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Prologue

Portlaoise Prison, Maximum Security Wing

' "A HANDBAG?"'

' "Yes, Lady Bracknell, I was in a handbag – a somewhat large, black leather handbag, with handles to it – an ordinary handbag in fact."'

' "In what locality did this Mr James, or Thomas, Cardew come across this ordinary handbag?" '

' "In the cloakroom at Victoria station. It was given to him in mistake for his own."'

' "The cloakroom at Victoria station?"'

' "Yes. The Brighton line."'

'CUT!' snarled a voice from the bowels of the pitch-black auditorium.

'Oh bugger,' Lady Bracknell whispered. 'We're for it.'

'Just out of curiosity,' came the voice from the shadows, dripping with dry sarcasm, 'have either of you talentless travesties bothered doing even the slightest bit of work on your English accents? Bonecrusher Barnes, with a performance like that, if you're not careful you'll end up in a soap opera. Jordan or, God help us, even Jade Goody could do a more upper-class accent than you any day. And you're a thundering disgrace in that corset; you're walking like a drag queen. Lady Bracknell is one of the greatest parts ever written for a woman and you should be honoured to be playing it. Even if you're a man.'

Lady Bracknell hung his shaved head in shame and muttered an apology under his breath.

'He's very tough, isn't he?' whispered one prison warder to another from the back of the auditorium.

'Shhh!' urged his colleague, panicking like a schoolboy afraid of the headmaster's wrath. 'No talking during rehearsals. Mad Jasper nearly killed a warder last year for chatting in the middle of the West Side Story dress rehearsal. Said he was putting the cast off. He'll separate us in a minute if we're not careful.'

They were interrupted by the door to the rear of the auditorium opening and another officer joined them, panting and out of breath.

'Howaya, Mick,' the second warder mouthed silently at him, indicating for him to sit down and shut up.

'Lads, I've awful news. You won't believe what the Governor just told me. What's the mood like this morning?'

'Quiet at the back of the hall!' roared Mad Jasper. 'Or I will personally rip your philistine heads off. You're a waste of organs, the lot of you.'

'Judge for yourself,' whispered the first prison officer. 'And stop talking or you'll get us all into trouble.'

Mad Jasper then turned the full force of his venom back to his trembling cast.

'Now, I have directed three prison drama shows and I have had three nervous breakdowns. That's the level of commitment I'm bringing to this play so excuse the hell out of me for expecting no less from you lazy shower of artistically challenged gobshites. Back to Lady Bracknell and Gwendolen's first entrance and this time I want to see a bit of respect for Oscar Wilde and the majesty of the text, if that's not asking too much.'

Unseen by Mad Jasper, there was a flurried, whispered conversation going on at the back, all three prison officers taking advantage of his attention being momentarily elsewhere.

'You're joking, Mick,' said one, his face suddenly ashen with shock.

'Not a word of a lie. The Governor is in bits. God love the poor man, he's the one who's going to have to break it to him.'

'I don't bloody believe it,' said the other, stunned. 'Mad Jasper finally makes parole in the middle of production week, with three days to the opening night? Jesus Christ, we'll be lucky if he doesn't kill us.'






Chapter One

Portia yawned, stretched and wondered why the bed beside her felt so cold. In her half-asleep state, she'd instinctively reached out to snuggle up against her husband and was startled not to feel his warm, naked body beside her. Odd. She strained to listen for a moment, just in case he was moving around their tiny kitchen downstairs, making steaming mugs of tea for them both and slathering wedges of butter on to fresh toast, just the way she liked it. Serving his wife breakfast in bed was a ritual which Andrew religiously observed, no matter how late they'd been out the previous night. And boy had last night been a late one, Portia thought, pulling the duvet over her head in a futile attempt to try and keep warm.

Yesterday had been Valentine's Day and even though they could ill afford it, Andrew had insisted on whisking her off to dinner in the Lemon Tree, Kildare's newest, trendiest and most expensive restaurant. 'I know tomorrow's a big day,' he'd said, not brooking no for an answer, 'but we've both worked like Trojans and we bloody well deserve a night off. Besides, the world and its sick dog are going to be at the grand opening tomorrow night, how will I even get a chance to talk to my sexy, gorgeous wife?'

So, smiling, Portia had shoehorned herself into the only weight-minimizing little black dress she possessed and happily allowed her husband to escort her to dinner.

