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To my dear friend Peter Nyhan





WHY


Please tell me, Lord, the answer to the question why

You put us on this Earth, to live a little day, and then to die.

We are born into this world – the fruit of Love and Pain

And live in suffering till ’tis time to leave again.

Alone we come. Alone we walk through Life. Alone we go.

And yet the purpose of it all we do not know.

ANON








Kitty

1980

I knew what to expect from death. I have always known. So when it came it did not frighten me or surprise me. It came as a friend, with its arms outstretched and its familiar face radiant with light and love, just as I knew it would. I had completed my life; it was time to return home.

I was a weary traveller at eighty, my heart ragged from the love and loss that had filled it and shredded it in equal measure. My body frail and my strength seeping away with each new dawn that brought me closer to my release. I admit that a part of me longed for it, this respite, like a runner approaching the finishing line longs for the race to end. A part of me yearned for repose.

When I was a little girl Grandma Adeline had told me that being born on the ninth day of the ninth month in the year 1900 meant that I was a child of Mars and my life would be full of turbulence. Well, so it was. War, betrayal, pain and sorrow accompanied me on my journey like shadowy hounds in constant pursuit. But I never allowed those trials to define me or hold me prisoner. I never lost sight of my greater spiritual purpose, of who I really was and from where I came. I had been dealt a challenging set of cards, and yet within them was an abundance of hearts; I never lost sight of those, either.

Indeed, I have loved. I have truly loved. Yet when death came to carry me into an even greater love, I did not go. My attachment to my home was too strong, my love of the towers and turrets and stone walls of Castle Deverill too fierce; my rage at its loss all-consuming. How could I enter the Gates of Heaven with a soul weighed down with bitterness and resentment? I could not.

So I chose to stay.

I rejected the light, the promise of reunion with those I love and the rest in beauty and peace that I know is what lies ahead for those who deserve it; and I deserve it. I truly do. Yet, I am not ready. I might have completed my life, but I have not fulfilled it. God has extended His hand; it is with His gift of free will that I reject it.

Like my grandmother before me, I was born with the psychic ability to see the finer vibrations of spirit. Now that I am dead, I reside here as one of those spirits, in this shady limbo between the two worlds. I cannot go back to the material plane and I have rejected Heaven. But it is my choice and I don’t regret it. Not for a moment. I have work to do and it must be done. You’d be surprised at the things spirits can do when they really put their minds to it.

You see, it is really very simple: I will not rest until Castle Deverill is returned to a Deverill. There, that is it, my work, my purpose, the reason I have chosen to remain. My grandmother did not mention how stubborn are the children of Mars!

My half-brother, JP Deverill, sold our family home. The home that, with the exception of fourteen unfortunate years when it was owned by the Countess di Marcantonio, had belonged to us since 1662, when King Charles II awarded my ancestor Barton Deverill with a title and lands in Ireland’s Co. Cork as a reward for his loyalty. For over three hundred years that castle had belonged to my family. Three hundred years! As a symbol of dominance by the Protestant Anglo-Irish class the ‘Big House’ withstood centuries of menace by the Irish baying for independence; it survived rebellion, intrigue and fire, only to rise out of the flames like a phoenix along with my beleaguered family. It survived all that, and then one cold February day in 1976 JP signed it away. One sweep of his pen and it was gone.

Castle Deverill has been converted into a hotel and I am in it and will not remove myself from it. No, I will not. I will cause havoc, inspire fear, do all manner of terrible things in order to bend them to my will, these people who think they can profit from my family’s history, from my family’s pain. We Deverills have not suffered so that unscrupulous people can make money by turning our beloved home into a circus.

I am a child of Mars and I am ready to fight for what I love.

Castellum Deverilli est suum regnum is the family motto Barton Deverill carved in stone above the castle’s great door: A Deverill’s castle is his kingdom.

At least once it was.

I will not rest until it is a Deverill’s kingdom again.






Chapter 1

Ballinakelly, Co. Cork, 1985

As Margot Hart drove into the small town of Ballinakelly she slowed her little blue Beetle to a crawling pace. Thick fog had drifted inland from the sea, rendering it almost impossible to make out where she was going. The tarmac shimmered in the headlights, the windscreen wipers swept away the soft rain. A farmer with his sheepdog stopped outside O’Donovan’s Public House to watch her pass, shaking his head at her imprudence, for wouldn’t it be wiser to wait it out in the pub until the fog lifted? But Margot ignored him and motored on. After all, she had driven all the way from London, via a ferry across the Irish Sea, and wasn’t about to let a bit of fog deter her. However, the fog seemed to condense the closer she got, as if the castle was deliberately hiding itself, as if it didn’t want to be found. But it would have taken more than fog to put off Margot Hart. The sight of the old estate wall materializing out of the gloom injected her spirits with excitement and spurred her on. She was near. Very near. She took a deep breath then coasted along the boundary, until, to her delight, she reached the entrance, advertised by a bold green sign with elaborate gold lettering: Castle Deverill. Hotel & Fine Dining.

The black iron gates were just as she had seen them in old photographs. Splendidly grand with a pair of stone lions posing high up on pedestals either side of them, their teeth bared in readiness to defend this once stately home from intruders. But they were benign now, those lions, their ferocity no longer called upon, for the War of Independence and the civil war that followed had finally come to an end some sixty years before and peace had settled upon the Deverill estate. History was Margot’s passion, especially the history of old castles. And history was why she was here, of course. As she drove through the gates and up the drive that swept in a gentle curve through thick rhododendron bushes, she smiled to herself and said out loud and with satisfaction, ‘Here I am, Margot Hart, Writer in Residence.’

The first sight of the castle was arresting. After all, it was built to convey power, wealth and status. It was built to be magnificent. And magnificent it certainly was. Margot stopped the car a little ahead of the forecourt and gazed in wonder at the glistening grey walls and tall, crenelated towers and parapets, and was immediately struck by its sense of permanence, as if it had always been here and always would be. The sea mists would come and go, the sharp winter winds and gentle rain and the seasons, one after the other, but this castle would remain for ever, defiantly unchanged.

She took a deep, gratified breath for here she was at last, in the heart of the Deverill family history. In the place where it had all happened. She envisaged Barton Deverill, the first Lord Deverill of Ballinakelly, proudly mounted on his steed, with a plume in his hat and a sword at his hip, leading the hunt into the forests and fields that now belonged to him, courtesy of the King. She imagined the balls. Ladies in silk dresses stepping out of elegant carriages, gloved hands reaching for the liveried footmen in attendance, satin slippers gingerly feeling for the step. In her mind’s eye she could see candlelight glowing in the darkness and hear music and laughter resounding from the ballroom with the clinking of glass as the Deverills and their friends toasted their good health and their even greater fortune. Life was good for the Anglo-Irish in those days. She lifted her eyes to the upstairs windows and wondered at the secret trysts that had taken place behind them, at the intrigue and skulduggery played out in the shadows. She would uncover it all. Every drama. What a fascinating book she was going to write.

