marsh marigold, this year ragged robin and cranes-bill). I think the land

  there was always trying to be a flower meadow and just needed to be left alone for a while.’




  Simon felt the irritation of having been mistaken. This was obviously a gardening crony or former colleague.




  Seeing that Catherine was slowly losing the battle to stay awake, he rattled rapidly through the descriptions of seeding and grazing, and slowed down only for the last bit. ‘Now, you

  take care of yourself, Catherine. We all wish you a speedy recovery. With fond regards, your devoted friend, Terry.’




  He glanced up to find that she had drifted off. He stood and watched her for a final moment, transfixed by her helplessness. With a rush of feeling, he thought: I will care for you when the rest

  have drifted away, I won’t abandon you. But no sooner had he allowed this thought to fill him with secret pride than it became confusing to him, and he shrank away from it.




  He had been here too long. Hurriedly he deposited the letter and flowers on a chair and, scooping up his briefcase, went softly towards the door.




  He was beginning to think he had escaped the family when the door swung open in his face and he was confronted by Alice, followed shortly by Duncan.




  ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ Alice hissed.




  ‘Simon, old chap,’ Duncan murmured, looking puzzled.




  ‘Well?’ demanded Alice.




  With an arrow-like gesture of one hand, Duncan cleared a path for himself and, muttering, ‘Where’s my girl?’, shouldered his way into the room. A moment later Simon heard him

  call in a broken voice, ‘My dearest darling girl—’




  ‘Well?’ Alice’s tone was uncompromising.




  Simon gestured her towards the corridor. It was a perfectly polite gesture, in fact he inclined his head as he did so, which was about as polite as you could get, but Alice was not one to let

  manners or self-control interfere with her temper, and she stood square, blocking the doorway with her plump frame, so that Simon had no choice but to squeeze past her into the passage. He pulled

  tight against the wall, but she moved to block him further or possibly to provoke him because first her arm, then, as she turned, her breast, brushed against him, and he had to suppress the urge to

  thrust her away.




  Following hard behind him, yanking at his sleeve, she hissed, ‘I suppose this was Ben’s idea!’




  He didn’t answer immediately, which only seemed to enrage her further.




  ‘How dare you!’ she growled. ‘How dare you!’




  ‘Perhaps when you’re a little calmer I could explain—’




  ‘Explain! You sneak in here, like you sneak in everywhere, you go and bother her – and you think there’s anything to explain!’




  ‘The alternative was the police,’ he replied in measured tones. ‘I’m sure you wouldn’t have wanted them to come and bother her.’




  ‘At least they would have had the decency to wait! At least they wouldn’t have barged in uninvited!’




  Alice was a tall girl and several stone overweight, with a small nose and thin lips that were lost in the broad fleshy cheeks and frame of thick dark hair. Her complexion was the colour of dough

  and there was an unhealthy puffiness beneath her eyes. Her manner matched her temperament, sullen and irritable. Now, with her chin thrust out, her eyes glittering shrewishly, she looked positively

  ugly. If she had been anyone but Catherine’s younger sister, Simon would have retreated without another word.




  ‘Who gave you the right?’ she flogged on. ‘That’s what I want to know! Who said you could just waltz in here?’




  ‘It was your father, actually.’




  He had caught her there, and she didn’t like it one bit. Her eyes narrowed, her lips formed a jagged line.




  Simon pressed home his advantage. ‘He asked me if I would deal with the police – and that’s exactly what I’ve been doing. And why I came here today, to see if it was

  necessary for them to bother her—’




  ‘But you’re a bloody tax lawyer!’




  Her voice was strident, it could have commanded a hunting field. Glancing up the passage, he was aware of people looking in their direction.




  With a conspicuous demonstration of restraint, he lowered his voice to a murmur. ‘That’s not right actually. I’m a commercial lawy—’




  ‘But money! You deal in money!’ From the way she said it money might have been one of the most noxious substances known to man.




  ‘What I deal in are situations. This is just another situation.’




  ‘Ha!’ She wagged an exultant finger. ‘Exactly! Just another situation you’re fixing for someone else! For Ben, perhaps?’




  This was the sort of emotionally charged, illogical argument that Simon found profoundly unpleasant. Recoiling, he lifted a splayed hand, in truce or farewell, however she cared to interpret

  it.




  Alice chose to redirect her ire. ‘What I want to know is why Ben isn’t dealing with the police. He should be the one dealing with them – not

  you.’




  ‘As I’ve said, your father thought—’




  ‘Where the hell is Ben, anyway? God – Catherine’s in this place, desperately ill, and Ben’s vanished. Where’s he been for the last few days, for

  Christ’s sake?’




  He put her right. ‘He’s been dashing in and out most of the time actually. But now – I can’t tell you where he’s gone.’




  ‘Can’t or won’t!’




  ‘Actually – can’t.’




  She searched his face for the lie, then, backing down, gave a grudging shrug. ‘Well, he damn well should be here.’




  ‘I agree.’




  ‘When did you last speak to him?’




  Simon selected his words with care. ‘Not recently.’




  ‘It’s unbelievable! He doesn’t even answer his mobile. Not for me, anyway. What about you?’




