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Chapter One

OK, so it wasn't a Friday, but it was still the thirteenth. If Portia had never been superstitious before, she was now. As she stood in the freezing Drawing Room of her family's ancestral home, Davenport Hall, with her mother wailing in the background, she found herself idly wondering, the way you do in times of crisis, could this really be happening?

'It can't be true, my darling. It simply can't be true,' howled Lucasta for the umpteenth time that morning. 'How could he just bolt off into the blue without a by-your-leave? We were married for thirty-six years and to think that your father has abandoned me . . . ME! I was debutante of the year in nineteen sixty-six and everyone said your father was the luckiest man alive to have landed me . . .' And at the thought of her bygone youth and beauty, she spiralled off into a fresh bout of hysterics. 'I
know I told him to bugger off, but how was I to know the bastard would actually leave? The one time in his worthless buggery life he actually did what I asked!'

Portia sighed deeply as she went to console her mother, yet again.

The unseasonable March sunshine streamed through the enormous bay window which dominated the room, bathing mother and daughter with warmth, which neither of them felt inside. To an outsider, they looked like an odd pair. Lucasta, Lady Davenport, although only in her mid-fifties, looked a great deal older, a legacy of her fondness for one gin and tonic too many. Her waist-length hair, which had been so admired during that debutante year, was now grey and matted and certainly hadn't seen the inside of a hairdresser's since the moon landings. Dressed in her trademark wellies, moth-eaten navy jacket and layer upon layer of heavy wool jumpers, she looked like she'd just mugged a homeless person and then ripped the clothes off their back. Yet, even though her red face was all puffy and swollen from crying, you could still tell that, in her youth, she would have been considered 'a handsome woman'.

Portia, her eldest daughter, was another story. Tall, thin and pale, with her light brown hair tied neatly behind her neck, she was as white as a ghost today. Not from shock, but from worry, sheer worry. As she handed her mother another fistful of tissues, she looked wearily around the room. At the filthy windows with their cracked panes;
the high Georgian rose ceilings, which hadn't seen a lick of paint in decades and were now covered in cobwebs; the threadbare Persian rug on the floor, which stank to high heaven from all the generations of cats that her mother freely allowed to sleep there; and at the huge, bare, light patches on the walls, which marked where the Davenports' paintings had once hung.

In Portia's grandfather's time, the family's art collection had been quite renowned, one of the most impressive in the country. A Gainsborough and a Reynolds, no less, had hung in that room; Portia could remember seeing them as a child. She never even knew they were famous until, when she was at school, she recognized one of them from the cover of an art history book and thought: That's hanging in my house.

All gone now. All sold off, at way below their market value, to pay off her father's gambling debts. Portia sighed deeply. No point in dwelling on that now, what's done is done, she reminded herself. As she looked out of the bay window, she could see the distant figure of her younger sister, Daisy, furiously galloping on her favourite mare over the parkland surrounding the house.

It's even worse for her, the poor darling, thought Portia as she gently soothed her mother. She actually liked him.

Jack, Lord Davenport, known as 'Blackjack' because of his addiction to the game, was by now, Portia calculated, halfway to Las Vegas. Always one to do things in style, it
wasn't enough for him simply to walk out on his wife and daughters, cleaning them out of the little cash they had, but, for added entertainment value, he had taken Sarah Kelly with him. Sarah Kelly was a stable hand on the estate. Sarah Kelly was nineteen.

It's all my bloody fault, as usual, thought Daisy as she galloped past the rose garden, the wild March wind full in her face, I hired the stupid little slapper. In her defence, though, it had looked like a good idea at the time. She had taken Sarah on last summer to help out during the tourist season. But I was explicitly clear about her job description. She was to help me muck out the stables and clean up horse shit, I never said anything about running off with Papa, Daisy wailed to herself, large tears now starting to roll freely down her face. How could he do this to us? How could he just run off with that thick-ankled shit-shoveller? She galloped on, past the old tennis courts with their nets rotting away, past the orchard and on towards the surrounding hills, which were still part of the Davenports' land. Whenever Daisy was this upset, there was only one place for her to go.

Davenport Hall had an equestrian centre close to the house, which at one time provided some badly needed income for the family. The idea was that visiting tourists could spend a day at Davenport Hall ('This stunning example of Georgian architecture in the heart of County Kildare' as the Bord Fáilte brochure boastfully and rather
misleadingly declared). Those who were up for it could go out pony-trekking over the acres of beautiful woodland around the Hall, past the River Kilcullen with its own salmon trap, and up as far as the Mausoleum, a magnificent neo-classical monument where nine generations of the Davenport family were buried.

