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It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE




Chapter 1
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BALLYGRACE, OCTOBER 1965

 



Tara opened the bedroom curtains of the big bay window. After looking at the grey October sky for a few moments, she let her gaze wander down into the garden of Ballygrace House. Everything was still and calm this morning, but the evidence of the previous weekend’s storm was obvious.

She had spoken to her father on the phone several times before she and William, her young brother-in-law, had set off from Stockport for the boat journey to Ireland yesterday morning. William was on half-term from school in London, and Tara was taking a long overdue week off from running her small hotel.

‘The worst of the weather is over now,’ her father had informed her in the last call, ‘so ye should have a reasonable journey across. Now, don’t be drivin’ too fast through Wales, and take it easy on those oul’ winding roads down from Dublin. They’re not like the English roads; they can be greasy and treacherous at this time of the year. And make sure you have your spare tyre well pumped up.’

Tara had raised her eyes to the heavens and listened patiently to her father’s advice about cars and driving and roads - which Shay Flynn actually knew nothing about. But she listened because she knew he meant well, that he was trying to advise her in the way that Gabriel, her husband, would have done. But Gabriel had been dead for over three years now, and although she still missed him every single day, Tara had learned to look out for herself when it came to practical matters.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll be careful,’ she had said.

She looked down now at the bigger fallen branches that Shay had dragged into a damp pile, where they were waiting until they had dried sufficiently to be sawed into manageable logs. Then, they  would be carried in a wheelbarrow into one of the outbuildings to dry out completely, and used later for fuel on the house fires.

Her gaze moved further back to the fence which bordered the garden, and the field behind where two lively children’s ponies had once run. One for Gabriel and one for his sister, Madeleine.

But that was a long time ago. The field was now let to a neighbouring farmer for grazing sheep. As far as Tara could see, the once-sturdy fence had been damaged by the high winds in at least two places. The elderly farmer had obviously done a patch-up job on the fence with branches and bits of wood, but it would have to be done properly.

Tara would have to organise somebody to do the work, and she would have to do it today, otherwise her father would be doing it himself. If it hadn’t been for the constant rain over the last few days, he would have been out to start on the job already.

No matter how many times Tara told him to get a local handyman in to do any extra work - or to give him a hand - Shay always ended up doing the job by himself or with Mick, his brother. But the fact was, they were getting too old for heavy work. Both men were now in their sixties, and while Tara’s uncle Mick was prepared to listen to his wife, Kitty, about what he was still capable of doing - or not - her father certainly wasn’t. Tara’s stepmother, Tessie, could warn him until she was blue in the face, but it made no difference.

Tara stared out of the window for a few minutes, a thoughtful look on her face, then she walked back across the bedroom to put her warm velvet dressing-gown over her pyjamas, and went downstairs.

As she laid the kitchen table for breakfast, Tara heard a noise from upstairs. She smiled. It was a sure sign that William Fitzgerald was growing up, when she was awake and moving before him in the mornings.

When he was younger - on their trips over to Ireland or when William came to Stockport - he would have been waiting for her and Gabriel in the kitchen or dining-room. But he was now exhibiting all the traits of a normal, growing teenager - eating more and sleeping longer.

The first thing Tara had done when she came downstairs was switch on the radio, then rake out the range and get it fired up again. Ella Keating, the local woman who helped out in Ballygrace House, had set the fires in the other rooms, ready to be lit, and she had left  bacon, sausages and black-and-white pudding in the fridge. Ella had also offered to come and cook the breakfast, but Tara had told her not to rush up early every morning. It was good for her and William to do things for themselves. She heated up a griddle pan and started cooking.

In truth, although she was grateful for help around the big, old rambling house, Tara was happy to have some time there on her own. She often sat in the cosy kitchen, remembering the days and nights she and Gabriel had spent in the house during their short marriage, and her mind would wander further back, to when she came to Ballygrace House as a young girl and Madeleine Fitzgerald’s best friend.

The sausages, bacon and pudding were soon cooked, and she put them in a dish to keep warm in the oven.

‘Something smells good,’ William said, coming into the warm kitchen. He ran his hand over a clump of dark hair that was sticking up at the back of his head.

As Tara turned to look at him, she was suddenly startled to noticed he was wearing Gabriel’s old blue tartan dressing-gown. Why she should have been surprised she didn’t really know, because she had loaned it to William the last time he was here and it must have remained hanging in the spare room wardrobe.

Flustered, she went back to the slices of soda bread that were now frying in the pan alongside two eggs. ‘There’s tea in the pot,’ she told him, ‘or orange juice in the white jug.’

‘Great,’ William said, reaching first for a small glass and then to the centre of the round table for the jug of juice. After pouring his drink, he lifted the white paper napkin that was at his place and spread it over his lap. ‘These are useful things, Tara,’ he said, running his hands across the square of stiff tissue. ‘I suppose you can just throw them away after using them. My mother still has the old-fashioned kind that have to go to the laundry every week to be washed and starched.’

Tara turned the eggs in the pan, then glanced over her shoulder at him. ‘We have lots of linen napkins, too,’ she told him, ‘but it’s easier to use the disposable ones when there’s only the two of us here.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘It’s the same as us eating in the kitchen; it’s easier than waiting for the fire in the dining-room to warm the place up and then having to carry all the food through.’

‘I think it’s nicer eating in here,’ William told her. ‘It’s more cosy and relaxed. We always eat in the dining-room at home - breakfast, lunch and dinner.’ He looked around the kitchen now. ‘Being here feels like being on holiday.’

‘I’m glad you enjoy it,’ Tara said, smiling warmly at him. ‘I love coming back to Ballygrace House, too, and it’s lovely having company.’ She stopped. ‘But you’re lucky that you have such a nice stepfather. Harry is very good at going to rugby and cricket matches with you, and taking you and your mother out for drives or up to the West End for the theatre and that kind of thing.’ She checked that the eggs and bread were fully cooked, then moved the frying pan to the edge of the range, away from the strongest heat.

‘Oh, Harry is very good to me,’ William quickly agreed. He took a drink of his orange juice. ‘It’s just that everything is more relaxing here in Ireland . . . I don’t have to think about schoolwork or anything like that.’

Tara was glad now that she had offered to bring the boy with her. It killed two birds with one stone, giving her the chance to check on Ballygrace House and see William at the same time. The only drawback was the time of year, with the late October mornings and evenings becoming darker and longer. It was not the best time to have a holiday. But, Tara wryly told herself, beggars can’t be choosers. She had to take the time off from the hotel when it was convenient for the business and not for her own personal life. She knew when she bought the Cale Green Hotel in Stockport that she would have to commit all her time to it for the first few years.

‘I can’t promise anything very exciting this week,’ Tara said now, as she lifted the dish from the oven, and began dividing the sausages, bacon and black-and-white pudding between two plates. ‘I’ve got to do a few jobs around the house, and have to organize work to be done outside before the winter sets in.’

‘I was looking out of the upstairs hall window earlier, and I noticed that the fence at the back of the garden is broken.’ William started to laugh. ‘Could you imagine what would happen if all the sheep escaped from the field?’

Tara felt a sudden stab of annoyance. It was the sort of thing she dreaded might actually happen.

‘They would demolish the whole garden!’ William went on, with a childish gleefulness. He shook his head. ‘I can just picture Shay  running about and swearing his head off as he tried to herd them back into the field.’

‘I’m afraid I don’t find that very funny, William,’ Tara said, a touch snappily. ‘It just adds to the list of things I need to have done around the house.’ Then, seeing the chastened look on the boy’s face, she softened her tone. ‘With the hotel and everything, I feel as if I’m neglecting Ballygrace House. I’ll have to try to get as much done as I can this week. Next year I’ll try to spend a bit more time here.’

‘Maybe I could help you with some jobs?’ William ventured. ‘Last time I helped Shay mend the door of the turf-shed.’

Tara slid the eggs and fried bread on to the plates. ‘That’s kind of you, William, but there’s been quite a bit of storm damage around the house. I’m going to have get proper workmen in.’

William raised his eyebrows and smiled. ‘Shay won’t like that.’

‘I don’t think it’s fair to leave all the work to him,’ she said, trying not to sound irritated again, ‘and I’m going to have a chat with him about it later today.’

Jim Reeves was singing ‘I Love You Because’ on the radio, and Tara hummed along to it as she brought the hot plates to the table. ‘Do you like this song?’ she said, trying to move to a more light-hearted subject.

‘Not really, but my mother does,’ William said. ‘Harry bought the record for her last birthday. Do you like it?’

Tara put a plate down in front of William and one at her own place. ‘I suppose I do,’ she said, ‘I’ve never really thought about it.’

William lifted his knife and fork and started to cut up a sausage. ‘What’s your favourite group?’ he chattered. ‘I think I like Herman’s Hermits and the Beatles the best.’ He suddenly laughed. ‘I suppose you like the Bachelors because they’re Irish?’

Tara’s shook her head and laughed, too. ‘To be honest,’ she told him, ‘I haven’t got a clue about music at the moment. I’m a bit out of date compared to a teenager like you. Sometimes I hear a song and I like it, but I don’t know who sings it, and then I get the groups all mixed up.’ She reached for the teapot and poured herself a cup, then poured William one, too.

‘Don’t you listen to the radio?’ he asked incredulously. ‘Or watch  Top of the Pops on television?’ He popped a piece of sausage into his mouth, then pierced the yolk of his egg with his fork.

‘I’m so busy at work that I never have the radio on, and when I’m  at home I’m usually in the dining-room catching up on the hotel accounts, or occasionally reading or playing the piano.’ She gave a little sigh. ‘I never really get the chance to watch television, either. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Top of the Pops, although I have heard about it.’

