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    There is a destiny that makes us brothers,


  




  None goes his way alone,




  All that we put into the lives of others




  Comes back into our own.
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  Prologue




  ‘Well, girls, we had a ball. It’s back to the grindstone now,’ said Devlin, smiling as the trio climbed out of Caroline’s car, which she had just driven

  into the private car-park of the City Girl health and leisure club. It was a lovely sunny Monday morning and they had just returned from their first weekend together in years. No husbands, lovers

  or boyfriends; no children – just the three of them. And they had thoroughly enjoyed it. ‘I can’t believe it went so quickly; it seems like only hours ago that we were setting

  off.’




  Caroline locked the car and gave it a little pat. ‘My first long journey. I wasn’t bad for a beginner, was I?’




  ‘Caro, I can see a future for you in Grand Prix racing,’ Maggie teased. ‘When we overtook that tractor, you were going all of forty-five miles an hour. Girl! I was nearly on

  the Valium.’




  ‘Come on. Let’s go and have a cup of coffee,’ suggested Devlin, not wanting to face into work immediately.




  ‘We’d be better off doing an aerobics class after the way we’ve eaten this weekend,’ Maggie retorted, feeling the tightness of her waistband.




  ‘Ah don’t be a spoilsport: come on, let’s be really bad and have a cream slice,’ Devlin snorted.




  ‘You’re on,’ declared Caroline, leading the way to the Coffee Dock on the first floor.




  At reception, women variously dressed in business suits, sports gear, expensive leotards and other kinds of leisurewear, were making appointments for the enormous variety of services offered by

  the City Girl complex. Movers and shakers, career women, wealthy wives – all came in their droves to enjoy the pampering provided by the handpicked staff. Business was booming; it had taken

  off and was successful beyond Devlin’s wildest dreams, but it wasn’t enough for her. She had plans, great plans, for the future, and with a characteristic singlemindedness she was going

  to make those plans succeed. She had been telling the girls about them during the weekend and they had been very impressed. Sipping their coffee in a secluded corner of the Coffee Dock they made

  arrangements to meet the following Friday for their weekly early-morning workout. Then they went their separate ways.




  Devlin




  Devlin strode along the grey-carpeted corridor to her office. Now that she was back, her mind was buzzing with ideas. She greeted Liz, her PA, took the list of messages awaiting

  her into her office, left instructions that she was not to be disturbed for the next half-hour and closed the door firmly behind her.




  Devlin had learned from experience that if she wanted to get her priority work done it was imperative that she be not disturbed. Otherwise she had an open-door policy that was much appreciated

  by her employees. She flicked through her messages quickly and read one in particular with considerable satisfaction. Good, she thought: that was exactly the response she had hoped for. She must

  phone Luke; he wasn’t too happy about what she was planning next. Luke Reilly, her partner, was a very good businessman, and over the years he had learned to be cautious. Devlin, in business

  only a short time, was still finding her feet and inclined to rush into things. But this idea she’d had was a good one. She knew it was a good one – one of her best – and she knew

  it was going to work. Tanned fingers dialled the digits on the phone, as Devlin sat on the edge of her desk, her long legs swinging.




  As she waited for a response, she observed the rush and bustle of St Stephen’s Green below her. Down the square she could see a sleek black limousine pulling up outside the Shelbourne

  Hotel. Liz had told her that a well-known pop-star was arriving in the city that day and had booked a private workout and aromatherapy session for later on. It often happened that visiting celebs

  did that and it gave Devlin a great sense of satisfaction that City Girl had become ‘the’ place. God knows she’d worked really hard to get it going. If it hadn’t been for

  City Girl and Luke and the girls she would have gone crazy. Sadness welled in her and tears smarted her eyes.




  It had been hard at the graveside when the three of them went to pray on the Saturday. It didn’t really get any easier. She had to push the pain away almost physically. ‘Oh, my baby.

  My darling child. I love you. Why did it happen?’ Don’t think about it! Stop. Stop. Stop, she silently screamed. She heard Luke’s voice on the line. He had answered himself

  because she had dialled his private number. ‘Hi! It’s me.’ Devlin strove to keep her voice cheerful. Luke was so kind to her and if he knew she was feeling sad, his sympathy would

  have made her bawl. She was having none of that. Grit your teeth and get on with it was Devlin’s motto.




  ‘Hi, you!’ Devlin could sense that Luke was smiling at the other end of the phone. ‘Did you have a good weekend with that other pair of nutters?’




  ‘Oh it was great. Listen, Luke: I got word from Arthur Kelly and he’s very interested. I think we should go ahead.’ Devlin wasted no time in getting down to business. There was

  a silence at the other end of the phone.




  ‘Is that so?’ said Luke, an edge to his deep voice. ‘I’ll be in Dublin on Wednesday. I’ll get my PA to talk to yours to arrange a meeting. I’ll see you then,

  Devlin, and we’ll talk . . . business.’ There was a click at the other end of the line and the phone went dead.




  Devlin stared at the silent phone in her hand. What the hell was wrong with him now? And why had he made the word business sound like such a dirty word? Men! She’d never understand them.

  Well, he could just go and get lost; she had work to do. She wasn’t going to waste all day worrying about why Luke Reilly had got into a huff just because she had mentioned Arthur Kelly. All

  the same, it wasn’t like him.




  ‘Oh drat!’ she muttered, pressing her intercom button. ‘Liz, would you come in and collect these letters I’ve just signed. I want to go through my diary for the

  week.’




  ‘Sure, Devlin, I’m just arranging a meeting for you with Mr Reilly. I’ll be in in a second,’ Liz responded. Devlin sat glumly behind her desk. At that moment she wished

  Mr Bloody Reilly would go to hell.




  Luke




  Luke Reilly sat behind his desk, his face dark with anger. There were times when he felt like strangling Devlin Delaney. At this very moment he wished he had never laid eyes on

  her or got himself involved in her business venture. Not that City Girl wasn’t doing well. It had exceeded all their expectations and that was part of the problem. Devlin was consumed by the

  business . . . and he was consumed by her. In his entire adult life, he had never been so . . . so rattled by a woman and it was infuriating at times, to say the least. Here he was trying to

  establish a romantic relationship with the woman and just when he thought he was having some success, off she goes again.




  This blowing hot and cold was getting to him. That was it! From now on it was going to be business only with Ms Delaney. She couldn’t even be bothered to tell him how she’d got on on

  her weekend away with Maggie and Caroline. Straightaway into business and what Arthur Kelly was interested in. Who cared about Arthur Kelly? What about Luke Reilly and what he was interested in?

  Didn’t Devlin care enough even to ask him how he’d got on on his trip to Holland? He’d been dying to tell her that the firm had secured the contract. Was she interested? Obviously

  not! All she saw him as was her business partner in City Girl. Nothing else. And it hurt.




  Luke couldn’t believe how hurt he had felt by her phone call. Was he getting sensitive in his old age or something? ‘No, you’re just in love, you fool!’ he muttered,

  scrunching up a page he’d been doodling on and aiming it at the waste-paper basket. It missed. Even his aim was gone to pot, he thought, feeling very sorry for himself. ‘Well, just snap

  out of it, mister,’ he ordered himself sternly, picking up another page and taking aim.




  ‘Sorry, did you say something?’ Dianne, his highly efficient PA, remarked as she walked in.




  ‘Just talking to myself, Dianne,’ Luke said grumpily. Dianne’s eyebrows rose imperceptibly. In her book, MDs of highly successful companies did not go around talking to

  themselves. She knew Devlin Delaney had been on the phone. She had been in the office when the call came through and had exited discreetly although she’d been dying to earwig. Why Luke Reilly

  was wasting his time with DD, as she called her, was beyond Dianne. She had seen her once, looking like a schoolgirl with no make-up on and wearing just a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. A far cry

  from the glamorous image she portrayed on the glossy brochure of City Girl. Luke needed somebody sophisticated and sexy. Someone just like herself.




  Dianne had fallen for Luke the moment she had met him at her job interview and she was damned if she was going to let the blonde bombshell from Dublin swipe him from under her nose.

  ‘I’ve arranged for you to meet Miss Delaney at 9.30 a.m. Wednesday at the Forte Crest Hotel in Dublin Airport.’




  Luke looked at his PA in surprise. ‘Why didn’t you arrange the meeting for her office?’




  ‘I thought it would be less time-consuming for you to meet directly off your flight,’ Dianne informed her boss calmly. ‘Miss Delaney has a very busy schedule, it seems. Her PA

  agreed it would be best to meet you there. Anyway, Miss Delaney is travelling to Drogheda to a business lunch following her meeting with you.’




  ‘Is she indeed?’ Luke said coldly, his eyes like flints. So he could be fitted in only to a meeting at the airport. He was sorely tempted to get Dianne to call and say the venue did

  not suit him. But that would be the height of childishness. Look what she had reduced him too. It was pathetic. Cop on to yourself, Reilly, he urged.




  Dianne noted the expression on her employer’s face, glad that his ire was not directed at her. It was obvious Luke was miffed about something DD had said or done. This did not please

  Dianne. His anger was too strong, too powerful. It meant that there was serious emotional involvement here.




  ‘Thank you, Dianne. That’s all for the moment,’ Luke said politely, his thoughts obviously miles away. That’s what you think, you gorgeous hunk, Dianne thought longingly

  to herself, as she left the office as unobtrusively as she had entered it, leaving Luke staring out over London’s skyline, his mouth still a hard line of anger, his fingers drumming

  impatiently on his desk.