Margot had signed up to spend nine months at Castle Deverill, which, to a twenty-eight-year-old girl shy of commitment, had initially seemed rather daunting. After all, she was always on the move, continually packing a suitcase, setting off for a new horizon, in a hurry to leave the old one behind. Yet, she had figured that it would take at least nine months to finish researching the subject and to write the book itself. The time would fly by, and it would be a pleasure because this was what she enjoyed doing most, burying herself in research and the written word. Initially, it had seemed like a coincidence that she had met the hotel’s owner at a London cocktail party, but now she wasn’t so sure: it felt more like Fate.

Margot had been fascinated by the Deverills since she was a child because of her grandfather’s stories. Grandpa Hart had been wistful about his past, having grown up in Co. Cork and been a close friend of Harry Deverill. In 1919, when he was twenty-four, his family had sold their house and settled in England to escape the Troubles. He had never gone back. He had died recently, at the age of ninety, having lived many different chapters in a long and varied life, yet it had seemed that that chapter of his youth in Co. Cork had been the most vivid and the most special, when the summers had seemed endless and the days idle and full of frivolity. His stories had become a little repetitive in the end. But there had been something compelling about the charisma, drama and sheer jauntiness of this extraordinary family that had never bored her. This book needed to be written and she was going to be the one to write it. She was just surprised – and pleased – that the Deverills’ story hadn’t been written before.

She motored onto the forecourt and parked in front of the big doors. As she turned off the ignition an eager old man in a black-and-green uniform hurried out with a golfing umbrella emblazoned with the hotel logo of initials and shamrock. He held it above her head and she stepped out of the car and onto the wet gravel.

‘Céad míle fáilte to Castle Deverill,’ he said in an accent as soft as Irish rain. ‘’Tis a day fit for the bed or the fire. You wouldn’t turn a fox out of a henhouse. You must be perished. How in God’s name did you find us in the fog?’

‘It only got bad as I drove into Ballinakelly,’ Margot replied, walking briskly towards the hotel entrance.

‘Sea mist, I’m afraid, the devil’s trick,’ the man informed her with a shake of the head, then added brightly, ‘As sure as there is an eye in a needle, the sun will come out tomorrow and burn it away as there was a ring around the moon last night.’

Margot stepped into the hall and gasped in delight at the splendour of it. To think that this sumptuous palace was once a family home. She swept her eyes over the hall in wonder, taking in the size and grandeur, and wondering what it would be like to live in a castle like this and have it all to oneself. A fire crackled cheerfully in a baronial fireplace, and above it a giant portrait of Barton Deverill, seated masterfully on a rearing stallion and dressed in bright yellow and gold with a scarlet plume in his hat, reminded her of the lost glory of this ill-fated family. How the local Irish must have resented the wealth and privilege of their Deverill masters. Even today, sixty years after the War of Independence, the impression of luxury was noticeably at odds with the harsh Irish landscape. The light was golden, the air lily-scented, the glint of chrome and glass opulent. It was like being welcomed into a parallel world of unbridled extravagance and comfort, while outside the grey fog swirled about the wind-battered cliffs and shivering hills, and the cold penetrated the bones of humble cottages.

The hotel was full of activity. A young couple reclined on purple velvet armchairs, drinking coffee out of pretty turquoise cups and studying a map. Three men in plus fours and guernseys loitered by the hearth, smoking cigars and guffawing loudly after what appeared, by the look of their florid faces, to have been a good day out on the hills, while the light clatter of bone china turned Margot’s attention to guests enjoying tea in the dining room next door. She stood on the polished marble and took in the beauty of the staircase. It was quite the centrepiece, ascending gracefully to a wide landing before dividing into two elegantly curved arms that continued on up to the first floor. Crimson carpets, gilt-framed paintings, crisp white walls and glittering glass chandeliers gave the place the lavish feel of old-time glamour. She thought of Hubert Deverill then, who she could picture standing there on the landing, one hand in his jacket pocket, the other holding a whiskey glass as he surveyed the guests entering his home for the 1910 Summer Ball, and she smiled with pleasure, because here in this luxurious palace was where she was going to reside for the next nine months. Suddenly nine months didn’t feel long enough.

As she crossed the marble chequerboard floor towards the reception desk she overheard an elderly lady complaining to the hotel manager, a tall, patient-looking man in a navy suit and green tie with a sympathetic smile especially designed for moments such as these. The lady, in a tweed skirt and jacket and sensible brown lace-up shoes over thick brown socks, was anxiously wringing her hands, clearly upset about something. Margot, with the curiosity of a journalist in perpetual search for a good story, cocked an ear.

‘I assure you the hotel is not haunted,’ the man was saying, inclining his head and holding her fretful gaze with his cool blue one. ‘It’s an old castle and creaks a lot, especially in the wind, but you won’t encounter any ghosts, I promise.’ His Irish accent was especially reassuring, Margot thought.

‘But I saw someone with my own eyes,’ the lady explained, lowering her voice, fearful perhaps that the ghost might hear and take umbrage. ‘A woman, elderly like me, in an old-fashioned maid’s uniform, cleaning the room. I saw her clearly. As clearly as if she were a real person.’

The manager frowned. ‘Cleaning the room, you say? If the castle were full of ghostly housekeepers, Mrs Walbridge, I wouldn’t need to spend any money hiring living ones.’ He laughed in amusement, displaying a set of large white teeth.

Mrs Walbridge did not appreciate his humour. She lifted her chin and stiffened her jaw, looking a good sight more formidable, and added, this time more confidently, ‘I know you think I’m making it up, or was dreaming or hallucinating, but I assure you, Mr Dukelow, I was lucid. Quite lucid. I might be old but I have all my faculties, you know. Your hotel is haunted and I’m not staying another night. I would like a refund for the two nights for which I will no longer be requiring a bed. I will book in somewhere else tonight and return to England forthwith!’

Margot’s eavesdropping was cut short by an efficient young woman with a black bob and blue eye shadow who was enquiring from behind the reception desk whether she could be of service. ‘Oh, hello,’ said Margot, reluctantly tearing herself away from the enfolding drama. ‘I’m Margot Hart, the Writer in Residence.’

The woman’s face lit up. ‘Miss Hart, welcome to your new home. I’m Róisín.’ She pronounced it Ro-sheen. Her crimson lips expanded into a pretty smile, revealing a wide gap in her two front teeth. ‘I’ll let the manager know you’re here right away. Isn’t it exciting? We’ve never had a Writer in Residence before.’ She came out from behind the desk and went to interrupt the conversation between Mrs Walbridge and Mr Dukelow. A discreet word in his ear and Mr Dukelow was striding over to meet Margot, leaving the receptionist to lead a dissatisfied Mrs Walbridge to the dining room on the other side of the hall. Presumably she was hoping she’d persuade her to stay over a cup of tea and a scone.