‘You are very out of date, Tara,’ William told her with a grin. ‘You’ll have to get more with it or you’re going to be left behind with all the oldies like my mother and Harry - or even Shay!’ He was giggling now, so much so that he almost choked on his mouthful of food, and tears started streaming down his cheeks.

‘I didn’t think I was that funny,’ Tara said, rolling her eyes and laughing with him in spite of herself. ‘I suppose I’m going to have to get you to bring me up to date. The next time you’re in Stockport or I’m down in London, we’ll sit down together and watch this Top of the Pops.’

William nodded, wiping his damp eyes with his napkin. ‘Have you ever thought of getting a television here, Tara?’ he asked now.

She shook her head. ‘There would be no point,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t have the time to watch it. Sure, I hardly have the time to read the newspaper when I’m here.’

‘Shay was delighted when he got it in last year, wasn’t he?’ William said. ‘He said it was about time everyone in Ireland came out of the Dark Ages and got the telly.’ He took a bite of soda bread and chewed it thoughtfully. ‘I remember him saying that Ballygrace was in a better spot for the BBC than Tullamore, and that you should get a television here as you’d get a great reception.’

Tara shook her head. ‘If I paid heed to every suggestion that my father made,’ she told him now, ‘I’d be running around like a headless chicken.’

Another song came on the radio and William said, ‘Now, Tara, that group is called the Kinks and the song is called “You Really Got Me” ’.

‘OK,’ Tara said. ‘Let’s stop chattering now and get on with eating our breakfast while we’re listening to it.’ She lifted her teacup and took a sip from it, glad of the excuse to have a few minutes’ peace from her young brother-in-law’s entertaining - but constant - chatter.

Later, as they were clearing the table, William suddenly stopped in his tracks, pointed at the huge kitchen dresser and yelled, ‘A mouse! A mouse has just run under the cupboard!’

Tara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She’d have to go out today and buy new mousetraps and poison, otherwise Ballygrace House would soon be completely over-run. She wasn’t one of those women who screamed and ran at the sight of a mouse - it was part and parcel of living in the country.

But it was another thing to feel guilty about. She knew she was neglecting the beautiful old house that she loved. And it was one more thing to add to her ever-growing list.




Chapter 2
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STOCKPORT, LATE NOVEMBER

 



 



Tara looked in her wardrobe, trying to decide what was appropriate to wear to the opening of a new boutique. She had already had Bridget on the phone that morning asking the same thing. They, along with Tara’s half-sister, Angela, had received invitations to the launch of Mersey Style in Princess Street in Stockport. The owner, Liz, was a business aquaintance of Tara’s friend, Kate Thornley.

‘It’s all right for Kate and Angela,’ Bridget had said, sounding harassed. ‘They’re both up to date with all the latest fads and fashions. They’ll be all dressed up to the nines in their short skirts, bell-bottoms and dangly earrings. What on earth are we going to wear?’

Tara had burst out laughing. ‘Well, whatever they wear, they can’t wear the skirts and trousers at the same time! And you make us sound like a pair of ancient lost causes, Bridget Roberts. Surely we’re not that bad?’

If it had been anyone else, she might have taken offence, but Bridget was Tara’s oldest and most trusted friend. Together they had fled from Ballygrace in Ireland when they were only eighteen. They had both overcome personal difficulties and worked hard for their now successful lives, and a strong bond remained between them.

Bridget seemed to realise that she’d put her foot in it, as usual. ‘I’m not saying you don’t dress up to date, Tara,’ she rushed on. ‘It’s  just that you dress very professionally for work most of the time, and the majority of my clothes are for cooking and cleaning or going to school concerts.’ She was sounding breathless now. ‘This is going to be a really trendy do - it has to be with George Best opening it - and all the top fashion people in Stockport will be there. I can’t believe we’re going to see George Best. Even though he has that untidy long hair, he’s absolutely gorgeous!’ She gave a little dreamy sigh. ‘Don’t you think he’s lovely, Tara?’

Tara laughed. ‘Of course I do. He’s one of those types that all the women like, whatever age we are. We needn’t expect him to notice  us, though; he’ll probably be there with one of his gorgeous model girlfriends.’

‘I was lying in bed last night thinking about it,’ Bridget went on. ‘I’m really delighted that Kate asked me but I’m a bit nervous at the same time . . . I don’t know if I’ll fit in with all those fashionable types.’

‘You’ll be grand,’ Tara said, her voice light and encouraging. ‘What about that nice black tunic with the red chiffon blouse you wore to the Grosvenor a few weeks ago? It looked lovely with those long black beads and earrings, and your black boots.’

‘D’you think so?’ Bridget’s voice sounded hopeful.

‘Definitely,’ Tara told her. She knew that Bridget’s confidence fluctuated. ‘I’ve seen a few younger girls wearing that sort of thing at the minute, but it’s flattering for our age group as well.’

‘I’ll go and check if I need to iron the blouse now,’ Bridget said, ‘because it’ll be a bit of a rush for me after I get the lodgers fed and the kids ready for bed. Did Angela tell you that she’s coming down to give me a hand tonight before we go out?’

‘She did,’ Tara replied. ‘And she said she was bringing her outfit with her to change into at your house. Kate is calling for me at around half past seven, and then we’ll be down to pick up you and Angela.’

‘I’d better get my skates on, so,’ Bridget said, ‘or I’ll be running late as usual.’

Tara didn’t feel quite so hopeful herself now as she searched through her neatly arranged wardrobe. Fashions had changed a lot recently, and the women’s magazines that she occasionally flicked through told her that she hadn’t been keeping up.

Angela, who worked in the Cale Green Hotel and also lived in Tara’s house, had called in for a few minutes before going down to  help Bridget with the evening meal in the lodging house.

They had chatted about the boutique opening and then Angela had shown Tara the outfit she had planned to wear: a short, white, belted skirt with a multi-coloured, Bri-nylon stretch top, and patterned stockings with white boots.

‘My goodness!’ Tara said. ‘You’ve certainly gone for the new styles.’

Angela had tilted her blonde head to the side in a thoughtful manner. ‘Wouldn’t you think of buying something like that, Tara?’ she said. ‘You have the figure for it.’

‘It’s gorgeous on you, Angela,’ Tara told her honestly, ‘but too young for me.’

Angela raised her eyebrows. ‘You can wear anything. You don’t look much older than me, and your hair and figure are fantastic.’

Tara laughed and turned away. ‘Oh, I think I’d be better with something tried and tested, although you never know - I might go mad and buy a few things at the opening tonight.’

Tara lifted out a brown trouser suit now, held it up for a few moments with a cream blouse then put it back on the rack. It was too stiff and official-looking - as Bridget had said. Then, she lifted out a long green evening dress with bishop-style sleeves that she’d bought for a dinner-dance the previous Christmas. She quickly dismissed it as too fussy and formal for the occasion. She picked out a few more outfits before eventually settling on a gold, unfitted shift dress with cutaway armholes and a bronze sequin decoration on the high neck. It would be warm enough on its own as it was made in a fine woollen material. The hem stopped a couple of inches above her knee, and although it wasn’t as short as some of the newer outfits, it was as short as Tara was prepared to go. She held it up to herself in front of the mirror and was reminded that she had bought it because the colours complemented her Titian hair. It will do, she told herself. People would be wearing all sorts of outfits and it would be silly to waste more time agonizing over it. Besides, the idea of the boutique launch was to show off all the latest styles and encourage people to buy them. She would enjoy looking at everything and everyone, and discussing it all with her friends.

Tara looked at her watch now and gave a little gasp. She had three-quarters of an hour to bath, dress and put her make-up on before Kate Thornley was due to pick her up.

Tara came hurrying down the stairs, her black bag with the long gold chain handle in one hand and her warm black coat over her arm. She came out of the front door, then stopped in her tracks when she saw that it wasn’t Kate’s familiar Beetle that was waiting for her. Instead, a sleek, maroon Jaguar was idling outside the gate.

It was Frank Kennedy, the only serious boyfriend that Tara had had before marrying Gabriel. The boyfriend who had deceived her into thinking he was a single man when he was in fact married with a family back in Ireland. He had explained he had been long separated at the time and waiting on a divorce - and had done everything he could to make it up to Tara - but she had been unable to forgive him. The wound he had inflicted had cut deep.

But that was all water under the bridge now, and the successful businessman had been courting Kate Thornley for the last couple of years. Tara wasn’t entirely comfortable with the situation, but she had grown used to it. She would have preferred to have no contact with him, but inevitably their paths occasionally crossed.

Tara stopped for a few moments to put on her coat, then took a deep breath and walked out to the car.

Frank’s dark head bent forward as he stretched across to open the front passenger door for her. ‘Kate had to rush down to give them a hand doing the window in the shop,’ he explained, ‘so she rang me and asked me to pick up you, Bridget and Angela.’

Tara sank into the car’s soft leather upholstery, immediately aware of the subtly expensive smell of Frank’s cologne. And without looking at him, she knew he would be dressed exactly right for the smart-casual occasion. ‘If I’d known,’ she said a touch sharply, ‘I could have driven the girls down in my own car.’

‘Not at all,’ Frank said in his rich, Irish accent. He turned to look at Tara, his manner easy and unruffled; he was well used to her cool manner. ‘There’s no point in us taking two cars, and, sure, it’s a pleasure to give you ladies a lift into town.’ He put the car into gear again, and they set off on the short distance down to Maple Terrace.

‘I thought the boutique opening was women-only,’ Tara said, unable to stop herself from sounding short and snappy.

