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    Catherine had not seen Declan for ten years, not since her accident. Blaming himself for her injuries, he had gone away to New Zealand and married in haste. Eventually, he had returned to England with his little son, but without his wife. Now Declan's parents had invited Catherine to their Ruby Wedding celebrations and she knew that Declan would be there. She couldn't hide her scars from the world for ever, but did she have the courage to face him again?




    

      


    


  




  

    Chapter One




    The long, weary journey began. She was climbing up a spiralling staircase in an ancient tower, each stone step worn by the passing of countless generations of feet. Stumbling on and on she went, up and up,  until she reached the top.




    It was dark and cold, and she was so tired. As she turned the final corner, a glimmer of light revealed a narrow opening in the thickness of the wall. She climbed on to the ledge, hesitated, then stepped off into nothingness.




    Then came the fall — the drop to the ground far below, falling in slow motion, the earth rising to meet her. She landed with a thud, lay there for a few seconds. Then the force drove her to her feet and she walked back to the foot of the stairs. The cycle began again … and again … and again.




    Catherine Marshall woke with a start. She straightened up in bed, her heart thudding against her ribs, her body coated in a sheen of perspiration. Her hands trembled as she covered her face and tried to control her ragged gasps for breath.




    ‘Not again. Please, not again.’ She whispered the entreaty to the silent darkness of the room. The nightmare came less frequently than in past years but it still had the power to frighten her, exhaust her, as it did when it first began all those years ago.




    At this time of the morning, in the silence of the Sussex countryside, as the creatures of the night settled down and those of the day began to stir, she felt most alone.




    Just when she least expected it, the nightmare returned to continue its torment, refusing release, so she knew she would never be free of the demons.




    Why had the nightmare returned now? A frown creased the smoothness of her brow, and she snuggled back down under the duvet, pushing some long blonde hair back from her face.




    Perhaps yesterday's trip to town had triggered the nightmare? Sending off a birthday card and gift to Maureen O'Connor in Ireland had no doubt sparked her subconscious and dredged up memories of the past … memories she wanted to banish.




    Catherine turned on her side and looked at the inky blackness giving way to the first signs of dawn through her bedroom window. Enough, she told herself. Ten years was long enough.




    It was past time she did something to break out of the prison she had allowed to incarcerate her for ten long years. Somehow … somehow she would find the courage to start the ball rolling. Today was the day she would begin to face her demons. Today was the day she would make plans to stop running away.




    It was raining when the plane landed at Dublin Airport. The soft, gentle rain that fell frequently and brought life to the lush, Irish turf.




    Declan O'Connor stood in the terminal building and looked out into the grey evening as he leaned on a luggage trolley. Wherever he went, he could not escape himself … nor what he had done. He lived with it, every day of his life, and it was eating away at him, destroying him.




    Perhaps coming back here to where it had all begun was the answer. Perhaps here, he could confront the ghosts, lay them to rest — could go on with his life. He rested his forehead against the cold glass, a slight self-mocking smile on his lips. He doubted it. Nothing he had done in the last ten years had eased the burden on his conscience.




    ‘Da.’ A hand tugged insistently at the sleeve of his coat. 'Da.'




    ‘What?’




    Declan regretted the impatient snap in his voice when he saw his son's green eyes, so like his own, heavy with upset. They were both overwrought after the long journey from New Zealand, and his own mind was full of anxieties … and memories he did not want to confront. He bent down to pick up Daniel. At four, the boy was growing heavy.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, relieved when Daniel wound his arms tightly around his neck and yawned. 'Are you tired, son?'




    'Hungry,' he murmured into his  father's cheek.




    'We'll get some food and some sleep.'




    Daniel rubbed his fists over his eyes. 'Da, will we be at the farm soon?' he questioned, wriggling with impatience.




    Declan sighed, set Daniel back on his feet, and looked back out at the rain.




    'Tomorrow.'