‘Miss Hart,’ said Mr Dukelow, extending his hand. ‘Welcome to Castle Deverill.’ He shook her hand with gusto, relieved to be free of the irate Mrs Walbridge.

Margot grinned. ‘I hope there are no housekeeping ghosts in my room!’ she said, a twinkle in her eye.

Mr Dukelow laughed, already won over by her charm and good looks. ‘I’m afraid we do get the odd strange complaint, but that’s the first we’ve had about a ghost.’

‘Perhaps a cunning way to get one’s money back?’ she suggested, guessing that Mr Dukelow had a good sense of humour and wouldn’t object to her running with the joke.

‘I’m afraid she believes she really did see a ghost. But fear not, Miss Hart, there will be no ghosts, housekeeping or otherwise, in your quarters. We have one of the finest suites of rooms for you. Mrs de Lisle was very specific. She wants you to be comfortable and to experience the best the hotel has to offer.’

Margot recalled Angela de Lisle at the cocktail party: short red hair, power suit, expensive gold earrings and pearl necklace, lashings of Rive Gauche perfume, an immaculate manicure and a facelift that looked as if it had been performed by an overzealous American surgeon. She was the sort of woman who clicked her fingers and expected mountains to move. Margot suspected that the mountains did move, unquestioningly and without hesitation.

‘Let me show you to your room.’ Mr Dukelow gestured for her to follow and made his way towards the stairs. ‘I gather you’ve driven all the way from London. That’s quite a drive, and on your own too.’

Margot smiled patiently; she was used to men patronizing her. Long blonde hair seemed to scream ‘helpless’. But Margot was far from helpless. She’d driven from Buenos Aires to Patagonia without so much as a blink; the road and ferry trip from London to Ballinakelly had hardly posed a challenge. ‘I figured I’d need my car, Mr Dukelow,’ she replied coolly.

‘Cork is indeed a beautiful county and there’s much to see, especially for a historian like yourself. By the by, your biography of Eva Perón was very well received here. We have a copy in the library. Perhaps you’ll sign it for us.’

Margot was delighted. Her first biography, which had taken three years to write, had been a bestseller when it was launched the summer before. She knew that she owed much of her success to Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical Evita, which had debuted some seven years ago and given her the idea for her book. Indeed, had it not been for the show, most people in the United Kingdom wouldn’t even know who Eva Perón was. But Margot also knew that, in spite of that advantage, the book was good and deserved its success.

‘Of course I’ll sign it for you,’ she said distractedly, running her eyes over the paintings in elaborate gold frames that hung on the wall. ‘Were these here when Mrs de Lisle bought the castle?’ She peered at one of the inscriptions, not recognizing the name of the young man in the gleaming suit of armour. Disappointingly, he was not a Deverill.

Mr Dukelow stopped on the landing and put his hands on his hips. ‘I’m afraid, with the exception of Barton Deverill in the hall and Tarquin, his grandson, in the drawing room, the most valuable paintings were auctioned off by Lord Deverill before he sold the castle. Fortunately, Mrs de Lisle was able to purchase Barton and Tarquin, but the others are part of her own collection and on loan to the hotel. As I’m sure you know, she’s an avid collector and a woman who takes great trouble with details. She wanted the castle to retain its authentic feel. They look like they’re family portraits, don’t they? But they’re not. I couldn’t tell you who they are of.’

‘Might there be someone here who does know what the original features are and which are Mrs de Lisle’s contribution? I’d love to get a feel of what the castle was like when it was a home.’

Mr Dukelow’s veneer slipped a little and he looked unsure. ‘The only person who really knows the castle is its previous owner, Lord Deverill. He lives in the old Hunting Lodge on the estate. I believe that was not part of the deal when he sold the castle to Mrs de Lisle. I doubt he’ll want to speak to you, I’m afraid. He’s a recluse.’

Margot wasn’t surprised. ‘It must have been hard selling his family home,’ she mused. ‘After all, it had belonged to a Deverill for over three hundred years. He must have felt great shame in being the Deverill who let it go. The Deverill who sold it to a de Lisle so that it could become one more hotel on their long list of luxury hotels. I wonder what the rest of his family think of it now that it’s full of people like me tramping insensitively over their memories.’

Mr Dukelow looked at her, his face full of admiration. ‘You do have a way with words, don’t you, Miss Hart. I have never thought of it like that. I suppose it takes the mind of a historian to consider the people who lived here before. My mind is very much in the present moment and in the future. This is one of the finest hotels in the world and it’s my job to ensure that it remains so. Mrs de Lisle will accept nothing less.’ They continued up the stairs. ‘There was very little artwork remaining when the castle was sold. But I believe the four-poster beds and some of the furniture was bought with the castle. Mrs de Lisle gutted it and renovated it, keeping what was good and getting rid of what was not. The project took six years to complete. The building was in very poor condition even though it was rebuilt in the 1920s, after it was razed to the ground by a terrible fire. Mrs de Lisle is American, so she likes certain standards, which is why the hotel is such a success. You’ll see, Miss Hart, how she has managed to retain the feeling of history and family while bringing it into the modern era.’

Margot smiled to herself as he spouted the company mission statement. ‘I can tell that already,’ she said. ‘Does Lord Deverill live alone?’

‘He does,’ Mr Dukelow replied.

‘And the Hunting Lodge is close by?’

‘Yes, you can try knocking on his door, Miss Hart, but I cannot guarantee he’ll open it.’

‘I’m not a woman who is easily put off when I’m on the trail of a good story.’ She was sure that she would inveigle her way into Lord Deverill’s confidence somehow.

‘The trouble is, it’s his story and I’m not sure he’ll want it published for all the world to read. However, there are people in Ballinakelly who have lived here for generations and would probably be happy to help you with your research. I can put you in touch with them if you like. It would be my pleasure. I know Mrs de Lisle would like me to help you in any way I can. We’re honoured to have a Writer in Residence and want your stay to be as productive as possible.’

Margot’s room was in the western tower, up a narrow flight of stairs. The atmosphere changed the moment Mr Dukelow lifted the latch on the heavy wooden door. It was as if they were entering the oldest part of the castle, and the most secret. She knew from her research that the castle had been burned down in 1921 by nationalist rebels and only a small part had survived. She imagined that this tower must surely be a portion of that fortunate part. It consisted of a sitting room, bedroom and bathroom, with windows overlooking the gardens. With its low ceilings, crooked walls, uneven floor and strong almost deferential sense of the past, it was enchanting. Margot didn’t imagine there was a nicer set of rooms in the entire castle. The sitting room had a big open fire, which was glowing hospitably, and dark wooden beams in the low ceilings that sagged, betraying their great age as well as a weary satisfaction at having survived when all around them had perished.

‘I love it!’ she exclaimed, turning to Mr Dukelow. ‘It’s adorable. I couldn’t be happier.’

