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How could she live with a man she had just met!

"Claddagh Hall is left jointly to you and young Bas, on the condition that you
both live here." The words of Noelle's late fathavill surprised her. She didn't
expect an inheritance, nor did she have any naét] &specially from an Irish lord
she had barely known.

And it was abundantly clear that Fergus Carrick, ¢b-heir, would not welcome
sharing something he felt was rightfully his alone.

After all, in the few days that had preceded thedirey of the will, Fergus had
seemed greatly disturbed by her presence.



CHAPTER ONE

'l STILL can't believe it." Somehow Noelle felt impelledbteak the silence,
as she and her uncle lingered, unwilling to leéneequiet Suffolk graveyard
and the woman, beloved of them both, who had jeshbaid to rest. 'It all
seemed to happen so suddenly,’ she went on, 'gridzlseemed her usual
self, the next day she was ill, a week later eadd'

John Madox-Browne swallowed painfully before he &bk to answer her.

‘That was the way your aunt wanted it. She'd knomeig both known for
some time, that her heart wasn't too good. She'tdidmt you worrying,
especially as you were so busy and happy.'

'Don't!" Noelle winced, her blue eyes filling witears. ‘It makes me feel
unutterably selfish. | should have known, shoulgehaoticed something
was wrong. | could have made her rest more.'

John's laugh was more like a strangled sob.

‘Catch anyone making Liz do anything if she haamtind to! That's why |
could never persuade her to tell you . . ." Hemtdpthen: 'But this isn't the
time or the place.’

Curiosity made Noelle glance at her uncle, compassiade her look away
again. No, this wasn't the time to press him to mete his unfinished
remark, and in fact several days elapsed beforetbhened to the subject of
his own accord, days in which they had left the Isnmavn where Liz
Madox-Browne had been born and now rested, anddtached to London.
Noelle had completely forgotten his enigmatic wonaistii one morning,
after breakfast, John called her into his study.

She wondered a little at the formality with whioh invested the occasion.
Normally, family affairs were discussed withoutemony across the meal
table, the study being reserved for business nsattdy. Her uncle seemed
ill at ease, she thought, and for a swift, panicigment she wondered if he
too were ill. His words did nothing to dispel thedr.



'It's taken me a while to pluck up my courage toyteu this, but | can't go
on postponing it indefinitely.'

Noelle sat down rather suddenly in the chair hecated, slender hands
clasped anxiously in her lap.

'What is it, Uncle John? What's wrong?'

His agitation was further revealed by the way irnichhhis large, capable
hands disturbed the normally orderly thatch of grgyair.

'l hope,' he said bluntly, 'that you'll go on aadjime "Uncle" even though
we're not related in that way.'

'‘Not?' Noelle began, then relaxed. 'Well, only bgrnage.’

John gave a sigh of pure desperation, his hands eogaged in
systematically destroying a piece of paper.

'I'm no damned good at this kind of thing. | wantéz to tell you herself,
years ago, but she wouldn't. She was afraid ofi¢pgour respect.’

'‘Uncle?’ Noelle tried to make a joke of the subjextallay her own fears
and what now seemed like his embarrassment. 'Auetrying to tell me
after all this time that you two were never marded

'l could wish it were that easy," he told her gyinmNo, Liz and | were
legally husband and wife. What I'm trying to saymy clumsy way, is that,
rather than being your uncle, | could better cltonbe your stepfather.’

*What?'

Noelle's vivacious little face paled, as she woaddor a moment if she
were dreaming this, would waken to find it had baarincident forged in
nightmare. She had lived with her aunt and undide life, unable to
remember her parents— relatives of her aunt, stidoban told.



'Liz wasn't your aunt. She was your mother." Jatmtinued to fiddle with
the objects on his desk, as though unwilling toklead her drawn,
incredulous features. 'You were born before | et married her.’

"You mean I'm illegitimate? That is what you'renigyto tell me?' Noelle's
voice cracked.

'Yes—no, damn it!" He struck his hand on the d&3k, Liz wasn't married
to your father, but I'm not telling you for thatas®mn, but because | feel
you're entitled to know your heritage, becauseuorstances have arisen . .

Unable to sit still a moment longer, Noelle gotamd began to pace the
large room.

'Why?' she demanded in a strangled voice. 'Why'tsthe tell me before?
Didn't she realise what it would have meant to médve a real mother?
That I'd rather it'd been her than anyone elsbeniorld?’

'My dear child!" John Madox-Browne sounded deeplywed, as he rose
from his chair and joined her in the window embrasii'm so glad you feel
that way. | felt sure you would, but | couldn't peade her.’

She turned into the circle of his arm.

'I—I'm glad you told me, even though it's too letde able to show her how
much I—how much..." Her voice broke and she cldsdeyes, bit hard on
her lower lip. After a while she was able to conan'Why have you told me
this now? Did she ask you to?"

'No," John said gravely. 'Liz would have preferted secret to be buried
with her. She was deeply ashamed, you know. | hadlévil's own job to

persuade her to marry me all those years ago.ftardayour father left her

with very deep scars, perhaps that never realllebem spite of her love for
me.'

'Did—do you think she loved my father?"



'I'm sure of it, my dear. Liz wasn't a woman totbesherself lightly. But it's
my opinion he wasn't worthy of her love, the damregle.’

'You know who he was?"'

'Yes. He kept in touch, through his solicitors. bBiered to pay Liz
maintenance for you, but she refused to touch loisey. He even,’ John's
voice rose in indignation, ‘offered to adopt you.'

'So he knew about me, then?'

'He did!" John's mouth was still twisted in angand now Liz is—gone, he
wants to meet you.'

'Hard luck!" was Noelle's instant reaction, 'beeausertainly don't want to
meet him!'

'l hoped you'd feel that way.' John spoke withefelivith satisfaction now.
‘Then that's the end of the matter. I'll answetdtier, decline his invitation
on your behalf.'

"You've had a letter from him? May I—may | see it?'

Rather reluctantly, she thought, John took a sbk#tick notepaper from
the drawer in his desk and handed it to her. Teamrpaper was expensive,
deckle-edged, the address gold-embossed below s ofetwo hands
clasping a heart.

'‘Claddagh Hall, by Lough Corrib, County Galway,'délle read aloud. She
looked up at John for confirmation. 'My fatherishf?' At his brief nod, she
read on. The letter was brief, the handwriting kstdolackly vigorous,

demanding a visit from his natural daughter, 'tgghien my declining

years'.

'Declining years, indeed!" John Madox-Browne srabrt€hap'’s a vigorous
fifty-five at the most.’

The letter was signed simply ‘Lissadell'.



'Is that his surname or his Christian name?' ablaalle.
‘Neither," John said shortly, 'Noel O'Rourkerd Lissadell.'
‘A lord?' Noelle said wonderingly.

'Yes, but don't let the fact impress you. A til@ipretty empty thing without
the money to back it up.’'

John, a wealthy industrialist, himself in line #otitle in the not too distant
future, was in a position to know, she supposed.

'‘And my mother named me for him," she mused. Dest earlier decided
affirmation, curiosity was taking hold of her anttesfound herself
wondering if she resembled her father at all. Qalstashe was nothing like
her fair-haired, brown-eyed mother.

John didn't answer. There was no need, but he \a&shimg her intently.

‘Not having second thoughts, are you?' he hazastezlvdly. '‘Because if
you are, | must warn you . ..'

'No—no—at least—well, l|am curious,' she admitted. 'After all, it's not
surprising, is it? I--'

'‘No," he said heavily, 'not surprising, a feminifaging, that's all." He
returned to sit at his desk, and after a momentlldloeseated herself,
thoughtfully turning her father's letter over angpin her fingers.

'What are you thinking?' John probed, and she fagadrankly.

‘That if I ignore this," she indicated the letter, let you refuse for me, |
might regret it. Oh, not immediately, but in yeergome, when it's too late.
The way," her voice wavered momentarily, 'the waytoo late now to tell
my mother...'



'l understand,’ John sighed. 'You may look like rytather's family, but
there's a lot of Liz in you and her besetting saswuriosity. So?' He let the
guestion hang in the air.

'l think," slowly, 'that Imustgo to Ireland, just for a few days, that's algtju
to see for myself, find my roots, | suppose.' Heeleyes pleaded with him
for understanding.

'And the business?'

At twenty-five, Noelle was already a successfulhfas designer, and
many well-known and titled customers patronised|idcet Cie.

'Rachel and Manny can cope quite adequately fohidlewBesides, I'm
overdue for some kind of holiday.'

"You'll find the west of Ireland rather differembfn the South of France,’
John commented drily, referring to her usual hglitbecation.

'Hmm, maybe! But even continuous sunshine tendsatiboccasionally.

Perhaps rain would make a nice changeodsrain a lot in Ireland, doesn't
it?'

It was certainly raining that April morning, a fedays later, when the Aer
Lingus plane touched down at Dublin's airport, @rabntinued to rain as
Noelle drove the hired car away from the airpord aat into the green,
fresh countryside. Impulsively she had decidedawd this way, in order
to see as much as possible of her heritage, or Inatitage, she thought

wryly.

Rachel and Manny Cohen, her partners and fellowgdess, had raised no
objection to her sudden departure, and when shedw@ftied the reason
for her visit, had not been so overwhelmed byntaguing possibilities as
to forget business.



'Keep your eyes open for some of those lovely Itiweeds and that
hand-made lace,' they adjured her.

The sun broke through for a while, as she tookrtael from Dublin to
Galway, along the Esker Riada, the ridge of graill which, for centuries,
had afforded travellers safe passage across thesbegvn central bowl of
Ireland, through Kildare and West Meath, to whdre River Shannon
marked the boundary to Galway in Connacht.

Now the route followed meandering, minor roadsnhgkide which the
secret life of Ireland continued undisturbed. Blackl red cows chewed by
the wayside, while nearby lay farmsteads cluttenaith old pieces of
machinery. Clucking hens roosted on hay carts, deepdogs appeared
from nowhere to chase her car. She had brokermbargy overnight and as
she continued on her way next morning, Noelle sedlishe had no sense of
strangeness, of being an alien visitor. Was it, sbadered fancifully,
because she was half-Irish that this pleasant lengreen threaded through
with grey, giving it a speckled look like a lengihtweed cloth, seemed to
welcome her?

Within sight of Lough Corrib, she came suddenly mpgbe house she
sought. Claddagh Hall, a stone- built mansion,¢tmoa grassy knoll, with
wide views across the lough to a mountain backdéspen-backed islands,
heightened by trees, dimpled the blue-black wat®rs.either side of a
weed- filled gravel drive, exotic flowering shrubsntend- ed, grew
rampant, swamping the air with their heady boudqtikeé Hall would be a
comfortless place in winter, Noelle guessed ashsited the car, the better
to study her surroundings. The grey stone wallslevbe stark protection
against the winter winds. Yet a strange thrill pezt her heart as she stared
at the building—the house of her ancestors, shanosd.

She gave herself a little shake. Not much usengittiere like a wide-eyed
tourist. She must summon up the courage to préseself at the front door
and ask to see her father.

A dour-faced manservant answered the door knoclstiffs unwieldy
summons and led her through the dark hall hung stalghorns, and into



what appeared to be the dining room, with heavyd-fashioned
furnishings.

| Il be telling Miss O'Rourke you're here.'
'‘Miss O'Rourke?’
'Himself's aunt.’

Her father must be out. Of course, Noelle reflectedwould be busy with
estate affairs. She occupied her waiting time witidying the room. The
O'Rourkes appeared to have a strong predilectiohudating, and by the
same token they were decidedly not house-proud.h@iding prints that

must once have been colourful, now faded, adorhedvalls, and a fox's
mask was mounted above the fireplace, together avithusty display of

riding crops. The prevalent impression was oneust-dcovered surfaces
and decayed grandeur.

A sudden sensation that she was no longer alones rhad turn, to
encounter the scrutiny of a keen pair of eyesinsatgentle, faded face.

"You must be Miss O'Rourke?' she asked. 'I'm Noklsdox-Browne.
My—my uncle," she would never be able to think@fd as anything else,
'my uncle had a letter from Lord Lissadell.’

'Soyou'reNoel's daughter!" The old lady moved forward vathriskness of

which Noelle would not have believed the tall, fladrame capable. A soft
cheek was pressed to hersCead. mile failte, a hundred thousand
welcomes!" A hand on the girl's arm, Miss O'Rowsteered her towards the
window. 'Yes!" It was a breath of satisfaction. tife very like him.’

'l suppose he's not available at the moment?’

Miss O'Rourke's face clouded over, its momentaighimess replaced by
regret.

'Didn’t you know? You're too late, my dear,’ antllaelle's look of dismay
and dawning realisation, 'Oh, it's not your falNbbody could possibly



have foreseen it. He was fit and well, a man inghme of life. Such a
stupid, unnecessary death.’

Noelle felt for the back of one of the hard-lookidigairs. No wonder the
manservant had seemed glum. Though she had newenkrer father, the
fact hit her that now she was doubly orphaned.

'How?' she began.

The last hunt of the season. Noel was such a mgsider to hounds.
Towards the end of the day his horse stumbled alkeg-fired, | suppose.
The horses always tired before Noel did, he waefatdable. He fell
awkwardly. His—his neck was broken.' Miss O'Routtkbbed suddenly at
her eyes. 'Such a waste, and what's to becomeatifrusw | can't imagine.’

'Us?' Noelle enquired. 'I'm sorry, but | know nathabout my—my father's
family. | didn't even know of his existence untileav days ago.'

'‘By "us", dear, | meant myself, the servants, esstaff, stable-lads—and
you, of course.’

'‘Me?'
'Yes, your father always meant to do something/éar, | know.'
'Really, there's no need,' Noelle began.

‘The moment he heard of your mother's death, he detsrmined.
"Elizabeth can't keep the child from me now," hiel $a

'Miss O'Rourke," said Noelle firmly, 'let's get otieng quite straight. |
didn't come here with any "expectations”. | cameaise | was curious
about my father, my background. I'm sorry | wagntime to meet him, but
as itis I'll go straight back to England.’

'Oh, no! You'll stay a few days surely, for thedual?' The old lady seemed
to regard her anxiously and Noelle didn't see hioavculd refuse without



appearing churlish and unfeeling. "Your last retpedliss O'Rourke
added persuasively.

Privately Noelle reflected that she had very litdspect for the man who
had fathered her and then allowed her mother te etgne. Why hadn't he
married Liz? She supposed she would never know iomas one of the
guestions she had planned to ask him.

You will stay?' Miss O'Rourke persisted, and slgweluctantly Noelle
nodded. 'Oh, my dear, I'm so pleased. | wouldtlileeopportunity to get to
know you. We've wondered so often . . . But we nsestabout your room,
and you'll take a cup of tea?' Noelle was to comkniow this invitation
well, for Miss O'Rourke drank tea at all times loé tday, hot, sweet and
strong. She pressed a bell by the fireplace. @&itself down. It will take
Siobhan quite a while to get here. She's growinlgy & are the rest of us,
I'm afraid.’

‘Tell me something about my father," said Noetleat'is, if it's not too
painful for you?'

The old lady nodded her head.

'Painful? Yes, but we mustn't be afraid to speainlgly, reminiscently, of
the dead. That's what keeps them alive for us, @ay Noelle. But where to
begin? Such a complex man, a good man for alkhikd, but a dreamer, an
improvident! You'll have noticed the state of tloaike? All his time, all his
spare money and energy was devoted to the upkdap stud.'

'He breeds—bred horses?'

‘The love of his life, and there's many a fellohiman like him. It was his
dream to breed a horse that would restore hisrieguand if determination
were enough he might have done it too, some dayyooy boy.'

'Had he any other children?' Noelle asked hesitaBthe didn't want her
curiosity to sound as if she made any claim on N@Rlourke's estate, not
that it sounded as if such a claim would be wortltim Rather, she longed
to know if she had other relations.



'No, Lissadell's wife died childless, a year or agw. It was the sorrow of
their lives, and my younger nephew, Seamus, diesballong ago and had
no legitimate heirs either.’

"Then what happens to Claddagh Hall, the estate?’

‘That depends upon the will." Miss O'Rourke spaktter oddly, Noelle
thought, but as nothing else was forthcoming, sihgatt the incident.

The funeral was over. Noelle and Miss O'Rourke wee last of the

mourners to leave the little churchyard where tiedéthe Lissadells was
now buried amidst his ancestors. The small chufcht atrick had been
filled to overflowing by estate workers, friends daracquaintances.
Listening intently as Miss O'Rourke made a pointeathanging a few
words, shaking every proffered hand, Noelle legrst how popular her
father had been, and although she had come tadrelatermined to be
prejudiced against him for her mother's sake, nbw ®und herself

regretting, for her own sake, that she had nevéhimeand heard the other
side of a very incomplete story.

'You've never told me why Lord Lissadell didn't mamy mother," she
reminded Miss O'Rourke as the car carried them badke Hall. Noel
O'Rourke had been buried almost within sight of hane, but the
driveway from church to hall was too much for Hidegly aunt to walk.

'It's very simple, my dear, no mystery. | thoughtiymight have known.
Ours is a Catholic family and Noel was already nearivhen he met and
committed his "indiscretion" with your mother."’

"Wherewasthat? Where did he meet her? | know so little.'

