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  Chapter One




  Lynn could see his shape through the mottled glass and hear his slow, steady footsteps coming down the corridor. She edged backwards until she was flat against the wall, her

  heart pounding so hard she felt he might hear it. She moved slowly, and as silently as possible, towards the door, groping in the darkness with trembling fingers for the handle. It felt like

  forever before her hand closed around it and she wrenched the door open and started to run. She fled down the corridors and out through the first door she came to and didn’t stop running

  until she was on the street. She clutched her waist at the stitch from her efforts and looked around, trying to get her bearings. She figured she was at the side of the building; if she took the

  next right it would bring her safely back to her car.




  Despite the pain, she kept going but when she rounded the corner she was on a street she didn’t recognize. She cursed, realizing that she’d come in the wrong direction. Should she

  turn back and risk running into him, or keep going, hoping for another turn that would mean a longer but safer route? She looked over her shoulder and decided on the second option. She started

  running again and finally, gasping, emerged on the right street. Her car stood alone now, the road deserted, and she hurried towards it. And then she saw a figure emerge from the shadows and walk

  towards her, and she knew that this time there was no escape and started to scream.




  ‘Lynn! Lynn, wake up! It’s okay, you’re safe, darling.’




  She dragged herself back to consciousness, aware that her face was wet with tears and her heart was pumping as if she had just run a marathon. Her nightdress clung to her perspiring body as

  Frank pulled her close.




  ‘Was it the same dream?’




  ‘Yes,’ she whimpered, nestling into his neck, her heart rate gradually slowing as he cuddled her and kissed her hair.




  ‘There must be some medication the doctor can give you. I can’t remember when you last had an unbroken night’s sleep.’




  ‘He says the therapy will help,’ Lynn assured him. ‘That and time.’




  He kissed her lightly on the forehead. ‘Try and get some rest, darling.’




  ‘Hold me, Frank,’ she begged.




  ‘Of course I will, darling. Now close your eyes and think nice thoughts. No one’s going to hurt you while I’m around.’




  How lucky she was to have Frank, she thought, relaxing in his arms. They’d known each other for three years and moved in together eighteen months later after his divorce

  had come through, setting up home in a small house on the outskirts of Rathbourne. They were probably as close as a couple could be. Their values were the same, they shared similar views on most

  issues and the mutual attraction had been almost instantaneous.




  They had met at a race meeting. A gang from Hawthorn Lodge had arranged a day out once the Christmas and New Year celebrations were over. She knew nothing about horse racing but it sounded like

  fun, and it was a good opportunity to check out staff morale.




  She was enjoying her new management role but realized it was important that she didn’t distance herself from the staff. Occasions like this – when everyone was relaxed and had had a

  few drinks – were often times when grievances were aired.




  But Lynn hadn’t expected the day to be quite as chaotic and busy as this and she soon gave up trying to keep track of her colleagues. She found herself a good, sheltered spot to huddle in

  near the winning post, where she could enjoy the atmosphere and excitement as the horses thundered home. It was there that she bumped into Gina, a friend from her schooldays who’d left

  Rathbourne many years ago and was now living in Dublin and working in the advertising department of one of the broadsheets. She had a pass for one of the VIP tents and insisted Lynn join her for a

  drink. She had just nipped back out to watch a race, leaving Lynn to enjoy it in comfort on the large screen, when there was a roar of approval as an outsider passed the winning post. A girl who

  had obviously backed the winner threw out her arms in delight, knocking the pint in Frank’s hand, and most of the contents ended up over Lynn’s arm and in her handbag. He was hugely

  apologetic about the stain on Lynn’s suede coat, but she was much more worried about her mobile phone, which was lying in a pool of beer.




  ‘Quickly, give it to me,’ he said, and sped off in the direction of the toilets. Lynn lost sight of him in the crowd and ended up standing like an eejit outside the gents’

  loos. She was beginning to wonder if she’d ever see him or her phone again when he emerged smiling. ‘I think I might have caught it in time. Try it.’




