




[image: cover]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.



Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





  

    

  


Tara Hyland was born in Surrey in 1976. She studied History at Gonville & Caius College, Cambridge, and then worked in the City for several years before leaving to write full time. She currently lives in London with her husband, Tom. Daughters of Fortune is her first novel.







[image: cover]




  

    

  


First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2010


A CBS COMPANY


Copyright © Tara Hyland, 2010


This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.
No reproduction without permission.
® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.


The right of Tara Hyland to be identified as author of this work has been
asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Simon & Schuster UK Ltd
1st Floor
222 Gray’s Inn Road
London WC1X 8HB


www.simonandschuster.co.uk


Simon & Schuster Australia
 Sydney


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Hardback ISBN 978-1-84737-696-1
Trade Paperback ISBN 978-1-84737-698-5


eBook ISBN 978-1-84737-699-2


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are
used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead,
events or locales, is entirely coincidental.


Typeset by M Rules
Printed in the UK by CPI Mackays, Chatham ME5 8TD




  

    

  


To Tom




  

    

  


Acknowledgements


I owe heartfelt thanks to:


My agent, Darley Anderson, for his unswerving enthusiasm, patience and guidance; I would never have got here without him. And everyone else at his agency, particularly Maddie Buston, who read my manuscript in its earliest – and lengthiest – form, and whose feedback at that stage improved the next draft immeasurably.


My editors at Simon & Schuster: Suzanne Baboneau and Libby Vernon in London, and Sarah Durand in New York. All three have been a pleasure to work with, and their intuitive comments have certainly made this a far better read. Also my copy editor, Joan Deitch, who spotted so many irritating repetitions and inconsistencies, and polished up my French.


And last, but certainly not least: my husband, Tom, for believing in me from the beginning, and providing financial and emotional support throughout the entire process. I hope we have a long and happy life together.




  

    

  


Daughters
of
Fortune




  

    

  


Prologue


London, December 1974


The young woman hurried along the street. It was the fourth time she’d passed through Eaton Square in the last hour. She knew that because she’d kept count, and she had a nagging suspicion that the policeman on the corner had, too. She tossed her head back, trying to look as though she belonged here, among the elegant rows of stucco townhouses that characterised Belgravia. But she had no hope. In her cheap coat and threadbare mittens, it was clear Katie O’Dwyer had no business in a place like this.


As she reached the middle of the street, her pace slowed until she came to a halt outside one of the grand Georgian residences. A clone of its neighbours, it stood six storeys high and was painted virgin white. Wrought-iron railings separated the neat front garden from the pavement. At the top of five marble steps there was a formidable black door with a heavy brass knocker, which the housemaid polished every Wednesday without fail. Katie knew the routine well, even though she had never lived in the house – never officially been a visitor there, if she was honest.


She saw straight away that he still wasn’t home. The only light came from the basement, the staff quarters, where a television could be seen flickering through the net curtains. Upstairs, where he lived, remained in darkness. Part of her wanted to knock and ask if she could wait in the warmth, but she knew her presence would raise questions, and she wouldn’t risk doing that to him. Instead she crossed to the park bench opposite. The wooden seat was cold and hard, but with a clear view of the house, it was as good a place as any to wait.


A light drizzle began to fall. Despite herself, Katie smiled. It had been raining the night she’d arrived in England, a little over a year ago. She remembered stepping off the boat at Holyhead, her stomach still churning from the journey, and feeling the first droplets on her skin. She had thought of it as a cleansing rain, washing away the memories of her life in Ireland and opening the way to the future.


Not that life back home had been bad – it was simply dull. She had grown up in a small village in County Mayo, the conservative west of the country, the only child of overprotective parents. Having spent fifteen years trying to conceive, they had pretty much given up hope of ever having a baby when little Katie came along, just after her mother’s fortieth birthday. Their Miracle Child, they’d treated her as though she was liable to break at any moment. By the time Katie turned eighteen, she craved freedom and excitement; longed to go to London, to see Carnaby Street and the King’s Road. Telling her parents wasn’t easy. But after weeks of pleading and shouting, they finally bade her a tearful farewell at Dún Laoghaire docks.


Katie arrived at the Catholic hostel in Kilburn full of excitement. But finding work proved more difficult than she’d imagined. The optimism of the early seventies had faded. Inflation and unemployment were on the rise; the IRA’s terror campaign was in full swing, making it even harder to find a job if you were Irish. She was on the verge of giving up and going home, when Nuala, one of the girls in her dorm, mentioned hearing about a vacancy where she worked.


‘The hours are long and the pay’s shite,’ Nuala said cheerfully. ‘But it’s a job, right?’


In fact, Katie thought it sounded terribly glamorous, working as a sales assistant at Melville. The exclusive English fashion house was internationally renowned for its handmade leather shoes, exquisite bags and delightful scarves, its name synonymous with taste and breeding. Katie’s heroines, Audrey Hepburn and Jackie Onassis, had both recently been photographed clutching Melville handbags sporting the signature M-shaped clasp.


The following morning, Katie put on her smartest clothes and headed over to Old Bond Street, home to the most elegant and exclusive shops in London. Wide-eyed, she passed art galleries and fine jewellers, designer shops like Gucci and Chanel . . . until she finally found Melville. Even from the outside it was intimidating. Darkened glass and huge velvet curtains at the windows made it impossible to see inside. A liveried porter held the gold-crested doors open for her. Taking a deep breath, Katie walked inside.


That was her first mistake.


‘Salesgals must use the rear entrance,’ Anne Harper, the Store Manager, told Katie later that morning as she gave her a brief tour of the store. Nuala had put in a good word for her and, after a cursory interview, Mrs Harper had agreed to take Katie on for a trial period. It was said in a way that suggested she didn’t expect Katie’s employment to last any longer than that.


‘If I catch you coming in through the front entrance again, you will be dismissed,’ Mrs Harper went on. ‘You will also be immediately dismissed if you are late or if a customer complains about you.’


Katie was quickly cured of the notion that working at Melville would be glamorous. Nuala had been right: the hours were long, the pay poor, and the people unfriendly – customers and colleagues alike. She hardly ever saw Nuala, who worked as a secretary in the adjoining Head Office building, and the other shop girls were for the most part from wealthy families, the job merely a diversion until they were married off. Katie knew they looked down on her, the simple Irish country girl. When they made plans to go out at the weekend – plans that never included her – Katie pretended not to hear.


In the face of such open hostility, Katie probably would have looked around for a position elsewhere. But then something unexpected happened. She fell in love.


It began with a spate of thefts. Five handbags disappeared from the stockroom, followed by a dozen silk scarves. But when twenty pounds went missing from the till, Management finally decided to crack down. Mrs Harper called a staff meeting as soon as the store closed, warning that a spot check would be carried out on all bags as employees left that night.


Katie joined the queue with everyone else. As she waited, someone jostled her arm. She looked round to see Fiona Clifton, a horse-faced country-set type, who was always especially unpleasant to her. Fiona’s narrow face split into a toothy grin. ‘Sorry, darling,’ she brayed.


Katie was about to tell her not to worry. But just then she was called forward to open up her bag. Katie looked on as Melville’s Head of Security removed her umbrella, Max Factor lipstick and hankie. Finally, he went through her coat pockets. With Mrs Harper and the other staff looking on, he pulled out a twenty-pound note. He turned it over to reveal an orange highlighter mark slashed across it, identifying it as the float from the till.


‘That isn’t mine,’ Katie protested.


But no one believed her story. After all, why would any of the well-to-do young ladies who worked in the store steal money and then plant the evidence on her . . .


Mrs Harper hauled Katie up by her arm. ‘You’ll have to come with me. Mr Melville wants to deal with this himself.’


Katie’s heart sank. She had heard whispers about William Melville, the great-grandson of the founder. Rumoured to be a formidable man, he never made time to visit the shop floor, and the store staff only ever saw him at the Christmas party, at which he made the briefest of appearances. Katie had never even laid eyes on him before, but she couldn’t imagine he was the type to give her a fair hearing.


Melville’s Head Office was located directly behind the store. Katie had never had any reason to venture over there before, but she had expected it to resemble the stark, soulless backrooms of the store. Instead, it was like stepping into a stately home. She followed Mrs Harper along dimly-lit corridors, complete with deep-pile carpets and original oil paintings adorning the walls. Finally, they reached a heavy door at the top of the building. A gold-lettered nameplate announced that it belonged to ‘William Melville, Chief Executive’. Mrs Harper rapped loudly, and a gruff voice invited them inside.


The room was every bit as imposing as the hallway. Walnut wainscoting, polished floorboards and a bookcase crammed with first editions gave a grand, impersonal feel. In the centre stood a handsome Louis XIV desk, made of solid dark oak, the top covered in burgundy leather. Katie guessed correctly that the man sitting behind it was William Melville. Tall and well-built; strong, serious and uncompromising: the kind of man born to run a company like this. He didn’t look up as they entered.


‘One moment,’ he murmured.


Katie shifted uneasily. Mrs Harper still had a firm grip on her arm and it was beginning to hurt, but she didn’t dare twist away. It felt like forever before Mr Melville closed the file in front of him and deigned to look up. ‘So what can I do for you, Anne?’ His voice was strong and clear and, to Katie’s ears, ter-rifyingly posh.


She stared straight ahead as Mrs Harper ran through the events of the evening. William Melville didn’t glance in her direction once. She couldn’t help feeling despondent. He would undoubtedly believe everything Mrs Harper said, and probably call the police. The thought of being sent back to Ireland in disgrace, of her parents’ shame . . . She felt tears welling in her eyes, but blinked them away. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.


Mrs Harper finished speaking. William’s eyes flicked to Katie. She made sure to meet his gaze – after all, she had no reason to be ashamed. He was only in his early thirties, but his sober face, bespoke Savile Row suit and greying temples made him seem older. He stared at her for a long moment, as though getting the measure of her. Finally his eyes dropped to where Mrs Harper still had hold of Katie’s arm. He frowned. ‘I think you can let go of the young lady, Anne,’ he said mildly. ‘I doubt she’s going to run off.’


