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THERE HAD BEEN A HARD frost for three nights, effectively ensuring the soil was packed as hard as concrete. Notwithstanding this inconvenient quirk of nature, the young woman was determined to complete her task before the children woke up looking for their breakfast.

She had taken the precaution of bringing a kettle of boiling water with her, and now poured approximately one quarter of the steaming liquid onto the dark brown soil. The water soaked in and loosened the topmost layer. She set to work with her trowel, and dug out a respectable amount of dirt to create a small hole. Then she repeated the manoeuvre a further three times.

Ten minutes later, she had successfully dug a grave large enough to accommodate the remains of her husband’s latest plaything. She had not been able to lay her hands on a small box this time, but had appropriated a used padded envelope from the hotel where she worked. Its dimensions were adequate enough to hold the kitten, although as an added precaution, she had wrapped two metres of duct tape around the outside of the packet.

She placed her makeshift parcel inside the shallow grave and quickly filled it with loose dirt. Then she patted the top with the trowel until it was level, before hoisting herself to her feet, shivering in the cold morning air.

She brushed debris off her old jeans and returned to the kitchen to wash her hands. When they were clean and dry, she pushed the switch on the electric kettle to turn it on, then picked up a tea towel so she could dry the couple of dishes on the draining board.  

As she lifted one of her favourite china cups, it slipped from her cold hands and landed with a thud on the draining board. The handle snapped off, and a tiny shard of glass imbedded itself in the young woman’s palm. As she watched in horror, the blood began to flow and quickly covered her entire hand. Darkness beckoned and she slumped against the sink to stop herself keeling over.

Using the unit as a support, she lowered her body down onto the vinyl floor and closed her eyes, determined to block out the sight of the bloodied mess. She lost all sense of time and remained in the same position, unable to clean off the blood, yet unable to move because of it. After five minutes in the same position, she slipped into unconsciousness.

Gentle hands touching her own brought her back to reality. She slowly opened her eyes to find a small boy with enormous monkey brown eyes mopping up the blood with a damp flannel. His brown hair was tousled, and his nose was cute and dainty, exactly like a three-year-old’s ought to be.  

‘Silly Mummy,’ the child shook his head reprovingly, in imitation of his teachers at nursery. ‘What a mess.’
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THE HONOURABLE NELSON Kirwan-Taylor strolled through his mother’s topiary garden with Trotsky at his heels. The garden had been designed to look good in all seasons, and even the bleak November day could not detract from the raw beauty of the foliage. He paused to admire the outline of a giraffe, a creature whose presence he was unable to recall from his old life.

He sighed morosely, and aimed a kick at a weed whose only crime was its very existence. He was already feeling confined by his new circumstances, and the urge to flee the hallowed grounds of his father’s estate was growing increasingly urgent.

It was fair to say that while much had changed during his absence, far more remained the same. Craddock, the butler who had served the family since he was a boy, had retired four years earlier and been replaced by a house manager with a business degree from Brighton University.

Lance had appropriated five acres of family land for his personal use, upon which he had built a mansion for his new wife, and equipped it with every luxury money could buy. Not content with mere construction, he had also fathered a son and two daughters in short order. Children whose acquaintance their long-lost uncle had been delighted to make, and vice versa.

Nelson frowned when his thoughts turned to his eldest brother. Lance assumed his recently restored sibling would be renewing his pilot’s licence now he was home, and on the previous evening had offered to make the necessary arrangements for the required training and flight time. 

When the prodigal had not immediately jumped at the opportunity, the atmosphere at the dinner table had grown almost oppressive. Lady Davenport had turned pale, her husband glowered, and Lance seemed ready to spring across the ancient piece of yew and throttle his brother. In Nelson’s opinion, it was only the presence of his sister-in-law, Jasminda, a woman as beautiful and gentle as she was peace loving which had saved the ensemble from a nasty scene.

While Damerel and Trixie remained at Little Badger, harmony had reigned amongst the Kirwan-Taylors. Nelson was not immune to the irony of this. Damerel, the ultimate warmonger, had succeeded in maintaining tranquillity between all parties with only minimal assistance from the Lady Beatrix. Pleased to see them all getting along so well, and positive good relations would be maintained in his absence, the captain had soon succumbed to the lure of Otter, and sloped off a couple of days earlier than anticipated. 

A scant twenty-four hours later, Trixie claimed she had absented herself from her job in London for long enough. She abandoned the quiet of Windsor, and fled the scene with hardly more than a final comforting hug for her errant sibling.

Nelson did not blame Trixie for leaving, nor did he envy her the cut and thrust of city life. The same, however, could not be said of his brother. When Damerel let slip he was joining Dorothy and the gang at Otter for kayaking and other fun activities, Nelson’s stomach spasmed with envy and hurt. Knowing full well his brother would have done just about anything to be joining him in Kerry, Damerel had thrown him a sympathetic glance but nothing more. As far as he was concerned, the deal had been struck, and the prodigal was promised to his parents for the agreed month, kayaking or no kayaking.

As he wandered towards the corner of the garden where the geometric shapes were located, Nelson extracted his iPhone from the pocket of the brand new Barbour his mother had bestowed upon him, and opened his folder of photographs. Damerel had sent one of Dorothy and Simone standing behind Moo-Moo’s highchair. The women had their arms wrapped around each other, while the baby waved at the camera with a long plastic spoon. The second picture was of Josh and Deco standing over their kayaks, their oars held high above their heads in a gesture of triumph. 

Nelson was not certain if his brother had deliberately omitted to send a photo of Diane, or whether he had not been afforded the opportunity to snap one. Either way, the pic of the girl had been provided by the unlikely source of Deco Moynihan. He had sent a total of six, ranging from shots of Diane looking tiny next to her kayak, to one of her feeding the baby, her hair pulled held back by a headband.

Seeing his beloved girl in mothering mode filled Nelson with an overwhelming sense of despair which threatened to engulf him, and drag him down into its depths. Very like the waves that had reportedly killed him many years earlier. 

If she loved me a little, I might be able to endure this. As things stand, I’m not certain I can even last another week, never mind a dratted month. I must find a way to break free of this situation without creating a maelstrom of drama. Why, oh why, did I succumb to Damerel’s demands and leave my cottage. Surely there was another way?

Needless to say, alternatives had been in short supply. He accepted this. He had been luckier than most, he accepted this also. Recriminations had been virtually non-existent since his return. He had been watched, certainly, although his movements had not been curtailed in any way. He had been swamped with gifts guaranteed to please, and handed the keys of the most recent addition to the estate’s fleet of vehicles, an impressive Land Rover scarcely two years old. His favourite foods had begun to make an appearance at mealtimes with alarming frequency.