‘There’s a desk in the sitting room, but we’d like it if you spent some time writing in the drawing room downstairs. The guests would be delighted to witness the great artiste at work.’

Margot laughed. ‘Oh, you flatter me, Mr Dukelow! But of course, you’re right. I will work down there and fend off my fans with my ink pen.’

Mr Dukelow laughed. Margot’s enthusiasm was infectious as was the sparkle in her olive-green eyes.

They were diverted by the sound of heaving and puffing and mutterings of ‘Jesus, help me’ coming up the stairs. Mr Dukelow went to hold open the door for the porter who was struggling with Margot’s suitcase. ‘I’m sorry it’s so large,’ she said as the elderly man, swollen-faced and sweating, heaved it into the room. ‘It’s all my worldly goods, I’m afraid.’

‘What doesn’t kill me makes me stronger,’ the porter gasped in an Irish accent as rich as Guinness, arching his back with a groan. Margot was certain she heard a click. He was much too old to be doing such heavy work, she thought.

‘That’s the spirit, Mr Flannigan,’ said Mr Dukelow, ignoring the man’s discomfort.

‘At least it won’t need to go back down until September,’ Margot added, hoping to extract a smile by giving him one of her most charming.

Mr Flannigan glanced at her suspiciously. ‘Indeed, and if I’m spared, it won’t be me who’ll be lifting it. I haven’t been this worn out since me wedding night, God help us.’

‘Well, thank you for bringing it up all the same. It’s a lovely room and as long as nothing goes bump in the night, I’ll be very happy here.’

Mr Flannigan caught Mr Dukelow’s eye. It was a subtle communication but Margot was much too sharp not to notice it.

‘Would you like anything brought to your room? A cup of tea, perhaps? A light meal?’ Mr Dukelow asked.

‘I’ll unpack and then come down and have supper in the dining room. I’m dying to see more of the castle.’

‘In that case, we’ll leave you in peace.’ The two men left the room, closing the door behind them.

Margot sighed with pleasure. She couldn’t believe she was really here, in Castle Deverill. She went to the window and gazed out over the lawn. The scene of so many garden parties in bygone summers when the Deverills would inspire loyalty in their tenants and employees with tea and cakes, carefully chosen words and gracious smiles, staving off rebellion with arrows of charm. Now it shivered, silver grey and sodden, the memory of its glory days lost in the fog. Plants hibernated in the borders, trees looked forlorn without their fine leaves, only an enormous cedar with inky green branches was constantly vigilant – a giant keeping watch over the castle like a devoted old retainer who has vowed to defend it to the last. Margot was pleased she’d get to see it in summertime when the borders would be full of flowers and the trees thick with foliage. Her grandfather had told her a great deal about the gardens. How they’d played croquet on the lawn during the day and devil’s chase, which was the Deverills’ version of hide and seek, in the evenings. He’d kissed a girl in one of the greenhouses, he’d told her with a gleam in his eye. ‘Make sure you take a look at those,’ he’d said. ‘Like palaces they were, with jungles inside.’

Every year the Deverills had held a grand summer ball. All the Anglo-Irish in the region were invited. Margot’s grandfather had talked about that more than anything else, even the hunt, which he’d adored. Margot sensed he’d been a real ladies’ man, dancing with all the girls. The secret to his success, he’d told her, was booking them in early so as not to miss a single dance. According to her grandfather, the Deverills were as wild as snakes. Not only out hunting where they outshone the other riders with their fearlessness, but on the dancefloor too. Bertie Deverill, who was his father’s friend and contemporary and would later become Lord Deverill, was the most dashing and all the young women wanted to dance with him. ‘The trouble was he often foxtrotted the ladies on upstairs,’ her grandfather told her, arching an eyebrow. ‘It was because of that my father did not allow my sister Abigail to dance with him. Abigail minded terribly having to turn down the host, but my father was insistent and quite right too.’

Then Bertie had had his wicked way with a housemaid and got her pregnant. He later recognized the boy as his and, when his legitimate son Harry was killed in the First World War, Jack Patrick, known as JP, had become Bertie’s heir. Margot couldn’t see the Hunting Lodge from her window, but it was out there somewhere and JP, the present Lord Deverill, was inside it, keeping all the family secrets. She knew that, in order to research the last sixty years of his family’s history, she was going to need to speak to him.

She unpacked her suitcase and put away her clothes, happily humming Jennifer Rush’s ‘The Power Of Love’, which was number one in the charts and a constant on every radio station. She placed her typewriter on the desk along with her notebooks, which were already full of her grandfather’s stories and accounts she’d found in old newspaper articles. The fire of 1921 had been widely reported in the English press at the time. There was a photograph of Hubert Deverill, Bertie’s father, who had died in the fire, and pictures of the RIC picking over the still-smouldering rubble. The criminals had never been brought to justice. The authorities knew who was responsible, of course they did. It was the time of the Troubles. British castles and ‘Big Houses’, as they were known, were being razed to the ground all over Ireland by the IRA in their fight for independence. Margot had discovered that a staggering two hundred and seventy-five of these beautiful houses had been burned down or blown up between the years 1919 and 1923. The Deverills were not alone, but that was no consolation. The perpetrators were free to continue their purge of British dominance without restraint.

During her search through the newspapers, Margot had found an article about Celia Deverill, a cousin, who had bought the castle and rebuilt it at great expense. The photograph accompanying the article revealed a beautiful blonde in a fur coat and diamonds, standing alongside a somewhat chinless husband with a long, serious face. Celia, a ‘bright young thing’ of 1920s London, had caused a scandal when she had run off to Scotland with the best man on her wedding day. Margot’s grandfather had told her that there was talk of Celia’s father paying her husband Archie a fortune to take her back and it was with that money that Celia had rebuilt the castle. Then, just when things were going well for Celia and Archie, tragedy struck again. The Great Depression of 1929 wiped them out financially and Archie hanged himself on a tree right here in the castle grounds. Celia disappeared to South Africa and sold the castle to a mysterious Italian. Count Cesare di Marcantonio’s wife turned out to be Bridie, the housemaid Bertie had impregnated, JP’s mother. Margot patted the pile of notebooks with satisfaction. She’d barely begun to dig and she already had enough stories to fill most of the book. It was going to be a gripping read.

At supper in the dining room Margot was given a round table in the corner. From there she could see the entire room, and very impressive it was too. She imagined it must have been the original dining room where the Deverills had enjoyed family meals, served by footmen in red-and-gold livery. There were elaborate plaster mouldings on the ceiling, art deco chandeliers in frosted glass and chrome, and tall windows hidden behind heavy velvet curtains in a rich shade of purple. Instead of works of art there were enormous panels of hand-painted landscapes. The effect was stunning and Margot, who loved anything of beauty, was drawn into the bright purple mountains and vivid green fields. She imagined that those must have been commissioned by Celia Deverill herself, because they were part of the bones of the castle and could not be removed.