The Store Manager did as she was told. Then William turned to Katie, and what he said next took her completely by surprise.


‘Now, Katie,’ he addressed her as though they were old acquaintances, ‘why on earth did you put Mrs Harper to all this trouble?’ His tone was filled with mild reproof.


He waited for a moment, as if expecting her to answer. Katie stayed silent. She had no idea what he was talking about. When she didn’t speak up, he shook his head and turned to Mrs Harper.


‘I’m so sorry about all this, Anne. But I know for certain that Katie didn’t steal this money. You see, I gave it to her from the petty cash box myself so that she could pick up my dry cleaning on her way into work tomorrow morning. My secretary would usually do it, but she’s been away.’


Katie looked on in disbelief as he forced a reluctant Mrs Harper to apologise to her. She had no idea why he would lie for her, but if it meant she got to keep her job then she was happy to keep quiet.


Mrs Harper didn’t stay around for very long after that. Clearly humiliated, she bade William a brisk goodnight, and then hurried off. Katie waited until the other woman’s footsteps had faded, before turning to the Chief Executive. ‘Why did you do that?’ she asked.


William shrugged with the nonchalance of a man who is used to having his orders obeyed without question. ‘You looked as though you could use someone on your side.’


She took a moment to digest what he’d said.


‘Thank you,’ she said finally.


‘You’re welcome.’ His eyes hardened. ‘Just make sure nothing like this happens again. I won’t be so lenient next time.’


It dawned on her then that he still thought she was guilty.


‘I didn’t—’ she began to explain. But he cut her off.


‘All I ask is that it doesn’t happen again,’ he repeated crisply.


He turned back to his file, signalling that as far as he was concerned, the conversation was over. Katie wanted to say more but knew there was no point. Instead, she slipped from the room.


As she hurried down the stairs and out into the brisk winter night, she knew she should feel relieved – she’d had a lucky escape. But for some reason the incident depressed her. She hated to think that this kind man, who had taken a chance on her, still believed that she was a thief.


A month later, the real culprit was caught. Security discovered Fiona Clifton in the stockroom sneaking five pairs of shoes into a backpack. Apparently, Daddy’s monthly allowance wasn’t enough to fund her burgeoning cocaine habit. She was sacked on the spot.


With her name fully cleared now, Katie received a second, somewhat stilted apology from Mrs Harper . . . and a handwritten note from William Melville inviting her to dinner that night.


He hadn’t asked her to keep their rendezvous quiet. But Katie didn’t share her news with the other girls, not wanting them to gossip. Instead, she stuck to her routine, leaving the shop at seven, then whiling away the next hour in a nearby café.


Katie couldn’t help feeling nervous as she waited. She had little experience with men. She’d had her share of admirers, drawn to her striking Gaelic looks – glossy blue-black hair and snow-white skin – as much as her full figure, but she’d never had a proper boyfriend. Back home, her father’s fierce stare had kept suitors away. London had brought more freedom, but her strict Catholic upbringing meant any dates always ended the same – with Katie pushing away eager hands and then being walked home in sullen silence. She had already decided that if William acted in any way forward she would head straight home – even if it meant losing her job. After all, she wasn’t that type of girl.


She was back outside the shop entrance by five to eight. William was already there. Early, she noted, and looking fabulously affluent in a navy cashmere coat. She glanced down at her own attire. Dressed in her polyester bow blouse and calflength cord skirt, she wasn’t exactly an ideal dinner companion for him. She waited, uncertain how to greet him.


‘I’m glad you came, Katie,’ he said, in his deep, cultured voice that made her so aware of her own Irish lilt.


‘It was nice of you to invite me, Mr Melville.’


He smiled down at her. ‘If we’re going to have dinner together, then I must insist you call me William.’


She hesitated for the briefest of moments before smiling back at him.


‘Thank you . . . William,’ she said.


It was a magical evening for Katie. William whisked her off to the Ritz. Given its proximity to the office, he dined there often, apparently. At first, when they entered the hotel’s rather formal dining room, Katie felt a moment of dread. She was bound to do something stupid, commit some awful social gaffe. But William, seeming to sense her fears, went out of his was to put her at ease. He direced the maitre d’ to seat them at a table tucked into a discreet corner, away from the prying eyes of other guests. And he must have seen her look of horror, upon realizing the menu was in French, because he offered to order for her. ‘I’m here so often that I know what’s good,’ he said smoothly, clearly wanting to spare her any embarrassment.


After that, she began to relax. She devoured every bit of the delicious food – lobster bisque followed by Boeuf Bourguignon – and even allowed him to pour her a small glass of the Bordeaux he’d carefully selected. Talking to him was easier than she’d expected, too, since he seemed so genuinely interested in what she had to say. She found herself telling him about her upbringing, how stifled she’d felt at home; he reciprocated by opening up to her about the pressure he had always felt to go into the family business. It was strange to find they had more in common than she could have ever imagined.


At the end of the evening he insisted on having his chauffeur drop her home. As they leaned back against the smooth leather seats of the Rolls-Royce, watching the bright lights of the West End fade into the less salubrious surroundings of North London, Katie was certain that she would remember this as one of the best nights of her life.


When they reached the hostel, he got out of the car to open the door for her, like a real gentleman should.


‘Goodnight, Katie,’ he said.


He bent to kiss her hand. She felt his lips brush against her skin and shivered. Without another word, she turned and ran into the house, carrying her memories with her.


They made no plans to meet again. But the following Thursday Katie received another note from William in her staff pigeonhole, asking whether she was free for dinner that night.


This time, she hesitated. She knew he was married. She also knew he had an eighteen-month-old daughter. He had told her all about his wife and child last week. They resided at his country estate in Somerset. During the week he stayed in his Belgravia residence, and at weekends he travelled down to be with them. Katie had no idea what this invitation meant to him, but she knew what it meant to her. And that was enough to make her consider turning it down.


But, despite her good intentions, she found herself standing outside the shop entrance at ten to eight that evening. Once again, he was already there, and he smiled when he saw her.


‘I thought we could go somewhere else tonight,’ he said, as they walked along the street. ‘Somewhere . . . less formal.’


She guessed he meant somewhere that they were less likely to be spotted.


The little French bistro was, as he had promised, less formal. And, whatever his reason for choosing it, Katie found she felt more at ease.


When another invitation arrived the following week, she wasn’t remotely surprised.


They ate dinner together every Thursday for the next two months. On the surface, they had nothing in common. But they found each other mutually fascinating. William never mentioned his wife again, and Katie saw no reason to bring her up, either. In fact, she was surprised at how easy it was to forget who he was. She would find herself telling him about her day, about the other girls being horrible to her, as though he was a friend.


‘I could do something,’ he said once. ‘Have you moved to another section . . .’


‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘No. I don’t want you to do anything.’ What she meant was that she didn’t want him to do anything that would draw attention to them.


Katie had no idea what he saw in her, or where he thought they were headed. Other than kissing her hand, he never made any move to touch her. The only person she had confided in about their meetings was Nuala. Her friend made no secret of her disapproval.


‘There’s only one thing he’ll be wanting from you, Katie,’ she told her time and again.


‘No,’ Katie insisted. ‘It’s not like that.’


Nuala gave a sceptical sniff. She was in the midst of planning her wedding to a young chap she’d met at one of London’s many Irish clubs, and didn’t like hearing about a married man wining and dining a pretty single girl. ‘Ah, Katie, you eejit. You don’t really believe that now, do you?’


In fact, Katie had almost convinced herself that she and William were friends, nothing more. Then one bitter January night they were walking back to his car when she slipped over on the icy pavement. He helped her up, but when she looked down to check the damage, she found her tights were torn and her knees skinned. Tears filled her eyes.


‘Are you all right?’ he asked, concerned.


‘I’m fine,’ she sniffed.


‘No, you’re not.’


As if to prove her wrong, he reached out to brush a tear from her wet cheek. That only made it worse. Suddenly she couldn’t stop crying.


William didn’t say anything. He simply put his arms around her and drew her to him. She knew she ought to resist, but for some reason she couldn’t pull away. Instead, she closed her eyes and relaxed against his chest.


‘Oh, Katie, Katie,’ he murmured into her hair. ‘What are we going to do?’


That night, instead of having his driver drop her home, William brought her back to his place.


Katie knew it was wrong. She knew that she was likely to burn in hell for eternity, but she couldn’t stop herself. That night, Katie O’Dwyer, who had sworn to the nuns that she would save herself for her wedding night, gave herself entirely to another woman’s husband. On the embossed silk sheets of a strange bed, with his wife and child gazing down at her from the photos on the wall, she opened herself up to William.


The blood and pain disappeared after the first time. And from then on they stopped meeting in restaurants. He rented a little flat for her in Clapham and every Thursday – and Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, too – they would skip dinner and head straight back there to spend the evening in each other’s arms.


They had eight months together. Eight blissful months pretending the world didn’t exist.


Then one night he told her about his forthcoming trip to Italy – the annual family holiday. He couldn’t get out of the two weeks at Lake Como, somewhere she hadn’t even heard of. The thought of not seeing William for fourteen days bothered Katie more than knowing he would be with his wife. Kissing away her tears, he promised to come and see her the night that he returned.


That was Katie’s first experience of men’s duplicity. Two days after William left, she was summoned into Anne Harper’s office and told that she was being let go.


‘But that can’t be right!’ she burst out. ‘You can’t do that. Just ask—’ She was about to say ‘William’, but caught herself in time.


The Store Manager smiled unpleasantly. ‘Ask Mr Melville, is that what you were going to say?’ Katie could see that she was enjoying herself. ‘I don’t think that’s going to do you any good, Miss O’Dwyer. After all, he was the one who instructed me to get rid of you.’


Katie listened in a daze as the woman told her that, along with losing her job, she would also be expected to vacate her flat by the end of the week. The manageress then slid an envelope across the desk. ‘This should compensate you for any undue distress,’ she said coolly. ‘And I’m sure I don’t need to tell you to keep this conversation to yourself?’


