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Prologue

The young woman looked out across the sea from her room, high up above what passed for a main thoroughfare on the small island of Ithos. From her vantage point, she could see the bustle of the harbour but was spared the heat of the midday sun and the throng of holidaymakers who swarmed the narrow streets, here on trips from the larger islands of Crete and Rhodes.

The room was sparse, furnished in the traditional Greek way: terracotta tiles on the floor, a simple bed, a pine dresser, crisp white sheets, shutters on the window. A light breeze lifted the thin voile curtain, which swirled around her like a veil before hanging limp once more.

She drank in the sight below – fishermen hailing each other across the boats which lined the jetty, each man moving with a rhythm handed down from the generations before them. Mooring their boats, hauling the nets, passing their precious cargo of sardines and mackerel from ship to shore. Watching them, it seemed to her that nothing had changed here for centuries.

She turned away, tugging the rucksack zipper closed which was already carefully packed with everything she needed, and turned to survey the room one last time.

Catching sight of the postcard lying next to the bag, she picked it up and reread the words that were so familiar she could recite them by heart: 

Always have hope. We have our dreams. Don’t wait for me …

She turned the postcard between her fingertips, looking again at the image on the reverse, the shot of Ithos, a Greek island idyll with its white beaches and sapphire sea, cobbled streets lined with traditional buildings, and behind them the craggy hills of the interior, always changing, always the same.

With a sigh she propped the postcard up on the dresser, no longer wishing to keep it. She didn’t need it now; the words were indelibly etched in her mind – she would never, could never forget them. Then she heard the clatter of footsteps on the stone staircase leading up to the room. A knock at the door. She took one last look at the postcard and turned to answer the door.




PART ONE




Chapter 1

Los Angeles, September 2000

Shauna Jackson adjusted her dark glasses, even though there was no need for them with the early morning light barely penetrating the windows of Los Angeles International Airport. She checked her watch, impatient to reclaim her luggage and board the limousine that would take her home. Home, she thought; what a mass of contradictions that threw up. She’d just stepped off a plane from Ireland, a place that hadn’t been home for years, but as the old adage said, you can take the girl out of Enniscrea … 

There were times, and today was one of them, when she felt like an imposter in LA. As if Shauna Jackson, award-winning actress, widow of Dan Jackson, the directors’ director, was a fraud and at any moment she’d be stripped of her Golden Globes and Emmys and sent back to Enniscrea with her tail between her legs – an outcome which would undoubtedly please her mother.

She shivered, wondering if the drizzle and mist of the west coast of Ireland had got into her bones, or maybe there was still a little shard of ice left in her heart that even the rising heat of California couldn’t melt. If only her father were here to sprinkle some of his magical optimism over her. She could imagine him telling her, C’mon, Shauna, buck up – there’s joy and happiness underneath every paving stone if you’d only take a look. Instead she was alone, and though she had wealth and all the trappings of fame, it couldn’t shield her from the humiliation and anguish.

Oh Dan, why did you do it?

Shauna peered through her Chanel sunglasses, surveying the baggage claim area to see if anyone had recognized her. There had been a time when she would have smiled and been happy to sign autographs, but today she’d employed all the little tricks Hollywood’s finest used to go undetected: she’d made sure she was the last one off the plane, she’d kept her luggage to the minimum and her flame-red hair was concealed under a fedora. Her green eyes were hidden behind dark glasses, and she’d travelled under her maiden name, Shauna O’Brien, in case anyone tipped the paparazzi off after seeing the flight manifest. She’d had enough of photographers to last a lifetime. In the aftermath of her husband’s shockingly sudden death they’d hounded her, driven into a feeding frenzy by the news that he’d been unfaithful and had fathered a son by another woman. As if the loss weren’t bad enough, she’d had to cope with Dan’s mistress selling her story, airing all the dirty secrets. Her life had turned into a never-ending nightmare.

And in Ireland things had gone from bad to worse …

When she recalled stepping off the plane at Shannon Airport, it felt as though time had stood still. No paparazzi lying in wait, no one giving her a second glance. The taxi driver who delivered Shauna to her parents’ trim white cottage chattered away oblivious to the fact he had a celebrity on board. It was as if she’d reverted to being Shauna O’Brien, as if she’d never left Enniscrea.

The blast of disapproval as she hauled her cases over the threshold was just like old times too. She’d known that the last thing her mother would want was her arriving unannounced, but it was the only way Shauna was going to catch her off-guard, get some answers.

‘Staying a while, are you?’

‘If it’s a problem, I can always go to a hotel, Mammy.’

‘I didn’t say it’s a problem,’ she sniffed. ‘I just wasn’t expecting you to visit.’

‘Your letter had me worried. I booked the first flight I could.’

‘Well, your da will be pleased to see you.’ Her tone implied that she didn’t much care either way.

‘What’s wrong with him, Mammy?’ She lowered her voice in case Da was somewhere within earshot, though if he had been, he’d surely have come to the door to greet her. ‘Reading between the lines, I got the impression it’s serious. I’ve been worried sick, not knowing what’s going on. Why must you always be so mysterious?’ Shauna knew why: it was a form of control, a way of keeping a tight rein on the flow of information between her daughter and her husband.

‘I reckoned you had enough on your plate, what with that scandal all over the news.’ Her mother’s lips pursed, prune-like wrinkles radiating out from her mouth. ‘I’m shocked that woman dared show her face, and at the wake, of all things. I can’t help thinking it’s a blessing the two you of never had children. The shame of it all … What must the priest have thought when he saw the papers? I hope you apologized to him. And to think your husband … I’ve barely been able to look Father Sean in the eye. This wouldn’t have happened if you’d stayed in Enniscrea.’

Shauna knew to argue was pointless. ‘Where’s Da?’

‘He’s having a lie-down. He’ll be awake shortly. I’ll put the kettle on while you go get yourself sorted?’