As if this was not riches enough, not one eyebrow had been raised at his obvious enthusiasm for any form of alcoholic beverage. On the contrary, his family was clearly relieved the only ailment with which he had returned home appeared to be a penchant for a drop or two of the hard stuff. A weakness which they were more than happy to tolerate, and even accommodate. 

Lord Davenport had even been overheard asking Barclay, the new house manager, to order extra supplies of both brandy and whiskey, since he was now sharing his stash with two of his boys. He sounded positively jovial about the situation, and Barclay responded in kind, congratulating the earl on a son who was clearly a chip off the old block.

Nelson bent down and picked up a fallen stick. Trotsky immediately rushed over, hopeful of a game. ‘Sticks are dangerous,’ his master told him crossly. He fished an old tennis ball out of his pocket and flung it with all his strength. The dog hurtled after it, and could be heard barking joyfully in the distance.

‘The cur thinks he’s a pup,’ Nelson growled. ‘My life is falling apart, and the ungrateful brute is loving the new regime. And Mummy needn’t think she’s fooling me for one instant. I know for a fact she’s been spoiling him rotten and trying to get him on side. That’s a dirty trick. Trying to get to a man via his dog.’

Still grumbling to himself, Nelson shoved the phone back into his pocket, and pulled out his monocular instead. Dorothy had presented it to him during his final few hours at Howth. She had been saving it for Christmas, but hoped he might find some use for it during his walks at Little Badger.

He was grateful for the thoughtful gift and knew by Damerel’s face that his brother was envious of its new owner. It was rare for anyone to awaken even a spark of envy in Dam’s stalwart chest, hence Nelson felt cheered for a moment when he saw the look of chagrin that crossed his brother’s countenance.

That feeling of smugness had been short lived when it dawned upon him that Diane would not be putting in an appearance to bid him farewell. He was stunned by this obvious desire to avoid him, and rooted his feet to the marble floor, desperately hoping if he stood there long enough, she would take pity on him and relent. This did not happen. When the combined forces of Marco Kelly and the Lady Trixie at last managed to shift him, he was close to breaking down.

Only the knowledge that Jack Maddox and his crew of hard men were looking on prevented the tears from flowing. He certainly shed a few as the bird crossed the Irish Sea, but as his only companions were his siblings and a heavily sedated Trotsky, it mattered not a whit.

Damerel treated the emotional outburst with the contempt it deserved, while Trixie presented the family sissy with a handkerchief, then rested her head against his shoulder by way of offering comfort. Nine days had elapsed since the fateful trip, and on each successive one, life had grown a fraction harder to bear. 

I’m losing Horace Johnson. I’m not sure I even know who is he is any more. I hate it here, yet I can’t go back to my cottage because I know they’ll never leave me in peace. Even my accent has changed. I sound just like the bloody governor. Soon I’ll forget Horace ever existed. I’ll be sucked into this life as if quicksand has gotten hold of me. I can feel it.

If I don’t break free now, they’ll start to possess me again. Before I know it, it will be as if I was never away. Lance will be talking about a corner office at Kirwan-Taylor Enterprises, and the parents will act as if they’re delighted by the very notion of it. It’s imperative I get away while I still have the strength to do it. I need a plan, and I need one now.

Nelson mentally reviewed his financial situation. He still had a few pounds left of the moola the governor had bestowed on him when he first arrived with barely a shilling to his name. It was enough to get him as far as London. He bitterly regretted abandoning his secret stash at Old Hen, since there was more than enough left to get him far away from Windsor and Little Badger.

There had been no opportunity to dig it up, mainly because he had never been left alone for more than two minutes since the moment he made himself known to Damerel. Even during the relative privacy of his walks in Howth, he had been watched. Dorothy’s security team had kept a beady eye upon him during all of his ramblings around the estate, determined not to allow him to slip through their clutches.

Even though he knew he only had himself to blame for such surveillance, it irked him that nobody believed him trustworthy enough to be left to his own devices. Perhaps they were correct? He hit another weed with the stick, then felt guilty for taking his temper out on Mother Nature. Here he was contemplating slinking off yet again like a thief in the night.

If he had the means at his disposal, he might already be formulating an escape plan. However, he did not have the means, and unless he applied to a friend for help, or stole some readies, he might find himself stuck at Little Badger for the foreseeable future. Who to ask? Therein lay the rub.

There was no doubt he was surrounded by folks with ample funds at their disposal. Ironically, not one of them would risk crossing his parents by lending him the necessary cash. Amanda would probably have been forthcoming under normal circumstances, although given her friendship with Dorothy, it was unlikely she would be accommodating on this occasion.

Josh and Deco were in a similar situation. Nelson knew they would gladly have loaned him the moola, but would hesitate to upset Dorothy. She wanted Nelson to stay where he was for the promised month, and would frown upon any attempt on his part to disregard the promise he had made.

‘There must be somebody who can help,’ Nelson muttered to himself as he started walking again. ‘There must be one person who can empathise with my predicament.’

He lengthened his stride while his mind wrestled with the predicament. Bertie and Alex would gladly wire him the funds if he contacted them. This thought stopped him dead in his tracks. Would now be a good time to take off to Canada and catch up with his old pals? Lance had already taken steps to ensure his brother received a brand new passport and driving licence. Theoretically speaking, there would be no problem with the travel arrangements.

I must remember to tell Dorothy the only reason I never went to Vienna was because my passport expired, and I was terrified of renewing it in the name of Horace Johnson. Perhaps she’s already worked that out for herself. Now that Lance has sorted out my paperwork, I can go anywhere I bloody well choose. I don’t like the idea of taking off to Canada without my last wad of cash. Besides, what would I do with Trotsky? Would he have to be quarantined? That would kill the old boy.

‘Twiglet,’ Nelson suddenly moaned aloud. ‘I can’t abide the idea of us being a world apart.’

Then again, Bertie and Alex would wire him the funds even if he chose not to join them. If he had the price of a plane ticket, he could head home to Ireland, dig up his stash and take off into the wild blue yonder before any of them had a chance to send Damerel after him. Avoiding capture by his brothers would be a challenge, yet he was confident he could manage it if he planned it properly, and left nothing to chance.

Feeling cheered at the idea of a possible flight, Nelson began to whistle, and hastened in the general direction of his dog. He might have time to fire off an email to Bertie and Alex before lunch. They ran a successful business, and would not scruple to send him a few pounds when they heard of his dilemma.