The Lemon Tree was clearly the hippest place to be that night, she thought as the maître d' led them to their table, weaving his way through the roomful of well-dressed diners who thronged the restaurant, filling it to capacity. Although it was mainly lovey-dovey couples eating out that night, Portia was still aware of every female eye in the room silently clocking her husband as they were escorted to their window table which overlooked the minimalist, Japanese-style gardens beneath. A tiny, familiar, momentary pang of insecurity struck her, which she immediately brushed aside. For God's sake, look at him, she thought as the maître d' held out her chair for her; how could you blame any normal heterosexual woman in her right mind for staring at him? And with a flood of love which brought a flush to her cheeks she looked across the table to her husband of almost eighteen months.

At thirty-seven, he was just a few months older than her, although he'd never quite lost that boyish, Robert-Redford-circa-1975-before-he-started-to-turn-into-a-dried-sultana look he always had about him. Tall and fair-haired, he was dressed in a navy suit which brought out his twinkly deep blue eyes and a sexy, crumpled white linen shirt. In short, he looked like a movie star. Not for the first time, she silently marvelled that someone like her could have had the sheer good fortune to land a man like Andrew de Courcey. And what he'd given up for her!

When they'd first met, Portia was struggling to maintain her family's ancestral home, Davenport Hall, a vast, crumbling, eighteenth-century manor house set in over two thousand acres of prime Kildare farmland. Struggling being the operative word. In fact, so rundown, rotting and neglected was the Hall back then, it had become a sort of joke amongst the locals in the neighbouring town of Ballyroan. Alcatraz, they used to call it. Dachau-sur-mer. Or Wuthering Depths, if they were feeling particularly vicious. Portia's long-cherished dream had been to restore the Hall to its former glory and then run it as a luxury five-star hotel. However, she was continually hampered by the family's total lack of funds, exacerbated by the fact that her father, the ninth Lord Davenport, had pretty much gambled away anything they possessed which was of any value. So, in true Cinderella-style, she had fully resigned herself to a life of genteel destitution – poverty behind lace curtains – along with her mother, Lucasta, and younger sister Daisy. Until Andrew came along.

They'd fallen in love and married a disgracefully short length of time after they'd first met, as her mother-in-law never ceased to remind them. He'd spent years working as a successful corporate lawyer in New York and, like most lawyers at the top of their game, had made a fortune there. However, instead of setting up his own practice and scaling the corporate heights to amass even greater wealth, he suddenly decided to jack in the whole rat race. In a career U-turn of which Ronald Reagan or even Arnold Schwarzenegger would have been proud, he came to a decision he'd yet to regret. If Portia wanted to restore Davenport Hall to what it once was, then he was determined to help her realize that dream. He'd slowly come to love the Hall almost as much as she did and the idea of transforming it into one of the most salubrious, classically elegant country house hotels in Ireland was a challenge he couldn't resist.

'Just don't ask me to get involved in the day-to-day running of it, honey,' he'd said to her at the time. 'That is, unless you actually want Basil Fawlty in charge of the place.'

It was an overwhelming gesture. Never having had money of her own, Portia found it difficult to spend someone else's and Andrew certainly wasn't one to cut corners. His mantra was: 'Penny wise, pound foolish. If this is worth doing, then it's worth doing it properly.' His one and only condition, it turned out, was that he and Portia first renovate the nearby gate lodge and live there while the building work on the Hall proper was under way. It was an arrangement which suited everybody; they were only two miles from the Hall, although still on the Davenport land, and Portia got to decorate the tiny lodge in the simple, fresh style which she loved: all wooden floors and pristine white walls, so utterly different to the high ceilings and opulent Georgian splendour of the Hall. Andrew, moreover, got to begin life as a married man without the added pressure of living under the same roof as his mother-in-law, Lucasta. Not that he didn't adore her; he was one of the few people who got a great kick out of her oddities and eccentricities. One of the very few. Even Portia had to admit that her mother would try the patience of a pontiff.

They were barely three months into the restoration project when the foreman on the job handed in his notice. 'I'm responsible for two dozen men on this site,' he'd explained to Portia, 'and your ma keeps plying them with drink from lunchtime on. Happy hour, she calls it, and that's one thing, but by three o'clock my lads are too plastered to plaster. I can handle her doing their bleedin' star charts for them, I can even handle her telling us that we all worked on the pyramids in a past life – says she remembers cos she used to be Cleopatra – but this, I cannot take. I'm a professional, you know. Suppose one of them fell down off the scaffolding? They'd be rightly tequila slammed then.'

The final straw came when he discovered one of Lucasta's army of cats had done its business right inside his hard hat. He was gone in a matter of moments.

'Just as well,' Andrew had said as his white van drove away. 'If I had to listen to him say: "Now I can't even touch that till Tuesday," once more, I'd have screamed.'

