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  This book is very lovingly dedicated to my mother, father, sister and brothers, and to Gemma O’Connor, playwright and author, whose warm praise and constructive criticism set me on the right track. Thank you, Gemma.


  One man in a thousand, Solomon says,

Will stick more close than a brother . . .

But the thousandth man will stand by your side

To the gallows-foot – and after!

  Rudyard Kipling


  
Prologue

Devlin Delaney gave a big wide yawn, stretched catlike for a moment and then jumped out of bed. Naked, she walked to her en suite bathroom and stepped under the shower, enjoying the feel of the warm water as it cascaded down her body. Briskly she soaped herself, humming cheerfully.

  She felt good. It was a beautiful day and the world was hers for the taking. Wrapping herself in a soft terry-towelling robe, Devlin padded out on to her balcony and surveyed the view that she never tired of. It was still early, just after seven, and the air was fresh and tangy, the salt-laden breeze of the sea caressing her wet tangled hair, blowing it across her face. She loved this time of day. Everything was fresh and young: even the city and the docks on the other side of the river seemed calmer, less frenetic and jaded at this hour of the morning. Only the milkman below shared the sight of Dublin across the Liffey, soft and serene in the dappled pink hues of early morning.

  Devlin liked living in Clontarf. It was so near the city and yet so picturesque, the vast panorama of Dublin Bay always a pleasure to view. To her left, Howth glowed like an enormous emerald, mysterious, reserved, the sun-sparkled water surrounding it, giving the impression of thousands of glittering diamonds in a bed of velvet blue. She breathed the air deeply, enjoying the salty tang, pulling it down into her lungs like a smoker does the first cigarette of the day. After a while she walked back into the bedroom to prepare herself to challenge the day and be ready for all it held.

  Devlin particularly enjoyed Fridays, starting off with her work-out class at eight. Although she exercised three mornings a week, she always preferred the Friday class. There was something different about the Friday group, an added air of energy and excitement as people prepared for the excesses of the weekend ahead. She always left the Friday class buzzing with energy, much to the dismay of her secretary.

  Well, no doubt Liz would be relieved to know that today she would be leaving the office early. For the first time since CITY GIRL opened, its part-owner and boss was taking some time off.

  God, she was looking forward so much to the weekend in Rosslare Harbour with the girls. It had been years since the three of them had been away together. Devlin’s aquamarine eyes sparkled with anticipation at the thoughts of what was to come when Maggie, Caroline and she got together. But she was going to have a hectic few hours before she got away though and she’d better get cracking. After dressing in a light pale pink tracksuit she packed some clean lingerie, her shoes and a clutch bag into an elegant holdall and took a cellophane-covered black and white Dior suit out of the mirrored wardrobe that stretched the width of her spacious apple green and white bedroom. She had better look the part of the upwardly-mobile successful young business woman, she mused wryly, as today she was taking part in a programme on national TV about successful entrepreneurs.

  She’d come a long way, that was for sure. Little did she think, as she grew up in the affluence of her Foxrock home, that she would live for a time in a high-rise flat in Ballymun. And little did she think, when she was in Ballymun, that she would end up living in a penthouse apartment in Clontarf, a wealthy and successful young woman! Sadness darkened her eyes. All she had been through. Had it been for nothing? Maybe today she would ring her mother. She had been putting it off for so long and Luke was right: it was time to forgive and forget.

  Devlin smiled as she thought of Luke Reilly. Once she had thought she would never trust a man again. How gently he had pierced her armour. Luke had told her to make a new beginning and that was exactly what she had done. It had been difficult, very difficult; there were always reminders. Only last week at a glittering social function, a smiling, elegant woman had tapped her on the shoulder and said pleasantly, ‘You’re Devlin Delaney aren’t you? You used to work for my husband.’

  Devlin had nearly died. Not Colin Cantrell-King’s wife! It couldn’t be. But it was, and then to her horror she had seen Colin heading in her direction, smiling suavely at her, hand outstretched. ‘Devlin my dear! What a pleasure. It’s been so long. We must get together for old time’s sake,’ he gushed. Devlin thought she was going to be sick. The bastard! How could he just stand there as though nothing had happened, smiling insincerely at her. Fortunately a photographer from one of the society pages of a popular magazine had spotted her and whisked her away to take her photo, saving her the necessity of answering her former employer. The encounter had upset her. She supposed it was inevitable they should meet again in Dublin’s tight-knit social scene, but even so, the memories of the past were so painful that it was worse than she had thought it would be.

  Luke, eagle-eyed where she was concerned, had noticed that she was upset, although she thought she had disguised it well.

  ‘What’s wrong?’

  ‘Nothing.’

  ‘Devlin! I know you too well to be palmed off with “nothing.”‘ He smiled. ‘It was that tall man over there, wasn’t it? Did he say something to upset you? Wait a minute . . . ’ He stared hard at Devlin. ‘That’s that bastard Cantrell-King isn’t it? I’ve been waiting to meet him for a long time!’

  ‘Luke!’ Devlin exclaimed, alarmed at the expression in his eyes and the set of his firm jaw.

  ‘It’s all right, Devlin. I’ll be back in a minute,’ he said reassuringly.

  Devlin watched anxiously as he strode over to Colin and took him aside. She saw a deep flush suffuse her former boss’s face as he stared in startled horror at Luke. Then Luke was walking back to her and she felt limp with relief. She’d been afraid of her life that Luke might have punched Colin.

  ‘What did you say to him?’ she asked heavily.

  ‘Take it easy, Devlin,’ Luke said, putting an arm around her and drawing her close. ‘I told him if he ever came within ten feet of you again he’d be singing soprano for the rest of his life.’

  Now, standing in her bedroom, Devlin smiled at the memory. Luke was so protective of her and she had to admit that it was a nice feeling after all the years of being on her own. Still, she had managed, she had stood on her own two feet, made and paid for her mistakes and there was no looking back. Memories were strange things; they could spur you on or bring you down. Today was a day for spurring, that was for definite, she decided briskly. Today was going to be a happy day. In a few hours she and the girls would head off for Rosslare and a weekend of unmitigated pleasure. She had even decided to take the Monday off, so they had three whole days to themselves. The last time they had been away together had been the Shannon cruise just before Maggie’s wedding and it seemed like a lifetime ago. It was a lifetime ago. She glanced at her watch. Seven forty-five. Time to leave. As Devlin stepped into the lift she wondered if Caroline was waiting for her at the car.

*

  Caroline Yates had been awake since before six, letting thoughts wander at will. Today would be a special day for her. A new beginning. It was going to be a lovely day, she could feel it in her bones. It was time to get up and get dressed for the first item on her agenda for her special day; her work-out session at CITY GIRL, the most exclusive health studio in Dublin.

  When it had opened in a blaze of publicity nine months ago, Richard had made sure they were at the opening and had paid the substantial sum for her yearly subscription without a thought. Devlin had not wanted to charge her, but Richard had insisted on paying. He was able to boast to his colleagues’ wives that his wife was a member of CITY GIRL. They were then as impressed as hell, while his colleagues, who couldn’t afford the yearly subscription, could only fume.

  In Richard’s eyes it was money well spent. Poor Richard; such petty things gave him immense satisfaction. If their photograph appeared in the society pages of the newspapers and the up-market social magazines read by the trendy Dublin set they socialized with, he was delighted.