  Caroline




  Caroline couldn’t quite decide what to do with the rest of her day off. She didn’t particularly want to go home to the penthouse in Clontarf. She had phoned Richard

  at his office to tell him she was home safe and having coffee in City Girl but he hadn’t been there. He wasn’t in court either. His PA said he had just told her he was taking the rest

  of the day off. That was most unusual behaviour for Richard. Caroline couldn’t remember her husband ever taking a day off from his thriving legal practice for no reason at all. She felt a

  vague sense of unease. Well, he’s not seeing another woman, that’s for sure, she thought, a wry smile playing around the corners of her lips. It was strange how she had accepted his

  homosexuality almost with relief. After the years of tormenting herself, of wondering what she was doing wrong, of knowing that no matter what she did her husband had no interest in her sexually,

  realizing that she was not to blame had been a turning point in her life. She had stopped drinking, stopped taking Valium and started living again.




  There were days that she felt quite shaky, times when she longed for a drink or a Valium to calm the fluttery feelings of fear, but on the whole she was managing well. And her relationship with

  Richard was now so different. True, she had hated him when she found him in a loving embrace with his lover Charles Stokes – not because he was homosexual but because he had betrayed her,

  made her live a lie and brought her to the edge of despair. That night had been the worst night of her life: she had told her husband she never wanted to lay eyes on him again and she had tried to

  commit suicide.




  But she had lived. She had been given time to think and eventually she had been able to forgive Richard. Now her husband and she had a much better relationship than they’d ever had before:

  no more beatings, no more rows, he living his life, which included Charles, she living hers, which included no-one at the moment. Some day, Caroline promised herself, she was going to fall in love

  like any normal person and have the children she had always wanted. It was her dream and she held on to it tightly. Of course she’d have to get a divorce and annulment first. It would have to

  be one of those foreign divorces since you couldn’t get divorced in Ireland. But not right now. Things could go on as they were with she and Richard keeping up the pretence of marriage. It

  was much easier to drift for the time being. ‘Typical,’ she told herself as she strolled down Grafton Street and had a look in Acquiesce to see what was new.




  Caroline was notorious for putting things off. It was one of her worst faults. Devlin was always on at her about it. Devlin wouldn’t consider hanging around letting life pass her by. Just

  looking at her in City Girl, observing the way she behaved as owner/manager of the club, really impressed Caroline. Devlin, who had once been so spoilt and pampered, had grown up and made something

  of herself. She was a real career woman now with aims and ambitions. It would do Caroline good to emulate her friend. And what about Maggie getting her first novel published! What an achievement

  that was! Maggie, too, was getting up off her butt and doing something.




  Well, Caroline would just have to haul herself out of her little rut and do something about her own situation. The trip to Rosslare Harbour with the girls had been such a treat. Just being with

  her two best friends, confiding and talking things through, had been a tonic. They had been so shocked when she had told them about Richard. Well, she’d had to tell someone. And Devlin and

  Maggie were like sisters to her. She wouldn’t tell anyone else. No-one else needed to know. It was hers and Richard’s business but she had never kept anything from the girls, nor they

  from her. Their friendship was a great bond that had seen them all through many trials and troubles. She thought of poor Devlin, standing at her baby daughter’s grave. Caroline knew she

  wasn’t yet over the shock of Lynn’s death. Devlin was suppressing her grief, throwing herself into her business, not allowing Luke to get close to her. But that was Devlin, too

  self-sufficient.




  That’s a problem you’ll never suffer from, my girl, Caroline thought crossly. The trouble with her was that she couldn’t stand on her own two feet. Tomorrow she’d look at

  the jobs section in the paper, she decided. She wanted to work full-time again. That would be one small step forward. Deciding that there was nothing that she particularly fancied in the boutique,

  Caroline headed back to the car-park. On her way, she stopped at a phone and rang Richard’s office again. ‘I think he’s gone for the day, Mrs Yates,’ his PA said politely.

  There was something up. Caroline just knew it. The best thing to do was to go home, she supposed. She wished Devlin and Maggie were in the car with her: they always gave her a sense of reassurance,

  especially in the city traffic. Hands gripping the steering wheel of her brand-new Fiesta, Caroline edged her way timidly out of the car-park and into the fast flow of traffic around the Green.




  Richard




  Richard was glad the weekend was over. He had missed Caroline and the apartment seemed very empty and unwelcoming. It had been a lonely few days. Charles had gone to London the

  previous Thursday and wasn’t due back until later that morning, so he hadn’t even been able to spend time with him.




  All he’d done was take his mother shopping and listen to her moans. In the end, he was sorry he had ever mentioned the fact that Caroline had gone away with the girls for a few days. Sarah

  had seized on the snippet of information and like a dog with a bone she had gone back to it over and over, stating her opinion that it was not proper for a wife to go away without her husband in

  the company of female friends. It was just ‘not done’, and Caroline was behaving in a most selfish and unwifely manner, according to her mother-in-law.




  If Caroline was unwifely, she’d been driven to it, Richard admitted ruefully as he put some Alpen in a bowl, poured milk on it, and sat down to eat his breakfast. His mother didn’t

  know the half of it. No doubt if she did, she’d still find some way of blaming Caroline for everything. Sarah would have apoplexy if she ever found out about him and Charles.




  Richard sighed. It was all such a mess – himself, Charles and Caroline – but after all the trauma of the past, at least the three of them were friends. He wished Charles was home;

  he’d missed him these past few days. Something was not right with Charles. These past few weeks he had not been his usual cheerful self. And he was holding back from telling Richard

  something, whatever it was. Well, he’d call him in an hour or so – he should be home from the airport by then – and arrange to meet him. Richard was determined to find out once

  and for all what was the matter with his friend. Maybe later Caroline could meet them for lunch, if she was home from her trip to Rosslare.




  Maggie




  Maggie couldn’t resist slipping into Hughes & Hughes bookshop on her way to Dunnes foodhall where she wanted to buy a few groceries before going home. No doubt Terry

  wouldn’t have remembered to get nappies and the like, and although she had done a big shop before she went away for the weekend there were some items you never had enough of. She loved this

  cheerful bookshop with its elegant green fixtures and fittings. Since her novel had been accepted for publication, she couldn’t resist bookshops. Just think, in a few months her own novel

  would be sitting on the bookshelves, looking as bright and glossy as any of those currently on display.




  She studied the covers and titles of the newest bestsellers, approving this one, disliking that. Soon she’d be having discussions with her publishers about her own cover. A little frisson

  ran through her veins. This was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her. Her own achievement, something that she had succeeded in, not as a wife, mother or daughter, but as a person

  in her own right. Maggie Ryan. Author. And today had been the icing on the cake. This very morning, in the company of the greatest pals a woman could have, her novel had finally acquired a title.

  From now on she would no longer call it the novel. From now on it would be called City Woman, the name Devlin had suggested.




  Maggie felt like dancing a little jig in the bookshop, but managed to restrain herself. No doubt her husband, Terry, would have something sarcastic to say when he found out about her good news,

  but that was his problem. In fact she was seriously considering not telling him for the time being. How she wished Adam was home so she could tell him. He would be so delighted and, after all, it

  was thanks to Adam Dunne, in a way, that she had got this far. His guidance and encouragement had been just what she needed at that time when she had been at one of the lowest points in her life.

  Smiling at the thought of his reaction, Maggie strode briskly out of Hughes & Hughes and on to Dunnes.




  As she pushed the trolley between the shelves she thought of the nice fat cheque that she had deposited into her newly opened personal account. It was lovely to have money of her own again. Not

  that Terry was mean. But to have money and know she had earned it herself was very satisfying. And she had great plans for it too. She popped a bottle of red Piat d’Or into her trolley. Terry

  liked it so she’d cook him a nice dinner tonight and make a bit of a fuss of him for letting her have the weekend with Devlin and Caroline. Mind, knowing Terry, she’d be repaying the

  favour for weeks to come.




  The thought came unbidden to her mind and the old familiar anger flamed as she thought of how he had betrayed her with Ria Kirby when she was pregnant with their youngest child. Yes, minding the

  children for a weekend was the very least he could do after carrying on an affair for God knows how long. Oh, how she hated that woman’s guts! That two-faced, conniving little bitch. Maggie

  had never known she had it in her to feel such hatred, such anger. It frightened her. But for her children, she would have left him and never gone back. But she couldn’t break up the home and

  take her twins away from their father. Whatever else he might be, Terry was a good father and provider. Mind, if her writing career took off she might very well end up being able to provide for

  them all herself. Anyway, that was all water under the bridge now, she chided herself. Maggie thought of Adam. Could she do to Terry what he had done to her? As she paid for her shopping, Maggie

  knew she was going to have to decide, and sooner rather than later.




  Terry




  Terry Ryan was working himself into a slow rage. It had been bad enough having to look after three kids for the weekend without this happening. Maggie was really something else,

  swanning off with that other pair down to Wexford and leaving him with the lads. It was all right for Devlin and Caroline. Devlin was a free agent and Caroline had no children to look after but

  Maggie had responsibilities and it was about time that she started taking them seriously. If it wasn’t gadding off with her friends, it was having her nose stuck in a typewriter writing her

  great novel while the house turned into a shambles. Novel indeed, Terry snorted as he paced up and down. Let her write her novels when she had reared her children. Hadn’t his own mother, and

  hers, had to rear their kids without any of this crap about having time for themselves and fulfilling their own needs. God knows, he slaved day and night to give them a good standard of living.




  OK, he might not be earning as much as Richard Yates and no doubt Devlin would be a millionairess by the time she was thirty, the way she was going on. But Maggie wasn’t doing too badly.

  They had a four-bedroom detached house in Castleknock. And in the posh part of Castleknock too! She had her own car, plenty of money for food and clothes, the fees for that blasted gym club of

  Devlin’s. What more could she want? Wasn’t she ever satisfied? She was getting her own back, of course. Ever since she’d found out about that fling with Ria, Maggie had slowly

  been turning the screw. First of all it was employing Josie, the child-minder, on Fridays so she could have ‘time for herself ’. Then she’d started attending some writers’

  group or other one night a week. Was the woman ever home? She’d probably spent a fortune on the weekend, too. It was just a bit much. If she wasn’t careful he’d go off and start

  seeing Ria again. He’d heard she was back in town. Not that he was vain or anything, but he knew he was still a pretty good-looking guy.