'And have you noticed the way a lot of the coving on the ceiling in the Ballroom is completely offline?' Lucasta had asked him innocently as they walked back inside the Hall. 'Wouldn't surprise me in the least if that gobshite had a glass eye. I won't say what I really think of him, though, because you know how I like to be nice about people. So let's just say it rhymes with trucking tanker.'

There were no two ways about it, Andrew had been the driving force behind the whole project, entrusting only the best and most expensive restoration team with the mammoth job of gutting, reroofing and completely renovating the Hall from top to bottom. Only Christopher Johnson, the country's top architect, was deemed experienced enough by Andrew to handle the enormity of the task. And so, together, he and Portia ploughed every penny of his hard-earned cash back into the Hall – but the substantial savings he'd made from his annual six-figure salary were not even enough to cover the initial estimate. As with all building jobs, they'd gone way over budget within a matter of months and were left with no choice but to remortgage the Hall, on the assumption that once it was up and running as a successful country house hotel, their ship would well and truly have come in.

It didn't stop Portia from worrying though. From worrying herself sick. If there was a tiny blight on the happiness she'd known since her marriage, it was her awareness of the full extent of the debt she'd plunged her husband into. If it weren't for her, he could be enjoying his money and living the high life, she used to think, instead of fretting about how in God's name they were ever going to ask their interior designer for further credit. She was only too well aware of the fact that her esteemed mother-in-law never lost an opportunity to raise this subject.

'So, Portia Davenport has finally got what she wanted. She's frittered away every last penny of Andrew's on that God-awful monstrosity, and now he's as destitute as she ever was. All the Davenports are the very same, you know, never happy till they're bankrupt. Well, she's certainly dragged him into the mire with her and I just hope she's happy, that's all I can say.'

Susan de Courcey was nothing if not a lady, though. She only ever said this behind Portia's back.

As ever, Andrew seemed to be reading her thoughts. Reaching across the table, he lifted the unopened menu from her and gently cupped his hand over hers, his wedding ring glinting under the candlelight. 'Don't spoil tomorrow by worrying, darling. The Davenport Hotel is going to be the biggest success story of the decade, I can feel it. Best investment I ever made. In two years' time, we'll have trebled our money. There'll be a six-month waiting list to get into the restaurant and every A-list celebrity in the world is going to want to have their wedding there. Trust me.'

She looked him square in the eye and smiled, blushing prettily as she always did when it was just the two of them, alone. Andrew was brimming over with confidence and was so full of enthusiasm that it was virtually impossible not to get swept up in the maelstrom of all that positive energy.

'What's so funny, my lady?'

'Nothing. You make me feel like a young girl of thirty-six all over again.'

Portia sat up in the bed, straining to hear sounds of life downstairs. Nothing. Not a peep. She'd half expected Andrew to walk through the bedroom door, breakfast tray in hand and hop back into bed beside her, as he normally would, but there was no sign of him. Hauling herself up on to one elbow she stretched over to the alarm clock on his side of the bed. Jesus Christ, she thought, suddenly wide awake, eleven a.m.! No wonder the lodge is so quiet; he must have let me sleep on and gone up to the Hall by himself. In one movement, she'd leapt out of bed, shivering, and thrown on the first thing that came to hand: a pair of grey tracksuit bottoms and an oversized fleece jumper to match. She paused briefly to glance at herself in the gilt mirror on her dressing table and then wished she hadn't. She'd had way too much to drink in the Lemon Tree last night and boy, did it show. Her eyes were bloodshot and puffy and her normally pale, white skin now looked grey and saggy.

That was the trouble with being thirty-six, she thought, one night on the tear and I look like I need a blood transfusion. She scraped her light-brown shoulder-length hair back into a ponytail to conceal how greasy it was and hastily pulled on a pair of runners. Plenty of time for glamour later, she thought, seeing the stunning new evening dress Andrew had bought her to wear at the grand opening tonight peeping out from behind the open wardrobe door. It was a snug-fitting cocktail dress, pillar-box red and deeply unforgiving, considering the extra few pounds she'd gained since she'd got married.

Portia had always been one of those lucky, naturally slim people who measured their weight gain in ounces rather than pounds, but ever since she'd met Andrew, her whole metabolism seemed to have drastically slowed down to a snail's pace. She wasn't exactly overweight but certainly had ballooned from a small size ten to a large size fourteen. They ate out a lot, she reasoned, which she'd never done before she got married, and anyhow Andrew always said he liked her the size she was now. 'Happiness fat' he used to tease her. So when it came to the tight red dress, he'd categorically refused to take no for an answer. 'It looks stunning on you,' he'd said as she shyly emerged from the fitting room of Khan, one of Kildare's swankiest and most expensive boutiques. 'And I don't care what it costs. Half the county's going to be at the opening and I want my wife looking the part.'