Katie heard the warning note in Anne’s voice. Somehow she managed to mumble something about not wanting to cause any trouble, and then, still in a daze, she got to her feet and stumbled to the door.


Upstairs, alone in the staffroom, she opened the heavy cream envelope. Some part of her had hoped it would contain a letter from William, with some explanation for what he had done. But there was only a brisk, formal note on company headed paper from Personnel, outlining the terms of her termination, and pointing her towards the enclosed redundancy cheque for one thousand pounds. It was clearly such a ridiculous sum relative to her pay and duration of employment that she nearly laughed. Instead, she tucked the envelope, letter and cheque into her pocket, and cleared out her locker. Then, without speaking to another soul, she left Melville for good.


That night, Katie did what William wanted – she got out of his life. He was right, she decided, as she packed her belongings. A clean break was the best way. If she wished he’d had the courage to tell her face-to-face, she consoled herself with the thought that he had feared his resolve would weaken. It was easier than thinking the alternative: that he had never cared.


She never went back to Melville. She found cheaper lodgings and convinced the owner of a small café to take her on. And William was right, she told herself every night as she cried herself to sleep. It had had to end between them. She needed to forget him so that he could forget her, and be with his wife. However much it hurt, it was the right thing to do.


That had been three months ago. And now here she was, waiting outside his house, where they had spent that first night together.


The familiar purr of a car engine broke into Katie’s thoughts. She looked up from her place on the park bench. Sure enough, it was William’s Rolls. Her heartbeat quickened. Despite everything that had happened, she was longing to see him again.


The car slowed, pulling up in front of his house. The chauffeur got out first, putting on his peaked cap before going round to open the rear door for William.


Then William stepped out onto the pavement. In the shadowy light from the streetlamp, Katie could still make out his broad shoulders and solemn expression. She stood up, shivering with cold and anticipation. She was about to call his name – but then he turned back to the car and held out his hand. Katie watched as slender fingers gripped his strong wrist.


She recognised the elegant blonde in the fox fur straight away: it was his wife, Isabelle. Katie wondered idly where they had been tonight. The opera? Dinner with friends? Not that it was her business.


She watched as they walked up the steps together and disappeared into the house. A moment later, the Christmas-tree lights flickered on in the front window. In the half-light, she saw William draw Isabelle into his arms. He pointed up at the mistletoe above them and she giggled. He brushed her fair hair back and bent his head.


Katie couldn’t watch any longer. She closed her eyes, trying to block out the image of them together. Then she reached down to touch the gentle swell of her belly. She could never tell him now. She had been foolish to come here tonight; just as she had been foolish to get involved with a married man. Now she would have to deal with the consequences alone.
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Chapter 1


Valleymount, Ireland


Katie O’Dwyer died on a Tuesday. She was buried three days later, on a warm June morning, Valleymount’s first glimpse of summer. The whole village turned out for the funeral, testament to her popularity with everyone who’d ever met her.


Her fifteen-year-old daughter, Caitlin, stood by the graveside, watching the pallbearers lower her mother’s coffin into the ground. She’d made it through the Mass without crying but now, as the priest began the Rite of Committal, it finally hit her. Mam was gone and, for the first time in her life, she was all alone.


For as long as Caitlin could remember, it had just been the two of them, her and Mammy. She never realised how close her mother had come to giving her up.


Alone and pregnant in London, Katie’s options were slim. She knew girls who had got themselves ‘fixed up’, but her Catholic beliefs forbade it. Telling her parents wasn’t an option, so she resolved to have the baby in London, put it up for adoption and then go home. No one would ever have to know . . .


When it came time for the birth, she went into a home for unmarried mothers in the East End. There was little kindness or sympathy among the staff. They encouraged the young mothers to give up their babies and then sent them off, warning them not to sin again.


After a surprisingly easy five-hour labour, Katie took one look at her daughter’s wide blue eyes and knew exactly what she should be called.


‘You look like a Caitlin to me,’ she murmured to her newborn.


A nurse overheard her and sniffed disparagingly. ‘Don’t matter what you call her. Her new mother will decide that.’


But I’m her mother, Katie thought.


Two days later, after a huge argument with Matron, she left the hospital with Caitlin in her arms. It was a brave decision. One that meant she had no choice: when she was recovered from the birth, she would have to return to Ireland.


Caitlin couldn’t remember her grandparents, which was probably just as well. When Katie turned up on the doorstep of the little house in County Mayo with her two-month-old baby, her mam and dad did nothing to disguise their dismay. They gave Katie and her child a place to sleep, but little else. Caitlin was treated like their dirty little secret. It was just as well they never knew that the father was married, Katie often thought.


When they died two years later – her father first, after a stroke, followed by her mother, whose heart gave out just a few weeks later – Katie decided she needed a fresh start. The thin gold band on her left hand hadn’t fooled the neighbours, and she didn’t want Caitlin growing up in a place where everyone called her a bastard child. Katie had kept in touch with Nuala over the years. She’d moved back to Ireland, too, with the man she’d met in London, and they were now raising their young family in a picturesque village called Valleymount, in County Wicklow. Known as ‘the garden of Ireland’, with its lush hills, cascading waterfalls and glassy lakes, Katie had thought on the two occasions that she’d been to visit that it would be the ideal place to raise Caitlin. So she sold her parents’ property, and used the proceeds to buy a tiny cottage near her friend.


It turned out to be a good move. Caitlin’s early years were spent with a pack of other village kids, running barefoot through the pretty glens and swimming in the nearby Blessington Lakes. Work was hard to come by in eighties Ireland, but Katie managed to find a job as a cleaner in one of the upmarket hotels nearby. Each day, after school, the little girl would help Katie dust the bedrooms and restock the toiletries. And, even though there might not be much money, mother and daughter were happy. Twice a year, they would make the hour’s bus ride into Dublin, and spend the day shopping on Grafton Street before taking afternoon tea in Bewley’s. But the rest of the time, they were content with Valleymount – and each other.


‘You’re so lucky, Katie,’ Nuala would remark enviously. ‘Caitlin’s an angel.’ Her own daughter, Róisín, was anything but.


When Caitlin turned twelve, it was time for her to go to the local secondary school, Holy Cross. With less than twenty pupils per class, most of whom she’d grown up with, it was like spending each day with a large extended family. She was bright, but not especially academic. Her real talent and interest was art. She spent hours drawing, and could capture a likeness with a few brief pencil strokes.


Of course, her adolescence brought more changes. With her Snow White looks – jet-black hair and milk-white skin – she was rapidly becoming a beauty, much like her mother. And as the puppy fat melted away, leaving behind womanly curves, the boys she had once played easily with turned shy around her. Tongue-tied, they took it in turns to ask her to the pictures, but she always refused. Boys were the one area forbidden to her.


She had no idea why she wasn’t allowed out on dates. All her friends were. Saturday nights, they would head into town to go bowling with their latest boyfriends.


‘Sneak out after yer mam’s asleep and join us,’ Róisín said. Like their mothers, the two girls were best friends.


But Caitlin never did. As always, she obeyed her mother. It was because it was just the two of them. They had to pull together, couldn’t live in a permanent state of war like Róisín and Nuala. Róisín never understood. But that’s because she had a father, Caitlin reasoned, while hers had died before she was born, leaving her mother to raise her singlehandedly. Financially, it had always been tough. Caitlin wasn’t about to add to her mother’s worries.


Sometimes Caitlin wondered why Katie hadn’t ever remarried. There were plenty of men around the village who seemed interested. But her mother would always clam up whenever she asked, and Caitlin guessed that she still hadn’t gotten over her father’s death. She never pressed the subject, and mother and daughter lived happily and effortlessly together. That was, until six months ago.


Caitlin first realised her mother was ill one night after dinner. As she emptied the leftovers into the bin, she noticed that her mam had barely touched the shepherd’s pie she’d made that day in Home Economics. It might not be a fantastic effort, but her mother was the type to clear her plate, if only to save her child’s feelings.


Over the next few days Caitlin monitored what went into the bin. Sure enough, each night Katie barely touched her meal. When Caitlin asked if anything was wrong, she dismissed it as a spot of indigestion. Caitlin said no more – but she couldn’t help noticing how, instead of insisting that she went to do her homework, these days Katie was happy to let her daughter wash up while she dozed in front of the television.


As the weeks went on, her mother’s appetite didn’t improve. It was getting increasingly hard to ignore her sunken eyes, dull hair and the way her once-plump cheeks were now almost concave. But whenever Caitlin suggested going to the doctor, Katie dismissed her with increasing irritation.


‘Give over, Caitlin,’ she snapped one Thursday night. ‘I’m fine – it’s just—’


But she never finished the sentence. Instead, she ran for the bathroom. Caitlin waited outside, listening to her bring up the supper that she’d managed to swallow earlier. Finally, when everything went quiet, Caitlin pushed open the door. Her mother had collapsed, exhausted, on the floor. Caitlin went over to the basin and started to wash it out. This time she couldn’t ignore the blood. She didn’t say a word until she’d helped her mother upstairs and into her nightdress. Then, once her mam was settled in bed, she said: ‘Please go to the doctor. You’re not well.’


For the first time, her mother didn’t argue back. And that was what worried Caitlin most.


Dr Hannon smiled at them both and said there was probably nothing to worry about, but he’d like to send Katie for tests. His smile couldn’t hide the worry in his eyes.


A few weeks later they sat down with a specialist. He told them that, although the pancreatic cancer had been diagnosed at a late stage, there was still hope. Like Dr Hannon, he couldn’t fool the O’Dwyer women. He said they would use chemotherapy to shrink the tumour and then operate. What he actually meant was that at the moment, there was no point operating and they would have to pray for a miracle.


When Caitlin wasn’t holding the bowl for her mother to be sick in or helping her wrap the scarf to cover her bald head, she was on her knees in the hospital chapel praying for that miracle. It never came. When they finally opened her up, it was too late. The cancer had spread. There was nothing to do but wait.