  Lynn typed in her password, phoned one of the gang and also checked her texts. ‘It all looks fine, thank you!’ She smiled up at him, noting his blue eyes and nice smile.




  ‘Hey, it’s the least I could do. Sorry about your coat.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t even know your name.’




  ‘Lynn Stephens.’ She held out her hand.




  It was swallowed in his firm grip. ‘Frank Hayes. I should pay for the dry-cleaning bill at least.’




  She felt herself blushing like a schoolgirl. ‘Don’t worry, this coat is ancient. I only wore it because I was warned that I would probably freeze.’




  ‘Well, then, at least let me get you a hot whiskey or an Irish coffee to warm you up.’




  ‘I should probably get back to Gina,’ she said, looking around for her friend although she really didn’t want to leave.




  ‘Gina Dolan?’




  ‘You know her?’




  He laughed. ‘I do indeed and, trust me, she’ll be down at the winning post and it’ll be half an hour at least before she fights her way back up here, so you may as well wait in

  comfort.’




  ‘Okay, then,’ she agreed, only too happy to accept the offer.




  They found two stools at the bar and he ordered their drinks. ‘So, you’re a friend of Gina’s.’




  ‘We were at school together but her family emigrated to Australia when we were sixteen; we were broken-hearted to be parted. We kept in touch for a while but, well . . .’ She gave

  him a rueful grin. ‘You know what teenagers are like! Today’s the first time we’ve met since. I didn’t even know she’d moved back to Ireland.’




  ‘How extraordinary.’




  ‘How do you know her?’




  ‘We used to work on the same newspaper.’ He looked confused. ‘So, are you here alone?’




  ‘No, I’m with a large party from work.’




  ‘Won’t they miss you?’




  She laughed. ‘I doubt it. I’ve hardly spent more than twenty minutes with any of them all afternoon. I had no idea there was so much involved in horse racing.’




  ‘It’s a bit frenetic, but it’s fun.’




  ‘Yes, I’m having a ball, despite the cold.’




  ‘And having beer thrown over you.’ He grinned. ‘What do you do?’




  ‘I’m assistant restaurant manager of a hotel in Rathbourne,’ she said proudly.




  She had always wanted to work in the hospitality industry, and, when she’d completed her degree in hospitality management, Charles Boland, the owner of the prestigious, four-star hotel on

  the outskirts of her home town of Rathbourne, had immediately offered her a job. She had been eager to learn, and, when he’d seen what a hard worker she was and that she was good with both

  the staff and customers, he had taken her under his wing and she’d quickly moved up the ladder.




  ‘Hawthorn Lodge?’ he asked, looking impressed.




  ‘Yes, do you know it?’




  ‘I was at a function there once; it’s very fancy. You seem young to hold such a senior position; you must be good.’




  ‘I am,’ she said, her eyes twinkling, ‘but I think it’s easier to do a job when you love it.’




  ‘I agree. There’s a lot of deadlines and pressure in my job but I thrive on it.’




  ‘Are you a journalist?’




  ‘For my sins,’ he laughed. ‘Getting invited to these events is one of the few perks of the job. Do you live in Rathbourne?’




  ‘Yes and have done all my life.’ She pulled a face. ‘And still with my parents but, in my defence, it didn’t make sense to move out: the hotel’s just a

  fifteen-minute walk from our house.’




  ‘I don’t blame you for staying. It’s a lovely spot. The town is a nice size.’




  ‘Yes, small enough that you know a lot of the residents but big enough that you can have privacy if and when you want it.’ She laughed.




  ‘Do you need privacy?’ he asked, his eyes teasing.




  ‘In the hotel business you’re surrounded all day, so it’s nice to be able to get away from time to time.’




  ‘And where do you go to get away?’




  ‘There’s a nice spot down by the river that not many people know about. My friend Val and I go there a lot. Where do you live?’