A stranger arriving here for the day could easily be forgiven for thinking how wealthy the family were, with all that land . . . and as for the Hall itself! From the outside, Davenport Hall looked so grand, you'd think royalty lived there. It dated back to the mid-eighteenth century and at one time was considered the finest house in the province of Leinster. Designed by James Gandon for his old drinking buddy, the first Lord Davenport, the Hall boasted eight enormous reception rooms, a Ballroom, a Library, a Portrait Gallery (where, legend had it, Edward VII and his Irish mistress had once lost a fortune at cards), and no less than sixteen bedrooms. To the naked eye you would think that only a Lottery winner or else Michael Flatley could afford to live there. Until you opened the front door and saw the sorry state into which Davenport Hall had fallen.

If any tourists were unfortunate or misguided enough to find themselves there, on crossing the threshold of the once grand entrance hall, the first thing that struck them was the freezing cold. Such cold, in fact, that even in deep winter it was often warmer outside the house than inside. Daisy would often throw a blanket around her and
say, 'I'm just popping outside for a thaw.' But the cost of renovating the Hall's ancient heating system was out of the question for the cash-strapped Davenports. However, once the unfortunate visitor had acclimatized him or herself, it was the smell that hit you next. A truly revolting aromatic blend of cat pee and damp, it was not for the faint-hearted. If visitors were particularly unlucky and it happened to be raining, then dodging the puddles on the floor caused by the gaping holes in the ceiling was the next ordeal. Portia had remortgaged the Hall a few years previously to have the roof repaired, but Blackjack, true to form, had run off with the bank's money . . . to the Curragh races. The cash lasted him for about an hour.

The Yellow Drawing Room, where Lady Davenport and Portia now sat, was probably the only hospitable room in the house: at least there was always a fire burning there and if you sat right on top of the hulking stone fireplace, it was possible to feel the merest flicker of warmth. Which was exactly what Portia was trying to do when the door burst open.

'For God's sake, Mrs Flanagan, do you ever think of knocking?' cried Lucasta from the chaise longue where she sat surrounded by snotty tissues.

'Ah, would ya ever relax, luv,' replied Mrs Flanagan in a thick North Dublin accent. 'I thought youse would like a cuppa tea,' she added, cigarette ash dangling precariously from the fag at the corner of her mouth.

'Thank you, Mrs Flanagan, you're very kind,' said
Portia. 'Come on, Mummy, sugary tea is good for shock.'

'Oh, bugger that, Mrs Flanagan, get me a very stiff gin and tonic please, easy on the tonic,' replied her ladyship.

'Woulda thought it was a bit early, even for you, luv,' said Mrs Flanagan as she waddled towards the drinks cabinet in the corner of the room. Bless her, thought Portia. She's the only one of us who's taking this completely in her stride.

'And you know yer're miles better off without the aul' bastard anyway,' continued Mrs Flanagan as she splashed liberal dashes of tonic on her ladyship's gin.

'Blackjack was a wonderful husband,' said Lucasta primly, 'and I said go easy on the tonic.' Teary-eyed, miserable and bereft as she was, she still managed to watch Mrs Flanagan pour her drink like a hawk. Being an abandoned wife was one thing, but watery gin was quite another.

'Yeah, well, you keep thinking that if ya want, luv,' replied Mrs Flanagan, 'but I couldn't stand the aul' gobshite. Miserable git. And he couldn't pick a horse to save his life. Did youse not explain to Sarah Kelly that she was supposed to shovel the shite into a bucket, not run off to Las Vegas with it—AH JAYSUS!' she screamed out as she tripped over one of Lucasta's particularly mangy cats. 'I swear I'll drown them all one of these days. They have me heart broken,' she growled, handing over the drink.

'Oh Mrs Flanagan, you really must be careful with
little Gnasher,' said her ladyship, holding the cat close to her and stroking it. 'In a past life, he was the Shah of Persia, you know.'

Mrs Flanagan, not a great believer in past life regression, merely muttered under her breath. She was never one to be easily intimidated by her blue-blooded employers and frequently put Lucasta in her place, but not today. Changing her tone, she handed Portia her tea and gently said, 'So how are you doing, luv?'

'It's Daisy I'm most worried about, to be honest, Mrs Flanagan. She was always Daddy's girl,' said Portia, checking for dead spiders before gingerly stirring her tea in the cracked china cup. For once, Mrs Flanagan had produced the good china, clearly considering this breakup of the family to be an occasion worthy of the Royal Doulton.