  The last one had put him in a good humour for a week with its heading of ‘Mrs Caroline Yates, wife of well-known young legal eagle Richard Yates, wearing a beautiful Ib Jorgensen gown at the Red Cross Ball.’ Or had it been the Law Society’s Gala, or so and so’s bash? She went to so many of them, she couldn’t remember.

  God! How she hated the superficiality of it all. One day! she promised herself. One day she was going to tell them all with their ‘Hello Dahling absolutely smashing to see you,’ kiss, kiss, exactly what she thought of them. Caroline smiled wryly knowing she’d never have the guts!

  Turning her head she observed her husband sleeping in the next bed. He slept tidily. He didn’t snore or rumple the covers, just lay neatly in bed breathing precisely and calmly. No noisy slurping from Richard! He was so . . . ’prissy’ was the word she was looking for. Even in bed he never had a hair out of place. Years ago, it seemed like another lifetime ago, she had been so impressed by these exact qualities. His neat immaculately-groomed person, so different from your usual untidy Irishman. Always dressed in a well-cut, pressed suit. Tawny hair always neatly styled, nails pared and white. She had thought him so sophisticated. But then she had been so desperate to get married, so terribly afraid of being alone and left on the shelf. Well she had made her bed and she was lying in it, and lying in it alone too.

  No! She wasn’t alone. Caroline had discovered that much and more in the last year. She had the girls, Devlin and Maggie, two of the best friends anyone could wish for. She had her family. She had Charles. And despite all that had happened between them she was still living with her husband and was closer to him than she ever had been. If she had told him this time last year that she was going to spend a long weekend with Devlin he would have beaten the daylights out of her. Of that there was no question!

  Sighing at the memories she wondered what the reaction of The Set would have been if she had sent in a photograph detailing in glorious technicolour her profusion of bruises to one of the gossipy mags that were so avidly devoured by their crowd: ‘Mrs Caroline Yates, wife of prominent solicitor Richard Yates, displays the newest fashions of mauve, purple and yellow occasioned by a savage beating given to her by her loving husband. Joining her in this particular fashion show are some other well-known ladies!’

  Caroline grimaced at the memory. She wasn’t the only wife in the so-called ‘professional’ classes to be beaten. That was for certain. Battering was not the privilege of the working class as many falsely presumed. But at least she had found out why! Had found out the tortured guilt-ridden reason her husband used to wallop the daylights out of her. Since that awful night she had never received another battering.

  Her life had changed so much and she had come a hell of a long way from the Valium-ridden lush she had turned into. She’d got her old job back. Richard hadn’t wanted her to go back to work and in the old days that would have been that. But these weren’t the old days. These were her days, as her husband was slowly learning. It was strange to have him in the same room as her: usually he slept in the other bedroom of their luxurious penthouse apartment. A friend of his from London had stayed the night so he had moved back into the room she had made her own, decorating it to her taste, transforming the awful stark, sterile decor that the interior decorator had favoured. Richard had been so impressed he had actually asked her to do something with the lounge! Caroline smiled to herself; she enjoyed decorating very much, she seemed to have a flair for it. Devlin had even used some of her ideas in CITY GIRL. She was seriously thinking of taking a course in interior design and decorating. That would really give her an interest and who knows she might be able to start up a little consultancy, set up in business for herself.

  How nice it was to have these thoughts. A year ago she would have been terrified of standing on her own two feet. Now here she was, thinking of starting up her own business! Caroline laughed as she stood under the bracing spray of the shower. She really was a new woman. She’d been through the mill of drink and Valium and come out of it a stronger more determined person. Richard was finding it a little hard to get used to the new Caroline, but he was coping. She didn’t know whether she would leave him or not, that was something she would have to decide in the future, but for now she was happy enough to be finding her feet again and starting on the path to independence. It suited Richard and it suited her right now, and she had never felt so good about herself.

  Wrapping a robe around her she padded into the kitchen and switched on the kettle. Across the landscaped lawns of the apartment complex, she could see Devlin’s French doors open. Devlin was up too, preparing for her work-out class. Caroline smiled. Devlin was her closest friend. They had been through so much together and at last things seemed to be going right for them both.

  This weekend was going to be just like old times. No husbands to annoy them, just the three of them having fun. The crack would be mighty, the irrepressible Maggie would make sure of that . . .

*

  Maggie Ryan felt her heart sink as her husband sleepily pressed himself against her, indicating his good morning intentions. Whoever invented the morning erection was certainly not a woman, she thought glumly, trying to decide which would be better – to have sex and not have him moan about her weekend away and the cost of her membership of CITY GIRL, or to suit herself and not have sex and have to listen to an earbashing. She knew it was sexual blackmail, a subtle form, but blackmail all the same that her husband exerted on her. He’d end up moaning either way, especially about CITY GIRL and how much it was costing him and what did she want to be hobnobbing with those snobs for? Couldn’t she just go to Unislim like anybody else! It was so annoying: Devlin hadn’t wanted to charge her for membership, but when Terry heard that Richard had paid the fees, he had insisted on paying too. Maggie told him he was crazy, but he retorted: ‘I’m not having Yates going around thinking I’m a pauper!’

  The foolish pride of men! his wife had thought with disgust. Oh God Almighty! Were all marriages like this or just hers, she wondered wearily, hearing two of her three children in the next bedroom shrieking their little heads off as they announced to the neighbourhood that they were awake.

  ‘Shit! The kids are awake. Come on, Maggs, before they come in on top of us,’ her husband said groggily, as he nuzzled her earlobe with a stubbly jaw. Closing her eyes reluctantly, she tried to pretend that it was Sean Connery and they were lying on a fur-covered water bed.

  ‘Atta girl!’ murmured Terry triumphantly. Maggie’s eyes flew open.

  ‘Atta girl!’ For crying out loud! Who the hell did he think she was? Bloody Arkle!

  Arkle’s a male, you fool, she thought, idly noticing a sneaky little cobweb behind her Norman Rockwell print. Must dust that! Sean Connery wasn’t working so well. Think of Harrison Ford, she instructed herself gently. In spite of herself she giggled as she pictured Terry with a bullwhip on the back of an elephant. Her husband gave a breathless grunt.

  ‘Ya like that, love. I always know how to turn you on!’

 Maggie sighed, amused at the incongruity of it all. Her husband’s ego was as big as her belly when she was in her ninth month. Terry thought Warren Beatty had nothing on him.

  ‘Mammy, what’s Daddy doing to you?’ An inquisitive voice spoke from the distance as two eyes observed them with interest from the door of their bedroom.

  Giving a satisfied gasp, Terry rolled off his wife and Maggie said mildly and truthfully, ‘Daddy’s doing absolutely nothing to me. He was trying to get out of my side of the bed. Now go and get your pyjamas off. I’m coming to wash you in a minute. And don’t wake Fiona.’

  The sarcasm had sailed over her husband’s head, as she knew it would, as he relaxed in the afterglow of his husbandly performance. ‘You’re some woman, Maggie!’ he said, smiling at her and swatting her rump as she got out of bed.

  ‘I know,’ she responded dryly, but she leaned over and gave him a kiss. Sometimes she reflected, she didn’t have three children, she had four. And often Terry was the biggest child of all.

  ‘Tell you what,’ he said magnanimously. ‘You go and get ready for that old exercise class of yours. I’ll get the kids ready for playschool and feed the baby. How about that?’