  ‘In Dublin.’




  ‘Lovely.’ She sighed; a part of her had always been attracted to living in the buzzing capital.




  ‘Not really. My flat’s over a chip shop in a dodgy part of town but it’s central and cheap.’




  She looked at him curiously. He was well dressed and in a good job. Why on earth was he living there?




  They continued to talk, finding more and more common ground, unconsciously moving closer together and completely unaware of the people around them. The spell was broken only when Frank’s

  mobile rang. He shot her an apologetic look. ‘Sorry, I need to take this. It’s my son.’




  Her shock must have been apparent. ‘I’m separated,’ he said hurriedly before taking the call.




  Suddenly his living arrangements made sense and she felt a pang of disappointment. She should have known he was too good to be true. ‘I have to go, anyway.’




  ‘Hey, Philip, hang on a sec, will you?’ Frank put down the phone and pulled a card from his breast pocket. ‘Will you call me, Lynn? I can’t remember the last time

  I’ve enjoyed an afternoon so much.’




  She hesitated. She had no wish to get involved with a married man – even if he was separated.




  ‘Please?’




  She looked into those gorgeous eyes and took his business card.




  ‘Promise you’ll call.’




  ‘I promise,’ she said.




  He turned her hand and kissed her palm. ‘I will count the minutes.’




  Lynn cuddled in closer to him now, comforted by the memory of that magical day. She had been happy, carefree and confident then. As she closed her eyes and finally drifted off

  to sleep she wondered whether she could ever be that way again.




  ‘Are you doing anything today?’ Frank asked, as he buttered a slice of toast.




  ‘I’m seeing Dr Kelly.’ Lynn dropped a teabag in a mug and added water from the kettle. She felt tired at the thought. Each counselling session seemed to take more out of her

  than the last. She didn’t want to talk about her feelings or relive what she’d been through, but her GP had insisted it was an important part of the recovery process and her solicitor

  encouraged it, saying it would help their case.




  Julian Kelly was based in the next town. The doctor he’d originally recommended was in Rathbourne and Lynn had refused point-blank to see him. At best, she’d be seen coming and going

  there; at worst, the psychiatrist would be linked in some way to her ex-employer – everyone was.




  Frank glanced up at her. ‘Anything else?’




  ‘I may drop in to see my folks.’ She took milk from the fridge and added a dash to her tea. Frank was always pushing her to get out more, see people, but, though sometimes she

  planned to go out or arrange to meet someone for lunch, when the time came she usually chickened out. Val was the only friend that she remained close to.




  ‘Exciting stuff,’ Frank muttered and went back to reading his paper.




  The phone rang and Lynn waited for him to get it; she never answered the phone if she could help it.




  He raised his eyes to hers and gestured to his mouthful of toast.




  With a sigh, she crossed to the extension by the door and picked it up. ‘Hello?’ She listened in silence.




  ‘Yes, I’m here, sorry,’ she said after a few moments. ‘It’s just a bit of a shock.’ She forced herself to concentrate, aware of Frank’s curious eyes on

  her. ‘Okay, I’ll do that. See you, then. Thank you so much for everything.’




  Frank lowered the Irish Times. ‘Who was that?’




  She sank into the seat opposite him, feeling light-headed. ‘The solicitor. They’ve settled. Calum got a call last night and the confirmation was just faxed through to him. I have to

  sign a confidentiality agreement and that’s that.’




  Frank smacked the table in triumph. ‘I knew Calum Bailey was the man for the job, but I can’t believe he’s got a result so quickly.’




  ‘A good one, too: he got ten grand more than we expected and a reference, though no apology or admission of guilt.’ She sipped her tea, barely tasting it. It had taken a while for

  Frank to persuade her to take the constructive-dismissal case against Hawthorn Lodge and the Boland family, and she’d often wondered whether it had been the right thing to do. Now, six months

  later, it was over. No court case, no confrontation, no admission of liability. Just a cheque.