  Choosing to interpret this question loosely, Simon gave a minute shake of his head. In fact, he’d managed to make contact a couple of times, but Ben had been so uncommunicative, the

  conversations so brief that they hardly seemed worth mentioning, particularly to Alice, who in her present mood was unlikely to believe anything so obvious as the truth.




  ‘Just incredible!’ Alice gave a harsh contemptuous sigh before fixing Simon with a cold eye. ‘So why have you been dropping in the whole time, then? Oh,

  don’t think I don’t know – the staff have told me. At dawn, at night even. I assumed you were reporting back to Ben, but now you tell me you’re not.’




  ‘Actually I’ve been coming in to find out how Catherine was,’ he replied solemnly.




  ‘Oh, have you?’ Her eyebrows shot up in an ironic expression of surprise. ‘Really? Now why should you do that?’ When he hesitated, she declared, ‘You always were a

  creep, Simon. Right from the beginning. Wheedling your way in, getting to know people who might be useful to you. Oh, don’t think it hasn’t been obvious—’ She broke

  off with a dismissive gesture.




  Simon felt the coldness come over him that marked his moments of deepest bewilderment and humiliation.




  ‘Anyway,’ Alice went on, ‘the point is, you’ve been talking to the staff about Catherine!’




  He said very quietly, ‘Only to ask about her health.’




  ‘That’s what I mean. Getting information that wasn’t any of your business. Well, whatever you’ve heard, whatever they’ve said, it’s not to be passed on to

  anyone else. Is that absolutely clear?’




  ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’




  ‘No talk of her condition. No talk of – problems.’




  ‘Of course not!’ he retorted, letting his indignation show. ‘What do you take me for? Quite apart from anything else, I’m bound by client confidentiality.’




  Another raised eyebrow. ‘Well, that’s something, I suppose. Assuming you stick to it, of course. Assuming we have the faintest idea of who you’re acting

  for.’




  Simon felt a shudder of rage. It was only with the greatest effort that he managed to control his voice. ‘I’m acting for Ben while he’s away. And for your father. And for

  Catherine of course, if she needs me.’




  ‘Well, she doesn’t need you.’ Alice loomed closer and he could see the faint dampness on her forehead and the darkness in her muddy-green eyes. ‘And you’re not to

  see her again without our permission. Is that quite clear?’




  My God, he thought savagely, she’ll be asking me to kiss her arse next. He stated stiffly, ‘I will return if asked to do so. As indeed I was

  today.’




  ‘Quite.’ She gave a tight little smile, and he had no doubt that Duncan would be strictly forbidden to issue any more rash instructions.




  ‘Well, I think I’ll go and see my sister now.’ She added pointedly, ‘If she isn’t completely exhausted, that is.’




  Simon managed to hold on to his expression until he was some distance up the corridor, when he was overtaken by a shiver that caught his breath and clouded his vision. My God, what had he done

  to deserve that?




  Ben said it was lack of sex that made Alice so spiky, though being Ben he put it rather more bluntly than that. In his more unabashed moments he also said that she resented being fat and plain

  in a family of attractive people. Yet Ben had been referring to Alice’s normal chippiness, a carping banter that could almost pass as humour; he knew nothing of this particular and malicious

  delight she reserved for Simon. Alice had attacked Simon before – twice – and, then as now, he had racked his brains as to why he should provoke such hostility. He had never to his

  knowledge given her the slightest cause to dislike him, had never overstepped the mark in any shape or form, indeed had taken care to be polite and pleasant, going so far as to ask after her

  interests (she watched polo, was pro-hunting, and went skiing in Val d’Isère). No, it couldn’t be anything he had said or not said.




  As for using people . . . as for wheedling his way in . . . This thought stung him to the core. Was this what Alice was telling everyone? Worse, was this what they were

  believing? Was this what Catherine herself thought of him? The idea was especially painful because it was so unjust. He had never promoted himself in any inappropriate way, had never been

  anything but meticulous in his dealings with other people. Away from the office, he was like everyone else, he drank with his friends, went to the races with them, supported their charities, and

  now and again dropped in a bit of business. Everyone did it. Not only was he no worse than anyone else, he was a great deal better. The suggestion was outrageous! He had nothing to reproach himself

  for.




  It came to him suddenly that there was something far simpler behind Alice’s attack. The answer was so obvious he couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t thought of it before. What she

  really loathed was the idea of being indebted to him. She couldn’t stomach the fact that he had saved her father from his own excesses, that by taking control of Duncan’s tinpot wine

  company Simon had rescued him from financial disaster. It was nothing personal at all.




  He allowed himself a last burst of indignation and relief before pushing thoughts of Alice firmly to the back of his mind. The heat had gone from him, the sweat on his shirt felt cold on his

  skin. He found a washroom and splashed cold water on his face before going to a quiet spot overlooking the atrium and dialling Ben’s mobile. As it rang he pictured Ben squinting at the phone,

  reading the caller’s name on the display before deciding whether to answer it.




  ‘About to call you,’ came the laconic voice. From the background babble, Simon guessed he was speaking from a large public place, a hall or concourse.




  ‘Where are you, Ben?’ Simon used a neutral tone. ‘Everyone’s wondering. I’m at the hospital. Catherine’s come round. She’s asking for you.’




  ‘She’s come round? Well, thank God for that! They said she would, didn’t they? Still – a relief. And she’s okay, is she? I mean, cheerful and all that.’