A crescendo of barking assaulted his ears, and he deduced his best friend had stumbled across a specimen of wildlife. Ten euro says it’s a hedgehog. He quickened his pace, and tracked the dog down to the gravelled walkway separating the topiary enclosure from his mother’s rose garden. It was not a hedgehog; it was a grey squirrel. The creature was frozen to the spot about two metres away from the dog, while Trotsky barked at it in his most menacing manner.

‘Don’t be so bloody annoying,’ Horace shouted at the animal. ‘I’m stressed out here, and all you can do is make a fool of yourself.’

The man’s voice seemed to snap the squirrel out of its stupor. The critter forgot its fear, and scampered off towards the rose garden at top speed. An enraged Trotsky instantly pursued it, and his exasperated master hastened to catch up to him.

‘Don’t start scrabbling around in those flowerbeds,’ he roared at his errant pet. ‘Just because the roses aren’t blooming at present, doesn’t give you the right to deface them. I’m not spending the rest of the bloody day cleaning up your mess. I intend to head down to the lake next. Bloody squirrel. Where’s Dam and his rifle when you need him?’

His threats fell on deaf ears as Trotsky careered across the closest flowerbed in pursuit of his quarry, displacing the mulch and soil around a particularly fine specimen of Harlow Carr as he travelled. Feeling as irritated with himself as he was with the dog, Nelson dashed after him before the hound could wreak any more damage on the garden. The squirrel was nowhere to be seen by the time he caught up to the beast, feeling slightly winded.

The delighted pooch had stumbled across an old chew toy abandoned by one of the countess’s dogs, and was busy shaking it like a rat as he growled menacingly. Nelson was all set to berate his pet for his ill-mannered behaviour when his attention was arrested by something that had no business in his mother’s rose garden.

This was the first time he had been inside the area since his return home. He had explored much of the estate, but had deliberately omitted the rose corner, as the sight of the blossomless plants always made him feel melancholic. Since he was already experiencing his fair share of this emotion, he wisely refrained from adding to the burden. Now he stared at his discovery in dawning horror.

Two large granite monuments had been erected smack bang in the middle of the central lawn. There was a rectangular piece of white marble in front of each one holding an eternal flame.

The slab on the left read: Foxie Kirwan-Taylor. Most beloved. Sadly missed. Never forgotten. The Great Dane’s head had been carved in profile on the granite. To Nelson’s eye, it was obviously the work of a master craftsman. Resting against Foxie’s monument was a small silver urn.

It had not tarnished, and looked as if it was regularly polished. Both slabs of granite were in pristine condition, and Nelson surmised his mother made it her business to keep them so. He transferred his attention to the monument on the right. His own likeness had been carved in profile, and underneath were two simple words: Our Nelson. There was more writing below.

He gawked at the poem entitled On Children by Kahlil Gibran. A poem which was a particular favourite of Diane’s. You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them like you. He clearly remembered the day she had read it aloud to him in the back garden of Old Hen, and announced that when she became a mother, she was going to treat her children as individuals in their own right instead of possessions. Assuming, of course, she could find the right daddy for said offspring.

‘I’ll need a man who’s likeminded,’ she said gently. Then she turned her green eyes upon him and smiled a secret smile. As Nelson read the words, he fell to his knees and bowed his head.
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WHEN NELSON JOINED his parents at the lunch table two hours later, his hair was still damp from his recent shower. He had chosen to wear a respectable looking pair of grey pants and a light blue cashmere sweater his mother had presented to him the previous day. After greeting the earl and countess, and dropping a kiss on his mother’s cheek, he claimed the seat to her right.

‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ he told them. ‘I was down at the lake and lost track of time. I wanted to check out that underwater cave we used to muck about in when we were kids. This fish pie smells delicious.’

‘You’ve been swimming?’ the countess eyed his damp hair fondly. She was very like her youngest son, having the identical hazel eyes and high forehead. She had left her hair hanging around her shoulders and, in Nelson’s opinion, looked considerably younger than her sixty-five years.

‘Only for a few minutes,’ he shrugged. ‘I took one of the rowboats out, and dived in to take a look at the cave. I thought it best not to dawdle at this time of year. Not that the lake ever really warms up, even at the height of summer. I wonder if Lance has a wetsuit that might fit me. There’s no way a suit belonging to Dam will go anywhere near me. I don’t know how the blighter stays as lithe as a greyhound. You should see the amount of food he consumes in a single day, Mummy. It’s quite shocking.’

‘He has your father’s metabolism,’ his mother smiled lovingly. ‘I’m thinking of heading to London tomorrow to make a start on the Christmas shopping. Why don’t you come with me and we’ll find you a wetsuit?’

‘What an excellent notion, your ladyship,’ Nelson briefly rested his left hand on top of hers and gave it a squeeze. ‘It would be my pleasure to escort you to town. Perhaps we could have tea at the Ritz or someplace equally swanky.’

Faint colour crept into the countess’s hitherto pale face. ‘That sounds delightful,’ she glanced at her husband for his reaction.

‘Good show, old boy,’ the earl nodded approvingly. ‘Your mother could use a day out, and I’m promised to Sylvester Sinclair. The poor chap’s been a little under the weather. Thinks it might be gout or some such. I’ll head over there after breakfast, and see if I can distract him from whatever ails him.’

‘Give him my regards, Father,’ Nelson replied politely, then addressed his mother again. ‘Afternoon tea will have to be your treat, Mummy,’ he said in embarrassment. ‘I’m rather low on funds right now.’

Before Lady Davenport could reply, the earl reached into his pocket and withdrew his wallet. As he extracted a wad of cash he said, ‘You only have to say the word, boy. Plenty more where this came from. As a matter of fact...’

Whatever he had been about to say was cut off when his wife said, ‘James. Please don’t discuss money at the lunch table. Nelson merely requires a few pounds to tide him over. I don’t want his brain addled with talk of finances. There’ll be time enough for that when he’s feeling more settled.’ As she spoke, she fixed her eyes on her husband’s face, sending him a clear message. 

The earl cleared his throat and almost threw the cash at his son. ‘Your mother’s quite right, boy,’ he uttered hoarsely. ‘We don’t have to discuss such dry matters until you’re good and ready. Besides, Lancelot would never forgive me if I had such a conversation without him being present. The fellow can talk about money until the cows come home.’

‘In which case, I’m grateful he didn’t join us for lunch,’ Nelson muttered, grabbing hold of the cash. He swiftly counted it then waved it at his mother. ‘Enough for afternoon tea and a fish supper in the evening,’ he told her cheerfully. How about we take in a movie while we’re at it? We may as well make a day of it. Would Trixie object to us crashing at her flat?’