  ‘Thanks Ter,’ she said, knowing Josie, the woman who came on Fridays, would be along at eight and that it would be she who would oversee breakfast for the twins and nappy changes for the baby.

  ‘Blessed art thou among women to have a hubby like me,’ Terry informed her modestly as he leapt athletically out of bed, pausing to admire himself in the mirror.

  ‘No flab there,’ he observed in satisfaction, patting his lean flat belly. ‘Not bad for a forty-year-old! I don’t need fancy exercise classes. I’m telling you, Maggs, a couple of games of squash a week and that’s all you’d need to keep trim. And it would be much cheaper!’

  ‘Ah don’t take all the good out of it,’ Maggie snapped back.

  ‘Well, it’s all right for Richard Yates. You should see the money he‘s earning.’ Terry was Richard’s financial consultant.

  ‘And what’s more,’ came the voice from the bathroom, ‘he doesn’t have three little mouths to feed and clothe. He’s too bloody cute!’

  There was a silence as toothbrush assaulted teeth; then, ‘And you know something else? He’s driving around in a brand new BMW with the plastic still on the seats because he’s too mean to tax the bloody thing until the start of the month. He wouldn’t give you the steam off his piss the cute hoor . . . ’

  Maggie threw her eyes up to heaven as she brushed her gleaming locks. Was it any wonder she was sorely tempted to have an affair with Adam? She missed him badly while he was away in London, but he’d be back next week, and her generous mouth curved in a smile as she thought of what she had to tell him. It was the most exciting thing! And it was because of his advice that it had all happened. Wait until she told the girls!

  She was so looking forward to their weekend away. What bliss! A bed to herself, a full night’s sleep. No babies to be fed or snoring husbands to keep her awake. Time to talk, and confide and laugh. Thank God for Devlin and Caroline, real honest-to-God friends. Not like Marian Gilhooley. Forget her, she’s not worth it, Maggie told herself firmly. She was going to have a carefree weekend and she couldn’t wait!

  Twenty minutes later Maggie sailed out the door. Friday was hers and had been since she had found out about her husband’s affair with Ria Kirby, the hard-faced bitch! She felt no guilt as she heard the twins squabbling and Terry bellowing at them. It was a beautiful morning. She heard the baby start to wail. For a moment Maggie was tempted to turn and go back in. Her maternal heartstrings tugged. It had taken her a long time to get to the stage where she could leave for the day and think nothing of it.

  ‘No, dammit!’ she muttered aloud. It wouldn’t kill Terry. It was twenty to eight, he’d only have to put up with it for twenty minutes. She’d been the perfect wife and mother for long enough. All the years of giving to her family, in Wicklow, to Marian Gilhooley, her so-called friend, to Terry and her children. Well it was time now for taking. Time for her. Time to begin her life again. Briskly Maggie strode to her car, meeting the postman en route.

  ‘Hello Mrs Ryan, letter for yourself.’

  ‘Thanks,’ she said calmly, but as she took the long slim envelope he handed to her, she wanted to throw her arms in the air and do a dance.

  At last, it had actually arrived! She knew it was coming, but for it to arrive today made everything perfect. She couldn’t wait to tell Adam and the girls; they had been so encouraging. It would mean nothing to Terry, she’d tell him later. In a daze of excitement Maggie drove to her morning rendezvous with Devlin and Caroline at CITY GIRL.


  
Devlin’s Story – I


  
One

She knew she was pregnant. No doctor had confirmed it yet but she knew, just as thousands before her had known and thousands after her would instinctively know that their bodies were no longer theirs alone, their wombs no longer just parts of their anatomies but vibrant living things that for nine months would dictate to and rule over the host body.

  Devlin felt an awful fear deep in the pit of her stomach. Her period was five days overdue. But she was on the pill, it was impossible to get pregnant on the pill.

  ‘No it’s not. Maggie Ryan got pregnant on the pill,’ a little voice in her mind whispered maliciously. Devlin sat up in bed.

  ‘Oh Jesus God please don’t let me be pregnant. Holy-Mary-Mother-of-God-pray-to-Jesus-for-me,’ she babbled, deriving some comfort from the prayer of her childhood to which she now turned only in moments of deep distress. She waited a moment, as if expecting her period to appear miraculously; maybe it had come in the night. Devlin inspected her knickers; they were as pure and virginal as the driven snow and frustration rose in her. Getting out of bed she paced the floor of her bedroom.

  ‘It’s not fair, I don’t want to be pregnant. Why should it happen to me? God Almighty I only did it once and I didn’t mean to. Colette and Brian have been doing it for over a year every night of the week. How come you didn’t pick on them? Oh God please let my period come!’ she prayed silently, hopefully.

  She had to get out of the flat; being on her own was driving her crazy. Caroline had gone away with Richard for a long weekend. She supposed she could go home but the thought of facing her parents in her present state chilled her; she knew guilt would be written all over her face. Lydia, her mother, would probably start picking on her and she just couldn’t face it right now. Panic assailed her and she sat down on the bed. There must be something she could do.

  ‘I mean for heaven’s sake it’s my body, my body, my body.’ She whispered the words like a mantra, rocking backwards and forwards on the bed and hugging herself. A thought struck her. She flew downstairs, almost breaking her neck in her haste to get to the sitting-room.

  Yes! Oh thank God! Grabbing the half-empty bottle of gin Devlin didn’t even bother with a glass. She flew back upstairs almost crying. Rushing into the bathroom she turned on the taps of the bath. Why didn’t I think of this before? she chided herself.

  ‘That’s abortion,’ a mean little voice was saying in her brain.

  ‘Don’t listen. Don’t think about it,’ she muttered feverishly as she waited for the hot water to explode through the pipes. The water remained stubbornly cold. She checked the immersion heater which was switched off, and cursed angrily. Viciously she snapped it on, frustration and misery written all over her face, knowing that the water wouldn’t heat for at least fifteen minutes.

  I suppose I could start on the gin, she mused doubtfully. Devlin wasn’t too sure exactly what gin was supposed to do. She knew a scalding hot bath was supposed to bring on an overdue period and maybe you were supposed to put some gin in the bath as well. Well, there was no harm in trying it both ways. Taking a big slug of gin she spluttered and gasped as tears came to her eyes.

  Devlin caught sight of herself in the mirror, naked except for the treacherously white briefs, her slim body tanned golden after a holiday on the Algarve. Blond hair bleached by the sun lay tousled around her face and aquamarine eyes, big and frightened, glittered with tears as she stared at the gin bottle clutched in her hand.

  ‘This has to be the pits,’ she groaned and depression enveloped her in a cloud of torment. She took another slug of gin. It didn’t feel so bad this time so she took another.

  An hour later Devlin sat in her very hot bath to which she had added a measure of the gin just in case. The bathroom was steamed up and the sweet cloying smell of the gin seemed to be everywhere. She was very very drunk and starting to feel extremely sick.

  Just as well Caroline’s gone away for the weekend; she’d be horrified, Devlin thought woozily. Caro, her flat mate, was easily shocked and very innocent. She’d probably faint if Richard put his thing near her, that was, she thought nastily, if Richard had a thing.