‘Sorry to disappoint you,’ he said lightly, ‘but there will be a few men there tonight, including Mr Best.’ He chuckled. ‘I’d say they’re guaranteed a good crowd with him opening it.’

‘I suppose it will be something different,’ Tara said, looking out of the car window, ‘and it was nice of Kate to put us on the guest list.’ She knew she should have been more friendly and enthusiastic, but, no matter how hard she tried, she could never be completely relaxed in his company.

Bitter experience had taught her to be wary where Frank Kennedy was concerned. In fairness, he had never been anything other than a gentleman and a business colleague to her in the last number of years, and she knew that his serious relationship with Kate should have removed her reservations about him. But her feelings were too deeply ingrained, and created a brick wall between them.

They pulled up outside the large, well-kept house in Maple Terrace, and, a few moments later, Bridget and Angela came down the steps of the boarding house.

‘I thought the fashion show was in the boutique?’ Frank joked as they climbed into the car. ‘I hardly recognised you, Bridget. You look more like a teenager in your fancy outfit.’

‘Oh, there’s still life in the old dog yet,’ Bridget retorted, delighted by the compliment and digging Angela playfully in the ribs. ‘And I scrub up well - especially when there’s a chance of meeting someone as famous and good-looking as George Best!’

‘I think we’ll have to join the queue,’ Tara said, feeling free to sound more light-hearted now she had company. ‘Most of the women will be there to see him.’

‘June said she saw him walking down the street in Bramhall a few weeks ago, and he was mobbed by a load of fans all looking for his autograph.’

June was Bridget’s rough-and-ready helper in the boarding house and her main babysitter. Whenever anyone had a story to tell, June could always go one better. If she didn’t know anything about the subject herself, she would speak on behalf of someone else who did.

‘And do you know what?’ Bridget went on. ‘He had a load of signed photographs in his pocket and gave them out to anyone who wanted them, and then he stood and posed with his fans for anyone who had a camera.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘According to June, he’s right down-to-earth and ordinary.’

Frank glanced over his shoulder and smiled. ‘Well, I hope you’re not in a hurry to get home tonight, because if he stands to have  his photograph taken with everybody there, it could be a very long queue.’

‘Oh, some of the women might be more interested in the fashion than in a footballer,’ Tara said.

‘Will we be able to buy things tonight?’ Bridget asked. ‘Fred was feeling generous and gave me some money to treat myself.’

‘Lucky you,’ Tara said. ‘And yes, I think Kate said that there was a special opening sale tonight.’

Angela sat quietly in the back seat. While she felt totally at ease with Bridget, she always felt she had to be on her best behaviour when she was with her older sister on a night out. And while she had come across Frank over the years at the boarding house, or at meetings in Tara’s hotel, she didn’t know him that well.

They drove through Shaw Heath, then down King Street and into the centre of Stockport town. When they came to the beginning of Princess Street, Frank slowed down to look for a parking place.

‘There’s going to be a good turn-out for the launch if the cars are anything to go by,’ he said. He crawled along until they reached the only shop-front on the street that was lit up. They could hear music and see figures moving around behind the window display.

‘If I’m not mistaken, this is Mersey Style,’ Frank said.

‘Look at all the fancy cars!’ Bridget gasped. ‘There’s two sports cars and another Jag like yours, Frank . . .’ She paused, not quite sure of the makes of the other vehicles. If her Fred had been with them, he would have named each one without any trouble.

‘Tell you what,’ Frank said, coming to a stop in the middle of the road outside the new boutique, ‘why don’t I drop you off here and go and park the car? There’s a few drops of rain coming down and I don’t want you getting wet in all your finery.’

Tara lifted her handbag, felt for the door handle and opened it carefully, making sure she didn’t hit the car parked next to them. ‘Thanks for the lift,’ she said, swinging her long legs out as elegantly as she could manage.

‘It looks fairly full already,’ Angela said as they walked towards the boutique to the loud strains of the Rolling Stones’ ‘I Can’t Get No Satisfaction’, ‘and it’s more like a discotheque with the music and the flashing lights.’

‘My God!’ Bridget exclaimed as they slowed up outside the double-fronted shop. ‘Look at that . . .’

They all stopped now to gaze at the bedroom scenes in both windows. In one an antique wardrobe, tables, chests of drawers mingled with Art Nouveau lamps and mirrors, and a collection of peasant-style floaty dresses jostled with short skirts and colourful stripy tops on the dark-green patterned backdrop. In the other window, a variety of colourful bags and hats were draped across the end of a small wrought-iron bed, while necklaces, pendants, earrings and bangles hung from a navy-blue coat stand.

‘That window display is absolutely amazing,’ Tara gasped. ‘It feels more like London than Stockport.’

‘The inside of the shop looks as if it’s done up in the same way,’ Angela said, standing on tip-toe to see as much as she could.

‘You go first,’ Bridget said, moving behind Tara. ‘You’ll know more people than me and Angela.’

When they stepped inside the large boutique, it did indeed have the air of a night-club or a discotheque with low lighting, throbbing music and a twirling ceiling spotlight that threw out different colours as it moved around. There were antique chairs and sofas in mulberry velvet, tall, fringed lamps, and Eastern vases filled with gold-painted twigs and peacock feathers.

There was a good crowd in already - mainly young, fashionably dressed women, as Bridget had predicted, and a number of equally fashionable young men with longish hair and Beatles-style round-neck suits, or suede jackets and casual trousers. There was still room to move around and look at the rails of clothes that lined the walls, however, and through the groups of people they could see a disc jockey in the corner, gyrating behind a turntable and large speakers.

A trestle table stood to the side, a girl and a young man serving glasses of red and white wine from it, and there were trays of crackers with cream cheese, cocktail sticks of cubes of cheese and pineapple, tiny pickled onions, and bowls of crisps and nuts.

‘Imagine them having food and drink in the shop,’ Bridget commented in a low but impressed voice. ‘I don’t suppose a small glass of wine would do us any great harm . . .’

Tara smiled. ‘No, I don’t suppose it would.’ She knew her friend was making a point by checking with her, because they had crossed swords over Bridget’s heavy drinking in the past. But it hadn’t been an issue in the last year or two, and there were times when Tara felt slightly irked at the way Bridget sought her permission to have a  drink when they were out. There would be no problem with alcohol if Bridget kept it to a reasonable level and didn’t drink when she felt worried or depressed.

As they walked to the table, Tara caught sight of Frank at the door. She hesitated, knowing that out of courtesy she should wave him over to join them, but before she had time to think, two girls went rushing towards him with exclamations of delight. Tara turned back to her friends, grateful that the situation was taken out of her hands.

After picking at a few of the nibbles, the three women wandered towards the back of the shop, glasses of white wine in hand.

‘Tara!’ Kate Thornley came rushing across to greet them, dressed in a purple sweater dress, which finished several inches above her slim knees, black fishnet stockings and long black boots. She wore several rows of long onyx beads with matching earrings, which complemented her heavy-fringed, strawberry-blonde bob. ‘Well, what do you all think?’ she asked, her hand sweeping the room.

‘Fabulous!’ Angela said her, long blonde hair swinging as she nodded. ‘The clothes look absolutely brilliant.’

‘The changing rooms are open at the back if you want to try anything on,’ Kate informed her. ‘And there’s a fifteen per cent discount off everything bought tonight.’ She leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner. ‘If anything catches your eye, I’d go for it now, because it might not be there by the end of the night.’ She nodded towards the door, and they all turned to see another group of people coming in to join the crowd.

The disc jockey’s muffled tones came over the crackly speakers, followed by Sandie Shaw singing ‘Long Live Love’.

Angela turned to Bridget. ‘Will you come with me while I try on those checked trousers?’

‘Go on,’ Bridget said. ‘And you can help me to pick out something with the money Fred gave me.’

As they crossed the shop floor, Tara said to Kate, ‘The whole place is absolutely amazing. I hear that you were helping out with the window-dressing earlier on. You certainly made a good job of it.’

‘Oh, I only helped with the finishing touches,’ Kate told her. ‘They were rushing at the last minute and needed an extra pair of hands. Sorry about not being able to pick you up, but I knew I could rely on Frank to do it.’

Tara looked at her friend for a moment, wondering how she could put the words ‘Frank’ and ‘rely’ together. But she said nothing. Presumably he had changed, otherwise his romance with Kate could not have lasted for so long.

They stood chatting for a while and admiring the clothes displays, as more and more people arrived. Then gradually, the two friends moved into a quieter corner to the side of the drinks table. They were engrossed in a discussion about the people who had designed the shop when a tall, dark-haired figure appeared behind them.

‘I suppose this place must be every woman’s shopping fantasy,’ Frank Kennedy said, his voice confident and easy. ‘And I’ve just heard that George Best has arrived, so that should make them even happier.’

‘Oh, I’d better go and let Liz know he’s here!’ Kate exclaimed. ‘She was terrified he was going to let her down.’ She gave Frank a quick peck on the cheek. ‘Sorry for leaving you stranded, but we’ll have time for a drink later.’ She disappeared into the crowd.

Frank turned to Tara. ‘Can I get you another glass of wine while I’m getting my own?’

‘Yes, thanks,’ Tara said, her manner deliberately distracted as she scanned the crowds to see if there was any sign of Bridget and Angela coming back from the changing rooms. She hoped they would catch up with her again before the official launch started.

A few minutes later Tara glanced up to see Frank making his way back to her, and for a fleeting moment their eyes met. She quickly averted her gaze, but in that short space of time she noted his well-cut hair - fashionably longer than he usually wore it - the expensive, round-necked, tan leather jacket, and toning shirt and trousers. The latest style but discreet enough for his age.