  Now, Ria was a woman who understood a man’s needs. She knew how to pamper a man after his hard day’s work. Nice soothing massages, long lazy baths together. Good lusty sex. No

  excuses about getting pregnant and moans about having some time to herself. Ria had always made a fuss of him, always appreciated the flowers and champagne and little bits of jewellery he’d

  bought for her. It had been worth every penny he’d spent.




  Well, whenever Maggie got home – if she ever got home – he was going to lay down the law. Because she hadn’t been there this morning when she was needed, he had to

  take the morning off. Possibly the afternoon too if she didn’t get a move on. How was a man expected to run his accountancy business with this kind of carry-on? Well, he’d had it! She

  could forget this writing crack and taking off for trips with the other two.




  He marched out to the door to see if there was any sign of her. It was just after eleven. Surely she must be home by now and have got his note. Well, by God, he’d have something to say to

  her when she got here . . . if she ever got here. Terry Ryan resumed his pacing.




  





  PART ONE





  





  Devlin’s Story – I




  





  One




  Devlin sat in the Arrivals Hall of Dublin Airport, visibly impatient. She had left home extra early so that she could greet Luke off the plane instead of waiting for him in the

  foyer of the Airport Hotel – and now the damned plane was delayed.




  Once more she checked the monitors and saw that Luke’s flight would not be in for another twenty minutes. It would be at least a half an hour before he cleared customs. She might as well

  go and have a coffee. She could take another look at the figures for her meeting with Arthur Kelly, the Belfast businessman whom she was seeing later in the day. As she took the escalator up to

  Departures, she remembered that Woman’s Way magazine had an article about City Girl that she hadn’t yet seen. She’d buy a couple of copies and give them to Arthur, to

  keep for when they were arranging publicity.




  In Hughes & Hughes, Devlin hastily thumbed through the magazine. Her eyes widened with pleasure as she saw the pictures the photographer had taken of the complex. He’d done a great job

  and the place looked a million dollars. The accompanying interview was very nicely done and Devlin was more than pleased. She took five copies of the magazine and paid for them at the cash desk.

  Five minutes later, she sat drinking a cup of coffee in the lounge bar overlooking the apron and runways. Dublin was a lovely airport to land at, she thought proudly, as she gazed out at the

  tapestry of green and gold fields and the purple-blue haze of the Dublin mountains in the distance. Devlin liked airports. She loved the air of hustle and bustle, the buzz of arrivals and

  departures and the roar of the jets. Her impatience dissipated as she sat watching planes taking off and landing. She saw a Ryanair jet land and guessed it was Luke’s. In spite of his

  coolness on the phone the other day she was looking forward to seeing him. She just couldn’t wait to talk to him about her great new idea. Surely he’d be enthusiastic once he’d

  seen the projections!




  Finishing her coffee, she took the escalators back down to Arrivals and sat in a front-row seat waiting for Luke to emerge from customs. She saw him before he saw her and smiled to herself as

  she saw him stride through the doors. He frowned as he glanced at his watch and saw how late he was. He looked good – very good, she thought – in his casual grey trousers and soft grey

  leather jacket. Luke had a permanent tan, not the lounge-lizard look of the sunbed user but the rugged, weather-beaten look of a man who was used to being outdoors in all kinds of weather. Luke,

  who had once been a seaman, loved water and he had a sailing boat on the Thames, where he spent his precious and rare free time.




  ‘Hi, Luke!’ Devlin stood up and called his name. He did a double-take at the sight of her and then his frown was replaced by a broad grin as he dropped his briefcase and overnight

  bag and held out his arms to give her a hug.




  ‘I certainly wasn’t expecting to see you here. I thought you’d be dancing a jig of impatience over at the hotel. I was preparing myself to do battle,’ he teased,

  enveloping her in a hug. ‘Sorry I was cranky on the phone.’




  ‘It’s all right.’ Devlin hugged him back. She had meant to be ever so cool, but in spite of herself she was really glad to see him. His gaze caught hers and then, taking her by

  surprise, he lowered his head and kissed her, a long lingering kiss that made her heartbeat quicken as to her own surprise she found herself kissing him back.




  ‘Luke, stop,’ she said, half-laughing, half-dismayed.




  ‘I don’t want to stop,’ he said with a grin. ‘Look, let’s do a bunk. You cancel your meeting and I’ll cancel mine and we’ll spend the day together and

  forget all about business and just concentrate on us.’




  Devlin, for reasons she could not explain, always felt panicky when Luke started talking about ‘us’. She knew he wanted much more than she was prepared to give. Ever since the

  disaster of her relationship with Colin Cantrell-King, the suave gynaecologist who had fathered her baby and wanted her to have it aborted, Devlin did not want to get involved again with a man. And

  yet she trusted Luke implicitly. He had treated her with such kindness after the death of her baby. He had been so good to her when she was starting up City Girl. He was a terrific business partner

  and if ever she needed anything, he was always reliable. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attracted to him, either. Just kissing him now had brought back long-suppressed memories of desire.

  Since Colin’s time, Devlin rarely thought about sex. Her experience with him had been disastrous and she had felt utterly used. She had gone right off men and indeed felt a deep distrust of

  them. Although she wouldn’t admit it, Devlin was scared: scared of being hurt, scared of losing control, and very scared of getting into a relationship with Luke Reilly because she knew if

  she did, she would end up falling in love with him and falling in love was the last thing she wanted.




  Devlin was quite happy with her life as it was. She had her independence and was in no danger of being hurt by anyone. Her present detachment suited her just fine.




  ‘Come on,’ he urged, his heavy-lidded brown eyes smiling down at her with an expression that made her breath catch in her throat.




  ‘Luke, you know we can’t do that,’ Devlin said, as lightly as she could.




  ‘I can, and you could too if you really wanted to,’ Luke argued. ‘We never have time to ourselves: it’s always business, business, business. And I’m getting damn

  well fed up with it, if you want to know.’ There was more than a trace of anger in his voice and her heart sank.




  ‘Luke, don’t be like that,’ Devlin pleaded.




  ‘Don’t you think we should talk about us? You know I want us to . . .’




  ‘Luke,’ Devlin said firmly, ‘we’re very late; here isn’t the time or the place . . .’




  ‘It’s as good a place as any, Devlin. I’m sick of this carry-on!’




  ‘Luke, please . . .’ Devlin said agitatedly, ‘I’ve only got an hour. I must be on that road to Drogheda. I thought we were going to talk about the Belfast

  proposal.’




  ‘I couldn’t give two hoots about the Belfast proposal,’ Luke retorted angrily.




  ‘Luke!’




  ‘Well, right this minute I couldn’t care less if you wanted to take City Girl to the moon. I want to know where I stand with you. I deserve that much at least.’ Luke’s

  eyes were flashing and the thin line of his mouth left her in no doubt of his annoyance.




  ‘Luke, you’re not being fair,’ she snapped, beginning to feel angry and trapped.




  ‘No, Devlin. You’re not being fair. And you’re not being honest with me or with yourself. Stop running away and face up to things. You could be as attracted to me as I

  am to you if you’d let yourself. Why are you holding back?’




  ‘For God’s sake, Luke! People are looking.’ A blush rose to her cheeks as she saw people giving them curious stares.




  ‘Let them!’ Luke was not concerned, but he drew her aside to a more private place so that the stream of people coming out of the customs couldn’t see or hear them.




  ‘Look, can’t we talk about this later tonight when I get home from Drogheda?’ Devlin said wearily. Why did he have to keep pushing her! Why couldn’t he just be happy with

  the way things were!




  ‘Is that a promise?’ said Luke, his face stern and unsmiling.




  ‘If that’s what you want . . .’ Devlin said, thoroughly exasperated.




  ‘Don’t sound too enthusiastic, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘Ah, don’t annoy me, Luke! Just knock it off. I’ve enough hassle without this. I don’t know what’s wrong with you lately. You’re always in such an

  argumentative mood; you never want to discuss business. I was dying to tell you all about Belfast and now you’ve ruined it.’




  Luke stared at her in silence and then he said coldly, ‘Maybe we should discuss business – as to whether we should continue as business partners. Maybe this whole thing was

  a mistake. Not from a financial point of view but personally. I don’t know if I want to get involved in any new ventures. Maybe you’re right: it is too much hassle.’




  Devlin couldn’t believe her ears. Of all people, she never imagined that Luke would resort to emotional blackmail; she had always thought of him as one of the straightest men she had ever

  known.




  Disgust tinged her voice and disdain flared in her eyes. ‘Don’t try emotional blackmail with me, Luke; it’s beneath contempt. I thought you were more of a man than that.’

  If she had slapped him in the face, Luke could not have been more shocked. She saw it in his eyes and then anger replaced the shock, an anger so fierce that she quailed beneath his gaze.




  ‘Is that what you think?’ he said through gritted teeth, taking her by the shoulders, his thumbs digging into her flesh.




  ‘Luke, you’re hurting me,’ she said heatedly. He dropped his hands immediately and drew several deep breaths as if to try and calm himself.




  Picking up his bag and briefcase, he said in the coldest tone she had ever heard him use, ‘Let’s end this now. My solicitors will be on to yours about dissolving the partnership.

  City Girl is yours. I want nothing to do with it or you. I’m sure that will make you very happy.’




  She saw red. ‘It will. Believe me, that suits me just fine, mister,’ she retorted.




  ‘I’ll get working on it immediately.’




