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    Chapter One




    When Erin Joyce closed the hall door behind her and set off down the drive she could hear PJ whistling as he watered the plants, Gracie playing hopscotch with an old shoe-polish tin, and the chatter of her German guests as they packed up the car in readiness for another outing tomorrow. As she turned into the lane the sounds receded and she was left with just the birdsong, the gravel crunching under her sandals and the distant hum of a tractor. She walked briskly, breathing in the fragrant summer evening. The hedgerow thinned as she rounded the bend and Erin could see the glistening water of the lough and the outline of Mark’s boat moored near the shore. She knew that he would probably be onboard, preparing for a fishing trip the next morning. Business was good in July and though the weather had been erratic, it never affected the fishing. Mark would be kept busy through the summer months and well into autumn. Then he would take care of any maintenance work on the boat or house before he and Marguerite shut the restaurant for a few days and went to visit her mother in France.




    Sometimes Erin forgot that Marguerite was French. She had been in Ireland so long and had cultivated a strange, lilting accent and a unique language. Ronan called it Franglais. It always made her customers smile. Mind you, just walking into Marguerite’s restaurant was enough to make you feel happy. It was more like someone’s sitting room than a formal dining room with its big squashy sofas in soft, pastel shades and old oak tables with glass vases of garden flowers. In the evenings, Marguerite or Sean would light small oil lamps, creating an intimate, romantic glow around each table. Even if the food wasn’t marvellous – but it was – people would still be drawn to the restaurant simply because it was a lovely place to be. Erin rarely had the time to eat there during the summer season but at least once a week she would make the ten-minute walk to Dijon, which was named for Marguerite’s home town, to join her friend for a glass of wine and a chat. They had known each other for nearly four years now, since Erin came to Dunbarra, and had been friends almost as long. Marguerite was the girlfriend that Erin never had before and they were close despite the fact that, at thirty-eight, Marguerite was seven years older than her.




    Erin had not planned to come up tonight. Two new guests were arriving the next day and there was much to be done before then. But Marguerite had sounded distracted and anxious when she phoned and so Erin had immediately agreed.




    When she finally turned on to the main road, such as it was, the restaurant loomed in front of her and she noted there were three cars out front. Not bad for nine o’clock on a Monday night.




    As she pushed open the door, Erin paused to inhale the wonderful aromas of Marguerite’s cooking.




    ‘Well, good evening, Erin, how are ye?’




    She opened her eyes and smiled. ‘I’m fine, Sean. Duck on the menu tonight, then?’




    ‘It is. Are you going to try some?’




    ‘No, I’ve already had beans sur toast.’ Erin laughed, crossing to the beautiful oak bar that ran along one side of the room and climbing up on a stool.




    Sean stood with his two large hands planted on the counter and raised an eyebrow. ‘Some wine, then?’




    ‘Yes, please,’ she said, combing her long, golden-brown hair back from her face with her fingers.




    ‘Marguerite won’t be long. She’s just finishing off two main courses.’




    Erin looked around the restaurant. There were five parties in all. Two businessmen at a centre table; a couple in the corner flirting madly; three older couples, local people, sipping coffee and liqueurs; a foursome arguing good-naturedly over desserts; and Erin’s latest guest, a rather overbearing American woman, sitting alone at a table for two with just some wine and bread in front of her. ‘What about Mrs Bell?’ she whispered and nodded in the woman’s direction.




    Sean leaned across the bar and bent his head to hers. ‘I think she’s been stood up.’




    Erin groaned. ‘But it’s her silver wedding anniversary! Her husband had some business in Dublin and said he’d meet her here at eight. I hope he hasn’t broken down.’




    ‘He probably got lost. Most people do.’




    ‘I doubt it. I gave her very explicit directions earlier. Should I go over and talk to her?’




    Sean frowned. ‘Better not. It might just embarrass her.’




    ‘Yeah, you’re right.’




    Marguerite Hayes emerged from the kitchen with food for the romantic couple. ‘Erin! I’ll be with you in a flash.’ After ensuring they had everything they needed, she came over to join her friend.




    Erin stood to embrace her. ‘How are you?’ They exchanged three kisses and Marguerite slipped on to the next stool. She looked tired and tendrils of hair clung damply to her forehead with the heat of the kitchen, but her dark eyes danced in her beautiful face and she was, as always, smiling.




    ‘You only ever kiss me twice,’ Sean grumbled with a wink at Erin.




    Marguerite held up her hands, wide-eyed. ‘But you must remember, I am married to a very jealous man.’




    ‘My Mary’s the same,’ said the waiter, who was portly, sixty-four and had just celebrated his fortieth wedding anniversary. ‘Are you having a glass of wine, boss?’




    Marguerite scanned the room, her eyes settling on Sandra Bell. ‘I’d better stick with fizzy water for now, Sean.’ She turned to Erin. ‘So how have you been, my friend? Busy?’




    ‘As always. Before I forget, I have a new crop of potatoes coming up tomorrow. Want some?’




    Marguerite clapped her hands. ‘Oh, bien sûr, please! And the watercress and courgettes?’




    ‘I’ll deliver them all in the morning,’ Erin promised. ‘You’ll be pleased with the lamb’s lettuce too. It’s particularly sweet.’




    ‘Good, it goes so well with the trout and I have a full house tomorrow night – businessmen from Belfast on some kind of bonding trip.’ Marguerite rolled her eyes. ‘Mark is taking them out for the day and then they’re coming to me for dinner.’




    ‘I have a German family staying who are interested in doing a bit of fishing.’




    ‘No problem. Just give them Mark’s card.’




    Erin nodded. ‘Will do.’




    ‘We have quite the little cottage industry,’ Marguerite laughed. ‘Between you and the guest house and the market garden, Paddy Burke and his bread and cakes, Mark with his fishing trips—’




    ‘And Ronan and his eggs,’ Erin added. ‘We’re almost self-sufficient.’




    ‘Speaking of Ronan,’ Marguerite raised an eyebrow, ‘How are things between you two?’