  Oh God! She was going to be sick. Drunkenly she stood up in the bath swaying in the steamy heat and barely making it to the toilet. She noisily retched feeling that everything inside her was coming up. The violence of the attack left her dizzy and weak and grabbing a towel she wrapped it around herself and crawled into the bedroom on her hands and knees. Somehow she managed to haul herself into bed, where she passed out. It was three hours before she came to from her drunken stupor and she felt as though there was a fireworks display going off in her head. For a while Devlin just lay there not daring to move, not even sure if she was dead or alive. Then the telephone rang. Harsh, piercing, the sound penetrated her throbbing head with a savage intensity. Sticking her head under the covers she tried to ignore the sound and eventually it went away. Silence descended once more and she dozed off to sleep. When she woke again she felt much improved, although her mouth tasted vile and her head was muzzy and heavy.

  Dragging herself out of bed she made a cup of very strong coffee and decided to go down to the seafront. She had to think and the sea had always calmed her. Catching sight of the calendar in the small kitchen of their flat, Devlin stopped in front of it, grimacing ruefully. This day three weeks ago she had been on a beach in Portugal with not a care in the world and here she was feeling decades older, having just experienced the most awful shock in her entire life. She looked at her watch. Three fifteen. It was on this day two weeks ago at around this time that Colin had impregnated her. Colin Cantrell-King MB, MD, FRCOG, gynaecelogist to Dublin’s gentry. Employer and impregnator of Devlin Delaney.

  Heavy-hearted, Devlin tidied away her coffee cup in the untidy but friendly little kitchen that she shared with her best friend Caroline Stacey. They had been lucky to get such a nice flat after the awful grotty hole they had first moved into in Rathmines. What a rip off that had been. The shower hadn’t worked properly; you were either scalded or frozen to death. The beds were lumpy, the walls damp and the landlord was a right gurrier. They had stuck it a month before they were off again scouring the evening papers where they found this jewel of a flat in a big old house on the Sandymount seafront overlooking Dublin Bay. It was clean and airy and they had a bedroom each as well as a sitting room and kitchen. It suited them both perfectly and was fairly close to their working locations.

  Looking out the kitchen window, Devlin could see that it was a beautiful late summer’s day. In the distance the distinctive ESB towers at Ringsend were bathed in sunlight and children danced up and down in the warm puddles of water left by the outgoing tide, screaming with pleasure as they wriggled their toes deep in the wet squelchy sand. The Shelly banks! That’s where she’d go: down to the ‘Shelliers’ to watch the tugs tow in the huge cargo ship that had just appeared as a dot on the horizon of the bay.

  Leaving the flat she began to walk towards Ringsend, turning right before she got to the village so that she was heading down past the attractive new homes built on land triumphantly reclaimed from Dublin Bay, down towards the Glass Bottle Co. and then on to the river, that long blue winding vein that flowed right through the belly of the city and on out to sea. Devlin sniffed the air that was laden with the smell of Dublin and the sea and began the long walk down the Pidgeon House Road towards her destination. On her right, small terraced houses faced the panorama of dockland. Cranes, containers, small boats ploughing up and down the river and gulls circling and screeching. Soon the tugs would be heading out down the river to meet the big ship coming to its journey’s end. Her pace quickened; she wanted to be there to see it all.

  Deliberately she emptied her mind of all worrisome thoughts. Only this was important now. Don’t think about anything else. Not that you’ve taken the day off work because you couldn’t face the thought of going in when Colin wasn’t there. Don’t think that you’ll be in the house alone until Caroline gets back. Don’t think . . . don’t think!

  Down past the ruined dwellings of the coastguards, past the coalyards. Her tense face relaxed briefly into a smile. Once she’d been to a party on a ship in the days when Ireland had possessed a National Shipping Company. She’d been dating one of the second officers from Irish Shipping and one day his ship had sailed proudly into its mother port having traversed the wide powerful Atlantic. She had seen the pride on his face as he stood uniformed and smart on the gangway to meet her for the party the crew were throwing. It had been a wonderful party and she had seen the pink gold sun rise over the city of her birth from the impressive bridge of the vessel. They had been good times, before unemployment had become rampant and an air of hopelessness had enveloped the towns and cities of the country as jobs got fewer and the dole queues swelled like big malignant growths.

  Almost before he knew it, her good-looking sailor had been made redundant, as the government had liquidated the shipping company, leaving some of its crews under arrest in foreign ports, its workforce destined for the dole and the liquidator earning thousands a week. The arrested crews had eventually been repatriated and Devlin had marched down O’Connell Street one Saturday with them and their wives and mothers. The men were proud and dignified in their braided uniforms and white-topped caps. All they wanted was justice and their dues but sure who had listened to them? The ordinary man and woman in the street wished them well but they were only one protest group among many on the streets of Dublin.

  Devlin felt a bitterness rise within her. Frank had emigrated to America and how could she blame him? She too had seen the long queues waiting at the dole office once a week. Not that she had ever really wanted for money – her parents were well offbut how people without any other means existed on social welfare was beyond her.

  Glumly she walked on down past the power station, around the dump where birds scavenged like something out of a Hitchcock movie, then down the road where the sea lapped up against the rocks and she could see Sandymount, where she had come from. On she walked, the wind rippling her thick blond hair, the sun caressing her still tanned face, oblivious of the children with their mothers, the lovers sitting in their cars, the old men smoking their pipes chatting and reminiscing with their lined weatherbeaten faces, keeping a close eye on the fast approaching cargo boat. She passed the fishermen and boys hooking their mackerel and bass with excited grunts of satisfaction and sat down halfway along the narrow finger of the South Wall that penetrated the bay for two miles. She concentrated on the nautical activity in front of her as the two small tugs pushed and pulled the enormous ship up the river. The powerful throb of the engines, the white-capped wash breaking against the wall over which her legs dangled and drenching her with spray made her forget the huge black shroud of worry that enveloped her. Fascinated she watched as the ship glided majestically past her, so near that she could see the men on deck. All too soon it was gone, up into the heart of the decaying dockland and out of her sight. If only she could get on a ship and sail out of Dublin, leaving all her worries behind her.

  She’d have to tell Colin. He would know what to do; he was always so firm and decisive, exuding an aura of calm authority. It was one of the things she found so attractive about him. Then she remembered. He wouldn’t be back for a few days. He had gone to Paris with his wife.

  Misery attacked her again, so physical that she could feel it stabbing her like a knife in the heart. Colin had told her that his was a marriage of convenience when Devlin had said that she didn’t go with married men. He had laughed and told her that he loved her innocence. Why hadn’t she listened and believed the nuns when they had warned about ‘married men’ and ‘rampant lusts.’ Had she listened she wouldn’t be in her present predicament. She remembered how Sister Dominica had been so pleased for her when she had heard that Devlin had secured a job as private secretary to Mr Cantrell-King.

  ‘A wonderful man, my dear. You know several of the sisters have had little jobs done by him.’

  Theirs was one of the better off religious orders. Southsiders, of course.

  ‘And my dear, you know he gives very generous donations to the Order every so often. You’re a very lucky girl indeed, Devlin. Come now, let us go and give thanks to the Lord. It’s not easy getting jobs these days.’

  Devlin had given thanks not only to God but to her dad, who happened to be Colin Cantrell-King’s bank manager. When Colin mentioned that his secretary was leaving to get married, Gerry Delaney told him that Devlin had recently been made redundant from her secretarial post in a small arty publishing firm but that she was well qualified.

  ‘Excellent! Send her along for an interview,’ Colin had instructed.