Tara was still making reluctant small talk with him when the popular Manchester United football star was brought through the packed shop. Tara took a sip of her wine and stifled a sigh of resignation at being stranded without her friends. She wouldn’t have minded if she had been stuck with anyone else, but there was nothing she could do.

‘How is business going at the hotel?’ Frank asked her during the small lull in the proceedings as they hooked up the extra microphones. ‘It always looks busy enough any time I’ve called in.’

‘Grand,’ Tara told him, distracted by a kerfuffle at the door, as a group of four young girls made their noisy, giggling way into the  boutique and barged through the crowd to get near to the football idol. Everyone moved - tutting and sighing - to let them past, but as a woman stepped backwards, she knocked Tara off balance and into the drinks table.

Tara attempted to steady herself by grabbing onto the edge of the table, and was suddenly aware of the wine splashing out of her almost-full glass, while the glasses on the table started shaking and clinking into each other. She watched in horror as two empty glasses actually tumbled over and fell onto the carpeted floor.

Then, Tara felt a strong pair of hands take hold of her shoulders and put her gently but firmly back on her feet. Without turning to look, she knew instinctively that it was Frank. Her face burned with embarrassment as she stepped back into the corner while he quietly took control of the situation, steadying the flimsy table and picking up the unbroken glasses, murmuring, ‘It’s all right, no harm done,’ to anyone who had seen the small incident.

Thankfully, the few people who had noticed went back to their own conversations while Tara closed her eyes and took several deep breaths to restore herself.

‘Are you all right, Tara?’ Frank asked, his face and voice concerned. He touched her shoulder lightly. ‘Those silly girls could have caused a nasty accident.’

Tara looked up at him. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘Honestly,’ she said, feeling her face start to flush, ‘I’m absolutely fine.’

Mercifully, she saw Angela and Bridget making their way through the crowds towards her.

‘We got stuck in the queue for the changing rooms,’ Angela told her in a heated whisper, ‘but thank God we made it out in time for the speeches.’

‘It was mad through there,’ Bridget said, her face glowing with excitement. An assistant came up to them with more glasses of wine for the launch toast, and Tara took one to replace the wine she had spilled. Then, out of the corner of her eye, Tara saw Bridget lift two glasses. She put one on the corner of the table and took a long drink on the one she was holding, almost emptying the glass.

‘I got a lovely pair of trousers,’ Angela told Tara, ‘and Bridget bought a gorgeous black skirt with a low belt.’

The disc jockey came to the microphone then, and called for order. An official from the local council gave the opening speech, then introduced the owner of Mersey Style, Liz, a small, exotic-looking girl with a halo of dark curls and wide, slanting eyes outlined with black kohl. Liz thanked everyone who had been involved in the establishing of the new business, including her friend Kate Thornley, and Frank Kennedy, who had overseen the renovation of the building.

Bridget immediately turned round to beam at Frank, but Tara gazed straight ahead, thinking how typical it was that he should be involved in anything new in the town, and not even feel the need to mention it as they were driving down. Then she felt a stab of guilt and grudgingly had to admit that he never boasted or bragged about any of his business deals. He never had.

The thought suddenly struck Tara that, for all his success and money, Frank Kennedy was still a modest man. But favourable thoughts about him always made her feel uncomfortable, so she banished them and instead joined in with the frenzied clapping and cheering, as a smiling but slightly embarrassed George Best was ushered towards the microphone.

When the speeches were over, everyone was asked to raise their glasses and join in a toast to the success of Liz and Mersey Style. And it was then that Tara glanced to smile at Bridget and saw her lift a full glass of wine to her lips. She had obviously downed the first one and was now starting on the second.

‘That was a great night,’ Bridget said, as Frank Kennedy’s car pulled up outside the boarding house, ‘and Michael will be delighted that I got George Best’s autograph for him.’ She paused. ‘And will you please thank Kate, Frank, for asking us all.’

‘You’ve already thanked her,’ Frank reminded her, ‘but I’ll tell her again when I catch up with her later. We’re going back to Liz’s house for a nightcap.’

Bridget got out of the back seat of the car and went around to the driver’s side, her handbag on one arm and the Mersey Style carrier bag on the other.

Frank rolled down his window. ‘Are you all right, Bridget?’

‘I’m the finest,’ Bridget said, leaning on the edge of his window. ‘And I just want to thank you, too, Frank - for the lift. She smiled and shook her head. You’re a gentleman - a thorough gentleman.’

She paused. ‘And I’ll tell you something, Frank - and I’m not meaning anything bad by it, for my Fred would agree - you could give that George Best a run for his money. You were as well-dressed and every bit as good-looking as he was, and you and Kate make a lovely couple.’

‘Well, thank you for that nice compliment,’ he said, smiling.

Tara felt herself cringe with embarrassment as she listened to Bridget’s tipsy rambling.

‘And thanks again for the lift,’ Bridget repeated.

Frank patted her hand. ‘It’s my pleasure,’ he told her. ‘Goodnight now, and tell Fred I’ll be in touch about that wrestling match in Bolton next weekend.’

Tara and Angela got out at the house in Cale Green and thanked him for the lift.

‘It was nothing at all,’ he said, ‘and, as I said to Bridget, it was a pleasure to take you all.’

‘He’s a lovely man, isn’t he?’ Angela said, as they walked up the short path to the house.

‘Yes,’ Tara said non-committally as she put the key in the lock, ‘he certainly can be.’

Later, as she sat in front of her mirror, taking off her make-up with tissues and Ann French cleansing milk, Tara thought back to the incident in the boutique where Frank had calmly saved her from falling over and making an embarrassment of herself. Then she thought how diplomatic he had been with the obviously merry Bridget. Whether it was the glass or so of wine she had drunk herself, Tara found herself in a very rare, retrospective mood about her old lover.

She had to admit that he hadn’t put a foot wrong tonight. As Bridget had said, he had been a thorough gentleman. And even though he was a good few years older than George Best, there wasn’t a man in his own age group who came near Frank Kennedy for looks, dress and impeccable manners. In addition, he was one of the wealthiest building contractors around. And yet, he retained a quality that allowed him to mix easily with people of every background, from business colleagues to labourers on his building sites. He had remained a good friend to the down-to-earth Fred and Bridget, yet had no difficulty mixing with all the top business people in Stockport  and Manchester, and had been accepted by Kate Thornley’s family, who were from old money.

And there was a time when he could have been the mainstay of Tara’s life - until he had ruined it all.

Tara finished her nightly ritual by applying her hand cream, then she got into bed and switched off her bedside lamp. As she lay in the dark she told herself that things between herself and Frank Kennedy had turned out the way they had for a reason. A very special reason.

If she had continued her romance with Frank, she would never have married Gabriel. And that was unthinkable. Her few short years of marriage to her teenage sweetheart had been the most fulfilling of her life. It was the relationship that had given her security and confidence, and had made her feel more content than she had felt at any period in her life. Gabriel had filled a gap that no one else could have filled.

Her passionate romance with Frank Kennedy was never meant to last.

He was far more suited to Kate - and that was how things were meant to be.




Chapter 3
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STOCKPORT MARCH, 1966

 



Tara took a deep breath, trying hard to keep her patience. Her father was on the other end of the office line.

‘Look, Daddy,’ she told him, ‘just tell the man to put the new boiler in and I’ll send him a cheque for whatever it costs to fit it.’

‘Sure, they’re daylight robbers, Tara,’ Shay argued. ‘That fella took one look at the size of Ballygrace House and doubled the price. I know he’s takin’ liberties. Me and Tessie had a new boiler put in the oul’ cooker two years ago, and it wasn’t anywhere near that expensive.’

‘But the range at Ballygrace House is far bigger that the one you have,’ Tara argued.

Shay made a clucking sound. ‘That fella’s nothing but a cowboy,’ he said, ‘a feckin’ robber. He’s well known for it. I’m sure you could get it done for half the price somewhere else.’

‘Look, Daddy,’ Tara said, a real edge to her voice now. ‘You’ve said he’s the only one in the Tullamore area that can do the job this week, so I don’t think we’ve much choice. The house will get damp at this time of the year if we don’t have some heating in it.’ She closed her eyes and slowly counted to three. ‘Please give him a ring back and ask him to come out first thing in the morning.’

‘Ah well,’ Shay said, his voice suddenly sounding very cool, ‘if that’s your decision, then it’s not up to me to be interferin’ in yer business. It’s your house and you have to decide where the money goes.’ There had been a silence for a few moments. ‘But if you want my opinion . . .’

Five full minutes later Tara put the phone back down in its cradle, then slumped back in her office chair. She gave a weary sigh, her forefinger pressing into her temple. Ballygrace House seemed to be haunting her at the moment. Shay had filled her in on every tiny detail about the plumbing job that needed to be done at the old house.

She hadn’t dared ask Shay to book a skilled workman to do the fences, because she knew it would lead to the same rigmarole.

Tara knew in her heart of hearts that she would soon have to take time off from the hotel to organise a proper system for the maintenance of the old Georgian house back in Ireland. She couldn’t leave it all to her father. He had neither the capability to do it himself nor the ability to organise someone else. And she knew perfectly well that it wasn’t his fault. The caretaker job had just fallen to him by dint of Tara’s prolonged absences from Ireland.

A short while later Tara came out of her office with a sheaf of papers in her hand and headed towards the reception of the Cale Green Hotel.

‘Could you check the number of the company that we buy the bed linen from, please, Angela?’