Shauna knew there’d be no answers from her mother until she was good and ready, so she bumped her suitcases up the narrow staircase to her old attic bedroom with its view of the sea in the distance. It wasn’t quite the panoramic view of Pacific sunrises and sunsets you got in California, but still the views in Enniscrea could take your breath away, with showers and sunshine combining to throw rainbows across the sky, two or three at a time. She’d never tired of gazing at them as child, shouting for her da to come see. She could picture him now, jiggling her on his knee and telling her stories of the leipreacháns, the mischievous little people who hid their pots of gold at the end of the rainbow where no one would ever find them.

‘Sure, you don’t need rainbows or crocks of gold to be happy,’ he’d tell her.

Her eyes blurring with tears, Shauna turned away from the window. In the taxi on the way here she’d steeled herself for whatever news it was her mother was keeping back, but now that she was here, surrounded by childhood memories, her resolve seemed to have left her. Rather than go downstairs, she stood looking around her at the little bedroom under the eaves. It seemed to have been left pretty much as it was when she was a child. Her old clothes were gone from the wardrobe and drawers, but the shelves were still crammed with her favourite novels and school exercise books. She opened a cupboard, and her eyes lit up when she saw her precious collection of Photoplay back issues. While other teenagers had pored over Jackie and Seventeen with their pages full of pin-ups like David Cassidy and David Soul, Shauna had invested her meagre pocket money in old editions of the cinema fan’s bible, preferring to lose herself in Hollywood gossip of days gone by. She reached out and teased a magazine from the pile, pausing to drink in the cover, unconsciously returning Grace Kelly’s all-American smile as it beamed out at her from a 1956 edition. She turned the yellowing, well-thumbed pages, and read again Grace’s ‘Untold Story’. It was as she remembered: no revelations, merely a well-trodden recap of Grace’s life up to the year of the issue, accompanied by a photo from High Society featuring Grace and Bing Crosby.

The Hollywood legend turned fairy-tale princess had been a lifelong obsession for Shauna. As a teenager, she’d hated her red hair and dreamed of being blonde and beautiful like Grace. It had taken years for Shauna to embrace her looks, despite Dan calling her his ‘pre-Raphaelite dryad’ and urging her to stop lightening her hair in an effort to be more like her idol. Ironically, it was after she reverted to her natural colour and pale complexion, realising that it set her apart from the perma-tans and facelifts of LA, that Dan betrayed her with another woman.

Shauna winced. She’d resolved not to keep torturing herself with memories of Dan. Instead, she steered her thoughts back to her idol, and the night they’d met. The memory was fixed in her mind, the graceful handshake, the charming smile. There was so much else she could never forget about that night, too. A promise. A caress. A dream that could never be real. ‘You’re like no one else, Shauna …’

If only Grace had lived and they’d had the chance to get to know each other. What advice would she have given to Shauna in her current situation? Smile and act like you don’t care, darling.

Good advice, but impossible to follow. Especially with her mother waiting downstairs to break the news she had come all this way to hear. Now that she was here, the prospect filled her with such dread that she wanted to run or hide, as if so long as the truth about her da’s condition remained unspoken, it wouldn’t be real and she could go on clinging to the memories of him as he used to be.

Shauna composed herself, readying herself to go back downstairs again, then reapplied her make-up, before closing the door on her old belongings and her youthful dreams.

The day they buried her father, the weather was a typical mixture of sunshine and rain – the classic Irish combination. Father Sean’s eulogy was good-humoured and intimate, as befitted a long-standing member of his flock. The church was packed with old friends and colleagues, local acquaintances and the usual random people who no one ever seemed to recognize but who turned up at every funeral in the parish, usually for the free tea and sandwiches afterwards.

Shauna’s mother clung to her, weeping as her husband was lowered into his grave, her brittle exterior gone for once. As she tried to find words to comfort her, Shauna felt like a child forced into the role of an adult, lost and uncertain, desperate for her strong and uncompromising mother to take the lead instead of looking to her.

At the graveside, Shauna had read from her father’s favourite poem, ‘He wishes for the Cloths of Heaven’ by W. B. Yeats. Her voice faltered when she came to the line, ‘tread softly because you tread on my dreams’, her mind conjuring his musical voice reading it to her as a child. She drew on all her acting ability to get through it and prayed she was doing him justice. As a rainbow burst across the sky, she told herself it was a message from him that she was.

Shauna’s thoughts returned to the present with a jolt as the limousine left the freeway and turned into North Knoll Drive. Her penthouse apartment wasn’t in the showiest part of Beverly Hills, but she had bought it with her first pay cheque from her first Hollywood movie, Only the Brave. Her role as the wife of a paraplegic Vietnam vet had won her an Golden Globe nomination for Best Supporting Actress and launched her career. Perhaps because of that, the apartment had sentimental value and she had insisted on keeping it on even after she and Dan moved into their sprawling beachfront mansion in Malibu. Though she’d justified it to Dan by pointing out it was more convenient for the studios, the truth was she liked having what Virginia Woolf would have called ‘a room of one’s own’, a sanctuary she could retreat to.

As she stepped out of the limo and into the lobby entrance, she immediately felt calmer, more composed. Yes, this was home now, and it was so good to be back.




Chapter 2

‘Shauna, you’re home!’

After eighteen hours of jet-lagged sleep, Shauna had come out onto her balcony to escape the persistent flashing light of her answering machine. She’d barely had time to take in the view of the West Hollywood hills when a red open-top Cadillac pulled up outside with Roxy Lennon, her oldest and best friend, waving excitedly from the passenger seat. Within minutes, Roxy had sprinted up the stairs and was at the door.

Five foot eleven inches in her Jimmy Choo heels, Roxy towered over Shauna, who was barefoot and casual in Levis and a New York Yankees baseball jersey. While Shauna kept her make-up minimal, her friend as usual had opted for a more vampish look, her black spiky hair a masterpiece of through-a-hedge-backwards chic, thick black eyeliner to set off her brown eyes, her lips a gash of scarlet currently beaming with pleasure. Resplendent in red tartan trousers with a battered biker jacket, she cut a dramatic figure.