    Erin grimaced. ‘Better, I think. He certainly doesn’t seem to be sulking as much.’




    ‘I’m glad. Of course I still think you were crazy to turn him down . . .’




    ‘Please don’t go there,’ Erin begged. ‘You know how I feel about marriage and I was always completely honest with Ronan too.’




    ‘You were,’ Marguerite conceded. ‘And I will say no more.’




    Erin smiled. ‘Good.’




    ‘Tell me, are you fully booked at the moment?’




    ‘Thankfully, yes.’




    ‘Ah.’




    Erin watched a frown pucker Marguerite’s smooth brow. ‘What is it?’




    ‘I was hoping for a favour. There is someone I know who needs lodgings.’




    ‘I will see what I can do to help. How long do they want to stay? Is it just the one person?’




    Marguerite’s eyes met hers. ‘It’s Sebastian, Erin.’




    ‘Sebastian?’ Erin stared.




    ‘He needs a place to stay for a while.’ Marguerite hurried on, ‘I was hoping maybe you could put him up.’




    Erin was dumbstruck. Why would Marguerite’s half-brother and multimillionaire movie star, want to stay in her humble guest house? He stayed in his Mayfair penthouse when he was in London, the George V when he was in Paris and the Shelbourne when he was in Dublin. Mostly he divided his time between LA, where he was based, and New York, where his ex-wife and two kids lived. The only time Sebastian had visited Marguerite since Erin moved here he’d stayed in the luxurious K Club in Kildare and rented a helicopter to take him the twenty-minute flight to Dunbarra. Erin had met him only briefly. He was a very handsome man with the same dark eyes as his sister but there, Erin thought, the similarity ended. He didn’t have Marguerite’s warmth and he had a slightly pompous and condescending attitude that she found annoying.




    ‘When is he coming?’ she asked at last, realizing Marguerite was waiting for an answer.




    Marguerite tugged absently at a loose thread on her chef’s whites. ‘He says he will arrive next week, but I have no idea how long he plans to stay.’




    ‘I’m not sure I can help.’ Erin shrugged feeling secretly relieved. ‘The only room I’d have available is a tiny single and it doesn’t even have an en suite. I’d have nowhere to put the rest of his –’ Erin just managed to stop herself saying lackeys – ‘team.’




    ‘He is travelling alone,’ Marguerite said quickly, ‘and I don’t think he’ll care where you put him.’ She paused and then looked straight at Erin. ‘He’s had some sort of a breakdown.’




    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Marguerite.’ Erin put her hand on her friend’s shoulder, her hazel eyes full of concern.




    ‘I don’t really know what has happened to him. He called a couple of days ago sounding so . . .’ Marguerite wrung her hands, ‘distrait. He wanted to come and stay with me but, of course,’ Marguerite gestured at the ceiling, ‘there isn’t room in our flat to swing a rat.’




    ‘Cat,’ Erin corrected her.




    ‘Yes.’ Marguerite nodded. ‘So I thought of you. The Gatehouse is the perfect place. It will give him the peace and tranquillity he craves and he won’t have to worry about fans or journalists following him to Dunbarra.’




    ‘Don’t be too sure,’ Erin warned. ‘There’s no escape from the press any more. Surely the first place they’ll look for him is with his family?’




    ‘They don’t know I am family. Maman never approved of us keeping in touch. It still upsets her to be reminded that Papa had an affair. She refuses to even talk about Sebastian and so, out of deference to her, he’s never told anyone about us.’




    Erin was surprised and gratified that Sebastian was capable of showing such consideration.




    ‘Oh, Erin, please do this for me. I will feel much happier if Sebastian is close by, where I can keep an eye on him.’




    Erin looked at the worry in her friend’s face and realized she had no choice. She must make this work. Marguerite had done so much for her since she came to Dunbarra. ‘Of course he can come. I will find somewhere to put him.’




    Marguerite enveloped her in a warm hug. ‘You are an angel!’




    A scream from the other side of the room made them jump apart and Erin turned in time to see Sandra Bell drop her glass and burst into noisy tears.




    She and Marguerite looked at each other and then hurried over to the woman’s side.




    ‘Mrs Bell, what is it?’ Marguerite asked. ‘Are you ill?’




    The woman continued to sob loudly but didn’t answer.




    Erin crouched down and looked up into her face. ‘Mrs Bell? Are you okay?’




    Her hands shaking, Mrs Bell gave her mobile to Erin.




    Erin looked from the American to the screen, puzzled. And then she saw it was a text message. She read it aloud.




    ‘“Sorry Sandra. Not coming. Not today. Not ever. It’s over.”’




    ‘Oh, poor Madame Bell!’ Marguerite put a comforting arm around her shoulders. ‘Cognac,’ she instructed Sean, who’d been hovering nervously in the background.




    ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Bell.’ Erin set the phone down. ‘What a terrible shock.’ The woman’s eyes were red, her face blotchy and she clutched Erin’s hand, making her wince.




    ‘How could he?’ she wailed. ‘It’s our anniversary. And he didn’t even have the balls to say it to my face. He ends our marriage with a text message.’




    ‘It is not the behaviour of a gentleman,’ Marguerite agreed. ‘He is a shit.’




    Erin shot her a look.




    Marguerite shrugged, unrepentant. ‘Well, he is.’




    Sean appeared with a large cognac and quickly disappeared again.




    ‘Is there anything we can do, Mrs Bell? Can I phone someone for you?’ Erin asked as the woman knocked back the drink.




    ‘Call me Sandra. There’s no one here. My kids are both in the States. I’m all alone.’ This realization unleashed another torrent of tears.




    Erin patted the fleshy, beringed hand distractedly, wondering what on earth she could say to console her. ‘I’ll call the airline as soon as we get back to the Gatehouse and see if we can get your flight changed. I’m sure it won’t be a problem.’




    ‘Are you crazy?’ Sandra looked horrified. ‘I’ve told everyone about this romantic anniversary trip Jerry organized for us. I can’t go back and tell them he dumped me. I’ll be a laughing stock.’