  Devlin, desperate for a job that would get her out of her mother’s hair, had prepared very carefully for the interview, making sure that she looked well groomed and elegant but not overdressed for the occasion. Usually she took interviews in her stride but she was nervous as she faced the tall good-looking man in front of her. Her mother was driving her crazy with her constant nagging and drink-induced rages. She need not have worried. She did an impressive interview and her references were excellent. She was given the job along with a generous salary. CCK, as she had privately christened him, was an extremely busy gynaecologist, whipping out wombs that needed whipping out and some that didn’t! Delivering babies, some that were wanted and some that were not. Comforting menopausal and premenstrual tensioned females and charging hefty amounts to the many affluent fur-coated private patients who came from all over the country, day in day out, to his rooms in Fitzwilliam Square.

  Devlin got to know them all. Some would pour out all their woes to her. Others looked down their haughty noses at her and demanded to be seen instantly. The coldness would melt instantly when Colin appeared at the door of the waiting room with a warm smile and reassuring handshake.

  ‘Ah Mrs Cochrane! Good to see you. Come in now and tell me what’s bothering you.’

  Invariably eyelashes would flutter and tremulous voices would waft down the hall as he led them to his surgery, sometimes winking at Devlin behind their backs. He was an immensely charming man, only forty but at the height of his career. He had, of course, inherited a large practice from his father and was a prominent member of Dublin’s high society, seen at many social gatherings around the city. He knew her father well. An ex-rugby player, he hadn’t an ounce of flab on his tall muscular body and the faint traces of grey at his temple lent him a distinguished mature air that Devlin found exceedingly attractive. All his patients were madly in love with him.

  Devlin, who was twenty, had always dated men of her own age or men in their middle twenties. Her only experience with older men was trying to avoid their sweaty roving hands in the dimly lit, faintly seedy nightclubs they always ended up in on their Saturday nights on the town. She was an outgoing girl with a broad circle of friends and acquaintances who lived a relatively untroubled and carefree existence. Her only experience of the hardship of life occurred when she had been made redundant for a brief period, and rather than give up the freedom of flat-dwelling and return home to the uncomfortable atmosphere her mother’s behaviour caused, she had survived, well cushioned by a generous allowance given to her by her father. But it was not the same as having a salary.

  At present, it was nothing for Devlin to go into town on a Saturday and spend a small fortune on clothes. She loved her little weekend sprees. After a lie-in, Saturday would be spent shopping in Grafton Street with friends. She might treat herself to a little something from Benetton or Pamela Scott or if she was really in the money she’d hit Brown Thomas. Strolling past the colourful street artists, past the cheerful flower sellers she and her friends would meander along to Captain America’s to grab a quick lunch before she had her hair done in one of the many exclusive, expensive hair salons. Then it would be time to drop into the Powerscourt Townhouse Centre with its bright airy plant-filled ambience, to browse through the shops for a while before relaxing over a cup of coffee. Her biggest decision might be whether to buy the snazzy little suit from Private Collection or a Lainey Original. Devlin loved shopping in Grafton Street with its winding elegance, its stores filled with up-to-the-minute fashions. There was a buzz about Grafton Street that couldn’t be found anywhere else in the city.

  Then hurrying back to her little Fiesta parked on the Green, she would drop her friends home and drive like the clappers to get home herself to prepare for the night’s activities. By half past eight a crowd of them would be found drinking in the Shelbourne. Later they would stroll down to the Bailey or Davy Byrne’s for last orders, then head off to a disco where they would bop the night away before ending up in one of the city’s many nightclubs. Dawn would frequently be upon them before Devlin’s tired head hit the pillows and Sunday would be spent recuperating after the excesses of the night before. But by mid-afternoon, revived and refreshed, she would meet the gang to go stock-car racing in Mondello, or to watch a rugby match in Wanderers. Sunday night she would go to the pictures or for a meal with whatever boyfriend happened to be in tow.

  Looking back she would realize what a charmed and sheltered life she had led and how she had so matter-of-factly taken it as her due. When she started to work for Colin she had no steady relationship, unusually for her. But Frank, her most recent boyfriend, had emigrated and so she was ripe to fall prey to the overpowering charms of CCK.

  At first he had been businesslike but friendly, asking her if she was settling into her job, urging her to ask him or Nurse McGrath if there was anything she wished to know. Gradually Devlin had settled down and taken control of all the secretarial aspects of the practice. Being quick and efficient she took pride in seeing that everything ran smoothly. One day Colin told her he would like to take her and Nurse McGrath to lunch and brought them in his luxurious metallic grey Merc to a quiet little Italian restaurant off Stephen’s Green, where they gorged themselves on pasta cooked as only the Italians know how. He had been all charm and after several glasses of wine Devlin had lost her slight awe of him.

  From then on she was much more relaxed in his company. At work he would come out to her office between appointments and sit against the edge of her desk chatting casually. He might tell her about a difficult operation he had to perform, and confide that the Moore woman was an awful pain in the neck or that such and such was having an affair with so and so and what was her attitude to broken marriage and divorce? Devlin found him easy to talk to and she never took exception to his probing questions about her boyfriends and lifestyle, because she sensed his underlying interest. Because she was young, beautiful and very immature the challenge of exciting the interest of a very suave, older man was more than a little thrilling.

  Her friends, who had called on the pretext of seeing her but really to assess whether he was in fact the dish Devlin made him out to be, ended up agreeing wholeheartedly with her. He was much nicer than some of the geeks they encountered in the fleshpots of Leeson Street. Their obvious envy added immensely to Devlin’s pleasure.

  One day Colin strode into the office and found her pale and cranky.

  ‘What’s wrong with you, for heaven’s sake?’

  The query was laced with concern. Devlin blushed with embarrassment . . . and pleasure.

  ‘Nothing . . . I just don’t feel well,’ she said offhandedly, unwilling to tell him that she was suffering from severe and crippling period pains. She had often wondered what attracted so many men to gynaecology. After her own experiences in that area she would decide it was because of their immense envy that they could never reproduce and give birth as women did every day, every living minute of time the world over. The only way they could exercise their power was by controlling women’s pregnancies from the moment of conception and being there for the births. ‘Now push when I tell you . . . ’ or by removing the life giving organ: ‘I’m sorry, it’s got to be taken out.’ If they couldn’t themselves reproduce, being in control was the next best thing. It was a well-known fact that there were far more male gynaes than female.

  Later, much later, Devlin would realize just how much Colin had manipulated her but then, in her naïveté she had been pathetically grateful when he had just nodded wisely, gone into his office, written a note and given it to her.

  ‘Devlin pet, in this day and age there’s no need to suffer from period pains. Haven’t you ever heard of the pill? Now take this to the Well Woman Centre when you’ve finished your period and they’ll look after you. Hmm?’

  She nodded in a frenzy of embarrassment. Laughing, Colin chucked her under the chin.

  ‘Devlin, you fool, I’m a gynaecologist for heaven’s sake! Don’t be embarrassed with me. Now take the afternoon off, go home and lie down for a while and take these.’ He handed her some tablets. ‘And go and get yourself seen to.’

  He was smiling down at her, his eyes so warm and exciting and crinkling up at the sides in the most attractive way. Her heart melted at his kindness and swam around inside her on a tide of ecstasy as she drove home.

  ‘He cares! He cares . . . ooohh he cares,’ she hummed to herself, letting herself into the flat.