She had ordered a glass of wine and was just beginning to enjoy it when Mrs Walbridge, the lady she had seen in the lobby earlier, approached her table. She too had changed, swapping her sensible walking shoes and tweed suit for a scratchy blue skirt and silk blouse embellished at the throat with a gold-and-amethyst brooch. Her grey hair was swept off her face and tied in a soft bun, and her little brown eyes were lively and intelligent behind spectacles, giving her the air of an old schoolmistress. She smiled at Margot and introduced herself. ‘Forgive me for intruding,’ she said, ‘but I understand you are the Writer in Residence here and I wanted to shake your hand. Your book on Eva Perón was a frightfully good read.’

Margot did not object to people talking to her, in fact, she welcomed it. Most people possessed something of interest, even if one had to dig a little to find it. She offered the old lady a chair and a glass of sherry. ‘I grew up in Argentina and was in my fifties in the 1940s when the Peróns were at the top of their game,’ said Mrs Walbridge, making herself comfortable and looking forward to that glass of sherry. At the mention of Argentina in the 1940s Margot was able to place her accent. It was the clipped, upper-class inflection of a dying breed of Anglo-Argentines who lived in Hurlingham, Buenos Aires, and only married within their small circle of British expats. ‘So I have first-hand experience of that dreadful woman. You were very fair in your book, balanced, I would say, because although she was an ambitious adventuress to the British, to the Argentines she was a saint. Of course, there’s an argument for both sides, one has to acknowledge that, and you handled it well, I thought.’

‘Thank you,’ Margot replied.

‘I could have told you some damning stories about her had we met when you were doing your research. Perhaps then you might not have been so balanced.’ She gave Margot a knowing smile. ‘Pity, really, that we didn’t meet before. What are you working on now?’

‘The history of the Deverill family.’

Mrs Walbridge’s eyes lit up. ‘Ah, that’s why you’re here. They have an interesting history, don’t they?’

‘They certainly do.’

‘Lots of drama. That’s what you need in a book. Lots of drama, otherwise your readers get bored. Although I’ve never been very partial to a dramatic life myself. I prefer peace and tranquillity. I like the waters to be smooth.’

The waiter promptly brought Mrs Walbridge her glass of sherry and Margot watched her take a sip then smack her lips with pleasure. She decided to be bold. ‘I hope you don’t mind but I couldn’t help overhearing you talking to the manager earlier. I thought you were leaving for England.’

Mrs Walbridge pursed her lips and lowered her voice. ‘You are not wrong. I most certainly had it in mind to leave, and as soon as possible. I’ve spent two nights here already and have barely slept a wink on account of the strange occurrences in my room. But that Mr Dukelow has the charm of the devil. He managed to persuade me to stay by suggesting I move into a different part of the hotel.’ She leaned forward and whispered. ‘He hasn’t charged me for the two previous nights. Isn’t that good of him?’

‘When you say strange occurrences, do you mean ghosts?’

She lowered her voice. ‘I do, Margot.’

Margot laughed. ‘I’m curious. What exactly did you see?’

Mrs Walbridge’s face tightened. ‘An old woman in uniform, black dress and white apron, bustling about my room.’

‘Cleaning?’

‘Well, I’m not sure she did much cleaning,’ she said with a sniff. ‘There was still dust beneath the bed in the morning.’

‘I don’t suppose Mr Dukelow believed you.’

Mrs Walbridge narrowed her eyes. ‘If he didn’t believe me, why then has he taken the first two nights off my bill?’

‘Because he doesn’t want you talking about it and upsetting the other guests.’

‘Perhaps,’ Mrs Walbridge conceded. ‘Although I would guess that this is not the first time a guest has complained of strange occurrences in the night.’

‘Well, you won’t upset me, Mrs Walbridge,’ said Margot. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts.’

Just as the words escaped her lips her glass of wine toppled over and spilled onto the white tablecloth.

Mrs Walbridge blanched. ‘Did you see that?’ she gasped. A hand shot to her throat.

‘I knocked it with my elbow,’ said Margot, picking up the glass and placing a napkin over the crimson stain.

‘I didn’t see you touch it. That glass fell over all on its own, I’d bet my life on it.’ The old lady’s eyes rolled slowly as she searched for the culprit in the air around her. ‘It’s here,’ she whispered darkly. ‘I can feel it. The air has gone cold. Can you feel it? That’s what ghosts do. They turn the air cold.’

‘Really, Mrs Walbridge, if it was the housekeeping ghost she’d hardly make a mess she’d have to clean up.’ Margot laughed carelessly. ‘My fault entirely. Typically clumsy of me! Now, where were we?’

Mrs Walbridge took a gulp of sherry. ‘You were just saying you did not believe in ghosts!’






Chapter 2

Margot did not expect to sleep much that night. The episode with the glass, and Mrs Walbridge’s reaction to it, had put the wind up her. She did not believe in ghosts, but turning out the light and listening to the creaking and groaning of the castle made her feel oddly apprehensive. However, it had been a long drive and she was tired. Shortly after putting her head on the pillow, the exceedingly comfortable pillow – Mrs de Lisle had spared no cost – she sank into a deep and dreamless sleep.

In the morning she ordered room service and drank her coffee at her desk, reading through her notes and working out where she needed to focus her research. There were eight Lord Deverills: Barton, Egerton, Tarquin, Peregrine, Greville, Hubert, Bertie and finally Jack Patrick, the present Lord Deverill. As they were a high-profile family with political influence, at least up until Greville at the end of the nineteenth century, Margot had managed to research the first five lords pretty thoroughly. They were all colourful characters and fabulously wealthy, with dark secrets, including the usual extramarital affairs and illegitimate children favoured by the aristocracy. Barton had been a tyrant, Egerton a bully and horrid to his wife, and the worst, Tarquin, had been cruel to his disabled son who had drowned on his tenth birthday in the ornamental pond in the castle grounds. It was rumoured that his father turned a blind eye and allowed it to happen, because the child brought shame upon the family name. Tarquin’s wife died shortly after, of a broken heart.

The last sixty years were Margot’s main focus now, from Hubert Deverill to the present day. But it was going to be challenging when so many of the leading personalities were still alive. There was JP, the current Lord Deverill, and his ex-wife, Alana, who had moved to America after their divorce. She had apparently taken him to the cleaners in the courts, leaving him with no alternative but to sell the castle. They had three children who were in their late twenties and thirties. Margot wasn’t sure where they were. Then there was Celia Deverill and her second husband Boysie Bancroft who were in their mid to late eighties – they lived in Paris. And JP’s twin sister, Martha, and her husband Joshua, who divided their time between California and Cork. If Margot wanted information she was going to have to be devious. It was unlikely that any of these characters would want to help her.