  ‘We knew that there’d never be an admission of guilt. Congratulations, my love.’ He reached across to squeeze her hand. ‘Happy?’




  She gave him a weak smile. ‘I feel a bit stunned, to be honest.’




  ‘I’m not surprised, it’s quite sudden. I’m delighted for you, Lynn. Now you can put it all behind you and start again.’




  Start again? Attend job interviews, step back into the business world? The thought terrified her.




  ‘You’ll feel better when you’re back at work, and with your experience I’m sure it won’t be hard to find a job. Any company would be lucky to have a manager with

  such drive and ambition.’




  ‘I’m not sure I have either any more.’




  ‘You’re still the same person, Lynn. You can be anything you want to be.’




  She smiled, touched by the concern so clear in his eyes. ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’




  He glanced at his watch. ‘I’m sorry, I’ve got to go.’ He stood up and pulled her into his arms.




  As he kissed her, Lynn clung to him, wishing he didn’t have to go to work, not today.




  He groaned as she pressed her body against his. ‘I wish I could take you back to bed and celebrate all day.’




  She smiled. ‘I’ll be here waiting when you get home.’




  ‘And I’ll take you out.’




  ‘I don’t think so, Frank—’




  ‘Why stay in and hide, Lynn? You’ve been vindicated.’




  ‘Don’t forget, I have to sign a confidentiality agreement.’




  He snorted. ‘It doesn’t matter if you take a vow of silence, word will soon filter around the town. And people will know that Charles wouldn’t have settled unless he had to.

  It’s almost better that it didn’t go to court: it shows that he doesn’t want to wash his dirty linen in public – or Vincent’s, to be precise.’




  Lynn winced. Hearing Frank simply saying his name was enough to make her feel sick. It was over a year since Vincent Boland had started to make her life a misery and seven months since

  she’d walked out of her job, unable to take it any more. She had gone to his uncle first and told him of how she was being harassed and bullied. She was sure that he would stand up for her

  but she had forgotten one very important fact: Vincent was family, and family always came first with Charles.


  

  ‘Come on, Lynn,’ Frank coaxed, ‘let’s have a night out.’




  ‘Okay, then,’ she said, trying to look enthusiastic. How could she tell him that just the thought of going out was enough to bring on a feeling of blind panic? He had been fantastic

  since the day she had walked out of her job but he couldn’t help her break out of this dark place and she knew that frustrated the hell out of him. He urged her to put it down to experience

  and move on. At forty, twelve years her senior and working in the tough, unforgiving world of journalism, he’d had his share of knocks, but he had got through them all and gone from strength

  to strength. He was freelance now, unhappy with being tied to one newspaper, and had recently become a regular guest on TV and radio current-affairs programmes. Lynn’s heart swelled with

  pride when he talked objectively and knowledgeably on so many issues, his voice calm and authoritative.


  

  ‘Oh, damn,’ Frank groaned. ‘I forgot. I’ll be a bit late: Carrie wants to see me.’




  Lynn froze at the mention of his ex-wife. ‘Why?’




  ‘I’m not sure, to be honest. I was in the middle of a meeting yesterday when she phoned.’




  Lynn said nothing. She didn’t want to argue, not today, but she hated that Carrie always seemed to be contacting Frank on some pretext or other. It hadn’t escaped her notice that

  Carrie’s calls had increased since he’d become a minor celebrity and, now that her latest fling with a high-flying fashion designer was over, Lynn wondered whether she was looking at

  the husband she’d abandoned with fresh eyes. It was only if Lynn had consumed a couple of glasses of wine that she had the courage to broach the subject with Frank. He seemed to find it

  highly amusing.




  ‘We’ve been divorced for nearly two years and apart for seven. Why on earth would you think she’d want me back and, more importantly, why do you think I’d have

  her?’