  ‘Do that!’




  Turning, he strode over to the exit and disappeared through the Arrivals doors. Devlin was left angry and deeply shaken.




  





  Two




  ‘To hell with you, Luke Reilly!’ fumed Devlin as she revved her engine and roared out of the multi-storey car-park. How dare he talk to her like that! How

  dare he! ‘Bastard,’ she swore as she drew up to the car-park exit and slid her ticket into the barrier control. As she drove out of the airport and on to the Belfast road she

  was fuelled by self-righteous anger. Luke Reilly wasn’t the only businessman in the world; there were plenty of others who’d like to be associated with a success like City Girl. Look at

  Arthur Kelly: he was more than ready to get involved with her proposed Northern venture. If Reilly thought for one second that she was going to go crawling to him to beg him to reconsider, he could

  just think again.




  She got stuck behind a tractor towing a trailer of hay, and cursed long and loudly using every expletive she could think of. She knew it was childish but she didn’t care; it helped to vent

  the frustration that enveloped her after her fraught encounter with Luke.




  What was wrong with that man? He had been so angry when she had accused him of emotional blackmail. It gave her the shivers to think of how enraged he had been: his eyes icy flints, his hands

  like two vice-grips. She had really hit a nerve to make him respond like that because normally he was very calm. He hadn’t been all that calm when he had kissed her, she thought ruefully as

  she shot past the Donabate turn-off. A driver in the opposite lane of the dual carriageway flashed his lights at her. In an automatic reflex action she took her foot off the accelerator and hit the

  brakes lightly before gearing down. When she passed the speed trap Devlin was doing a respectable sixty miles an hour.




  She’d been so looking forward to this trip. She just knew that the Belfast idea was a winner and smiled at how casually it had come about. She had been having a Turkish bath one evening

  after work and found herself sitting beside a petite blonde woman who confided that coming for a swim, sauna and aromatherapy session in City Girl was the thing she most looked forward to on her

  trips to Dublin. Her lovely soft lilting accent told Devlin she was from the North. She introduced herself as Lynda Jayne and explained that she presented a morning radio programme for Downtown

  Radio. When Devlin introduced herself, Lynda’s eyes widened and she exclaimed, ‘You’re the brains behind all this! But you’re so young. I didn’t recognize

  you.’




  ‘That’s hardly surprising,’ laughed Devlin, whose face was half-hidden behind a mist of steam. Her appearance was a far cry from the glamorous photo on the City Girl

  brochure.




  ‘I’d love to do an interview with you,’ said the woman enthusiastically. ‘I take my hat off to women who make a go of things and prove that it can be done. I know my

  listeners would love to hear your story; I’d love to hear it myself.’




  Devlin realized that her interest was genuine. ‘If you like we can have coffee after your aromatherapy and we can chat about it then,’ she suggested. One half of her wanted to talk

  to Lynda Jayne woman-to-woman; the other half was thinking that if Lynda broadcast the interview in Belfast, City Girl might gain a few more Northern customers. There were special membership

  facilities which enabled women from all over the country to avail themselves of its services when they visited Dublin.




  The cup of coffee had turned into a meal and then Lynda and she had gone over to the Horseshoe Bar in the Shelbourne to have a drink and enjoy some people-watching. ‘I love looking at the

  glam and the glitz; I love reading about the Ladies Who Lunch and all that kind of thing,’ laughed Lynda as she sipped a Black Velvet. ‘There’s a whole scene down here that we

  just don’t have in the North. Dublin always seems such an exciting city.’




  ‘But I always think Belfast is exciting,’ Devlin remarked. ‘Look at all the shoppers who used to go up in their busloads. It was a chance to shop in Boots, BHS, Marks &

  Spencers. The other man’s grass is always greener!’




  ‘Hmmm,’ agreed Lynda. ‘We still don’t have anything like this, though.’ She waved a hand at the gossipy gathering that was crammed up against the bar waiting to be

  served. ‘And as for City Girl . . . well, we could sure do with one of them. I’d nearly move down here to be able to visit once a week. It must be great for you to have all those

  facilities at your fingertips. I think I’d have aromatherapy or a facial massage every day.’




  ‘Believe me, Lynda: running City Girl leaves precious little time for anything else,’ Devlin said dryly. ‘But I’ll admit I make the most of it when I can.’




  They had a most enjoyable evening, Lynda being the kind of woman one could listen to for hours. Devlin agreed, with no worries at all, to be interviewed. Lynda’s researcher, Florence,

  arranged a linkup between an RTE studio and Downtown Radio. Sitting alone in the studio with a microphone in front of her, Devlin couldn’t help feeling a little nervous. She had done many TV

  and radio interviews since opening City Girl but no matter how many she did, she felt butterflies in her stomach every time. People assured her that it was good to be a bit nervous; it was time to

  start worrying, they said, when you got blasé about it. Florence’s calm tones as she arranged the sound-check helped a little. Lynda’s voice came down the line asking if she were

  OK and then they were on the air. Lynda was so skilful that Devlin felt as though she were sitting beside her in the Coffee Dock having a chat.




  As a result of the interview there had been many calls to City Girl from women wishing to avail of the special offer Devlin had organized for members from the North. Whenever Lynda came down

  south to visit, Devlin had coffee with her and enjoyed meeting the vivacious woman.




  Several weeks after the broadcast, she had been having lunch with her father, as was their weekly custom. They had gone to the Coffee Dock in Jurys as Gerry was meeting some business men at the

  hotel, later in the afternoon. They were having coffee and Devlin was teasing her father about how bank-managerish he looked when a male voice with a strong Northern accent hailed them. It was

  Arthur Kelly, a long-time friend and customer of her father.




  ‘Sit and have coffee with us,’ her father invited the jovial Derryman, shaking hands with him. Arthur grinned at Devlin as he leaned down and gave her a kiss on the cheek.




  ‘Great interview with Lynda Jayne, kiddo! I nearly crashed the car when I heard your voice coming across loud and clear. Ach, I couldn’t believe it was my wee girl.’




  In the course of the conversation that followed, Devlin mentioned the interest in City Girl that the interview had created up North and in an almost off-hand remark had mused, ‘I wonder

  how a place like City Girl would do in Belfast?’




  Arthur sat up straight. ‘Now there’s an idea, lassie!’




  Devlin’s eyes widened. ‘Arthur, do you think . . . ? Are you saying . . . ?’




  ‘By golly I am.’ Arthur’s eyes were flashing with excitement, his ruddy face aglow.




  ‘You pair!’ laughed Gerry. ‘Calm down now.’




  ‘But Dad, this could work! I bet there’s a market there ripe for exploitation.’ Devlin was bubbling with excitement. This was just what she needed. Luke and she had discussed

  expanding and a feasibility study they had commissioned in Galway had been very encouraging. They were in the process of finding suitable premises. Having a City Girl in Belfast would be the icing

  on the cake.




  Gerry left them to it and Devlin and Arthur sat for another hour discussing all aspects of the scheme. They agreed the preliminary steps. Devlin’s first priority was to have a chat with

  her accountant. She wanted to have all her facts and figures when she presented the idea to Luke.




  Devlin sighed deeply as she arrived at the outskirts of Balbriggan. He would have been as excited as she was if he’d seen the file in her briefcase. She was sure of it. Now, because of

  their row, he hadn’t seen one comma of the business plan and she was going to have to tell Arthur that she hadn’t had a chance to get Luke’s opinion. She was sure Luke

  hadn’t meant it when he talked about pulling out of City Girl. That had been said in the heat of the moment. He was as committed as she was. When he cooled down she’d get him to go over

  the plan and meet Arthur.




  If only they hadn’t had that stupid argument. She supposed it wasn’t all Luke’s fault. He had a point about knowing where he stood. And she hadn’t helped things by

  kissing him back. It had been a wonderful kiss, too. Devlin had been taken aback by the desire that had rippled through her. It had been a long long time since she’d felt anything like that.

  After being made pregnant by Colin and having her baby it was as if her sexuality and sensuality had shut down. After the accident she had become withdrawn. Even now when men – and there were

  many who wanted to get to know her – asked her out, she always refused.




  But Luke was different. It was Luke who was responsible for her forthcoming lunch with her mother. He had persuaded her to try for a reconciliation with Lydia and she had been dying to tell him

  that she had taken the first step in that direction. She knew that Luke would never hurt her like Colin did but she was as scared as hell of getting involved. If she could explain her fears to him

  maybe he would understand. When she got home tonight she would phone him and try to make him see. The thought cheered her up, because having rows with Luke made her miserable. She wondered if he

  would kiss her again. Part of her hoped he would, and she chided herself for her inconsistency.




  The meeting with Arthur went better than she could have hoped. He had just come from a meeting in Dundalk with a colleague who had a site on the outskirts of Belfast that Arthur felt might suit

  their plans.




  ‘I’m also looking at a premises near Donegall Square, which is the one I’d really like. It’s central but I know an insurance company is after it as well as ourselves. If

  we can get it though, girlie, we’ll have hit the jackpot. The market research report I commissioned showed a very positive response and the competition is nothing to be feared. Not for an

  up-market project like City Girl! Och aye! there’s plenty of aerobics classes and gyms and the like but nothing that comes close to what we have in mind.’




  ‘My accountant didn’t turn the idea down out of hand as I thought he might. In fact, I’ve figures here that he’s come up with. We could apply for grants under various

  business expansion schemes.’ Devlin passed the figures over to Arthur.




  ‘He’s very thorough, this accountant of yours,’ Arthur said approvingly as he read the figures. ‘He’s got it all covered. I see he’s been in touch with CTT as

  well.’