To Margot’s relief the fog had cleared in the night, leaving a crisp blue sky and feathery white clouds. The lawn glittered with a sprinkling of frost. Some sort of animal had trotted across it in the night, leaving its meandering footprints as evidence of the fun it had had while the castle slept. Margot decided she’d take a look around the town. If she was going to write about the Deverills, it was important to put the castle into context. After all, the relationship between the family and Ballinakelly had always been an uncertain one. The family had inspired both hatred and loyalty in the Irish; it was important to give a balanced account, as Mrs Walbridge would say.

Excited to be in Deverill heartland Margot put on her bright red coat and bobble hat and hurried downstairs. Mrs Walbridge was in the lobby, standing in front of the fire in a camel-hair coat and crocheted hat that resembled a tea cosy. ‘Good morning,’ said Margot cheerfully.

Mrs Walbridge’s keen little eyes lit up. ‘Good morning, dear,’ she replied. ‘Are you going out?’

‘Yes, I’m heading into town.’

‘Me too,’ said Mrs Walbridge. ‘I’m waiting for a taxi.’

‘You can come with me if you like,’ Margot offered. ‘I have a car.’

‘Oh, how very kind. I’m visiting a friend who lives just the other side of Ballinakelly, by the sea.’

‘How lovely. I’ll get to see more of the countryside. I’ll ask them to cancel your taxi.’

A moment later Mrs Walbridge was putting on her gloves and following Margot out into the sunshine. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful day,’ she gushed. ‘Ireland is so unpredictable. One day you can’t see further than your nose because of fog and the next it’s like this. As blue as cornflowers.’

Margot unlocked the door of her Volkswagen Beetle, which was as blue as Mrs Walbridge’s cornflower sky, and climbed in. Mrs Walbridge waited patiently as she gathered up the papers and magazines, crisp packets and cola bottles she’d left on the passenger seat and chucked them into the back. ‘Ready for you now, Mrs Walbridge,’ she called.

Mrs Walbridge climbed stiffly into the car, taking a while to settle into a comfortable position and to strap herself in. ‘My name is Dorothy, by the way. You can call me Dorothy if you like.’

‘Thank you,’ said Margot, turning the key. ‘I will.’

Just as they were about to set off a robin fluttered in front of the windscreen and alighted onto the bonnet of the car. ‘Well, would you look at that!’ exclaimed Margot in amazement.

‘Oh, this happens to me all the time,’ said Dorothy casually. ‘I have a thing with robins. It’s extraordinary. They’re always trying to get my attention. I’m not sure what it means, but they seem to be drawn to me.’

‘St Francis of Assisi – St Dorothy,’ said Margot with a laugh.

The robin hopped closer then perched on the windscreen wiper and pecked at the glass with its sharp little beak. ‘You see?’ said Dorothy with a sigh. ‘It’s as if it’s trying to tell me something.’

‘Well, I can’t drive away until it flies off,’ said Margot, letting go of the steering wheel.

‘Go on, little robin,’ said Dorothy, leaning forward to tap the glass. The robin looked put out, stared at her for a long moment and then took flight. ‘Extraordinary,’ she repeated with a shake of the head. ‘And only robins. The other birds couldn’t care a fig about me.’

Margot put the car into gear and set off down the drive.

‘I wonder, would you like to come with me?’ Dorothy asked, keen to repay Margot for her kindness. ‘I’m going to visit my dear friend Emer O’Leary. She’s JP Deverill’s mother-in-law although, since the divorce, the two of them have barely spoken. But being related to the family you’re writing about, she might be helpful. You never know. It’s worth a try.’

‘Really? You don’t think she’d mind me turning up with you, uninvited?’

‘Oh no, this isn’t England, dear. The Irish are very hospitable. She’d love to meet you, I’m sure. A famous writer like you.’

Margot couldn’t believe her luck. She’d only been at the castle one night and already she had a meeting with someone close to the Deverill family. If Mrs O’Leary was angry with her son-in-law she might be happy to share some family secrets. As she drove down the winding lanes Margot felt happiness expanding in her chest. The day could not have started more positively.

This time she was able to appreciate the wild beauty of the landscape. There was no fog to obscure the green pastures and rugged hills, no drizzle on the windscreen to mar her view. Sheep grazed in the sunshine on wild grasses and heather and wandered carefree among the crumbling ruins of long-abandoned cottages and drystone walls. Red kites circled above, their vast wings spread, ready to swoop on an unsuspecting creature minding its business in the undergrowth below. There was a sense of drama in those hills that appealed to Margot’s love of stories. A sense of history. As if the resonance of centuries of conflict lingered in the soil still. As if its stain could never be washed away no matter how much it rained.

The O’Learys’ home was a modest white house with a grey-slate roof, nestled in a sheltered bay with a view of the sea. The tide was out, leaving the sand damp and teeming with small creatures for the gulls to squabble over. Even in the bleakest of winter months, the velvet green hills and jagged cliffs possessed a Gothic charm. ‘What a beautiful place to live,’ said Margot, more to herself than to her companion. A part of her longed for such isolation.

She parked the car in front of the house.

‘Emer has a lovely life. She’s lived all over, you know. In America and Argentina – which is where I met her – and, for the greater part of her life, here. I thought when her daughter moved to the States she’d go with her, but her husband is Irish to his marrow. I don’t think he’d want to be anywhere but here in Ballinakelly. He fought for independence, you know. He was brave and passionate and terribly idealistic. Quite the romantic hero. You can’t take that kind of patriotism out of a man like Jack O’Leary, and place him on the other side of the world and expect him to thrive. His heart would wither. He’d die of homesickness.’ Dorothy paused a moment and sighed pensively. ‘He’s old now, nearly ninety, but he’s still got an air of mystery about him, you’ll see.’

Margot suspected that Dorothy was a little in love with Jack O’Leary.

She followed her to the front door and watched her give it a vigorous knock. A moment later there was a shuffling sound behind it and then it opened. An elderly woman with short grey hair and a gentle face looked from Dorothy to Margot and raised her eyebrows in surprise. ‘I’ve brought my new friend to meet you, Emer,’ said Dorothy. ‘Margot Hart is the Writer in Residence at the castle. She’s famous.’

Margot put out her hand and smiled bashfully. ‘I wouldn’t go as far as saying I’m famous—’

‘Oh, but you are, Margot. I should know, I’ve read your book,’ Dorothy cut in with a chuckle. ‘She’s a very good writer too. I’m a fan!’

Emer shook Margot’s hand. ‘You’re very welcome,’ she said, smiling in amusement at Dorothy’s enthusiasm. She opened the door wide and stepped aside to let them pass. ‘Any friend of Dorothy’s is a friend of mine.’

The three of them went into the sitting room. Bright sunlight streamed through the windows and a fire crackled hospitably in the grate. Dorothy didn’t wait to be offered a seat but sank into one of the comfy chairs with a sigh, quite at home. She smoothed down her skirt and smiled with satisfaction. ‘What a delicious smell,’ she exclaimed.