Angela reached under the desk for the hotel phone directory, and flicked through the pages until she came to the correct one. ‘Oh, by the way, Tara’ she said, ‘Frank Kennedy came on the other line when you were taking the last call. He said could you ring him back as soon as possible.’

Tara raised her eyebrows but said nothing. What on earth could he want? He very rarely phoned her, had no reason to be in touch. If there was any kind of social thing where their paths might cross, it would always be Kate who made the arrangements.

‘Tara.’ Frank’s voice was warm. ‘Thanks for calling me back. I suppose you’re wondering what I’m after.’

‘Well, yes,’ Tara said candidly. There was a small pause as she waited for him to explain.

‘It’s about the Grosvenor,’ he said. ‘I wondered, have you heard anything in that direction?’

‘The Grosvenor?’ Tara repeated. She leaned back in her chair. ‘No ... I haven’t heard anything about it.’

‘Well,’ he told her, ‘I have it on good authority that it’s going on the market very soon.’

‘You’re joking,’ Tara said, suddenly sitting to attention.

The Grosvenor Hotel in Stockport was where Tara had learned all the tools of the hotel trade. She had worked there evenings and weekends as a receptionist, to earn extra money to help pay her mortgage. It was also the hotel that had trained Angela so well, as well as one of the oldest and grandest hotels in the area, with a solid reputation among business people in the north-west of England.

‘No joke,’ Frank went on. ‘It’s fairly definite.’

‘How did you hear?’

‘I happened to be in there last night when the company group came out of a meeting,’ he told her, ‘and I got chatting in the bar to a few of them later.’

‘Is there any particular reason that they’re selling it?’

‘Seemingly, they’re investing in two brand-new, bigger places in Manchester.’

‘That is news indeed . . .’ Tara said.

There was a pause at the other end of the line. ‘Would you be interested in it?’

Tara’s brow creased. ‘In what way?’

‘Buying it,’ he said, laughing.

‘Now, you are joking,’ she snapped. ‘Where would I have the money even to think of buying a huge hotel like the Grosvenor?’

‘Tara, Tara,’ he said now, his tone placatory. ‘You always have that same reaction when something new is put to you.’ His voice became  soft. ‘You were the very same when I suggested you buying your first house.’

Tara’s hackles started to rise now. She hated it when he alluded to their past relationship. ‘That was a long time ago, and I don’t think there’s any comparison between that and buying a huge hotel now.’

‘You’ve never put a foot wrong so far in all your property investments, especially since you bought the Cale Green Hotel. You have a fantastic business head on you - better than most of the men I know.’ Tara was sure she could hear a note of humour in his voice.

Tara gave a long, low sigh, which indicated that she wasn’t going to get involved in any light banter with him over the differences between men and women in business. ‘Frank,’ she started again, ‘not in my wildest dreams could I even think of affording a place like the Grosvenor. You must know that. Where could I get that kind of money?’

‘The big house back in Ireland,’ he said simply. ‘You could sell it. You don’t use it very often.’

Tara felt a sudden, physical jolt. Sell Ballygrace House? How could he even dare suggest selling the house where she and Gabriel had lived? It held so many memories.

When he got no reaction, Frank moved swiftly on, clearly presuming that Tara was thinking about it. ‘Now you have the Cale Green running well, you could re-mortgage on that as well.’

He suddenly became aware of the icy silence.

‘Tara?’ he said. ‘Are you still there?’

‘Yes,’ she finally answered. ‘I am.’

‘What do you think?’ he asked.

‘I think you’re totally mad for even thinking I would be interested in buying another bigger hotel, and, for your information, I have no intention of ever selling Ballygrace House.’

He paused. ‘OK,’ he said, ‘it was only a suggestion. No harm done.’

‘Since you’re so interested,’ she told him sharply, ‘maybe you  should think of buying it. A wheeler-dealer businessman like you would have no trouble coming up with the money. I’m surprised you haven’t already put an offer in.’

‘They’re looking for big money, Tara,’ he said, his voice sounding more serious now. ‘They’ve put a lot of money into it in the last few  years and they’ll want to recoup that.’ Then he took a deep breath. ‘You wouldn’t consider going into a partnership to buy it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You and me, and possibly a few others,’ he said. ‘Between us all we could come up with the money, and you and I both have the same approach to business. I’d be happy to be the main investor. You just come up with whatever you can afford.’

Tara was almost speechless. ‘No, Frank,’ she said stiffly, ‘I wouldn’t consider going into any kind of partnership with you. After all that happened between us, I can’t believe you’d even think of asking me.’

‘This is business, Tara,’ he told her.

‘Does Kate know about it?’ Tara suddenly asked.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Why should she? As I’ve just said, it’s business, my work. She has no interest in that side of things.’

A knock came on Tara’s office door. She could see the shape of the hotel chef through the glass, obviously waiting to discuss the following week’s menu with her. ‘I have to go,’ she told him briskly. ‘I have someone waiting for me ...’

Later, when Tara thought about the conversation, she realised the significance of the fact that he hadn’t discussed his business proposition with Kate. How high-handed of him, she thought.

Tara knew that Kate had hopes of eventually marrying Frank, and, if that happened, his work projects would certainly affect her. Surely he should have talked things over with her before sounding Tara out on such a venture? And although she and Kate had got over the initial awkwardness regarding Kate’s romance with Frank, if the truth be told, neither of them was truly comfortable with it.

Even if Tara could put things completely behind her, she was always aware that Kate felt insecure, and even a touch jealous, that Tara had repeatedly turned Frank Kennedy down, both before and after her marriage to Gabriel.

Tara shrugged and gave a little sigh. She was sure that Kate wouldn’t be happy if she knew that Frank had contacted her about the Grosvenor, but it wasn’t her fault. She certainly had never encouraged him, and had no interest in going into any kind of business with him.




Chapter 4
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The following day, when she finished work, Tara drove down to Maple Terrace to Bridget and Fred’s boarding house. As she pulled up outside, she knew that she had instinctively headed here because it was the one place she could safely talk about Frank Kennedy.

Tara had only reached the second step leading up to the house when Bridget’s son, Michael, opened the door, calling back to his mother.

‘Come in, Tara. I’m delighted to see you,’ Bridget said, coming along the hallway to greet her friend, and drying her hands on the bottom of her flowery apron.

‘I’ve probably come at a bad time,’ Tara said, realising that the children would only just have come in from school and Bridget would be busy getting the evening meal ready for the boarders.

‘Not a bit of it,’ her friend said, taking both of Tara’s hands in hers. ‘I’m glad you came. I wanted a chat with you, and I was going to call down to the hotel later on this evening to see you. I had Angela in helping me for a few hours earlier on, so I’m ahead of myself for a change. I suppose I should feel a bit guilty - the poor girl has a day off from working in your hotel, and spends half of it slaving down here. June had a hospital appointment so she couldn’t come in this afternoon.’

‘I don’t think Angela sees helping you as work,’ Tara told her. ‘She’s very fond of you and the children, and she loves coming to Maple Terrace. She sees it as a second home.’

‘Well, we’re very fond of her, too,’ Bridget said. ‘Although I think it’s better for her that she comes as a visitor now, rather than living here.’

‘Oh, definitely,’ Tara said. ‘It’s all worked out well, and she can still come up and down to you easily.’

Tara’s house was only a few minutes’ walk from the hotel, and having Angela living with her meant that Tara could keep a close eye on her younger sister. Both Bridget and Tara felt it was best to keep her away from the lads in the boarding house, given the mistakes  she had made with her first, very unsuitable boyfriend. In fairness to Angela, she hadn’t put a foot wrong since in that department, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

‘The kettle’s boiled, so I’ll make us both a cup of tea or coffee, whichever you prefer. Or I have a nice big pot of home-made soup if you’d prefer a bowl of that?’ Bridget suggested. ‘I’m just going to pour some out for Michael and Helen to have while they’re watching television in the sitting-room.’ She pointed towards the ceiling. ‘Lucy’s having a little sleep in the cot upstairs, so we should have a few minutes’ peace and quiet before she reappears.’

‘Just a cup of coffee would be lovely, Bridget,’ Tara said, giving her a warm smile.

As they walked into the kitchen, Tara took off her coat and scarf, then pulled out a chair at the table. ‘I had my lunch only a short while ago, so I’m not that hungry.’ She could always be sure of a warm reception from her friend, and the older Tara became, the more she valued that.

They chatted generally, as Bridget ladled the soup into bowls for the children and cut several thick slices from a large bloomer loaf. She placed everything on a tray and took it into the sitting-room.

When she came back she put a pan of milk on to boil, then she took the coffee jar down and put a spoonful of Maxwell House into two mugs, with a spoonful of sugar in Tara’s and two in her own.

As the milk boiled, she lifted down the chocolate-biscuit tin from one of the cupboards and put it on the table in front of her friend. Then she poured the hot milk into the mugs, stirring well as she did so.

‘So,’ Bridget said, handing Tara her mug of milky coffee, ‘anything new or exciting?’

Tara knew their conversation could be interrupted by the children or the phone at any point, so she decided not to waste any time. ‘I got a call from Frank Kennedy yesterday. He rang to tell me that the Grosvenor is up for sale.’

Bridget nodded. ‘So I believe. Fred mentioned it the other night.’ Fred was the head barman at the Cale Green Hotel, but he still kept tabs on what was happening in the Grosvenor, where he and Bridget first met. ‘Seemingly, the staff knew nothing about it, so they were all shocked when they heard.’ She looked at Tara. ‘I suppose Frank Kennedy heard before anyone else?’