  ‘She needs you here, Ben.’




  ‘Look, I just can’t make it. Not for the moment. Just can’t. Cover for me, will you, Simon? It’s a bit urgent.’




  ‘What’s so urgent exactly?’




  ‘Plenty!’ Ben snapped in a rare show of nerves. Then, in a more subdued voice: ‘Got to be somewhere, that’s all. Just getting on a plane now. Won’t get back till

  late tonight – no, at this rate, tomorrow. Yes – midday, I should think. Just tell her that nothing, absolutely nothing in the world would keep me away but wild horses. Tell

  her exactly that, will you? Wild horses. She’ll understand.’




  ‘What about a quick word on the phone? She’d love to hear—’




  ‘No!’ he cut in. ‘Look, I would, I really would, but it’d be too difficult to explain. She’d only get upset. Make herself ill or something. Better for you to tell

  her. Really. Much better.’




  Simon said firmly, ‘I need to know one thing.’ He didn’t add before I agree but that was what he meant. ‘Is this anything to do with the business? Anything I

  should know about? Because if it is—’




  ‘Course not! I’d bloody tell you, wouldn’t I, if it was.’




  Summoning all his courage, Simon took a flier. ‘Nothing to do with the Polska CMC deal?’




  ‘No.’ He sounded incredulous. ‘How could it be?’




  In his thoughts Simon echoed: That’s right, Ben, how could it be? ‘In that case,’ he said aloud, ‘is it anything I can help out with?’




  ‘No, thanks.’




  ‘As a friend, I mean?’




  ‘Nope. Look – got to run. They’re calling the flight.’




  ‘Can I at least tell Catherine where you’ve gone?’




  ‘No,’ he said in the brisk disparaging tone he always used to halt discussion. ‘Just tell her I’ll see her tomorrow. Okay?’




  The connection went dead.




  Pocketing his phone, Simon tried to remember a time when he had known Ben so rattled. Not for years, not since they had first started the business and gambled everything on the Qatar deal. On

  second thoughts, not even then; no, in all this time Ben had never had it this bad.




  Avoiding a passing trolley, Simon crossed the corridor to the nursing station and, taking some blank paper from his briefcase, used a free end of the counter to write out Ben’s message to

  Catherine. As he underlined wild horses, he became aware of a woman marching up to the desk and casting vainly about for a member of staff. Simon recognised the tall, sharp-featured blonde

  immediately. She was a girlfriend of Catherine’s called Emma Russell, in advertising, or maybe it was PR – yes, PR for an up-market china shop – and her father was the managing

  director of an independent Midlands brewery.




  ‘Hello, Emma.’




  She stared at him uncertainly. ‘Oh . . . hi.’




  ‘Simon Jardine.’




  Though they had met at least three times before, it was clear she hadn’t placed him. He suppressed the small flutter of resentment that was apt to stir in him at such moments.




  ‘Cheltenham Gold Cup, lunch in the marquee,’ he prompted lightly.




  ‘Oh yes!’ she exclaimed, springing to life. ‘You work for Ben. Tell me—’




  ‘With him—’




  ‘What?’ Blinking briefly at the interruption, she rushed on impatiently, ‘But how’s Cath? Is she all right? Tell me—’




  ‘She regained consciousness a few hours ago,’ Simon reported gravely. ‘She’s out of intensive care.’




  ‘Oh, thank God for that!’ Emma spread a scarlet-nailed hand against her chest in an extravagant gesture of relief. ‘Thank God. I hadn’t heard anything since

  Monday, and what with trying to get an earlier flight and the rush – oh, thank God!’ Slowing down a little, she asked, ‘But what are they saying? Is she going to be all right?

  Will she—’ She moved closer and, resting her fingers lightly on Simon’s arm, fixed him with an intense rather disconcerting gaze. She had large round eyes, hazel-brown, with

  brilliant whites and thick lashes. Despite her height, or perhaps because of it, she tilted her head forward so that, though her gaze was level with his, she seemed to be peering up at him.

  ‘Someone told me she’d hurt her back, that it might be serious, that’ – her voice faltered – ‘it might be broken. Is it true?’




  ‘I don’t think the doctors know anything definite about anything yet. Too soon.’




  ‘But it’s possible?’




  ‘Really – no one knows.’




  She removed her hand rather crossly. ‘Well – what are they saying, then?’




  ‘Her skull’s fractured, she was badly concussed, but there are no blood clots, which are the dangerous thing apparently.’




  ‘But are they reasonably happy with the way things are going? Do they think she’s going to be okay?’




  ‘They won’t commit themselves.’




  Giving up on him altogether, she narrowed her mouth and glanced away. ‘Can I see her? Is it allowed?’




  ‘Duncan’s with her at the moment. And Alice. Best to ask them.’




  ‘Oh, if they’re both in there I’d better wait, hadn’t I? It’d be too much to have me as well, wouldn’t it?’ Increasingly fidgety, she glanced around

  several times before grunting, ‘Anywhere to smoke in this place? I’ve just had eight hours on a plane and a perfectly awful time in New York. The fascists there scream at you if you so

  much as light up in the street.’ Another scan of the pristine white corridors and, with a sharp sigh of resignation and a pursing of her mouth, she abandoned the quest.