'In England. He had a promising horse; the poor ey always had a
promising horse which didn't live up to expectasioit was running at
Newmarket. He stayed at a public house in a netrby, Haverhill—I
believe that's in Suffolk? Your mother was the landls daughter.’



There was no time for further conversation. As INpelssisted Miss
O'Rourke from the car and up the steps into theséaothe manservant
appeared and informed them that the ‘'lawyer's mmam'come on ahead
after the funeral and was awaiting them.

'He'll want to talk about the will." Miss O'Rourkemoved her hat with
hands that trembled a little. 'Oh dear, | feel gaipprehensive.’

"Try not to worry," Noelle urged her. 'I'm sure yoephew will have made
provision for you, and if he hasn't we'll thinksifmething.' In the few days
since she had arrived at Claddagh Hall, she haohbewery attached to the
gentle old lady, who was after all a blood relatiber great-aunt.

Miss O'Rourke patted her arm.

‘Thank you, dear, but I've no intention of becomanigurden to you, or to
anyone else. | do have a little money of my owih.gét by, whatever
happens.'

Mr Kelly, the elderly solicitor, was in a stateagologetic indignation.
"To be sure, Miss O'Rourke, 'tis altogether too @fdaim, so it is.'

‘Too bad of whom? Do compose yourself, man. Sitrd@md explain
quietly." No one would have believed that a monagd she had been as
agitated as he.

'Why, Fergus Carrick, to be sure. His Lordship'phesv. Didn't | spend
months tracking him down all those years ago, whenlearnt of his
existence, hasn't he visited here freely ever simecel now when |
telephone, long distance, mark you, and leave aagesabout his uncle's
death, does he get in touch with me? Indeed he matedNot a word I've
heard, and me unable to read the will without hiespnt.’

'Perhaps he didn't receive the message,’ Miss €GKRsuggested.



'‘And perhaps he did," Mr Kelly said darkly. "Wagh#&re no love lost lately
between him and His Lordship. Every time he wag heeren't there rows
and arguments?’

‘To be fair,’ Miss O'Rourke was at her most judjcihat was partly
Lissadell's fault, his ridiculous prejudice agaiRstrgus's father. He never
felt Richard Carrick was good enough for my nidas, sister. And Noel
could be intensely irritating with his feckless wayDear Fergus is so
methodical.'

'‘Be that as it may," Mr Kelly was not to be pladatéve a will to be read
and no one to be reading it to. So if you'll excoe Miss O'Rourke, I'll be
off back to Dublin. I'm a busy man. Perhaps ydélletting me know if you
hear anything of Mr Fergus Carrick?'

'l really ought to go home, Aunt Bridie," NoelldddViss O'Rourke a few
days later. The elderly woman had insisted on #ss formal mode of
address.

'‘And | thought you were enjoying your visit, thabuyliked Claddagh,’
Bridie O'Rourke said reproachfully.

'l am—I do. | love Claddagh Hall. I love Irelandycamost of all | love you.
But I've no business being here. | ought to go feethis Fergus Carrick
turns up, or he might get the wrong idea.’

'‘We'll worry about that when we hear he's on hiy.w2o stay a little
longer," Miss O'Rourke pleaded persuasively.sti'siice to have feminine
company for a change, and Claddagh would be verglyowithout you
now.'

And so Noelle allowed herself to be persuaded cssum she was soon to
regret.

Up early one morning, she wandered into the dinmgm where Miss
O'Rourke had received her and noticing, not forfitst time, the coat of



dust that obscured the beautiful surface of thg lefectory-type table, she
felt a sudden compulsion to restore it to its ffighglory. It seemed a shame
to her that the house had been allowed to fall sutch a state of neglect,
but, as Bridie had pointed out, the household staffre sadly
under-strength and those remaining were growing old

Five minutes later, armed with cloths and wax fopsirloined from old
Siobhan's domain, she was vigorously engaged otaslerwhen she heard
a brisk, impatient step on the tiled floor of tredlhOn fine days the great
front door was left wide open, and someone hadntadvantage of its
invitation.

That someone was a man, awesomely tall in appeataribe diminutive

Noelle. He was lean and rangily built with a hawkelface, the fleshless
angles of cheek and jaw-bone softened by a besegeg—with an almost
reddish tinge—than the variegated mane of sable sélmdr that grew

overlong at neck and brow. His impatient glancé dgbn Noelle as she
stood, polishing implements in hand.

'Where's your mistress, girl? | see the placeilslstt open to the four
winds, no sense of security.’

At his words Noelle stiffened. The visitor had alnwsly mistaken her for a
maidservant, and while she couldn't blame him—le&upation and her
casual blouse and skirt covered by one of Siobhasligminous aprons
were misleading— she did resent his tone. Serwaete as much entitled
to courtesy as their employers.

"Miss O'Rourke isn't up yet,' she began, ‘and I'm .

'‘Be so good as to tell her I'm here, and hurry lupudit, girl. Don't stand
there staring at me! Are you new here or something?

Noelle's sense of humour was never far from théasey whatever the
occasion. This top-lofty man with his arrogant dammur took her for a
servant. She would enjoy seeing his expression Wketiscovered her to
be a member of the family. She restrained an imipigtulse to bob him a
curtsey, but asked in a suitably demure manner:



'Who shall | say has called, sir?'

His eyes narrowed and he observed her more closely.
"You're English.’

‘Yes, sir.'

'Hmm."' He dismissed the unimportant fact with angrdwell, whatever
your name is, kindly tell Miss O'Rourke that Ferdtarrick, her great-
nephew, is here.’

Just in time Noelle managed to mask her astonishrenthis was, what,
her cousin? She supposed that loosely described¢heionship.

Her survey of him became more comprehensive, asictegl the austere
expression, his gipsyish tan. In fact there was etbing altogether
gipsyish about his whole appearance, the casutddedpslacks and tweed
jacket, with a scarf instead of a tie carelessigtted at his throat, and the
wild, almost Bohemian hair and beard.

'‘Be able to describe me in detail, will you,' hkeabwith heavy irony, ‘just
in case | steal the spoons while your back's turkikdry up, girl, for
goodness' sake! Enough time's been wasted already.’

'‘By you!" retorted Noelle, forgetting for a momehe role allotted to her
and which she had decided to play. 'Even if | Mafls O'Rourke this very
minute, you won't get to hear the contents of yomcle's will today.

Solicitors don't hang about and Mr Kelly's gonekbcDublin.’

'‘Don't be so damned impertinent!" Fergus Carricked. 'My God, my
uncle was pretty come- day-go-day in his arrangésnént surely even he
didn't put up with this kind of back-chat?’

'l couldn't say, I'm sure, sir." Noelle slipped ato role and sidled from
the room, settling for discretion. But Fergus Garmvouldn't have to wait
long for his come-uppance!



She found Bridie O'Rourke dressing and swiftly pat in the picture,
omitting her own clash with Fergus.

'Oh dear, now we shall be all set at odds,’ Mig&0Orke sighed. 'Fergus is
a dear, but such a restless creature. You'll cammsndvith me, Noelle. I'd
like you to meet him.'

'l wouldn't miss it for the world," Noelle said tihdully, 'but I'll just tidy
myself up a little.’

Thankful for the providence which had prompted teermpack a decent
selection from her wardrobe at home, she selectéiess with which to
replace the blouse and skirt. A simple day drdssyery simplicity was
deceptive. One of Noelle's own designs, its cut wasry inchhaute

couture,its lines ringing flatteringly to her slight buiapely figure, the blue
of the material echoing that of her eyes. She atbWwer dark hair, which
had been tied back, to swing loosely about her &ackeshoulders.

About to leave her room once more, she paused thflig, eyeing her
reflection in the long mirror. Why did she feel ielled to take so much
trouble over her appearance? Was it just becausgi$€arrick had taken
her for a maid, accorded her no more interest ligawould have done had
she been a servant? That was partly so. But thasewore to it.

It hadn't been only the suddenness, the unexpexdedsf Fergus's arrival
that had startled her, quickened her pulse-rateadt been the even more
unsettling effect upon her of his undeniably romaappearance, and, more
than just his looks, the aura of masculinity hejguted, bringing into the
room a presence which seemed subtly to alter it gtmosphere to one of
enlivening excitement and challenge.

" Yes Noelle was looking forward for more reasomant one to her next
encounter with Fergus Carrick.



CHAPTER TWO

FoLLowING demurely in Miss O'Rourke's necessarily slow argphitled
wake, Noelle was conscious of an increasing tendémdreathlessness.
She could well understand her great-aunt's appsedreabout the turmoil
that would attend Fergus's arrival at Claddagh.H&die was all too aware
on her own account of his disturbing propensities.

'Fergus!" Miss O'Rourke moved towards him with tretshed hands, any
misgivings she might have concealed by an undoibtatfectionate
welcome. 'It's good to see you again.’

'‘And you, Aunt Bridie!" Tall as Miss O'Rourke w&®rgus had to bend to
take her in his arms. 'And not a day older thannwlHast saw you!' Fergus
Carrick, like Noelle, might be only half Irish, sheflected, but there was no
doubt he had inherited the kiss of the Blarney &tdim sorry | wasn't here
for the funeral. | only found Kelly's message yesddg, when | got back
from Paris. | set out again straight away.'

'Fergus, | want you meet your cousin, Noelle Ma8oawne." Miss
O'Rourke drew her forward. 'Noel's daughter."’

Noelle found herself subjected to a very compreiversurvey by a pair of
deep-set, velour-brown eyes.

'l see!" he said; that was all, but Noelle feltttha did indeed see, a lot. He
had heard of her existence, that was very evidaemt,although Noelle had

firmly decided that the erring ways of her pareetevno reflection on her,

she felt herself colouring uncomfortably. But hievagl gaze refused to drop
before his.

To say that Fergus was astonished by Noelle's pceseas, he felt, to put it
mildly. What had brought the girl here? Acquisitiess? She didn't look the
hard, mercenary type, but you never could telll,Stishe was expecting

rich pickings here, she was in for a shock.



He found himself prey to a whole host of emotioN®t normally an
irascible man, he regretted the unfortunate tonbeif first encounter, his
nerves exacerbated by travelling delays and thdesubbss of his uncle, of
whom, despite his faults, he had been excessiwslg.fThe error he had
made in mistaking Noelle for a servant he discadiatebeing no fault of his
own, yet, inexplicably, it still angered him. Whgdn't she enlightened him
as to her identity, instead of going through witr hidiculous charade?
Perhaps she had felt unable to face him, unsuppovtéh the truth?
Perhaps she was ashamed? No, she wasn't ashamed.cléar blue Irish
eyes, so damnably like Lissadell's, were frank alehr, her freckled,
vivacious little face serene with perhaps just $ightest suspicion of
provocation in the curl of her mouth. Damn it, v&® daring to laugh at
him?

He made his expression deliberately cool and im$@le he looked her over.
She was daintily built, he noted approvingly. Hehaiped voluptuous

females. Boy-slim, but feminine withal. A sight tomuch character in her
face to warrant the description of 'pretty’. Arregtwould be more accurate,
and he was willing to bet that that firmly modellgmbinted jaw hinted at
obstinacy. He felt the tingling spice of challemge through his veins. Such
a little slip of a thing, but spunky, he felt centaHow would she respond to
provocation? he wondered humorously. The brown expesowed into a

deliberately speculative line and he allowed hisithdo twist into sardonic

Wryness.

'‘Ah yes,' he drawled, 'Lissadell's "misdemeanour”.’

Noelle went rigid. She had steeled herself to emdiis seemingly endless
scrutiny, making good use of the time for her ovapraisal, noting the
high-bridged, chiselled nose, the well shaped lips, dark, determined
lines of his brows, but she hadn't been preparedsimh forthright

insolence.

'Mr Carrick,' she said icily, 'if you must be rudég)y not be honestly so?
| can assure you polite euphemisms are quite ussapg Yes, kam
Lissadell's "bastard daughter"”, but you can scatealld me to blame for
that fact.'



'My dear Noelle!" Miss O'Rourke gasped. 'FerguallyeWhat a way to
greet each other!

The straightness of Fergus Carrick's face hid #lgilg twinkle in his
eyes.

'My apologies to you, Aunt Bridie, but don't yoadiit singularly curious
that Noel's daughter, after ignoring his existeadleher life, should
descend upon us so immediately after his deatimakes me ask myself

what she hopes to gain.'

‘Nothing!" snapped Noelle before Miss O'Rourke dowdply. 'For your
information, the facts are that | didn't know of fiayher's existence until
just over a week ago and, until | got here, | dilnbw he was dead.’

'‘But then we only have your word for both "fact&grgus drawled.

How could she have thought this man attractivéhégpoint where she had
been anxious to appear at her best before him7aDisgd to answer his
latest taunt, Noelle turned to Miss O'Rourke.

‘Aunt Bridie, | think the time has come for me lgpme. I've enjoyed my
visit and meeting you, but | don't see any prospédtirther enjoyment,
now." A scornful sideways glance from the blue eyesle it quite clear
who was the author of her doubt.

‘Noelle!" Miss O'Rourke was distressed. 'My dean'ddo anything hasty.
Fergus, tell her you didn't mean . . .'

'Oh, but I did, Aunt, | did, and Miss Browne's reans only confirm my
suspicions." Just how far would that streak ofgtake her?

Noelle's pointed chin was very much in evidencghasturned to stalk from
the room.

'l see you before | leave, Aunt Bridie, when yre@lone.’



In her room she threw things into a suitcase, withine disregard for
orderliness. She couldn't wait to get away fromd@&gh Hall, or, more
correctly, away from Fergus Carrick. It was appargmat he was, or
expected to be, Noel O'Rourke's heir and that sented what he saw as
her attempt to poach on his preserves. But delspithaste to quit the Hall,
she felt a pang of real regret. In the few daysh&ttebeen there, the house,
and Ireland itself, soft and beautiful, the peogiee had met warm and
friendly, had laid strong claim to her heart, andhat sense she would be
sorry to leave.

As she descended the main staircase, she coultiesil voices raised in
argument coming from the dining room and she hiesitalt would be

impolite, unkind, to leave without making her faedls to Bridie, but she
didn't want to run the gamut of those mocking broesyes again, those
ironic, gipsyish features with their odd attractioBhe admitted to
cowardice. She was afraid that if she saw him adaiould be all the

harder to erase his image from her mind. It wasnsely annoying to find
herself so fascinated, so captivated by mere odtwasentials, when the
man himself was a despicable boor.

Then, as the volume of one of the voices rose tigthe words awfully
clear to the indignant hearer, her decision wasem#ad of course, as is
usual when there's a death, the vultures gatheAwettie?'

This was intolerable. She would write to Bridie whghe got home. The
older woman would surely sympathise with her distdsr facing the

instigator of such an insult. Thankful that the \nhedoor, which had a
tendency to groan alarmingly, was still open, Ne&ft the building and

hurried around the side of the house to the stablewhere her car was
parked. She would have liked to take a final falewfethe horses, whose
beautiful, intelligent faces looked out over théf daors, but if she were to
be away before Miss O'Rourke noticed her abseheege twas no time to
linger.

Rounding the car to reach the driver's side, Ndediee. Lying in its shade
were two grey, shaggy shapes, that looked enorrimohbsr fear- widened
eyes. Where had these beasts come from? She éadolintered any dogs
at Claddagh before. An incident with an unruly Ailsa when she was



three years old had left Noelle with a terror ofglgparticularly large ones,
which she had vainly tried to overcome. Now, widr byes fixed on their

enquiring uplifted heads, she backed away. Shedvosé the passenger
door and slide across behind the wheel.

To her horror the animals showed a distinct intereler actions and one
of them rose, strolling leisurely towards her, tad a gentle pendulum.
Noelle's horror intensified. The creature was largeen than she had
imagined, its head almost on a level with her chimg its mate, who had
joined in the investigation, followed a few steghind.

With a sudden burst of enthusiastic activity, tmading wolfhound
bounded towards her and, rearing up, placed a paeitber of Noelle's
shoulders, its face enquiringly close to hers,open mouth and lolling
tongue revealing enormous white teeth. With a ghrihe let fall her
suitcase and continued to scream, not hearing ¢h@ds of pounding
footsteps.

'Down, Caesar! Cleo, sit!" A pair of hands descende the shoulders
where the large shaggy paws had rested and Narlledfherself being
shaken vigorously. 'For God's sake, girl, shutAmyone would think you
were being eaten alive!'

In spite of her fear, Noelle managed a flash afitspi

'For all | know | might have been, if you--'

'‘Nonsense! Cleo and Caesar are the gentlest dtioesd Then the scornful
brown eyes had spotted the suitcase. 'And whatareip to?'

'Leaving,' she retorted, 'which should please yaddagh Hall isn't big
enough to hold both of us.’

He chose to misinterpret her words.

'No? | suppose you were hoping to have it all targelf? Hard luck, Miss
Browne, but you'll agree that my claim is more lliegate” than yours?"



How dared he taunt her with that word, pointing te invidious
circumstances of her birth? Hateful man!

'For your information, my name Madox-Browne, and if you'll keep those
two brutes of yours at bay, I'll relieve you of presence.’

'Oh, no!" He picked up the suitcase, with everyeapance of not intending
to relinquish it. 'You're not going anywhere.' Ché think she had the
family silver in there?