  ‘Kieran leaves no stone unturned, and if he didn’t think there was something in this, I wouldn’t be sitting here with these figures,’ grinned Devlin. She was very fond of

  her parsimonious accountant, who kept her feet firmly on the ground and often poured cold water on her wilder flights of fancy. With the guidance of Kieran and Luke she had avoided quite a few

  pitfalls in the past, so she always listened carefully to what they had to say.




  Full of enthusiasm, she and Arthur agreed to carry on costing and planning. They decided that Devlin should visit Belfast as soon as Arthur had firm information on the location of premises.

  Driving home late that afternoon, Devlin felt quite lighthearted. She wouldn’t bother going in to the office, she decided: she’d go home, shower and change and phone Luke at his

  hotel.




  As she stood under the shower soaping herself she actually felt a bit nervous. It was a bit like arranging a first date, she thought in wry amusement. She hoped he had cooled down. She would

  apologize for accusing him of using emotional blackmail. No wonder he’d been so insulted. That wasn’t Luke’s style at all. Wrapping herself in a soft towelling robe, Devlin walked

  into the bedroom and dialled the number of Luke’s hotel.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she heard the receptionist say. ‘Mr Reilly cancelled his reservation; he said he was flying back to London this evening rather than tomorrow.’




  ‘Thank you,’ Devlin murmured, hanging up. She shivered a little, despite the warmth of the evening sun shining through her French doors. He must still be mad, she thought glumly, and

  a heaviness descended on her spirits. She felt terribly lonely all of a sudden. Impulsively she dialled his home number; he might be there already. She wanted to hear his voice; she wanted to say

  sorry; she wanted so much to tell him all her news about the meeting with Arthur and the phone call to her mother. There was no reply, only the recording on the answering machine.

  Uncharacteristically she was stuck for words as she heard his deep voice at the other end of the line inviting her to leave her name and number. She hated answering machines. She hung up and her

  finger hovered over the digits as she tried to make up her mind whether or not to call his office. Taking a deep breath, she dialled his private number. The line was engaged.




  So he was there. It was hardly his highly efficient PA still working at this hour. A glance at her alarm clock told her that it was six-forty. She’d try again in ten minutes, she decided,

  as she switched on her hairdryer and began to blow-dry her blonde bob.




  Five minutes later the phone rang and she nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘Hello,’ she said dry-mouthed, half-expecting it to be Luke. It was Maggie and she didn’t know whether

  to be glad or sorry.




  When she called his number again twenty minutes later the phone just kept on ringing.




  ‘Oh Luke, why couldn’t you be there?’ she muttered unhappily.




  She tried his home again around nine and got the machine again.




  Thoroughly fed up she sat listening to her Mary Black discs.




  She called again at eleven and he still wasn’t home. Maybe he was seeing someone. Maybe he was out with a woman. The thought left her feeling miserable. She got into bed and lay tossing

  and turning until sleep finally came.




  Luke stretched and yawned, rubbing his bleary eyes as he sat up and tried to work out where he was. ‘God Save the Queen’ was being played on the television and he

  leaned over and switched it off. He must have fallen asleep. He hadn’t meant to spend the night on the boat but it was so late now he decided he might as well. He didn’t particularly

  relish the thought of going back home anyway.




  The waters of the Thames lapped soothingly against the sides of the boat and through the portholes he could see the lights of London twinkling like Christmas tree decorations. In all his life he

  had never felt so alone, so confused and so utterly browned-off. He buried his head in his hands, trying to erase the image of her face, that face that haunted him. When he saw her waiting at the

  airport so unexpectedly, Luke had felt ridiculously happy. When she had put her arms around him as if she were really glad to see him and kissed him back he had really thought he was getting

  somewhere at last.




  ‘Oh Devlin, Devlin, what are you doing to me?’ he muttered. When she accused him of emotional blackmail, he had felt such anger! He had actually wanted to shake her. Now, all he felt

  was a weary resignation that he was never going to have the relationship he longed for with Devlin.




  He knew that she had been terribly damaged emotionally by all she had gone through. He had tried to be patient and restrained but after all these months it was obvious that he was making no

  headway with her. Luke was nothing if not a realist. You could bang your head against a stone wall for only so long. The time had come to call a halt. Now that City Girl was well established and

  Devlin had proved herself so capable, she no longer needed his assistance. It would be no trouble for her to find another business partner; her father would be able to help out there.




  Anyway he had more than enough to keep him occupied on this side of the Irish Sea. With the downturn in property values, his company had been buying, refurbishing, letting, and eventually when

  the recession ended they’d sell and make a handsome profit.




  No, he’d meant it when he told Devlin City Girl was hers. He’d had enough. He’d told Dianne to arrange a meeting with his solicitors first thing in the morning. He’d

  instruct them to start proceedings to dissolve the partnership.




  With a heart heavier than the anchor of his boat, Luke switched off the lights of the saloon and went into his cabin. He undressed in the dark and got into bed. He wondered how Devlin was

  feeling. Had she even given him a thought? Knowing her, he guessed that she was up to her eyes in projections and costings and design layouts after her meeting with that Northern businessman.

  Imagine wanting to open a City Girl in Belfast! The woman was mad. He folded his arms under his head and lay back, listening to the creaking of the boat. Maybe she wasn’t, though, he mused.

  There were great incentives for setting up a business in the North and maybe a City Girl there would take off as dramatically as it had in Dublin.




  ‘It’s nothing to do with you, so forget it,’ he growled. ‘And from now on, you’re having nothing to do with her.’ He turned over on his front and buried his

  head under the pillows but it was a long time before he slept.




  ‘You’re the one that I want . . . oh oh oooh, honey, oh yes, indeed . . .’ sang Dianne Westwood as she smoothed pear and pawpaw moisturizer into her creamy

  skin. She was giving herself the works. Cleansing, toning, moisturizing. Plucking eyebrows, manicuring nails. She was in great form.




  Luke had arrived back at the office totally unexpectedly and in a foul humour. He wasn’t due back until the following day. She herself had made the flight and hotel reservations, and yet

  there he was as large as life striding through the office at five-fifteen, telling her to arrange a meeting with his solicitor first thing in the morning.




  ‘Will tomorrow afternoon do?’ she asked him calmly, after hearing Andrew Hunter’s PA say that a morning meeting was totally out of the question.




  ‘No it will not do!’ Luke snapped. ‘Tell Hunter’s PA to arrange a breakfast meeting.’ The meeting had finally been arranged although the woman at the other end of

  the line had been a bit miffed. But she knew it was more than her job was worth to discommode Luke Reilly, who was one of the office’s biggest clients.




  ‘How did the meeting with Miss Delaney go?’ Dianne asked airily, thrilled that Luke had found her up to her eyes in work, despite the fact that the rest of the staff had left at

  five.




  ‘It didn’t go,’ Luke gritted. ‘Get me the City Girl file please, Dianne – contracts, everything.’




  ‘Certainly,’ she said, the very picture of calm efficiency. Privately she was agog. What was going on here? All was certainly not well with DD.




  She got him the files he required and closed the door quietly behind her. Three-quarters of an hour later she had phoned the nearby deli and ordered thick-cut beef on rye, his favourite

  sandwich, and some salads and coleslaw. Setting a tray with a crisp linen tray-cloth and gleaming silver, she had made a pot of coffee and carried the meal in to her boss.




  He lifted his head from his work and smiled at her, that gorgeous sexy smile that made his brown eyes crinkle up. She immediately wanted to plant a hot passionate kiss on that so sensual mouth.

  She wanted to tell him to forget Devlin Delaney, that she was here to fulfil his every need. But all she said was: ‘I thought you might be hungry; you look as if you need some

  sustenance.’




  ‘I’d be lost without you, Dianne,’ he replied and she felt a surge of triumph. Had he ever said that to the blonde bombshell? She was sure he hadn’t.




  Beaming at the memory of the compliment, Dianne slid between her satin sheets and switched out the light. She could conjure up his image much more easily in darkness. Which fantasy would she

  have tonight? The wedding one, where she glided down the aisle in a fairytale dress far superior to anything worn by a royal bride, to be greeted by Luke, her husband-to-be, at the altar, and then

  to imagine him placing the gold wedding band on her finger, his eyes caressing her warmly? No. Tonight she wanted passion. She remembered the smile on his mouth and in his eyes. Tonight she wanted

  the seduction scene where his eyes smouldered into hers and he muttered thickly as he tore the silk camisole from her body, ‘I want you, Dianne! God, how I want you!’




  ‘Oh yes . . . yes, Luke . . . yesss . . .’ Dianne breathed quickly in the dark. This was her favourite fantasy of all.




  





  Three




  ‘Oh shut up!’ Devlin thumped the insistently chirping alarm clock that was guaranteed to set teeth on edge, and buried her head under the pillows. This was most

  unDevlin-like behaviour but she had not slept well and she knew she had a gruelling day ahead of her. She had three meetings to attend, two with personnel managers of firms that were negotiating

  membership terms for their employees and one with a PR firm that was anxious to persuade her to endorse a client’s product. She was guest of honour at a chamber-of-commerce luncheon and she

  dreaded making a speech. Then she had to go out to RTE to record an interview for a current affairs and business programme.




  For one moment she was sorely tempted to call her secretary, pretend she was stricken with flu and get her to cancel all her engagements. A day in bed with no-one to harass her seemed like such

  a good idea. Today she didn’t feel like being Devlin Delaney, successful and ambitious businesswoman. She felt like keeping her head firmly under the pillow. It was just as she used to feel

  when she woke up on Monday mornings knowing she had a full week of school ahead of her.




  People often said to her: ‘It must be great being your own boss.’ Well, that was the greatest misconception possible. She might be the boss, but she still had commitments that she

  couldn’t ignore. It was easier by far for one of her employees at City Girl to duck out for the day than it was for her, she thought grumpily, as she slid unenthusiastically out of bed.