Caitlin tried not to show her shock when she walked into the ward. Even though she saw her mother every day, was accustomed to the smell of antiseptic and death, she still couldn’t get over how quickly she had gone downhill. Unable to eat for weeks now, Katie had shrunk to a skeletal figure, hardly taking up any room in the tiny single bed. Only her distended belly, full of cancer cells, gave her any shape under the stark white sheets. Her eyes were closed and she was so pale that if it hadn’t been for the gentle rise and fall of her rib cage, Caitlin would have assumed her mother was gone rather than simply asleep.


Caitlin busied herself by looking for a space to put the vase of bluebells which she’d picked that morning. It was no easy task. The bedside cabinet was already filled with half-dead flowers, futile Get Well Soon cards and grapes that would never be eaten. She was halfway through clearing away the faded blooms when she heard her mother calling for her.


‘I’m here, Mammy,’ she said. ‘Can I get you something? Some water perhaps?’


‘No . . . No . . . Nothing like that.’


Katie paused. The only sound was her laboured breathing. She reached out and took Caitlin’s hand. Her fingers were thin and cold as death.


‘I don’t have long now, Cat,’ she began. Caitlin opened her mouth to deny this truth, but a look from her mother stopped her. ‘Don’t be contradicting me. I need to tell you something.’


‘What is it, Mam?’


‘It’s about your father. I never told you much about him. I should have.’


‘Let’s not be worrying about that. He’s gone. There’s nothing more to say.’


Her mother closed her eyes, and when she opened them again Caitlin saw they were glistening with tears. ‘But that’s it, my child,’ she said. ‘That’s what I’m trying to tell you. He isn’t dead.’


For the next half an hour, Katie explained to her daughter how she had met William Melville and fallen in love. She told her about his wife and daughter. And how even though they had both known the affair was wrong, they could do nothing to stop their feelings for each other. She spoke with a clear determination to get it all off her chest. As others before her had found, the deathbed made a good confessional.


‘He ended it before I found out I was pregnant,’ she said, avoiding the precise details of the break-up. ‘And we were happy, weren’t we?’ she continued when Caitlin still hadn’t said anything. ‘Just the two of us. I wouldn’t have had it any other way.’


Caitlin managed to nod in answer. She knew she should say something, offer some comfort to her mother. But she was still too stunned.


‘I’ve written to him, love.’


Caitlin’s head snapped up. ‘You’ve what?’


‘I wrote to tell him that he has a daughter. A beautiful, fifteen-year-old daughter.’


Caitlin pulled her hand away and stood up.


‘He’s been in touch, too,’ Katie said quickly. ‘He left a message to say he’s coming to see us.’


Caitlin saw her mam’s eyes dart over to the door, as though she expected him to appear at any moment. She realised then why her mother had never married. She still loved him. Even after all these years. Hurt and confused, Caitlin turned away.


‘Cat?’ She heard her mother’s voice, weak and pleading. She could feel her reaching out. ‘Please don’t be angry, pet. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about him. I should have said something sooner.’


She stopped, and Caitlin knew that she was waiting for her to say something. But she couldn’t. Not yet.


‘Forgive me, my darling. Say that you forgive me.’


Caitlin closed her eyes and swallowed back the tears. All she could think about was how her mother had been lying to her for fifteen years. It was too much for her to process. But she knew she had to.


‘It’s OK, Mam,’ she said finally, opening her eyes. ‘I understand.’ She took a deep breath, turned around. ‘I forgive you.’


The final word died in her throat. She stared down at her mother. Katie’s lips were parted, as though she was just about to say something, but her eyes stared ahead unseeing. It was too late for forgiveness.


Caitlin sat with the body as long as she could. Finally the Staff Nurse persuaded her to get a cup of tea. She was on her way back to the ward when she spotted him – a tall, well-dressed man, talking to the Matron. He must have sensed her presence, because he looked up. For a moment his expression faltered.


‘Katie?’ he said.


The refined English voice left her in no doubt as to who he was.


‘No. It’s Caitlin.’


‘I thought—’


Caitlin nodded. She had seen enough pictures of her mother as a young girl to know that it was an easy mistake to make. He hadn’t seen her mother for sixteen years. To him, she hadn’t aged a day since then.


‘She’s already gone,’ she told him.


William Melville booked into the Grand, the hotel where her mother had worked, and took charge of organising the funeral. The more Caitlin saw of him that week, the harder it was to believe that he was her father. It was harder still to understand how her mother had ever got entangled with him. She’d insisted that they had loved each other. So far, in the few days Caitlin had known him, William had been far more reticent about their relationship.


On the day of the funeral, he maintained a dignified distance, standing discreetly to one side during the service and burial. Caitlin half-expected him to leave straight afterwards, but to her surprise, he came to the Clover Leaf for the reception. The pub was packed by the time they got there, everyone tucking into plates of sausage rolls and ham sandwiches. All the men were getting stuck in, having a good drink at someone else’s expense. William – Caitlin couldn’t yet bring herself to call him ‘Father’ and he hadn’t invited her to – looked stiff and uncomfortable throughout the increasingly raucous proceedings.


By five, everyone began drifting home.


Róisín came over to Caitlin. ‘We’re off outside. Are you coming?’


Caitlin saw a group of girls lurking by the door. They’d been let off school for the occasion and were aching to get away from the adults. Caitlin longed to go with them, to forget everything for a little while. But she saw William standing nearby, and guessed he was waiting to talk to her.


‘I’ll be out in a bit,’ she said reluctantly.


Róisín went to join the others. The girls had been staring unashamedly at William all afternoon. His identity was meant to be a secret, but Caitlin guessed that Róisín had told everyone. Best friend or not, she never could keep anything to herself. William didn’t seem bothered by the interest, though. He didn’t even mention it when he took Caitlin over to one side, away from curious eavesdroppers.


‘I have to get back to England now,’ he informed Caitlin, ‘but I’ll be in touch with Nuala in a few days to arrange your flight.’


‘Flight?’


‘Yes,’ he said briskly. ‘I presumed you’d want a few weeks here, to finish off the school term and say goodbye to your friends. Then you’ll come to England – to live with me and my family.’


This was the first Caitlin had heard of it. ‘But I don’t want to leave Valleymount.’ She noticed Nuala hovering in the background. When her mother had gone into hospital, Nuala had kindly taken her in. Caitlin had assumed that now her mam was gone, she would continue to live there.


‘You can’t stay here alone, Caitlin,’ William told her.


‘But Aunty Nuala—’


‘Nuala isn’t family,’ he interrupted. ‘I am.’


Caitlin glanced over at Nuala, who tried to give her a reassuring smile. But Caitlin could tell that the older woman was as unhappy about the arrangements as she was. Unfortunately, neither of them seemed to have any choice in the matter. If William Melville wanted her to come and live with his family, then she would have to.


Later that night, Caitlin lay awake in bed. Across the room, Róisín snored gently. It was a sound she’d got used to these past few weeks, when sleep had stopped being easy to come by. Watching her mother grow weaker, being in constant pain, the morphine no longer working . . . those images were hard to forget. But none of that could compare with today. Seeing her mother in the open casket, looking the same as she always had, but knowing that she wasn’t the same. Knowing that the body was simply an empty shell and that however much it resembled her mam, it wasn’t her.


The memory set off her tears again. Rolling over to face the wall, Caitlin covered her mouth with her hand to muffle the sobs, so she didn’t wake Róisín. Her friend had been brilliant these past weeks. She couldn’t count the number of times Róisín had sat up with her, had held her while she cried. Nuala, too.


And now she was going to have to leave them, and the village which she had grown up in, the people that she thought of as her family and the house that had become her home – she was going to have to leave everything that connected her to her mam. And instead go to live with a father she didn’t know, who hadn’t even known that she existed until a fortnight ago, in a place she knew nothing about.


‘Mam, why did you have to tell him about me?’ she whispered into the darkness.


The thoughts brought a fresh wave of angry tears, and the guilt and confusion that came with them. Sleep was a long time in coming that night.




  

    

  


Chapter 2


Somerset, England


Elizabeth Melville smashed the ball across the court, determined to make this the winning shot. But James Evans, her tennis coach, ran forward and managed to intercept it with a smooth backhand. She returned with a volley and their lightning-quick rally continued.


They had been playing for an hour and a half now, in the blistering mid-afternoon heat, neither of them willing to yield a point. To the casual onlooker, James had every advantage in the game. At six foot two, he was four inches taller and twenty-five kilos heavier than Elizabeth. But the girl possessed one important quality that he lacked: a burning desire to win.


Long golden hair swished and tanned limbs rippled as she drove home another strong forehand. Caught offguard at the net, James sprinted back to catch it. But he was a fraction too slow and it bounced out of his reach.


Elizabeth let out a triumphant whoop. ‘Game, set and match, I believe,’ she called across the court.


James shook his head in mock despair. ‘What’s that – the third time this week? You’re making me feel old, Elizabeth.’


She laughed. The one-time seeded player had celebrated his fortieth birthday a month earlier, but he was still in great shape, and they both knew it.


‘That’s right,’ she teased. ‘It’s time to put you out to pasture.’


They strolled up the great stone steps that separated the tennis courts from the rest of the grounds, chatting and laughing with the ease of two people who had known each other for years. James had first started coaching Elizabeth when she was five. She’d stopped needing his help long ago, but whenever she was home from school he dropped by, ‘to keep you on your toes,’ he always joked.


Not that he ever minded coming out to Aldringham, the magnificent stately home Elizabeth’s great-grandfather had purchased over one hundred years ago. Located in the rolling Quantock Hills of Somerset, overlooking the Bristol Channel and the Welsh valleys beyond, it was a quintessentially English estate, complete with croquet lawns, hidden walks and a deer park. James had been a guest in many exclusive homes, but Aldringham remained by far the most impressive.


He and Elizabeth headed up to the Georgian Orangery, which stood adjacent to the main house. In the citrus-scented room, they found a jug of homemade lemonade that Mrs Hutchins, the housekeeper, had left out for them. James flopped into the nearest chair, content to watch Elizabeth pour the drinks. She handed him a glass and sat down opposite, crossing her long, shapely legs at the knee and looking every inch the well-brought up young lady.