  ‘You loved her once,’ Lynn would say on these occasions. ‘You had a life together. I’m the only woman in your life since she left you. You were without a woman for four

  years!’




  ‘I was too busy earning money to pay the legal and maintenance costs to date a woman, never mind be able to afford to take her out’, he’d point out.




  ‘And Philip will always be a bond between you. Someday you will be grandparents together,’ Lynn would continue, feeling melancholic at the thought.




  He was bemused by her insecurities and the conversation usually ended with his taking her to bed to remind her that she was the only woman he was interested in.




  But was that still the case? she wondered. The Lynn he had fallen for had been strong and independent and full of confidence. Not this woman who had no interest in going anywhere or seeing

  anyone. He tried to hide it but she knew that sometimes he resented going to charity dinners, premieres or awards ceremonies without her. He tolerated it because of all she had been through, but,

  if she couldn’t pull herself together now that the case was over, would he still be as understanding?




  ‘It won’t take long, I promise,’ Frank was saying as he shrugged into the jacket of his suit, ‘and when I get home you’d better be dolled up to the nines. I’m

  taking you to Dylan’s.’




  ‘Oh, Frank!’ Butterflies filled her stomach at the thought of going to the best restaurant in the county. She was on the point of refusing when a vision of the curvaceous Carrie came

  to mind and she swallowed her protest.




  He tugged her pyjama top off her shoulder and kissed just above her collarbone, making her shiver. ‘No arguments, darling. Have a wonderful day. Relax and revel in your success. Forget

  Vincent Boland and his bloody uncle. They can’t hurt you any more.’




  





  Chapter Two




  Lynn had good reasons for hesitating in taking on her employer. The Boland family was one of the oldest in the area, originally cattle farmers who owned an extensive amount of

  the luscious land in the county. But Vincent’s grandfather had been the one to see that the scenic area had possibilities outside of the agricultural industry and had built Hawthorn Lodge.

  Charles had been a chip off the old block and the family now owned two hotels, three pubs and four off-licences. Charles also dabbled in the property market, though few knew to what extent.




  Hawthorn Lodge was the flagship of the Boland empire and Charles’s pride and joy. He had pumped a lot of money into the place and, with its proximity to Dublin, it was a popular spot for

  society weddings. When his wife had died people had assumed that he’d sell the house he’d built for his bride thirty-five years ago, but Charles continued to live alone in the imposing

  grey-stone mansion that overlooked the town.




  Lynn used to walk past the long driveway of that majestic house and smile. It was impressive and solid, like its owner. She liked and admired Charles and had been proud to work for him and even

  prouder when she impressed him. These days Lynn gave it a wide berth, in fact she walked nowhere if she could help it and, after she had first left Hawthorn Lodge, she wouldn’t drive

  anywhere, either.




  Just getting out of bed and dressing was a big enough ordeal for Lynn back then, so getting behind the wheel of a car was unimaginable. She had finally conquered that fear but she still rarely

  ventured far, just to her parents’ or to meet her best friend, Val. In the early days, they would stay in but now they ventured out to Brannigans, a shabby, old-fashioned pub five miles out

  of town that wasn’t owned by the Bolands. Other than that, Lynn’s only outing was to see the psychiatrist.




  ‘So, Lynn, how have you been?’ Julian Kelly asked.




  She looked away so he wouldn’t see the irritation in her eyes. What a bloody stupid question! And he asked it every time. If she was okay she wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t still

  be taking antidepressants. ‘Okay,’ she said, as she always did.




  ‘Have you been going out much?’




  ‘A little.’ Lynn still avoided his eyes.




  ‘In Rathbourne?’




  She shook her head wondering if he realized that she would prefer to be anywhere other than here. Their sessions were like a dance, he trying to draw her out, she ducking and dodging and

  avoiding the issues. She knew that it was ridiculous, that it defeated the purpose, that there was a good chance that, if she completely unburdened herself, she might start to feel better

  but—




  ‘Lynn? You seem agitated. Has something happened?’