‘Golly,’ the countess blushed with sheer pleasure. ‘That all sounds lovely. But there’s no need for us to put your sister out, darling. We’ll check into Claridges. They know me there.’

‘Now I know from where I inherited my spendthrift habits,’ Nelson teased her. ‘Spending hundreds of pounds on a hotel when your daughter lives in town. Lance has a crash pad there as well, doesn’t he?’

‘I wouldn’t exactly describe it a crash pad,’ the earl snorted through his narrow nose. ‘It set him back the best part of ninety million pounds.’

‘Good Lord,’ Nelson blinked in shock. ‘Did he buy the west wing of Buckingham Palace?’

‘A penthouse apartment in One Hyde Park,’ his mother explained gently. ‘I know it was rather extravagant of him, but he assures us it has already gained considerably in value. Your brother is a man who truly understands a good investment when he sees it. Your father and I would have been lost without him these past ten years.’

‘I’ve got to see this gaff,’ Nelson got a determined glint in his eye. ‘Why don’t you call him after lunch, Mummy, and ask if we can stay there tomorrow evening? Then we can swan around to our heart’s content without having to rush. It’ll be jolly good fun. Trotsky won’t object to my absence. The dirty fecker has his eye on your Dolly. I wish him luck with his suit. Something tells me she’s a fussy one.’

‘If only that were true,’ his mother sighed. ‘Speaking of romance, darling, you haven’t mentioned a particular young lady back in Ireland. I hope you don’t feel we’re excluding any of your friends. You’re welcome to invite anybody you wish to join you here. If there is somebody special, you must be missing each other by now.’

To Lady Davenport’s chagrin, an expression of such agony crossed her son’s face, it caused her to drop her cutlery in shock. ‘I’m so sorry, my love,’ she whispered in mortification. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’

Nelson pulled himself together and went to fetch clean cutlery from the sideboard. ‘It’s not your fault, Mummy,’ he dropped a kiss on top of her head as he placed the cutlery by her plate. ‘Don’t concern yourself with me and my troubles.’

‘Nice talk from a son of ours,’ the earl glared at him. ‘If there’s something troubling you, then you ought to share it with us and not bottle it up. That sort of nonsense is what leads to poor health in later life.’

‘Your father’s correct, dear,’ the countess smiled warily. ‘We don’t mean to pry into your private affairs, but if there’s something upsetting you, we’d prefer to know what it is. If you feel you can talk about it, we’re here for you. Please, Nelson. Don’t shut us out.’

‘I’m amazed you don’t know about it already,’ her son grumbled. ‘Obviously Dam kept the details to himself. If that man wasn’t the living image of the governor, I’d swear you had a fling with some sort of cybernetic organism, Mummy. The fellow’s like a clam.’

The earl chuckled at this, even as his hard gaze raked his son’s face, noting the lines of tension and the hurt behind his eyes. ‘Damerel would never betray your secrets,’ he said warmly. ‘I take it he knows about the young lady in question. Dare we ask her name?’

The countess held her breath and silently began to count. When she reached nine, Nelson spoke. ‘I’ve been in love with Diane O’Keefe since she was fifteen years old. She used to be very fond of me, but I screwed up the one chance I had with her. Now she scarcely thinks of me as a friend. The only reason she’s even acknowledging me is because Dam works for her mother, and she knows we’re occasionally going to bump into each other. It’s a total Charlie Foxtrot as Commander Maddox would say.’

Lady Davenport stared at her husband in shock. ‘Declan O’Keefe’s daughter,’ she whispered theatrically. ‘She’s probably a Catholic as well.’

‘At least he’s not in love with Dorothy Lyle,’ the earl was eyeing his son in fascination. ‘I hate to think of him crossing swords with Maddox. I know for the fact the man is merciless when thwarted.’

The countess began to tap the end of her fork on the table as her mind raced. ‘We’ll have to brazen it out,’ she suddenly decreed. ‘I won’t have it said we’re ashamed of our daughter-in-law. After all, the girl isn’t responsible for the sins of her father. May the evil rotter burn in hell where he belongs.’

‘Hear, hear,’ her husband raised his glass and saluted her. ‘Well said, my dear.’

‘I don’t mean to be unkind,’ the countess lowered her voice and addressed her husband. ‘But Catholics really annoy me. All that holier than thou nonsense, and falling over themselves to do the bidding of the Vatican. She’ll probably expect Nelson to accompany her to mass every Sunday, and insist on eating fish on Fridays.’

‘I expect we’ll soon grow accustomed to her funny little ways,’ her husband chuckled. ‘Jasminda never gives us any trouble.’

‘That’s because she’s an extremely biddable girl,’ his wife replied sharply. ‘We’re talking about the daughter of Declan O’Keefe and Dorothy Lyle here, James. Something tells me biddable is not an adjective one would ever apply to her.’

‘Have you two run mad?’ Nelson cut across their conversation. ‘I hurt my Twiglet so badly, she can barely tolerate me. I’ve apologised for my appalling behaviour, but I don’t believe she’ll ever truly forgive me, never mind marry me. You two are carrying on as if we’re on the brink of announcing our engagement.’ His voice broke, and his parents glanced at each other in concern.

‘You mustn’t give up, Nellie,’ his father spoke sternly. ‘If I had given up on your mother when she first rejected me, none of you children would be around today. Buck up, old man. It’s not over until it’s over.’

‘Your father’s right,’ his mother joined in. ‘Now is not the time to lose heart, darling. You must formulate a plan to win her back.’

‘By fair means or foul,’ his father added. ‘Approach it like a military campaign. Your goal: to make Diane O’Keefe your wife.’

Nelson raised his glass and polished off what was left of his wine. He nodded thoughtfully as he regarded his parents over the glass. ‘You might have a point there,’ he said slowly. ‘She loved me once. She might be persuaded to look upon me kindly again if I could find a way back into her good graces. How the devil am I to set about doing that?’

‘You’ll think of something,’ his mother rubbed his arm comfortingly. ‘You’re the smartest of our children. Don’t tell your brothers I said that.’

‘An opportunity will present itself when you least expect it,’ the earl said reassuringly. ‘What you must do is be ready to seize the moment, boy.’

‘Seize the moment,’ Nelson murmured to himself. ‘That’s the sort of thing Dam would do.’

‘I sincerely hope you will not follow in Damerel’s footsteps and still be single at thirty-nine years of age,’ his mother interrupted his thought processes. ‘Whatever’s the matter with the boy?’

Nelson tore his thoughts away from wooing Diane in a mysterious manner guaranteed to make her fall into his arms, and stared at his mother in surprise. 