  From then on the nature of their relationship changed. Subtly it became more intimate and there were more lunch dates, only this time Nurse McGrath did not accompany them. Colin confided to her that his marriage was on the rocks, that he and his wife only kept up appearances for the children’s sakes. The picture he painted was a bleak and lonely one and Devlin felt a mixture of pity and admiration for him, plus a strong sense of desire.

  After all, she reasoned with herself, the poor man needed the comfort of loving arms. If his wife was so cold and frigid, always out socializing, never home to cook his meals after a hard day in the operating theatres of Dublin’s hospitals and private clinics, it was only to be expected that he would seek companionship elsewhere.

  I mean it’s not as if you were setting out to cause trouble deliberately in his marriage, the trouble is already there, she comforted herself. She was in fact a little scared. Devlin had never really had a fully-fledged relationship with any man, sexual or otherwise. True, she had dated many boyfriends but it was really only social dating, being part of the crowd. She had indulged in a certain amount of fumblings and fondlings in the back seats of cars but she had never slept with anyone, fear of her mother and fear of pregnancy being the major deterrents when it came to losing her virginity. Unlike many of her peers she had led a sheltered life. The only daughter of an affluent banker and his wife, she had lacked for nothing materially. Having been educated in an exclusive Dublin school, she mixed with the young upper class set commonly known as ‘Yuppies’ or the ‘Yaws.’ ‘Why do you call them the “Yaws”?’ she had asked Maggie, who was living in the same house as herself and Caroline.

  Maggie had grinned cheerfully at her and said in her down-to-earth no bullshit manner: ‘Because they say “Yaw” instead of “yes” and if I catch you at it . . . !’ She had shaken her finger warningly at the amused Devlin. Trust Maggie who wasn’t the slightest bit affected to bring her down to earth every so often. Devlin would have denied that she was a snob, but unknown to herself she contributed to a subtle social snobbery that was rampant within their social class. Had Colin been a working class man she would never have considered an affair with him. Unconscious though she was of them the prejudices of her upbringing were too strong.

  Having an affair with a married man was not something to go public about either. Ireland might have been heading for the Nineties but by European standards Dublin was a small intimate city where it was almost impossible to go anywhere and not meet people you knew. Although sometimes it seemed to Devlin that everybody in Dublin was having an affair and everyone else knew about it but didn’t let on. It had often amazed her how husbands and wives who were both conducting liaisons would appear together at Mass on Sundays, the very picture of unity, or at some social bash, while that very night they would fornicate happily.

  The hypocrisy of it sickened her and yet here she was contemplating doing the same. How confusing life was. Sometimes she felt she was a split personality. Her desire to love and be loved by Colin was intense, yet at the back of her mind lurked the shadow of her strict Catholic upbringing. The little voice of her conscience reproached her frequently and although a nun had once warned the class that the worst thing that could happen to Catholics was for them to lose their conscience she wished heartily that it would disappear for the duration of her relationship with Colin.

  And then there was her mother! Lydia would go crazy if she ever suspected that her daughter was even contemplating something so sordid as an affair. There had been a huge row when Devlin had said she was going to move into a flat.

  ‘What are you moving into a flat for?’ she had stormed, her tone of voice suggesting that Devlin was deliberately going to live with the lowest of the low. It had been bad enough when she had started going to discos and pubs. There would be the interrogations the next morning, lectures about the hour she had come in at and dire warnings about burning the candle at both ends. It amazed Devlin that her mother would concern herself so. Usually she was so busy with her charitable works and hectic social life and running her immaculate home that she never really bothered about what Devlin was doing. It was only since Devlin had started working that she had begun to take such notice of her daughter’s activities. Gerry, her father, would try and mediate between them but Lydia would turn on him in fury and another row would start.

  ‘You’ll end up just like . . .’ her mother had shouted at her once, stopping suddenly at the expression on her husband’s face.

  ‘That’s enough, Lydia!’

  Devlin had never heard her father sound so stern. ‘Just like who?’ she had asked, puzzled and angry.

  ‘Just don’t come into this house with any bad news, Madam, that’s all I’m saying.’

  ‘Mum!’

  Devlin was shocked at her mother’s implication. Didn’t her mother realize that she was practically the only girl in her class who still hadn’t had sexual relations with anyone? Most of the girls she had gone to school with and still kept in touch with were sleeping with their boyfriends. Two of her classmates had become unmarried mothers with one of them handing her baby up for adoption, forced to do so by her parents, and the other kicked out of home completely. Devlin was under no illusion about what Lydia would say were she ever so unlucky as to be in that predicament. Sick of the rows, she moved out.

  All this she tried to explain to Colin but he always seemed to come up with the most logical arguments in favour of an affair, arguments that made her reasoning seem flawed and foolishly childish.

  Once they’d had a shouting match and Colin’s patience had really worn thin. ‘For Christ’s sake, Devlin, will you grow up!’ he yelled at her. ‘You can’t stay a damned virgin all your life. What a criminal waste, for crying out loud.’ He took her in a savage grip and marched her over to the mirror in the foyer. ‘Look at yourself!’ She turned away. ‘Go on. Look! Why are you wasting your beauty? Your youth? Just because of what some frigid old nuns told you. You can’t hang on to Mammy’s apron strings for the rest of your bloody life. You’ve got your own life to lead. My God, Devlin, you were made for loving, you’re twenty years old.’

  His eyes were hard, angry and frustrated. She bit her lip to stop it from trembling and he said in disgust, ‘Don’t start bawling for God’s sake. Do you know something, Devlin, you’re the typical Irish female. The body of a woman, the mind of a child, not able to make a decision on your own about whether to love someone or not. If that’s your religion and your attitude to life you’re welcome to it. Wrap yourself in your little cocoon, you stupid little girl and let me give you a word of advice.’ He glowered at her. ‘You shouldn’t flirt and tease if you’re not prepared to carry it through.’

  ‘It’s easy for you to talk,’ Devlin retorted. ‘You’ll never have to worry about your next period. You’ll never have to worry about getting pregnant.’ Her voice was bitter, hurt. Devlin had never seen him angry before and she wasn’t sure she liked it.

  ‘You’re on the pill, aren’t you?’ he retorted coldly. ‘You won’t have to worry either so don’t give me that hard-done-by female crap. If you feel like taking control of your own life let me know. Otherwise, Devlin, let’s keep our relationship purely business.’

  He slammed out the door and into his office, not even giving her the satisfaction of making a response, and she felt a strong desire to imitate Scarlett O’Hara and throw something at his treasured le Brocquy. Her fingers curled around a heavy glass ashtray but her courage deserted her. The painting was worth a small fortune and seeing as she was going to the Algarve the following week she could not afford to replace it. Reluctantly she let go of the ashtray but compensated by pounding hard on her typewriter for the rest of the afternoon.

  The following day Colin arrived in, cool and business-like as if their confrontation had never taken place. He did not look at her, dictated briskly and she was glad Nurse McGrath was away on holiday. At least she didn’t have to endure her poking and prying. It was with relief that she welcomed the temp who was taking over from her for the two weeks she would be away, because when Friday finally came she felt drained and mentally exhausted.

  Colin had called her into his office at five o’clock when the last patient had gone and handed her an envelope. ‘Enjoy your holiday,’ he said drily. ‘Who knows, you might be overcome by passion and come back a fully-fledged member of the human race. I believe Portuguese men are very charming and virile. Maybe one of them might succeed where I’ve failed.’ Devlin tried to swallow the deep sense of hurt that engulfed her. Deliberately moving around his desk, she looked him straight in the face, held the envelope that she knew contained her holiday bonus between finger and thumb and disdainfully dropped it into the waste basket. Head held high, she turned on her heel and walked out. To hell with you! she thought unhappily.