  She jerked herself back to the man and felt guilty when she saw the concern in his eyes. But her irritation wasn’t directed at him. It was the subject of their discussions that she

  couldn’t stand. ‘I heard this morning that my case has been settled.’




  ‘I see. How does that make you feel?’




  She shrugged. ‘Cheated yet relieved. Angry but guilty, too. Frightened but most of all . . . sad.’ Her eyes filled up as she looked straight at him, letting him see her pain for the

  first time.




  He reached for a box of tissues and placed them on the table beside her.




  ‘You wanted your day in court.’




  She waved her hand in disgust. ‘No. I hate that phrase. I suppose I wanted him to feel humiliated and embarrassed. For one day I wanted him to feel as miserable as I’ve felt

  since this all started fifteen months ago. I was good at my job, really good. I was happy working in Hawthorn Lodge, and while Charles was running the place everything was great. And then he handed

  the reins over to him and my whole life changed, just like that.’ She reached for a tissue. ‘When I told Frank and the solicitor it all sounded so lame and I felt like a

  pathetic whinger. You can understand, if I felt that way telling my partner, how hard it was going to be for me to get into a witness box but I had geared myself up, it was all I was focusing on

  and now I feel,’ she shook her head as she struggled for the correct word, ‘robbed.’




  Julian smiled. ‘Pathetic? The fact that you were ready to do that proves the contrary.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘What kicked the bullying off, do you think?’ Julian probed.




  The question took her by surprise. ‘I told you: Vincent’s uncle left. I assume the power just went to his head.’




  ‘So up until then you got on well?’




  ‘Yes, we made quite a good team. Haven’t I told you all this before?’ she said feeling weary.




  ‘Perhaps you have; my memory isn’t what it used to be,’ he said with a smile. ‘Why do you feel guilty?’




  She looked down at her hands, twisting the tissue round and round her fingers. ‘For upsetting everyone. My parents, Frank, my best friend – they’ve all been so worried about

  me.’ He said nothing for a moment, just frowned and made a note. How Lynn would love to get her hands on that file!




  ‘And the sadness?’




  ‘Sorry?’




  ‘You said that most of all you feel sad.’




  ‘I had a job that I loved, that I knew I was good at, and I lost that.’ She felt tears threaten again. ‘And I’m afraid . . .’




  ‘Yes?’ he prompted gently.




  She gulped. ‘I’m afraid I’ve lost part of myself, too. It’s hard to believe, but I used to be so confident. I was able to negotiate, to discipline staff, to make a

  presentation to a room full of strangers. Now I start to shake if anyone talks to me – even the postman! I’m a mess, a sad, sorry mess.’




  ‘You’re talking to me,’ he pointed out, the corners of his mouth lifting in a kind smile. ‘In fact this is probably the most that you’ve ever

  talked.’




  ‘That’s not the same. You’re helping me. In Rathbourne everyone wants to know why I left my job, why I never go out. When this news breaks the gossips will have a field day and

  if I go out I’ll be pestered.’




  He shrugged. ‘It’ll be you today and someone else tomorrow.’




  ‘I think it’ll last a bit longer than that. Anything to do with the Bolands is always news.’




  ‘So what do you plan to do?’ he asked.




  She looked blank. ‘Do?’




  ‘Are you going to stay indoors for the foreseeable future?’




  ‘I wish I could but my man insists he’s taking me to dinner tonight to celebrate.’ She gave a wry smile as she thought of Frank’s absolute determination to fix her.




  Julian sat back in his chair and stared at the ceiling. ‘Do you think you’re afraid of talking to people in general, or are you really just afraid of bumping into Vincent?’




  She recoiled at the mention of his name.




  He looked over at her. ‘It’s completely understandable, Lynn.’




  ‘Tell me what I can do,’ she begged him.