'And you know how emotional she is at the best of times.'

'Ah, don't talk to me. Do you remember the time one of her horses had to be put down? I thought she'd need psychiatric help, she was so devastated, God help her. And when she split up from that fella . . . what was his name again?'

'Sean Murphy,' Portia answered. Sean was the local vet and the only single, eligible man for miles around, whom Daisy had briefly dated a couple of months ago.

'Yeah, lovely-looking fella, but when it was all off, I've never seen anyone so upset as Daisy was. My God, you'd
think they'd been married for years, and she'd only been going out with him for a couple of weeks.'

'Well, this is certainly worse,' Portia calmly replied.

'I'd paste that little trollop Sarah Kelly to the wall if I had her now . . .' continued Mrs Flanagan, her tone growing nasty. 'Never liked her. Anyone with a pierced ear and a pierced nose and a chain going between the two of them is not to be trusted. What did she think, that someone was going to rob the nose on her or something—?'

'You know, Mrs Flanagan, I really think I'd better go and find Daisy,' Portia interrupted. She didn't mean to be rude, but there was going to be enough gossip in the town about what had happened without her adding to it.

'Ah yeah, go on so, luv,' replied Mrs Flanagan, a bit embarrassed. The last person she'd ever want to offend was Portia, who was so good to her and so lovely to work for.

'I'll see you at dinner then,' said Portia, kissing her mother on her cheek. 'I think we can all guess where Daisy's gone.'

And off she went. Mrs Flanagan watched her walk out through the rotting French doors and on to the terrace, over the south lawn and on towards the hills, calm and composed with her head held high.

And she thought her heart would break.

Portia had thought that the walk would do her good, but she was mistaken. Her head kept pounding with the
worry of it all. It wasn't the fact that she would most likely never see her father again while he lived, but what were they going to do now? How would they live? Blackjack had thoughtfully cleaned them out of every last penny that she'd scrimped and saved for over the years. And now here she was, thirty-five years of age, trying to manage this great white elephant of a house and its vast estate with virtually no help whatsoever. And still the tears wouldn't come. On she walked, out of breath now, but almost there. She was at the top of one of the hills, which overlooked the south face of the hall, and she could see the neo-classical Greek columns of the Davenports' Mausoleum coming into view. Sure enough, there was her sister's beautiful white mare, Kat Slater (Daisy was something of a soap-opera addict) grazing beside the limestone steps.

'Daisy?' Portia called out, breathless. 'Are you there, darling?' A few stifled sobs from inside the domed temple gave her an answer.

'I thought I'd find you here,' Portia went on, tripping up the four steps to the central flagstone area, with its ornate, moss-covered, Grecian stone benches evenly set all around the edge of the dome. It was here that their Davenport ancestors had been buried and it was a favourite spot for both Daisy and Portia. In more carefree days, they would often ride up there together, sit down and admire the magnificent view. You could see three counties so clearly from that spot, rolling away into the
distance. When they were younger, the sisters would often sit side by side, munching on their sandwiches and wondering what would become of their lives. The girls had always been close, in spite of a fourteen-year age gap between them. In fact, Daisy often looked on Portia as more of a mother figure than Lucasta had ever been.

'Oh Portia!' Daisy cried out, almost knocking her over as she hurled herself into her sister's arms. 'I'll never trust any man ever again, as long as I live! Mrs Flanagan is right, they're all just a shower of worthless fuckheads.'

'There, there, darling, you get your cry over with,' Portia said soothingly, handing her a great wad of Kleenex.

'You know, there's heaps we could do,' said Daisy, blowing her nose. 'We could tell him we're building a greyhound racing track on one of the fields. That might lure him back. Or we could pretend we won the Lotto, or we could ask Mummy to do one of her love spells . . .' She trailed off", seeing the stony look of disapproval on Portia's face.

'Daisy, I know how much you loved him, but honestly, darling, do you really think that's going to bring him back? He went of his own free will, you know, no one kidnapped him.'

Portia could see Blackjack's note, all tear-splodged, in her sister's tightly clutched hand. She could still make out the opening line: My dearest girls, this is the hardest letter I've ever had to write . . . etc., etc.

Typical of him, she mused bitterly, he addressed the letter to us to save himself the bother of writing to Mummy, so we'd have to do his dirty work for him, and certainly not for the first time either. But she kept her thoughts to herself.

'I just can't believe I'll never see Daddy again!' cried Daisy, almost on the verge of hysteria now.