  Devlin drove home in the heavy rush-hour traffic of a Friday evening, the roads clogged with the big buses taking people back home to the country, clogged with weary city-dwellers escaping the fumes and dirt of the city as they drove bumper to bumper to spend the weekend in the wide open comforting spaces of the countryside. Heavy-hearted, depressed, she negotiated her way through the barely controlled chaos that surrounded her as cyclists, bikers, motorists and pedestrians jockeyed for position. To her left meandered the Grand Canal, the evening sun glittering on the calm surface that was untroubled by the lanes of fumebelching traffic. Already people sat in seats shaded by bright multi-coloured umbrellas, outside some of the canal-side pubs, drinking cool frothy glasses of dark rich Guinness, and Devlin swallowed, hot and thirsty and envious of their happy weekend joie de vivre.

  ‘Blast Colin,’ she muttered grumpily as she glared at two lovers entwined, oblivious, on Patrick Kavanagh’s memorial seat by the Baggot Street lock gates. The lights were out at Baggot Street Bridge and she wanted to scream with frustration as she jammed on her brakes for the umpteenth time to avoid a cheeky cyclist.

  When she got home, in a rare bad humour, she found Caroline in a tizzy of excitement. It was Caro’s first foreign holiday. Devlin had previously been to Greece and the South of France but Caroline was new to it all and was engaged in a packing marathon. ‘Well, if we’re going out every night I’ll need fourteen different outfits and then there’s day wear and beach wear!’ Caroline explained reasonably.

  ‘Oh Caroline, you goose! Haven’t you ever heard of mix ‘n’ match? Go and put the kettle on and I’ll sort out this lot for you.’

  Although Caroline was two years older than Devlin it didn’t seem like it. If Colin thinks I’m a child, he should see Caro. She’s a baby compared to me, Devlin mused as she started to sort out the chaos that confronted her.

  There were four of them going on holiday – Caroline, herself and two of Devlin’s friends – but right now all she wanted to do was to go to bed. She had a thumping tension headache and the thoughts of packing only irritated her.

  As the evening progressed her headache lightened. Cases were packed and plans were made and the kettle was constantly on the boil as vast quantities of tea were consumed. Devlin had just had a bath and was sitting with her hair wrapped turbanwise in a towel with yet another mug of tea in her hand when the doorbell rang. Half-expecting it to be Caroline’s boyfriend, Devlin stayed where she was. Richard had seen her often enough in her dressing gown, although she faintly suspected that he was taken aback by her lack of inhibition. Caroline would certainly never parade around in her dressing gown in his presence. Richard was so straight-laced and prissy he irritated Devlin, but Caroline seemed happy enough with him and that was what mattered. Her friend’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

  ‘Dev, Mr Cantrell-King is here to see you for a minute.’

  Behind her she could see Colin’s broad outline and her heart gave a crazy lurch. Maybe he was going to tell her not to bother coming back. Defiantly she stood up.

  ‘Sorry to disturb you, Devlin,’ he was saying smoothly. ‘Could I speak to you for a moment?’

  ‘I have some packing to finish. Excuse me.’ Caroline, always courteous, disappeared. Colin shut the door and stood before her. ‘I’m sorry, Devlin,’ he gave a smile. ‘I guess I’m behaving like a lovesick teenager. Forgive me?’

  A burden was lifted; Devlin’s heart danced.

  ‘I’m sorry too.’ She touched his face lightly with her fingertips. ‘A lot of what you say is true.’ For a brief moment she thought she saw a flicker of triumph in his eyes but she dismissed it as he bent his head and kissed her long and lingeringly and sensually. She returned his embrace ardently, utterly happy.

  ‘I’ll be mad with jealousy while you’re gone,’ he murmured against her earlobe. ‘Promise you won’t lose your heart to any romantic Alfredo.’

  ‘I promise,’ she whispered, burrowing her face against his chest and wishing she could hold the moment for ever, loving the male musky scent of him.

  He drew an envelope out of his pocket and smiled down at her. ‘I think you forgot this!’

  Devlin laughed. ‘I was so mad . . . ’

  ‘I know you were, my hot tempered little witch,’ he murmured, as he drew her close to slide the envelope into her dressing gown pocket, his hand lingering against the softness of her body through her robe. She trembled.

  ‘I’d better go before I forget myself. This is not how I plan to seduce you.’ He smiled warmly at her. ‘Be good! I’ll see you in two weeks, Devlin.’

  Her face, innocent of make-up, freshly scrubbed and pink after her bath, lit up like a Christmas tree. Impulsively she threw her arms around his neck and whispered, ‘I’ll miss you, Colin.’

  ‘I’ll miss you too, you little baggage. I wish I could chuck up everything and come with you.’ He grinned at her. ‘I’ll tell you one thing: if I was with you, you’d never get a tan; I’d have you in bed all day.’ The doorbell rang, saving Devlin’s blushes and, laughing, Colin walked out into the hall just as Richard was walking in. Hastily Devlin made the introductions.

  She couldn’t put a finger on it but she just couldn’t take to Caroline’s boyfriend and she felt the feeling was mutual. Not that he was ever anything but suavely charming and polite to her. The two men talked casually for a minute or two as it seemed they were already acquainted and then Colin was gone. Richard and Caroline were in the lounge so Devlin was alone, hugging her happiness to herself.

  He had actually come and apologized . . . and at such a late hour! And what’s more, the cheque in the envelope was for a hundred pounds! He had to care as much as she did. In one way she wished the holiday was over. Still, now that her mind was at ease she decided that she was going to have the best holiday of her life.

  Devlin raised her face to the warm evening sun, blind to the people strolling along the seawall and only vaguely conscious of the seagulls circling, screeching and bawling raucously above her. It had been a great holiday, she thought sadly, and now all the good was gone from it. Now that she was almost sure she was pregnant. Never again would she be so carefree and happy as she had been for two weeks in the Moorish heaven where time stood still and nothing was more pressing than deciding whether to drink by the pool or by the sea, or selecting which outfit to wear and who to date. Oh it had been a fantastic holiday all right! In spite of herself she grinned.


  
Two

Oohhh . . . OOHHH! Melinda groaned in ecstasy as her body flamed with violent passion. Ramon’s hands were caressing her intimately where she had never been touched before and again she cried aloud in pleasure as her insides turned to liquid fire . . .

  ‘It gets better, girls. Listen!’ The four of them lay shrieking with laughter beneath a scorching sun, on a golden beach lapped by soothing white-crested waves, as Ailish read aloud from a stack of bodice-rippers she had brought on holidays. Noeleen, the fourth member of the party, turned over on her stomach and gave a muffled exclamation.

  ‘My Gawd girls! Look at that . . . what a bunch of grapes!’

  Noeleen had an exquisitely vulgar turn of mind and kept them highly amused by her running commentaries on the daily parade of male sun-worshippers up and down the beach. The rest of them snorted and giggled as two young Portuguese men, wearing only the briefest of G-strings, strutted past, parading their wares.

  ‘Oh crikey! Here comes Big Wobbliers! I’m going for a swim. Anyone else coming?’