‘Shaunie!’ Sweeping her friend into her arms, Roxy hugged her long and hard, then stood back to subject her to a close inspection. When she spoke, her once broad Liverpool accent was softened with a transatlantic twang. ‘That bad, eh?’

Shauna’s shoulders sagged. ‘Thank God you’re here. I feel like I’ve been going mad.’

‘Oh, that’s crap, you’re the sanest person I know.’

‘Not any more. Who’s that in the Cadillac?’

Roxy winked playfully, took her by the hand and led her out onto the balcony. Below them, looking up from the driver’s seat was a handsome, olive-skinned young man who looked to be half Roxy’s age.

‘That’s Marco, isn’t he gorgeous!’

Marco responded with a friendly wave and Roxy blew him a kiss. ‘He was one of my models at Milan Fashion Week – doesn’t speak much English but can read a road map, if you know what I mean.’ She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.

‘What happened to that young designer you were championing – the one you said adored you, and that you couldn’t live without?’

Roxy frowned. ‘Jason Turner? Got too big for his boots, wanted me to set him up with a new label. I might have been happy to oblige if I hadn’t caught him screwing one of the interns. I told him to move out, fuck off and set himself up with his own money.’

‘Shit, I’m sorry.’ Shauna could see that, beneath the bravado, Roxy’s feelings had been bruised.

Roxy waved her sympathy away. ‘Plenty more where he came from, and no chance of Marco doing the same thing – he’s got to go back to university in a couple of weeks, so we’re on a timer and making the most of it.’ Roxy grinned mischievously. ‘Anyway, enough about me. It’s time to talk. I need a drink?’

‘Dry martini?’

‘You know me so well.’

‘That’s what I call a proper welcome,’ Roxy said as they settled themselves into the Spanish colonial style chairs that looked out over the view. Plonking her stilettoes on the low table, she took a sip of the viscous clear liquid, fished out the olive and popped it in her mouth. ‘Divine. OK, spill.’

‘Is Marco all right out there in the car? Shouldn’t we invite him to join us?’

‘Don’t change the subject. Marco’s fine – he’s listening to the soundtrack for the next Ralph Lauren show on the car stereo. He’s got the gig in Paris.’ She took another sip of her drink while observing Shauna closely. ‘So how are you? How did it go in Ireland?’

Shauna stared into her whiskey mac, swilling the drink without taking a drop. ‘Da’s gone. The funeral was last week.’

‘Oh, honey, no.’ Roxy was immediately out of her chair and kneeling beside her, hugging her fiercely. ‘Shauna, why didn’t you call me? You know I would have dropped everything and come.’

Finally with a friend she could unburden herself to, Shauna couldn’t find the words. Roxy held her, soothing her while she sobbed.

‘You poor thing. I can’t believe what a shitty year this has been for you. As if you hadn’t been through enough already with Dan.’

‘I’m just sorry Da had to hear about all that before he died. He loved Dan, it must have broken his heart.’

‘He loved you more, you were his princess. He’d have sent Dan packing if he’d been well enough.’

Shauna winced.

‘Sorry, honey.’

‘It’s OK, maybe you’re right. I just wish Ma could have let up. She spent the whole time reminding me of how much I’d let them down.’

‘Jesus, come on! Two Emmys, a shedload of award-winning TV series and movies, more money than she could ever dream of – some of which you used to buy the house she’s living in and the car she’s driving – and still your mother can’t bring herself to acknowledge that you’re a success story? Sometimes I think she’d rather you’d stuck to accountancy at university, then gone home and got yourself a boring little job in Galway.’

Shauna managed a laugh, but immediately teared up again. ‘Do you ever wish you could turn back the clock, go back to when we were students with it all before us?’

‘Living in student halls in Manchester?’ Roxy raised her eyebrows ironically. ‘God, that seems a lifetime ago now, doesn’t it? But deep down, we’re still the same, aren’t we?’

Shauna stared out over the rooftops of LA to Santa Monica in the distance, lost in thought. Then she shook her head sadly. ‘The last couple of months have changed me, Roxy. I don’t think I’ll ever be the same again.’ Then the effort of trying to hold it together became too much and she shut her eyes tightly, willing the tears to stop, but unable to hold them back.

Roxy squeezed her hand tightly. ‘Hey, you’re going to get through this, do you hear me? We’ve got through worse.’

Shauna was shaking her head again. ‘I promised myself I’d never be hurt like this again, not after—’

‘Hey, we got through that and we’ll get through this. You’re not some naive nineteen-year-old whose world is going to fall apart because you’ve been screwed over. OK, Dan behaved like a prick, but there’s no question that he loved you. Forget about that nasty bitch who got her greedy little fingers into him – she meant nothing to Dan. You know the drill: you grieve, you learn, and then you move on – it’s what we’ve always done.’

‘Have we? Can I really move on from this, any more than either of us could move on from that summer in Greece? No matter what we do, that’s going to be with us forever.’

Roxy nodded but didn’t concede. ‘I’m not saying you should forget what happened – that’s not in your nature. The trick is not to let it eat you whole.’

Shauna took a deep breath and then threw the whiskey back in one shot.

‘Easy, girl.’

‘Don’t try and stop me, I needed that.’ Shauna took a deep breath. ‘Look, Roxy, I know you’re right, I have to move on. But I don’t know how. I mean, what’s next for me?’

‘Baby steps, that’s how we’ll do this. Right now, you need to focus on getting through the next few weeks, facing down the press and the gossip columns. Remember that old saying: Today’s news, tomorrow’s chip paper. You ride it out, hold your head high.’ She paused. ‘And then maybe we set about slaying a demon or two.’

‘I’ve got quite a few of those now.’