  As if to keep her mind off nicotine, she began to speak in a rush that emphasised her high rather breathless voice. ‘I only found out when I happened to call someone from New York. They

  told me she was on the critical list. I couldn’t believe it. Tried to phone Ben, left dozens of messages – he never called back. I realised he must be here night and day, of

  course, but that only made me more frantic. Imagining the worst. So I phoned everyone I could think of. Finally got through to Jack and Amy Bellingham – you know, the restaurant people

  – and they told me Cath was here, in intensive care, and that she’d broken her spine and fractured her skull and the doctors weren’t sure if she was going to make it. Well, you

  can imagine – I was just devastated. I mean, from the way they were talking it sounded so desperate. And when they told me she’d been pushed – well, for God’s sake! – is it true? –

  did this maniac really push her?’




  ‘All that anyone knows for sure is she fell.’




  Emma shuddered visibly and screwed up her eyes. ‘Where? How?’




  Even now, four days after the event, Simon had to take a slow breath before he could bring himself to relate it. ‘She was found on the hall floor, underneath that railed landing. The

  banisters gave way. She fell across a large wooden chest – they think it was that which broke her back. Her head met the floor.’




  Emma clasped a hand to her mouth. ‘That hall – it’s stone, isn’t it? God! It’s too awful to think about! Too ghastly!’ She dropped her face into her

  hands amid curtains of hair and gave a long strangled moan. Then, lifting her head abruptly, flipping her hair back from her face, she cried, ‘And this person – this

  animal, this piece of scum – he did it on purpose, did he? To get some sort of ghastly kick?’




  ‘There’s no way of knowing.’




  ‘But how did he get in? Where was Ben?’




  Taking care, as always, to be precise, Simon outlined what he’d been told by the police. That there were signs of a break-in, that the house had been ransacked, that Ben had been found

  stunned and confused, that when he’d been able to talk to the police some hours later he’d told them about finding an intruder.




  Emma listened attentively with her head on one side and her arms hugged tightly round her waist. She had a slender, narrow-hipped figure, almost boyish, with a thin face that emphasised the

  childlike roundness of her eyes. She was dressed entirely in black, in a well-cut trouser suit rumpled from the journey. Her hair was straight and shoulder length and very blonde. Every few minutes

  she pushed it back from her face in what was evidently a nervous mannerism. She was probably the same age as Catherine though her angular rather pinched face made her seem older, more like

  thirty-two or -three.




  ‘I always said it was a dodgy area,’ she muttered. ‘It’s not really Notting Hill, is it? More like North Kensington. Anyway, I thought they were still meant to be in

  France. I didn’t think they were back till this weekend.’




  ‘Something came up.’




  She declared disgustedly, ‘With the bloody business, I suppose!’ Then, in a voice hardly less contemptuous: ‘And of course the police haven’t caught this person

  yet, have they?’




  Simon shook his head.




  ‘No, too much to hope for. The police are useless! I got robbed last year right outside my door, and they were completely pathetic. Didn’t want to know.

  Tried to fob me off with Victim Support. I mean, the woman was absolutely sweet and all that, but it wasn’t tea I needed, it was transport – and rapido. I ended up missing the

  most fantastic party—’ She broke off with a small sidelong glance at Simon and added a little defensively, ‘I hope they’re making a hell of a lot more effort over

  this.’




  ‘The guy in charge seems reasonably efficient. Bright, too.’




  Emma eyed Simon. ‘You’ve met him?’




  ‘Wilson? Very much so. Talk to him twice a day, sometimes more. I’m liaising with them, you see. On behalf of Ben and Duncan. To take a bit of the load off their shoulders.’

  The last comment had sounded almost boastful and he frowned at the lapse.




  Emma was looking at him with new interest. ‘Liaising? I hadn’t realised. In that case you’ll know if they’ve checked—’ She paused abruptly, her eyes

  slid away. ‘No,’ she said after a moment, as if taking herself in hand. ‘No, perhaps . . .’ Then, attempting to strike a different note, she asked casually,

  ‘Where’s Ben? Is he around?’




  ‘He had to go away.’




  ‘But he’ll be back soon?’




  ‘Not immediately, no.’




  ‘You mean – away away?’




  ‘Yes.’




  She gave Simon a mildly resentful glance, as if Ben’s unaccountable absence was in some way his fault. ‘But I can get him on his mobile?’




  Simon made a doubtful gesture. ‘I rather think he’s out of reach. But I’m expecting him to call later. I’d be glad to pass on a message.’




  Emma exhaled sharply, almost petulantly, and it occurred to him that she wasn’t one to bear the trials of life with good grace. ‘It’ll wait,’ she muttered.




  Overtaken by a fresh attack of restlessness, she flicked her hair back, though now, as before, it fell forward again almost immediately. ‘Do you think they’ll be in there much

  longer, Duncan and Alice?’ she said fretfully. ‘Or shall I put my head round the door?’




  ‘It might be an idea.’




  But she made no move towards Catherine’s room. Instead, agitating her hand, she paced off across the corridor.




  A wall clock showed a quarter to five. If he got a move on Simon realised he might be able to catch DS Wilson at his desk before he knocked off for the day.




  Returning to the message for Catherine, he picked up his pen again and added ‘He sends tons of love’ and was immediately worried that tons was too breezy, even by

  Ben’s standards, that much or deepest love would be more fitting.