‘What do you expect when Rhona Sinclair has been swanning around darkest Africa since January?’ he enquired in exasperation. ‘Once she gets home, I have no doubt Dam will seal the deal. But in the meantime he’s rather stuck. Poor old chap. No wonder he’s a tad on the cranky side. With a figure like hers, I doubt she’s short of admirers. Not that Dam knows her whereabouts, of course. He’s such a dumbass as Bunny would say. That reminds me, I must give the old boy a call and find out how Browning is doing.’

As he was looking forward to some freshly brewed coffee, he looked around for somebody to whisk away the dirty dishes. ‘Is there any pudding?’ he asked. ‘I’d murder a slice of something.’ Receiving no response, he looked at his mother questioningly, and found both his parents with their eyes riveted upon him.

‘Is there something you’d like to tell us about Rhona Sinclair and your brother?’ the earl kept his voice even.

‘Only that she’s been madly in love with the rotter forever,’ Nelson frowned. ‘I thought it was common knowledge. I was privy to a scene between them at Lancelot’s wedding which left me in no doubt they are made for each other. Of course, Dam was still in the Regiment back then so it might not have worked too well for them. But now he’s a civilian and rather more human, I think they stand as good a chance as anyone of being happy. If only the girl would come home and give him an opportunity to impress her. Can’t you exercise some influence over Sylvester, Governor? See if he can persuade her to get a move on?’

‘I always suspected they might hit it off,’ the countess gripped her husband’s hand. ‘But I never dared hope she might actually care for Damerel.’

‘Are you sure about this, boy?’ the earl scowled at his son. ‘You’re not playing one of your pranks on us?’

‘Seriously, Governor,’ Nelson rolled his eyes. ‘I’m in no mood for jokes of any kind. Especially not about love. In case you’ve forgotten, I’m suffering from a broken heart. I doubt even Jack Maddox himself is feeling more cut up than me this week, and he has Dorian Ganley as his love rival. Dorothy is toying with fire there. She really shouldn’t be playing them off against each other. If she’s not extremely careful, it’s all going to end in tears, and she might very well lose them both. Not that I’m a big fan of either chap, but I hate to think of her being alone after everything she’s endured recently. She really needs somebody to take care of her, and by somebody I mean a husband.’

Once again he looked at his parents and found them regarding him in wonder.

‘It’s a pleasure to have you home, old chap,’ the earl sounded highly emotional. ‘We missed your insights, didn’t we, Josephine?’

‘We certainly did,’ she replied mistily. ‘My darling boy.’

Nelson shifted uncomfortably on his chair. ‘There’s no need to get all emotional,’ he said in embarrassment. ‘Shall we see if there’s any pudding?’
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DOROTHY STEADFASTLY refused to leave Dublin airport until the jet which was all set to bear Simone, Charlie and Moo-Moo back to the southern hemisphere had actually taken off. In addition to no fewer than six upbeat text messages, Simone had already texted a picture of the luxurious first-class cabin, all of which was designed to prevent her friend from sinking into doom and gloom.

Dorothy recalled Glenda’s words of foreboding, and stifled the urge to scream at the thought of being alone again. The trio would be reunited in the early part of 2013, as soon as Simone was safely delivered of her baby. Dorothy repressed a shudder as she anticipated the many lonely days and nights yet to be endured. It was fair to say the forthcoming visit was of scant comfort on a chilly December Sunday.

For five weeks, the guests had played a major role in keeping her sane, and she did not know how she was going to go it alone. Dorothy was positive if not for the unexpected arrival of Simone and her lover, the suspended animation into which she had slipped after the Kinsella Sting would have continued virtually unabated. 

Even after she escaped from her self-induced coma, and did her best to go about her normal business, the atmosphere at the palace had been almost apathetic. It was as if the residents were merely going through the motions as they waited for her to vault over this latest crisis like a prime steeplechaser, or for something else to occur which would distract her and provide a new focus. 

In the early days of her convalescence, she had twice been awoken by Marco from a dream involving Bel hovering over the bed clutching a samurai sword, all ready to cut out her heart. Who could have anticipated that Declan O’Keefe would be the catalyst which would drag her feet first out of the cloud of misery engulfing her, and catapult them all into utter bedlam?

Everything had taken a back seat to the treachery of her former husband, even the perfidy of Bel and Gerald who, while social outcasts, were nonetheless living in their family home and maintaining the facade of a normal life. Certainly life at the palace could not have been described as normal. There had been muted interest in either sport or current affairs. Global tragedies and natural disasters which would normally have gripped her attention for days were nothing but a barely registered blip on her radar. Worst of all, she had not set foot in the pavilion for weeks. 

This situation had changed when she felt the unexpected urge to play again, and opened the lid on the Pegasus for the first time since the day she had broken down in the meditation room and been rocked back to sanity by Jack. After her first foray into the pavilion, she noticed that Glenda and Ralph looked more cheerful, as if they had taken this as a sign she was officially coming back to them.

There were a couple of days which were very much a blur, and she could not have recalled what happened even if her life depended upon it. Simone and Charlie had supported her through those darker moments, and covered for her as best they could. Not that it was really necessary for them to do any such thing. There had never been any need for them to cover for her because nobody expected her to do anything other than survive the horrors visited upon her by the Kinsellas and Declan. 

Each and every one of them had been braced to catch her, and it brought a tear to her eye to think of the way they watched out for her, and willed her to make it. A tear slid from her eye and ran down her cheek. The last of the dark clouds had begun to part in recent days. She had been privileged to catch a glimpse of the twins’ future, and it had allowed her to take another giant leap forward in the healing process.

‘You’ll see them soon enough, Boss,’ Selena told her kindly. ‘The next time you and Simone are together, she’ll be a mother.’

Dorothy sniffed, and nodded gratefully at her protection officer. She was already looking forward to her trip to New South Wales, and Shelly had even started some tentative research on the area, so her boss would know what to expect. They had agreed she would not arrange the actual flight until the baby was a week or two old. This delay would give Simone a chance to recover from the birth, and get used to first-time motherhood at the tender age of forty-two.

From her vantage point in the observation area, Dorothy watched the Boeing 757 containing her friends begin to taxi down the runway. Thank you for sending me Simone, Charlie and Moo-Moo. Please watch over them and make sure they get home safely. 

It was ironic how her friendship with one woman had been salvaged, just as another was irreparably annihilated. And all before Viv had been murdered in cold blood. Dorothy sniffed again, and sensed rather than saw the way Kellena eyed each other uneasily. As the plane began to gather speed, she found her thoughts wandering in the direction of Viv. Nobody understood how much she bitterly regretted her death, and blamed herself for the other woman’s downfall. 