Portia looked calmly at her, as if she were seeing her for the first time. Even though Daisy had had no sleep, hadn't eaten in God knows how long and had been weeping buckets, she still looked stunningly beautiful. She'd just turned twenty-one, and with her model-thin figure, light blonde ringlety hair and deep blue eyes, she was a Davenport to her very fingertips. Portia could remember from old the magnificent family portraits that used to hang in the Long Gallery, with generation after generation of blonde, blue-eyed lords and the various local heiresses they'd married. Back in old God's time the Davenports had been famous for their good looks, and Daisy was certainly carrying on the tradition.

Thank goodness one of us is. The family features have certainly passed me by, she thought, though without a trace of self-pity. She'd always loathed the way she looked, with her shapeless figure, mousy brown hair and pale, freckled skin.

Not that it mattered. Davenport Hall wasn't exactly a lap-dancing club, awash with single, eligible men. In fact, if a good-looking man landed at their door, they'd
immediately presume he'd come to burgle them. Except that he'd need to be one of the world's dumbest criminals; anything of any value at the Hall had been flogged off years ago.

'Darling, don't cry any more, you'll give yourself the most awful headache,' Portia said as her sister continued to wail. But, highly strung and emotional as Daisy was, Portia knew there was no point in reasoning with her in this state. The protective big sister in her took over as she put her arm around her and held her close. 'We'll be fine, darling. I just know we'll be fine. I'll ask Steve to call over tomorrow. He'll know just what to do.'

The Steve that Portia was referring to was a solicitor in the local town of Ballyroan. He was a family friend of many years' standing, ever since he'd first come to live in the sleepy hamlet, while still a young law graduate. He was newly qualified as a solicitor and anxious to start work when a friend of his father's, Tom MacLaverty, suggested he apply to his firm, NolanMacLaverty, of Ballyroan, Co. Kildare.

As a city boy, Steve initially baulked at the idea of relocating to such a remote backwater when an honours graduate like him could easily get work in some flashy Dublin firm; but, to this day, he still remembered driving to Ballyroan for the first time. He could vividly recall that clear summer's day, seeing the town at its very best: with its wide streets, the fountain in the middle of Main
Street, the cinema which was still screening The Rocky Horror Picture Show (always packed on Friday nights) and more pubs side by side than he'd ever seen before.

'How do they all stay in business?' he'd naively wondered. He needn't have worried. In fact, at one point Ballyroan had made it into the Guinness Book of Records for having the highest number of pubs per capita than anywhere else in Europe. He remembered the lush, green acres of land that enveloped the town, the most beautiful, peaceful, restful sight he'd ever seen. Right there and then, he'd decided he wanted to spend the rest of his life in this spot.

Twenty years on and Steve had never looked back. He loved it here. He loved the friendliness of the people, who'd always stop for a major chat with you on the street. (There were times when he thought he should just plonk his desk right in the middle of Main Street; he certainly spent more time talking there than in his office.)

And the law practice was booming. Steve had a natural way with people: a friendliness and an instinctive knack of making people trust him. He would never dream of putting a clock on his clients and then charging them according to timesheets as plenty of lawyers would. That just wouldn't be his way of doing business. Instead he'd chat away to people, advising them on conveyancing and making their wills, all the normal work of a country solicitor. But he took the time to explain things really
clearly to his clients and never forced them into signing anything or agreeing to anything they didn't want to. And NolanMacLaverty's clients loved him for it. Pretty soon, people took to phoning the office and asking to speak directly to young Steve Sullivan, instead of Sean Nolan, who could be a bit intimidating, or Tom MacLaverty, whom they'd known for years, but was rarely sober enough in the afternoons to dispense good, solid advice.

So when Tom MacLaverty's boozy lunches finally caught up with him and he died a few years ago, Steve naturally became a partner and renamed the firm NolanSullivan. Sure, his old college pals who were making a fortune working on the various Tribunals in Dublin Castle told him he must be mad, that he could make ten times as much money if he came back to Dublin, but to no avail. In a nutshell, Steve loved his job and the peaceful calm of rural fife.

And he loved the Davenports. They'd first met over twenty years ago, when Steve, as a rookie solicitor, was sent over to the Hall to sort out 'a delicate matter' for the family. He vividly remembered arriving there for the first time, driving through the entrance gates, past the gate lodge and on up the two-mile drive to the Hall itself. He remembered being nervous as he knocked at the huge oak entrance door, and then been shown in by the fifteen-year-old Portia, grave and pale and old enough to be deeply embarrassed by the situation.