    ‘Of course you won’t,’ Marguerite soothed her. ‘Your friends will be on your side. And surely you want to be with your family at a time like this?’




    ‘No way.’ Sandra was adamant. ‘He’s booked and paid for three weeks, hasn’t he?’




    Erin smiled politely. ‘Yes.’




    ‘Then I’m staying. I need time to figure out what I’m going to do and what I’ll say to the kids. Oh, I miss my kids.’ And she dropped her head on her arms and wept.




    Marguerite slipped away to have a quiet word with the other diners, who were beginning to eye Sandra with a mixture of curiosity and irritation. Erin stuffed some napkins into Sandra’s hand and helped her to her feet. ‘Let’s get you back to the Gatehouse.’




    ‘But I haven’t paid for the wine—’




    ‘It’s on the house, Mrs Bell,’ Marguerite said, coming back to join them. ‘And Sean will drop you both home.’




    ‘Of course I will.’ The waiter hurried over, rustling in his pocket for his car keys.




    Sandra Bell nodded. ‘Thank you.’




    Marguerite smiled and gave Erin a quick hug. ‘Thank you for your kindness, my friend. I’ll be in touch with the details.’




    ‘No problem,’ Erin said with a bright smile. And linking her arm through Sandra’s, she led her out to Sean’s car.




    

       

    




    Chapter Two




    Hazel rinsed her brush in the jar of water and then dipped it into the azure blue. Gracie was sitting on the grass at her feet, arranging pebbles in a row. Hazel smiled at the deep concentration on her daughter’s face then turned her attention back to the watercolour on the easel in front of her.




    ‘That’s nice.’




    Hazel looked up at the man standing over her. ‘Thanks, PJ.’




    He put his head on one side and frowned. ‘What is it exactly?’




    She laughed and nodded towards the view in front of them. ‘It’s not a good sign if you have to ask.’




    ‘You wouldn’t want to mind me, girl. What I know about art you could put on the back of a postage stamp. But I like the colours.’ He crouched down beside the child and smiled. ‘And how are you today, young lady?’ Gracie gave him a thumbs-up, making him laugh. ‘Would you like to come and help me dig up some potatoes?’




    Gracie looked at her mother and Hazel nodded. ‘Thanks, PJ. Send her back if she’s too much for you.’




    ‘Ah, sure, she’s a great little helper, so she is. You get on with your work. We’ll be grand.’




    Gracie jumped to her feet and put her hand in his.




    Hazel watched as the two of them disappeared in the direction of the market garden. How lucky she’d been to stumble upon Dunbarra and the Gatehouse. If ever she was to rediscover her talent, surely it had to be here in this beautiful haven with its resident babysitter. Gracie normally shrank from people, especially adults, but she had taken to PJ instantly. Hazel knew it was because he hadn’t bombarded her with questions as so many adults did with shy children. He’d waited patiently and it wasn’t long before Gracie was shooting him curious glances and smiling when she heard him whistling. And she’d actually laughed out loud the day PJ had dropped the hose sending a spray of water all over the place, himself included. He’d smiled kindly as he’d shaken himself like a dog and Hazel knew it was all just a performance to amuse her daughter. Not many people took the trouble to make Gracie comfortable. After the initial inquisition – why doesn’t she speak? Is she deaf? – most dismissed her. But not PJ.




    Hazel judged PJ to be in his late sixties, early seventies. He was tall but slightly stooped and though he pretended to be a simple man, intelligence shone from his sharp, green eyes. A smile was never far from his lips and Hazel had never heard him raise his voice other than in song or laughter. Hazel had assumed that he was also a guest because he ate in the dining room with the other guests each morning and his room was along the hallway from hers, yet he was always working in the market garden and treated the guest house as his home. Also, Erin Joyce, their elegant and attractive hostess, treated him more like a beloved uncle than a paying guest. Perhaps he was.




    PJ talked a lot about anything and everything and, though not normally a chatty person, Hazel was surprised to find she actually enjoyed his company. Whether it was because he never asked any searching questions or simply the kindness in those eyes, Hazel couldn’t say. Whatever it was, she liked him and Gracie obviously adored the man. And she had learned that her daughter was a good judge of character.




    Hazel turned her attention back to the canvas in front of her. She wanted to finish this painting this morning. She mixed some white with the blue and dabbed the brush across the top of the canvas in an effort to recreate the cloudy sky. She frowned in concentration and added some more white until she was satisfied with the effect. It didn’t bother her too much that PJ hadn’t recognized her painting as the view before them. Her aim wasn’t to replicate the landscape but to attempt to capture its essence. With each day that passed, she felt she was getting closer to her goal. She mixed some black into the blue-grey mixture to create the darker hue of the lough in the distance. A small white dab on the horizon was enough to represent Mark Hayes’s boat.




    A shriek of amusement in the distance made her look up. Her daughter’s laughter was a rare and precious sound but thankfully more common since they’d arrived in Dunbarra. Maybe in this peaceful, beautiful place she would talk again. Hazel prayed that it would be so. But she wasn’t sure if she could afford to stay here much longer. They’d arrived almost five weeks ago now on what was supposed to be a short break to allow Hazel a chance to think and decide what to do next. But it was hard to leave Dunbarra and even harder to leave the Gatehouse. Still, Hazel realized she needed to find a more permanent base and a job, but the latter would not be easy given she had a four-year-old to look after.




    The perfect scenario would be if she could turn her painting into a full-time occupation. Was it just a pipe dream or finally a real possibility? Hazel wasn’t sure but she had been feeling more confident and optimistic about her art in the last few weeks. She thought of the tattered newspaper cutting in her wallet that, nearly six years on, she still carried everywhere.
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    Time may have passed but if she had promise then, why not now? Surely it was like riding a bike? She looked around at the luscious, wild garden and then back at the old stone house with its ludicrous pink door. If she couldn’t find inspiration here, there was no hope.




    *




    ‘Well, isn’t it well for some?’




    Mark opened one eye and looked up to see Ronan Masterson standing on the quayside watching him. He smiled, stood up and stretched. ‘This is the first chance I’ve had to take a breather all day,’ he protested.