At seventeen, Elizabeth was smart, poised and fiercely competitive. Whether it was on the tennis court or in the classroom at her exclusive boarding school, she had to be the best. A statuesque blonde, she wasn’t beautiful exactly – her nose was a little too long, her chin too pointed – but she was attractive, in that slightly snotty, untouchable English way. There was something about her – a cool inner confidence, a sense of total self-possession unusual in someone her age. James could just imagine her in bed, snapping off orders at some hapless boy, refusing to settle for anything other than the perfect orgasm. The thought made him grin.


Elizabeth smiled back. ‘What nasty little thoughts are going through your head?’


He ignored her almost uncanny ability to read his mind, and instead asked the question that had been bugging him all afternoon. ‘Actually, I was wondering when your half-sister is arriving. It’s sometime today, isn’t it?’


Elizabeth’s expression didn’t waver. ‘That’s right,’ she said neutrally.


James was disappointed, but not surprised, that she wasn’t giving anything away. Like everyone else, he had read about William Melville’s lovechild in the tabloids. Elizabeth must have taken the news hard – he knew how much she looked up to her father. But so far she hadn’t let on how she felt towards the new arrival. She was one cool customer.


Before James could probe any further, a shadow fell over the table. He looked up to see William Melville standing above them. He was in his weekend smart casual look: carefully pressed chinos, button-down shirt and loafers. But dressing down didn’t make him seem any less imposing.


‘Daddy!’ his eldest daughter beamed up at him, her adoration clear.


‘Elizabeth,’ he responded, in his typically restrained manner. James noted that William didn’t bother to acknowledge him – the hired help, he thought cynically. ‘Caitlin will be arriving here shortly. I’ve told your mother to have Amber ready and in the drawing room by four. I expect you to be there, too.’


The smile vanished from Elizabeth’s face. ‘Of course,’ she said, holding out her hand to study her perfectly manicured nails. ‘But we’ve just finished a game, so I need to take a shower first.’


‘Well, make it quick,’ William ordered. ‘Caitlin is part of our family now and I want everyone to be there to meet her.’


Elizabeth dropped her gaze. ‘Yes, Daddy.’


It was said almost apologetically, but James wasn’t fooled for a second. He saw the faintest flicker of emotion cross Elizabeth’s face as she watched her father head back to the house. Irritation, he decided; anger even. It was there for a second and then gone. If he hadn’t known her so well, he would have missed it.


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me now, James,’ she said, as though nothing out of the ordinary was happening. ‘But let’s make sure to have that rematch next week.’


‘Whenever you want,’ he said, wishing he could stick around and see for himself what this new addition to the Melville household was like.


Elizabeth stood up and smoothed down her tennis skirt. ‘Good. Now why don’t I show you out?’


Upstairs, from her bedroom window, Isabelle Melville watched her eldest daughter follow her husband into the house. She knew why William had summoned Elizabeth in. And she also knew that she should be making her way downstairs to join them. But she needed a few more moments to compose herself.


She walked over to her dressing-table and peered into the vanity mirror, trying to decide what – if any – make-up she needed. At forty-two, she was still an attractive woman. With her fair colouring and delicate build, she was lucky enough to have the kind of English rose looks that didn’t date. There were a few telltale creases around her eyes and mouth, but she had stopped trying to cover them up a long time ago, deciding they added character to what would otherwise be a beautiful but somewhat bland face.


After a few seconds’ thought, she opted for the natural look – a light covering of tinted moisturiser and the barest lick of lip gloss. It went well with the cream linen suit that she had picked out for the occasion. She had felt it was appropriate, smart but not too formal – although who knew what the etiquette was for meeting your husband’s illegitimate daughter.


Fortunately for Isabelle, it wasn’t in her nature to be bitter. A lesser person might have objected to having another woman’s child come to live in her home. But she had accepted the situation without question, her main concern being for the poor young girl who had just lost her mother. She supposed it helped that over the years her relationship with William had matured into one of friendship. Not that she had fooled herself into believing that it was a love match – well, not on William’s part, at least.


Isabelle had known William all her life. Her father – one of Melville’s main cotton suppliers – had been great friends with his mother Rosalind, and their families had frequently socialised. Growing up, Isabelle had always been fascinated by the enigmatic William Melville. To a girl of thirteen, the dashing twenty-one-year-old Cambridge undergraduate had been the stuff of adolescent crushes.


By the time she turned eighteen, Isabelle suspected she’d already been half in love with William. He’d had little time for her, though; she was far too frivolous for his tastes. While many of her friends had embraced the sixties’ feminist spirit – striking out for careers as doctors, lawyers and businesswomen – Isabelle never harboured any such ambitions. Her greatest achievement in life was making her debut, at a time when that no longer meant very much. She was aware that William, who was even then a very serious young man, found her terribly silly.


That all changed the year she turned twenty-three. At the ball held to celebrate her birthday, for the first time ever William had sought her out, dancing with her and paying attention to her in a way she couldn’t remember him doing before. That summer, he escorted her to the social events of the season – Henley and Ascot; Goodwood and Glyndebourne. At the time, Isabelle hadn’t wanted to question his change of heart. It was easier to assume that she had simply matured in his eyes; that he was finally seeing her for who she really was. But looking back now, she could see that it was Rosalind, her formidable mother-in-law, who had encouraged their courtship. Isabelle guessed that, to Rosalind, she would have seemed like the perfect choice of wife for William: a pretty, docile little thing – and, most importantly, sole heir to her father’s factories.


William’s reasons for going along with his mother’s wishes were less clear. He’d spent his twenties parading an ever-changing cast of long-limbed models through Tramp and Annabel’s. None had held his interest. By that time, Isabelle suspected, he’d resigned himself to never falling in love, so making a good match with her probably seemed like the best alternative. Whatever his motivation, he’d finally proposed to Isabelle in the autumn of 1970, and she, happy to have William on any terms, had readily accepted.


In hindsight she realised that her unhappiness had started long before his affair. The loneliness had begun that first year of marriage. Stuck on her own at Aldringham during the week, she could still remember her mounting excitement as Friday evening approached, waiting for William to come home; only to be fetched to the phone at the last minute and told that there had been some emergency at the office. ‘I’ve decided to stay in London for the weekend. You don’t mind too much, do you, darling?’


‘No, of course I don’t,’ she’d always said bravely, ignoring the crushing disappointment at the thought of spending yet another weekend alone.


Of course she’d had friends around – like-minded women whom she’d met through the endless charity committees that she sat on. But they’d always seemed to have so much else going on. ‘Now I’ve had the children, I’m quite happy to see the back of Tim on Monday morning,’ Penelope Whitton, one of her old school pals, had confided. And so it was that Elizabeth was born, a respectable eighteen months after William and Isabelle’s marriage.


But for Isabelle, having a child didn’t ease her loneliness. William’s trips back to Aldringham remained infrequent. And Elizabeth didn’t fill the void in her life as Isabelle had hoped. In fact, the little girl seemed rather more taken with her father than her mother. ‘Daddy home soon?’ she would ask hopefully once she was able to talk, her little face brightening on hearing that he would be. Sunday evenings became a battle to calm the child down as she cried for hours after William’s departure. Once again, Isabelle was left with an overwhelming sense of inadequacy.


She remembered feeling hurt, but not surprised, when she learned of William’s affair. It was Penelope who’d told her; Penny, who’d spotted William on the street the last time she’d been in London. ‘Called out to him of course, darling, but he didn’t seem to hear me,’ she’d told Isabelle, before adding that he’d been far too engrossed in talking to the person he was with . . . the girl he was with. ‘Didn’t know her myself,’ she’d said, watching Isabelle’s reaction carefully. ‘Frightfully young, though – and pretty, too . . .’


It had made sense, of course. Deep down, Isabelle had known there was someone. Over that long hot summer of 1974, her husband’s trips home had been even less frequent than usual, and on the rare occasions he was around, he’d stopped sharing her bed. It was almost a relief to know there was a reason behind his growing distance from her.


But even once his affair had ended – which she’d intuitively sensed it had, a few months later – things hadn’t improved. He might have been home more often, but everything she did seemed to irritate him. She wasn’t sure if it was this in itself that had tipped her over the edge. She hadn’t exactly been happy before that, but as 1975 wore on, she began to have episodes. They would start innocuously enough, with her breaking out in a cold sweat. But then she would begin to tremble, her chest would tighten, and she would find it hard to breathe.


On Penelope’s suggestion, she went to see a discreet young doctor in Harley Street. He listened sympathetically to Isabelle’s symptoms, gave her a thorough examination, and told her that it sounded as though she was having panic attacks.


‘Everyone has stress in their lives, Mrs Melville, and we all cope with it in different ways. Some of us need more help than others.’ He began to write out a prescription. ‘A lot of women in your situation have found that this helps them through the difficult periods.’


He tore off the paper and held it out. It was for Valium. He advised her to take one pill every time she felt an attack coming on, and to come back within a month so he could check on her progress.


When she woke the following morning, and felt the familiar tightening of her chest, she reached into her bedside drawer for the bottle. One little white pill later, she was much calmer. To Isabelle, it was a miracle.


She hadn’t told William about her visit to Dr Hayward or the tablets that she was taking. She knew that he wouldn’t approve. But, even if he didn’t know what she had been up to, he was delighted with the results. ‘I’m so pleased you’re feeling better, darling,’ he said on Christmas Eve, as they watched Elizabeth hang up her stocking.


She smiled dreamily at him. The past few weeks, the drugs hadn’t been working as well, and so Dr Hayward had suggested upping the dosage. She had been a little worried at first but now, seeing how pleased William was with her progress, she knew it had been the right thing to do.


Over the next few months she graduated from the white to the yellow pills, and then onto the blue. Maybe she was a touch drowsy and confused sometimes, her reflexes perhaps slower than normal, but at least the crippling anxiety was gone.