  He’d just decided to leave the love measured by weight when Emma came back. Leaning both forearms on the counter, she said, ‘It was definitely a burglary?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘The police – they think it was just a burglary?’




  Her choice of words made him look up. ‘Well – yes. Things were stolen, the house was ransacked.’




  ‘It wasn’t a stalker then?’




  He stared. For an instant he thought he must have misheard her. ‘A stalker? Why do you say that?’




  She gave a sharp sigh, as though the whole matter had become altogether too much for her. ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to Ben about, you see, to ask him what he thought –

  whether the guy could have had anything to do with – well, anything. Look, it was probably nothing – Cath only mentioned it once, she didn’t seem to take it seriously

  – but it’s been on my mind, I kept thinking about it on the plane, that this breather might have turned out to be a complete psycho. You know, followed her, waited for

  her. I mean, it often starts with calls, doesn’t it? And then they go on from there, get obsessed. But if it was just a burglary, then—’




  Simon interrupted, ‘Are you saying someone was stalking Catherine?’




  ‘No – well, not then – no, it was just calls. But that’s what I wanted to ask Ben – if anything else had happened, like anyone had started hanging around, or if

  this guy was just, you know, a sad anorak in a phone booth.’ She threw up a hand. ‘But, look, how do I know? It was probably nothing. It might have stopped weeks ago—’




  Simon couldn’t get to grips with this at all. ‘Let me get this straight, someone was making nuisance calls to Catherine?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Threatening calls?’




  ‘Well – not quite. I think Cath said that he only ever spoke once. After that he never said a word. That’s why she wasn’t too fazed.’




  ‘There was nothing else apart from the calls?’




  She said touchily, ‘Well . . . no.’




  ‘He never bothered her in any other way?’




  ‘Not that she ever—’ Emma pushed a palm against her head in a gesture of stupidity. ‘I’m crazy, aren’t I? If this guy had shown his face, Ben would have said

  something, wouldn’t he? If anything had happened to frighten Cath, he would have told the police.’ She gave a long groan. ‘I left my brain on a bar stool somewhere, didn’t

  I? I really hadn’t thought.’




  But Simon wasn’t listening, he was too busy trying to see how the police were likely to interpret this information, how it might affect the course of their investigation. ‘Best to be

  on the safe side,’ he said finally.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Best to tell the police. They should know everything, decide for themselves what’s important.’




  She shrugged, but she was relieved all the same. ‘You think so? Well, in that case—’ Her eye was caught by something over his shoulder. ‘Oh, there’s Alice!’

  She gave a tentative wave and prepared to move off.




  Simon put the message into her hand. ‘Could you read this to Catherine?’




  Emma waved more strenuously to Alice and mimed greetings. ‘Sure.’




  ‘And the police may want to talk to you. Shall I call you—’




  But she was already hurrying off. Just when he thought she would leave without a word she spun round and, pointing the edge of the folded message at him, sighting along it like the barrel of a

  gun, called, ‘Got it now – you’re the one into ballerina gear!’




  Simon had long since taught himself to arrange his mouth into a smile whenever this subject came up. ‘Ben’s little joke,’ he called back.




  But she was already striding off and didn’t hear.




  Avoiding Alice’s distant and frosty gaze, Simon turned away to find the pudding-faced nurse leaning over the counter, holding out a phone to him. ‘A friend of Catherine’s,

  wanting to speak to someone.’




  Simon looked at the wall clock, then his watch; time was running out to see Wilson. He took the receiver hastily with a brusque, ‘Yes?’




  ‘Yes, hullo there. This is an old family friend of Catherine Galitza.’ The soft male voice hesitated slightly over her married name. ‘I wanted to know how she

  was.’ The accent was muted but unmistakably Irish.




  ‘I’m not at liberty to give out information over the phone.’




  ‘I just wanted to know if she was conscious yet.’




  Simon said grudgingly, ‘She is.’




  ‘Ah.’ It was a cry of relief. ‘And the operation went okay?’




  ‘Operation?’




  ‘Wasn’t it yesterday? To stabilise the spine?’




  Whoever the man was, he was astonishingly well-informed. ‘Who is this?’ Simon demanded.




  A slight pause. ‘My name is Terry.’




  Simon pictured the flowers and the note, saw Catherine’s reaction. ‘Terry who?’




  A more conspicuous hesitation. ‘Devlin.’




  He’d been right after all. Simon felt a brief satisfaction before his thoughts skidded off in several directions at once, all disturbing, all intriguing. How in the world had Devlin got

  hold of this information? Why on earth should he want it? Could he be planning to use it against the family in some way? Simon couldn’t help thinking how furious Ben and Duncan would be when

  he told them about this call.




  Now he retorted, ‘The information you want is confidential.’




  ‘I appreciate that, Doctor. I just wanted a general indication of whether she’d got through all right.’




  ‘I’m not a doctor.’




  ‘What?’ There was a stunned pause. ‘But the girl said— Who am I speaking to then?’




  ‘This is the family solicitor.’




  Another pause. ‘Your name?’




  ‘Simon Jardine.’




  The silence drew out. Devlin’s voice said very coldly, ‘I was misinformed.’




  A click and he had rung off.




  With a glare at his watch, Simon strode rapidly out of the building into the last of the rain and, failing to find a cab, arrived at the police station a good twenty minutes after DS Wilson had

  left for the day.