    He had intended going straight to the old place … home. The word appeared suddenly in his brain. Now he was here in Ireland, he was reluctant to go on, to face up not only to the past, but to the fuss his return would create.




    Part of him regretted his decision to come back to Co. Wicklow, but he knew there would be no turning back now. He had burned too many bridges already.




    Declan turned the trolley, took Daniel's small hand in his, and headed towards the exit. He shivered when he stepped outside despite the warm clothes he had worn for the change in temperature.




    They took a taxi into the city and booked into a small hotel off O'Connell Street for the night. The food was mediocre, but it was hot and plentiful. Daniel was becoming fractious, and after dinner Declan settled him into bed with more brusqueness than he intended. The boy could not be blamed for his father's ill-humour.




    He kissed Daniel on the forehead and ruffled his dark hair.




    ‘Have you said your prayers?’




    ‘Yes, Da.’




    ‘Goodnight, then.’ Declan smiled, as his son lost the battle to keep his sleepy eyes open.




    ‘Night, Da.’




    Declan lay in his own bed and found he was too tense to sleep. His brain refused to switch off. For a while he listened to Daniel's soft, even breathing, then he crossed the room and opened the bottle of whiskey he had bought for his father.




    He swirled the golden liquid in a glass before he raised it to his lips, but he knew the drink would not mask the dark memories that tormented him in the lonely hours of the night.




    He returned to the bed and propped himself against the headboard. New Zealand had seemed a good place to go. He could not have run much further away — and he had been running, he acknowledged with a self-deprecating grimace. But the distance had not improved his life, nor eased his conscience.




    The carefree, outgoing boy had become withdrawn, lost in the bitterness and guilt of adulthood. And why should his life continue as if nothing had happened? Did he not deserve to be punished? He ran his hand across his forehead. His scars were mental, hidden from prying eyes.




    Anger welled inside him. Anger at the unjustness of life, anger at himself. He poured himself another glass of whiskey. He could never put right what he had done; give back what he had taken away. And so he had run instead.




    He thought of the photograph he kept in the back of his wallet — creased, faded with age. But the face tortured him. He could imagine the brown eyes watching him with accusation and hate. Catherine. He swallowed. His hands clenched to fists. Yes, he had run, but wherever he went the memories followed. At last a weak light began to filter through the curtains. Another sleepless, haunted night had passed. Declan washed and dressed, then roused Daniel, who as usual, had slept the sleep of the innocent, oblivious to his father's anguish.




    After breakfast, Declan took Daniel for a walk in Dublin's Georgian magnificence. They strolled along spacious O'Connell Street until they reached the old Halfpenny Bridge, the iron footway that crossed the River Liffey. He swung Daniel into his arms, and together they gazed into the peat-black waters.




    ‘The river starts in the heart of the Wicklow mountains,’ Declan told him.




    ‘That's where the farm is.’




    ‘Indeed it is.’ Declan let out a sigh. Wicklow, his home county.




    ‘And my granny and grandad will be there.’ Daniel stuck a thumb in his mouth and sucked it. ’Da, why have I never seen them?’




    Declan gently withdrew his son's thumb and kissed his hand.




    ‘We lived a long way apart, Daniel,’ he replied softly. Further apart than mere miles, he allowed, but the boy would not understand, that. He was excited at the prospect of meeting the family he had only heard about and seen in pictures for the first four years of his life.




    Later, as the train took them south, Daniel's enchantment at the adventure and the passing scenery increased. Declan pointed out landmarks, unable to contain a rush of enthusiasm for this country he loved … the land from which he had separated himself for too long.




    They passed through Bray with its much-loved beach, and on through fertile farmland, the sea on one side, the mountains that formed a massive chain forty miles from Dublin to the Wexford foothills on the other. The valleys and gorges, alive with birdsong and tumbling water, were the haunts of his childhood, the mountains mauve with heather, gold with furze, rusty with dried bracken, throughout the year. Now spring was showing herself in the green mantle of new life.