Her father, Lord Davenport, had gone on a gambling spree at nearby Naas races and had bet more than he had on him. The bookie at the racetrack had indulged him, probably impressed by his noble punter. But it was a different story when his lordship had lost over ten thousand pounds on a single race and hadn't a penny to pay up. The police were called and Blackjack was unceremoniously dumped in a Kildare Town prison cell for the night, until bail could be arranged. Except that his lordship's family didn't have a single penny to bail him out.

The solicitors were called, and so the twenty-one-year-old Steve found himself standing in the Yellow Drawing Room, deeply mortified and wondering how on earth he could explain the situation to Blackjack's teenage daughter.

He needn't have worried. Portia had handled the whole thing beautifully. She calmly shook hands with Steve and explained that her mother was looking after her new baby sister and couldn't come downstairs. She then asked how much her father had lost this time? She never even flinched when Steve told her, she only said that the matter would be taken care of and that a few nights in a police lock-up mightn't do her father any harm.

Steve only found out days later that she'd had to sell off an exquisite Fabergé egg, which had been in her family for over a century, to raise the cash. He had never
forgotten meeting Portia that day, how his heart had gone out to this teenager, surrounded by all the trappings of wealth and privilege, without two brass pennies to rub together.

And they'd remained the best of friends ever since. God, when he thought of the scrapes he'd got the Davenports out of over the years . . . The time that Lucasta, in a misguided effort to raise cash, decided to organize school tours to visit the estate and the health and safety authority had closed them down within a week. It had simply never occurred to her ladyship to bother with such boring, mundane details as making sure that there were adequate toilet facilities for the coachloads of schoolchildren that arrived. One small boy found a fingernail in the Davenport jelly Lucasta forced them all to buy, and then, to cap it all, a three-foot stone gargoyle fell from the Ballroom ceiling on top of another particularly unfortunate child, who remained in a critical condition for weeks after. Rumour in the town had it that when doctors in the accident and emergency department of Kildare hospital heard that the kids had just come from a tour of Davenport Hall, they immediately gave them all tetanus jabs, just to be on the safe side.

Then there was the time that Daisy, aged sixteen, thought she could raise cash by giving guided ghost tours of the Hall: she invented the headless ghost of some distant ancestor and gave visitors a ghoulish rendition of his demise. The problem was that she did such a good job
of terrifying her guests that none of them slept a wink that night. The next morning, after a sleepless night listening to the normal creaking of the Hall and imagining the very worst, her guests checked out, bleary-eyed, demanding their money back and vowing to report the Davenports to the tourist board. One even tried to sue for mental distress and anguish. Steve certainly had a job sorting that particular one out! Needless to say, insuring themselves against any of these mishaps was something that would never occur to any of the family, even if they could afford it.

So over the years, Steve had got to know the Davenports intimately. They were friends. (They were clients too, of course, but ones who rarely paid, and he was far too soft-hearted to be a tough creditor. After all, you couldn't get blood from a turnip.) And there was nothing he wouldn't do for them. So when Portia phoned later that day and asked him to come over, he cleared his diary and said he'd be there first thing next morning.

'Actually,' he added, rather theatrically Portia thought, 'I was going to call over to see you anyway. The fact is, I have some news which may be of great interest to all of you.'





Chapter Two

Portia had just drained the last drops of a lukewarm cup of coffee the following morning when she heard the sound of Steve's car scrunching up the gravelled driveway outside. Looking out of the estate office window (a posh title for what was really only the old playroom, never used now), she saw him slowly clamber out of his great black Jeep, bringing a briefcase and a thick wad of files with him. He wasn't handsome, with his ruffled dark brown greasy hair and that slightly unkempt, almost scruffy look he always had about him. In fact, he reminded her of a great big cuddly bear, tall and broad, a gentle giant of a man and a bachelor through and through.

Portia often thought how different he'd look if he ever married. A wife would smarten him up: make him wash his bloody hair for starters and then get him out of those
corduroy trousers and 1980s stripy shirts and into trendier gear. He certainly was a man who would be either made or marred by his wife or girlfriend. She'd be a lucky girl who got him though; he might not be Colin Farrell, but he had a heart of solid gold. Anyway, these were thoughts for more leisurely times, she decided as she ran down the great oak staircase and tripped across the black and white marble floor of the huge, domed entrance hall to meet him.

'Thank God you're here, Steve,' she said, standing on tiptoe to hug him. He hugged her back, noticing that she was even thinner and paler than usual. Hadn't slept for days, by the look of her. Portia, for her part, was finding it hard to let go of him. She'd been through so much in the last few days; it just felt good to have a man's strong arms around her, for once. Steve would sort things out for her. Didn't he always?