‘Me too. So, we take them one at a time, pick them off.’

Shauna nodded, but her green eyes were filled with uncertainty. ‘You and me against the world?’

‘You betcha. Same as always – only this time, we’re better dressed.’

Shauna couldn’t help but smile, buoyed up by Roxy’s boundless strength and confidence.

‘We’ve got to get you working again, too – can’t have some back-stabbing cow stealing the juicy roles, not when all the best directors would give their right arm to have you starring in their movies. And then …’ Roxy held Shauna’s eyes with her own, ‘maybe it’s time for you to go back …’

‘Back where?’ Shauna asked the question, but her heart already knew the answer.




Chapter 3

Monaco, June 1982

With the delicious warmth of the Mediterranean sun heating her shoulders, which were already covered in tiny freckles, Shauna smiled, thinking of home. Summer here was a lot more reliable than on the west coast of Ireland. Her da would be pleased that she was enjoying herself, though she was less sure about her mother. She’d made it abundantly clear that she thought her daughter should be spending the holidays studying rather than ‘gallivanting’. Shauna wondered if her mother knew what it was to have fun, so keen was she to make sure nobody else ever had any. She shrugged off the thought, determined not to let anything spoil this moment. Here she was, finally, in the place that she’d dreamed of coming to ever since she was a little girl, enchanted by the poise and beauty of Grace Kelly after watching High Society on their battered old television.

Shauna looked out across the rock of Monaco, picking out the famous landmarks: the Musée Océanographique, the prince’s palace, the Palais de Justice and the cathedral. Monaco was every bit as beautiful as she’d imagined, and she was abuzz with the thrilling prospect that around the next corner she might catch a glimpse of Princess Grace herself. From here she could see the white stone turrets of the palace, the terracotta tiles of the roofs. Was the princess somewhere within the cool stone walls? The family were in residence at the moment, as Shauna had found out when she’d made her pilgrimage to the palace two days ago. She’d even managed to drag Roxy along, suggesting that they might cross paths with the young playboy, Prince Albert.

With a happy sigh, Shauna leaned on the railings. She had the whole summer ahead of her. It felt like a miracle, waking up to sunshine each morning and not to having to worry about carrying a cardigan or a raincoat everywhere. Wearing flip-flops day in, day out was bliss.

Up here in the botanical gardens, the spectacular view was well worth the heart-thumping fear she’d endured, sneaking her way in with a coachload of tourists. How many Hail Marys would she have to say in penance for ducking the entrance fee? Surely God wouldn’t begrudge her this sun-kissed panorama?

The atmosphere was intoxicating. Everywhere she looked there was wealth and luxury. Shauna had never seen anything like it and was dazzled by the beautiful people who frequented the cafés and restaurants in the harbour, with their fabulous designer clothes and tastefully expensive jewellery. She envied the glamorous wives accompanied by attentive husbands dressed in white slacks and navy-blue espadrilles, their Armani blazers slung over the backs of their chairs. Everyone seemed to be dining on fruit de mer and sipping red glasses of iced Campari. She longed to be one of them.

The unfortunate reality was, they were only ten days into the trip and already their stash of francs was dwindling fast. Monaco was beyond expensive. Now she understood why it was called the playground of the rich; this place wasn’t intended for mere mortals like her on a backpacking budget. She and Roxy had done what they could to save money, hitching to Dover and across to Paris, but they’d still had to pay for the ferry crossing, as well as food, accommodation and bus fare to Monaco. For all her grand plans and Liverpudlian cockiness, Roxy had turned out to be pretty clueless; she’d even managed to leave their tent in a service station en route. But thanks to her cajoling and guile, they’d made it to Monaco, laughing and revelling in their freedom all the way. They were currently sharing a single attic bedroom in a dilapidated hostel just off the Rue Bel Respiro, but they couldn’t afford to stay there for much longer. Their bubble was about to burst if they didn’t find a way to earn some money.

Shauna sighed, remembering this morning’s conversation with Roxy …

‘Oh, my head hurts.’ Roxy Lennon ducked her head back under the sheets, even though it was almost noon. Her black hair was standing up in spikes, and her bloodshot eyes still bore the traces of last night’s eyeliner.

‘Serves you right for gallivanting until the wee small hours and then keeping me awake going on about how wonderful Thierry is.’

‘Thierry, Thierry. Thierry. Oh, Shauna, he is so gorgeous. Like a Greek God – Zeus, or is it Apollo? Like one of these fellas you see in the clouds of a Renaissance painting. And his kisses … Mind blowing.’

‘Well, do you suppose he could use some of his godly powers to help us find work?’

‘Work?’ Roxy’s tousled head reappeared and she wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘Why do you have spoil things?’

Shauna grinned. ‘’Fraid so. Anyway, don’t you think he’s a bit too old for you? He must be in his forties at least.’

‘Darling,’ Roxy rolled her eyes dramatically, ‘you have no idea, the benefits of dating a man with experience.’ She fluttered her eyelashes.

Shauna laughed and threw a towel at her friend’s head. ‘I’m going to ask at that restaurant on the corner. They had a card in the window. And I’ll enquire at the hotels near the station.’

Roxy swung her golden-brown legs out from under the crisp white sheets and was about to spring from the bed when the hangover struck again. ‘Oh, God, I think I’m dying! Bring me a croissant or a French stick … and one of those nuclear coffees they all drink around here,’ she moaned, flopping back onto the bed and flinging her arm across her eyes.

‘A baguette to share is as much as we can afford!’ Shauna said as she slipped her feet into flip-flops and grabbed her canvas bag.

It was impossible to get cross with Roxy. It was a beautiful morning and they were in Monaco for goodness’ sake; they could always sleep on the beach if they had to. She and Roxy had met the previous October, next-door neighbours in one of the university’s halls of residence. The first time she had seen Roxy, she seemed the embodiment of cool, wearing the shortest denim shorts over stripy tights, a tatty T-shirt slashed across the chest revealing a busty black bra underneath, with thick black eyeliner and blood-red lipstick. Shauna felt like a timid country mouse by comparison, with her safe plain woolly jumper and her Debenhams jeans.