Tara rolled her eyes heavenwards. ‘Doesn’t he always? But you’ll laugh at this. He phoned because he thought I might be interested in buying it. With him - and possibly some others. Can you believe that?’

Bridget stared at Tara for a few moments. Then she said, ‘And are  you interested?’

‘Me?’ Tara said incredulously. ‘Now, don’t tell me you’re as bad as Frank Kennedy! Where would I get the money to buy a big hotel like that? Things have just started to pay for themselves in the Cale Green in the last year, and that’s only a small place compared to the Grosvenor. How on earth could I even consider it?’

‘If anyone could make a go of it,’ Bridget said quietly, ‘it would be you. Every single thing you try always succeeds.’

‘You really are codding me now,’ Tara said, taking a mouthful of her coffee. ‘But you won’t believe what he had the cheek to suggest I do to raise the money.’

‘What?’

‘Sell Ballygrace House.’ Tara’s voice was high with indignation. ‘Can you believe it? The bloody cheek of him!’

A smile broke over Bridget’s face. ‘Did you actually swear at him?’ Tara never swore or used any kind of bad language, but Frank Kennedy was the one person who could push her towards it.

‘I say as little as I can to that fellow,’ Tara said, looking all bristly now.

‘Maybe it’s not such a bad idea,’ Bridget ventured. ‘You’re not there very often these days, and it’s just sitting empty.’

‘That’s only because I’ve been busy with the hotel,’ Tara said defensively.

‘True . . . but, be honest, Tara: do you think you’ll ever go back to live there full-time? And would you even want to? Ballygrace House is a big oul’ barn of a place for a single woman. I mean, it’s not as if it is your own home-place or anything like that. You only married into it.’

‘Well, thank you very much,’ Tara snapped, the hurt evident in her eyes. ‘I didn’t expect you to agree with Mr Big-Shot Kennedy. I thought my oldest friend might have had a bit more loyalty to me than that.’ Her voice dropped. ‘I’m really surprised at you, Bridget. How can you even think of suggesting that I sell Ballygrace House? You know that’s the only thing I have left of Gabriel.’

‘Now, you know I didn’t mean anything against poor Gabriel,’ Bridget said quickly. ‘I only meant that it would give you the chance to move into a much bigger business league with the Grosvenor.’

She paused, wondering if she dared remind Tara about the awful things that had happened to her in that rambling old house in the village where they grew up. Whether she should mention the housekeeper who had treated Tara disgracefully, and Gabriel’s father, whose terrible actions had been the cause of Tara leaving Ireland in the first place. But a glance at Tara’s face told Bridget not to go there.

‘Gabriel would want you to do whatever makes you happy,’ Bridget said, trying to placate her friend. ‘And if that meant getting a really  fresh start, then I’m sure he would be all for it.’

‘Well, I think I’ve made enough fresh starts already,’ Tara said quietly, ‘and I’m not ready, or willing, to make any more for the time being.’

‘Fair enough,’ Bridget said, smiling. ‘But you should be looking on it as a compliment, that people think you are up to buying and running a place like the Grosvenor.’

‘Subject closed,’ Tara said in a brusque manner, but she was smiling now, which meant they weren’t going to fall out over it. She stood up, reaching over the table to collect her coat, handbag and car keys. ‘You’ve hardly touched your coffee,’ she said, noticing Bridget’s half-full mug.

‘Actually, that’s what I was going to come down to tell you tonight . . .’

Tara’s brow creased in confusion. ‘Tell me what?’

‘I’m pregnant again. I found out for definite yesterday.’ Bridget pointed to her mug. ‘I went off coffee with Lucy for the first couple of months.’

‘Oh, my God!’ Tara said, going over to hug her friend. ‘I’m delighted for you - and for Fred.’

Bridget flushed. ‘It’ll be the last one now - four’s enough for anyone these days.’

Tara held her at arm’s length, looking directly into her eyes. ‘You’re a very lucky woman, Bridget Roberts. A very lucky woman indeed.’

‘I know, Tara, I know,’ Bridget said in a hushed voice. She knew a baby was the one thing that Tara had wanted but had been denied. Suddenly, her eyes started to fill with tears.

‘What’s wrong, Biddy?’ Tara asked, inadvertently calling her friend by her childish nickname. ‘Are you not happy about the baby?’

Bridget searched in her apron pocket for her hanky and dabbed at her eyes. ‘No, no ... it’s not that. I’m pleased about it, and so is Fred. It’s just that . . .’

‘What, then?’ Tara asked, sinking down into the chair next to her, an arm around her shoulder. ‘It’s not that silly difference we’ve just had over the Grosvenor, is it?’

Bridget shook her head. ‘No, no,’ she said, tears streaming down her face now.

‘What’s the matter? What else could be upsetting you like this?’ Surely, she asked herself, there couldn’t be anything wrong between Bridget and Fred? Three-year-old Lucy - still asleep upstairs - had caused a few ripples of concern when she was born. Her lovely, coffee-coloured skin had placed serious doubts over her paternity, and Tara sincerely hoped that there weren’t any doubts with this next child.

‘I’ve been having a lot of bad dreams recently ...’ Bridget’s voice trailed off miserably.

‘What about?’ Tara asked, trying not to show her relief that Bridget’s worries were of such an ordinary nature.

She snuffled into the hanky. ‘The baby.’

Tara looked at her baffled. ‘Do you feel all right? You don’t think there’s anything wrong, do you?’

‘Not this baby,’ Bridget whispered in a shaky voice. ‘The little one back in Ireland. The one I left to be adopted.’

Tara’s hand flew to her mouth. This was something she didn’t need to hear. And something that Bridget definitely didn’t need to think about.

The baby in Ireland was from the past. Their shared past. It was something they’d left behind a long, long time ago.

Another lifetime ago.

‘I can’t stop thinking about it these past few days,’ Bridget sobbed. ‘And you’re the only one I can tell, the only one who really knows all about it. I couldn’t bring it up with Fred. We never spoke about it after all the carry-on before the wedding when I had to tell him.’

‘It’ll pass,’ Tara said firmly. ‘It’s only because you’re in the early stages with the new baby. It’s bringing it all back.’ She rubbed a comforting hand over Bridget’s shoulder. ‘I promise you it will pass.’

Then, her voice a little softer, she added, ‘It will have to pass, Bridget. No good can come out of you raking all that up again now. No good at all.’

The sound of footsteps could be heard out in the hall, and, a few seconds later, Helen came into the kitchen, carefully carrying the tray with the soup bowls on it.

Bridget made a great show of pretending to blow her nose so that her daughter wouldn’t notice her red eyes and her blotchy face.

‘Good girl, Helen,’ Tara said, getting up to take the tray from her. She put the bowls and spoons in the sink and the tray down at the side of the cupboards with all the others. ‘You’re nearly as handy as your mother already.’ She playfully tousled the little girl’s hair. ‘I could do with you helping down in the kitchen at the hotel. Do you think your mum would let you come down and work for me?’

Helen giggled, enjoying Tara’s teasing.

‘Now, come here, I have something for you.’ Tara reached into her handbag, and came out with two half-crowns. She walked the child back towards the door. ‘One for you,’ she told her, ‘and one for Michael.’ She glanced anxiously over her shoulder at Bridget, who was now up at the sink, turning taps on, squeezing washing-up liquid and generally making herself look busy.

Helen, gleefully clutching the two half-crowns, went running down the hallway towards the sitting-room. Tara closed the kitchen door behind her then turned back to her friend.

‘You’ll just have to put it out of your mind,’ she said quietly, ‘and concentrate on the lovely children you have with Fred.’

Bridget put the washed bowls onto the dish-rack, then dried her hands on the towel hanging by the sink. ‘I know, I know.’ She met Tara’s eyes now. ‘I have no idea where this has all come from; normally I can just put it out of my mind.’ She folded her arms tightly over her chest, almost hugging herself.

Tara felt her throat tighten. ‘I’m sure you had these same feelings when you were expecting Lucy. It must be a little phase of depression, brought on by your pregnancy.’

‘It’s not just havin’ a new baby . . .’

‘Do you think about it often?’ Tara asked quietly.

Bridget nodded. ‘It’s always there. I’ve never really forgotten, no matter how hard I’ve tried.’ She halted. ‘Do you ever think back to the way things were at that time?’

Tara’s face darkened. ‘I try not to,’ she said. ‘What’s the point in going over old hurts and wounds? Isn’t it better to look at the good things we have in our lives now, rather than harking back to the bad times?’

Tara was beginning to feel a little alarmed at Bridget’s train of thought. She hadn’t brought this subject up, or even alluded to it, for a long time. Gabriel’s tragic death a few years ago had overshadowed everything that had happened to her and Bridget in their early life. And that was how Tara had looked at it. The loss of her kind, gentle childhood sweetheart had broken her heart, and, since it had happened, Tara had not been able to see beyond it, or feel that any other hurt in her life had ever compared to it.

‘The thing you told me about Gabriel’s father,’ Bridget said, ‘do you ever think about that?’

‘No,’ Tara said, her voice suddenly brittle. A horrible darkness was starting to descend on her now, transferring itself from Bridget’s troubled mind to her own. ‘And I’d prefer you not to remind me about it. It’s a part of my life that I made a big effort to forget.’ She paused, trying to pick her words carefully. ‘You must know that, Bridget. Sure, I only told you about it in the last few years. It was something I kept a total secret for years.’

Bridget’s eyes were downcast now, and she was unconsciously rubbing her arm, as though desperately seeking some kind of comfort. ‘I’m sorry to be bringing all this up again,’ she whispered. ‘But I haven’t anybody else who would understand.’