She remembered little of the day that Elizabeth, not yet five years old, had found her unconscious. As usual, the child had been picked up from school by her nanny, and as soon as they’d got home, she’d raced upstairs to her mummy’s bedroom, eager to recount her latest adventures. Even at that age, she had known something was very wrong when she couldn’t rouse her mother, and had gone to fetch the housekeeper. An ambulance was called, William summoned home. And, after several fraught conversations, Isabelle spent the next few weeks in a private clinic.


No one was especially surprised when she announced, six months later, that she was pregnant again. Some people have another baby to save their marriage; for Isabelle, it was to save herself.


If Elizabeth was a Daddy’s girl, from the start Amber was very much her mother’s daughter. While their first child had been called after William’s paternal grandmother, this time Isabelle chose the name herself.


Rosalind was appalled. ‘Amber? I’ve never heard such a ridiculous name. What about Anna or Amanda instead? Something more sensible.’


But, for once, William let his wife have her way. ‘It’s her choice, and I won’t have you upsetting her,’ he told his mother, with uncharacteristic firmness.


Amber was in every way the perfect daughter for Isabelle. She even looked like her mother – with her white ringlets and peaches and cream complexion – and was far more delicate than her robust older sister. Unlike Elizabeth, she wasn’t strong and independent – from the start she needed Isabelle. When a boy pushed her over in the playground, she cried for her mummy; if it had been Elizabeth, she would have stood up and pushed him back harder. With Amber, Isabelle was able to do all the things that she’d never been able to do with Elizabeth: shopping, gossiping, discussing falling-outs with friends.


Since Amber’s birth eleven years ago, the Melville household had settled into a state of equilibrium. Isabelle wasn’t sure if she’d have described herself as happy exactly, but she’d found peace.


And then Katie O’Dwyer had come back into their lives.


Isabelle still couldn’t find it within herself to be angry with William. She had seen how distraught he was when he’d received Katie’s letter. She had witnessed his anguish at the years he had missed with her and their child. She knew the pain he’d felt at not being able to see Katie before she died. And she had comforted him as best she could. Isabelle knew she would never be the love of her husband’s life, but she was his confidante, his best friend and the only person who ever saw his vulnerable side, and that was enough for her.


Now, in half an hour’s time, his other daughter would arrive. Isabelle hadn’t questioned William’s decision to bring the girl to live with them, and she would do what she could to make the child feel at home. But, however understanding Isabelle might be, she couldn’t help feeling apprehensive. Caitlin’s presence would disrupt everything at Aldringham. And she wasn’t sure it would be for the better. Especially not for Elizabeth, who so adored her father and was so disappointed by what he had done.


Elizabeth stood on the North Front, watching James’s motorbike disappear down the driveway. It was only once he was out of sight that she finally allowed the smile to slip from her face.


God, how she was dreading this afternoon. It had been bad enough learning about her father’s indiscretion. But having her half-sister come to live with them, a constant reminder of his weakness, made it all so much worse. It irritated Elizabeth no end, the amount of fuss he seemed to be making over this girl – mostly because her own life had always been a constant battle to win his attention. It was a fight Elizabeth had been losing since the day she was born.


While Caitlin had grown up in a house filled with love but not much money, Elizabeth’s experience had been diametrically opposite. Materially, she had never wanted for anything. Her birth had been fit for royalty: a private maternity wing of St Mary’s Hospital, London, with a world-renowned Professor of Obstetrics and Gynaecology on hand at the delivery. The one crucial element missing from the scene had been the proud father.


‘I’ve been delayed in New York,’ he’d told an exhausted, tearful Isabelle over the phone. He’d eventually arrived a day later than his firstborn. This careless neglect set the tone for the future relationship between father and daughter.


Elizabeth grew up with every privilege and advantage money could buy. A new horse every year; tennis lessons with an ex-seeded player; taught to ski by a one-time Olympic champion. But what she didn’t have was the one thing she yearned for: her father’s attention. To the young girl, he was an enigmatic figure, holding the kind of fascination that came from a lack of availability. She understood from an early age that he was an important man, busy running the family business.


‘Daddy had to work,’ Isabelle would say when he failed to make another prize-giving, carol concert or ballet recital. But, even though he never turned up, Elizabeth never stopped hoping he would.


To Elizabeth, her father’s blatant disinterest had always seemed curious as well as hurtful. From an early age, she was aware that she was his firstborn child, which meant she would one day inherit the controlling stake in Melville. Surely that meant she should be important to him? Her grandmother and Uncle Piers, her father’s younger brother, certainly doted on her – lavishing far more attention on her than on her younger sister Amber. What was she doing wrong that made her father so ambivalent towards her?


God, how she loved her father – and how she ached for his approval. She wanted to please him, to prove that she was worthy of taking over from him one day, so she reacted by becoming a compulsive over-achiever. To Elizabeth, second place meant failure. Even if she wasn’t naturally gifted at something, she would work hard to become the best. Nothing ever got in the way of achieving what she wanted. When she was just ten years old, she fell off her horse while trying to jump a new fence. The groom rushed over to her.


‘Are you OK, Miss Melville?’


But she was already on her feet, gathering the reins. ‘Just help me back up.’


Only once she’d jumped the fence did she finally let him examine her arm. By then it was purple and swollen – broken in three places.


This determination translated into every aspect of Elizabeth’s life – even her appearance. She used expensive make-up to emphasise her best features, and found out which clothes suited her figure. She had a standing six-weekly appointment at Hari’s in Chelsea, to have her mouse-brown hair precision cut and highlighted golden blonde. Hours of sport gave her slender figure definition and muscle tone, as well as a year-round tan. It was a high maintenance look, but Elizabeth didn’t resent it. Nothing worthwhile ever came easy, that was her motto.


It was this attitude which had made her the winner she was. She always came top of her class at Greycourt, had been unanimously elected Head Girl, and everyone expected her to get an offer from Cambridge that Christmas. Everything in her life had been perfect until her father, the one person she looked up to most, had let her down. Unfortunately, unlike most other aspects of her life, there was nothing she could do about his failings.


With a sigh of resignation, she walked back into the house and headed upstairs. She was halfway along the corridor when she spotted her bedroom door ajar. She frowned. She was certain that she remembered closing it on the way out – which left only one explanation. Amber, she thought to herself, quickening her pace.


Sure enough, inside she found her eleven-year-old sister standing at her dressing-table, with Elizabeth’s antique jewellery box open in front of her.


‘Amber!’ Hearing her sister’s voice, Amber looked up guiltily. ‘What did I tell you about asking permission before you start going through my stuff?’


‘I was going to ask,’ Amber said, with a touch of petulance, ‘but I looked really hard for ages and couldn’t find you. And I thought you wouldn’t mind.’


Elizabeth had heard all the excuses before. She stalked over and slammed the lid closed. The box was hand-crafted ebony, dating back to the nineteenth century. Her grandmother, Rosalind, had given it to her, along with several pieces of jewellery, for her last birthday. The present had great sentimental as well as monetary value to Elizabeth, and she had forbidden her careless younger sister to play with any of the pieces. But that didn’t seem to stop Amber.


‘And you can give those back, too.’ Elizabeth reached out for the rope of pearls around her little sister’s neck.


But as she started to take the necklace off, Amber made a grab for it, as well. For a split second, they were both tugging in opposite directions, and then the string snapped. Pearls clattered across the polished wood floor.


‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Elizabeth cried. ‘Look what’s happened now.’ She knelt down and started to gather up the pearls. ‘Come on, the least you could do is help.’


‘It wasn’t my fault,’ the younger girl insisted, a slight tremor in her voice.


‘Of course it wasn’t,’ Elizabeth muttered. ‘It never is.’ She scowled up at her sister. ‘Wait until I tell Granny about this.’


With that, Amber burst into tears.


‘Girls? What’s going on?’


Elizabeth and Amber both looked over to see their mother in the doorway. Before Elizabeth could explain, Amber fled from the room, howling loudly.


‘Amber!’ Isabelle called, but the girl didn’t stop. After a moment, her bedroom door slammed shut.


Isabelle turned reproachful eyes on her elder daughter. ‘What on earth’s the matter with Amber?’


‘She’s being a drama queen. As usual.’ Elizabeth explained about the broken necklace.


‘Well, it sounds to me as if it was an accident,’ Isabelle said tentatively, once she’d finished.


Elizabeth made no effort to disguise her outrage. ‘An accident! You know full well that she shouldn’t have been going through my stuff.’


Elizabeth wondered why she bothered. It was just like her mother to turn a blind eye to anything Amber did wrong. Three nannies had told Isabelle that she was far too lenient on her spoiled younger daughter. ‘You’re storing up a lot of problems for later on,’ the last one had warned. ‘She can’t be allowed to feel that acting out is an acceptable way to get your attention.’ Elizabeth had wholeheartedly agreed – but, yet again, Isabelle had failed to listen, allowing Amber to wear make-up and clothes that were far too old for her, no matter what William said.


Now Isabelle lowered her voice. ‘Please, Elizabeth. You know this . . . well, none of this has been easy on her.’


‘It hasn’t exactly been easy on any of us, has it, Mummy?’


Elizabeth waited for an answer. When none was forthcoming, she sighed. That was the problem with her mother – she was weak. She always took the path of least resistance. Like having this Caitlin O’Dwyer come to live with them. Elizabeth didn’t understand why she couldn’t have just said no to William – told him that it was unfair on her and his two legitimate children. But, as usual, she let herself be walked all over. What kind of woman stayed with someone who had humiliated her like that?


The girl gave an impatient shrug. ‘Anyway, I should have a shower.’


‘Yes, of course.’ Isabelle glanced at her watch. ‘You’d better get ready quickly. Caitlin—’


‘—will be here soon,’ Elizabeth cut in. ‘Yes. I know.’


Isabelle looked pained at the scornful tone in her child’s voice.


‘I’ll leave you to it, then,’ she said quietly.


Elizabeth was about to snap off a reply, when a sound from outside – car tyres creeping up the gravel driveway – stopped her. Instinctively, both mother and daughter turned towards the window. Damn, Elizabeth thought. There would be no time to shower or change now. She was here.