"You wouldn't be thinking of searching my belongirfgst?' she enquired
coldly. She wouldn't put it past him.

'Oh, 1 don't think that will be necessary, do yttuRust be apparent even to
you by now that Noel's idea of material possessaiyg extended to the

finest horseflesh money could buy.' He nodded tdw#ne stables, where
the more valuable of the Lissadell stud were howdedgside a pair of

magnificent hunters.

‘Then would you kindly hand me my case and allowtoniee on my way?
I've a long drive ahead of me.’

'‘No," he said, and before she could part herhipsdignant protest, 'no, you
can't have your case, and no you're not leavinty,Age some reason, best
known to herself, my good aunt wants you to staypaently she finds
your presence essential to her wellbeing. I'm exétg fond of my aunt,
therefore you're staying.'

‘But | ..."She wasn't allowed to proceed. Arsgreanned hand had hold of
her elbow, propelling her back towards the frontha& house, and Noelle
knew that however hard she struggled she wouldbeaatch for his tensile
strength. Dignity was all she had left to her. Theynd Miss O'Rourke
hovering anxiously on the steps.

‘Then it wasyouwho screamed, my dear? What is it? Are you hurt?'



"' Not a scratch, Auntie," her nephew informed Hnevecfully, before Noelle
could answer. 'It would appear Noel's daughter nlbebare his love for
four-footed creatures.'

‘That's not true!" Noelle snapped. 'l love hor#issjust dogs.' She couldn't
repress a shudder.

Miss O'Rourke's face cleared, but then she caught sf the suitcase
Fergus still held.

'You weren't leaving us?' she said reproachfulyitiout a word of
goodbye.'

'She was, Fergus said succinctly, 'but she isn't now, aoel, yMiss
Madox—Browne? For my aunt's sake, you've agreed to'dthy.brown
eyes dared her to contradict.

Noelle mumbled something incoherent. Her thoughesewn a turmoil.
Wounded pride, common sense, told her she ougletate, but— and it
wasn't only consideration for Bridie O'Rourke'slifegs that made her
waver, it was the galvanic touch of those stromgdts still gripping her
arm, the tingling warmth they imparted to her flednpleasant as Fergus
Carrick had been, the conflict with him had madefeel more vitally alive
than she had since the depression following Ligatldand the revelation of
their true relationship. And in spite of Fergusistility, her own anger, and
his unjustifiable suspicions, she still felt stralygdrawn to him. There was
a challenge to be found in altering his attitudeauals her, and a challenge
was something Noelle could never resist.

'‘Maybe | will stay a few more days,’ she spokettidiB, ignoring Fergus, 'if
youreally want me to?'

'Indeed | do, dear,” Miss O'Rourke said fervemtigving back into the
house, 'and now, let's order breakfast and convemseivilised manner.'

'Why not?' Fergus agreed smoothly. 'Perhaps welabstuss the terms of
Miss Browne's stay here. Incidentally, | refuse kiep uttering that
ridiculous double-barrelled mouthful.'



‘Terms?' Noelle enquired suspiciously.

‘Naturally!" He sounded surprised that she shantilif necessary to ask. 'If
your motives are as altruistic as you claim, yotelsuwon't wish to be
dependent on charity? For | assume woe hard up, or you wouldn't be
here hoping for a handout. I'm sure we can findesgainful employment
for you. Perhaps,' his mouth curled fleetingly, awement that might have
been attractive but for the mockery implied, 'pedhas a housemaid, since
your talents seem to lie in that direction?"

'Fergus!" Miss O'Rourke spoke repressively. 'Thétde! Noelle, take no

notice. He has a somewhat warped sense of humoutil Yemain here as
myguest. These suspicions are unworthy of you, Feigear Noelle came
here purely out of filial loyalty and remained ay rsuggestion, not her
own.'

‘The filial loyalty | beg leave to doubt, Fergusinmured, ‘but as you wish,
Aunt, as you wish."'

‘That man!" stormed Noelle as Fergus, having dedlioreakfast, left her
with Miss O'Rourke. 'He makes my blood boil!"

'‘But not your heart beat faster, dear?' the oldeman asked with a
mischievous twinkle. 'He's very good-looking, ybwgree, and most
disarming when he's in a good mood, thosghestless, just like his dear
mother.’

'Handsome is as handsome does,' Noelle quotedolirdly | find him
totally lacking in attraction, though perhaps artw#i and shave might
improve him. And how dare he refer to me as "aurelt?'

'Vulture, dear?' Miss O'Rourke looked mystifiederth 'Oh, | see, you
overheard. My dear, he was talking about the trades All pressing for
their bills to be paid. Noel was always behindhand.



If Noelle was a trifle ashamed of her hasty asswonptshe quelled the
feeling. No doubt he had said far worse things alvewu that she hadn't
overheard.

Later that day she was given striking evidence lodtWiss O'Rourke had
meant when she deplored Fergus's energetic nétisraenspection of house
and estate had something of the effect of a whadwand since it would
have been too tiring for Miss O'Rourke to accomphimg in his attic-
to-cellar expedition, he insisted, for some reaSoelle couldn't fathom,
that she do so.

'I've already seen over the house,' she protested.

'I'm sure you have," was his satirical reply, #idtyou know what you were
looking for, or recognise it if you found it? Jusiw good is your business
acumen, Miss Browne?"'

'For heaven's sake!'" Noelle was becoming increbsimgtated by this
truncated version of her surname. 'If it's too mtroluble to give me my
full name, call me Noelle.'

'‘Are you sure'—there was irony in the brown eyekat'yyou want to be on
such intimate terms with me?"

'‘No, I'm not sure," she retorted, 'but since yosteddiously familiar and
insulting in the way you talk to me--'

‘Then "Noelle" it shall be. My name, as you knosvFergus. Feel free to
use it.'

Immediately she decided that if it could possit#ydvoided, she would not
address him as anything.

'What are we looking for?' Noelle demanded, as Fergus pidksdway
through rambling attics,crammed to overflowing vittlle accumulations of
generations of O'Rourkes.



'‘Anything of possible value,' he said, brushingles layer of cobwebs that
impeded his progress, and for the first time sheead the ring he wore on
the little finger of his right hand. A gold rindgsidesign was that of a heart
clasped in two hands. The Lissadell crest, shegimowith a spurt of
indignation, and he wasn't even an O'Rourke. Bingaenoticed her silence
and she said:

'Would anything valuable be stored up here?'

'Who knows?' he shrugged. 'The junk our grandpsreand
great-grandparents collected are the antique bhtisday.'

"You're looking for things to sell!" she accusedd &e shot her an ironic
look.

'Well, naturally. You don't suppose I'll be ablatanage the upkeep of this
place out of my own resources?’ He was so blitbettain Claddagh would
be his, Noelle fumed. 'If we can't find anythinige' went on, 'the whole
place may have to go under the hammer.’

'Oh, no!" she said involuntarily. '"How could you?'

'It's not what | want," he told her, 'but it mighg a case of necessity. If
Lissadell's left money as well as the property,chhincidentally | doubt,
everything will be plain sailing. Otherwise . .H&rggged again.

"You can't be sure yet that he hasn't,’ she argued.

'Knowing my uncle, it's almost a foregone conclasio

'You seem to be very sure Claddagh's going to lesyoNoelle couldn't
refrain from voicing her thoughts.

'‘Disappointed? Perhaps you thought it was goirggtgours?’
'l thought nothing of the sort,’ she replied witgrity. 'I'm not one of your

"vultures"." She saw that he recognised the reteramd for a brief instant
amusement showed in his eyes.



Their preliminary survey of the attic yielded nothiof immediate interest,
and Noelle, thinking furiously, followed Fergus dowo the next floor. If
she had stood to inherit Claddagh Hall, she kneevwsbuld have done
everything in her power to keep house and estathanfamily, so she
couldn't really blame Fergus for seeking out itexhpossible commercial
value. Maybe he wasn't in her happy position ofitg\wa prosperous
business, and not only that, but a wealthy, induigencle’, who, having no
children of his own, had also expressed his readite supply financial
backing for any future project Noelle might undkealf Claddagh were
hers, she would restore it to its former magnifaen

'‘Nothing but a few dreary old family portraits, pebly by some very
inferior artist,' Fergus concluded, as they congaleheir tour of inspection,
'but then, of course, I'm no expert.’'

'‘Besides, you couldn't sethemy Noelle pointed out. 'Family portraits
belong to the house.'

‘Afraid ancient Lissadells might turn somersauitgheir graves?"

'‘And if you sell up,’ Noelle went on, ignoring thevity, ‘what will happen
to Aunt Bridie? This is her home.'

'l don't know.' Fergus's manner altered and he deaira trifle weary. 'In
any case, it's no good deciding anything until whi¥s been read. You
never know, Lissadell might have decided to ledneelot to a retirement
home for racehorses!'

Their tour of the estate did little to lighten Fests mood. Although, in
direct contrast to the Hall, those parts of theugds which related to
stableyard and stud were impeccably maintaineoadt not been without
considerable expense, and the office attachecktsttble block yielded up
a bureau-full of unpaid bills for hay, feed and estlsimilar expenses.
Fergus stared at them bleakly.

'My God," he groaned, ‘what a mess!'



'Perhaps he just didn't have the opportunity tdesdiem before he died,
Noelle suggested hopefully. 'Perhaps there's monthe bank to--'

He shook his head.

'Unlikely. Lissadell was notorious for being inears. The next year's bills
would have been in before he'd paid these. My uwele a charming man,
but almost childishly naive. It was always a cak&something will turn
up". There was always a promising filly or colt tthzould do well some
day, and some day was usually never. If the animed up to its promise
physically, invariably it would break a leg or iteck. How anyone could
bear to live in such a hand-to-mouth fashion, ltdamagine.’

"You being totally practical and businesslike, pgose?’ Noelle asked
sarcastically, remembering Bridie's remark thatvias 'methodical’. What
right had he, though, to criticise Noel O'Rourkehew by his own

admission he himself didn't amount to much finalh¢?a

'‘As it happens, yes. | race in a small way myselft | cut my coat
according to my cloth and if | can't afford to gay something, then | wait
until I can.’

'l see!' she said provocatively. "You stayeeir horses then?'

'l wasn't referring to essentials, but to the hetbemselves. Lissadell had
only to hear of a likely animal, be it at home iEngland, and he must be
buying it.'

'‘And do you breed horses as well?"

'Yes.' Suddenly a quick, eloquent smile lit hissfaaitering its expression to
a startling degree. 'You see, | haven't altogetseaped my Irish heritage."'

The words themselves went almost unheeded, aseéNwtvelled at the
incredible way the smile enhanced his appeararideis Ifeatures were
always so pleasantly irradiated, he would be evererdevastating to her
newly discovered susceptibilities, but, perhapsuftately, the smile was
short-lived.



'If this place had been in better shape, | mightHzeen prepared to sell up
my own farm and stud and move in. But | don't ses-H

'In that case,” Noelle interrupted—she was feebirgngely tense and
edgy—'let's hope thasbeen left to retired racehorses!

It was a day or two more before they were to ldhenfate of Claddagh,
when Mr Kelly returned from Dublin. At Miss O'Row’k insistence,
Noelle was present at the reading of the will, titoshe had protested
vehemently against her inclusion.

'It doesn't concern me. Fergus won't like it.’

And certainly the brown eyes had narrowed searthingen she followed
Bridie into the dining room, but with Mr Kelly prest he could make no
comment.

Theirs was a small gathering at the long table ctvluould easily have
seated twenty, its surface gleaming with Noelleistinued attentions. For
want of better occupation, she had turned her &getg the housework
and, perhaps encouraged by her example, the smadkehold staff had set
to work with a will so that although still undenigishabby, Claddagh Hall
had taken on some of the gleam of its palmier days.

'Fergus, lad, what delayed you at all?' and withveaiting for an answer,
'It's glad | am to see you still here, Miss MadaxoBne," Mr Kelly declared
as he spread his papers before him, though Noe#es kit must be a mere
expression of courtesy. 'Because,’ he continuadpétunding her, ‘hasn't
His Lordship expressly mentioned you in his will?’

'He has?' Noelle dared not turn her head to eneolrdrgus's gaze, but
kept her eyes fixed on the elderly solicitor.

'Yes, indeed. Wait a while till | tell you. Theralsvil a penny, as maybe
you'll have guessed for yourselves, but what tieridne Hall and the stud,
is left jointly between you and young Fergus hehe,'paused, 'on the



condition that you both live here, ked¢ipe Hall and its lands a going
proposition, and that the pair of you make a hoonéviiss O'Rourke.’

'What?' This was Fergus.

'Impossible!" Noelle said. Though a discreet teteyghcall while Fergus
and Bridie O'Rourke were out of the way had asshezdhat her business
was running smoothly, that Rachel and Manny cowl manage without
her for a while longer, she knew she must soornrmeti London. Apart
from herresponsibilities to her partners and their cliefitsyasn't in her
nature to be idle for long.

Mr Kelly looked from one to the other. "Tis youraision, of course, but if
either of you refuses to comply with the termshef will, everything is to
be sold and--'

'Sent to a retirement home for racehorses?' Fergus ironically, and
Noelle stared at him. How could he joke about it? Kélly, too, looked
taken aback. 'No, sir, no, to be sure. But yousetfady being a gentleman
of property, so to speak, the money from the sabeilldvgo to Miss
Madox-Browne.'

'What?' Noelle couldn't have been more horrifiethd moneyhad been
going to some chatrity.

'l see!' Fergus spoke in that exasperating dramiiiah so annoyed her. 'So
either way, Miss Browne is not to be the loser?’

'Indeed not, sir." Mr Kelly took the remark at fa@due, sounding shocked
at the suggestion that it should be otherwise.hAlllife His Lordship felt
some recompense was due to his daughter, particidar her mother
steadfastly refused his offers of assistance.'

There was a long silence.
'l won't accept it," Noelle said abruptly. 'l don&ed it. I'm well able to

support myself." She glared defiantly at Fergua, thee heavy black bar of
his brows rise incredulously. 'Don't look at mehat insufferably insolent



fashion!" she snapped. 'l mean it. I'm twenty-farel for the last six years
I've lived on what | could earn.’

It was true. Once her salary as a trainee desigaérbeen sufficient to
support her, she had refused to accept any fudhewance from the
Madox- Brownes and latterly Noelle et Cie had pevef to the extent that
she was a young woman of some means, though tlsahere of Fergus
Carrick's business.

'So I'll be giving you a day or so to discusshy' Kelly announced, and
refused to hear of any hasty decision being malles Miss O'Rourke saw
the lawyer out and the beneficiaries of the willdd each other across the
table.

'It would seem,’ Fergus said, 'that we're stuchk wéch other." His choice of
words was intensely annoying.

'We most certainly are not!" Noelle retorted. "#®mo way I'll agree to
share a house with you.'

'‘But what if I'm equally determined the sale prafeCladdagh shan't fall
into your sticky little hands?’

'l told you,' Noelle said savagely, 'l don't wame money.'

'How can you avoid it otherwise? You heard the seaoifithe will?

‘There must be some way round it!"

'Only one. We both move in and try to put the plaaek on its feet.'

'Or you could buy me out,' she suggested.

'Impossible! Can't afford it. We'll just have totpy with each other.’
Noelle parted her lips to protest further, thensetb them and became

thoughtful. True, her first reaction to the ternfstloe will had been a
determination to steer clear of any situation thablved Fergus Carrick, to



remove herself as soon as possible from the spbietds disturbing
influence. Apart from his resentment of her presesbe was afraid that, in
any prolonged association with him, she might ro@able to conceal the
humiliating truth, that he troubled her peace ofhdnas no other man had
been able to on such short acquaintance. On tlee béimd, she didn't want
to be accused of acquisitiveness, a charge he veauntdinly level against
her if Claddagh Hall had to be sold.

But two far stronger considerations motivated hesnge of heart : the
genuine affection she had come to feel for BridiedDrke and, incredibly
romantic folly, that she had fallen in love at fisgght, a devotion that only
a lifetime's servitude could fulfil, with Claddagdtall itself. Her inward

communing with herself concluded, she met Fergusféc gaze with a
defiant tilt of her head.

‘All right! We'll do it, but only,’ she added hdgti'for the sake of the Hall
and Aunt Bridie.'

'Of course! Although we might even go further,'dagd slowly, and as her
eyes questioned him, 'the most obvious solutioalltthis is for us to get
married. Then our interests would be mutual.'

The crazy, startled gymnastics her heart was perfy made Noelle slow
in replying, but when she did, her voice was coithwthe knowledge that he
was mocking her and she didn't find it amusing.

'‘Ours will be a purelpusinesarrangement.’



CHAPTER THREE

'l ALMOST changed my mind again when he said that," Noealldessed
afterwards to her great-aunt.

'It sounds a very sensible idea to me," Bridie canfled her by saying. 'l
must admit it's one that had occurred to me. Yauddo far worse. He'll
make a good husband, a real rock to lean on, quitke poor Noel. Your
father, my dear, was not always a reliable man, ¥esmore | think about
it, the better I like the idea of you and Fergugetber.'

Noelle was not unaware of Bridie's strong parfydidr her great-nephew,
but she wouldn't have suspected her of a tendewegrtls matchmaking.