  







  TWO




  Terry Devlin spent the rest of the afternoon in a state of angry self-reproach. The call had been a complete misjudgement, the blunder with the lawyer nothing less than

  excruciating. What had he been thinking of? Why couldn’t he have waited? It would only have been a matter of an hour, two at the most. The wages of impatience. Now Duncan and Alice would know

  he had phoned, would be appalled at his intrusion. Daring to call himself a friend of the family! Presuming to ask about Catherine’s operation! Having by some despicable underhand means

  managed to find out about it! They would be deeply offended, and who could blame them.




  Just an hour or two. Why, oh why, couldn’t he have shown a little patience?




  He snapped instructions into the intercom, heard the imperious note in his voice, and moderated his tone abruptly. He was leaving, he told Bridget, would she cancel the rest of the day and

  summon the car immediately. Please – this more reasonably. If she would be so kind – this contritely.




  Bridget came in, wearing her uncompromising face. ‘You have an interview with the Sunday Independent starting in two minutes.’




  ‘Can’t it be put off?’




  ‘I think that would be unwise since the journalist is waiting just outside and the time and venue have already been changed twice.’




  He gave in with a shake of his head. ‘All right. But nothing after that.’




  Bridget asked if he would like the last two meetings of the day rescheduled for the morning.




  ‘No. Tell everyone to go ahead without me.’




  This was unheard of, not Terry’s style at all, and he saw Bridget hesitate and eye him cautiously, like someone who has found herself in a cage with an animal of uncertain temperament.




  He sighed and raised an upturned palm in a gesture that was partly an apology, partly an expression of helplessness, and she gave a rapid nod of understanding. Terry’s daughter had been

  seriously ill, the recuperation slow, and during the months of his wretchedness and inattention Bridget had of necessity become a master of flexibility and improvisation, as well as a holder of

  forts, large and small. Then, just when his daughter seemed to be recovering and Bridget and the rest of the staff had thought life was settling down again, this new and terrible anxiety had

  overtaken him, a crisis whose cause he couldn’t begin to explain to her, nor indeed to anyone else who found themselves on the receiving end of one of his unprovoked bursts of ill temper.




  ‘And you mentioned you had a seven-thirty appointment this evening,’ she said. ‘Will you still be keeping—’




  ‘You bet!’ Terry cried with such ferocity that Bridget’s eyes rounded momentarily. He repeated more reasonably, ‘You bet.’




  She plucked up courage to ask, ‘Where is the meeting, so Pat will know what time to pick you up?’




  ‘The Shelbourne.’




  He saw her eyebrows lift in unspoken surprise.




  ‘Shall Pat pick you up from home, then, at seven ten?’




  ‘Seven twenty.’




  ‘You want to be late?’




  ‘I want to be late.’




  Moving on from this topic with something like relief, Bridget asked, ‘Will you want to freshen up?’ This was her way of saying he needed to comb his hair and make himself

  presentable.




  Obediently, Terry went through to the adjoining bathroom and faced the glass. He saw a man who looked weary, unhealthy and overweight. Since he had given up all pretence of taking care of

  himself some four years ago, these were conditions he richly deserved, though this didn’t prevent him from feeling disappointment at the speed and relentlessness with which his body had given

  up the fight. Three extra stone had fixed themselves to his midriff and surrounding areas, his knees were creaking under the strain, his eyes had grown pouches and his skin had taken on a patchy

  uneven tone. His hair was beginning to grey and recede and if he was being ruthlessly honest there was a bare patch on his crown which, having been the size of a fifty-pence coin, was gaining

  currency by the day. His doctor told him the usual things doctors were paid to say, that he should drink less and eat less and take exercise. In the meantime, he looked nearer to fifty than forty.

  However, it was not his age or weight that preoccupied him as he looked in the glass, but the unprecedented doubt and uncertainty he saw reflected there. Maeve’s illness had pulled him up

  short. Catherine’s accident had shaken him. It seemed that fate was trying to bring him down off his high perch, and for the first time in his life he felt he had lost confidence and

  direction.




  ‘It’s a feature article,’ Bridget reminded him when he emerged, washed and combed. ‘For the main body of the paper, to mark the opening of The Kavanagh. Being a feature,

  you’re to expect all sorts of questions.’




  ‘I don’t want all sorts of questions.’




  ‘Anne did warn you.’




  Anne was the PR girl. He hardly remembered the briefing, but then there was no accounting for the things that passed him by these days.




  ‘Anne will be sitting in. She’ll fend off anything unsuitable.’




  The journalist was a tiny girl clad in tight black trousers and skimpy top with cropped blonde hair, and so young that she might have been Maeve’s age and straight out of school.




  His smile appeared mechanically; he had long since learnt to hide most emotions – certainly indifference and impatience – behind a smile. Assuming the rest of his required role was

  more difficult, however. From the time that the business world had started to take notice of him, some fifteen years back, he had been content to take on the various guises allotted to him by the

  press. First it had been the boy from the bogs on the up and up, the cheeky chappie who never missed a trick; then, following a round of acquisitions, he had become the daring young entrepreneur

  with the Midas touch; latterly, by a mysterious process of metamorphosis, he had grown into a pillar of the business community, a champion of the New Ireland. Not that he must ever fail to mention

  the rockier moments in his career, nor his humble beginnings, nor his gratitude for all that life and a booming Ireland had given him. He had learnt that so far as the press was concerned no

  cliché was so overblown that it should be left unprinted. Local boy made good. Rags to riches. Golden touch. Sometimes he felt like a living banality.