    ‘Of course it is.’




    Mark used his hand to shield his eyes and appraised his friend. ‘What are you doing all dressed up? Got a hot date?’




    Ronan laughed. He was wearing an old tweed blazer over his cleanest jeans and he was wearing shoes instead of his usual working boots or wellies. ‘Unfortunately not. I was in Mullingar for a meeting with my accountant.’




    Mark groaned. ‘I’d say that was fun.’




    ‘You’d be wrong.’




    Mark searched his face, his expression sober. ‘Problems?’




    ‘There are always problems with organic farming,’ Ronan assured him but he was smiling.




    ‘Well, now that you’ve got a jacket on why don’t you bring Erin up to the restaurant for dinner?’




    ‘I’ve already been knocked back, mate. She says she’s up to her eyes. Two new guests arrived today and she also said something about looking after a deserted American.’




    ‘Oh, that would be the woman who broke down at Dijon last night. Apparently the husband dumped her, and on their anniversary too. She’s staying at the Gatehouse.’




    ‘Poor Erin, no wonder she sounded so flustered.’




    ‘There’s more,’ Mark said darkly.




    ‘I’d love to stand here and listen to all the news –’ Ronan smacked his lips together – ‘only I’m awful thirsty.’




    Mark grinned. ‘Let me grab a shower and I’ll meet you in the pub in an hour.’




    Ronan climbed back into his jeep and drove the short distance to the Gatehouse.




    Erin was putting down the phone when he walked into reception. She looked up in surprise and smiled. ‘Ronan! What are you doing here? I told you I was too busy to go out tonight.’




    ‘I’m fine, thanks. How are you?’ he said mildly, his blue eyes twinkling with amusement.




    ‘Sorry.’ She gave him an embarrassed, apologetic smile as she reached up to kiss him. ‘It’s been a mad day.’




    ‘I’ll forgive you.’ He produced a package from behind his back with a flourish. ‘I was in Mullingar so I got this for you.’




    She frowned as she opened the bag and then grinned in delight. ‘A new cartridge for my printer! Oh, Ronan, that’s great, thanks.’




    He shook his head sorrowfully. ‘You’re easily pleased. Now I must go. I have a hot date.’




    ‘Tell Mark I said hi,’ she said, walking him to the door.




    He laughed and kissed her again. ‘See ya.’




    ‘See ya.’




    Erin stood watching as he went out to the car, then she waved at Hazel, who was sitting on the wooden bench at the bottom of the garden with her sketch pad on her lap. When the girl had been paying her weekly bill she had asked, yet again, to extend her stay. Between that and Sebastian coming to stay life was becoming very complicated; Erin wasn’t sure where she’d put everyone. But a family from Cardiff had called this morning to cancel their booking so, with some juggling about, Erin could just about cater for everyone. The cancellation had filled her with foreboding of the difficult times ahead. Already two other guest-house owners in the area had reported that business was way down on last year. Because of the Gatehouse’s lakeside location Erin hadn’t had any problems but she knew it was only a matter of time. She sighed and turned to go back inside. She would have loved to enjoy the last of the sunshine but she still had beds to make up – her new guests were due within the hour – and a pile of ironing was also awaiting her attention. And she should really check on Sandra Bell again.




    The woman had kept to her room most of the day but Erin had knocked a few times to deliver strong coffee and a light lunch. It wasn’t a service she normally provided but it was the only way she felt she could help. She had no words of comfort to offer. At first Sandra had hardly spoken, but the last time Erin had looked in, she’d seemed inclined to open up. Erin had extracted herself with difficulty. She felt bad about it but she did have a guest house to run. Anyway, she was the last person in the world to offer advice on romantic problems and she had never been very good at the whole girly, heart-to-heart business. Marguerite would attest to that.




    When Erin had first come to the Gatehouse as a guest she’d kept very much to herself. She’d spent her days wandering along the banks of the lough or in the garden watching PJ work or sitting on the bench where Hazel was just absorbing the wonderful stillness of the scene. Very occasionally she’d call into Dijon for an early, solitary dinner and find herself laughing when Sean flirted outrageously with her, and also opening up to Marguerite’s warm, friendly nature. The relationship started slowly but, over time, she and Marguerite had become firm friends and Erin was glad to have the older woman in her life. But in those early days the only person she had really talked to was PJ. Sometimes she would accompany him to the pub and, as she sipped a glass of Guinness, he would talk about his love of gardening and give a humorous running commentary on everyone who came through the door. Days turned into weeks and though Erin knew she should have been out looking for a job and planning her future she couldn’t bring herself to leave the Gatehouse. And then Ivy, the taciturn owner, announced that she was putting the business up for sale and, as soon as she got a decent offer, was retiring to Florida with her widowed sister. Erin was taken aback, as was PJ, and tentatively she asked him what his plans were.




    ‘I’d like to stay, wouldn’t you?’




    ‘Of course, but how?’ she’d asked.




    ‘You could always buy the place.’




    Erin had at first dismissed the suggestion but the more she thought about it, the more she realized that it wasn’t such a bad idea. Her background was in the hotel business and she did need a job. And it would mean she could stay on in this wonderful place where she was happier than she had been in years. Three months later, Ivy was on a plane to America and Erin was the new and very nervous owner of a six-bedroom guest house.




    

       

    




    Chapter Three




    The day of Sebastian Gray’s arrival dawned dull and grey. Erin hoped it wasn’t a bad omen. She was ready for him but it didn’t stop her running around like a mad thing, her ‘to do’ list in the back pocket of her jeans.




    ‘I didn’t know we were having royalty to stay,’ PJ teased as she polished the mirror in the sitting room. He was in an armchair by the window, supposedly reading.




    ‘Haven’t you anything better to do?’ Erin retorted, slightly out of breath.




    He lowered the newspaper to look at her. ‘That’s no way to talk to your valued guests.’




    Erin flopped into the chair opposite. She looked at him with worried eyes. ‘This is never going to work, is it?’