'Forget it, Aunt Bridie,' she advised. 'Even if én® mad enough to agree,
purely for the sake of Claddagh, it would be altdisaster. You must have
noticed the effect we have on each other?'

'Hmmm!" was Bridie's only comment.

'l only agreed to stay on,' Noelle continued hgstilecause | won't have
him accusing me of being after the money. | reddlg't need it. You see . . .'

Her phone calls, home to John Madox-Browne, artetooffice, had been
received with dismayed incredulity. Both John dme&l Cohens had pleaded
with her to reconsider.

'How you can even think of giving everything upstjuo vegetate in a
broken-down old house in Ireland,” Rachel CoheredaiYou want to go
mad? What will you do with yourself?'

'l shan't be giving it all up,’ Noelle explainédshall still design clothes for
Noelle et Cie and I'll be backwards and forwardsfen you'll scarcely
notice I'm not there all the time.’



'‘But to plough so much of your hard-earned monéy aplace that only
half belongs to you.'

‘That," said Noelle sharply, 'is top secret asafaFergus is concerned. He's
not to know that it's my money, which is why | watdinny to come over to
Claddagh and say he's an art expert from one diitheondon firms.’
'Manny? An expert? On art?' Rachel screamed witgjhter. 'My Manny is
a business man. What he knows about pictures yald esrite on your
thumbnail.’

'He only has to pretend, for heaven's sake. I'gesdume old oil paintings
out of the attic. | just want Manny to rave abdwgrh. I'll tell him how much
to offer

'Who is paying for these pictures?' Rachel askegisiously.

‘I am," Noelle laughed. 'All Manny has to do ikgahem away.'

'‘And what do you want he should do with them?"

'Oh, I don't know. Yes, | do. You can hang therthiem salon.’

"This "cousin" of yours,' Rachel probed suspiciguslou haven't by any
chance fallen for him?'

‘Certainly not," Noelle denied, too hastily, 'l tatand him, and the feeling
seems to be mutual!’

An edited version of this conversation, and hateliplot to help save
Claddagh, Noelle retailed to her great-aunt, whh strict injunction that
not a word of it must ever be revealed to Fergus.

'‘But it would prove to him how wrong he was abooitiy Bridie O'Rourke
protested, half laughing, half dismayed by her kieo\ge.



'l don't have to prove myself to him," Noelle saibudly. 'If he ever
changes his mind, it must be of his own accord.ddytAunt, if you could
have heard Rachel! She and Manny do so hate pavithgnoney!

They were both laughing heartily over this comieapect of Noelle's

machinations when Fergus walked in upon them, and@ demanded to
share the joke. Their hasty stifling of their mjrthe awkward exchange of
glances, and Noelle's mumbled excuse that it wdsngthat would amuse
him, must have convinced him that their laughtes atahis expense.

'l see Miss Browne has completely won you over, tABirndie. | haven't
fathomed out her motives yet for being so suddexyoperative, but
believe me, I will." Brown eyes challenged Noetieatduel.

'Fergus, Fergus! his aunt reproached. 'Why areajways so suspicious?
Do you never take anyone at face value?"

'Frequently,’ he retorted, 'but not Miss Browne,MlIss Browne?"

'It seems impossible to please you. Would you rdtdlemanded my half of
our inheritance in cash?’

'Let's say I'd be less surprised!" Fergus drawled.

'Children, children!" Bridie O'Rourke implored, ther plea went unnoticed
as the combatants stood almost toe-to-toe, eatingvihe other to be first
to look away.

Noelle was the first to weaken, not because oflacky of conviction in her
own integrity, but because the nearness to Fergas destroying her
composure and she could feel a flush, not of duiit of awareness,
suffusing her whole body.

'It would serve you right,’ she muttered, 'if | dioshd then left you to stew in
your own juice, instead of helping.’

Unfairly, Fergus seemed to consider that he had seone moral victory,
and as he left the room looking incredibly smug, eldo felt an



uncharacteristic urge to violence, so much so ithahything had been
ready to hand, she might have flung it at the ledi¢kat departing sable and
silver head.

'Oh dear, oh dear!" sighed Miss O'Rourke. 'l ddwyisu two would get on a
little better." She looked a little pale and disted and Noelle was
immediately contrite.

'I'm sorry, darling, sorry too to cause troublewssn you and Fergus.
Perhaps it would have been better in the longfriid refused to stay?’

'Oh no, please, you must never think that,’” MisRdDrke assured her
hastily. 'I'm sure it will all work out splendidin the end, and you mustn't
worry about me. | can cope with Fergus. Scenesati@ing new in this
house. He and my nephew were often at odds.'

Despite Bridie's assurance, Noelle was still delitvorried by her pallid
looks and a certain shortness of breath in herctépaad when she left
Bridie O'Rourke, she deliberately went in searchaigus. She found him,
eventually, in the stable- yard and wryly acknowled to herself that in
view of his heredity, she would have saved timgbyg there first.

The wolfhounds, Cleo and Caesar, were as alwalys deels and came to
investigate. By now Noelle had schooled herselftodiinch away from
them, but she was still tense and nervous in firesence.

'Looking for me?' Fergus said incredulously, thackl brows ironically
arched. 'l never thought I'd see the day. | thoyghtcouldn't bear the sight
of me.'

'I'm not here on my own account, but Aunt Bridi€srgus,' belatedly she
realised she had broken her vow and used his reemdehat he had noticed
the fact and her annoyance at her slip, but shé¢ evenall this conflict isn't
good for her. She was quite upset just now, afeer~wan't we . . .?" Her
voice faltered away as his expression became @ailzzi

'‘Can | believe my ears? You, Noelle, asking fauae?'



'l told you!" Immediately she was on the defensilts. not for my sake. As
far as I'm concerned nothing's changed. But if ymve to start an
argument, at least do it when Aunt Bridie's notuach' She turned,
intending to walk away, but a long arm shot out ahd found herself
hauled troublingly close to that long, lean boaytlsat she had to tilt up her
head to meet the mocking eyes.

'So we're going to continue fighting, are we? Buprivate? | think that
might be more fun, don't you, Noelle?'

'l don't like quarrels,” she said breathlesslye'lways preferred a quiet
life.'

'You? A quiet life?' He was shaking that oddlyadtive head, the sunlight
gleaming on its generous silvering, i can't belidva. You're the stormy,
tempestuous kind, with that fierce black hair, theparkling blue eyes.
Signs of a passionate nature, Noelle?"

'‘No," she denied, 'I'm very even-tempered as a Nbeone has ever made
me as furious as--'

She stopped in the middle of the dangerous admissde tilted his own
head in interested enquiry.

'‘As | do?' he finished for her softly.

'It's nothing to be proud of." She tried wrigglifrge of his grasp, but the
long, lean fingers were very strong. 'You'd iretat saint.'

'‘And are you a saint, Noelle Madox-Browne?' Hissteras thoughtful. 'So,

let's see. You've led a peaceful existence up oatl? Just what does that
mean, | wonder? No disquiet, no unhappiness peylmapsnaybe no great
happiness either. Have you ever been in love, B@éflave you ever known
passion? Have you ever even been kissed?'

She was finding it harder and harder to controlbdreathing, to make her
limbs stop their ridiculous trembling.



'‘None of your business,' she managed to say frawelee clenched teeth.

'Perhaps, perhaps not," he said obscurely. 'Butoilld be interesting,
academically speaking, to know.'

'You won't find out from me. I--'

'‘But that's the very source | had in mind!" His dsgave absolutely no
indication of his intention, and Noelle was caugbinpletely off guard as
he swept her into his arms and his mouth came aowrers, it's my bet you
haven't been kissed like this!

Contrary to Fergus's expressed belief, Noelle reghtkissed before, but
not ever with such devastating effect. At the fingsh pressure of his lips on
hers a flood of sweet fire swept through her, tfet $hocks of a totally new
sensation, and as his clasp upon her deepenedrintopassioned embrace
she felt a rising tide of response within hersalare of nothing but his kiss,
the strength of his lean body, its hardness lodkelers from mouth to
thigh. She felt herself, unbelievably, yieldingdaail her senses screamed a
protest as firmly he put her away from him, huntidia replacing the frantic
desire she had so briefly felt, as she realisechaddewanted him to go on,
that she had wanted more than just that searirsg kis

‘Twenty-five," he said musingly, ‘and yet stilltually unawakened. Where
have you been all your life, Noelle? In a convent?'

'No, just in the company of "gentlemen”, who d@dunce on women in
your wild, rough fashion.' Her tingling lips uttéréhe words with difficulty,
perhaps because of their idiotic tendency to trembl

"You seemed to be enjoying it," he said, not a ab#shed.

'‘Well, | wasn't,” she snapped. In all her life inerves had never felt so
unbearably jangled. 'And if you want my co-openation restoring
Claddagh, don't touch me again!

'l take it then you've not given further considenato my proposal?’



'Proposal?’ Noelle echoed unwarily, then, her fashing, 'No, | haven't. |
wouldn't waste my time or my energies. | took mhmu meant it, as a joke,
and one in very poor taste.' She turned away. #imet evant his observant
eyes to note the unnatural brightness of hers.nidere on his lips stopped
her in her tracks.

'‘Noelle!" For a wonder his voice was gentle.
'What?' She didn't turn round.

"You're right, about Aunt Bridie, | mean.' He padisthen added, 'I'm glad
you feel as you do about her.'

She waited, but nothing more was forthcoming, arittla forlornly she
returned to the house.

After this exchange, Noelle felt she must get afeayan hour or so, away
not from the Hall and its environs, but somewhargjwhere so she need
not encounter Fergus again until these strange ®yngphe aroused in her
were quelled. Her emotions were totally contradictét the same instant
as she experienced furious dislike of him, a resent of the verbal
harassments to which he continually subjecteddier felt also the physical
pull of his masculinity upon her senses, bemusergd the point where he
was continually in her mind, whether actually présa not. A brisk walk
seemed to be the common-sense cure for these wegJarties, and she set
out determinedly in the direction of the lough.

The day was beautifully mild, though drifting clauand shafts of changing
light alternately touched the soft hazy colourshaf countryside. As Noelle
had already noticed from her bedroom window whigértmoked the lough,

its aspect too was constantly changing, at one monis surface a

burnished jewel reflecting the mottled sky, the thexpatina of textured

ripples.

She turned for an instant to look back at the howitle its backdrop of
mountains, all around it fields, great swards @fsgtand in a multitude of



greens sprinkled with the confetti of buttercupalled by stone boundaries
that kept in the sleek, well groomed animals tlmazgd there.

Not far from the lough side, and still, surely, @laddagh property, stood a
small thatched cottage. In spite of the mild dathia line of blue smoke
rose from its chimney. Miss O'Rourke had told Ned¢Hat these cottages
still abounded in Ireland, not as a tourist gimmickt because both people
of the older generation and some of the young geppéferred to live in
them.

Curiosity took Noelle's steps in that directiondas she drew closer, she
saw the figure of a man leaning in the doorway Wwiatg her.

"Good morning to you!" The man's voice was plegsanth only the
slightest hint of a brogue, but his eyes and wistdace were wary. 'You'll
be the new young lady from the Hall, I'm thinking?'

'Yes, | was admiring your cottage. | hope I'm mespassing?'

He gave a short laugh.

'Sure, and doesn't the very soail this place stamdselong to yourself and
Mr Fergus Carrick?'

‘You're a tenant?'

"You could put it like that." His reply seemed beliately evasive.
'It's a lovely place,’ Noelle ventured placatingly.

'Want to see inside?’

'Please, if it's no trouble.’

He jerked his head for her to precede him.

Inside, the cottage was much as she had been lexptrt, a two-room,
single-storey structure, with a peat fire burning an open hearth, the



chimney in the centre of the building, even thoughNoelle's keen eyes
soon detected, mains electricity was laid on. Naswt lacking in other
home comforts, being well if somewhat sparsely ilrad, a bachelor's
dwelling if Noelle was any judge, functional anctking unnecessary
ornamentation.

'Patrick Byrne," he introduced himself, holding auiroad freckled hand.
'‘Noelle Madox-Browne,' she returned.

"You'll take some refreshment?’ he enquired. "Taatfee?

'Oh no, really. | don't want to impose. | just--'

'‘But of course, you wouldn't want to be socialisiwith one of the tenants.’
His voice had taken on a bitter note. 'This willjbst in the nature of an
inspection of your property. And what have theyrbesling you about me,
| wonder, the folks up at the big house?'

Noelle summed up the situation immediately. This waproud man, in
some way dependent on the residents of Claddadlartatlearly resenting
it. Uninvited she sat down.

'l didn't even know of your existence, Mr Byrne tloat there was a cottage
here. | merely intended to walk as far as the lougtd I'll gladly accept
your hospitality, if I'm not intruding on your tirde

He weighed her up narrowly for a moment, then rest features relaxed
and he ran one of his broad hands through tow-cetbthair, an almost
boyish gesture, accompanied as it was by a sgifedating laugh.

'Forgive me now if | seem a little sensitive on slsdject, but 'tis only fair to
tell you that those at the Hall, particularly Fesgarrick, wouldn't approve
of you being here, associating with me.’

'l make my own friends," Noelle said firmly, 'withioany reference to
Fergus.'



'Oh?' His sandy brows lifted quizzically. 'Yet tesrtalk about that you two
are to be married, to keep the property intact.'

'Mr Byrne, | have no idea who's been spreading suitours, but | can tell
you they're totally unfounded. It's true Mr Carriekd | inherited the
property jointly, but there our association ends.’

'l see." A smile banished the remaining doubtfram face, in that case
perhapsvecan be friends?'

'l don't see why not, and now," briskly, ‘didn‘uymention something about
a cup of tea?"

'Indeed | did, unless—have you ever tried IrisHee?'
'‘Once, some time ago.'

'‘But never in Ireland, made by a true Irishmanhwal Irish whiskey?' and
at her laughing assent, 'Will you try it now?'

Having agreed, Noelle asked to be allowed to waiaoh prepare it. This
also gave her an opportunity to study her host rolmsely, but unobserved.
He was just how she had always imagined a typiisthrhan would be,
stocky of stature, rugged of countenance. He mkaabdk lsoffee, to which he
added plenty of brown sugar, a fact that made Maoeihce, for she hadn't a
sweet tooth, and a measure of whiskey. Then hespgaiream over the back
of a spoon, so that it floated on the top.

'Drink it through the cream,’" he advised, as hedbdrher the cup. 'Well?'
after a few moments in which Noelle found hersekéxpectedly enjoying
the drink despite its sweetness.

'A unique experience,’ she told him, and he smilgkl satisfaction.

'l told you it takes an Irishman to make a good atipish coffee.’

Fearing to outstay her welcome, Noelle set dowrchprand rose to leave,
and Patrick Byrne seemed disappointed.



'‘But you'll come again and we'll have a good crack?

‘Thank you, I'd like that," she said truthfully hiad been restful to be in the
company of a man who did not disturb her composagajnst whom she
need not be continually on her guard.

'All the same,' he said in parting, 'l wouldn't sayything up at the Hall,
about our meeting.'

But Noelle wasn't in the habit of lying or of coatment, and when Miss
O'Rourke enquired mildly, in Fergus's presence,tdreshe enjoyed her
walk and where it had taken her, she replied frankl

'Down by the lough. | discovered a very picturesqatdage and met the
man who lives there.’

'Patrick Byrne?' Fergus rapped out the question.

'Yes.' Steadily Noelle met brown eyes suddenly yngtake it you know
him?'

'Oh, | know Patrick Byrne all right. A pity you did tell me where you were
going. I'd have warned you to keep away from him.’

if you had | wouldn't have taken any notice,’ séi@nted, 'and Patrick told
me you'd--'

'Oh, so it's Patrick, is it, already, when you tamen bring yourself to use
my name, except by accident.’

'l only call my friends by their first names."

'‘And you think Byrne wants to be a friend to youduYe crazy! He'll have
his eye on the main chance, your share of Cladtdagh.



"You're the one who's crazy,' snapped Noelle |yl oret the man for the first
time today."'

'Only because you called on him. He knows he'debeitbt set foot across
this threshold.’

‘Then I'll invite him here and there's nothing y@n do about it.'
"You think not? How about if | throw him out, neakd crop?'

What a ridiculous argument they had got into, fttigg all their
resolutions, Noelle reflected some moments lafear &ergus had stamped
out with the bitter remark that he would sooneruwrdmarriage himself,
even to such a virago, than see O'Rourke propalitynto Patrick Byrne's
hands. Until Fergus had begun laying down the ke, idea of inviting
Patrick to return her visit hadn't even occurretieén She wasn't that much
interested in the man, but his acquaintance coeld bseful stick to beat
Fergus with. She put the tempting thought asidetifi@ moment and
apologised to Miss O'Rourke.

'Sorry, Aunt Bridie. | had meant to avoid rows wi@rgus in front of you. |
know it upsets you.'

Her great-aunt smiled faintly.

'I'm not quite such a delicate plant, my dear,ahthe O'Rourkes tend to be
hot-blooded. It seems you and Fergus are no exxcepti

Manny Cohen's awaited visit, which was to helpaesCladdagh's fallen
fortunes, only prompted another clash betweendhsios. First Noelle had
to set the scene, and this she did by producing, ewening, the three
paintings she had unearthed from one of the attics.