  From the start it had always been easier to give them what they wanted, a Terry Devlin who was confident, outgoing, provocative, quick to joke and quicker to laugh. Over time this simplistic and

  distorted version of himself had become a habit as well as a shield. But today he could summon neither the energy nor the will to step into his role, and he faced the young journalist with an empty

  smile fuelled by an empty heart.




  The journalist went straight to the large west-facing window at the far corner of his office to gaze at the view.




  ‘That’s why I chose this site,’ he said, coming up beside her. ‘It’s the only place you can look straight along the river for such a distance – a mile in

  fact. The only place you can see five bridges in a row.’




  Below them, the Liffey was a pale grey beneath an insipid May sun. The water had the smooth stagnant look of a canal. From this vantage point the bridges, one behind the other, seemed to number

  more than five and to crowd the river.




  ‘Wasn’t it the land prices that attracted you? The fact that this was a derelict area?’




  ‘That too, of course.’




  ‘Two birds with one stone?’




  He broadened his smile. ‘And why not?’




  ‘And you can see The Kavanagh from here, can’t you?’




  ‘Just the top storey.’




  ‘But gratifying all the same, I imagine.’




  ‘Nice to keep an eye. Know it’s still there.’




  She turned to face him. ‘But you’re pleased with it?’




  ‘It’s the best hotel we could build.’




  ‘Was that your purpose, to build the finest hotel in Dublin?’




  ‘Well, it has five stars.’




  ‘That wasn’t quite my question. I meant the hotel that would be acknowledged as the finest in the city?’




  ‘It’s intended to be the best you can get anywhere.’




  She tried another tack. ‘Would you describe yourself as a proud man?’




  ‘Without wishing to split hairs, in what sense do you mean?’




  ‘A man who is proud of his achievements.’




  ‘Ah, in that sense – yes. Overall.’




  ‘Only overall? So there are things you’re not so proud of?’




  ‘Inevitably.’




  She smiled ingenuously. ‘Such as?’




  Scenting danger, the PR girl moved forward, ready to catch his signal.




  ‘Well, as you will have garnered from the press cuttings I have made a few mistakes in my time.’




  ‘Business or personal?’




  He made a gesture as if to award her marks for trying. ‘Business. I would only count my business mistakes to a stranger.’




  ‘But to yourself?’




  ‘To myself?’ He made a show of considering this. ‘I think I could be relied on to count all my mistakes, honestly and without favour.’




  ‘You have regrets?’




  ‘Everyone has regrets.’




  ‘What are your main regrets?’




  ‘Business or personal?’ And he offered a cautionary smile to show that this was just part of the game and he had no intention of answering anything to do with his private life.




  ‘Both.’




  ‘In business I would say that I have most regretted misreading situations. Misjudging them.’




  ‘Does that happen very often?’




  ‘Not often, but occasionally.’




  ‘With serious results?’




  He shrugged. ‘With less than satisfactory results.’




  ‘Are you a forgiving person?’




  The question took him off-guard and he must have let it show because she quickly rephrased it more forcefully. ‘Do you forgive people who have let you down?’




  ‘Forgive? It’s usually irrelevant by the time . . . I don’t concern myself with holding grudges, if that’s what you mean.’




  ‘Is that because you can afford to, or because you have a forgiving nature?’




  He thought about that for a moment. ‘Rivalry is perfectly natural, and you could say that rivalry is based on not forgiving or forgetting that someone managed to get the better of you last

  time, and making darned sure that you are the one to get the upper hand at the next opportunity. Men are naturally competitive. It’s one of things that makes the world go round.’




  ‘But if someone hasn’t played fair?’




  ‘Fair has many interpretations.’




  ‘Done the dirty on you. Tried to cheat you.’




  Immediately, he thought of Ben Galitza. ‘I would not forget,’ he said solemnly. ‘No, I would not forget.’




  ‘Forgive?’




  ‘I wouldn’t lose sleep over it. Life’s too short. One must move on.’




  ‘Indeed? People say you don’t move on. People say you never forgive.’




  ‘I can’t answer for what people say.’




  ‘So you don’t care what they say?’




  ‘I care very much what certain people say, people I respect.’




  ‘And in your personal life? Do you forgive and forget there?’ She was fishing unashamedly, though more in hope than expectation.




  ‘By definition, that is personal.’




  She nodded philosophically. ‘Would you say it’s necessary to be ruthless to achieve success?’




  He laughed briefly but without humour. ‘It’s a fine word – ruthless. The ruthless businessman. The ruthless operator. The ruthless bastard. Those words always go

  together somehow, don’t they? But I wouldn’t say they were mutually dependent. And certainly not something to aspire to.’




  ‘But the description might be apposite none the less.’




  ‘It might. But I don’t think it’s necessary to be ruthless. Rather, meticulous. Or, if I had to be described by an adjective beginning with R,

  resolute.’




  ‘So, you never give up.’




  ‘I’m single-minded certainly. So long as I believe the prize to be worth winning.’