  ‘Big Wobbliers,’ so named by the irrepressible Noeleen because of his more than obvious attributes, had taken a fancy to Devlin from the first moment she had arrived on Oura beach and because the feeling was not mutual, she spent her time trying to avoid him. Shrieking and giggling the girls dived into the foaming surf, leaving the lovesick Wobbliers testing the water with his toes. Love would go far but diving into the Atlantic waters was too much to ask. Huffily he turned on his heel and walked further along the beach to try his luck elsewhere.

  And so the days had passed in a haze of sun and fun, the nights bringing new adventures and experiences as they stuffed themselves at the beachside cafés under the stars, drinking bottles of cool delicious Mateus Rose, discoing in the KISS, the biggest disco on the Algarve and tumbling into bed exhausted with the dawn . . .

  It had been a great holiday, the best Devlin had ever had, and in spite of her woe she smiled at the memories. Restlessly she got up from where she had been sitting and began to walk back along the seawall, her hands in her pockets, her head down, turning over and over in her mind the events of the past few weeks, her thoughts spinning crazily like a Ferris wheel until she wanted to scream. Never had a girl been so happy to come home from holidays as she had been on that Saturday, as she sat in the huge Aer Lingus Jumbo gliding through the skies with the towns and cities of Spain passing beneath them. Her reunion with Colin was foremost in her mind. What would she wear to show off her deep golden tan? The sun had bleached her hair even blonder and she knew without vanity that she was glowing and healthy-looking in spite of a dose of Spanish tummy. In her mind she discarded one outfit after another before deciding on a simple white broderie anglaise top and matching skirt. Thank God she didn’t suffer any inhibitions about going topless, there was nothing worse than strap marks, she thought, eyeing her partly revealed golden globes with satisfaction.

  Her parents had met her at the airport, Lydia offering her a cool reserved cheek for a kiss, Gerry enveloping her in a bear hug. She had practically danced into the office on Monday, only to have her bubble of anticipation burst ever so slightly by a note from Colin saying he would be delayed. An emergency operation had come up and he wouldn’t be in the office until after lunch. Nurse McGrath had a migraine and apart from a few polite comments about Devlin’s tan was in no mood to chat.

  Restlessly Devlin organized her desk, noting that the temp had done a good job in her absence. At around eleven thirty Nurse McGrath announced that she was going home and with one hand clutching the bottle of wine Devlin had presented her with and the other rather dramatically clutching her aching temple she gave a martyred sniff and made her exit. Devlin had been so absorbed in the latest Jackie Collins novel that she didn’t notice Colin’s arrival and it was only his low whistle of appreciation that alerted her to his presence.

  Leaning over her desk he kissed her full on the mouth, long and lingeringly. Jackie Collins, eat your heart out, she thought happily, wrapping her arms around his neck, hungry for him.

  ‘Oh Devlin, I missed you like hell!’ Colin nuzzled her earlobe.

  ‘Aren’t you afraid Nurse might come in?’ Devlin murmured dreamily, forgetting that the martyred one had left.

  ‘The doorman told me she’s gone home. For God’s sake Devlin, come out from behind that desk before I go crazy!’ Roughly he pulled her into his arms and kissed her passionately, his hands busy with the fastenings of her blouse.

  Devlin felt a twinge of panic. ‘Colin, wait! What if someone comes in? No . . . wait.’ His hands were inside the flimsy blouse caressing her breasts and the sensations he was causing to ripple through her were delightful and new. She had never felt so melty and soft, her insides felt like warm marshmallow. Part of her wanted more, part of her was scared.

  ‘Devlin, Devlin!’ He raised his head. ‘I’ve thought about nothing else but wanting you since you started working for me.’ He grimaced. ‘Don’t ask me how I’ve kept my hands off you until now . . . ’

  Swiftly he locked her office door and taking her hand led her in past his own surgery into the tastefully furnished cubicle where he examined his patients. His eyes were warm and full of desire as he turned to her and said huskily, ‘You know you arouse me, don’t you? Make love to me darling, here, now, I need you.’

  Later, when she reflected on the moment she lost her virginity she would wonder how she had ever let his ridiculous corny words impress her. But at the time his words, uttered in husky passionate tones, had thrilled her and she wanted him to love her. She had felt a sense of power that she, Devlin Delaney, a twenty-year-old virgin, could inflame this suave experienced man so much that he wanted her passionately, urgently.

  She could feel the physical evidence of her power as he pressed her against the couch and, feeling a quick flash of relief that she had shaved her legs and under her arms the night before and that she was wearing her sexy lace panties, she lay back and waited for the earth to move. By now Colin was frantically removing her skirt, his breathing harsh and heavy, his body writhing urgently against her. A moment later she gasped in surprise and pain as he undid his fly and penetrated her.

  ‘Christ! So you are a virgin!’ he groaned in surprise, pausing for a moment to stare at her lying beneath him. He felt her body stiffen as an expression of pain crossed her face.

  ‘Relax, relax,’ he said soothingly and started to move against her. The movements became faster, stronger and then with a final thrust he collapsed groaning on top of her, leaving her sore, wet and utterly dismayed.

  Was this what it was all about, this painful unpleasant heaving? Where were the waves of pleasure lifting her to heights of passionate fulfilment that she had read about so often in novels? Or seen in films, as the heroine, her face contorted with pleasure, lay beneath her hero saying dreamily, ‘That was beautiful, lover.’ Was it all a big hoax? Nobody had ever told her about the soreness, the messiness. She was sure her broderie anglaise skirt was ruined. Devlin knew the first few moments were supposed to be painful the first time it happened, but pain was supposed to give way to pleasure. Maybe she was one of these frigid women she had heard about. Devlin felt strangely sad. She was afraid she was going to cry and disgrace herself completely. It must have been a disaster for Colin . . . how could she face him? Colin, his breathing almost back to normal, was drawing away from her to give her room to move. To her surprise he was smiling.

  ‘That was fantastic, sweetheart. God, you were so tight I thought I was going to explode. The next time will be better for you, I promise.’ He pulled her up beside him. ‘Listen darling, run into the toilet and fix yourself up. I have someone coming in at four and we don’t want them to see you in a state of undress, now do we?’

  Mortified, Devlin realized that she was half naked. Laughing at her blush he kissed her tenderly on the mouth. ‘Oh Devlin, my little virgin, that was an added bonus. I’ll teach you all about love, my pet, I have a share in a penthouse out in Dalkey.’ He gave her a wink. ‘Some of my colleagues and I maintain it to entertain visiting specialists.’ He winked again conspiratorially and Devlin knew with a sinking sensation that specialists were not the only ones he entertained. She wondered had there been many before her.

  Hastily pushing the thought to the back of her mind she drew her clothes around her with as much dignity as she could muster and walked out to the toilet. As she wiped the blood from between her legs she could hear him whistling cheerfully in his own office. Would it be better for her the second time? He seemed to think so and he thought it had been fantastic. Maybe she wasn’t frigid after all.

  There hadn’t been a second time. Devlin had put her foot down when he tried to make love to her again in the office and he promised to take her to the place in Dalkey. They had been kissing and cuddling once when Nurse McGrath had almost walked in on top of them, scaring the daylights out of Devlin. She was so nervous as a result that she would tense up if Colin came within a foot of her. Then Colin’s mother-in-law died suddenly and after the funeral he told Devlin that he felt obliged to take his wife away for a few days.
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