Personally, the only part she thought it made her look was that of an overweight dancer at the Moulin Rouge, and it seemed like such an unnecessary extravagance when she'd plenty of other more suitable outfits at home, but as long as Andrew was happy . . .

Racing downstairs, she grabbed her car keys and was about to dash out of the front door when a flickering red light on the answering machine by the hall table suddenly halted her in her tracks. She hurriedly pressed the replay button, silently praying that it wasn't some catastrophe which would delay her even more. Between florists arriving and last-minute changes to the guest list, never mind somehow trying to squeeze in a hair appointment for herself, she'd quite enough on her plate without any other hassles. The first message was from her younger sister Daisy, politely enquiring whether she could borrow a particular evening dress for the nights festivities, one she'd had her eye on for ages.

'Hi fat arse, it's me.' Daisy was nothing if not direct. 'Let's face it, unless you have surgery the black Donna Karan ain't never getting over your thunder thighs ever again, so pleeease, pretty pleeease with knobs on, can I have a borrow? I swear I won't sweat into it or puke on it or hand it back to you in a Tesco's bag like the last time . . .'

Portia rolled her eyes to heaven, obediently hoofing back upstairs to get the dress for her. Daisy was one of those people it was just impossible to say no to. Not that her sister needed expensive, designer clothes to make her look well. At just twenty-two, Daisy was unquestionably the beauty of the family, tall like all the Davenports, but rake-thin, with ice-blue eyes and a mane of cascading blonde curls. She was often told that she could make a fortune as a model but Daisy had absolutely no interest in either clothes or fashion, preferring instead to muck around in jodhpurs and woolly jumpers and simply borrow from her big sister when the need arose.

She was to be the Davenport Hotel's new equestrian manager, with sole responsibility for over a dozen stabled horses, a job which didn't exactly call for ball gowns and tiaras. Her voice was still resonating all over the tiny hall-way as Portia rushed back downstairs again. Daisy didn't believe in leaving a message on the answering machine when a three-act radio play would do instead.

'And, by the way, don't bother with brekkie, you wouldn't believe the yummy-licious fry-up Tim's made, totally organic you know, and there's a pile left over so . . .'

Portia pressed the fast forward button on the machine, knowing full well that she'd have driven to the Hall in the time it would take for Daisy to shut up rabbiting.

The second message was from Andrew, sounding crackly and miles away, as though he was calling from a mobile in his car.

'Hey, sleeping beauty, hope you're not feeling too hung over after last night. Perfect way to spend Valentine's night, if you ask me, getting drunk and doing it twice.'

Portia smiled, glad there was no one else around to overhear.

'Look, darling, I've had to come to Dublin for a meeting. It was urgent; I couldn't get out of it. All very last minute, but don't worry, I'll be back at the Hall by three at the latest and I'll explain then.'

She did an involuntary double-take; who on earth could he be meeting in Dublin? And what could be so important that he'd drop everything to drive almost forty miles for it? And today of all days too, when she was up to her eyes and totally reliant on his being there . . . Her train of thought was interrupted, however, by Daisy's voice leaving yet another message. 'Oh, for God's sake, I'm bringing the bloody dress,' Portia shouted in exasperation at the machine, grabbing her house keys and opening the door.

But there was something in the tone of her sister's voice which made her stop dead in her tracks.

'Portia, it's me. Get here at once, will you? It's urgent.'

It was a magnificent, cloudless day as Portia stepped out into the watery winter sunshine and hopped into her car, foot to the floor for the two-mile drive up to the Hall. It's just Daisy being theatrical, as usual, she thought. Her sister was prone to exaggerating somewhat; she'd never have a mild headache, when a brain tumour would do. Probably just another slanging match between Tim and Mrs Flanagan which needed refereeing, as if she didn't have enough to get on with.

Tim Philips was the new head chef at the Hall, headhunted by Andrew from L'Hôtel de Paris, one of only three Michelin-starred restaurants in Dublin.

'If this venture is going to work, then the Davenport hotel has to become famous for its restaurant,' Andrew had said, justifying the huge salary he was offering Tim to relocate. 'I want it to be easier to win the Nobel Peace Prize than it is to get a table here. That's the way all the top restaurants in New York are run now, honey,' he'd gone on, seeing the worried look on her face. 'The more difficult it's perceived to get a table, the more people will pay. Build it and they will come.'