'I'm not certain, of course,’ she said, carefullgual, 'but | think they might
be rather good ones. I've seen something veryasimnila collection owned
by a friend of mine. I've asked him to come ovet take a look at them.’



'‘By what right?' Fergus demanded. 'Why didn't yonstilt me first?’'

'What use would that have been? You admitted yewkmothing about art,
and | have a friend who does. Yaerehoping to sell something to pay the
bills?' she challenged, and Fergus couldn't deny it

Since he already knew he would be taking the pastiack to London with
him, Manny Cohen had brought his car over and,aIdlhad done, driven
cross-country to Galway. Notified of his expectadet of arrival, Noelle

was on the lookout for him, and as the tall, sligktooped figure emerged
from his car, £he flew out to intercept him, to rechhim of his script and
that he should be careful what he said in frorfEerigus.

'What name am | to give?' Manny enquired anxioualyd laughingly
Noelle told him his own.

‘The less acting you have to do the better,’ shised. 'Just be yourself, but
rave about the pictures!

Manny looked doubtful, but promised to do his bast] he succeeded so
well that Fergus became suspicious. He took Naeilene side.

'If he's so damned keen to buy those picturesatghce, they must be
worth a hell of a lot more. How do we know he's taking us for a ride?’

'‘Because | trust him," Noelle snapped. Surely Fergasn't going to play
hard to get and ruin all her plans. If he insisiac second opinion and a real
expert came down from London, her well- meaningedewould be
exposed.

'Know him well, do you?' Fergus enquired.

'As it happens, yes!" She met his gaze steadilyafted a while he jerked
his head in agreement.

‘All right. | admit | know nothing about paintingble's the expert and |
won't deny the money will be useful, an unexpediedius of your
acquaintance," he concluded satirically.



Noelle bit back a retort. This wasn't the momentettew hostilities. Even
now it wasn't too late for him to have second thds@bout the sale of the
pictures.

The deal concluded and the pictures carefully ilestain the boot of
Manny's car, Noelle went outside to see him off.

'Did | do it right?' he enquired anxiously.

'Hush!" with a nervous glance over her shouldees;¥ou did fine. Sure
you won't stay overnight?’

'Quite sure. That cousin of yours makes me nerdouas waiting for him
to ask me something | couldn't answer. No, I'llgusomewhere along the
way.'

'Well, thanks, Manny. | really appreciate your heffhe stood on tiptoe to
kiss his cheek. '‘Give my love to Rachel. Tell Hikbk over to see her as
soon as | can.'

'So you do know him pretty well,' said Fergus, hgwvitnessed this scene
from the window.

'l said | did," she replied composedly.

‘Just how well,  wonder?' he said as if to himgeéHHe must be well off, able
to fork out such an astronomical sum for threeyttatbking old pictures.' It
had been decided after all that Manny should bevate buyer rather than
from any well- known firm.

'l don't know him in the way you're trying to impliNoelle was provoked
into saying. 'For one thing, he's a married man.'

'So was Lissadell,’ Fergus retorted, 'but that 'tisiake any difference, or
youwouldn't be here now.’

Noelle lost her temper and all caution. She advawp®n him.



'Will you stop throwing that at me every time wevéa disagreement!" and
as his face still wore its mocking expression, aineed a blow at him.

To her surprise, it made contact, and she feltresgdier palm the not
disagreeable sensation of coarse facial hair. M@rea swift movement of
his own hand had trapped hers there, so that skecarapelled to go on
enduring the sensation.

Unbeknown to herself, her eyes had widened in wqradel Fergus gazed
steadily into their depths as he moved his hegthth)i, so that now it was
his mouth that brushed her sensitive palm, makisguaider race through
her.

'Would you rather we kissed and made friends?' iemared against her
hand, so that his warm breath was itself a caress.

Noelle tried to retrieve her hand, and, findingripossible, tried to answer
him with cool dignity.

'l should certainly prefer it if we could behaveaigivilised manner towards
each other. Goodness knows I've tried, but you m@dshe most irritating,
deliberately offensive man I've ever met!'

'Is that so?' he enquired interestedly. '‘And | tgiduyou were entirely
indifferent to me."

'l am—I| mean, apart from the fact that you annoy me

'Of course.' His expression was devastatingly desad-'"What else would |
be implying?' To her relief, he released her, Inat was totally unprepared
for the subsequent feeling of loss she experiemd¢exh her hand was freed
from his clasp.

'Since we're selling off the dross to improve thaliy of the whole,' Fergus
said a few days later, 'I'm thinking of getting oidsome of the horses. There
won't be room for them all, in any case, when hipnny own stock over.'



"You've definitely decided to sell up in Englanden? Won't your family
have something to say about that, your friends?'

'My parents are no longer alive, and if you're mgkih an oblique way if
there's a woman in my life . . .?' Seen in profiig,beard made it difficult to
tell whether or not his mouth had curved in itsalsuockery.

'l wasn't," she denied, 'nothing of the sort.’

'‘Well, I'll tell you anyway, just in case. Theren'is at least no one special
woman. If there were, do you think I'd have progbteyou?'

Noelle stopped in her tracks, facing him squarefynds on hips.
'Let's get this straight, once and for all, shaPw

I'm not interested in your private life. | couldodre less whether you have
half a dozen women, let alone one, and you didafigse to me. | don't call
that a proper proposal and | refuse to treat sustuidly insulting joke
seriously.' She turned on her heel and marchedwartls the stableyard.
'Which horses are you thinking of selling?’

To her relief, he followed her lead.

‘'The hunters for a start. | don't hunt, do you® as she shook her head,
"You'll notice | do you the courtesy of consultiymyu first, not like you with
the oil paintings and your rich boyfriend.'

Noelle decided to ignore this taunt. She was beggmo discover that
Fergus positively enjoyed annoying her. Well, slas going to deprive him
of that satisfaction.

'Which others do you suggest?'
Fergus was just about to answer, when a large boxsattled into the yard,

pulling up a few feet from where they stood. Thevelr jumped down,
consulting a piece of paper.



'Mr Carrick, is it? Two bay hunters to be collectiedt Mr O'Shea of
Ballinashloe!

'So you consulted me first, did you," Noelle mugtesotto voce further
infuriated by the guileless, insouciant grin thagtrher accusing stare. He
hadn't an ounce of shame about him, she thoughthan®f all the
hypocritical . . .

'You're a day early," Fergus told the driver asytheved towards the
loose-boxes. The man looked surprised.

'Sure, and isn't it Thursday, then?' and as Fesgask his head, 'Well, all
the saints be blessed! Am | not after doing it agdihen his tone altered.
'Watch out for yourself there then, miss.' His viuagrcame too late.

Lost in her thoughts, Noelle hadn't noticed Capaadrinto the yard, and as a
cold, wet nose explored her hand, she had let sttiak of alarm. As she

did so, one of the hunters threw up his head, puithe halter from the

driver's hand. Finding itself temporarily unrested, the horse bolted,

barging her aside, knocking her to the cobbledssearbf the yard.

'‘Noelle! For God's sake!" Fergus bent over herfdts white beneath its tan.
‘Are you hurt?'

'I—I don't think so." Shakily she began to rised @s the fear faded from
Fergus's face, anger replaced it.

'Don't you know better than to scream when youarding right under the
hoofs of a spirited horse?'

‘It wasn't my fault,” Noelle retorted, ‘it was tlgaéat grey monster of yours!
Her defiance wavered as Fergus's face seemed mo gistortedly before
her eyes. Then everything went black.



CHAPTER FOUR

WHAT on earth was Fergus doing in her bedroom, sitiimthe edge of her
bed? Then Noelle remembered, she had fainted. ldelmaue carried her up
here.

'‘Any pain anywhere?' he asked, as her eyes foars#det his.

'It was just my ankle. | think | must have twisiedhen | fell.’

'‘Let me see.’

'No, really, I'll be all right. I'll put a cold copness on it and...'

But he was totally ignoring her protests, long, ssi&ve fingers probing,
examining.

‘That hurt, or that?'
'It's a little tender, but honestly, | don't thiitk anything serious.'’

'‘Good."' But he did not remove his hand. Insteadf alssently, his fingers
now lightly caressed, seemed as if they would begmove upward.

Noelle tensed immediately and sat up. It was urdi@arto know this lovely
urgency caused by his hands and to know that sisé aeter him from any
further intimacy. But her movements had broughtfhee close to his, too
close.

'I'd like to get up,’ she said unsteadily.

'What's the hurry?' he murmured. 'You need to résti might still be
suffering from shock, or you might have other imgsr we haven't
discovered yet.' He abandoned his exploration ofami&le and took her
hands, turning them this way and that. 'No grazdswses there.’



'l told you,' Noelle's nerves were at screamingnpoim O.K.'

He seemed to be peculiarly afflicted by deafnemshé took no notice of
her protestations, his hands sliding up her armisetoshoulders, slipping
into niches between shoulder and throat that prehedkingly sensitive to
his touch.

She couldn't seem to keep her eyes from his, dsehehis head, coming
nearer.

‘Noelle, my dear, | believe there's been some kihdccident? Siobhan
said--' Miss O'Rourke hurried in, one hand heldhéo breast in breathless
agitation. At the scene before her, she stoppetdused.

Noelle, aware of her own flushed face and tremulimniss, evaded Fergus's
grasp and went to her great-aunt.

"You shouldn't have hurried up all those staits# scolded. 'Sit down for a
moment. I'm perfectly all right.’

Fergus seemed totally unabashed by the situatiovhioh they had been
discovered, taking his time in rising from the b&tiplling towards the door.

'l can vouch for that, Aunt Bridie. Noelle's aljjinit!'

They both glanced at him sharply. There had beemessort of subtle
nuance in his voice that neither understood, lsiekpression gave nothing
away.

'If you'll both excuse me, I'll get back to the ga€an't trust those young
stable lads to work without supervision.’

'Which means,' Bridie O'Rourke said fondly, asdber closed behind him,
'that he'll be working alongside them, as hard perthaps harder than they
do.' Then, with a sly upward glance at Noelle, $onry | interrupted just
now, but | was anxious——



"You weren't interrupting anything at all," Noe#laid hastily. 'Fergus was
just making sure | wasn't hurt.'

'Oh ?' The word held a wealth of meaning. 'Jusyas say, dear, but |
could've sworn he was just about to kiss you.'

‘No! I mean, well, | wouldn't have let him. | wasry glad you came in.’'
Liar, Noelle thought dismally. The last thing inrmeind had been the hope
of interruption, all her concentration had beenrugfmse gipsyish features
coming closer, the relaxed warmth of his mouthesarmo hers. She changed
the subject. 'I'd better get back to my own wohi $orting through the
attics, trying to decide what stuffs worth keepargl what needs throwing
out. It's in an appalling muddle.’

"My dear.' Bridie O'Rourke paused as they partethe landing. 'Would it
be such a bad thing if Fergus were to fall in loxtn you?'

For a stunned moment, Noelle stared at her, eyds. Wiwouldn't be such a
bad thing at all, she discovered, but it wasnéljikko happen. The near-
embrace Miss O'Rourke had witnessed hadn't beemxaression of

tenderness on Fergus's part, any more than hisatezpeuggestions of
marriage had been indications of love. If Fergukwdant to marry her, and
she doubted the strength of that inclination, iswaly for one reason, to
make sure that Claddagh remained intact and igraisp. For if she were to
marry anyone else, it would make life difficult fBergus, since he would
never have full control over the estate. Noelle gquaige certain that if he had
been in a position to buy her out, there would Haaen no talk of marriage.

She had been so lost in thought she hadn't answeredyreat-aunt's
guestion, and yet Bridie was nodding as if somesatisfied before turning
away towards her own room.

Rummaging about amongst the hoarded miscellanyhefr gpeople's lives
was a fascinating, albeit grubby task. Noelle wdrkeystematically,
dividing her finds into those things to be retairedexamined further and
those to be discarded.



Fergus came upon her there, so engrossed thaidshetdhear his approach,
and he leant against a rafter, studying her abdddme.

It was a nice little face, he mused, if unspectmcuht least it was nice to
outward appearance, but who knew what deviousregsbéneath the
surface? The features, pointed chin, small, debtydigattilted nose, were
puckish and at times infuriatingly provocative. \Wishe smiled, which was
rarely in his presence, her mouth made a mischetangle, making her
otherwise unremarkable face oddly attractive. Bowenience, she had tied
back her long dark hair in a jaunty pony-tail, nmakher look far younger
than her twenty-five years. The jeans and T-shiet\wore emphasised her
whipcord slenderness, the soft swell of small mrfgrtly shaped breasts,
and Fergus felt a stirring within him.

He wished he knew just why she had changed her aniddiecided to stay,
when to refuse would certainly have meant the s&l€laddagh and its
value in her pocket. But she remained provokingticent on the subject.

'Did you know you have cobwebs in your hair?' Heedsstartling her.

'‘No, but I'm not surprised.’ She strove to recdwar equanimity. Drat the
man. Couldn't he leave her in peace for a momemeaally while she

came to terms with this new knowledge pulsatinghiwiter, that what she
had considered to be a purely physical respondaistanasculinity, his

unconventional good looks, had become somethingeate¢hat she was
dangerously near to falling in love with Fergusi@: 'l should think we're

the first people for years to disturb this lot,esivent on, determined to
maintain her cool, remote manner, which she decidadt be her future
attitude if she was not to betray herself to him.

'Let me brush them away. They make you look prerabtgrey.'

He didn't wait for permission, his long fingersidately performing their
self-appointed task. Though his touch on her hais feather-light, Noelle
was shudderingly aware of it, of his physical neas) an electric sensation
that seemed to her to raise all the fine downyshaiir her arms, the napeof
her neck, so that she was sure the effect musidiigesto the man who
produced it.



Cobwebs removed, Fergus dipped his head and bristdigs across her
nape.

"You should wear your hair up more often,' he saiskily. 'Pity to hide such
a beautiful neck and throat.' As he spoke of herat) one hand came up to
clasp about it, and Noelle's skin, already hypesiier with excitement,
burnt and tingled.

What had begun as a helpful gesture had becometisioigpenore—or had
he intended all along that this should happen? Wwhsno mere caress now.
She knew the difference between that and what tdbgun to do with his
strong fingers. He had found the unmistakable aonfsher breasts and his
hands stayed to tantalise still further, beforgdhing on in a maddening,
delirium-making route over and down to her hips.

Without being aware that either of them had mowsdt found herself
caught against the hard curve of his body, his mouathers, the heat of his
kiss penetrating beyond her lips, searing downwaftiecting the rest of
her body. Inside, desire burnt and tortured, st sha clung to him in an
eruption of hunger she could not hide, feelingttirast of his own urge.

It was only as he manoeuvred her towards an oldehangue, relegated to
the attic by some past O'Rourke, that sanity rewirand, gasping for air,
she pushed him away.

‘No, Fergus, no. Let me go!

Somewhat to her surprise, he released her immégdiaté in the light cast
by the one naked lamp, she could see that hiss{esmouldered.

'Why have you come up here?' She backed away fnorher hands going
automatically to tidy hair and clothing.

'We were interrupted before.' His voice was unsegatian hers, she noted
with satisfaction.

'For which | was thankful. So you thought you'drearme up here, where
nobody else ever goes?'



'Something like that," he agreed, but his voice e@adrolled now, with its
usual light mockery in evidence. 'l find myself wiag to test this claim of
yours that you're totally immune to me, and | nte#ityou, | don't believe
it.'

‘That,” she snapped, 'is because you're thorougbhceited. You've
probably been used to women who run to you the moymu crook your
finger. I've got more pride, more self-control.'

'So,' he watched her narrowly, 'you admitaikesself-control to ward me
off?"

'l admit nothing. You're just very good at takingpple by surprise. You're
also stronger than | am. But that doesn't mean--'

'No, it doesn't, does it,' he sounded suddenlydbsethe subject, 'and in
fact | really came up here to tell you to cleanrgelf up and change. We're
going out.'

‘Just like that?' Noelle exploded. 'You expect mgst drop what I'm doing
and--'

'In the interests of Claddagh, yes. Becauseithall you're interested in,
isn'tit, Noelle? I've a theory about you.' It véasew gambit which had just
occurred to him. 'l think I know now why you're bgiso unexpectedly
co-operative, despite your obvious dislike of nievé can manage to put
Claddagh back on its feet, make a going concert, @fwill eventually
fetch more at sale, won't it?' From under half etbids he watched her
reaction.

Noelle was hurt, particularly in view of all shedum she had already done
for the Hall, but if he wanted to think that wagt him. At least it might
prevent any repetition of his calculated, insindex@making, which would
have been easier to endure if she had been totdiferent to him.

'I'd be taking a bit of a gamble, wouldn't 1?"

‘Not really. To the have-nots, a few thousand psusadetter than nothing.’



Yes, he still thought she was a penniless mercemoglle was fiercely
glad she had never revealed her background to Bum.one day, one
glorious day of reckoning, she was going to do jhst, and take great
pleasure in seeing him grovel. That Fergus Cawmiak not exactly the type
to grovel didn't enter into her considerations.

'‘My offer's still open,’ she told him, 'for you lboy me out, now.'

'‘And you know damned well | can't afford to do th@hen, 'Come on, or
we'll be late.’

'l haven't said I'm coming yet. Why should 1?'