'There's no problem that can't be solved, Portia. Where's your mum?' he asked, gently releasing her grip.

'Doing energy clearings on anything Daddy ever laid his hands on,' Portia replied.

Lucasta was known to be a great believer in clearing negative energy by chanting, burning incense and ringing bells a lot. 'May the goddess of purity and beauty cleanse what has been soiled by the negative spirit of my bastard ex-husband!' she could clearly be heard chanting from the Library.

'She's been at it all morning,' Portia explained – not
that she needed to. Steve was too well used to Lucasta's various eccentricities to bat an eyelid.

'And Daisy?' Steve asked. 'I need to speak to the three of you together.'

'Out riding, I think. She's taking this badly, Steve, you know how close she was to him.'

'Will you find her for me? I'll grab some of Mrs Flanagan's finest instant coffee and I'll meet you in the Library. That's if your mother doesn't sense any negativity around my aura today and ask me to leave,' he said, a wry smile playing round the corner of his mouth.

He wasn't kidding. Lucasta was famous for throwing people out for the flimsiest reasons: their star signs weren't compatible with hers; their channels were blocked; she didn't like the colour of their aura; or they'd somehow pissed her off in a past life unbeknownst to themselves. She'd once accosted a terrified bailiff, who'd come to take back the TV, on the grounds that his spirit guide had brutally assaulted her in the eighteenth century. It worked; she got to keep the TV, free of all repayments.

'Give me five minutes, Steve,' Portia replied.

As she went outside to find Daisy, she already felt a bit better. God, it felt good to have a normal adult to talk to!

Poor Portia had a job dragging Daisy back into the house, after she'd eventually tracked her down, bawling her eyes out in the gazebo.

'Bloody hell, Portia, do I have to talk to him?' she had wailed. 'He's so boring and dreary and I hate the way he just stares at me all the time.' It was a sort of joke in the family that Steve seemed to have an eye in Daisy's direction. He certainly reddened a lot on the rare occasions she spoke to him.

'I mean, for God's sake, Portia, he's an old man. He must be at least forty years of age. Does he even have his own teeth?' Daisy ranted as she strode towards the house, her blonde curls gleaming in the sunlight. 'Why the hell can't he find someone his own age to leer after?' she thundered on with all the venom of youth towards middle age. 'Does he think I'm completely desperate? Who died and made me Anna Nicole Smith?'

'Darling, he's here to try to help us, so just try and be civil, that's all I'm asking you,' Portia cajoled as they went into the Library.

Steve was waiting patiently, sitting in the huge green leather armchair by one of the bookcases. Lucasta was twittering around the shelves, chanting and squirting Toilet Duck as she went, not particularly caring where it landed.

'May the goddess of all that is pure cleanse this room of all negativity and . . . Oh hello, dears.' She broke off her chant as the girls came in. 'I'm just getting rid of any last vestiges of your father's spirit,' she said, as if this were the most normal thing in the world. 'You chant, you spray some bleach and then you burn some bergamot
incense to expel negativity. Works a treat,' she added cheerfully, splashing the Toilet Duck along the shelves as she worked her way around the room.

'Mummy, is it a good idea to burn anything near where you're squirting bleach?' Portia asked tentatively.

'Don't be ridiculous, sweetie, you're such a worrier. Typical Capricorn,' her mother tossed back.

'Ahem, I've got another meeting in town later this morning, so if you don't mind . . .' Steve said, taking a huge folder stuffed with papers from his black leather briefcase and accidentally dropping a bunch of them on the floor. Daisy silently rolled her eyes to heaven, irritated by his haplessness and making no attempt to conceal it.

'Go on then, let's get this over with,' she said, rudely for her. Portia darted a warning look at her but said nothing.

'OK, let me get to the point,' he continued, more than a little nervous under her gaze. 'Blackjack is probably living it up in Las Vegas as we speak, with his nineteen-year-old girlfriend. And, of course, the ten thousand euros he cleaned out of the safe.'

'Oh Steve, must you?' Daisy wailed, her enormous blue eyes welling up with salt tears.

'Sorry, Daisy, I'm terribly sorry' Steve apologized, reddening. 'I didn't mean to upset you even more, it's just that . . .' He trailed off. Ballyroan was a small town, and Blackjack had provided the gossips with ample fodder for years. His philandering ways were well known locally.
Sarah Kelly certainly wasn't the first affair he'd had and probably wouldn't be the last either. It was hard to blame Steve for being matter-of-fact about the whole thing.