    After Wicklow town, the train turned inland and headed closer to the mountains then down the Avondale Valley. As they came nearer to their destination, Declan grew more morose. When they left the train and took a taxi the last few miles to the farm, Declan stopped the driver at the head of the lane. He needed the time walking the rest of the way to compose himself.




    Their hand luggage was light, the bulk of their possessions having been consigned to the shippers to follow later. Not that there was much to show for his eight years away.




    Daniel bounced excitedly beside him as they began their walk down the verdant valley to the creeper-clad house, but Declan's thoughts were with the rest of his family.




    He knew that his abrupt departure had hurt them. It was one of his deepest regrets. He did not know how his parents would react to his sudden reappearance, or to Daniel's existence. Coming home to rural Ireland with an illegitimate child may not be the heinous crime of days gone by, but …




    He ruffled his son's hair. Yes, he had many regrets, but Daniel was not one of them. Being a father had given him a purpose to his life after a few wild years. His son had kept him sane.




    Leone, Daniel's mother, had been a mistake. His eyes hardened as he thought of the woman who had borne him a son, had rejected both him and the child, and had left them without a backward glance. He looked down at his son with love, unable to comprehend how Leone could have abandoned him.




    They reached the stone bridge that crossed the stream, and as they walked on into the farmyard, a Border Collie barked at their arrival. The dog strained against its long chain, but as Declan spoke softly, the dog quietened.




    He picked Daniel up in his arms and walked round to the parlour door. Through the window, he could see his parents seated over lunch at the ancient pine table. He saw all of his four sisters were there with their children. Today was a fitting day for him to arrive.




    Declan swallowed against the tight knot of nervous apprehension that gripped him, tightened his hold on Daniel and pushed open the door. The hub of laughter and conversation ceased as he stepped inside. All pairs of eyes rested on him and the child in his arms. He looked at his mother and saw the tears forming in her eyes.




    ‘Happy Birthday, Ma,’ he said softly, a catch of emotion in his voice. ‘I'm home.’


  




  

    Chapter Two




    As Catherine eased herself from the bed at the dawn of another bright, chilly Spring morning, she winced at the ever-present pain in her back and hip. The discomfort was worse after the inactivity of the night. Flexing gingerly, she forced her uncooperative muscles and joints to work, slipped her feet into a pair of slippers, pulled on a dressing gown, and went along the corridor of her single-storey cottage to the kitchen.




    The Aga cast a warmth over the room. As the kettle heated on the plate, Catherine looked out of the window. The buildings that ringed the concrete yard of her smallholding were thrown into silhouette by the burgeoning dawn and the ridge of the South Downs that lined the horizon were dark and mysterious in the first light.




    Already there was movement outside. In the paddock beside the barn, she could distinguish the shapes of the Jersey cow and her heifer calf; in anticipation of a saucer of milk, the yard cat sauntered towards the light that spilled from the kitchen window, and in the stillness of the early morning, she could hear stirrings in the chicken house. Any minute the cock would begin to crow.




    Catherine made her tea and sat at the table to sip the scalding liquid, her mind anxious. Her nightmare had returned twice in the three nights since she had resolved to face her demons, disturbing both her sleep and her peace of mind. Not that her mind had been greatly at peace, she allowed with a wry, self-mocking smile.




    Buoyed by her sudden rush of determination, she had written what she now imagined was a confused and embarrassing letter to her GP. She stifled a groan at the thought of it. As yet, there had been no reply, and Catherine expected the man, whom she had never met, probably consigned the letter to the waste paper basket thinking her slightly unbalanced.




    Outside the kitchen window, a blackbird began his song, clear and strident, disturbing her reverie. Other birds joined in, and away in the wood, a tawny owl hooted twice before falling silent.




    With an effort, Catherine pushed aside her thoughts. After washing and brushing her teeth, she pulled on jeans, a sweatshirt and body warmer, and returned to the kitchen. There were chores to be done.