He grabbed her arm and propelled her through thepace and down to the
bedroom floor.

'Last time | made a sale, to help our finances, iyawgle a crack about not
being consulted, even though you'd just done sangetsimilar. So this
time, you're being advised in advance. We're gtingee our neighbours.
They're willing to buy up some of Claddagh's staokl you're going to be
there, so you can't accuse me of cheating you uf sfoare in the deal. Fair
enough?’

The Faheys, the O'Rourkes’ nearest neighbours, negreThat much was
evident to Noelle even as Fergus's car approadiesthtge boundary wall
with a lodge at either end. Once inside the gneet gates, a drive curved
around through ancient trees concealing until #s¢ iInoment a long, low
mansion with a pillared portico. To one side thesze stables with a little
belfry as well as barns and various other farmdaogs.

Mr Fahey was a slim, horsey-faced man of middle atghed in riding
breeches and a rough tweed jacket. He was notydingoto Fergus, a
racing man, but ran a pony trekking establishmedtraling school. He was
interested in buying up the less promising coltsl dilies from the
Claddagh Stud.



In the library, business was concluded over dribksFahey pouring out
two enormous whiskies, to which he added the mésaspoonful of water.
Noelle had refused a drink and Fergus, she notibatckly touched his,
except in polite response to his host's 'good hedlhe transaction over,
nothing would suit Mr Fahey but that they meet &t of his family, and
accordingly he led them through the house to tlobosed rear garden.

Noelle cast slightly envious eyes over the impeleaecorative order of
the house, its well-cared- for antique furnishingst Claddagh would be
like this again some day, she vowed.

Mrs Fahey, or Maeve, as she insisted they callvaas,a buxom, pleasant,
rosy-cheeked woman, but it was her daughter, Sezanho caught the
awed interest of both visitors.

Suzanne Fahey, Noelle decided, must be aroundireage, maybe even a
little older, but it just wasn't fair, she thouglad] too aware of Fergus's
instinctive male reactions, that one person shbaldndowed with so many
attributes.

Tall and statuesque, generously proportioned, slaelemNoelle feel
dwarf-like. She had fair hair that gleamed andenirkatin skin delicately
tinted, large, winsome violet eyes and an irrasistsmile that widened to
reveal pearl-white teeth.

'‘And a friend of Suzanne's, Mr Byrne," Maeve Fahépduced.

'Patrick, how nice!’

‘Noelle and | have already met.'

They both spoke at once and as Noelle held oubhdwed to Patrick Byrne,
she was conscious of Fergus's taut disapprovaltlaatdthe Faheys were
puzzled when each man barely acknowledged the'sth@sence.
Cordially, Maeve invited Noelle and Fergus to stay high tea, but to

Noelle's surprise, Fergus refused. Judging by daston to Suzanne, the
close conversation in which he had engaged herllé&Neguld have



expected him to jump at the chance of furtherirggabquaintance. It must
have been due to Patrick's presence, she decidecasithe Faheys saw
them to their car, Fergus accepted an invitationNfoelle and himself to
dine in the near future.

'Did you have to be so rude to Patrick?' Noelle aietied as they drove
away. 'What's he ever done to you? Or more to thet,pwhat have you
done to him?'

'l don't follow. What makes you think I've harmée fellow?'

'‘Because, as a general rule, people are most violetheir dislike of
someone they've injured.’

'Quite the little philosopher, aren't you? | suppdkis championship of
Byrne wouldn't be because you happen to have takémcy to him,
whereas you haven't a good word for me?"

'Yes, as it happens, | do like Patrick. He's garet polite, whereas you ...’

‘All right, | get the message. But don't be fodbgdByrne's milk-and-water
manner. He resents the pair of us, but you beimgpman, he obviously
believes it more to his advantage to keep on geod<.'

'Why should he resent us?' Noelle recalled Pasrigiitkly manner at their
first encounter, which she had put down to a pnmaah's fear of patronage
from the 'big house'.

'‘Because, my dear Noelle, but for a small formalitwould be him living at
Claddagh instead of in one of the estate cottajesangled a glance at her,
and seeing her total incomprehension: 'Byrne was rhother's name.
Maureen Byrne was the daughter of the head ladlatdagh. That was
when my mother was a girl. Maureen ran away withldlack sheep of the
O'Rourke family, Seamus, Noel's young brother.iéats the outcome of
that association, but, asSeamus neglected to mermother--

"You mean, if he had, Patrick would have been égall heir to Claddagh.
He would have been Lord Lissadell? Oh, how unfair!'



Fergus braked sharply, leaving the engine idlingeaturned fully to look at
her.

'‘Now don't go feeling sorry for him. Why do womdways seem to think
with their emotions? Pity's no foundation for aatenship anyway.'

‘But it isn't fair," Noelle maintained. 'If we'ralking about legitimacy, and
that's what it amounts to, Patrick has as much agkladdagh as | have.’

'Except that you're the daughter of the elder son.’

'l still think that some provision should have beeade for him," she said
stubbornly.

'Women! Give me strength!" muttered Fergus. 'Labdq't get the wrong
idea about Byrne. He doesn't have to live in thatupesque hovel on
O'Rourke land. My uncle Seamus made a fortune mngj and when he
died he left everything to his natural son. Bymealling in it. That's one of
the reasons I'd hate to see Claddagh up for sald.bdly it like a shot."'

‘Then why does he live in the cottage?’

‘To be a thorn in the side of the O'Rourkes, wisg®IThat cottage was his
mother's home originally. When Byrne came backngl&nd a few years
ago, he made himself known to my uncle and, asatisl$ had no children,
practically demanded to be made his heir.'

‘There was no doubt he's who he says he is, | sg@po

'‘None at all, unfortunately. Anyway, Lissadell re#d point blank to

acknowledge him. There was no love lost between &t his brother
Seamus. Some people even said Noel fancied Mal@gere himself. He

certainly said he'd no intention of seeing any dralsof Seamus's living at
Claddagh. The only concession he was prepared ke mas that Byrne
should have the cottage, and | doubt he'd haveeddoethat if he'd known
how well heeled the fellow was. He found out tae &y which time Byrne

had got himself dug in.’



Fergus re-engaged the gears and they moved oneNpaétly thoughtful.
Neither of them spoke again until she alighted fthencar in the stableyard.

‘Just remember, Noelle, Byrne would do anythingeb a foot across the
threshold of Claddagh. He'd even go so far as toynyau.'

'‘And that would be a terrible hardship for any mahk retorted angrily.
'Did | say that?'

"You didn't have to. You've been implying it everce we met. And," she
turned back towards him, 'what makes you any b#tter Patrick? You've
openly admitted that even you would stoop to marey to gain full control
here.'

Fergus rounded the car. He was angry, one dismgigede told her that.
Nervously she looked around. Evening stables weer,dhe lads gone
home to their tea. There was no one in sight.

'l don't recall the word "stoop" ever being usad,yes, | did suggest we got
married. It seemed a sensible solution in more wiags one. Aunt Bridie
can't live for ever, and when she goes, we'll e Béone, unchaperoned.’

'When that happens, and | hope it won't be forg g time—I happen to
love Aunt Bridie—I'll probably have had enough olly company anyway,
and | may have decided to marry someone else. iGlgriashall never

marry unless I'm in love with the man.’

'‘Marry someone else? Who? Byrne? Because if it i's .

'Fergus, for goodness' sake! I've met Patrick Bywiee. Hardly grounds
for a romantic attachment to have formed. Butefier does, that will be my
affair and his.’

"You couldn't marry that cold-blooded, calculatirgl, because that's what
he is. There's no fire, no warmth in the man, nehen an argument. A man
like that isn't for you. He'd suffocate you. Anidl dee him at the bottom of
Galway Bay before he enters this house as youramasb



If only she could believe Fergus's fervent staten@me one of jealousy,

instead of determination that the other man shdwade no claim upon

Claddagh, as he certainly would if he married Nadtlwould serve Fergus
right in a way, for all his taunting of her, if st& encourage Patrick, if she
did fall in love with the other man. But then orilipelle knew that was

utterly impossible, at least at the moment, gives way Fergus himself
affected her.

'‘But I'm supposed to stand by, without a word dtfigsm or complaint,
when you come home some day with a wife ? And Itd@ve to look very
far to guess who it will be, do 1?"

Fergus chuckled.
"You mean Suzanne? Jealous, Noelle?'
She was, but she wasn't admitting it.

‘Certainly not. I'm just pointing out that I've asuch right to cultivate
Patrick as you have to cultivate Suzanne. The mogmnmet you were ...
what's wrong?' For Fergus was openly laughing at he

‘That wasn't our first meeting though | admit waa met for some time.
She's an old friend. I've known Sue since | fieshe here. She was a skinny,
leggy schoolgirl then.' He chuckled. 'She's celyathanged over the years.'

'Oh!" Noelle felt deflated and a little foolish, tshe remained adamant in
her rejection of Fergus's right to monitor her ptev life, and she

deliberately sought out Patrick Byrne again a fewysdater. She tried to tell

herself that she was only curious, wanting to leaane about him from his

own lips. After all, they had a common bond in tiggrentage.

Patrick was surprised to see her and said so luntl

'‘Good morning. | thought you'd have been warnedrafby the new Lord
of the Manor.



'l was, but I'm not taking any notice of that, d&disn't Lord of the Manor.
As far as that goes, we have equal rights, ancht wau to know I think it's
a shame my father didn't make any acknowledgenfemwin his will.'

'Do you, indeed?' There was a calculating lookisnelye which might have
disturbed Noelle had shenoticed it. 'Of courseweat on, 'l would have
been in a better position than Fergus Carrick store Claddagh. What is
he, after all, but a smalltime farmer?"

'He knows about horses, too." In spite of everghioelle felt compelled
to defend Fergus.

'Of course, of course,’ he said placatingly, 'bet&'s not enough money to
be made from horses to run a place of that sizeatWbu both need,' he
went on with a casual laugh that deceived Noelte thinking he was
joking, 'since you say you've no thought of mami&meach other, is to find
rich partners, willing to plough their money inteetestate. Now if, say, you
were to marry me, or Fergus were to marry Suzahne--

'‘But that's not likely, of course!" Noelle said giig, at the vivid recollection
of the other girl's beauty. Although Fergus hadwn&@uzanne for ages, he
hadn't denied that he might be considering hergssaible wife.

'Maybe, maybe not," said Patrick, 'it was justa fiistance".

But his words had set Noelle thinking again, anddemly it seemed
imperative that she get back to the Hall. Where wasyus now? His
company, she realised, however abrasive, was tiefygnpreferable to his
absence, especially if that absence took him td~diteeys. She made the
excuse that it was nearly lunchtime,

'Even so, you'd better stay a while longer, I'mking,’ Patrick advised. 'It's
blowing up for a squall. Look at the lough."

Noelle did so, and saw the wild grey curtains ah mweeping across its
surface, hiding from view the tree-girt islandsoB8@ thick and thunderous
downpour was setting the clouds rumbling overhead.



'‘And it was so nice a moment ago,' she marvelled.

'Sure, it's fickle weather we have here," Patrigkead, 'but I'll not be
complaining about it today, since it means youdvé to stay a while
longer.'

Noelle eyed him uneasily. She had cultivated Pgtriot with the intention
of annoying Fergus, but out of her sense of faaypbut she hoped her
friendly manner—for that was all it was—wouldn'vgiPatrick the wrong
idea. At her contriving they talked inconsequeittes, but for all that she
was relieved when, from the window, she saw a ngighinhbow arch itself
across the lough, which now glistened in the thirght light that followed
the rain.

However, she was not to escape so easily— Patnmriouacing his
intention of accompanying her.

'Really there's no need,' she protested.

'Does there have to be a need?' he asked reprdgchfeel like a breath of
fresh air and the pleasure of your company.'

'What do you find to do all day?' Noelle asked lasrthey strolled over the
rain-fresh grass.

'Do? You mean work, | suppose? Haleybeen telling you what an idle
fellow I am? And why not? Life passes by quicklyoagh without filling
every moment. | fish a little—there's fine salmorbe had in the lough. |
walk, and when I'm in the mood | write."You're ater? What sort of things
do you write?"

Patrick gave a grunt of laughter.
'I've no claim to be an author, since I've had mgtlpublished. But I'm

working on a history of the O'Rourkes, tracingfidmily tree. On which,' he
added bitterly, 'my name will appear with a barstar.'



‘That really worries you, doesn't it?' Noelle samhderingly. 'Yet I'm in the
same position and | find it doesn't matter. Wetetn blame for what our
parents did.’'

'My dear girl, 'tis not the morals of the case tt@icern me. What really irks
me is to see Fergus Carrick lording it on propevhych, but for a slight
technicality, should have been mine.'

'‘And do you resent me too, Patrick?' she askedlguie

He regarded her thoughtfully, then reached outuas freckled hand and
took one of hers.

'D'you know, | don't. But somehow it's differentalybe because you're a
woman, and a very attractive one, and maybe becalugeur birth. It
pleases me to see Carrick having to divide evangthiith you. How does
he like that, by the way?'

'He doesn't.

They walked on, and somehow Patrick seemed natdlise that he still
held her hand.

"You asked me how | occupy myself, what about y6o@ must have had a
job of some kind, in England? Did you give it up?'

'No." Noelle deliberated whether she should tefi the truth about herself,
then decided against it. The fewer people who ktienbetter. Patrick was
friendly with the Faheys and what they knew migtttlgack to Fergus. 'But
| had some holiday owing to me, six weeks, so ktiball at once.'

‘Then you'll be going back eventually?'
'l don't know. That's something | have to decitimélle had pretty well
made up her mind what she was going to do, buhagfa .didn't intend to

confide in Patrick Byrne.

By now they were within sight of the Hall, and hepped.



'l suppose I'd best be leaving you now? You'llimtvanting Carrick to see
us together?"

'‘But only because our endless rows upset Aunt &tidNoelle told him.
‘She's old and rather frail.'

'I'll be seeing you again, will I? Maybe we coulnl @ut some evening?' He
squeezed her hand, and, leaning forward, kissedheak. Till next time,
Noelle," and at her startled, querying glanceetadtl, we are cousins!

His discretion, however, was wasted. As Noelle $texhthe last undulating
swell of turf, she saw Fergus standing, arms fqoldegls widely planted,
glaring down over the lough. There was no chanatlie hadn't withessed
that affectionate farewell, and Noelle braced Héfse conflict, so it was
with almost a sense of deflation that she reallEgus wasn't going to say
anything about seeing her and Patrick together.

‘Lunch is on the table," he said curtly, 'and ABntlie waiting!'

As if to point up the needlessness of Fergus'socgpmMiss O'Rourke,
already placidly eating, showed surprise at Naelgology.

'Don't worry, dear. I'm quite accustomed to peaaing in at odd hours
for their food. Sometimes poor Noel forgot altogeth

Noelle looked pointedly at Fergus, and he met leeusing stare with an
enigmatic steadiness which led her to suspecthéiadn't been searching
for her because a meal was ready, but because cheuspected her of
visiting the cottage by the lough and had beenimgatb have his suspicions
confirmed. Well, she hoped he, was satisfied. Hared he spy on her? But
Miss O'Rourke was still speaking and Noelle forbetself to pay attention.

'All the same, I'm glad Fergus found you. It wohlave been a shame if
you'd missed what he has in store for you.'



CHAPTER FIVE

NOELLE couldn't restrain an apprehensive glance in F&glugction. What
was he up to now? She couldn't think of any planmight have that boded
her any good.

'l have to go into Galway this afternoon. I've ap@ntment at the bank. |
thought you might like to come along for the ride,a little shopping? To
my certain knowledge you've not left Claddagh ia tbur weeks you've
been here.’

‘That could be," she retorted, 'because | darem'inhy back for fear of what
you might get up to in my absence!'

Wilfully he chose to misinterpret her words.
‘Afraid | might be unfaithful to you? How very engaging!

"You know | meant nothing of the sort." Noelle spatthout thinking and
then cursed herself for rising so easily to thé. bawas several days since
he had last succeeded in annoying her, and shelsawmdtant gleam of
satisfaction in his eyes, which prompted her to, 8dd | don't need any
shopping. I'd rather stay henggacefully,she emphasised the word, ‘with
Aunt Bridie.'

'‘But then what's sauce for the goose is saucehtogander,’ he returned.
"You don't trust me here alone, neither do | tgat. So go and get ready,
there's my good girl.’'

Patronising, arrogant, chauvinistic pig, telling inat to do! Noelle fumed
as she made her way upstairs to do just that. BResw@r protests, her
assumed unwillingness to accompany him, in resgliy was filled with a
nervous, leaping excitement. In his car they wdddalone, really alone,
whereas here at Claddagh there were always intengpbf one kind or
another. If only she and Fergus could get to knaeheother a little better,
might there not be the chance that his dislikerarstirust of her would fade?



She had no hope of him ever falling in love with.M¥hat man would who
had also seen the gorgeous Suzanne Fahey? Buwsatlilkeng would be

accompanied, she hoped, by respect, and might hiakeease the taunts
which hurt so much.

The main road into Galway was long and straighthwihe mass of the
Catholic Cathedral coming into view from a longtdigce away.

'I'm opening an account at the National Bank," &ertpld her. 'T'll be
transferring all my funds over here, together wlith monies from my farm,
when it's sold. What about you?'