  Bleary-eyed, she caught sight of herself in the mirror, and thought – if only they could see me now. So much for the get-ahead businesswoman. It was tough going sometimes to live up to the

  image that the media had created for her. A shower and coffee refreshed her somewhat and as she placed the text of her speech in her briefcase, she was already mentally gearing up for her first

  meeting.




  City Girl, even at eight-fifteen a.m., was a hive of activity. Lots of women came for early-morning workout sessions or swimming, before going in to work. Informal business meetings were often

  held over breakfast and as Devlin traversed the Coffee Dock to order some breakfast to be sent up to her office, she noted the presence of a prominent female politician, a high-profile

  business-woman and a board member of a government-sponsored agency, deep in conversation over coffee and croissants. A lot of networking went on at City Girl, especially over breakfast, and this

  pleased her enormously.




  As she sat by her window overlooking St Stephen’s Green, eating yoghurt and honey, Devlin toyed with the idea of phoning Luke. The longer the interval, the more her courage failed. She had

  never seen him so angry in all the time they had worked together. The least he could have done was to phone her and apologize for walking away at the airport. That had been the height of rudeness,

  she argued silently with herself. After all, they had had a meeting scheduled. It wasn’t very professional of him, she decided, to let his personal feelings interfere with their business

  relationship.




  Yes, but maybe you were sending out conflicting signals she chided herself, kissing him back that way. ‘Oh this is ridiculous!’ she muttered, as she rose and marched over to her

  desk. She dialled Luke’s private number. They were adults after all; the sooner they cleared up this misunderstanding the better.




  The PA answered. This did not surprise Devlin: she had met Dianne once and knew that this efficient young woman was not one to let the grass grow under her feet. ‘Is Luke there,

  please?’ she asked pleasantly.




  ‘I’m afraid not,’ came the crisp Sloaney voice. Dianne wasn’t giving away any information.




  ‘Well, this is Devlin Delaney. Could you tell him I called and ask him to call me back. I’ll be in the office until noon; otherwise he’ll get me at home tonight.’




  ‘I’m not expecting him back at the office until this afternoon. He has a business meeting with his solicitors this morning and he’ll be on site until lunchtime, but I’ll

  certainly give him your message.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said Devlin, hanging up.




  Dianne’s news had disturbed her more than she cared to admit. Surely Luke wasn’t meeting his solicitors about City Girl! He couldn’t have been serious yesterday. Or could he?

  Suddenly, Devlin wasn’t too sure.




  ‘Any calls I should know about?’ Luke appeared at her door, and Dianne devoured the sight of him in his jeans and T-shirt. He always wore jeans and a T-shirt when

  he was going on site and she loved the way the white material clung to his hard muscular body. She loved the way the dark hair curled at his throat and the idea of being held in his tanned muscled

  arms was her greatest dream.




  ‘No calls,’ she lied to her boss. She wasn’t going to tell him Devlin rang. Something was going on between those two: they’d had a row of some sort or other. What other

  reason could Luke have for haring back to London when he was supposed to be staying over in Dublin. And wanting to meet his solicitors too.




  No she wasn’t going to tell him Ms Devlin Delaney called. If it ever came to light she could always say she forgot. Because she was so efficient as a rule, she was sure Luke would overlook

  it this once.




  ‘I’ve prepared that report on the Shepherd’s Bush project and it’s being typed up. I have your itinerary for your trip to Holland. Your flight leaves from Heathrow at

  eight tomorrow morning. Would you like me to drive you to the airport?’ Dianne asked, hoping against hope that he’d say yes.




  ‘The Shepherd’s Bush project already? That’s good work, Dianne. Thank you. I appreciate the late hours you’ve worked on it.’ Luke smiled and Dianne glowed.

  ‘I’ll get a taxi to the airport and save you the trek out; but thanks for the offer. Just hold the fort here for me until I get back.’




  It’s no trouble, she was tempted to say, but that would not be the way of a sophisticate and Dianne was nothing if not sophisticated. Let him take a taxi to the airport, but she’d be

  waiting for him when he got back. She was going to make herself indispensable to Luke Reilly, and DD was going to fade into insignificance – that’s if she had anything to do

  with it.




  ‘I’ll organize some coffee for you, Luke – oh, and I got Sally to collect your suits from the cleaners. They’re hanging up in your office.’




  ‘Dianne, you’re a brick,’ Luke declared.




  I know, she smiled to herself as she went to get the coffee.




  Luke flicked casually through the itinerary Dianne had organized for his Dutch trip. Usually once he knew his itinerary, the adrenalin would start to flow for the business

  ahead. Right this minute the thought of going to Holland on a business trip was an irritation.




  He had really hoped that Devlin would ring. Even as he sat listening to his solicitor tell him what dissolving their partnership entailed, he decided that if she phoned he would ask her if she

  wanted to discuss things. Obviously she didn’t.




  Flicking through his Rolodex, Luke found the number of his solicitor’s office and picked up his phone to call him.




  ‘When will he be back?’ Devlin tried to keep her tone steady.




  ‘I’m picking him up late on Friday night,’ Dianne said crisply.




  ‘Thank you,’ Devlin replied.




  ‘You’re welcome, Miss Delaney.’




  Was she imagining it, Devlin wondered as she hung up, or did Dianne sound almost insolent? She couldn’t believe that Luke had gone to Holland without returning her call. He must really

  have meant it when he’d said he’d had enough. The thought left her feeling faintly sick.




  Her secretary popped her head through the door. ‘Are you ready to start interviewing? The first candidate has arrived.’




  Devlin took a deep breath and nodded. ‘Sure; ask Aoibhinn to come down, will you?’ Aoibhinn was City Girl’s chief beautician and the interviews were to fill two positions in

  the beauty salon.




  The rest of the day passed at its usual hectic pace, and the following day, sick of the place, Devlin called on Maggie, who had her own problems just then. Seeing how preoccupied she was, Devlin

  kept her woes about Luke to herself.




  She was going through the report Arthur had prepared for her the following morning when her secretary buzzed her to tell her that her solicitor was on the line. As if in a dream she heard Monica

  Finlay say that a letter from Luke’s solicitors had arrived on her desk advising her that they had begun proceedings to dissolve their partnership.




  





  Four




  ‘We are making our final approach to London Heathrow. Please fasten your seat belts for landing and put your seats in an upright position.’ At the

  stewardess’s announcement Devlin felt knots of apprehension grip her stomach. It had been a real spur-of-the-moment decision to fly to London and, now that she was here, she wondered if she

  had made a big mistake. Maybe Luke would just tell her to get lost. He hadn’t bothered to return her calls and their respective solicitors were currently working on the dissolution of their

  partnership.




  She couldn’t let it end like this. Not in bitterness and anger. Luke meant too much to her for that. But what would she do if he refused to see her? He had become so much a part of her

  life: always there, as a sounding board and supporter. She couldn’t envisage running City Girl Ltd without him. She had taken him for granted for so long that it was something of a shock to

  realize just how much she depended on him. She had been so busy she had never really given too much thought to their relationship. But one thing she knew very well – she did not want to lose

  Luke’s friendship.




  She phoned his apartment immediately after disembarking but there was no answer. She glanced at her watch and calculated that he was probably on his way to the office. It was just gone

  eight-thirty.




  After she had cleared customs, she took a taxi and gave the address of Luke’s office. It felt strange to be sitting in one of the big black London cabs again. Not that she’d been

  able to travel around in them that much when she’d lived in London. Money had been very tight: it had been the bus and tube for her then. To think that she had worked here, lived here and

  given birth to Lynn here. It all seemed so long ago. She had taken her baby home to Dublin to give her a better life. Perhaps if she had stayed in London, her daughter would still be alive. Tears

  smarted at the back of her eyes and her heart ached with an unbearable longing. Whoever said time healed was a liar. Subdued and getting more tense by the minute, Devlin was sorely tempted to tell

  the taxi-driver to turn around and bring her back to Heathrow.




  By the time she got to the impressive block that housed Luke’s offices she was feeling really nervous. A quick glance in her mirror told her that outwardly she looked fine and showed no

  hint of the turmoil that churned her up inside. She retouched her lipstick, paid the taxi-driver, took a deep breath and walked up the marble steps of the building. Now that she was here,

  she wondered where Luke was. He could be at a meeting or on site. But surely if he’d been away on a business trip until Friday night he would stop by the office first thing on a Monday

  morning. Well, she’d find out in just a few moments, she thought wryly as the lift rose silently to the top floor where Luke’s offices were.




  ‘Can I help you?’ a pleasant young receptionist asked her.




  ‘Sally, could you type this up immediately; Mr Reilly needs it.’ A tall thin model-like blonde had come out from an inner office. Devlin recognized Luke’s PA, Dianne.




  The blonde woman’s thinly plucked eyebrows arched questioningly. And then she too recognized Devlin.




  ‘Oh Miss Delaney,’ she said coolly. ‘Can I help you?’




  ‘I’d like to see Luke for a few minutes if you could tell him I’m here,’ Devlin said, marvelling at how normal her voice sounded.




  ‘He has meetings scheduled for the whole morning. I could try and fit you in later in the week – perhaps Wednesday?’ Dianne said crisply.




  ‘If you would kindly tell him I’m here, I’d be much obliged,’ Devlin said firmly, holding the other woman’s stare. She was damned if she was going to be intimidated

  by this creature.




  ‘Dianne, I need Van der Voek’s – Devlin! What are you doing here?’ Luke was standing at the door staring at her.




  Devlin’s heart skipped a beat. ‘I just need to see you for a few minutes – if you could fit me in.’ Her eyes met his.




  ‘Certainly. Come on in.’ Luke held the door open for her.




  ‘What about your nine-thirty appointment?’ Dianne interjected coldly.