At twenty-four years of age, she had taken the decision never to mention Declan’s true nature to a living soul. Well, that chicken certainly came home to roost and no bleedin’ mistake. The benefits of the choice had been twofold. The twins had grown up believing their dad to be a relatively normal man. For years, they were happy to go along with the family theory that their parents divorced because they married too young, and were not mature enough for such a commitment. 

The second benefit was more complicated. It allowed Dorothy to hide away from memories of the years of psychological abuse she had suffered at his hands. Over the course of time, she even managed to convince herself that things had not really been that bad. She told herself she had very likely overreacted to much of what he had said and done during the course of their marriage, because she was young and over-emotional.

During the early years of the separation, she faithfully adhered to her script. She filed away the recollections of his cruel and vicious behaviour in a secret compartment in her mind, and refused to allow them the light of day. Instead of screaming the truth at the top of her lungs as she ought to have done, she had whined to her friends of Declan’s frequent infidelities. The way he had taken her for granted, kept her short of money, and generally treated her like a dogsbody, unworthy of attention. 

Even under the influence of alcohol, she had never divulged her dirty secret, or been tempted to do so. Even as her friends took the interrogation up a notch and demanded more and more details, she never cracked. She stuck to her sad story of neglect and unhappiness, and heaved a secret sigh of relief when she saw how appalled they were by her litany of complaints. 

She had successfully provided a version of the truth which satisfied all parties. Declan O’Keefe had been a bad husband, no more no less. Dottie was better off without him, and had made the right decision when she chose to leave him and start afresh.

When a recently separated and vulnerable Viv encountered him sixteen years later, she had not seen a dangerous psychopath. She had only seen a man she had been pally with as a teenager, who married one of her closest friends at a young age, and regretted it almost immediately. Sensing his opportunity to get close to his ex-wife’s inner circle, Declan had not hesitated to turn on his infamous charm, and immediately cast out lures to Viv. It was only when she was well and truly hooked that he dropped the bombshell and persuaded her to join him in his dastardly plot.

Viv had been seduced twice over. First by love and then by money. Declan had promised her The Unicorn and A Handful of Heaven, two businesses she had always desperately wanted. He also offered a share of the cash. Money Viv badly needed. In the weeks following her untimely demise, the detectives investigating the plot against Dorothy discovered the true state of Viv’s finances. Dorian had offered to use his contacts to ensure his girlfriend learned the full facts of the case, although ultimately there was no need. Hopeful of impressing their future bosses, Detectives Riley and Kavanagh had been only too ready to impart what they knew to Keith and Rosa.

Like Bel, Viv had not held on to the second lottery cheque so the funds would be ready and waiting when the tax bill fell due. She had used the taxman’s money to fund the partial purchase of the building on South Anne Street where her shop was based. Viv had never been a tenant. All four floors of the building belonged to her, courtesy of a substantial mortgage. With the tax deadline looming, and already struggling to sustain the mortgage repayments on such a high end property, Viv had grown desperate. 

The cocktail of poison and promises being drip-fed by Declan had not only assuaged her fears, but also damped down the glowing embers of her conscience. If she fell in with his plans, he told her, in one fell swoop she would not only be able to pay off her debt to revenue, but also crawl out from under the cosh of the bank forever, thereby securing her and Yvonne’s future. All she had to do in return for the largess on offer was assist in the homicide of Dorothy Lyle. A woman she had met on her first day of secondary school, and classed as a friend for most of her life.

The jet left the runway and, in blatant disregard of the law of gravity, proudly soared into the air. Dorothy felt wetness on her cheeks, and pressed her forehead against the glass window of the observation deck.

‘Anything we can do for you, Boss?’ Selena’s voice spoke from behind. ‘Will I send Marco to fetch the Dog?’

Dorothy fished in her bag for a tissue and blew her nose hard. ‘I don’t want him to see me upset again,’ she replied dully. ‘Lately, the guy never catches a break from me and my emotions. I was thinking about Viv and Declan. She was totally suckered by him.’

‘She was no angel, Boss,’ Kelly spoke hesitantly. ‘All she had to do was tell the guy no.’

‘She was lonely after her breakup, and he charmed her,’ Dorothy’s face was woebegone. ‘I well remember how he could switch it on and off at will. She was in too deep before she knew what was happening. Now she’s sitting in an urn on her mother’s mantelpiece, and Garry is talking about bringing Yvonne to Wexford to live with him. How is that going to make Geraldine feel?’

‘It’s out of your hands, Boss,’ Selena glanced at her partner helplessly. ‘When the girl turns eighteen, you might be able to do something for her. Right now, you have to leave well alone, and let the family sort things out for themselves.’

‘I should have gone to the funeral,’ Dorothy hung her head. ‘I watched him murder her in cold blood, and I didn’t even bother paying my respects. Keith says there were barely twenty mourners at the cremation, and most of them were friends and neighbours of Geraldine’s. Who ever heard of an Irish funeral with twenty mourners?’

‘Will I text the Dog and see if he’s in the area?’ Kelly pulled out her phone, and made as if to unlock it.

‘No!’ Dorothy said hastily. ‘Leave the man in peace, for feck sake. I think he’s trying to cheer Keith up after the fuck-up he made of proposing to Rosa. We’ll leave them to it. I hope the two of them don’t spend the day on the gargle.’

The silent response from her team suggested any such hope was unfounded.

‘Will we head home, Boss?’ from Kelly. ‘A few hours in the hot tub will give you a fresh perspective. You’re blue ‘cause the lezzers have gone off and left you.’

‘Indeed, I am blue-devilled and no mistake,’ Dorothy sighed heavily. ‘Nonetheless, I am off to Falcon to make myself presentable for dinner with my boyfriend. Let’s hit the road, ladies.’

As she was escorted downstairs and across the terminal, at least a dozen travellers stopped and stared at her. One or two tried to take pictures of her with their phones. Kellena did not slow their steps in any way, or allow anybody to get close to her. They hustled her out the main exit and, with a squeal of tyres, Marco pulled up and waved. 

He did not exit the vehicle as Dorothy was ushered inside by her team. She asked him to deliver her to Falcon, and he pointed the car south. Seeing she was upset, the driver kept up a steady stream of chatter and gossip all the way to Charlotte’s Quay. Dorothy switched off, and allowed him to ramble on unchecked. She was not especially looking forward to seeing Dorian, although any opportunity to perpetrate the myth of their relationship was welcome.

She had not seen him since Friday evening. He had arrived back from his latest trip in time to spend some quality time with the children, and also put in an appearance at the going away party for the guests. His presence in her drawing room had created quite a stir, and Dorothy did not attempt to detain him when he announced his intention of quitting the celebrations at twenty-three hundred. 