‘The name’s Roxy.’ She’d gone on to explain that she was studying Textiles and Fashion. ‘I’m going to be a famous designer one day,’ she said matter-of-factly. ‘All the great designers are great tailors, so I’m making sure I get the skills I need. What about you?’

Shauna hesitated before answering, ‘I’m going to be an accountant.’

Roxy had looked from the overflowing suitcase she was unpacking. For a moment she didn’t speak, staring in wide-eyed astonishment at her new room-mate before bursting into laughter.

‘What are you laughing at?’

‘I can’t think of anyone less like an accountant than you.’

‘What do you mean?’ Shauna laughed, too.

‘You look like a Rubens painting with that red hair and those green eyes – you should be a model or a movie star or something, not a bloody accountant.’

It wasn’t long before Shauna had started to believe that her friend was right; poring over numbers all day was leaving her feeling like something was missing. Luckily, she had acted as an impromptu model for many of Roxy’s creations and her wardrobe was now less Marks and Spencer and more Vivienne Westwood. Now that she was here in Monaco, she could feel her true self opening up. A sense of anticipation, of being on the cusp of something exciting.

She gazed out at the view of the distant boats moored in Port Hercules and shook her head. Maybe it was just that holiday feeling and the sense of freedom at being away from dreary old Manchester that was making her tingle.

If they didn’t find some work soon, they would be back home before their trip had even begun, and she wasn’t feeling quite so confident as she had first thing this morning. She’d visited the cheaper hotels down by the station and the railway line but found that few of the hotel staff spoke English, or if they did they weren’t letting on. They seemed unimpressed with her limited French, shaking their heads at her and waving her away as soon as they realized she was looking for work rather than a room. Her usual sunny positivism had been dampened but not defeated, and she’d come up to the gardens to regroup and plan her strategy.

Picking up her bag, she followed the path down the hill, exiting the gardens and walking down towards Port Hercules. She was fascinated by the boats, most of them bigger than the house she’d grown up in. Lined up along the pontoons, they offered an intriguing window into the lives of the wealthy. Woman with svelte, perfect figures in tiny bikinis – which she guessed must cost a fortune despite the scarcity of fabric – padded from deck to deck, parading their privilege with conspicuous awareness, carrying crystal flutes of champagne that glinted like diamonds in the sunshine. Groups of people in gauzy wraps and designer T-shirts gathered on the rear decks to eat, served by staff in crisp white and navy uniforms. It was another world and one that seemed impossibly sophisticated and exciting to Shauna. These boats belonged in films and magazines.

She skirted the lively marketplace, her stomach grumbling at the sight of the colourful stalls piled high with the rich red of ripe tomatoes, the glossy greens of salad leaves and the creamy yellow of so many different cheeses. She’d noticed the day before that the traders would toss less than perfect fruit into piles of rubbish at the back of their stalls, so she sauntered as casually as she could into the gap behind the stalls and made her way to one of the broken wooden fruit boxes. Casting a furtive glance to make sure no one was watching, she snatched up a couple of badly bruised oranges and some apples that were rather squished on one side. The traders might not be able to sell them, but she could certainly eat the good halves. At home nothing was ever thrown away. Squirrelling her booty away into a plastic bag inside her canvas bag, she moved along a few stalls and was about to pick up a rather battered head of lettuce when a voice drawled, ‘Tu as faim?’

Shauna looked up, startled, and shrugged with a smile, remembering her schoolgirl French. ‘Un peu.’

An attractive, dark-haired woman regarded Shauna with amused eyes.

‘I’m not doing anything wrong.’ She jutted out her chin, determined she wasn’t going to be shamed out of her lunch. ‘They’re throwing it away.’

The woman appraised her and then addressed her in English, ‘You do not look like a beggar.’

‘I’m not … just a little short of funds, that’s all … I’m looking for a job.’

‘In the gutters?’

Shauna shrugged and gave the woman a wry grin.

‘What sort of work?’

‘Anything,’ Shauna said. ‘I’m a hard worker. I’m studying at university, I’ve worked in a bar, as a chambermaid and I can …’ What could she do? ‘I can clean, peel potatoes and I can type … a little.’

‘Ever worked on a yacht?’

Shauna, eyes widening, shook her head. ‘No, but I’m a quick learner.’

‘What is your name?’

‘Shauna O’Brien. I’m from Ireland. County Galway.’

The woman smiled and patted her overflowing basket. ‘I’m Chantelle, I work on the St Helena, I’m the chef on board. One of the crew jumped ship this morning, leaving us short-handed.’ She paused, scrutinising Shauna from head to toe. ‘I like your face, it’s one I can trust.’ She smiled. ‘If you come back with me, I can get you an interview with the boss.’

‘You can?’ Shauna couldn’t believe her luck.

‘That’s all I can do, though; he will have to decide.’ She indicated the basket and the two bags at her feet. ‘I could do with a hand just with the shopping. Viens, we must go.’

Shauna immediately picked the two bags up. ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Maybe the good lord was keeping an eye on her after all. No doubt she had her mother to thank for that.




Chapter 4

Chantelle skipped nimbly back on board, putting down her basket and reaching for the bags Shauna carried. With her heart in her mouth, she handed them over, too dumbstruck to say a word. This wasn’t a yacht; it was a floating palace. Virtually a cruise liner.

‘Allons,’ called Chantelle, nodding towards the gangplank as she skipped up a tiny flight of steps. ‘It’s quite safe.’

Nodding, Shauna stepped forward, still not quite believing that she was boarding a yacht in Port Hercules in Monaco. She couldn’t wait to tell Roxy.

‘Wait here a moment.’