  ‘Tell him I’ve been slightly delayed. Offer him coffee. Do what you usually do when this happens.’ He led the way towards his office and closed the door firmly behind himself

  and Devlin.




  Just what the hell was she doing here, Dianne wondered furiously, as she sat at her computer and clattered the keys with much more force than was necessary. God,

  she’d nearly died when she had walked out to reception and seen the blonde bombshell in all her glory. And she had been looking glorious too, blast her, in her exquisitely tailored taupe suit

  and whiter than white camisole that showed off her tan. And the hair. The bob really suited her: it made her look sophisticated and vulnerable at the same time, if that were possible.




  ‘Oh shit!’ A thought struck her. Devlin would no doubt mention that she had called and left a message. Now she’d really be up the creek. Luke would be raging. Just when she

  thought she was getting somewhere with him, too. He had been really pleased that she had collected him at the airport. He had taken her for a meal at Scott’s in Mayfair and the lobster bisque

  had been superb. She had asked him all about his trip and shown great enthusiasm when he’d told her all about the deal he’d made. He’d even bought her a present, a beautiful,

  carved jewellery box, and told her he really appreciated how hard she worked for him. Dianne had gone to bed that night on such a high. Even her discovery on coming into work that morning that he

  had also brought Sally back a present hadn’t affected her great good humour. Everything had been going swimmingly until that Devlin had appeared, batting her big blue-green eyes and making

  Dianne look a fool.




  What was going on in that office? She would give anything to know.




  ‘Thank you for seeing me,’ Devlin said, feeling more than a little awkward.




  ‘Don’t be daft, Devlin. Of course I’d always see you!’ Luke expostulated.




  ‘Well, I wasn’t too sure,’ Devlin retorted, ‘especially when you didn’t return my calls.’




  ‘What calls? I didn’t know you’d called.’ Luke’s brows drew down in a frown.




  ‘Well I did; and I called you at home too. When I didn’t hear from you and then when my solicitor told me about the letter from your solicitors, I figured that was the end of us . .

  .’ Her voice trailed off.




  ‘If I remember correctly, that didn’t seem to worry you too much the last time we met,’ he said dryly.




  ‘Ah, Luke, don’t be a pig! You told me you never wanted to see me again. Remember? Maybe you really meant it.’ She turned to walk away, but Luke caught her by the arm and

  turned her back to face him.




  ‘I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. You’re right: I am being a pig. And I’m sorry about the other day at the airport. I don’t want to be the one to end our

  partnership.’ His amber eyes stared down into hers.




  ‘I don’t either,’ she whispered. ‘I need you as my friend.’




  ‘Ah, Devlin, I’ll always be your friend,’ Luke sighed, putting his arms around her. It was as if a huge burden had evaporated and she rested her head on his shoulder, hugging

  him back tightly.




  ‘I’d better call the solicitors and tell them we’ve changed our minds,’ he said ruefully. ‘We’re like two kids. You’d better tell me all about this

  Belfast deal we’re getting into.’




  ‘Luke, you’ll love it.’ Devlin’s eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. ‘I think we could be on to a winner.’ A buzz on the intercom interrupted them. It was

  Dianne.




  ‘Kenneth Major is on the line for you.’




  ‘Tell him I’ll call him back – and hold all my calls please,’ Luke said briskly.




  ‘Certainly,’ came the frosty response.




  Devlin smiled ruefully. ‘We’re upsetting your PA’s carefully planned schedule. I know Liz, my secretary, goes mad when I upset her plans.’




  ‘If I’d known you were coming I’d have rescheduled today’s meetings,’ Luke said regretfully. ‘What time’s your flight home?’




  ‘I haven’t booked one. I wasn’t sure what time I’d get to see you; so I was just going to go back to the airport and hang around for a stand-by.’




  ‘Look, why don’t I try and get as much done here as I can? You take the keys of the apartment and go and freshen up. Or go shopping or whatever . . . and we’ll go out to

  dinner. I’ll get Dianne to book you a flight for tomorrow.’




  ‘Liz will go spare,’ Devlin laughed. But the idea was very appealing.




  ‘Be a devil! I’ll risk Dianne’s wrath if you risk Liz’s.’




  ‘You’re on,’ Devlin said, smiling at him.




  ‘I’m really glad you came, Devlin.’ Luke’s eyes were warm.




  ‘So am I.’




  Luke bent his head and kissed her very lightly on the lips. It was like the fleeting touch of butterfly’s wings.




  ‘Go and have a lovely day to yourself and I’ll try and get home by four.’ He took a bunch of keys out of his pocket and slipped one off the ring.




  ‘The key to the castle. I’ll ring Raji the doorman and tell him to expect you. OK?’




  ‘OK,’ Devlin agreed.




  He walked out to the reception area with his arm around her shoulder, quite unaware that Dianne was glowering at them both.




  ‘See you later.’ He pressed the lift button. The last thing she saw was his face smiling in at her, and then she was on her way down to the ground floor, her heart as light as a

  feather.




  A huge fork of lightning streaked across the London sky and the heavens opened. By the time she had crossed from one side of Knightsbridge to the other Devlin was drenched.

  Laden down with parcels, she hailed a taxi, gave Luke’s address and sank gratefully into the back seat. It had turned out a horrible day, muggy and thundery. Maybe after the storm the air

  would freshen up a bit.




  She’d had a wonderful few hours browsing and shopping. There was nothing like a bit of a spree for lifting the spirits, she reckoned, especially since she hadn’t been on one for

  ages. She had bought herself a gorgeous kimono. It was black with splashes of pale pink and turquoise, and the sleeves and neck were edged in pink. She’d also got the pale pink nightdress

  that went with it. She’d need it for tonight, she assured herself, as she hadn’t come prepared to stay over. She’d treated herself to some silk and lace underwear while she was

  there. But the silk dressing-gown was exquisite, so feminine. It had just caught her eyes in the lingerie department of Harrods. Well, a girl was entitled to treat herself now and again, and it was

  certainly different from the terry-towelling robes she normally wore.




  While she was in Harrods, after she’d had coffee and florentines, she’d gone to the opulent foodhall and bought some provisions. She planned to cook dinner for them tonight. It was

  cosier than going out. She knew Luke loved home-cooking. Like her, he had to eat out so often that it was no longer a treat. Whenever she cooked a meal for him at home, he relished it. She’d

  cook him a steak-and-kidney pie. His favourite.




  She glanced at her watch. Two-thirty. Luke would be home soon. She was dying to hear what he thought of the Belfast project. She was so glad their tiff was over. It had made her downright

  miserable.




  ‘You got wet already, Madam.’ Raji, the doorman, held an umbrella for her as she alighted from the taxi.




  ‘I sure did, Raji. That was some downpour.’ Devlin’s clothes clung damply to her and she was looking forward so much to getting out of them and having a shower.




  ‘Mr Reilly left a message to say he’ll be later than he thought; he sends his apologies.’




  ‘No problem, Raji,’ Devlin said cheerfully. It would give her a chance to get organized.




  An hour later she was a different woman. Dressed in a borrowed shirt of Luke’s, she padded barefoot around his kitchen, making preparations for the meal she was going to cook. She cut the

  steak in cubes, sliced the kidneys and chopped an onion and parsley finely, adding a few mushrooms because Luke liked the flavour, and whistling all the while. She had cheated and bought ready-made

  pastry because pastry-making was not her forte. But the ready-to-roll stuff was just as tasty. She had parboiled the potatoes to make another favourite of his, roasties.




  In the distance, over towards Westminster, she could still hear the low rumble of thunder. It had stopped raining but it was still very overcast. Stepping out on to the balcony she inhaled the

  moist oppressive air. It really had turned into a horrible day and she was glad she wasn’t still traipsing around the shops. Still, she could not help admiring the panoramic view of London

  and the Thames that Luke’s huge balcony afforded. His penthouse was very expensive but he had worked very hard for everything he had and in her opinion he deserved the luxury.




  She hoped he wouldn’t mind that she had changed their arrangements about eating out. Anyway she had nothing to wear now: Raji had sent her clothes to the dry cleaners. The phone rang and

  she hurried back inside to answer it. It was Dianne.




  ‘Mr Reilly asked me to phone: he’s tied up at a meeting and it will probably be after five before he gets away.’




  ‘Tell him not to worry, Dianne,’ Devlin said cheerfully. ‘I’m in no hurry now that I’m staying over. Did you organize a flight for me for tomorrow?’




  ‘Mr Reilly has all the details,’ Dianne said in her snooty accent.




  ‘Great. Thanks. Cheerio.’ Devlin hung up and thought how lucky she was that as well as being efficient, Liz, her secretary, was very pleasant, and had a terrific phone manner.




  She decided she would set the pine table in the kitchen rather than having the whole works in the dining-room. Anyway, she wasn’t exactly dressed for a formal dinner! She grinned to

  herself at the thought. Luke’s shirt was enormous on her and the shoulders came down nearly to her elbows. She had tied one of his ties around her waist to keep the shirt ends from flapping

  when she was cooking. A more glamorous specimen it would be hard to find! But she didn’t mind with Luke. With him she could always be herself. He had seen her at her worst, when she had been

  so low that she wondered if life was worth living. It had been Luke who had got her going again and he was the one person in the world that she never felt she had to impress. He accepted her for

  who and what she was. Warts and all.




  After she had set the table, she braised the steak and kidney and left it simmering slowly, made herself a cup of coffee and went into the lounge. Flicking through Luke’s compact disc

  collection, she chose a Grieg compilation and sat back to let the evocative notes wash over her. She suddenly felt weary. She had been up at the crack of dawn to get to the airport and besides she

  hadn’t been sleeping very well over the previous few days through worry about the situation with Luke. It was bliss just to sit relaxed, listening to the beautiful music.