She kissed him goodbye, and thanked him for showing up, then promptly forgot about him and went back to her guests and her wine, glad to be able to relax and enjoy herself without having to entertain him. He was the one who suggested she meet him for dinner as soon as she had seen her friends safely off. 

He would be back in his Boeing on Monday morning for yet another business trip, and they would not see each other again until the following weekend when they were due to meet in Paris. She had readily agreed to the plan. After all, hadn’t the tabloids decreed that D-Ly was Dorian Ganley’s love interest? The least she could do was have dinner with the man before he headed off to the other side of the world.

When they reached Falcon, Dorothy told Marco it would be all right for him to drive the Mercedes home, and take the rest of the evening off. Dorian’s limo would be collecting her at twenty hundred hours. She intended spending the night at the apartment, and would not need him until the following morning. Marco felt it behoved him to argue with his boss about her plans for the evening, citing as his reason her lack of decent hairstyling. She assured him she would be able to style her own hair adequately just this once, and shooed him away. Seeing her mind was made up, Marco left with alacrity, keen to get home and prepare for a night out.

Left in peace, Kellena switched on the gas fire and made their boss a cup of tea. This done, they settled themselves in the kitchen. They removed their boots and unstrapped the knives they had concealed about their persons. Not because they were relaxed, but because they wanted to clean the boots and sharpen the knives, and Falcon was a good place to do it. If they did it at Barns or the palace, there was always somebody on hand to criticise their workmanship and offer unsolicited advice. Taking turns to make the rounds and monitor the screens, they settled down companionably, and began the process of spit shining their boots.

Feeling listless, Dorothy switched on one of the vintage music channels, and reduced the volume so the television was no more than a friendly hum in the background. She made herself comfortable before reaching into her old reliable tote and withdrawing a thick, A4-sized envelope. It was from Aunt Eileen. 

Her solicitor had biked it over on Friday afternoon, together with a note stating that Eileen had arranged for her grandniece to have it as soon as she died, because the contents were of a personal nature and had nothing to do with her will. Dorothy was not even remotely curious about this document, which was due to be read after the funeral on Tuesday.

Pat and Joey had attended the Friday night party along with everybody else. In between trying to impress Dorian Ganley with anecdotes from his life as a pharmacist, Joey told a few stories from his youth about Eileen and his mother. In the company of his daughters and sons-in-law, he soon cheered up. There was no doubt his aunt had lived a long and fulfilling life. 

Seeing he was less sad, Dorothy deliberately did not mention the mysterious envelope which had been sent to her. Indeed, when the messenger dropped it off, she barely glanced at it before putting it away in the safe. She had no intention of allowing anything to distract her from the final moments with Simone and Charlie. Now they were gone. It would be hours before Dorian showed up, and she felt ready to take a look at the contents.
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DOROTHY CAREFULLY EASED back the flap of the packet and removed a further two envelopes as well as a small item wrapped in a piece of violet tissue paper. She opened the larger of the two envelopes, and discovered a bunch of photographs of various shapes, sizes and ages, some in colour and others in black and white.

She spread them out on the coffee table, not quite knowing what she should be looking for, if anything. Then she carefully unsealed the smaller of the two envelopes, a thick, cream-coloured one with her name on the front, and unfolded the multiple pages. She was surprised to discover a typed letter. She had half-expected a handwritten note, possibly asking her to have the photographs framed as a gift for Joey. She checked her watch, then unfolded the pages and commenced reading:

ζ

Dear Dorothy,

I know it has been many years since we last spoke, yet lately I often find myself thinking of you. Denise Thomas, one of the volunteers at this residential home, has agreed to take dictation from me, and type it up afterwards. She is an experienced office administrator whose firm went out of business some time ago. Due in part to her age, but mainly as a result of the prevailing economic conditions, she has been unable to find alternative employment. 

If there is anything you can do for her, I would be grateful. She has been a good and kind friend to me this past year and more, and there were many days when she kept me going, despite everything the doctors said about my impending demise.

You are very likely aware that in 1910, I was born Eileen Hart, the second child of four children. My place of birth was in the Midlands, a small town called Kinnegad. My parents, your great-grandparents, owned a small farm and some livestock. I don’t know if you realise you were named for my mother. Dorothea was her name, although she always went by Dora. 

I was one of twins but my sister, Orla, died when she was only three days old. Orla’s death deeply affected my parents and, as a result, they always kept me close while I was growing up. I never minded this state of affairs. I was always the homebody and, as the eldest daughter, my parents relied on me in certain ways. My brothers, Will and Ned, were traditional men who loved the land, and were happy to spend their days helping my father on the farm.

I grew up in a turbulent age, although I have few memories of the extreme violence and hardship endured by our fellow citizens in the years directly preceding the formation of the state. One of my earliest memories is of my mother arguing with her youngest brother because he wanted to join up and fight for the British army in the Great War. 

She accused him of being unpatriotic and foolish. Billy was adamant. He told her he hated the Germans, and wanted to be in the thick of the fight. She was unable to persuade him to change his mind, and off he went. He was never mentioned in our house again, and for many years I believed I had dreamed the existence of an Uncle Billy.

In 1917, when I was seven years old, your grandmother, Bridget, was born. From the outset, it was clear she was a very different sort of girl to me, and not remotely traditional. From a young age, she chomped at the bit. She hated living in the country, and craved the excitement of city life. 

Many of her friends left Kinnegad to work in Dublin or London, and this was the cause of great torment to her. Bridget was not exactly what you would call a wild child, although she was possessed of a devil-may-care attitude that worried my parents. They were convinced if she moved to a big city, she would be led astray, and end up in terrible trouble.

Even though they were more than happy for the boys to quit school on their fourteenth birthday, in line with the legislation of the day, our parents insisted upon Bridget and I staying on until we were sixteen. Even though neither of us were fans of the nuns, nor indeed school in general, we understood how lucky we were to be allowed to remain in fulltime education, and not have to work the land like so many other children. When Bridget left school, she began to train as a bookkeeper in a small business in the town.

I was already twenty-three when she started her training, and had been working in the drapery shop for many years. Now our little family had two working daughters. Our combined salaries made a huge difference to the family finances. Our parents were proud of us, and boasted to friends and neighbours of their reliable, dependable girls, who were not afraid of honest work. I was happy in my job and knew almost everybody in the town. I never imagined living anywhere else.

Being rather tall and ungainly, I had no real admirers as I was growing up, although this situation changed when I was twenty-six. I entered into a relationship with our neighbour, Peter Doyle, who was also a farmer. He was ten years older than me, and lived with his widowed mother. My family were torn when it dawned upon them that Peter was courting me seriously. 