So Tim had arrived some weeks ago and proceeded to make himself at home in the newly refurbished state-of-the-art kitchen. He was nothing like what Portia had expected: he was in his early forties, small and wiry with an oversized bald head like a scrubbed potato and a comb-over hairstyle which only attracted attention to his shiny, greasy pate. Within days, he'd proved his mettle though, designing a mouth-watering menu and helping Portia whittle down to a manageable few the dozens of applicants who were practically queuing up to work as sous-chefs for him.

There was only one fly in the ointment, though. The Davenports' original housekeeper and old family retainer, Mrs Flanagan.

'She's been here ever since I was in nappies,' Portia had patiently tried to explain to Andrew. 'It's hard for her to be unceremoniously turfed out of the kitchen she's worked in all these years.'

But turfed out she was. Poor Mrs Flanagan was already feeling a bit miffed at having been made redundant by a hotshot like Tim Philips, when, on top of ruthlessly throwing out every knackered kitchen appliance she'd held on to for years, he also removed her TV from the kitchen, along with the tatty armchair she used to sit in for hours watching daytime TV. (Mrs Flanagan's idea of a hard day's work was one where she managed to fit in Ricki Lake and Oprah on top of all her beloved soaps.)

'Bad baldy aul' bastard with yer electronic fucking juicer!' Mrs Flanagan had roared at him. 'Be careful now ya don't juice one of yer testicles by accident, won't ya?' The final straw had been when he put a blanket ban on smoking outside in the kitchen garden.

'It's far too close to the food-preparation area,' he had explained to Portia in his snivelly, nasal voice, 'and it's playing havoc with my sinuses.'

'I'm within me rights to smoke outside!' Mrs Flanagan had ranted. 'Forty years I'm working here and all of a sudden I can't have a fag? I get through sixty a day and no one's ever complained before.'

'That's because they're all too poisoned by her Dublin coddle to speak,' Andrew had remarked to Portia later. 'You've really got to toughen up and stop being so bloody sentimental here. She is without doubt the most useless housekeeper I've ever seen. And anyway, at her age shouldn't she be thinking about retiring?'

In eighteen months, it was the only thing they'd rowed about. Portia had resolutely stuck to her guns though, insisting that Mrs Flanagan was as good as family and that letting her go was out of the question, not to mention the fact that she had nowhere else to go. They eventually reached a compromise of sorts by giving her the job and title of 'Housekeeping Supervisor', with full responsibility for the small army of chambermaids now employed at the Hall. The job came with a smart black uniform and a nametag, which shut Mrs Flanagan up for the time being, although violent flare-ups still regularly broke out between her and Tim.

'Hand on heart, I've honestly never met anyone like her,' Andrew used to gripe. 'She is quite capable of having a feud with someone and carrying it well into the next generation – over a single oven chip.'

Portia had arrived at the main entrance to the Hall by now and, once again, felt her spirits soar at how impressive it looked. Having spent a year and a half looking at filthy scaffolding and the cracks of builders' arses, as Daisy so poetically put it, it never failed to make her soul sing to see the finished result. The outside stone walls had been sandblasted and were now gleaming white in the watery winter sunshine. Some of the sash windows at ground level were thrown open and she could see Molly, one of the new chambermaids, vigorously polishing the insides of them till they shone. The restoration work had extended to the grounds as well and a whole team of landscape gardeners had collectively bust a gut to have the front lawn looking as elegantly manicured as it did now. A huge surge of pride filled her as she took it all in and, for a moment, she felt all Andrew's confidence was completely justified. The Davenport Hotel was going to work, she could feel it. They'd all worked so hard and the place was looking its pristine best, better than it had done since it was built, over two centuries ago. What could go wrong?

Snapping out of her reverie, she noticed that the van of Fitzpatrick's, the local florist, was parked in the forecourt. Brilliant, she needed to talk to them about the centrepiece arrangement in the main hallway. She'd requested a colossal, towering display of white lilies dotted with long-stemmed red roses, like you saw in all the posh magazines. Hopping out of her car, she was purposefully striding across the gravel when the main door was thrown open and Daisy came bolting out, white as a ghost. Something about the expression on her face sent a sharp stab of worry right to Portia's heart.

'Thank God you're here,' she said, out of breath, 'I've been watching out for you . . . Oh Portia, there's been some awful news.'

'Darling, tell me,' said Portia, starting to feel sick.

'We've just had a phone call from the Irish consulate in the States. It's Daddy.' Daisy was starting to sob by now. 'He's dead.'





Chapter Two

'So sad to think that the last words I ever spoke to my husband in this life were: "Is that smell you, you dirty bollocks?"' Lucasta, Lady Davenport, was nothing if not a gifted actress and now slotted into the anguished role of grief-stricken widow with comparative ease. 'And you know, darling, I had a premonition that something awful like this was going to happen. My toenails didn't grow at all yesterday.'