But still Portia sighed. Ten thousand euros he'd taken. Ten thousand. When she had it spelt out to her like that, it hit her all over again. When she thought of how she'd sweated blood for that money! The tiny frozen tour groups she'd patiently guided through the Hall, trying her best to ignore their looks of disgust at the state of the place. (She often thought that no living person could have heard the phrase: 'What a total waste of money that was,' spoken in Japanese quite as often as she had.) The pony-trekking she and Daisy managed to scrimp a few hundred euros out of in the summer months; and the miserable amount of money she eked out from selling rhubarb, mushrooms and home-grown herbs to the organic greengrocer's in Kildare. Unfortunately, they were about the only thing she could manage to grow by herself, since she was unable to afford help on the home farm.

Anyhow. No point in dwelling on the past. It was time to move on.

'Sorry, Daisy,' Steve repeated, looking sympathetically at her. 'It's just that, well, I think I may have a way out of this for you all.'

He'd finally got their attention. All three women turned to look at him, intrigued. Even Lucasta momentarily put down her bleach and incense.

'I had a phone call a while ago from a film production company called Romance Pictures,' he went on, consulting his notes as he spoke. 'They're coming to Ireland to shoot a film, and it seems they've been considering Kildare as a possible location. Apparently, there's a lot of outdoor filming involved, actors chasing each other on horseback, that sort of thing, and they were looking for a few local pointers. So I suggested they send their location scouts to look at the Hall because the landscape around here is just so beautiful, it's perfect. Then I received a follow-up call from them yesterday and, in a nutshell. . .'

'Go on,' said Daisy, intrigued, her blue gaze trained on him.

'Well,' he continued, 'the production company seem to think that Davenport Hall would be the perfect place to shoot the entire film. They've even offered Daisy a job as horse wrangler—'

'Horse wrangler?' Daisy interrupted. 'What the hell is a horse wrangler when it's at home?'

'Basically, they'd want to use all of your horses in the film, and not only that, they'd need you to coach the actors in how to ride properly. You'd be in charge of every horse that they use for filming.'

'You mean I'd get paid for doing what I'm doing now for nothing?' Daisy asked, brightening.

'You've got it,' Steve replied.

'But what about the house itself?' said Portia, a little worriedly. 'Surely they don't want to film inside here?'

'That's exactly what they want,' replied Steve. 'The location manager checked out the Hall from the Bord Fáilte brochure and thinks it's the perfect place to film. It's a period movie so the age of the house is just right; it saves them a fortune in building expensive sets in a studio somewhere. Much easier just to shoot the whole thing here.'

'Steve, you know perfectly well I wasn't referring to the age of the house,' Portia interjected.

'Well, what then?' he asked, sensing the worried note in her voice.

'Oh, just look around you,' she went on, 'we've got to be realistic here. Look at the state of the place! It hasn't been painted since the Emergency, the curtains are only being held together by dust and cobwebs, and chunks of plasterwork are constantly falling on top of us from the ceiling. And that's on a good day. When it's raining, I sometimes have to put up an umbrella inside the house, the roof leaks so badly. And don't even get me started on the cold! On the hottest day in July, when people are sunbathing in the town, we still have to wear at least three layers of woollies, so we don't get frostbite. In winter, I have to scrape frost from the inside of the windows, just to see out. So please don't expect me to believe for one moment that someone wants to make a film in this house, because unless it's a movie version of Fawlty Towers, I can't understand why.'

Steve took a deep breath. He knew he'd have to tread carefully here.

'Well, you see, Portia,' he began, putting all of his lawyerly tact into play, 'the fact is that they love the house exactly the way it is.'

'On the verge of being condemned, do you mean?' she asked, incredulously.

'Maybe it's a Hammer House of Horror production,' giggled Daisy.

'No, it's not a horror film,' said Steve.

'What, then?' chimed both girls in unison.

'The title is A Southern Belle's Saga: Brent's Return. It's a sequel, they tell me. The storyline seems to be that the heroine . . . I forget her name . . . emm—' He broke off, searching through his notes.

'Magnolia O'Mara,' said Daisy, suddenly breathless with excitement. A Southern Belle's Saga was one of her desert island favourite films of all time.

'Yes, that's it,' Steve went on. 'Anyway, the heroine comes to live in Ireland among her Irish ancestors, but she's fallen on hard times and so she rents out, emm . . . let me just quote from the blurb the film production company sent me . . . Ah yes, here it is. Yes. "Magnolia O'Mara, newly settled in Ireland, rents out a decaying, decrepit manor house, miles from anywhere. She then tries to start a new life away from the Deep South, still torn asunder by the ravages of Civil War and away from Brent Charleston, the only man she ever truly loved."'