    PJ smiled. ‘It will be grand, darling, stop worrying.’




    ‘But what’s he going to do all day?’




    ‘Not your problem,’ PJ pointed out. ‘Make sure he’s comfortable and give him a good breakfast and then leave him to his own devices. Doubtless he’ll spend all his time with Marguerite or flying between here and Dublin or Shannon. We’ll probably hardly see him.’




    ‘I just wish I knew how long he was going to stay. Marguerite seems to have no idea.’




    ‘Well, once he’s paying, what difference does it make?’ PJ said reasonably.




    ‘I don’t know. I just feel sure Sebastian Gray will disrupt things.’ Erin picked distractedly at a fingernail as she talked and PJ reached out a hand to still hers.




    ‘If it bothers you so much, why did you agree to let him stay?’




    ‘I couldn’t let Marguerite down,’ Erin said simply.




    ‘No, so now you must just make the best of it.’




    She sighed. ‘Yes. Well, I’ve put him in the cabin so at least if he’s playing loud music or “entertaining”, the other guests won’t be disturbed.’




    PJ frowned over his glasses. ‘You’re giving him your room? Are ye mad, woman?’




    Erin shrugged. ‘The only spare room I have at the moment is just too small; I couldn’t put him in there.’




    ‘And why not? If he’d wanted luxury he would have gone to a five-star hotel.’




    ‘No, I think it will be better for everyone – me included – if he’s under a separate roof.’




    PJ grunted and went back to his paper. Erin pulled out her list and studied it. Most of her household chores were done but she still had several things to do in the garden. At times like this she wondered how wise it was to try to run two businesses at once. The market garden was only a small sideline but she supplied a range of organic vegetables to Marguerite, a few other restaurants and a popular greengrocer in Mullingar, so quality was all important. Erin was careful to keep her range small and select and also to go for more unusual varieties. Her specialities were seven different types of salad leaves that varied in texture and colour – the chefs loved that – and some of the more unusual herbs that rarely took to Irish soil. They required a lot of love and care and vigilance and, at the moment, she knew she wasn’t paying them enough attention.




    PJ folded his paper and stood up. ‘Best get out and see to that garden.’




    Erin looked at him in surprise. ‘What about your nap?’ PJ always had a quick snooze in the chair after lunch.




    ‘Sure, how can I sleep with the racket you’re making with all this bloody cleaning?’ he grumbled.




    ‘Sorry. But I’ve only the windows left and then I’ll come and give you hand.’




    ‘Windows.’ PJ headed for the door. ‘As if he’ll even notice!’




    Erin followed him outside and took the path around the side of the house to the cabin. She never really understood why it had been called that. It wasn’t a quaint, wooden construction but a plain, stone chalet that Ivy had built for herself almost ten years ago. It had a bedroom, bathroom, galley kitchen and a small sitting room with a wonderful view of the lough. Erin was going to miss that but it would probably only be for a week, maybe two. She couldn’t imagine Sebastian Gray staying in Dunbarra longer than that. The quiet life would surely drive him mad and he’d soon miss the buzz of his very public life.




    Erin checked, yet again, that she’d left out enough towels and that there were spare pillows and blankets in the wardrobe. She’d lugged most of her belongings up into the small loft above. Marguerite and PJ would be horrified if they knew but Erin couldn’t bear the thought of leaving her private possessions for Sebastian to snoop through when he got bored. She’d left the kitchen stocked with the basics and a colourful bowl of fruit sat on the counter. She’d thought of leaving a bottle of wine in the fridge but that seemed over the top. She didn’t want to make Sebastian feel too welcome, just enough to keep Marguerite happy. She felt guilty for being so suspicious of her friend’s brother. She found it hardly credible that such a rich and successful man was having a breakdown. What on earth had he to be sad about? Sure, his marriage had fallen apart but that had happened years ago now and, Marguerite told her, had been his own fault. So what could be troubling him so much that he’d had a breakdown? Perhaps he’d discovered his first grey hair or found a wrinkle or maybe one of his teenage girlfriends had dumped him. Bitchy, Erin told herself, smiling as she sprayed the front window and started to polish.




    Finally satisfied that the cabin was as clean as she could make it, Erin locked up and checked her watch. There was still plenty of time before Sebastian and Marguerite arrived so she would easily get some gardening chores done. She stopped at the house to toss her polish and cloth into the hall, then crossed the lawn towards the market garden. She spotted Hazel Patterson down near the gate, bent over her easel, engrossed in her work. Even from here Erin could see the splash of red that represented the roses at the edge of the driveway. Although she mostly painted landscapes, Hazel had also painted the house from various angles and shyly presented Erin with her favourite. It was the view from the end of the lane where you turned off the road and caught a first glimpse of the glistening stone building with its pink door. Erin had hung it in the hall so it was the first thing people saw when they walked in. It always made her smile and many guests paused to admire it. She must tell Hazel to leave some business cards on the hall table. It was clear that the girl was short of cash. She never ate at Dijon and only occasionally visited the pub. She and Gracie mostly ate a large breakfast and then had sandwiches either in their room or in the garden. Erin had taken to giving them larger portions and putting an extra couple of rolls in the bread basket.




    ‘Feeding the poor again?’ PJ had commented one morning, from his table in the corner.




    ‘No idea what you’re talking about,’ Erin had said, with a grin. PJ didn’t miss much.




    Erin passed under the archway, walked through the orchard and on into the vegetable garden. PJ was on his knees, working on a small area that had been sectioned off with pink ribbon. Gracie worked alongside him, a small, pink-handled spade in one hand and a fork in the other. ‘Well, well, you two look busy.’




    PJ looked up with a sheepish grin. ‘I was just teaching young Gracie a bit about gardening. I thought it would be better if she had her own vegetable patch. I was going to mention it later. It’s just a few spuds, carrots and lettuces and of course I’ll look after it . . .’




    ‘I think it’s a great idea, PJ. What do you think, Gracie? Would you like to be a gardener when you grow up?’




    Gracie thought for a moment then shook her head.




    ‘No? So what would you like to be?’