It was past midday, but she was still tucked up in her enormous four-poster bed, wearing a green wax jacket over her nightie and chain-smoking as she cradled Edward and Mrs Simpson, two of her favourite cats, close to her. Daisy was sitting on the edge of the bed beside her, clutching a snotty Kleenex and red-eyed from crying, when Portia finally came back into the bedroom.

'Did you manage to get him?' asked Daisy, dully.

'Mobile's switched off.'

She'd spent the past half-hour trying to contact Andrew to tell him the news, but couldn't get through to him. Suddenly a searing flush of anger came over her. 'I mean, where in God's name is he? What could be more important to him than being here and today of all days? And now, on top of everything else, I get this news and he doesn't even have his bloody phone switched on.' Hot, stinging tears of frustration started to roll down Portia's face.

'Shh, darling, shhh,' said Daisy soothingly, rising to hug her tightly. 'It's very common to feel anger at first when you get news of bereavement. Just let it out. It's OK.'

'There's bugger all about this that's OK if you ask me,' said Lucasta from the bed, lighting one cigarette from another. 'Of all the rotten days for the bastard to die on. Never in all my past lives have I come across anyone as inconsiderate as your gobshite of a father. The word wanker is bandied about so freely these days but, by Christ, it's the only way you can describe Blackjack Davenport. Even from beyond the grave, he's still pissing me off.'

It was one of the rare occasions when Portia actually found herself in agreement with her mother. Lord Davenport, known far and wide as 'Blackjack' because of his addiction to the game, was never going to be eligible for a father of the year award, certainly as far as his elder daughter was concerned. He'd casually walked out on his wife and family a couple of years back, with his nineteen-year-old girlfriend in tow, made it as far as Las Vegas, Nevada, and stayed put. His family had only seen him once since then, but from what Portia could gather, he'd lived out the rest of his days in a suite at the five-star Bellagio Hotel, dating a string of younger women who worked in what's euphemistically known as 'the entertainment industry', boozing heavily by day and gambling by night, almost like a caricature of a lord from days gone by. In short, it was a lifestyle even George Best would have envied. He'd died of a massive heart attack at his beloved blackjack table, clutching a winning hand close to his chest. The barman had gone looking for him, twigging that something must be amiss when Blackjack went for a whole half-hour without demanding that his whisky and soda be freshened up.

'Not exactly a beautiful death, but at least it's the way he would have wanted to go,' Daisy had said through fresh bouts of tears. Unlike Portia, she had adored her father; helped by the fact that she'd only seen him once in the last couple of years, they only kept in touch by phone, and also by virtue of being a full fourteen years younger than Portia. She had been in nappies when Blackjack's excesses were at their worst and consequently too young to have seen him for what he really was.

The show, however, had to go on. Close to four hundred people had been invited to the grand opening that night so whether the Davenport ladies liked it or not, they had no choice but to put a brave face on things. Lucasta, once she finally got out of bed, was revelling in the role of widowed martyr and anyone who overheard her could easily have been forgiven for thinking that she'd been happily married to a devoted husband. She swanned down the great oak staircase, still in her nightie and wax jacket, with waist-length grey hair streeling down her back, accepting condolences from the staff as though her husband had died in her loving arms a mere ten minutes ago.

'The only proven way to heal the deep grief I'm feeling,' she said to Molly, who was frantically giving the marble floor in the main entrance hall a final going-over, 'is to bathe naked under moonlight in the sweat of ten virgins, so you can see the obvious difficulty involved there.'

'Ehh, yes, I think so, your ladyship,' replied Molly, patiently mopping up the drops of gin and tonic Lucasta was freely sloshing all over the place.

'Yes. Three whole weeks till the next full moon' – Lucasta went on gazing into space – 'which means I'm stuck in mourning until then.'

Daisy did what she always did at times of crisis; she went straight to the stables, saddled up her favourite mare and galloped off towards the low-lying hills which edged the Davenport land. Be a miracle if she's even back in time for the opening, Portia thought, watching her slim outline disappear over the horizon at a rate of knots. Even though she was totally reliant on Daisy's help that afternoon and now had been well and truly landed in it, she found it hard to feel any resentment. Daisy had always been something of a Daddy's girl and was genuinely devastated at the news. She'll be back when she's good and ready, Portia decided, grudgingly thanking Andrew for forcing her to hire the services of a publicist.

Julia Belshaw was exactly the kind of tornado of efficiency they needed to get through the opening tonight. The human equivalent of eight strong cups of espresso coffee, she'd arrived at the Hall about a month previously, instantly impressing both Portia and Andrew with all of the amazing ideas she was brimming over with for the big night.