‘OK.’ Her nerves suddenly kicked in as she looked around. On either side of the boat was a set of steps leading to the upper decks. In front of her was a shady seating area with wide white leather seats piped around the edges in smart navy blue, arranged around a low glass table. It was easy to imagine glamorous people assembling here in the early evening, dressed in their finery, sipping at pre-dinner cocktails before disembarking to visit one of the many expensive restaurants on the quayside.

Beyond was a light, airy salon, so huge that she blinked at the sight of it. Sunlight streamed in through the vast windows on either side, illuminating what looked like half a dozen plush sofas interspersed with glossy wooden tables adorned with perfectly placed lamps with heavy bases. How many people could sleep on this boat, she wondered. Who could afford to own a place like this? There were plenty of grand yachts in the harbour, but this was possibly the biggest and most impressive.

Shauna was suddenly seized by nerves. She had no experience of this kind of lifestyle or the people who led it. She was considering bolting for the gangplank and the safety of the quayside before Chantelle returned with the boss, when she heard voices approaching and light steps on the stairway curving away to the right. She straightened, lifting her chin, hoping to make a good impression.

A slim girl appeared, her deep golden tan emphasizing her platinum-blonde hair. She was wearing the tiniest of bikinis that left nothing to the imagination, above the longest, brownest legs Shauna had ever seen. She moved with the natural confidence of someone who had the world at her feet and knew it. Her head was turned, laughing back up at a man who paused on the steps, Shauna could make out a pair of strong, tanned muscular legs, though his torso was just out of sight.

‘Come on, Demetrios. They’ll take forever. Let’s just go now.’

‘Normandie. Always so impatient,’ chided a voice as smooth and rich as molasses. Something in its low-toned timbre brought goosebumps to Shauna’s arms, or maybe it was just standing in the shade after the sunshine.

The girl skipped down the stairs and darted past Shauna without a second glance, her fancy sandals clicking on the wooden planked flooring.

A broad chest revealed by an unbuttoned white linen shirt, loosely tucked into shorts, came into view. Shauna felt her mouth go dry. She’d never been this close to a half-naked man before, and certainly not one as sculpted as this.

Before she could move, he spotted her.

‘Well, what have we here?’ he asked, his hazel eyes dancing with amusement.

‘Er … I’m waiting to see … to see the … the …’ Sweet Mary, why couldn’t she remember the title of the person she was supposed to see.

‘Oh, you are a shy one?’ he teased, an unexpected dimple appearing in the heavily stubbled cheek that outlined a strong jaw. There was no attempt at subtlety as his gaze travelled down her body. At the sight of the sinfully suggestive smile curving his broad mouth, Shauna felt a blush staining her cheek. There was something so blatantly sexual about the man, it made her feel immature and foolish.

‘Ah, sir. Sorry about this.’ A young man in uniform, slightly out of breath, appeared beside her. ‘We’re interviewing replacements for the girl that left this morning.’

‘Well, this one is an improvement already.’ The man’s mouth quirked at one side, his eyes roving over her face. ‘She is here and on time, unlike her predecessor.’

Before Shauna had a chance to process this she was being ushered below deck to a large windowless galley kitchen where Chantelle was busy preparing a salad.

‘Take a seat,’ said Chantelle, opening an enormous fridge that was packed to the gunnels with food.

The man slipped into the seat opposite. ‘Hello, Shauna, welcome aboard the St Helena. I’m Jeremy Prior, the purser. Chantelle tells me you’re looking for work. What can you do?’

Shauna repeated what she’d told Chantelle earlier.

‘We’re looking for someone who can work in the galley, make up beds, clean bathrooms, serve food – a bit of everything, in other words. It’s got to be someone who isn’t afraid of hard work, who is polite and efficient, and will look after the guests on board. You’ll also need to adapt quickly to handle young Demetrios.’ He laughed. ‘I saw your face upstairs. He’s got an eye for the girls, and he’s not afraid to show it, but he wouldn’t go any further.’ He looked at Shauna directly. ‘We’ve got rules about that sort of thing.’

Shauna nodded, all the while wondering what happened to girls who broke ‘the rules’.

‘Think you’re interested? It’s hard work, but the Theodosis family are good employers.’

‘They’re positive angels, compared to some,’ said Chantelle, bringing over a plate of sandwiches and putting it on the table. She pushed the plate towards Shauna. ‘Here, you look like you could use one.’

‘Thank you.’ Shauna shot her a grateful smile. The sliced baguette filled with chicken and salad was a lot more appealing than the squashed fruit in her bag.

‘Got any questions?’ asked Jeremy.

Chantelle rolled her eyes. ‘The pay, Jeremy.’

‘Ah, yes.’ He named a figure that seemed depressingly low. It would just about cover her rent, but she wouldn’t be able to eat as well.

‘And is food included?’ She nodded towards the plate of sandwiches.

‘Oh, yes, full board and lodgings. Although you might want to see the cabin before you decide, if you’ve not been on board a yacht before.’

‘Board and lodgings?’ Shauna frowned and then immediately felt silly for not realizing that the job would entail living on board the boat. ‘I thought …’ She laughed at herself. ‘I thought you were just looking for a maid or something while you were in port. Someone who’d come each day.’

Both Jeremy and Chantelle laughed. ‘No, you sell your soul when you join the crew,’ said Chantelle. ‘It’s not for everyone. But I think you’ll fit in.’

‘How long would you want me for? I have to go back to university in mid-September.’

‘No problem. We’ll be heading across to Corsica in a few days’ time, then cutting across to Italy and the Amalfi Coast and then down and around Southern Italy and on to Greece. Would you be able to make your way home from there?’

‘It sounds great, but I …’ She couldn’t abandon Roxy. They’d come out here together, though since meeting Thierry in a nightclub on their first night in Monaco, Roxy seemed to want to spend every minute she could with him.

‘You don’t get seasick, do you?’ asked Chantelle suddenly.