  

    

  


Chapter 3


‘Miss?’ The chauffeur glanced in the rearview mirror. The girl was lost in a daydream, staring blankly out of the tinted car window as she had for the past three hours, during the long drive west from London to Somerset. Of course now they were off the motorway, the scenery had improved. But even as the Bentley sped past lush green fields dotted with fat sheep and grazing cows, Perkins had a feeling that the view was the last thing on his charge’s mind. Hunched up by the door, chin buried in her hand, she looked very young and very sad, her grey mood at odds with the bright summer’s day outside. He almost felt bad disturbing her.


‘Miss?’ he said again, more loudly this time.


She started at his voice, automatically turning dull eyes towards him.


‘Hope I’m not bothering you, Miss Caitlin,’ he said gently. ‘But I thought you’d want to know that we’ll be arriving at Aldringham soon.’


‘Thank you,’ she said, polite but listless, then resumed looking out of the window before he could try to engage her in any further conversation. She hoped he didn’t think she was rude, but she couldn’t care less about reaching the Melvilles’ estate. She didn’t care about any of it. How could she, when the only reason she was here in the first place was because of what had happened to her mam? She felt her eyes filling with tears and impatiently brushed them away. She’d promised herself earlier that she wouldn’t cry again. Not until she was alone, at any rate.


It was six weeks since her mother’s funeral. Everyone had told her that it would get easier after that. What did they know? The previous evening, she’d gone to pack up the cottage. Under William’s instructions, it was to be sold as soon as possible. Going through her mam’s belongings had stirred up so many memories. When she hadn’t been able to face it any longer, Nuala had offered to take over. ‘I’ll know what she’d have wanted you to keep,’ the older woman had said kindly.


However, if Caitlin had thought that was bad, it couldn’t compare to today: to leaving Valleymount. Róisín hadn’t understood why her friend wasn’t more excited about getting out of their dull hometown and starting on a glamorous new life with a wealthy family. But for Caitlin, saying goodbye to all the places and people she knew was like losing the last connection to her mother. The flight – her first; the seat in business class; being met at Heathrow by the Melvilles’ driver with his sleek black car . . . All those luxuries meant nothing given the circumstances. No wonder she didn’t feel like making small talk.


They drove on in silence for a while longer, through market towns and picture postcard villages and onto a series of increasingly winding lanes bordered by pretty stone cottages, until Perkins finally pointed into the distance.


‘That’s where we’re ’eaded.’


Out of courtesy rather than any real interest, Caitlin leaned forward to get a glimpse of her new home. But then, as it came into view, she let out an involuntary gasp. To Caitlin, Aldringham looked like a Roman palace. It was a more acccurate description than she realised. In fact, it was a Palladian mansion, typical of the lavish countryside estates built during the eighteenth century, when the newly excavated ruins at Pompeii fostered a neo-classical revival in England. Perkins saw her reaction and grinned. ‘Impressive, ain’t it?’


Imposing, more like. Set on the crest of a hillside, it seemed to dominate the surroundings for miles. Late afternoon sunshine glinted off the white Portland stone and marble façade, blinding Caitlin for a moment. She blinked, trying to focus her vision. She couldn’t decide if she liked the building or not. On the one hand, it was undeniably beautiful. The vertical lines and symmetry of the architecture gave the house a feeling of grace and elegance. But there was also something cold about the strict geometric design, as though nothing out of the ordinary would be tolerated.


Five minutes later, Perkins turned onto a private road that led up to the entrance to Aldringham. Electronic gates swung soundlessly open and the Bentley pulled into the sweeping carriage driveway. Great cedars lined the pathway. Through their branches, Caitlin caught a brief glimpse of the grounds: fifty acres of untamed parkland rising to meet formal, manicured gardens leading up to the back of the house. A moment later, the landscape passed out of sight again and the car finally came to a stop.


Up until that point, Caitlin hadn’t given much thought to what her new situation would be like; she’d been too preoccupied with her grief. But suddenly, for the first time, she felt a shiver of trepidation run through her. However bad everything had been over the past few months, at least then she had been surrounded by friends, people like Nuala who cared. Now, she was going to live in a house full of strangers, who probably didn’t even want her there.


William stood on the North Front waiting to greet her. He looked just as intimidating as she remembered. Growing up, whenever she’d imagined what her father would be like, she’d always thought of someone like Róisín’s dad – a simple, kind man, someone familiar. William Melville was nothing like that. He was distant and aloof, with his cut-glass accent and stiff manner. Caitlin still found it hard to believe they were related.


She stood awkwardly as he bent to kiss her on each cheek. ‘Welcome to Aldringham, Caitlin.’ He turned to a well-kept woman who hovered a little way behind him. In an expensive-looking cream suit, her fair hair tied neatly back in a French pleat, she looked terribly elegant. ‘This is my wife, Isabelle.’


Caitlin felt a fresh set of nerves ripple through her. But, while she had been expecting a hostile greeting, Isabelle surprised her. Without any prompting, she walked forward and embraced Caitlin.


‘We’re so pleased to have you here, my dear.’ Her tone was soft and surprisingly sincere.


‘Good,’ William said, clearly pleased by the display. ‘Let’s go inside. My daughters are waiting to meet you.’


The hallway was every bit as magnificent as Caitlin had imagined, with a flagstone floor, oak panelled walls and a grand staircase that disappeared up into the rest of the house. She had no time to take it in, though, as William whisked her through a labyrinth of long, dark corridors. She tried to memorise her way back to the main hall, but eventually gave up.


Caitlin couldn’t help wondering what Elizabeth and Amber would be like. Growing up, she’d always wanted brothers and sisters, but she wasn’t sure she would have anything in common with girls who had been brought up in a place like this. As William pushed open the heavy mahogany doors to the drawing room, Caitlin plastered on a friendly smile and hoped she was about to be proved wrong. She wasn’t. Two resentful faces greeted her.


‘This is Elizabeth.’ William indicated a haughty blonde, sitting straight-backed on the velvet chaise longue.


Caitlin felt at once intimidated and envious. She couldn’t believe Elizabeth was only seventeen, just two years older than her. She looked so sophisticated. Even in her tennis outfit, following a gruelling afternoon on the court, she looked immaculate, not a hair out of place. Caitlin suddenly felt ashamed of her own slightly shabby appearance, her hand instinctively reaching up to smooth down her unruly thick locks.


‘Hi, Elizabeth.’ She gave a tentative smile. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’


Elizabeth smiled coolly up at her. ‘So nice to meet you, too.’ There was the faintest hint of sarcasm in the clipped upper-class tone.


Caitlin’s smile wavered. Elizabeth made no move to say anything else. She continued to stare up from her seat, flicking her long, fair hair back in a dismissive gesture.


Amber was another matter altogether. While Elizabeth seemed hostile, Amber clearly had no interest in the new arrival. As soon as she’d said hello, she asked to be excused.


Isabelle shot an apologetic look at Caitlin. ‘No, of course you can’t go yet,’ she said, clearly embarrassed. ‘Caitlin’s only just got here.’


Amber scowled in answer. Caitlin couldn’t believe it. Mam would never have allowed her to be so rude at that age. But then Amber was like no eleven-year-old she’d ever met. She was a beautiful little girl, her porcelain skin and pretty white-blonde ringlets making her seem almost cherubic. But her natural beauty had been spoiled by the way she’d been done up – to look like an adult. Her off-the-shoulder sundress looked out of place on her prepubescent body, as did the hot-pink lipstick and blue eye shadow. The whole effect was grotesque and unsettling.


There was a long silence. Caitlin studied the floor. William looked at all the three girls in turn, frowning as though he couldn’t quite understand why they weren’t bonding immediately. It was Isabelle who jumped in to cover the awkwardness.


‘Why don’t I pour everyone some tea? Caitlin, you must be hungry after your journey. Can I get the cook to fix you a snack?’


Caitlin, who had lost her appetite during the uncomfortable introductions, said she really wasn’t hungry, but did accept a cup of tea in a ridiculously fragile cup. As she sipped it carefully, terrified she might spill something on the expensive-looking rug, she wondered if this was going to get any easier.


It didn’t. Caitlin couldn’t help feeling relieved when, half an hour later, William finally suggested she go to her room to unpack.


‘That will give you a chance to settle in before dinner,’ he said. His gaze landed on Elizabeth, who was already on her feet. ‘Why don’t you show your sister to her room? She’s going to be in the Rose Suite. And perhaps you could give her a quick tour of the estate as well, so she can get her bearings.’


For a horrible moment, Caitlin thought that Elizabeth was going to object – but a look from William silenced her.


‘Fine.’ Sharp green eyes flicked onto Caitlin. ‘Well? Are you coming?’


Caitlin had to run to keep up with Elizabeth, as the older girl hurried her along another maze of corridors and then up two flights of stairs. These were a different set to the sweeping staircase in the hallway. Steep and covered in a dark-blue carpet – ‘the staff staircase,’ Elizabeth explained briefly. They were only using it because it was the quickest way to the East Wing, where Caitlin’s room was situated. Other than that, she didn’t venture any small talk along the way.


They finally reached a cream door. Elizabeth stopped outside and handed Caitlin the key. It was almost like being in a hotel.


‘I’m sure you’re exhausted, so why don’t we skip the tour?’ She didn’t give Caitlin a chance to reply. ‘Dinner’s at seven-thirty. Oh, and whatever you do, don’t be late. It’s the one thing that pisses Daddy off.’


She turned away, with a toss of glorious honey hair, leaving Caitlin standing alone in the hallway.


As Caitlin watched her go, tears welled in her eyes. She hadn’t thought she could feel any worse than she had these past few months. But being treated like that, with such utter disdain, made it all so much worse. In that moment, she’d never wanted her mother more.


Shoulders hunched, she unlocked the door to her new room. It was beautiful, of course – huge and luxurious. But Caitlin had no interest in the antique furniture or the breathtaking view across the gardens and parklands. Instead, she went to lie down on the four-poster bed, curled up into a ball, and cried.