'l haven't decided anything yet," she said truthftl may have to go home
for a day or two, talk things over with my uncleoWd it be all right by you
if 1 invited him over for a while? I'd like him tesee Claddagh.’
Apprehensively she waited for a reply, which, whigncame, was
surprisingly mild.

'Sure, no problem. I'd like to meet him.’

They parted, Fergus to go to the bank, Noelle maeg, arranging to meet
later under the John F. Kennedy monument in Eyrea&q

Noelle's tour of the shops was no idle time- wasparsuit. She studied
carefully just what was available, particullarytire fashion line, and when
she went to meet Fergus, it was with a half deveggrheme in her head.

But other considerations took precedence, wherskedaher if she would
like to see the old Claddagh part of the town, fneihich the very first Lord
Lissadell had derived his family coat of arms.

To her disappointment there was nothing remotetyamatic about the area
nowadays, a grey- walled, dull estate of houseshenwest bank of the
River Corrib, where once, Fergus told her, therd haen single-storey
thatched cottages, picturesquely and irreguladggd. But its history, as it
affected her ancestry, was more interesting.



‘The Claddagh used to be an old fishing town. Sdneeg about the
thirteenth century, Galway was a walled city ocedpiby the
Anglo-Normans, and the native Irish had to live mésthe walls. They
formed this little town. In the old days the Clagdanever married outside
itself, and the Claddagh ring," he held out hischardicating the one he
wore, 'in the form of two hands clasping a heaas\a traditional heirloom,
handed down from mother to daughter. The Lissaételi$ up the tradition.
This ring was my mother's, and as | have no sigteesne to me. Some day
| hope my wife will wear it.'

So Fergus did intend to get married. Despite hesgivings, Noelle had
found herself enjoying the afternoon, but now, withnging spirits, she
wondered if he had anyone particular in mind. Isv@aong time since he
had repeated his taunt that he and she ought &y n&re had never taken
him seriously, and now she wished he had meant it.

'Well, whoever she is, | feel sorry for her,’ shmdsout of her own

unhappiness, 'and what happens to Aunt Bridie whahever occurs, and
to me if it comes to that? | can't see you wantisgaround once you're
married.’

'It could have been you,' he pointed out, his snagealways, mocking her,
then: 'But | sincerely hope,' he said, 'that whoéwearry will be capable of
loving and tolerating my aunt for what little tinsae has left to her. As to
your fate," he added somewhat obscurely, 'thatieiraip to you.'

'What's that supposed to mean?’

'Let's leave it, Noelle, shall we?' He soundediable now. 'l don't believe in
crossing bridges until | come to them.'

The drive back was accomplished almost in sileNoelle had no idea what
was occupying Fergus's thoughts, but for her getcould not dismiss as
lightly as he had the prospect of his marriagewanal it would mean to her.

What had begun as an unwilling fascination, despgeaunting suspicions
of her, had grown into something deeper, and havidcehe bear to stay at
Claddagh Hall, or even in Ireland, if he were tormyia Suddenly she was



tinglingly aware of his nearness, of the occasidimakh of his arm as he
changed gear. So acute were her sensations thdelsher whole body

must be giving off electrical impulses that musesureach him, alert him

to her quivering desire for him to touch her prdpe®he had to get out of
the car before she betrayed herself.

'Stop!" she said, her voice trembling slightlyd llke to get out. | can walk
from here.'

‘Travel-sick?' he enquired, but without obeying ingrnction.

'No, I just feel like a walk. You miss a lot of theuntryside whizzing about
in cars.’'

Immediately he pulled up.
'Right, | don't mind. There's no hurry. We'll bo#tke a walk.'

''d rather go on my own," she protested, and ralher than saw his
searching glance.

'‘We'll both take a walk," Fergus said decidedlyhihk there's something
that has to be said, and it might as well be novaw@s.' He locked the car,
and, putting his hand through her arm, steereati¢he road and down a
lush, grassy slope, over a low wall and into am afevoodland.

Before them lay a carpet of velvet moss, lined ath lsides by yews of great
age, on whose gnarled, drooping branches the dgftegnoon sun cast
shards of light, which, touching the moss, turrted the colour of copper.
The leaves caught in its rays were a hundred shadgsen.

On the far side of the wood, they came out on teramence from which
could be seen the lough, the sun casting a fidmson light across the
water and over the grey walls of Claddagh Hall.

‘This is probably the best view of the Hall." Fesgbrew himself down on
the grass, and, after a second's hesitation, Néalteved suit, carefully



keeping a distance between them, it was Lissadedl first brought me
here, and now | come often.’

Against her better judgment, Noelle found hersalidging his profile,
which now seemed to her to be that of the mosdctire man she had ever
known. The dying sunlight played tricks with thledrally silvered hair and
beard, seemed to soften the ascetic features.edwatthed, a smile played
about his mouth, relaxing its firm lines.

'l was nearly twelve when old Kelly, Lissadell'sisitor, brought me over to
Ireland. He and my mother hadn't spoken for ye8Sfse resented his
criticism of my father. We'd moved around a lot artten, for some reason,
Lissadell decided he wanted to heal the breachateno idea where to find
us.'

'‘And your mother, did she come back with you?'

'No."' Fergus was suddenly sober. 'She never caole $he wouldn't come
without my father, and she knew he wouldn't be wele, but she wanted
me to see her old home, to know about my Irishs:bbte turned to look at
Noelle and she caught her breath, seeing for thetiime how those brown
eyes could gentle with affection. 'l fell in lovetiwvIreland, with Claddagh,
and so long as we managed to keep off the topimeyofiather, | got on well

with Lissadell.'

'‘Aunt Bridie said you were always rowing?"'

'Only latterly, as | got older. After that firstsid, | spent every summer
holiday in Ireland. The time used to pass too dyicks soon as | arrived,
this was the first place I'd visit and the lasicplid come to before | had to
go home.'

He fell silent, and Noelle went on studying hideefive face. She would
never have suspected Fergus Carrick of sentimgntali

"You'd really hate to lose it now, wouldn't youRessaid softly. And he
wouldn't, if she could help it, she vowed.



He nodded.

'When | was twelve, there was no stud, just thd &fad its farm. In those
days Lissadell still hoped that his wife would given children to inherit
the place. But she became more and more of anidnaatl gradually he
turned his interest to the horses, neglected thusédndt was then he and |
first began to fall out. | couldn't bear to see wmawas doing to Claddagh.
It was around then, too, that he came over to Ewaigend met your mother.'

'How old were you then?'

'Fourteen when you were born, old enough to be ewbwhat was going
on, but not old enougio understand and forgive him for what he was doing
to my Aunt Kathleen.'

'She knew about me?'

'Lissadell told her himself." Fergus pulled a wacd. 'He wasn't strong
enough to bear the weight of his guilt in silerBesides, at first, he hoped
to adopt you. But your mother wouldn't hear of it.'

Now it was Noelle who became thoughtful, but naiwthher father. Fergus
had been fourteen when she was born. That woulderhak thirty- nine
now, the ideal age for a man, she decided. Mereobivn age had never
held much attraction for her.

But Fergus had mentioned something he wanted tdoshgr and she was

sure he hadn't brought her here just to talk abisuyouth. Had he decided,

after all, that the subject of his marriage musbtmached? She glanced at
him uncertainly, and it was as if he guessed haughts.

"You're wondering what | really wanted to talk at®band before she could
utter a nervous disclaimer, 'l wanted to talk ahmjtyou and me.’

'Oh?" a little breathlessly. 'l don't see what--'

'Why are you so determined to dislike me?"



It certainly wasn't what she had expected, andafovoment she stared at
him blankly, until indignation pierced the hazeheir thoughts.

'Me, determined to dislikgoul I'd have said the boot was on the other foot.
From the moment you walked into Claddagh, you'weedwothing but make
insinuations about me, throw my birth up in my faexed then you have the
gall to ask me why I--'

‘All right, all right!" He placed a placating hammh hers. 'Don't get all
steamed up. So maybe we got off on the wrong foerthaps | misjudged
you--'

‘There's no perhaps about it.'

'0.K. So | owe you an apology.' But he hadn't middshe thought as he
went on, "You asked me once for a truce. It distlong, did it? Now I'm
asking. Can't we at least be friends, Noelle?"

Her heart beat unevenly as she stared down astihoegmerised by the
sight of the hand that rested on hers, a tanned héih long, sensitive
fingers whose flesh seemed to burn where it toubleesl She had an insane
longing to know the touch of those fingers on ofbets of her body, and it
was only with an effort of will that she was alidift her head and meet his
eyes.

'‘And how long do you think it would last this time?

'l don't know," he said frankly, 'but I'd like iyt O.K. by you?"

'l suppose so,' she said-slowly, and then as hck @ngaging smile lit his
face, she felt her own mouth part into an unwilvagvering response. 'But
no more cracks about marriages of conveniencewsheed.

‘Not another word, ever,' he promised, 'hand omth@&e readiness of his

promise was a little disconcerting. He needn't soguite so positive, she
thought moodily.



'So it's friends then," he said, 'and as we're inepskissing cousins”, |
believe the old saying goes, shall we seal the?pactd before she had had
time to take in the full implications of his wordse had pulled her into his
arms.

"You're trembling,’ he said wonderingly, and at imeoherent little cry, he
lowered his head, taking her mouth in a kiss thdtatever its original
intent, became something rather more than cousinly.

Noelle gave a strangled gasp in her throat asdmsl Islid down as though
accidentally over her breast, and even though leistimhad freed hers, so
that he could explore the column of her throat,@anoment she was quite
incapable of finding her voice, then, rememberinig lenthusiastic

agreement not to propose to her again, 'If you wianto stay friends for

more than five minutes,’' she spat at him, 'don'thdd again!" and she took
advantage of his sudden stillness to pull freangprg to her feet. 'You can
please yourself,' she told him tautly, 'but I'mrgphome.’

'Home?' he said sharply.

'To Claddagh, of course.' She gave a bitter ldtlgh. 'What did you think |
meant? Oh no, Fergus, whatever little tricks ygu'tn not running away.'

You're so right.' Fergus was hard on her heelsy'é not reneging on our
agreement now, just as I'm beginning to see my ulagr to getting
Claddagh out of debt.’

A debt that her help had gone a long way towartiirgg Noelle seethed
furiously, as she walked back to the Hall. Shefefalsed to get back in the
car and to her mingled relief and chagrin, he hademo attempt to coerce
her. After all, why should he care, she fumed, hé srrived tired, or
stumbled over some obstacle in the rapidly deegesdmkness?

But she had meant what she had said. She wasriklyrggeng to give in

and go back to England, whatever Fergus mightarga or say to annoy
her. She was staying, if only for Bridie O'Rourksake—and that of the
house. This attempt at self- deception was a poeradrbest, and Noelle
knew that the fascination Fergus, unknowingly, heidher, was not so



easily denied, that she was unwilling to leavefible clear for some other
woman to become not only mistress of Claddagh Hwlt, more
importantly, Fergus's wife.

In view of her expressed determination not to beedr away, Noelle
decided to postpone her intended trip to Londowliscuss the future of
Noelle et Cie. But since she was anxious to takrdwer ideas with John
Madox-Browne, she telephoned, asking him if he @¢@gare the time to
come to Ireland.

"You're really serious about this?' They were wajkin the grounds on his
first morning, and Noelle had laid before him tb# éxtent of her plans. As
she nodded, 'But why, exactly?’

‘That's more difficult to explain. It's just a fewg I've had, right from the
first moment | saw Claddagh, that I'd come home.'

"You know you always have a home with me, if yontig'

'No," Noelle said gently. 'Oh, I'm not being ungfat, Uncle John, and |
know you mean it, now. But we're not really relaéed you're still a young
man, you may want to marry again some day. My hisrhere in Ireland, |
feel that strongly.'

'‘But what will the Cohens say about this?'

'l haven't spoken to them yet, but | will, soorthink they'll jump at the
idea.'

'‘But surely there won't be a market here for tmellof thing Noelle et Cie
design?’

'Oh, no. But | think there will be one in Dublimaone in the provincial
towns for original designs based on materials ishImanufacture, priced
for the less affluent pocket. Certainly they shoagtl to the tourists.'



"You know, I'm sorry," said John, after they hadked in silence for some
time, 'that my procrastination prevented you froeetimg your father.’

'Don't be," Noelle said. 'I've learnt a lot aboun Isince I've been here and |
think perhaps it was just as well we didn't meet.rkhy have been capable
of inspiring affection, but | don't believe he wasvery admirable man.
Look, let's go back now, shall we, and I'll showyost what we plan to do.
All those mouldy old hunting trophies are comingvtofor a start, and
we're beginning to redecorate the ground floor. nkh@oodness the
structure's sound, at least.’

if you ever need any financial help, don't hesitatask.'

'l won't," affectionately, 'but | don't think ithle necessary, and remember, |
don't want Fergus to know about Noelle et Cietlierpresent at least.’

'l can't make up my mind," John mused as they deheehall, 'whether you
like that young man or not. Whityour opinion of him?'

Noelle's smile mocked herself.

'My opinion is that he's got a lorof O'Rourke blandim.’
John's eyes were too shrewd for her liking.

"You mean he too inspires affection? In you? But--'

'Exactly," she said,but’, and that's something else he need not know.'

They found Miss O'Rourke entertaining a visitor.

'My dear, Miss Fahey has ridden over expresslye&Frergus, but he can't
be found.'



He couldn't have known Suzanne was coming overli&lbeooded darkly,
as she introduced the other girl to John, or subelywould have made
certain of being available.

'l believe he's gone into Galway. He didn't say nvhe'd be back,' she
added, as Suzanne's lips parted to ask the obgigestion.

Suzanne seemed to take a great interest in NoetleFargus, in their
relation to the late Lord Lissadell and to eacheotlshe also stared with
frank curiosity at John. Miss O'Rourke seemed ¢todydelighted to answer
the other girl's questions, which to Noelle vergédost on the impertinent.
But even she could not help but be disarmed wresha rose, reluctantly,
to leave, Suzanne said with one of her engagintesmi

"You must all think me terribly nosy, but life radimere is so quiet and
uneventful. New faces at the Hall are bound toheeabject of curiosity. |

do hope you'll all come and visit us, and pleasasmquisitive as you like
aboutus!

Miss O'Rourke declined the invitation on her owindlé explaining that
her age and increasing infirmities kept her mor@ more to the house and
to early bedtimes.

'‘But I'm sure the young folk would be delightedor her exalted eighty
years plus, her glance also embraced John, to meera fifty-year-old
youth.

I know!" Suzanne bubbled over with enthusiasmu'Yiaust come to the
party for my parents' ruby wedding anniversary.'

'Surely," said Noelle, 'they'll want that to be fignonly?'
'What family?' Suzanne laughed. 'There's only theet of us—and they
don't even know they're having a party. I've onlst thought of it!''General

laughter followed this remark, and Noelle asked,Ben is it to be?"

'Saturday,’ which was in three days' time, ‘andwiluall come, all three of
you?' Suzanne insisted.



As she accepted for herself and John, Noelle tefewryly that it was
unlikely she would have to do much pressurising nehEergus was
concerned.

'Yes, I'm sure we'll all be there.’

‘A charming girl," commented John when their visitad departed.

'Fergus certainly seems to think so," Noelle retdrand was incensed when
her unwary retort caused Miss O'Rourke and hereutacéxchange amused
glances.

As Noelle had surmised, Fergus was only too williagattend the social
gathering at the Faheys.

'l suppose a present will be in order?’

Noelle had been thinking along the same lines.

'It's awkward though, not knowing them very well.eVdon't want to
embarrass them.' She suspected too that Ferguarseéis would not run to
anything very expensive, and in view of her owrcegtce to date, she
couldn't very well offer to bear the cost.

John Madox-Browne resolved the difficulty.

'Suppose you let me take care of it, for all thoéais, as my return for
Claddagh's hospitality?'

John's taste was impeccable. On their arrival regsgmted Mrs Fahey with a
superb bouquet of forty red roses, and to her masib@ gave a bottle of
whiskey. Somehow he had discovered their hostsuiide brand.



'‘And it didn't seem fair to neglect the organisérttos event,' he told
Suzanne gravely, presenting her with a posy of semelling violets that
echoed the colour of the girl's eyes.

Noelle was a trifle dismayed, and Fergus quite evily annoyed, to find
Patrick Byrne also one of the twenty guests pregentvell as disliking the
other man for his pretensions to Claddagh, did kFem@so see him as a
serious contender for Suzanne? Certainly the giindrad her work cut out
to keep both men amused at the dinner table. Seateither side of her,
each demanded her conversational attention, callynimterrupting each
other. Noelle, on Fergus's other side, soon gavenymttempt to compete
and concentrated on Mr Fahey who sat next to her.

'‘Bonny girl, our Suzanne," he said fondly, 'dontuythink so, Miss
Madox-Browne?'

'Please call me Noelle. Yes, she is very attractive

'A better daughter a man couldn't ask for, sineelibrd saw fit not to give
me sons.' Terence Fahey seemed not to require rsweg happy to
embark on a monologue of praise. 'Well, everytHidgave will be hers
some day, and believe me, she deserves it. | jis$t,vine added wistfully,
'that she would settle down and raise me some ghéddden. The wife and

| aren't getting any younger, and frankly, neitiseésuzanne. If she leaves it
much longer, it'll be too late.’