Shauna laughed. ‘No, I’ve crossed the Irish Sea dozens of times. I have very good sea legs.’ She thought of Roxy again and wondered whether she might want to come back with her and see if there was any chance they’d take them both.

‘Can I … can I let you know in the morning?’

Shauna arrived back at their hostel slightly shell-shocked from her visit to the St Helena and still trying to make up her mind as to what she should do. By the time she’d climbed the final flight of stairs, she’d decided to turn the job down. But when she opened the door, Roxy was stuffing her clothes into her rucksack while Thierry looked on. Her face lit up in excitement when she saw Shauna.

‘Shauna, Thierry has saved our lives!’

Shauna looked at Thierry. He was middle-aged, craggily handsome with salt-and-pepper hair and tanned skin that spoke of years in the Mediterranean sun. Shauna realized she didn’t know anything about this man that Roxy seemed so taken with, and she wasn’t sure she shared her friend’s enthusiasm.

Roxy continued, her words an excited babble: ‘Thierry owns a house in the South of France, he’s an artist and he’s friends with all sorts of people – designers like Jean Paul Gaultier and John Galliano, I could really learn a lot from them. Thierry says we can both go, it’s really near the beach and we wouldn’t have to pay …’

Thierry and Shauna eyed each other.

‘That’s right, isn’t it, Thierry? Me and Shauna come as a pair, we’re completely inseparable.’

‘Oui.’ Thierry shrugged, but didn’t smile. ‘You may come along, if you wish?’

Shauna could sense that Thierry would much prefer that she didn’t come.

‘Look,’ Shauna blurted, ‘I’ve just been offered a job on a yacht. I was going to turn it down because I didn’t want to abandon you. But now it seems … well, it would be for the best.’ She flashed them a smile. ‘Three’s a crowd, and all that.’

‘Shauna, you’re not a gooseberry.’ Roxy dropped the clothes she was stuffing into her bag and rushed to embrace her friend. ‘This could work out brilliantly for both of us. Where is this yacht going?’

Shauna told her that they’d be dropping her off in Greece at the end of August. Roxy clapped her hands. ‘That’s perfect!’ I’ll come and meet you in Greece; that way we can have a couple of weeks together before we have to go home! Oh, Shauna, going on a yacht sounds so glamorous.’

‘I’ll be mopping the decks and cleaning bathrooms,’ Shauna said, hugging Roxy back. ‘But I’ll miss you.’ Suddenly feeling anxious, she leaned in close and whispered, ‘Are you sure about Thierry? We don’t know anything about this guy.’

‘Don’t worry, he’s a pussycat,’ Roxy whispered back. ‘And who knows who else I might meet? It’s who you know in the fashion world.’

Shauna felt a tightening in her tummy. What if something went wrong and she ended up stranded, without Roxy?

Roxy saw the look that passed across her friend’s face. ‘Hey, none of that. This is what we both wanted: an adventure, right?’

‘It’s bijou,’ said Chantelle with a laugh later that afternoon when she was back at the St Helena, opening the door to a tiny cabin with barely room for a bunk bed. ‘But you have got an en suite. You’ll be sharing with Freya, she’s one of the engineers, so she’s on the bridge most of the time. She’s nice. Earthy Scandinavian, with a good sense of humour, but don’t play poker with her whatever you do; she’ll take you to the cleaners.’

Shauna nodded, trying to take in the information and gazing around the cramped cabin that was to be her home for the next eight weeks.

‘Tell me about the people who own the boat.’

‘The family’s in shipping.’ Chantelle shrugged. ‘They’re incredibly wealthy. Demetrios Theodosis is the eldest son, and his father wants him to take over the business.’

‘He seems a bit of a playboy.’ Shauna felt herself blushing again as she remembered the flirtatious way Demetrios had looked at her.

‘He’s a red-blooded male, that’s for sure, and he’s a bit torn – wants to please his family, but wants to have a good time, too. He’s still only in his late twenties.’

Shauna thought about Normandie, the glamorous woman in the skimpy bikini who had been with Demetrios. ‘Who is the girl he is with?’

‘Normandie Chappelle? You obviously don’t read the glossy gossip mags! She’s a French model, already been linked to Jack Nicholson and Sting. She’s got everything, and now she’s got Demetrios wrapped around her little finger.’

Shauna felt her heart sink, and was surprised by the feeling. She told herself to stop being ridiculous. She might as well be invisible in this world. Demetrios was way out of her league, and she was just a glorified chambermaid. She could look, but that was all she’d ever be able to do.




Chapter 5

‘Shauna, when you’ve finished those, can you take a couple down to the master cabin?’ said Gordana, the St Helena’s housekeeper. According to Chantelle, she knew everything that went on aboard the yacht, from who was sleeping with who, to the guests’ medical conditions – whether they wanted them known or not.

Shauna nodded and pulled the last of the warm towels from the tumble dryer, folding each of the soft, plump bath sheets into a neat stack. She couldn’t wait to trade the hot stuffy confines of the laundry in the bowels of the yacht for the glamour of the upper decks.

Their trip to Corsica had been cancelled, so they’d spent the week in Port Hercules. Shauna didn’t mind as it gave her a chance to get to know her way around the St Helena. As a member of the housekeeping crew, she was also mastering the art of being invisible so far as the well-heeled guests were concerned. Jeremy had drilled into her that staff should be discreet when slipping in and out of rooms to carry out the necessary tidying, cleaning and changing.

Some of their guests had departed, including the exquisite Normandie. Shauna had not seen much of her and Demetrius, though she had been given the task of tidying up the master bedroom suite one morning. Try as she might to maintain a professional distance, it was impossible not to let her mind run riot when she picked up the Chanel silk camisole and knickers thrown carelessly across the bed. Shauna could imagine the fevered passion, Demetrios’s hands lifting the camisole over Normandie’s head as his lips travelled across her body …

She tutted at herself. The sun has gone to your head, Shauna O’Brien.