    A stiff breeze greeted her as she opened the back porch door. She set down some milk for the cat, then pulled on her Wellingtons. After she had let out the chickens and ducks, she went for a slow walk around her boundaries to check all was well.




    Celandines made a yellow carpet on the grassy bank by the wood, which would be filled with the colour and scent of bluebells in a few weeks' time.




    Her leg was stiff, her hip and back sore making her limp more pronounced, but she gritted her teeth against the discomfort and headed for the barn.




    It was light now, and she wanted to finish her outside work as soon as possible to allow herself the rest of the time for work in her studio.




    Her trip into town the previous day had been fruitful. She had delivered a van load of goods and taken a healthy batch of new orders from buyers of her pottery. Washed out from the emotions the nightmare aroused, she was thankful she could lose herself in her studio today and not have to see people.




    Catherine opened the side door of the barn that led to the paddock and let in the cow to be milked and fed. The calf complained bitterly as she did every morning at the brief separation from her mother. Catherine rubbed her forehead affectionately and shut the lower half of the door. Then she filled the cow's manager with food, fetched her stool, and eased herself down to milk. Soon, she lost herself in the comforting rhythm.




    ‘Good morning.’




    Catherine was startled by the sudden greeting and looked up to see a man standing in the entrance to the barn. She eased her hand down the cow's flank and eyed the stranger warily.




    ‘I'm sorry,’ the man apologised with a friendly smile. ‘I didn't mean to alarm you.’




    ‘What was it you were wanting?’ Catherine asked, brushing some stray hair back behind her ear.




    The man, aged about forty, Catherine estimated, had prematurely grey hair, a slightly darker moustache, and light blue eyes. He was of medium build, and dressed in jeans and a dark blue jumper. He raised a silver-grey eyebrow, folded his arms across his chest, and came to lean against the rail of the stall beside her.




    ‘My name in Tony Jackson . . . Doctor Tony Jackson.’ He paused for a moment, studying her reaction to his announcement. ‘I'm here about your letter.'




    Catherine swallowed nervously. She liked to be in charge of all aspects of her life, to maintain control of all situations in which she found herself. By responding to her written approach in a way she had not foreseen, Dr Jackson had effectively moved the goal posts. Now she was flustered. She turned her face into the cow's warm side and continued to milk, giving herself much needed time to compose her wayward nerves.




    Taking only enough milk for herself and leaving the rest for the calf, Catherine moved the bucket aside and eased herself to her feet, conscious that Dr Jackson watched her every move.




    Why had he turned up like this? Why couldn't he have just written back?




    If only she hadn't sent that wretched letter in the first place. The thoughts flickered through her mind as she waited for a moment to ease the ache before she tried to move.




    Over the years, she had learned how to hide and minimise her limp, and now she walked slowly to open the door and allow the cow back to the pasture to re-join her restless calf.




    Unable to postpone acknowledging his presence any longer, Catherine turned to face Dr Jackson with reluctance.




    ‘I didn't expect this.’




    ‘I had some free time,’ he explained. ‘It seemed a good opportunity to come and see you.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘I figured the less time you had to think about sending the letter … and regret it,’ he added with disturbing perceptiveness, ‘the better. And I thought you would prefer home ground.’




    Catherine watched him in silence, anxiety growing inside her. She was wary, unwilling to lower her guard.




    ‘You intrigue me.’




    ‘I do?’ Her brows rose in surprise. ‘Why?’




    He smiled that friendly smile once more. ‘A cup of tea would be nice.’




    ‘I'm sorry.’ Catherine flushed at her rudeness, but his sudden arrival had disturbed her. ‘Will you come to the cottage?’




    ‘Thank you.’




    As they walked across the yard, she was conscious of her ungainly gait, and knew that he noticed. She deposited her Wellingtons outside the back door and invited him into the kitchen to sit at the table.
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