‘She’s so weird.’


‘Amber!’ Elizabeth’s reproach was only half-hearted.


‘But she is weird,’ Amber insisted. ‘I mean, did you see that cardigan she was wearing? And those jeans. They were so shapeless. Definitely not Levis.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘God, I wouldn’t be caught dead looking like that.’


Despite herself, Elizabeth laughed. She didn’t usually like to gossip, considering it beneath her. But even she couldn’t resist discussing the new arrival. That was why she’d allowed Amber to come into her room despite the earlier incident with the necklace.


‘I know what you mean,’ Elizabeth mused. ‘She could do with a haircut, too.’


Long hair was all very well if you looked after it. But that tangle of black curls wasn’t doing Caitlin any favours. Not that she was unattractive. In fact, she was quite pretty, Elizabeth admitted grudgingly, in that very wild, Celtic way. It was just hard to tell when she did so little with herself.


Amber leaned across the bed. ‘You know,’ she stage-whispered, ‘I think she might be a bit slow, too.’


Elizabeth laughed again. ‘Why on earth do you say that?’


‘Because she was so quiet. She hardly said a word.’


Elizabeth considered this for a moment. ‘She’s probably just still upset about her mother.’ As she vocalised the thought, Elizabeth felt a sudden pang of guilt about the way she’d treated Caitlin so far. But she quickly quashed it. ‘Not that it’s got anything to do with us,’ she added hastily.


Amber nodded solemnly. ‘That’s right,’ she parroted. ‘It’s got nothing to do with us.’


Looking back later, Caitlin wasn’t sure how she got through that first month at Aldringham.


William disappeared the morning after she arrived. ‘He had to return to London,’ Isabelle informed her apologetically over breakfast. ‘Some emergency at the office. But I’m sure he’ll be back when he can.’


The last part was said unconvincingly. So much for wanting to get to know me, Caitlin thought, wondering why on earth he’d been so insistent about her coming to live with them. Maybe if he wasn’t that bothered about her being here, then he might let her go back home to Valleymount. But even as she let the hope enter her head, she somehow knew it was too much to wish for. For whatever reason, William wanted her here. She knew if Nuala could have changed his mind, she would have.


Later that morning, Elizabeth came to her room. She was clearly under instructions from her father to entertain their guest, and just as clearly not happy about the situation. ‘So what do you want to do today?’


Caitlin said, quite honestly, that she didn’t mind.


Elizabeth sighed. It obviously wasn’t the answer she’d been after. ‘Well, do you ride?’ she asked impatiently.


Caitlin shook her head.


‘Play tennis?’


Again, Caitlin shook her head.


‘Great,’ Elizabeth muttered under her breath. ‘Fine. Well, I guess I’ll have to teach you, then.’


Predictably, it was a disaster. After an hour of Elizabeth’s ill-tempered coaching, a red-faced and breathless Caitlin suggested going in. Elizabeth readily agreed. After that, Caitlin didn’t ask for any more lessons, and Elizabeth didn’t offer. They were just so different. Caitlin frankly found Elizabeth’s effortless confidence intimidating.


Surprisingly, it was Isabelle who was most kind to her.


‘Do you want to call that lady you were staying with?’ she offered a few days after Caitlin arrived. ‘Your mother’s friend – what was her name?’


‘Nuala. Aunty Nuala.’


‘Yes, of course. Nuala. Well, you know you can call Nuala whenever you want,’ Isabelle said kindly. ‘You don’t need to ask permission. There’s a phone in your room, so you can have some privacy.’


Caitlin decided to wait until the evening, when the family were more likely to be home. For the first time since she’d arrived at Aldringham, there was something to look forward to.


When she heard Nuala’s voice, she felt herself start to choke up.


‘Ah, it’s so good to speak to you, pet,’ her mother’s friend said warmly.


‘You, too,’ Caitlin sniffed. She didn’t trust herself to say anything else in case she started crying. She felt overwhelmed and embarrassed at the intensity of her emotions – after all, she hadn’t even been away a week.


‘Róisín’s here,’ Nuala said, seeming to sense that she was just about to break. ‘Why don’t I put her on?’


Talking to her friend was easier. ‘What’s the house like?’ she wanted to know. ‘Is it huge? Does it have a pool? When can I come to stay?’


‘The house is nice,’ Caitlin said vaguely, not wanting to talk about it. ‘Tell me what’s been going on with you instead.’


Róisín needed no further encouragement. ‘Ah, everything’s much the same here. Mary’s got herself a bloke, and her mam’s in bits about it . . .’ She chattered on happily for the next half an hour, until she was called away for her tea.


‘Ring me again soon!’ she said breezily.


Caitlin slowly replaced the receiver. The conversation had made her feel worse rather than better. It was horrible, knowing that all her friends were back in Valleymount and that she couldn’t be there with them.


To Caitlin’s relief, Isabelle tactfully avoided asking her about the call. She could be quite sensitive, Caitlin realised during those first few weeks. In fact, she wondered sometimes if Isabelle was as unhappy as she was at Aldringham. With William away so much, his wife filled her days lunching with friends or with charity work. She also spent a great deal of time shopping with Amber in London. More than once she invited Caitlin along. ‘We’d love you to come with us,’ she said, ignoring the face that Amber pulled. ‘And you must need a few new things before school starts.’


‘That’s an understatement,’ Amber muttered under her breath.


But so far, despite Isabelle’s repeated invitations, Caitlin hadn’t felt like going with them. Even though she was aware that her clothes were far cheaper and less trendy than those of the other two girls, it would seem somehow disloyal to replace her old things. Her mother had worked so hard to pay for them – it would be like a betrayal.


Apart from that, the family had pretty much left Caitlin to her own devices. It was still the summer holidays, and so she had endless hours to explore the house and grounds, and to indulge in her favourite pastimes of reading and sketching.


But she wasn’t happy. She missed her mother and Valleymount every day. Aldringham was beautiful but cold, like its inhabitants. Her room might have a walk-in wardrobe, separate sitting room and a luxurious marble bathroom, but every night Caitlin climbed into the four-poster bed, with its Frette bedlinen and goosefeather pillows, and then lay awake, longing for the simplicity of her old life and her real home.


She wondered when – or if – that feeling would ever go away.




  

    

  


Chapter 4


Caitlin’s difficulties settling in hadn’t gone unnoticed. William was aware of the problem and keen to resolve it. But right now, seated in his office at Melville’s London headquarters, he was concentrating on the business at hand: the quarterly performance figures.


Sitting with him were the two people he trusted most in the world: his mother, Rosalind, and brother, Piers. Forty per cent of the company might be listed on the London Stock Exchange, but Melville still operated very much as a family business. The main decisions were taken here, in William’s office, away from the boardroom – and the board, too.


Piers adjusted his glasses and began. ‘Obviously we’re still waiting for the final figures to come through. But the first cut of numbers looks promising.’


At thirty-nine, Piers Melville was a decade younger than William, but his slow, staid manner made him seem older. Like William, he was well-dressed and well-spoken, a true English gentleman, but that was where the similarity ended. While William was a strong, dark, imposing figure, with a sharp mind and commanding presence, Piers’s fair colouring and fine features gave him an air of fragility, especially when combined with his slightly plodding ways and distinct lack of charisma. But despite these failings – or perhaps because of them – Piers was ideally suited to his position as William’s right-hand man. His lack of personal ambition and unconditional loyalty to Melville meant he had never once questioned the fact that it was William, not he, who had been chosen to head up the family business.


‘Like-for-like sales are up five per cent,’ he went on now. ‘And there’s been an improvement of fifty basis points in the gross margin.’


William listened carefully as his brother ran through the numbers. Piers’s youthful shyness had grown into a thoughtfulness and attention to detail that made him the perfect Finance Director.


‘And where exactly is the growth coming from?’ William asked. It was a question he could guess the answer to, but he wanted to hear it anyway.


‘Mainly Melville Essentials.’


William flicked a pointed look over at his mother, Rosalind. The matriarch of the Melville family, she was a formidable lady. In her day, she had been singlehandedly responsible for taking the moderately successful English company and growing it into an internationally-renowned name. Now, at seventy, she looked a decade younger and was as sharp as anyone half her age.


She inclined her head, acknowledging his point.


‘I know, William.’ She sounded amused. ‘Yet again you’ve proved that Melville Essentials was an excellent idea.’


It was ridiculous, William knew, to want her to acknowledge that he was in the right. At fifty, he should be past such childish behaviour. But taking over from Rosalind hadn’t been easy for William. She might have been a Melville by marriage rather than blood, but she had more claim to this company than anyone else. For three decades, Rosalind had run Melville with indisputable success. She was always going to be a hard act to follow.


When William had finally taken over from her in 1972, he had been determined to make his own mark on the company. He was over thirty and felt like he had no time to spare. By then, Melville had fourteen stores in major cities throughout the world. With the oil crisis and subsequent recession in the US and Europe, William had decided against further store openings. Global expansion had been his mother’s innovation – he needed a new strategy.


So he’d taken stock of Melville’s strengths and weaknesses. The ready-to-wear line had never performed brilliantly; the bulk of sales had always been from accessories – handbags and shoes. With this and the poor world economy in mind, William had decided to produce a range of products at a lower price point than the traditional handcrafted leather goods. Still bearing the Melville monogram, the new line of cosmetic cases, purses and bags would be manufactured using lower-cost materials, and sold in department stores and perfumeries. The idea was to bring Melville products to a new set of consumers – those who would be too intimidated to enter a designer store.


Rosalind had opposed the idea, arguing that a cheaper line had no place in a luxury goods firm, but William had forced the change through – and his strategy had worked. Melville Essentials was such a success that it began to rival the traditional goods. When Melville’s sales hit £300 million in the late eighties, Rosalind had finally admitted she had been wrong. It was a great moment for William. In less than twenty years, he had tripled sales and quadrupled profits. As Forbes had observed last year: William Melville is the linchpin of the world’s foremost fashion dynasty. He still kept a copy of that article in the top drawer of his desk.
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