'Now you're making sense,' Portia said, sitting back in her chair, the mystery solved.

'Just think, Mummy,' said Daisy, clearly enamoured of the whole idea, 'there'd be film stars all over the house and we'd get to meet them and maybe they'd invite us to the premiere in Hollywood!'

'Oh, how thrilling, darling,' replied Lucasta, her cleansing ritual forgotten as she got swept up in the idea of hobnobbing with Hollywood's A list. 'Maybe I'd get to meet Shirley MacLaine, we were great friends in a past life, you know, and I've always fancied that yummy Marlon Brando, if he'd only lose about ten stone . . .' she went on, never doubting for a second that Hollywood royalty, no matter how overweight, would be magnetically attracted to her.

'Steve, who's starring in the film, do you know?' asked Daisy, beside herself with excitement, her tears long forgotten.

'Oh yes,' he replied vaguely, 'I wrote the name down somewhere.' He leafed through yet another mound of papers.

'Yes, here we are,' he said, putting on his glasses to read the tiny typewriting on the page he produced. 'I'm afraid the star isn't anyone I've ever heard of, some actor called Guy van der Post.'

'Guy van der Post!! But he's the sexiest man alive,' gasped Daisy, almost falling off her chair with shock. 'Did you see him in Unbelievable Cruelty Two? He was amazing,
he's just so talented,' she said dreamily, his talent clearly having nothing to do with her interest in Guy van der Post.

'I'm afraid I missed that film, Daisy,' said Steve. Only Portia seemed to notice that his soft brown eyes never left her face.

'And just think, my dearest,' said Lucasta, 'he's going to be making a film here, with us! Oh, how exciting! I don't suppose you found out what his star sign is, Steve?' she asked.

'Emm, no, I'm afraid that didn't arise,' he replied tactfully. 'What do you think, Portia? You're very quiet,' he added as he watched her walk slowly to the window and idly wipe some of the filthy dust from the shutters.

Portia looked at him, calm as ever. She had been inwardly marvelling at both her mother and sister and this great talent they shared for completely overlooking anything remotely disagreeable. Ten minutes ago, Daisy had been sobbing her heart out for the loss of her father and now all she could think about was some actor with a very silly name.

'How much?' was all she said aloud.

'I think you'd better sit down for this,' he replied.

'All right,' said Portia, doing as she was told.

'Have a look at this,' he went on, 'and that's only their first offer. I'm sure we could do much better than this.' And he handed her a sheet of paper with a figure written on it. Lucasta and Daisy watched her face intently,
knowing the final decision would rest with her. Now that Blackjack had deserted them, there were no two ways about it: Portia was the boss.

She glanced at the sum of money offered and went even whiter than usual. It wasn't a fortune by any means, but it more than made up for what Blackjack had cleaned them out of. A thousand thoughts raced through her head, all fighting for airtime.

Throughout her life, Portia had dreamt of restoring the Hall to its former glory and running it as a fabulous, five-star country house hotel. She'd even gone to college in Dublin to study Hotel Management after she'd left school, probably the happiest and most independent time of her life. It was a four-year course and by her third year she was top of her class, an A student brimming with ideas for the renovation of her ancestral home and then . . . disaster struck. Blackjack casually informed her that in an attempt to double her college fund at the racetrack, he'd lost it all, leaving her with no choice but to return home. True, the money Romance Pictures were offering wasn't nearly enough to carry out the full scale of work she would have wished, but at least she could get part of the roof repaired, maybe even expand the home farm, hire some help and generate a decent income there. It wasn't exactly a win on the National Lottery, but it was certainly a very welcome and timely windfall.

'Where do I sign?' was all she could stammer, her voice
sounding as if it came from the next room. 'Quickly, before they change their minds.'

She never even heard Steve's reply, Lucasta and Daisy were too busy cheering and screaming like a pair of teenyboppers at a boy band concert.

'Ladies, ladies, just a moment please, I'm not quite finished,' Steve said, raising his voice to make himself heard. 'That's not all there is to it, I'm afraid.'

'What can you mean?' asked Daisy impatiently. 'Don't we just sign on the dotted line and have done with it?'

'If only life were that simple,' he replied, smiling shyly at her. 'No, Daisy, I'm afraid that the film company have stipulated a non-negotiable condition to the deal going through. One rather important condition.'
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