  ‘You’ve never remarried, Mr Devlin. No prize worth winning among the ladies of Dublin?’




  He didn’t attempt to answer this, nor to laugh it off. Instead he gestured her towards the conference area. ‘Why don’t we talk about hotels now?’




  The girl had the cheek to answer, ‘I thought we were.’




  On the journey home, Terry kept going back over his day and found little to ease his agony of mind. At some point after they had crossed the Liffey, Pat asked him if he would

  like to go round by The Kavanagh, a detour they generally made once or twice a week. But Terry was in no mood for discussions with the hotel staff, nor with anyone else for that matter, and told

  Pat he would go straight home. So they went on past Trinity and the Castle, towards the southern suburbs, and he was aware of little else until they were turning in through the gates and Pat was

  confirming that he’d bring the car round again at seven twenty.




  Bridget must have phoned ahead as usual because Mrs Ellis was waiting at the door, one hand restraining Conn, who was struggling to break free and jump against his chest like the crazy dog that

  he was.




  ‘Well, here you are again, Mr Devlin,’ said Mrs Ellis, meaning that he was home once more at a reasonable time. ‘And will you be wanting dinner?’




  He explained that he would be going out again at seven twenty, he wasn’t sure how long for, and would find something to eat along the way. ‘But for Maeve . . .?’ He knew that

  Mrs Ellis needed no reminding, but he couldn’t help asking all the same.




  ‘She’s sleeping now,’ said Mrs Ellis, ‘but she said to wake her at six and that she might fancy some salmon for supper, though to be on the safe side I’ve prepared

  those vegetables she likes, the kind for stir-frying.’




  For someone schooled in the Irish–French cookery tradition – her own incontestable description – a stir-fry represented something of a departure not to mention a challenge, and

  he made a point of thanking her for taking so much trouble.




  Over the last few months whenever Maeve was at home and sleeping like this he would often go upstairs and look in on her as he used to do when she was a small child. Today, however, he headed

  straight for his study, partly because she would be waking soon and he didn’t want to disturb her prematurely, partly because Fergal’s call, now thirty minutes overdue, would be coming

  through on his mobile at any moment and he didn’t want to take it in a place where he might be overheard.




  Conn, the black thief, slunk in through the study door before Terry had the chance to shut him out and limped on his three and a half good legs to his unofficial perch by the bookcase, where, in

  an attempt to keep a low profile, he curled up immediately and feigned sleep.




  Terry sat heavily at the desk and thought: Well, what is to be salvaged then? What can be done that won’t make everything worse?




  Duncan Langley would have heard about his call by now, perhaps Alice Langley too, and would have drawn their own conclusions. There was nothing that could be done about that. But Catherine

  herself – he could only pray to God that the family wouldn’t tell her. It was too painful to imagine how she would judge him. She would think he was prying in the most gratuitous way,

  or – he flinched at each new thought – having the gall to patronise her, to take some sort of perverse satisfaction in her tragedy, or – most unbearable of all – that he

  still had ‘feelings’ for her and in some demeaning way was trying to win her favour.




  Four years ago, in a burst of madness, he’d written her a letter, a foolish outpouring born of loss and loneliness and what he’d imagined at the time to be love. The letter had

  embarrassed her; it had very rapidly embarrassed him. She had delivered the only reply she could have made, also in the form of a letter, which he’d promptly consigned to the bin, as he very

  much hoped she had done with his. His phone call today had been nothing to do with this particular aspect of the past. If Catherine thought otherwise, there was nothing he could do to put her

  right. And yet, and yet . . . the demon pride would not be subdued. It pierced him, and he stung.




  For a moment he could see no way forward. He stared at the photographs on the desk top, cased in bulky green leather frames, and felt that everything he held dear had slipped away.




  Most of the photographs were from way back: a picture of his late wife, taken a few months after their marriage; a formal shot of the wedding itself, the two of them looking so young and nervous

  outside the church; then a series of Maeve, as a fluffy-haired baby, as a schoolgirl in uniform with a cheeky spark in her gypsy eyes, and most recently as a student nurse, looking serene and

  lovely in her natural unaffected way.




  These pictures stood to the left. To the right was a picture of his most successful horse, Hellinger’s Dip, a sprinter with three wins to his credit; and next to this, a landscape

  photograph of Morne, which had been Catherine’s childhood home and was now, largely by chance or so it felt, his own, though he could never bring himself to think of it in that way. The

  photograph dated back to the late sixties, a time when Lizzie, Catherine’s mother, had herself been a young woman there, and Terry, a feckless boy of eight or nine, had passed the gates every

  day on his way to school or more likely to snare rabbits, and had known the place, inevitably, as ‘the big house’, though by Ascendancy standards it wasn’t big at all, a long way

  short of a mansion, more a modest English vicarage. In keeping with his memories of that time this was a distant view, taken from a hill a half mile away, the house a compact oblong sheltering in

  its verdant demesne, a rolling upward-sloping landscape of gardens, fields and woodland, which from this high angle looked larger and more impressive than its thirty acres. He had found a print of

  this photograph in an attic and had it blown up, partly because it was a fine picture, but also because he was a nostalgic man and it showed in all its leafy glory a patch of ancient oak forest to

  the south-west of the house that had been cut for timber a few years afterwards and then abandoned to hazel and scrub.
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