They were pleased I would not be moving far away from them when I eventually married, but they disliked his mother, and the feelings were reciprocated. There was bad blood between the Widow Doyle and us. She never hesitated to tell anyone who would listen that my grandparents had been nothing but land grabbers. That might seem amusing in this day and age, but back in the 1930s that was the worst kind of insult. The long and short of it was that Peter and I could not marry while his mother lived.

In those days, it was not uncommon for a couple to wait until they were well into their thirties before marrying, mainly due to the economic times that were in it. I was still young, and did not mind the wait. In truth, I fully expected to hear of the Widow’s demise any day due to her advanced years. However, our courtship was destined to drag on and on, as word of the much-anticipated event never came. My mother always claimed the old lady lived merely to spite me.

Bridget was barely out of her teens and had her fair share of admirers, although she never encouraged one man over another. My parents regretted this because it meant one less thing to keep her in Kinnegad. Truth be told, Dorothy, pickings were slim back then, and Bridget was a very attractive girl. Unlike me, she was small-boned and very feminine. I was always a bit of a horse, and tended to stride around like a man. Peter never seemed to object to my long legs or wide shoulders, but bear in mind he was a farmer and they are a breed apart.

Life was ticking along at a solid pace in 1939 when the Second World War happened along and shocked us to the core. Living in the country, we were more insulated than most. Because we grew so much of our food, we were not affected by the rationing as badly as the city folk. Along with everybody else, we hoped and prayed Germany would not defeat Britain, and we would not wake up one morning and find the Fuhrer on our doorstep.

In 1941, barely eighteen months into the war, Bridget dropped a bombshell. She announced that, war or no war, she was moving to Dublin. She had saved some money from her salary, and was certain she would find gainful employment in the big city. My parents flipped out and threatened her with all sorts of repercussions if she persisted in her scheme. Dublin was a risky enough place back then for a young girl from the country, and had already been bombed once that year. 

I was anxious about my little sister heading off on her own, and did not blame my parents for their reaction. It took a week for her to bring them around, but bring them around she did. By the end of April 1941, she was safely settled in the North Strand area of Dublin, and employed as a bookkeeper for a long established funeral home.

You can imagine our shock when we received word a scant month later to say the house where Bridget held lodgings had been bombed, and her landlady killed outright. She was home at the time, but had the foresight to hide in the cellar, thereby escaping the worse of the blast. She was trapped under rubble for three hours, and just as she began to despair of being rescued, a man dug his way in to free her.

That man was Mortimer Lyle, your grandfather. He was the son of a British naval officer who fought in WW1, and met and married an Irish nurse soon after. Mortimer was their only son, and had lived in North Strand for many years, where he ran a small pharmacy. He was an educated bachelor of thirty-seven, although that did not stop him falling head over heels for my little sister, or her with him.

When my parents discovered Mortimer had been raised a catholic, they dropped all opposition to the match, and welcomed him into the family with open arms. The couple were married barely a year later and moved to Ringsend because, Morty, as we always called him, felt it was a more befitting neck of the woods for his young bride. Will and Ned used to take turns travelling up to Dublin to deliver food parcels to the newlyweds. They reported back that Bridget kept their house like a palace, and could not wait to have her first child. So much for my little sister and her potentially wild ways. 

In 1943, your dad pushed his way into the world and we all attended the christening like a good catholic family. Peter managed to sneak away for the day and join us. I was pleased to have my boyfriend with me because I was very much aware of my spinsterhood in the face of Bridget’s happiness. I did not begrudge her a moment of it, but by then I was beginning to wonder if I would ever enjoy any of the same. As I said before, there was no sign of the Widow Doyle shuffling off the mortal coil, and even Peter had given up discussing our future as man and wife.

Despite all that, I was happy. I had been employed at the shop for many years, and knew everybody. If you had asked me back then what life had in store, I would have considered it a very odd question. For what else was there but the farm, the shop, my family and Peter? I honestly never considered the possibility of anything other than taking care of my husband and eventually my parents in their old age, and living out my life quietly, hopefully with a child or two of my own, and very likely a bevy of nieces and nephews as well.

When we returned home after your dad’s christening, I found myself viewing life somewhat differently. I began to wonder if I was missing out on something special. Everybody noticed I was distracted, and did their best to cheer me up. They knew very well what was bothering me, and began to tease me unmercifully about the changes I would make to the Doyle homestead once the Widow was no more.

I went back to work and tried hard to forget the strange thoughts and notions I had experienced. About a week later, I was walking up to the post office when I spotted an unfamiliar face. A tall man with very dark hair and a short beard was standing watching me from the other side of the street. When he caught my eye, he was quick to come over and introduce himself. He told me his name was Anton Moriarty, and he was a writer and poet. He was in the midlands looking for inspiration, as well as peace and quiet for his work. He had rented a cottage about two miles outside of Kinnegad, which was halfway between the town and my own home. He had formed the habit of walking into town once or twice a week to have a drink at the pub and chat with the locals.

A part of me understood that Anton was a good twenty years older than me, and a man of the world to boot. I also understood at a primeval level that, despite my countrified ways and big frame, he was attracted to me. I was immediately flattered, and wondered if the something special missing from my life had come along at last.

I loved Peter in my own way, although I had never felt any special physical attraction towards him. I know that must sound strange, but what you have to understand is that I was an inexperienced virgin who was not entirely certain what she was supposed to feel or want when it came to the intimate aspects of a relationship. I could never speak to my mother about such matters because she would have been horrified and disgusted, and would no doubt have marched me off to confession merely for entertaining such thoughts. 

The majority of my friends were single and almost as inexperienced as myself, and I was too embarrassed to ask Bridget about that side of marriage on the rare occasions I saw her. Hence, even at the age of thirty-three, I was blissfully ignorant of sexual matters, and had only a rudimentary knowledge of the mechanics of the act of lovemaking which I gained from living on a farm.

When I got home that evening, my mind was full of Anton. The twinkle in his eyes, the smell of his expensive cologne, the worldly-wise air that hung about him. He consumed my thoughts, and I experienced a rush of desire which both confused and thrilled me. I began to feel alive. It soon became clear his mind was working along similar lines. 

After our first encounter, he made a point of seeking out the shop and hanging around at closing time to chat with me. Because he tended to be something of a chatterbox and was not shy about approaching any man, woman or child and striking up a conversation, nobody thought much of it. A couple of regulars teased me about Anton having a crush on me, although they didn’t actually believe it. I was far from being a beautiful woman, and not regarded as
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