Tara took a deep breath. ‘Oh, Bridget, believe me, I do understand, ’ she said, her voice full of sympathy. ‘I know some terrible things have happened to you, but you can’t let the past spoil the wonderful life you have now, with a, decent man and lovely, lovely children . . .’ She stopped. ‘Have you any idea just how lucky you are? You know I’d give anything to have a husband and children to come home to.’

Bridget looked up at her now, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘I’m so sorry, Tara . . . I’m making you miserable now.’ She gave a small, shuddering sob. ‘And you’re right - I’m being totally selfish going on like this.’

‘There are dark bits in all our lives that we have to try to forget,’ Tara told her, feeling rather overwhelmed by the conversation.

‘I shouldn’t have said anything about it,’ Bridget said, wiping the  back of her hand over her damp face. ‘I promise . . . I promise I won’t mention it again.’

Tara felt a little wave of relief, which was quickly followed by a wave of guilt. Deep down she knew that the right thing would be to allow Bridget to pour it all out and get to the bottom of her misery about the baby. But it was all too uncomfortably close to Tara’s own past.

She went over to her friend now and put her arms around her. Then they just stood silently, each wrapped their own thoughts, as the ghosts of Ballygrace reached out once again.




Chapter 5
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The following Friday afternoon, Tara was in the kitchen going over the weekend menus with the chef, when Angela came through to say she had finished her early shift and was heading home.

Angela was now the main receptionist in the small, busy hotel. She took great pride in her job and in wearing the nice navy suit and white blouses, which she washed, starched and ironed every evening.

‘Can you hang on another few minutes?’ Tara asked her. ‘I wanted to check something with you before you go.’

‘I can, of course,’ Angela said, slightly startled. It was rare that Tara asked her to stay late at work. She went back to the reception area, her mind quickly running over any possible areas that her conscientious half-sister might raise. Something always made her jump to attention the minute Tara summoned her into the office or asked her to do anything, as though she were still a naive, impetuous girl, although her older sister had never had cause to reprimand her about her work.

Tara quickly finished her discussion with the chef, then checked the meat, fruit and vegetable orders for the following week. Satisfied all was in order, she hurried back to the main desk where Angela was busily going over the booking lists for the weekend with Carol, the receptionist who had taken over the evening shift.

‘Oh, I’m sure she’s left it well in order for you, Carol,’ Tara said, smiling at them both, then she said to her sister, ‘Shall we step into the office for a few minutes?’

‘Is there anything wrong?’ Angela said anxiously, closing the door behind them.

‘No, not at all,’ Tara said, giving the younger girl a quizzical smile. ‘Why on earth should you think there’s anything wrong?’

Angela’s shoulders slumped in relief. ‘I just wondered.’

Tara went to sit at her desk, then lifted her large diary and started to flick through the pages. She indicated the comfortable leather chair on the opposite side of her desk. ‘Sit yourself down for a few minutes. I only want to ask you about the dates of your trip at Easter.’ She paused at a page in the diary. ‘I see Easter Sunday is in the middle of April this year.’

‘I was going to book off a full week,’ Angela volunteered. ‘Going over to Ireland on the Wednesday or Thursday and coming back the following week . . . if that’s OK?’

‘Grand, grand,’ Tara said, a studied frown on her face. She glanced up from the diary. ‘You haven’t booked the boat yet, have you?’

‘I was going to do it tomorrow,’ Angela said, wondering now where all this was leading.

Tara smiled. ‘How do you fancy a travelling companion?’

‘Who?’ Angela asked, her voice high with surprise.

‘Me, and maybe William.’ She closed the diary and sat back in her chair. ‘It’s only an idea, but I was just thinking that it was time I took a trip back home. I want to catch up with all the family and check on the state of Ballygrace House. I thought that maybe William could get the train up to Stockport and I could bring him over with us. It would kill two birds with one stone. If I’m going to Ireland at Easter, I wouldn’t have time to go to down to London as well, so bringing him along would mean I could spend time with him and visit Ballygrace, too.’

Tara didn’t give her two other reasons for going over to Ireland. She didn’t say that it would fill a gap in her empty social life, or that she had recently felt a need to visit Gabriel’s grave in Ballygrace Cemetery. She hadn’t even said those things to Bridget. She had hardly said them to herself.

Over the last couple of years, Tara had been so busy with her hotel that she’d had no time for socialising, and now that the place was up  and running, she discovered she had no place to go and, worse still, no one to go with.

She met Kate Thornley every few weeks for Sunday lunch or the theatre, and Bridget often came down to the hotel on a Friday or Saturday night to have a meal with her, but apart from that, Tara’s life was all work.

Realising that she needed to get out more often, Tara had recently started accompanying some of her lodgers to the cinema or, occasionally, to one of the local restaurants. But the women in the house weren’t really the most suitable company. They were either too old and dowdy, like Vera Marshall, or too young and giddy, like Angela. When she was out with the younger girls, she felt that they were always on their best behaviour, and she had a horrible, sneaking feeling that they thought she was more like the spinsterish Vera than themselves.

All very different from the life she had led before as a single woman and then as a wife. Now, as a young widow, life was the quietest it had ever been, and it didn’t look likely to change.

Even if she had more female company, Tara certainly had no interest in going dancing or into pubs or anything like that, where she might have to deal with the attentions of men. She found that a problem even now if she was in a restaurant or around the bar in her own hotel; she never imagined that men would approach her with obvious intentions in such places. But they did. And Tara knew she wasn’t ready to get involved with another man. In fact, as time went on, she wondered if she ever would be.

Work would have to fill any gaps in her life. That, and regular trips back to her family in Ireland.

William had already been on the phone over the last few weeks, checking whether Tara was coming down to London for Easter, or whether he could come up to Stockport to help around the hotel. He had told Tara that his mother and her husband were staying at home for the holidays, as Harry had strained his back and had been told by the hospital that he shouldn’t travel anywhere for the next few months.

Tara had felt sorry for Gabriel’s younger brother, knowing he would be bored stiff at home if Harry wasn’t able to take him anywhere.

Tara’s mother-in-law, Elisha Fitzgerald, still suffered with her nerves, and Harry, who was a marvellous stepfather to William, was the one who organised any family activities. Besides, Tara knew the  boy loved going over to Ireland with her, and enjoyed helping her father around the grounds of Ballygrace House.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Tara said to Angela now, ‘that we could head over on the Tuesday night and come back a week or so later, perhaps the following Friday or Saturday.’ She paused. ‘Probably travel overnight on the Friday to give us the rest of the weekend to get over the journey.’

‘Are you sure it’s OK for me to have that long off work?’ Angela asked, sounding surprised.

‘Yes,’ Tara said, smiling at her. ‘You’ve a week owed to you since last year, so it would give us a decent length of time. By the time we travel over and back, it only leaves us just over a week in Ireland.’

Angela looked delighted. ‘Oh, that would be grand, Tara,’ she said, her eyes shining. ‘I’d love the company, because it can be a fierce long journey on your own, and I think William’s a lovely young fellow.’

‘I’ll take the car,’ Tara said, having now made up her mind. ‘So that’ll save you a few pounds on your fare.’ She knew her sister had been saving for her trip, so she could now use her travel expenses for something else.

‘Oh, no,’ Angela said, ‘I’d have to give you something towards the boat fare or the petrol. I couldn’t expect you to pay for everything.’

‘You’ll pay nothing towards the travelling,’ Tara said in a definite tone, ‘because I would be paying to bring the car over for myself.’ Then, thinking that she might be making the girl feel childish, or as though she had no say in things, she added, ‘Maybe you could pay for a meal on the boat, or if we stop off somewhere in Wales on the way to Holyhead?’

‘Grand,’ Angela said.

‘You head off to Bridget’s now,’ Tara said, looking at her watch, ‘and I’ll give William’s mother a ring.’

William was predictably delighted by Tara’s suggestion. He was at home when she called his mother about the arrangements, and, within minutes, he was on the phone chatting to Tara himself.

‘Can I come up to Stockport as soon as the school holidays start next weekend?’ he said. ‘I could help you out at the hotel until it’s time for us to go to Ireland.’

Tara was momentarily taken aback. She had been going to suggest that he travel up from London the day before they left, so that he  could catch his breath overnight before setting off again. ‘I’m not too sure about space at the moment,’ she hedged.

‘Oh, don’t worry if you haven’t room for me in your house,’ he said quickly. ‘Bridget and Fred have told me tons of times that I can stay with them. She says they usually have one spare room, and if they haven’t, I can always share a room with Michael.’ There was a little pause. ‘Don’t you remember?’

Tara smiled to herself. William was always a step ahead. Always planning, always working things out to get what he wanted. He was so very different from the easy-going Gabriel. Different in looks - dark whereas his older brother had been blond - and different in nature. ‘I don’t mind when you come,’ she told him. ‘Just check things with your mother and Harry first. They might prefer to have you at home for some of the holiday.’

‘Oh, I’d already asked them if I could come up at Easter,’ he replied, ‘so there won’t be any problem there.’ He paused. ‘D’you think we might go down to that house in County Clare again?’

‘No,’ Tara said, ‘the people will be using it, and anyway, I’ve only got ten days off work, so we can’t fit it in.’

‘What about going to see Joe in Cork?’ he suggested. On a previous trip, Tara had taken William down to visit her brother Joe, who was a curate in a parish just outside the city. ‘Or maybe Dublin for a day out?’

Tara took a deep breath, feeling slightly overwhelmed by the young boy’s enthusiasm. ‘We’ll see,’ she said. ‘We might just take things as they come, see what the weather’s like.’

‘Brilliant!’ he said. ‘It’ll be like a surprise holiday, then.’