‘I’ve been baking,’ Emer replied. ‘My grandson is coming for lunch today and he likes my apple pie. He’s nearly thirty but he wants me to cook his favourite things as if he were still a boy. Now, would you like a cup of tea?’

‘That would be lovely,’ said Dorothy.

‘Can I help you?’ Margot asked.

‘If you don’t mind, you can bring the tray in for me,’ said Emer.

‘Now I’m down, I’ll stay down,’ said Dorothy decisively. ‘It’s lovely here by the fire. Just lovely.’

Margot followed Mrs O’Leary into the kitchen. It was a light, pretty room with a pine floor, worn in the places that had sustained the most traffic. An antique wooden dresser was pressed up against the back wall, a long refectory table in front of it, laden with newspapers. A wicker laundry basket had been left on a chair, overflowing with clothes waiting to be ironed. ‘Do excuse the mess. I wasn’t expecting company. Or rather, I wasn’t expecting famous company.’ Emer arched an eyebrow and Margot suspected that she was less easily impressed than Dorothy.

‘Dorothy told me you met in Argentina,’ she said.

‘We did, many aeons ago. She’s been a dear friend for years.’ Emer moved unhurriedly about the kitchen, opening cupboards, taking down china cups and saucers and arranging them tidily on a tray. She poured milk into a jug and assembled biscuits in a semicircle on a plate. She was elegant yet unpretentious in a pair of trousers, floral shirt and long cardigan. Margot imagined her as a young woman. She was probably never a great beauty, but she possessed a certain serenity that imbued her face with charm. Her eyes were a delicate shade of blue, the expression in them kind with a twinkle of humour. She sensed Emer was a patient and intelligent woman, which was probably just what a passionate man like Jack O’Leary needed.

‘So tell me, Margot, what are you writing up there at the castle?’ Emer asked, standing at the stove while the kettle simmered.

Margot braced herself for Emer’s reaction. ‘A history of the Deverills,’ she answered, then held her breath.

Emer didn’t miss a beat. ‘I suppose there’s enough for a book,’ she said, narrowing her eyes reflectively.

‘I’m going right back to Barton Deverill.’

‘And up to where?’ Emer looked at her steadily and Margot sensed the suspicion behind her smile.

‘I’ll probably take it up to the Second World War,’ Margot lied and then regretted it. She had every intention of bringing it right up to the present day and wished she’d been honest about it.

‘That would be prudent.’

‘My grandfather was Anglo-Irish and hunted with the Deverills back in the day. He remembered them fondly.’

This piece of information immediately diffused any awkwardness. Mrs O’Leary nodded and her suspicion evaporated behind a relieved smile. ‘Oh well, that makes all the difference,’ she said happily. ‘You’re friend not foe.’

Margot looked horrified and put a hand on her heart. ‘Absolutely not foe, Mrs O’Leary. I’m a massive fan of the family and the castle, especially. It’s really the history of the castle that I’m interested in writing.’

‘It was my daughter’s home for seventeen years and her children’s home. It broke their hearts when JP sold it. But that’s life. We can’t always have what we want and we must make do. It’s only bricks and mortar, after all. The truth is that home is where love is. And there wasn’t much love left there. That’s the real tragedy.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ said Margot, curious to know more.

‘Why don’t you take the tray into poor Dorothy. She’ll be wondering what we’re doing in here while she’s sitting in there on her own.’

Margot did as she was told. Emer O’Leary was a straight-talking, practical woman and yet her tone was gentle and wise. Margot believed that if she and her son-in-law, JP Deverill, were not speaking, it was because he didn’t want to speak to her, not the other way round. Margot didn’t imagine Emer to be a woman to bear a grudge.

She put the tray down on the table in front of the fire. A moment later Emer came in with the teapot. ‘Tell me, Dorothy, did you sleep well last night? Did you see that ghost again?’

‘I slept like a baby, Emer. Mr Dukelow, the manager, was kind enough to move me to another room.’

‘That’s very good of him.’ Emer passed her a teacup.

‘Oh, how lovely.’ Dorothy sighed with pleasure. ‘Mr Dukelow has taken my first two nights off my bill,’ she added with a delighted smile. ‘Fancy that.’

Emer poured tea into Margot’s cup, then poured one for herself and sat down in an armchair by the fire. ‘I would say that Mr Dukelow doesn’t want you spreading ghost stories around. If people get wind of the fact that the place is haunted they might stop coming altogether.’

‘That’s what I said,’ Margot agreed. ‘Although I would have thought people would be more likely to come. Ghosts are all the rage, you know. I have a friend in London who’s a medium. I’m not entirely sure that he really communicates with the dead, but it’s big business.’

‘I’d like the dead to stay dead,’ said Dorothy with a sniff. ‘I certainly don’t want any strange apparitions in my bedroom, if you don’t mind. If I’d known the hotel was riddled with them, I would have chosen another.’

‘I did invite you to stay here,’ said Emer.

‘Jack doesn’t like visitors. Although he says he doesn’t mind, I know he does. And I like to be independent and not to be a burden to anyone.’

‘He’ll be here shortly. He went out to take the dog for a walk.’

‘That’s why he’s going to live until he’s a hundred,’ said Dorothy. ‘The secret to longevity is taking lots of exercise.’

‘And luck,’ Emer added. ‘But luck runs out in the end.’

The three of them chatted in the cosy, soporific atmosphere of the little sitting room. The cast-iron fireback radiated warmth while specks of dust danced like fireflies in the shafts of sunlight that spilled through the windowpanes. Margot finished her tea and ate a couple of biscuits and listened to Dorothy and Emer reminiscing about Argentina. Her eyes strayed to the photographs placed on the side tables in frames. Attractive, happy people, smiling for the camera. She longed to ask who they were, but didn’t want to look like she was prying – or researching her book.

A while later the front door opened and a gust of cold air swept into the sitting room from the hall. A dog came into the room, panting. ‘I hope you’re not a wet dog,’ said Emer reproachfully. Whether he was wet or not, the mongrel sniffed the guests then turned his back and trotted out into the hall to join his master. A moment later Jack O’Leary appeared. He wasn’t a large man, but his charisma was powerful and filled the room. It suddenly felt too small for the four of them.

‘Hello, Dorothy,’ he said, acknowledging his wife’s friend with a nod, as if he saw her every day and didn’t need to bother with pleasantries. Dorothy gazed up at him, an expression of awe and delight igniting a little fire in her eyes. He then turned to Margot. She stood up and put out her hand. ‘It’s very nice to meet you, Mr O’Leary,’ she said.

‘This is Margot Hart, Dorothy’s friend,’ Emer told him. ‘She’s the Writer in Residence up at the castle. Imagine that, Jack, they have a Writer in Residence now!’

‘That’s grand,’ said Jack in his gruff Irish brogue that brought to Margot’s mind winds buffeting cliffs and wild waves crashing against rocks. Dorothy had been right, this man was as much part of Ireland as a shamrock.