  That was how Luke found her, curled up in a corner of the sofa in his shirt and tie, fast asleep. He eyed her with some amusement and then followed his nose into the kitchen,

  inhaling the delicious aroma of the simmering steak and kidney.




  ‘Hmmmm!’ Luke’s eyes brightened. Trust Devlin: this was a much better idea than going out to dinner. To tell the truth he was feeling pretty bushed himself. That trip to

  Holland had been a killer and he’d found himself tossing and turning a lot at night ever since his row with Devlin. Well, at least that was over, he thought with satisfaction, as he turned

  off the heat under the pan.




  Twenty minutes later, he’d showered and shaved and changed out of his suit into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. He had just made fresh coffee, when Devlin walked into the kitchen rubbing

  her eyes.




  ‘Hi,’ she said, giving him an affectionate hug. ‘I meant to have your dinner on the table. I just fell asleep. Sorry about that.’ She yawned.




  ‘Only that it’s steak-and-kidney pie you’d be sacked,’ said Luke with a broad grin. ‘Do you want me to do anything to help?’




  ‘Yes: butter the brown bread for the smoked salmon. I’ll just pop the pie into the oven. It won’t take the pastry long to cook.’ She busied herself with the pastry

  she’d already rolled out. She glazed the top with egg yolk, moved the roast potatoes, which were crisping nicely, down to the lower shelf and placed the pie dish on the top shelf of the oven.

  ‘Are you sure you don’t mind not going out? I thought this would be more homely and besides, I’ve loads to tell you.’ Devlin sat up at the breakfast counter beside him and

  took a cup of coffee. ‘Luke, I phoned my mother and invited her to lunch.’




  ‘Devlin, that’s great news. You won’t regret it, believe me.’ Luke gave her a comforting hug.




  ‘I hope not,’ Devlin sighed. ‘I hope we’ll be able to talk and that things won’t be too awkward.’




  ‘I’d say your dad’s pleased.’




  ‘Yes, he’s really chuffed about it.’




  ‘Don’t worry; everything will be fine,’ Luke assured her.




  ‘Do you want to hear about Belfast?’




  ‘Well, I can see you’re bursting to tell me. Just don’t get too excited. Don’t you think we should wait until Galway’s up and running first?’




  ‘Oh, but Luke, wait until you meet Arthur. He’s great! He’s done a thorough business plan, including one of the best strategic marketing plans I’ve seen,’ she

  declared. ‘He’s commissioned a survey in the catchment area to check our target market and find out about the disposable income of females in the twenty to mid-forty range . .

  .’




  ‘What about cash flow? Have you sourced the finances that will be required? What about the fitting-out costs? Are you considering buying or renting? What about the financial institutions?

  Will the banks want personal guarantees? Are the interest rates going to be fixed or variable?’ Luke, she could see, was enjoying himself. ‘Have you considered insurance cover? What

  would our break-even point be?’ Luke shot the questions at her like bullets from a machine-gun.




  ‘Of course I’ve considered all the factors – you’re not dealing with an amateur here,’ Devlin replied calmly. She grinned at him. ‘I was taught by the best.

  So you just sit there and I’ll get the figures that Kieran prepared for me; you’ll soon see whether Belfast is a good idea or not. Don’t forget,’ she added, as she slipped

  off the stool to get her briefcase, ‘the complex will be grant-aided as well.’ Stick that in your pipe and smoke it, mister, she thought smugly, as she fetched the papers. The business

  plan was A1 – she knew it. Devlin had learned a lot when City Girl was being planned, especially from Luke and her father. She had expansion in mind, and Belfast was her target.




  Dinner was a great success and, after reading her figures, Luke gave a cautious go-ahead to further work on the Belfast plan. Devlin was pleased; she knew Luke wasn’t

  doing it to humour her. He was a hard-headed businessman and recognized a good opportunity when he saw one.




  Nevertheless, she lay wide-eyed, unable to sleep. The nap earlier on had been a mistake, she conceded, but there was more to it than that. When she decided to fly over to London, she had wanted

  to safeguard their friendship. But more than that, much more, their row had focused her thoughts on what she wanted and needed from Luke and what he wanted and needed from her. For the first time

  they both wanted the same thing. And for the first time since her encounter with Colin, she finally felt she wanted to commit herself to a full and loving relationship. The only thing was: she was

  so nervous about it all. Beneath the veneer of sophistication she was very inexperienced. She had lost her virginity to Colin in a quick, furtive and painful encounter that had resulted in

  pregnancy. She had never had sex with a man since and she was a bit scared; scared that she wouldn’t be any good at it, scared that it would be like the first time, painful and terribly

  disappointing, and not at all like the wonderful thing it was supposed to be. The only man she trusted enough and wanted enough to try again with was Luke.




  She slid out of bed, slipped into the bathroom and washed her teeth. She caught sight of herself in the mirror, eyes as big as saucers, and smiled. God, people at home wouldn’t believe it

  if they could see the self-confident sophisticate now.




  She walked down the hall to Luke’s room, padded over to the bed and slid in under the sheets beside him.




  As he stirred and turned she whispered hastily, ‘It’s OK, Luke: it’s only me.’




  ‘Devlin!’ He shot up in the bed and switched on the light. ‘What’s wrong?’ He squinted in the glare. ‘Are you afraid of the thunder?’




  Devlin laughed. ‘No, I’m not afraid of the thunder.’ She met his puzzled gaze and said hesitantly, ‘I . . . I . . . um . . . well actually, Luke, I came to seduce you.

  But I’m not very good at this kind of thing, and now I feel a bit daft.’




  Luke lay back against the pillows and stared at her. ‘You are daft, as daft as a brush, and that’s why I love you, you mad nutter.’




  ‘That’s not very romantic – calling me a mad nutter.’ She grinned back. ‘Do you really love me?’




  ‘What would you think?’ He leaned up on one elbow and smiled down at her.




  Devlin shook her head. ‘Well, I guess if you’ve put up with me this far, you’ve got to feel something for me,’ she teased, feeling suddenly very happy.




  Luke leaned over and kissed her on the lips. ‘I don’t want you to do anything you don’t want to. I don’t want to make you feel . . .’ He hesitated and his gaze

  softened. ‘I don’t want you to feel emotionally blackmailed. I won’t pull out of our partnership now or ever, no matter what.’




  She silenced him with a kiss, a fierce passionate kiss that surprised him. ‘I didn’t mean it when I said that. I’ve regretted it ever since. I love you too, Luke,’ she

  whispered. ‘I want us to make love. And you don’t have to worry about Aids or anything. I’ve only ever had sex with Colin and I had a test and I was fine,’ she assured him a

  little breathlessly.




  ‘And you don’t have to worry about me. I’ve been tested too and I’m fine. I’m not promiscuous, Devlin,’ Luke said gently. ‘I’ll wear a condom, of

  course.’




  Devlin reached up and caressed the long lean line of his jaw. ‘You don’t have to: I’ve been on the pill for years because of my periods.’




  ‘Don’t talk to me about periods: mine are so irregular,’ he said in an accent that was suspiciously like Dianne’s. Devlin giggled.




  ‘When did you find out you loved me?’ Luke wrapped his arms about her and the heat from his naked body came through the thin silk of her nightdress.




  ‘I suppose I’ve loved you for ages and didn’t realize it. But when I thought everything was finished between us, I was scared of losing you and that’s when I really knew.

  It’s a bit of a shock!’ She buried her face against his chest, loving the feel of his rough black hair against her cheek and lips.




  ‘I’d better resuscitate you then,’ he murmured, raising her face and bending his mouth to hers. He kissed her slowly, exploring the velvet softness of her mouth, his tongue

  caressing hers so erotically that she felt a flood of desire, the like of which she had not experienced for years. His kiss deepened, became more passionate and her body responded instinctively,

  arching against him, feeling his need for her. Her fingers caressed him, touching tentatively at first and then more confidently as his breathing quickened and she could see how much she was

  arousing him. Gently he lowered his head and brushed away the wispy straps of her nightdress as his mouth sought the hard pink tips of her nipples.




  ‘Oh Luke, this is lovely,’ she breathed, her hands holding his head tight against her as he teased and touched and caressed her breasts. For a long long time he kissed and explored

  every inch of her, gaining her trust, exciting her body until she was calling his name out in pleasure. He was so gentle when he entered her that for a brief moment it was the most exquisite

  sensation she had ever experienced. Then all of a sudden she froze.




  ‘Luke, Luke, stop!’ she cried out in panic, her hands pushing him away as she struggled to sit up.




  ‘God! What! What is it?’ Luke exclaimed in alarm, his voice harsh with passion as he drew away from her.




  ‘Oh Luke!’ Devlin covered her face with her hands and burst into tears. ‘I’m sorry . . . I’m sorry,’ she sobbed.




  ‘It’s all right. It’s all right. Tell me what’s wrong. Did I hurt you?’ Luke didn’t know what was going on, but he reached out and drew her close and stared

  down at her bent head in confusion as a flood of tears bathed his chest.




  ‘No, you didn’t hurt me. It’s not you: it’s me! It’s me!’ she wept, feeling ashamed of herself for being such a failure.




  ‘Tell me about it,’ he said gently.




  ‘Oh, I feel so mortified behaving like this at my age,’ Devlin muttered in embarrassment. ‘You must think I’m terribly gauche.’




  ‘I don’t think anything of the sort.’ Luke kissed the top of her head and his arms tightened around her. ‘All I want is to make you happy and if you don’t feel

  you’re ready for a physical relationship yet, that’s no big deal, Devlin.’ He cupped her face in his hands and made her look at him. ‘Sex is just one part of a relationship;

  it’s not the be-all and end-all. It’s not for the sex that I wanted us to become involved. The love and the friendship are just as important.’
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