'Oh, it's just got to be the event of the season,' she'd enthused to them over a coffee meeting in the Library, pushing her Gucci sunglasses into her sleek blonde bobbed hair and wrapping one long, toned, suntanned leg over another. (How did she manage to get a tan in January? Portia had innocently wondered.)

Julia was the epitome of fabulousness, instantly demanding that they both guess her age and then gleefully telling them that she was, in fact, forty-five.

'Wow, I thought you'd have difficulty getting served in pubs, you look so young,' Andrew had gushed, barely able to take his eyes off the permatan.

'Oh, that is just the sweetest thing to say,' she replied, playfully touching his arm, addressing Andrew and Andrew only. 'Now, why aren't there more guys like you out there? If a single man said something like that to me, I can tell you right now he'd be on a one-way ticket to panty land.'

Had Julia gone the whole hog and come out with: 'I could just spread you on a cracker, right this minute, you big hunk of gorgeousness,' she couldn't have flirted any more outrageously. Andrew, who had been provoking this reaction in women ever since secondary school (the only boy in his class who never got a single spot), was completely oblivious but Portia bloody wasn't. She knew in her soul that her husband didn't have a wandering eye and that they'd most likely have a good laugh about Julia afterwards, but it still bugged her when other women flirted with him. Particularly with his wife sitting right beside him. Rude, she thought. Really rude . . .

Julia's fee was exorbitant too, but, reluctantly, Portia had to admit that she was worth every red cent. Firstly, she'd tackled the guest list, whittling it down to a mere four hundred. 'It's got to be a hot ticket,' she'd explained to Portia. 'If we want the press to cover this then I'm sorry but neighbours and red-necked farmers have to go. Beautiful people only. And we need to coax celebrities down here, so you'll have to offer them goodie bags or they just won't show. If there's one thing celebs love more than publicity, it's freebies. Expensive perfumes, watches, vouchers for beauty treatments, that sort of thing.'

Portia almost fell off her chair. 'You mean as well as inviting them here, we've got to buy them presents?' She also felt a bit shifty about not inviting old friends and neighbours from Ballyroan, people she'd known for years, some of whom had already begun asking her quite pointedly when the opening was to be. It was beginning to get embarrassing.

'We only get one chance to put the Davenport Hotel on the map,' Julia calmly replied, 'in fact, to put County Kildare on the map. The countryside just isn't hot at the moment, in spite of Madonna going around dressed in tweeds and Wellingtons. Wall to wall A list, that's what we need. Of course, I'll invite a few minor B-list people too, just to flesh the party out a little. Soap stars and wannabe actors, that type. They won't be needing goodie bags either; they'd turn up to the opening of a fridge.'

Julia had also worked closely with Tim on the menu for the party, insisting on finger food only and tiny amounts at that. 'We're going to blow the budget on champagne,' she'd explained. 'The less food you serve, the more guests will drink and the more they drink, the better the party. Trust me. If you feed them, you'll get no thanks for it; they'll only fall asleep on you. We want guests to wake up the next morning with royal hangovers, as though they'd been drinking paint-stripper. That's how people judge how much they enjoyed a night out, you know. In direct proportion to how wretched they feel the next day. The worse they feel, the better the night.'

'I did that once you know,' Lucasta had chipped in, wafting through the Library carrying a bowl of cat food, 'drank paint-stripper.' Portia, Andrew and Julia all turned to look at her in surprise. 'It was when the decorators were here and I'd completely run out of booze. First morning in years I woke up without a hangover.'

'And that's another thing,' Julia said under her breath as soon as Lucasta was out of earshot. 'The cats have to go.'

Portia was outside with Mick Feeney, their head gardener, when a bright red BMW convertible sports car came scrunching up the driveway, Julia at the wheel, with her blonde hair blowing in the breeze. Portia had been helping Mick laboriously pour lighter fuel into the bases of three dozen long wooden torches which lined the driveway and was now well and truly freezing, saturated in methane and stinking to high heaven. A torchlit driveway would look stunning later as guests arrived, she knew, but for now she was glad of the chance to welcome Julia and thaw out indoors.

'I'll be back later to help you, Mick,' she said as she strode over to the car, silently marvelling that even though Julia had driven all the way from Dublin with the top down, her hair still managed to remain shiny and immaculate.

'I've been frantically trying to call you from my mobile, you know,' was Julia's greeting as she stepped elegantly out of the car. 'Why in God's name is there no signal down here? You look terrible, Portia. It's three p.m., you should be having your hair done by now. Didn't you read your itinerary?'