Scurrying up the stairs, she arrived on the upper deck and, without thinking, pushed open the door to the master suite.

‘Oh … I’m sorry.’ Like an idiot she stood in the open doorway gaping at Demetrios, who was just buttoning up his shirt. His hair was damp, as if he’d recently showered. Of course, it was. Hence the request for fresh towels.

‘No problem.’ He carried on buttoning his shirt. ‘Go ahead.’

She scurried into the bathroom, her cheeks flaming. Gosh, he must think she was a complete idiot. Quickly, she unfolded one towel onto the rails, placed a couple more on the shelves and scooped up the damp one hanging on the back of the door.

She darted out of the bathroom, hoping to escape without having to speak to him. She hadn’t seen him since the day she’d arrived, but it hadn’t stopped her wondering if he was as good-looking and self-assured as she remembered. Her memory had served her well. He was extremely good-looking and very sure of himself.

‘So, you’re still here,’ he said, before she had taken a pace across the room.

Something about his tone triggered a sharp response that was out of her mouth before she could stop herself: ‘Is there any reason why I shouldn’t be?’

He grinned. ‘Catering to every whim of a bunch of rich assholes isn’t everyone’s idea of a great job.’

Shauna felt he was testing her in some way. ‘I haven’t met anyone who’s an asshole on this ship.’

Demetrios grinned. ‘Yet. There’s still plenty of time until we finish our voyage.’

‘Anyway, they haven’t sacked me yet. Unless you decide that you don’t like the way I folded your towels.’ Again, she’d surprised herself, but there was something about the way he challenged her with his smug self-assurance that brought out her feisty side.

‘I’m sure they’ll be perfect. Although that talent is probably somewhat wasted if you’re going to be an accountant.’

‘How do you know about that?’ Shauna was puzzled.

‘I make it my business to know about everyone who comes on board my yacht. We don’t let just anyone work for us, you know.’

Shauna noted again his rich voice, his Greek accent tinged with something else, an American twang perhaps. She felt slightly disconcerted as he took a step closer.

‘I even know your name.’ He was inches away from her now and she could see his hazel eyes more closely; they almost seemed to be flecked with gold. She caught a waft of citrus and sandalwood. ‘Shauna O’Brien.’

Shauna thought her name had never sounded so glamorous or sensuous as when he said it, and wished she looked the way it sounded rather than standing there clumsily in her staff uniform of white vest and navy shorts. He reached towards her, and for a moment Shauna thought he was going to touch her face, but instead, he took the last clean towel from her and rubbed his hair with it. He sauntered over to the mirror, dropped the towel and pushed his hands through his hair, regarding himself in the large mirror. Shauna caught her own reflection standing behind him; she was horrified to see she appeared to be gawping.

‘How good are you with numbers, Shauna?’

‘Pretty good,’ she answered without hesitation. Her father had taught her there was no point in false modesty.

‘Good. You can help me sometime, Shauna O’Brien. It’s not all play for me, despite what you might think.’ When he said this, there was a seriousness to him that Shauna hadn’t noticed before. She wondered what sort of help it was he wanted. ‘I will call for you tomorrow.’

The following morning was a busy one, they would be leaving Monaco soon and Jeremy wanted the yacht shipshape for the onward leg, but he was pleased with the work the crew had done and gave them all the afternoon off.

‘So, have you any plans for the rest of the day?’ asked Chantelle, slipping onto the bench beside her as Shauna kicked off her deck shoes and sipped at a Pepsi.

Shauna shook her head. ‘I might just explore a bit more of the old town. I love the buildings up there.’ And she still hoped for a glimpse of the princess. Only yesterday, two of the other crew members had come back from an outing and said they’d seen the royal couple leaving the palace in a limousine. Princess Grace had waved from the window at the tourists gathered outside.

‘I’m going to nip down to the coast, visit some old friends who are staying at Port de Cap D’Ail. Make the most of my free time. Shame Demetrios is on board, otherwise I’d be spending this afternoon lapping up rays on the sun deck.’

‘Are we allowed to do that?’ Shauna’s eyes brightened at the prospect; that would be heavenly. Despite her typically Irish white skin and red hair, she could get a tan if she was careful.

‘Only when there’s no one on board. If you know he’s on shore and not likely to come back for a couple of hours, it’s fine.’ Chantelle laid her fork down and called across the table. ‘Jeremy, do you have any idea of Demetrios’s movements today and tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow he’s booked a driver to pick him up at ten and bring him back at three. I believe he has meetings at the casino and lunch with someone. In the evening, there’s another car booked to take him to …’ Jeremy paused, his eyes gleaming, ‘… the Grimaldi palace. Some party there.’

Shauna sat transfixed by the news. Demetrios was going to a party at the palace. Did he know the princess? Had he met her before? Was she as lovely as she looked?

‘He knows how to enjoy himself,’ said Eric, who was sitting further down the table, helping himself to more French bread. ‘When we were in Naples last year, we had a party on board and Dudley Moore and Liza Minelli came.’

‘And Kathleen Turner, Jerry Bruckheimer and Michael Mann,’ chipped in his girlfriend, Rebecca.

‘That was some party,’ said Jeremy. ‘We almost ran out of champagne.’

With widening eyes, Shauna listened to the tales of famous names, people she couldn’t imagine ever meeting.

The afternoon found her creeping up to the top deck with a couple of She magazines left behind in one of the guest cabins and a borrowed striped towel that co-ordinated with the sunshine yellow of the cushions on the sun loungers. She also had a tumbler full of ice, a couple of candy-striped straws and a can of Coca-Cola, which seemed the height of luxury.

Even though she’d taken the precaution of checking with Jeremy that it was OK to come up here and made sure that she had the boat to herself, with the exception of the skeleton crew of two who were doing maintenance work on the engines, she moved quickly and stealthily, unable to shake the feeling she really shouldn’t be doing this.
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