‘I’ve got to go,’ Tara told him. ‘Give me a ring when you’ve organised your train times.’

After she had put the phone back in its cradle, Tara sat in her office chair staring thoughtfully at nothing in particular. Then she made herself tidy her desk and put things away in the filing cabinet.

Afterwards, she looked at her watch and decided that she might as well stay on in the hotel for the evening meal. She had nothing else planned, and it was better than going back to the house. She reached for the phone again.

‘Bridget,’ she said, when she heard her friend’s voice. ‘Do you fancy joining me for dinner down in the hotel tonight? My treat.’

‘Oh, Tara, I wish I could,’ Bridget said, ‘but we’ve to be out the  door at half past six tonight. There’s a thing for Cubs that me and Fred need to attend. Michael’s going on a weekend camp at Easter.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about it,’ Tara said casually. ‘It was just a spur-of-the-moment thought.’

‘I’ve never had a day like it,’ Bridget told her, sounding more than a touch harassed. ‘Poor Helen has been off school with a bad cold, and all she’s wanted is to be nursed all day, so I’ve hardly been able to get a thing done in the house. June was in for most of the day because we had planned to change all the beds, but by the time we got the breakfast things cleared up and the beds all stripped and the fresh bed linen back on, it was time for her to go and collect Michael. And when she got back she only had a few minutes to tidy the bathrooms for me, so I’m runnin’ about like a headless chicken now, trying to finish the upstairs rooms and get the dinner ready for the lads comin’ in from work.’

‘Angela is on her way to help you,’ Tara said, hoping that would ease things for her friend.

‘Thanks be to God,’ Bridget sighed. ‘And she’s going to stay on and mind Helen and Lucy while we’re out at the Cubs meeting.’ She paused for a moment. ‘How would tomorrow night suit you for the meal? Fred is going to a wrestling match and June said she’s available to babysit for a few hours.

‘Yes,’ Tara said, ‘that would be grand. I’m free tomorrow night as well.’

Then, as she hung up, Tara thought, I’m free tonight, tomorrow night - and every other night.




Chapter 6

[image: 007]

‘Here comes the cavalry!’ Bridget said delightedly, when Angela walked into the kitchen of the boarding house. She gestured to the piles of carrots and potatoes that needed peeling, and the slices of fish that had to be coated in breadcrumbs then fried. She shook her head. ‘It’s been one of those days. I’ve never been so behind in me life.’

‘Oh, we’ll soon catch up,’ Angela reassured her. ‘If we get the lads’ dinner going first, then we can do all the other bits and pieces while it’s cooking.’

She still loved coming to Maple Terrace, enjoying the hustle and bustle of the daily routine. There was always someone to chat to, whether it was the young-at-heart Bridget, who loved a good gossip and a laugh, the brassy June, the lodgers, or even the children. Angela felt it was a real home-from-home place, and while she quite enjoyed living in Tara’s elegant house in Cale Green and found it handy for work, she loved the lighter, more homely atmosphere in the boarding house.

Angela hung her black suit jacket on the back of one of the kitchen chairs, then took her blue nylon overall from the hook on the door and put it on. She absolutely hated wearing the overall, thinking it made her look dowdy and as old-looking as Bridget and June, but it was a necessary evil to keep her receptionist’s white blouse and suit skirt clean. She would get all the dirty jobs over and done with early, so that she could have the overall off and in the washing by the time the younger lads came back from work. It wasn’t really that she fancied any of them enough to care how she looked, but in the last year or so - since meeting all different kinds of men through her receptionist job in the hotel - Angela Flynn had become very conscious of her appearance.

‘It’s all hands on deck this evening, as me and Fred need to get off early,’ Bridget said, filling the basin with water for the potatoes.

‘I’ll do those for you,’ Angela said, taking the basin and the potato-peeler from her. She carried them over to the table. ‘Did you say it’s a Cubs meeting you’re going to?’

Bridget nodded. ‘It’s about their weekend away at Easter. They want to talk to us about the clothes the boys have to bring and that kind of thing.’ She ran a carrot under the tap to make sure it was clean, then started to peel it with a small sharp knife. ‘Michael’s delighted, so he is. It’s only the second time he’s been away from home on his own. He’s in the sitting-room, writing out a list of all the things he has to take with him.’ She shook her head and laughed. ‘He keeps reading it out to Helen, and she keeps telling him to be quiet and to let her read her comic. I looked in a few minutes ago and he was even reading it out to Lucy, who doesn’t understand a word of what he’s saying.’

‘Oh, God love him,’ Angela said. She picked up a potato now and started to peel it, letting the long, curly skins fall back into the warm water. ‘Talking about kids being away from home, William Fitzgerald is coming up to Stockport next week, and guess what?’

Bridget stopped peeling the carrot. ‘What?’ she asked, full of curiosity.

‘He’s coming to Ireland with me and Tara for a week.’

‘Tara’s going to Ireland?’ Bridget said in surprise. ‘Since when?’

‘She called me into the office just before I left the hotel,’ Angela explained, ‘and told me that she had decided to come over to Ireland with me.’

‘She never mentioned it when we were on the phone,’ Bridget said, feeling slightly hurt that Angela knew something about Tara that she didn’t. ‘She called to see if I fancied meeting her tonight, so she was probably going to tell me when we met up.’

‘Did you fancy coming as well?’ Angela said. ‘Tara’s taking the car, so there would be plenty of room.’

‘No, no ... not at all,’ Bridget said, taken aback at the suggestion. She started scraping away at the carrot again. ‘Sure, how could I, with the children and everything?’ The very thought of returning to Ballygrace was enough to make her feel sicker than she already felt this evening.

‘Could you not get June or somebody in to help you?’ Angela suggested, thinking that it would be a real laugh to have Bridget with them in the car and on the boat journey. ‘What about Fred’s sister or his parents? Didn’t the children stay a weekend over the Christmas holidays with them?’

‘They did,’ Bridget confirmed, ‘and they would be good enough to have them anytime we need them, but I really have no interest in going back to Ballygrace.’ She paused from scraping carrots again, a distant look in her eyes. ‘You see, I don’t have the same happy memories of County Offaly as you do, Angela. I don’t have any family or a home-place to go back to.’ Her voice faltered a little. ‘It would be no holiday for me. It would only depress me to go back to Ballygrace again, to have to remember all the terrible times I had there when I was growing up.’

‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ Angela said, feeling very awkward now and wishing she’d never made the suggestion.

Sensing the younger girl’s discomfort, Bridget said, ‘Even if I did  want to go, I don’t think it would be too sensible going on a boat when I’m already feelin’ squeamish every morning and at various times during the day. If the sea was rough it would finish me off entirely.’

‘Is the sickness that bad?’ Angela asked, always intrigued about babies and pregnancies. Her mother and the other women back in Ireland were very secretive about it, but Bridget was always very open about things like that. As she was getting that little bit older herself, Angela reckoned that she needed to become more acquainted with that part of life.

‘I suppose I’m no worse than I was with the others,’ Bridget said, ‘but a boat is the last thing you need in the early weeks.’ She paused, a thoughtful look in her eye. ‘But you’re right about havin’ a break away. I might suggest to Fred that me and him should have a few days in Blackpool on our own when the weather improves.’

Even as she said it, Bridget knew that it was highly unlikely she and Fred would get around to doing that. Even if Fred’s parents had the kids, she would have a lot of organising to do so that the boarding house ran properly in her absence. There was so much to be done, and each day seemed to offer less time in which to do it.

The two of them chatted as they peeled the potatoes and carrots and put them on to boil, then Angela dressed the fish in breadcrumbs while Bridget opened a catering-sized tin of processed peas. She put them into a large pan ready for heating when the rest of the meal was near completion. Then, leaving Angela to set the table and keep an eye on the proceedings, she went to sort out Michael’s Cubs uniform for the meeting.

As she mounted the stairs, Bridget felt a sudden heavy weight in her chest and stomach. Any talk about Ireland always left her feeling low. And lately it seemed almost to envelop her. She had felt slightly better talking to Tara about it the other night, but as soon as she got into bed - into the darkness of the room - the ghosts and the memories of Ballygrace came flooding back.

How could she really explain to Angela and Tara why she felt this way? Sure, she could hardly explain it to herself. All she knew was that when she went back to Ireland for Gabriel’s funeral, she felt she had had a narrow escape, that she had been lucky no skeletons had leapt out of cupboards at her. That no one had said there was no point in pretending she was a well-to-do landlady from Stockport,  when everyone knew she was one of Lizzie Lawless’s poor orphans from Ballygrace. One of the girls who had been half-starved and neglected, who went with any man to give her a good look or a kind word.

And Bridget Hart was the one who, rumour had it, had had an illegitimate child and dumped it in an orphanage run by the nuns, then disappeared over to England.

How could she walk back into that lion’s den again? Was it any wonder that she wanted to keep as far away from Ireland as she possibly could?




Chapter 7
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It was the night before William was due to arrive in Stockport when Frank Kennedy walked into the Cale Green Hotel. He was immaculately dressed as usual, in a grey herring-bone coat over a dark pin-stripe suit and a sky-blue shirt. If he had been any other man, the well-chosen outfit would have caught Tara’s appreciative eye. But he wasn’t any other man. And there was not one single thing about him that she could find to appreciate. Apart from, perhaps, his unfaltering business sense.

She was standing at the bar, chatting to Fred, when she saw the four smartly dressed businessmen walk in, heading in the direction of the restaurant. And although she hadn’t had more than a sidelong glimpse of the group, she knew that Frank Kennedy was one of them.
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