Jack O’Leary might have been nearly ninety but Margot could tell that he was once a dashingly handsome man. His hair was grey, his face as haggard as that of an old fisherman who has spent his life in the elements, but his eyes were the colour of deep blue sea glass, unfathomable and full of secrets. Margot sensed that he had lived many lives, and suffered. His skin betrayed a lifetime of turbulence in the hundreds of lines carved into it. Most of all it told of loss.

‘And what are you writing?’ he asked.

‘A history of the Deverill family,’ she replied, holding his gaze and watching it intensify with interest.

‘Are you now,’ he mused and a small smile curled his lips. ‘Well, there’s more than enough to fill a book. Indeed, I’d say you could write a trilogy.’

Margot sensed that for some reason the idea of a book about the Deverills amused him. ‘I need to speak to people like you who knew them in the early part of this century,’ she added. It was worth a shot.

Jack chuckled. ‘Aye, I knew them well enough and I’ve had my fingers burnt in the process. Now that our families are interlinked, for better or for worse, I’ll not be speaking about the Deverills to anyone. But there are those that will. You only have to ask around. There are plenty that would shed light onto those dark and secret places.’

‘Our daughter was married to JP Deverill,’ said Emer. She sighed regretfully. ‘We thought it a good match. But people change over time and often they don’t change together or in the same way. They drift apart.’

‘But you have three lovely grandchildren from that marriage,’ interjected Dorothy, who sensed a heaviness pervading the room and decided to lift it. ‘And Colm lives right here in Ballinakelly. How lovely for you to see him so often.’

‘Yes, we’re very lucky, for sure.’ Emer smiled. She turned to Margot. ‘Our grandson is a vet like Jack was, Margot. We’re lucky he chose to remain in Ireland. His sisters followed their mother to America. But Colm’s like his grandfather. His roots are embedded deep in Irish soil. He’ll not be leaving it.’

Jack went into the kitchen, his loyal mongrel trotting eagerly after him. Margot took a breath and felt her whole body relax. It was as if Jack had taken his oppressive energy with him, restoring the sitting room to its original cosiness. But as much as Margot listened to the two women’s conversation, her attention had followed Jack as well. She was drawn to that dark charisma, sensing a story there if only she could get him to tell it.

At length Dorothy pushed herself to her feet and declared that she had taken up enough of Emer’s time. ‘I’m leaving tomorrow,’ she said. ‘But I’ll be back shortly.’ She turned to Margot. ‘When my husband died I decided I’d treat myself and come to Ballinakelly as often as I wanted. You have to do all the things you want to do, in the time you’re given, and no one knows how long that will be. So I’ll be back very soon. I’m already looking forward to it.’

Emer showed them to the door. She embraced her friend with affection and shook Margot’s hand. ‘It was very nice meeting you,’ she said. ‘I hope you enjoy the castle. I’m sure the de Lisles have done a good job in restoring it.’

‘It’s certainly luxurious,’ Margot replied.

Emer nodded sadly. ‘It was luxurious when JP inherited it.’ She sighed. ‘The trouble is an apple doesn’t fall very far from the tree.’

Margot wasn’t sure what she meant by that but she nodded as if she did. ‘Thank you for welcoming me into your home,’ she said, then stepped into the cold and made her way briskly to the car. Dorothy lingered, exchanging a few words with Emer. At last she climbed in beside Margot and rolled down her window to wave.

The car set off up the narrow lane. Margot did not expect anyone to be coming the other way for the road ended at the O’Learys’ house, so she let her concentration lapse. Her mind wandered to Jack O’Leary, wondering where he had disappeared to and why he hadn’t appeared to say goodbye. She failed to slow down as she approached the bend. Suddenly, a muddy Land Rover roared round the corner, clearly not expecting anyone to be coming the other way either. Dorothy gave a cry of panic. Margot slammed on the brakes. The driver of the Land Rover skidded to a halt. They missed colliding by only a few feet.

‘Good Lord!’ Margot exclaimed. ‘You okay, Dorothy?’

‘I’m still alive,’ Dorothy replied shakily. ‘But I think I jumped out of my skin.’

The two drivers entered into a stand-off, neither wanting to give way to the other. But Margot soon realized that the Land Rover could hardly reverse back round a blind corner without endangering an oncoming vehicle. With a sigh of irritation she decided that she was going to have to be the one to move. Reluctantly, she reversed her car into a small lay-by and waited for the Land Rover to pass. As it did so she found herself staring stupidly at the surprisingly handsome man in the driver’s seat who was raising his hand in gratitude and smiling at her without the slightest hint of annoyance. He drove slowly, careful not to scrape her car, and Margot’s impatience evaporated in the disarming appeal of his smile. No doubt he was wondering who she was and why she was there. Then he recognized Dorothy and his smile broadened. He doffed his flat cap and Margot noticed the dark hair that curled beneath it.

‘That’s Colm,’ said Dorothy, watching the Land Rover pass. ‘Emer and Jack’s grandson. He’s the local vet? He’s so like his grandfather.’ Margot drove back into the lane. ‘There, your first sighting of a Deverill. I’m going to be sorry to leave tomorrow. I’m curious to know how you get on. You might have to call me and keep me up to date with your progress.’

‘How old is he, do you think?’ Margot asked, injected suddenly with enthusiasm.

‘I can tell you exactly. Aisling must be thirty-one, which makes Colm twenty-nine and his younger sister Cara twenty-seven.’

‘And he’s the local vet,’ she mused.

‘Yes, but one day he’ll inherit the title. Sadly, he won’t have a castle to inherit. I doubt he’ll use the title. Sounds a bit silly being Lord Deverill, the vet!’

‘Is he married?’

‘Not yet.’ Dorothy glanced at her. ‘Quite a looker, isn’t he?’

‘Very.’ Margot laughed. ‘But I’m not looking and I don’t mix business with pleasure,’ she added, because Dorothy was smiling quietly to herself.

‘I’ll remember you said that,’ she muttered.

Margot laughed. ‘Fancy some lunch?’

‘What a splendid idea,’ Dorothy replied. ‘I know the perfect place. It’s called O’Donovan’s and they do the best Irish stew.’



Jack O’Leary stood at his bedroom window and looked out over the sea. He thought of her then and something pulled at the tender place in his heart where she still dwelt. He put a hand there, but it did nothing to ease the constant ache of loss. There was something about the view of that far distant horizon – the blurred line where the sea meets the sky – which brought her back to him, as if she was there, in that place between earth and Heaven. As if she hadn’t left, but was waiting for him as she had waited in life. He stared, and as he stared two grey eyes stared back at him. He spread his fingers wide on the windowpane. He had loved Kitty Deverill his whole life and now she was gone. He pressed his forehead against the glass and closed his eyes. She was gone and this time she wasn’t ever coming back.
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