    Gracie moved her hands as if she were dabbing a brush in a palette and then painting.




    PJ laughed. ‘An artist, just like your mother.’




    Gracie nodded.




    ‘I’m sure you’ll be as wonderful as she is.’ Erin smiled. ‘I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to turn the compost, PJ.’




    ‘No, you’ve enough on your plate today. I’ll do it.’




    ‘Are you sure?’




    He winked at her. ‘No problem.’




    ‘Thanks, PJ.’




    She wandered on down the garden, between the drills of vegetables, stopping every so often to check the moisture of the soil and look for signs of pests. Insects and snails were the biggest threat to the garden, to her whole business. It was a constant battle protecting young plants and vigilance was imperative. Life was easier for a gardener in July, though. Apart from watering, feeding and guarding the plants from predators, there was little to do. Each morning after breakfast, Erin would pick the vegetables and herbs that her customers wanted and once they were delivered, she could concentrate on her housekeeping. Nora Murray, a local woman, came in three times a week supposedly to help but she was incredibly unreliable and Erin did most of the chores herself.




    The market garden brought in a nice little income which she’d tried to share with PJ, but he wouldn’t take a penny, joking that she should be charging him for occupational therapy that kept him from premature senility. Erin knew what a proud man he was so she didn’t argue with him but instead repaid him by cooking him meals, doing his laundry and adding a few extra comforts to his room, the largest in the house. He now had a small TV, a coffee-maker, kettle and a mini fridge. Erin had bought a soft, leather chair with a built-in footrest and positioned it by the large bay window that overlooked the front garden. She’d also bought him a small music system so he could listen to the radio or his beloved country and western music. He grumbled that she shouldn’t be spending her hard-earned money on him but Erin knew he appreciated it and it made her happy to do it for him.




    PJ had taught her everything he knew about gardening, including the tricks he’d picked up through experience. He had been a horticulturist in Dublin for many years and the breadth of his knowledge was truly impressive. He encouraged her to be adventurous and imaginative with her range of produce and though she’d been nervous at first, the positive feedback from the local chefs had given her the confidence to persevere. Now, many of the vegetables they grew were to order, resulting in a more profitable business.




    Glancing at her watch, Erin realized that Marguerite and her brother would be here soon. She quickened her step and hurried back to the house, hoping that she would have time to tidy herself before they got here.




    As it turned out it was almost two hours later before the taxi pulled up outside the Gatehouse. The house was quiet as PJ had gone to the pub to meet some friends, Hazel and Gracie were watching a video, Sandra was in her room, and the two Dublin women had gone into Mullingar for the evening. Erin was tidying the kitchen when she heard the car. Wiping her hands, she rushed out to greet her new guest, glancing in the hall mirror as she passed. She had already changed into a clean, pink T-shirt and denim skirt and her long, golden-brown hair was tied back in a neat ponytail.




    She opened the door and watched as Marguerite emerged from the car. ‘Hi!’ she said, injecting enthusiasm into her voice, but her smile faded as she saw the pinched expression on her friend’s pale face.




    ‘Hello, Erin. Sorry we’re late.’




    ‘No problem. Was it the traffic on the N4? It’s always terrible on a Friday . . .’




    She trailed off as Sebastian Gray got out of the car. She stared. Could this really be the same man? She would never have recognized him had they just met in the street. He looked thin and frail; his shoulders were rounded and slumped. His hair was cut close to his head like a convict’s, and he had large, dark circles under bloodshot eyes. Erin wondered if he was on drugs. She didn’t like the idea of having a drug addict under her roof but she couldn’t renege on her promise now.




    ‘Sebastian, you remember Erin Joyce?’ Marguerite addressed him like a parent encouraging a shy child.




    He lifted his head and looked blankly at Erin. ‘Hi.’




    She thought of the last time she’d met him and how his eyes had sparkled and his whole persona had oozed charisma. ‘Hello, Sebastian, good to see you again. Come on in and I’ll make some coffee.’




    He didn’t reply.




    ‘He’s had a long trip and didn’t get much sleep,’ Marguerite said apologetically.




    ‘Then I’ll show you straight to your room.’ Erin led them down the path. ‘I’ve put you in the cabin. It’s like a self-contained apartment but, of course, you’re still welcome to use the facilities in the main house. Breakfast is served in the dining room between eight and ten.’




    ‘But this is your apartment,’ Marguerite hissed. ‘I never expected you to give up your own bed, Erin.’




    ‘It’s fine, really. Sebastian will get more privacy and peace this way.’ Erin smiled and opened the door, standing back to let them pass.




    ‘Oh, this is perfect.’ Marguerite put down the suitcase and waved at the view of the lough. ‘Isn’t it lovely, Sebastian?’




    He looked out of the window, his face expressionless, and Erin wondered if he even knew where he was.




    Marguerite’s smile was strained. ‘Thank you, Erin. I’ll get Sebastian settled in and then come—’




    ‘No. You go, Marguerite. I need some sleep.’ Sebastian turned away and walked towards the bedroom.




    ‘Are you sure? I could unpack for you.’




    ‘I’ll be fine.’




    ‘Okay, then. Come over for some dinner later.’




    Sebastian just gave a non-committal shrug and closed the door on them.




    ‘I’m sorry about that,’ Marguerite murmured as they left the cabin and went back to the house.




    ‘Don’t worry. Is he okay?’




    Marguerite threw up her hands. ‘Does he look it?’




    Erin put an arm around her friend’s shoulders. ‘Let’s get you some coffee.’




    ‘He’s hardly said two words since I picked him up at the airport.’ They were sitting on the kitchen step and Marguerite was taking long drags on a cigarette. ‘I asked him what had happened but he doesn’t answer.’




    ‘He is English: stiff upper lip and all that.’




    ‘He’s half French,’ Marguerite reminded her. ‘He’s just not right, Erin. You can see that.’




    Erin nodded. She looked at her troubled friend and then decided that it was best to be straight. ‘Could he be on drugs?’ she asked.