It seemed probable to Noelle that the Faheys hathee sights on one or
other of the two men seated either side of theigtiger. But which would
they prefer as a son-in-law? Patrick Byrne hadntibeey, Fergus had the
property. Did it matter about money though, so lag the desired
grandchildren were forthcoming? Especially sinck Tdrence Fahey's
money and property would be his daughter's some Algady it was
apparent that he made her a generous allowanceGhidgman-style white
gown she wore tonight had cost a pretty penny, ibutas cash well
invested, judging by the admiring glances her salgeroluptuous figure
was drawing from all the men present.



Noelle, it was true, had taken some pains ovepier appearance, and her
dress, a delicate web of hand-crochet, in a slitdale clung softly to her
slight, gently curved body. But though her mirradhtold her she looked
her best, she didn't suppose anyone having seean&aizvould give her a
second glance.

After dinner, however, as the guests circulatederiozely, Noelle found
Patrick Byrne at her side, and a swiftly comprehanglance revealed to
her the undoubted reason for his attentions. Fergddinally succeeded in
monopolising Suzanne. They were presently occupgirggttee built to
accommodate only two persons, and their heads tegether in close
conversation. The stab of jealousy Noelle felthé$ discovery made her
more than normally responsive to Patrick, and slaelensure that any
onlooker would be in no doubt how much she wasyamgphis company.

Certainly Patrick himself seemed much encouragedhisy display, and
towards the end of the evening, when Suzanne argliseeemed to have
disappeared, Patrick asked if he might see her home

It was then Noelle realised how rashly she had liedraving. Trying to
create a false impression for one man, she hadeeded all too well in
deluding another. She looked around her, hopingn&ke the need to
accompany her uncle her excuse. But he too was erenb be seen. To
refuse now would seem a totally illogical revershher friendly manner
towards him since their first meeting. Putting addace on things, she
accepted his offer of a lift.

As if to point up his wealth, Patrick ran a neesglg$arge and opulent car.
On the country lanes around Claddagh, Noelle dauibtee ever got it into
top gear.

'Fergus Carrick seems to get on well with Suzammee¢ommented as they
drove away, and Noelle wondered if Patrick hadosesrihopes himself in
that direction. But his next remark made her redlst if such had been the
case, Patrick had made a speedy adjustment. 'Butveécome to the little
heiress, for | don't doubt her father's money wdaddvelcome. Personally,
| prefer brunettes.' His smiling glance at Noelksvneant to leave her in no



doubt of which brunette he favoured, and as shbetakely made no reply,
he asked, 'You do like me, Noelle?'

'Yes, of course,' she said in matter-of-fact tdaéser all, we're related, aren't
we?'

Patrick smiled a little wryly.

‘Actually, the two things have no logical connegticSometimes mere
acquaintances are preferable to our relations! Beitpaused, ‘we could be
making the relationship an even closer one. I'ditleng if you were?"

Purposely Noelle feigned incomprehension, which wamistake. She
should have discouraged him politely, but immedyatshe realised. For
now he braked, steering the car on to the siddefrdad, flicked on the
interior light and turned to look at her.

‘T mean I'd like to marry you, Noelle. | realise haven't known each other
very long, but time is unimportant in love, ist?'i

Was Patrick in love with tier? she wondered cymycalnd doubted it. Like
Fergus, he was probably only interested in whatspeesented, a half share
in Claddagh. Her suspicions were not unfoundedesilyg, for unwisely he
added:

'l could well afford to buy Fergus Carrick's haff@addagh. | doubt he'd
want to share a house with me, and you'd rathertbevwhole than a part of
it, wouldn't you?'

Would she? Forgetting that Patrick, presumablyuired some kind of
answer, Noelle fell into a brown study. She had yrtanes rejected the idea
of leaving Claddagh Hall, leaving Fergus in solegassion. Her taunts that
he could always buy her out had been safely uttérexjus couldn't afford
it. But what if the positions were reversed? Supmsige had total ownership
and Fergus were the one to leave?

Intolerable! Much as she loved Claddagh, it woulte'the same without
him. At last she had to face the facts. Her squesblith Fergus, her distrust



of him, of his motives for proposing friendship,dhanerely been a
smokescreen erected in an attempt to hide the frath herself, a truth
reinforced by the strong physical awareness of mnch she had
recognised from their very first encounter, andhey recently acquired
jealousy of Suzanne. She was in love with Fergnd,savift exaltation of
spirits plunged as rapidly into desphlie didn't loveher.



CHAPTER SIX
'NOELLE? You're very quiet all of a sudden. Are you angityh me?'
With a start, she returned to more immediate proble

'Sorry, Patrick! Of course I'm not annoyed. I'm ywdiattered—but the
answer has to be no. Even if | felt we'd known eattier long enough, I--'

'Of course!" At once Patrick was all apologies/e'l'spoken too soon,
impetuous idiot that | am. Forget | spoke, right2'Mget to know each
other better first?'

'Patrick, please believe me, itsnouse. | ...
‘There's someone else?’
'No. |...thatis ...

'Sure and there has to be, or you'd at least bimgvib give me a chance. Is
it this Englishman you've brought over?'

John's full name and his exact relationship to Md&d not been mentioned
in front of Patrick, she realised, and if she didlain, the next candidate for
his suspicions would be Fergus. Then it might Ifiecdit for her to make a
convincing denial, and if he suspected the trathrpuld only add fuel to his
already flaring hostility against his cousin.

'I'm very fond of John, of course,' she began,rgeher way, intending to
go on 'though not in that way', but her first wondsre sufficient for Patrick,
secure in his own self-confidence.

'Sure and if that's all, I'll undertake to make yoaore than fond of me."

Before she could forestall him, he had reachedfouter and started
kissing her. It wasn't exactly an unpleasant expee, Noelle thought



judicially, but there was no magic in the touchhdaf lips on hers. If there
had been, she wouldn't have been able to set hemsealpart from the
sensation and analyse it, comparing his kissesvaafably with those of
Fergus, aware too all the time of extraneous, sewsth as those of
passing cars. As soon as she was able without @dgnified struggle, she
pulled away.

'It's no good, Patrick,' she said calmly. 'l likeuyvery much as a person, as
a cousin, but--'

'As a cousin, by all the saints!" With a sound>xadsperation he put the car
into gear and the powerful machine surged forwasdwheels spinning

noisily on the loose surface of the road. For a feaments Noelle was

actually afraid, but then Patrick seemed to recotlleimself, see the

potential danger in which he placed them, and kytithe he pulled up on

the forecourt of Claddagh Hall, he had himself omzee under control.

‘Thank you for the lift, said Noelle, and then, kawardly, 'I'm sorry,
Patrick, really I am, but--'

'Will you remember now," he interrupted, laying etaining hand on her
arm, 'our being cousins makes no odds at all. imarrying me would be no
different from your marrying Carrick. Therelatiomszk the same, and
besides, we outcasts ought to stick together!

The front door, Noelle realised to her annoyancas Wirmly shut and
locked, and she had no key. Bother Fergus! He haws got home ahead of
her. It was only since his arrival that such préiceas had been insisted on.
She was pretty certain, too, that it would be ofuse trying rear and side
doors.

Well, if Fergus wanted doors locked, he must pulvith the inconvenience
of being woken, for his bedroom was the only ora¢ tverlooked the front
of the house—the master suite, Miss O'Rourke callecand Fergus
certainly seemed to think he was master herelaliegron Noelle whenever
she made a request to one of the servants or tdeanstaff, invariably to



receive the reply 'Does the master know about tha)?' That was male-
orientated Ireland for you.

Grasping the huge door knocker in both hands, shaged it persistently.
Far sooner than she had expected, the door wag @jpen, and since she
still grasped the brass fox's head, she was dragijedt, stumbling a little.
She would have fallen but for Fergus's grasp onahner, which seemed
unnecessarily prolonged.

"Trying to wake all our ancestors?' he asked grispl

'‘No," she retorted, nerves screaming at his prayjrust one pig-headed
descendant. If you weren't so paranoid about lockeuts, | wouldn't have
had to waken you.’

"You didn't," he said calmly. | was waiting uphé&re was no need for that. If
you'd left the door--'

‘There was every need," he began.

'Why?' she demanded, without allowing him to finiSlust because | was
out there somewhere with Patrick? You don't haveottstitute yourself as
my guardian, you know!'

'I've no desire whatsoever to be your guardianebelme!' Fergus retorted.
"You're obviously stubbornly determined to go yown way in spite of any
warnings I--'

'If you mean that I'm determined to remain on gtschs with my cousin--'
'It seems to me you're arerygood terms! But it might be as well, in future,
to advise Byrne not to leave on the interior lighthis car, especially in

moments of passion.'

Noelle remembered the sound of passing cars asldtu One of those cars
had been Fergus's.



"You saw us, so what? I've nothing to be ashamgdnaf if you waited up
just to lecture me again . . .?'

'l waited up,’ he said repressively, 'because Xpeeting the doctor to call at
any moment. Aunt Bridie isn't at all well." At ongkeir dispute was
forgotten, as Noelle's eyes widened, cheeks reddhesr normal hue, her
features drawing into anxious lines. 'What's wroHQ® bad is it? Can | see
her? 'Siobhan is with her, but you can go up, o@ystal As a matter of fact
she's been asking for you.' 'And | wasn't hereBliderated herself as she
made for the upper landing.

Miss O'Rourke was lying down, still fully dressdter face chalk-white
against her rose-hued pillows. Her manner was rizne a littledistraite,
and far from seeking Noelle's presence, she seaotdd notice her arrival.

'How is she, Siobhan? What happened?' Noelle wiadp® the elderly
general factotum.

'Well, miss, | found herself walking around dowmstaVery strange she
seemed, to be sure. She was looking for himself.'

'For Fergus?'

'Oh no, miss, his late Lordship.'

Noelle bent over Miss O'Rourke.

'‘Aunt Bridie, it's me, Noelle. How are you feelihg?

The old lady's eyes seemed to look through andrzkler, and Noelle had
to lean close to hear the words distorted by heresdl speech.

'Nonsense! Noel is a man. Where is he? | can'tHind | must talk to him
about the will.'

'Wandering in her wits," old Siobhan said with gigorelish.



Fortunately, at that moment, Fergus ushered theodado the room and
Noelle joined him outside on the landing, leavihg Elderly servant to
attend her mistress. Noelle looked up at Fergus.

'Has she ever been like this before?"

'‘Apparently she had a stroke about a year agosh'waere at the time, but |
understand she made a swift and complete reco@rgdenly his arm went
around Noelle's shoulders and he drew her to lon't look so stricken.

She's a very old lady. We can't keep her for ever.’

'‘No," Noelle admitted on a sobbing breath. 'But chie€t die yet—not yet,
please God, not just as I've got to know her ane her. And she still enjoys
life so much.'

Fergus continued to hold her, and as if it werentlost natural thing in the
world that she should do so, she turned her faaesighis chest, her arms
going about his waist as she sought comfort frasnt@rmth and strength.

‘Noelle," he said after a while, his voice soundigky, unlike his normal
clear, ringing tones. 'l think the doctor's abanished. Maybe we should...'

She drew away from him and turned towards the lmedrdoor, waiting
tensely for it to open, but some of the new courageyus's nearness had
given her lingered, and she watched with at least/@d composure as the
doctor emerged, then beckoned to them to follow mta the adjoining
sitting room. Side by side they face him, all thescent differences
forgotten in one common cause.

'She's a very old lady,' the doctor began, unknglyirchoing Fergus's
words. 'But | think she'll pull through this tim8he seems to be troubled
about something. It's important,’ he said almosemdy, 'that she has no
undue stress placed upon her." He handed Ferdys @& paper. 'l've left
some tablets with Siobhan for now. First thing, tpet prescription made
up. I'll look in again myself some time tomorrow; today, | should
say—— He consulted an old-fashioned fob watch.



'You'd better get some rest,’ Fergus said grufiigvaminutes later as he
looked at Noelle's small, tired features. 'We'lfidéo share the nursing with
Siobhan until—if—Aunt Bridie gets back on her fagain.’

Noelle nodded, her face working convulsively.

'Fergus, do you think we could have made her ilkhwur constant
arguing?"'

Gravely he considered her question, then sprealidmds in a gesture of
defeat.

'l honestly don't know, though | wouldn't have tgbtiso. The O'Rourkes
have always been a noisy, quarrelsome family andllysshe takes it all in
her stride. But perhaps,' he hesitated, ‘perhapsight try a little harder,
hmm?' He stretched out a hand and lifted Noellais. dVell?'

She felt a sudden shyness invade her and her syadiapped before his
penetrating stare.

'I'm willing if you are." . 'Shall we shake on iti8 asked, offering his hand,
then, teasingly, 'Since you seem to object so glydn being kissed, at least
by me.'

To her amazement, Noelle heard her own voice, wéneimded almost like
that of a stranger, saying, 'You . . . you can kigsif you like—just,' her
more rational self added hastily, 'just as a takegoodwill." She looked up
to gauge his reaction and found herself unabled& away.

Fergus regarded her long and steadily, before &ehezl out and placed a
hand on either of her shoulders.

'Sure?' he said quietly.
Mutely she nodded and raised her face as he pudledoser, letting herself

relax completely against him. The touch of his lggs hers was gentle,
warm, very slightly moist, as though his tongue hed passed over them,



and Noelle could not be sure through which onehefit the shudder ran.
Then he was putting her away from him.

'So we're agreed. Whatever we may think privatéBagh other, outwardly
we'll appear to be the best of friends?’

Again she nodded, once more unable to speak. S$ted/ine hadn't put it
quite that way. It lent an air of insincerity taagpprochemenivhich on her
side at least was completely genuine. She wasairéghting with Fergus.
What had been half in fun at first, stimulatinglightly dangerous flirting,
had palled. She longed instead for a peaceful stenge, and more than
that.

Upstairs, waiting outside Bridie O'Rourke's bedrodon the doctor's
verdict, she had known, in Fergus's arms, a deapesef security, of
belonging. That must be what it felt like to beddv

'Go to bed, little Noelle!" Fergus's voice was &mdut as if, she thought
miserably, he spoke to a child. She turned andhieft aware now of just
how tired she was, not only physically but with @anness of the emotions.

But tomorrow was a new day, she told herself irati@mpt to lighten her
spirits. She would fight again, this time for afeient goal, not against
Fergus, but for him, in an attempt to gain his geadriendship, his liking,

even if she couldn't have his love.

During the night, Miss O'Rourke had a second strae the doctor
confirmed when he called back. This time it haddesed her totally
speechless and had affected her right hand. Shet,nmgtime, the doctor
thought, recover from these disabilities. She hadedso on a previous
occasion.

Since there was illness in the house, John MadmwBe cut short his visit,
despite a cordial invitation from the Faheys toomemodate him for his
remaining time, and he left for England.



In the next few days, Noelle spent hours at hematgaent's bedside,
attending to her needs and anxiously waiting ferrdgturn of recognition in
the faded eyes. When it did return Noelle was priedmut she could not
rejoice as she might have done, for without speibeh eyes became
anguished, unable to impart their message.

‘There's something she wants to say, | know i &ld Fergus in a
tremulous whisper. ‘It must be awful, so frustrgtirshe was close to tears
and he looked at her consideringly.

"You really do care, but you're looking pale yolftséou've been spending
too much time cooped up in here. You need somea#on time. I'm going
to ask Dr Cadogan to send in a nurse.'

'Oh no, that's not necessary. I'd rather stay [8odhan and | can manage
between us.'

'You can't! If it were just for a short period ahe | might agree, but we've
no idea how long it will be till she recovers—ifegy he added as he steered
Noelle through the doorway. His own anxiety hargtkerhis voice.
'Siobhan's getting on in years herself, and ybe'lho use to Aunt Bridie or
to anyone else if you crack up too. You look dregdfioelle.' He sounded
angry. 'Go out this minute, now, into the grounad get some fresh air, and
don't argue!’

Worry and lack of sleep had played havoc with hgpearance, Noelle
knew, and not only her looks had suffered, but herves. Fergus's
comments on her wan appearance, his brusque commasithe last straw,
and in her over-tired, irrational state it sounttadd and unfeeling. He was
concerned, not for her, but because if she webetome ill he would have
another invalid on his hands. Averting her facbsaould not see the wealk,
silly tears that trickled down her pale cheeks, laingied from the room.

Outside even the weather reflected her mood, adt assn fell, obscuring
the mountain tops and the waters of the lough. ds Wardly walking
weather, but Fergus had ordered her to walk anevehéd walk. She set off
with no particular destination in mind. But, lost she was in her thoughts



and worries, her feet automatically trod a pathythad followed many
times before, until she found herself in the vityirof Patrick's cottage.

She would have passed by, she was in no mood ¢malising, but he had
seen her from his window and called to her to camand take shelter.

'What on earth? You'll be taking a chill, walkimgthis weather and with no
coat on.'

Absently, Noelle looked down at herself. It wasetrin her haste she had
gone out just as she was, in a skirt and blousesdft material of which now
clung damply to her body.Patrick fetched a towed &mns own dressing
gown, suggesting that she remove her wet thingsing his back while she
did so.

Clad in Patrick's robe, she sat and towelled her Whil