Julia had handed each member of staff, Portia and Daisy included, a detailed agenda for the big day. It was worked out to the tiniest, minutest detail such as: 'Portia. 8 a.m. Get up. Shower. Toilet break in gate lodge. Do not use bathrooms in the Hall; they must be kept pristine and are for guest use only. Do not wear anything that needs to be pulled over your head as this will play havoc with your hairstyle later.' She even handed Mrs Flanagan a cleaning schedule, and was promptly told to shove it up her bony arse.

'Look, Julia, I'm afraid your itinerary's gone out of the window. We've just had some bad news. My father died suddenly this morning.'

'I'm sorry,' Julia replied curtly, clearly looking on this as a minor inconvenience she hadn't allowed for, 'but you have now missed your hair appointment in Kildare. Greasy hair isn't going to help anyone, you know.'

Before Portia knew where she was, it was seven-thirty and guests had already started to arrive. She had spent the whole afternoon working with Julia to make sure every last-minute hitch was ironed out and that the Hall was looking its sparkling best. In fairness to Julia, she wasn't afraid to get down and dirty; Portia even found her standing on a tapestry chair in the Long Gallery, frantically polishing the mirror behind the bar till it gleamed under the Waterford crystal chandelier above.

And still no word from Andrew. She was really starting to worry by now and was on the verge of calling the police when Julia bossily insisted that she go back to the gate lodge and change. Realizing that she was now in a race against the clock, Portia obediently legged it down the stairs, racking her brains to remember whether or not she'd even switched on the immersion before she left the lodge that morning. Well, if I didn't, a cold shower will just have to do, she thought, bounding down all eight flights of stairs two at a time. She'd made it as far as the upstairs landing when she heard the sound of cars pulling to a halt in the gravelled driveway outside. Peering in a panic out of the stained-glass window that overlooked the main entrance, she realized there was now a long line of flashy cars drawing up outside the Hall, punctually on the dot of seven-thirty, just as their invitations had decreed. Julia had inveigled no less a personage than Robert Armstrong, President of Ireland, to officiate at the grand opening and as it was considered the height of bad etiquette to arrive after the President, there was virtual limo gridlock the entire length of the driveway. 'Oh please, dear Jesus, just give me time to get changed,' she was praying out loud, when running up the stairs came Andrew.

'Darling, Julia's just told me the news about your father,' he said breathlessly, putting his arms around her. 'I'm so, so sorry,' he whispered, holding her tight and racking his brains to think of a few good words he could say about Blackjack. 'He was . . . well, he was quite a character, wasn't he? I'm so sorry I wasn't here for you.'

'Where on earth were you?' she asked, detecting a strong smell of whisky and stale cigarette smoke on him. 'I've been like a lunatic trying to contact you all day and your bloody phone was switched off.'

'Plenty of time for that later,' he said, slurring a bit. 'Now, I know you've had a rough day, honey, but we really have to get you out of that tracksuit before the VIPs get here.' It was tiny, barely perceptible, but there was just the faintest whiff of his trying to avoid the subject, which immediately set an alarm bell ringing in Portia's head.

'No. Tell me now.'

'Portia, do you really want to meet and greet the President dressed like that? Now is not the time. Go. Change.'

She sat on a stair and eyeballed him.

'OK, OK,' he said, realizing that there was no budging her until he came clean. 'Ken Courtney phoned me this morning and asked me to meet him at the airport hotel in Dublin. He was on his way to Frankfurt and didn't have time to drive all the way down here. He said it was urgent, I couldn't get out of it . . .'

'And?' Portia tried hard to keep the impatience out of her voice. Ken Courtney was Andrew's best friend; they'd worked together in the States for years. Portia had never liked him. He was married and openly cheated on his wife with anyone who was willing and didn't particularly care who knew.

'Well, the thing is . . .' Andrew was smiling sheepishly now, as though he were about to launch into a risqué after-dinner anecdote. 'Globex Pharmaceuticals are being investigated by the SEC in New York at the moment and they've hired my old firm to handle the case. Ken and I spent all afternoon going over the notes. But, emm, well, you see, there's a condition.'

'Go on.' Portia's head was starting to pound.

'They want me to represent them. The MD of Globex specifically wants me, or else there's no deal. They're offering huge money, my old apartment on Park Avenue back – it's only for three months, I'd be back in the game—'

'Three months? Just as we're trying to get the hotel up and running? It doesn't matter if they're offering you a king's ransom, Andrew, it's out of the question. I presume you told Ken you weren't available?'

'No,' he replied, looking a bit hangdog. 'As a matter of fact, I didn't.'
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