    Marguerite gave a tired shrug. ‘He’s an actor and lives in Hollywood so I suppose it’s a possibility. Oh, Erin, I am so worried. Perhaps I should call a doctor.’




    ‘Let’s wait and see how he is when he wakes up. Jet lag messes around with your head and body clock, even when you’re in the whole of your health.’




    ‘Whole of your health – such a funny phrase,’ Marguerite said with a wan smile. ‘But you are right. I will wait. And let Mark talk to him too and see what he thinks.’




    ‘Good idea.’




    ‘Will you join us for dinner?’




    Erin couldn’t imagine anything worse. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea. Sebastian doesn’t seem in the mood for company. Maybe in a few days, when he’s settled in . . .’




    Marguerite nodded. ‘Of course you are right. I suppose I am just looking for moral support.’




    ‘You have Mark. Try not to worry. I’m sure everything will be fine.’ Erin patted her hand and went to get them more coffee. She hoped that she sounded more convincing than she felt. She had been taken aback by Sebastian’s appearance but was now more concerned by his lethargy. He was like a different man. She carried the mugs back outside and sat down carefully.




    ‘He’s so thin and gaunt and lifeless,’ Marguerite said, echoing her thoughts. She took her mug and turned it round and round between long fingers. ‘There is nothing in his eyes, Erin. Did you notice? They are dead.’




    Erin had noticed. She shivered. ‘Didn’t he tell you anything at all?’




    ‘When he came into the arrivals hall he just hugged and thanked me and said that he’d have cracked up if he’d stayed in LA.’ Marguerite’s gaze drifted to the hedge that screened the cabin from them. ‘Perhaps he already has.’




    ‘Of course he hasn’t,’ Erin retorted. ‘He’ll be fine after a couple of weeks in Dunbarra.’




    ‘I hope no one recognizes and pesters him,’ Marguerite fretted.




    Erin thought it was unlikely that anyone would think this shell of a man was the assured and handsome Sebastian Gray, but she didn’t think that was what her friend needed to hear. ‘If anyone recognizes him they will take great pleasure in pretending they don’t,’ she said instead. ‘It’s the Irish way.’




    Marguerite laughed at that. ‘So it is.’




    ‘Just take each day as it comes,’ Erin advised.




    ‘I don’t suppose I have much choice.’




    

       

    




    Chapter Four




    ‘And he wins again!’ Ronan tossed the squash racket into a corner, mopped his brow with a towel and took a long drink from his water bottle.




    ‘I let you win,’ Mark assured him, breathless, a sheen of sweat on his broad brow.




    ‘Sure, you did.’ Ronan laughed, patting his friend’s ample stomach before leading the way back towards the changing rooms. ‘You need to get back in shape.’




    ‘I’m in great shape,’ Mark retorted with a grin. ‘You just got lucky.’




    ‘Yeah, lucky, that’s me.’ Ronan said grimly and stepped into the shower.




    ‘You’re really worried about the farm, aren’t you?’ Mark said as they were dressing.




    ‘I’ve had better years, Mark,’ Ronan admitted. ‘I’m under a lot of pressure from the retailers to cut my prices but I have wages to pay and feed to buy. I may have to let at least one person go.’




    ‘That bad?’ Mark looked at him in concern. Ronan had only five staff, all local people, and making someone redundant would send a shock wave through the small community of Dunbarra.




    ‘So my accountant says, and we’re not even sure that will be enough. He seems to think that people won’t be able to afford the luxury of buying organic eggs.’ He took the towel and roughly dried his short, thick crop of blond hair.




    ‘He’s wrong. People will put their health first,’ Mark said, ever the optimist.




    ‘Yeah, sure they will,’ Ronan said without conviction as he zipped up his bag and slung it over his shoulder. ‘How about a quick pint?’




    Mark sighed. ‘Better not. I’ve a six o’clock start in the morning.’




    ‘Come on, then, I’ll drop you home and say hello to Marguerite. Maybe Erin will be there.’




    Mark patted half-heartedly at his unruly, fiery mane before following Ronan outside. ‘She won’t be. She hasn’t come over since Sebastian arrived. I can’t say I blame her. It must be hard enough living with the guy without seeing him during her time off too.’




    ‘So how is your brother-in-law?’ Ronan frowned at Mark across the bonnet of the jeep. ‘Or is that half-brother-in-law?’




    ‘No idea, but either way he’s a right misery guts. We don’t see much of him but, when we do, he just hangs around the place saying little or nothing and staring into space. It gives me the creeps, to be honest.’




    Ronan started the jeep and guided it out through the narrow lane and on to the main road. ‘Is he all there, do you think?’ He tapped the side of his head.




    Mark sighed. ‘That’s the million-dollar question. He’s changed so much. He used to be very entertaining and charming, although he did tend to overwhelm people.’




    ‘He certainly doesn’t do that any more.’ From what Erin had told him, Sebastian Gray was a silent, brooding and gloomy presence.




    ‘No,’ Mark agreed. ‘Still, at least he’s not holed up in the room all the time. Erin says he goes out walking a lot, at all hours of the day and night.’




    ‘Why don’t you take him fishing?’ Ronan suggested. ‘The change might do him good.’




    Mark turned startled eyes on him. ‘You’re suggesting I take an unhinged man out on to the lough? Have you taken leave of your senses?’




    Ronan laughed. ‘Well, when you put it like that maybe it’s not such a good idea.’




    ‘Do you think Erin is coping with him okay?’ Mark asked. ‘Marguerite’s feeling very guilty for foisting him on her but, honestly, Ronan, we had no idea he was in such a bad way.’




    ‘She knows that and she’s fine,’ Ronan said, although this wasn’t entirely true. Erin had been a bag of nerves since her infamous guest had arrived. ‘Any idea how long he plans to stay?’ he added lightly.




    Mark shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not, but if Erin wants her room back I’m sure we can find somewhere else . . .’




    ‘Hey, it’s nothing to do with me, Mark,’ Ronan assured him as he guided the jeep into Dijon’s car park.




    Mark shot him a curious look. ‘You’re a strange pair, do you know that?’




    ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Ronan protested but he was smiling.




    ‘You’ve been dating for – what, two or three years? – and anyone can see that you’re perfect for each other. Would you not propose to the woman and have done with it?’




    ‘How did a beautiful woman like Marguerite end up with a blunt, tactless eejit like you?’




    ‘You know I’m right,’ Mark said, unabashed. ‘You’re pushing forty, man.’




    Ronan put self-conscious fingers up to his greying sideburns. ‘Excuse me, I won’t be thirty-nine for another six months.’




    Mark stopped as they reached the door of the restaurant. ‘Stop avoiding the question. Are you going to ask her, or what?’




    ‘What makes you think I haven’t already?’ Ronan replied with a sad smile.




    ‘Did you know that Ronan had proposed to Erin and she’d refused him?’ Mark asked his wife later as they got ready for bed.




    Marguerite, who was sitting at the dressing table, met his eyes in the mirror. ‘When did he tell you that?’




    ‘So you knew! My God, woman, you tell me nothing.’ Mark climbed into bed, shaking his head in disgust.




    ‘I’m sorry, chéri, but she told me in confidence.’




    ‘But why did she turn him down?’




    Marguerite went back to massaging cream into her face and neck. ‘I don’t really know.’




    ‘You do but you’re not telling me.’ He sighed and plumped up the pillows under his head. ‘That’s okay. I don’t want to know anyway but she needs her head examined. Ronan’s a good man and he’s mad about her.’




    ‘What difference does it make? He doesn’t have to put a ring on her finger for them to be a couple.’ Marguerite climbed into bed beside him and planted a kiss on his chest.




    He put his arm around her and pulled her close. ‘He’s missing out on this, that’s what difference it makes.’




    ‘Did Ronan say anything about Sebastian?’ Marguerite asked.




    ‘What do you mean?’




    She frowned. ‘I don’t know, but I don’t think Erin is too happy about having him stay. I’ve hardly seen her since he got here. And when I call she seems . . . guarded.’




    ‘She’s probably just busy. She has a full house at the moment, doesn’t she? Ronan says he hasn’t seen much of her either.’ He closed his eyes and yawned.




    Marguerite trailed feather-light kisses down his stomach. ‘Oh, poor darling, are you very sleepy?’




    Eyes still closed, Mark smiled and pulled her closer. ‘Not any more.’




    ‘You’re good.’




    Hazel looked up, startled to find Erin’s new, reclusive guest looking over her shoulder. He’d been here almost two weeks but this was the first time he’d talked to her. Gracie moved closer to her mother and Hazel rested a reassuring hand on her head. ‘Thanks.’




    He nodded and then fixed his gaze on the water. It was a grey day and the clouds in the distance looked dark and menacing. The water was like glass. ‘It’s cool here,’ he said.




    ‘Yes.’ Hazel handed her daughter a sketchbook and pencil and Gracie settled down at her feet to draw.




    ‘Do you sell your work?’ he asked, looking back down at the canvas.




    She pulled a face. ‘I wish.’




    ‘I’ll buy it.’




    Hazel’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. ‘Pardon?’




    ‘I said I’ll buy it.’




    ‘You haven’t even asked me how much.’




    He shrugged. ‘How much?’




    She stared at him. ‘I’m not sure. It’s not even finished yet . . .’




    ‘There’s no rush. I’ll be around for a while.’ He turned away and strode on down the track, hands deep in his pockets and his head down.




    What a weird guy, Hazel thought. She touched her daughter’s cheek. ‘You okay, Gracie?’




    Gracie nodded but kept drawing. Hazel’s eyes returned to the canvas in front of her. It was exciting to think that it might be as good as sold, although she was afraid to get her hopes up. She knew nothing about this man other than he was a fellow guest. He was handsome, but he did seem very slightly unhinged. He was hurt or damaged, she could tell. There was a haunted look in his dark eyes and he didn’t seem comfortable in his own skin. Hazel wondered if he could even afford to buy her painting. She could easily charge two hundred euros for a canvas this size, two-fifty if he wanted it framed, but if he could afford that he’d probably forget that he’d made the offer. She got the impression that by tomorrow he’d have forgotten he’d even talked to her, he had that vague, distracted air about him. It was best if she assumed that he wouldn’t buy the painting. But Hazel couldn’t help herself, she was already spending the money. She could take Gracie into Mullingar for the new shoes she so badly needed. They might even visit the cinema . . .




    Gracie was having her nap later that afternoon and Hazel was reading when her landlady knocked with clean towels. Hazel stepped out into the hallway and smiled. ‘Thanks very much.’




    ‘No problem. Anything else you need?’




    ‘No. Though I was wondering . . .’




    ‘Yes?’




    ‘Do you know anything about the guy staying in the apartment at the back of the house?’




    Erin visibly stiffened. ‘Why?’




    ‘He expressed an interest in buying one of my paintings. I wasn’t sure if I should take him seriously or not.’




    Erin was looking at her now, her expression a mixture of curiosity and surprise. ‘I didn’t realize you’d met.’




    ‘We haven’t really. He just came up behind me when I was working this morning and said he liked the painting.’




    Erin shrugged. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t have said it if he didn’t mean it, but he could easily afford it, if that’s what you’re asking.’




    ‘Okay, thanks, Erin.’ Hazel went back into her room and sat down in the chair by the window. That had been odd. If this man was a stranger, like Erin had implied, why had she been so cagey? Who was this mystery man and why had Erin Joyce been so obviously ill at ease discussing him? Perhaps PJ might know. He seemed to know everything and everyone.




    *




    As it turned out she didn’t even have to ask. It was PJ who brought up the subject the following day and in rather a strange way too. She and Gracie were in the garden sharing their picnic of cheese rolls and scones with him, when Sebastian emerged from the cabin and walked right past them without even saying hello. Gracie had immediately sidled closer to PJ.




    He snorted. ‘I won’t disagree with ye, darling.’




    ‘What do you mean? Who is he, PJ?’ Hazel blurted out before she could stop herself.
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