  ‘Protect yourself. Don’t go anywhere alone where you might meet him. But, if it’s any comfort, the reality wouldn’t be as difficult as the scenario that you’ve

  built up in your head.’




  ‘Really?’




  He smiled. ‘Really.’




  ‘Thank you, Doctor. That helps.’




  ‘I’m glad. Well done, Lynn. You’ve made great progress today.’




  Lynn had only just got back into the car when she got a text from her friend, Val:




  

    

      WE NEED TO MEET. I HAVE NEWS.


    


  




  She frowned. Surely word couldn’t be out already about the settlement, not before she’d even signed the documents. It must be about a man. Val fell in love on a

  regular basis but her relationships rarely lasted more than a few weeks. Lynn replied,




  

    

      HOW ABOUT COFFEE TOMORROW EVG?


    


  




  Seconds later Val responded,




  

    

      NO, TODAY, IT’S IMPORTANT. I FINISH IN 30 MINS. CAN YOU PICK ME UP?


    


  




  Lynn frowned and quickly typed,




  

    

      ON MY WAY. SEE YOU AT THE CHURCH.


    


  




  She turned on the ignition, her own problems forgotten. Val wouldn’t send such a message unless it was something serious. She might be a hopeless romantic but she was no drama queen. Could

  it be her mum? Angie McCabe had been diagnosed with osteoporosis several years ago but had ignored all the advice given to her regarding diet and supplements and it was only last year, when

  she’d broken her hip at her salsa class, that she had been forced to take her condition seriously. She’d had a hip replacement last month, which had been pronounced successful, and she

  seemed to be recovering fast, flying around on her crutches.




  ‘I feel like hiding them,’ Val had grumbled last week. ‘She thinks she’s bloody Wonder Woman.’




  ‘Wouldn’t it be worse if she just stayed in bed all day complaining? I think she’s an amazing woman.’




  ‘Don’t you dare encourage her,’ Val warned. ‘I’m going to have to hide the key to the garden shed or she’ll be out mowing the lawn as soon as the weather

  improves.’




  Lynn smiled at the memory of the conversation as she drove. Because Val worked for Charles Boland in the local off-licence, Lynn always picked her up around the corner outside the church.




  ‘I don’t know why you do that,’ Val had said time and again.




  ‘I just don’t want to run into . . . anyone.’ Today Lynn definitely didn’t want to go near the place. Charles kept a close eye on all his business interests and, if he

  saw her hanging around one of his premises, he might think she was gloating and deliberately trying to rub his nose in it.




  Val was waiting for her, hopping from foot to foot in the chilly spring breeze, her wild mane of auburn locks fanning out around her.




  ‘Hey.’ Val slid into the passenger seat and barely had her seatbelt on before Lynn pulled away.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Lynn asked anxiously.




  ‘Nothing, why?’ Val looked at her in surprise.




  ‘I was just wondering what was so urgent that it couldn’t wait till tomorrow. Did Jude Law move to Rathbourne and fall madly in love with you when he dropped in to buy his

  Guinness?’




  ‘If only,’ Val sighed dramatically. ‘The closest I got to a proposition today was when Eamonn Reilly asked me if I’d consider joining the church choir. Honestly, how old

  do I look? There’s no one in that bunch under sixty.’ She pulled down the visor and studied her face in the mirror, then rooted in her bag for her lipstick and eyeliner.

  ‘Let’s go to Brannigans. I could murder a lager.’




  ‘Sure. Now tell me your big news. You’re getting married.’




  ‘Oh, please.’ Val threw her a scathing look.




  ‘You’re pregnant?’ Lynn shot her a look of alarm.




  ‘Considering that I haven’t had a man in months, that would be a bloody miracle.’




  ‘Oh, come on, please tell me. I need distracting.’




  Val finished touching up her make-up and then turned to study Lynn. ‘You do look a bit washed out. What’s up?’




  ‘I’ve just come from a counselling session.’




  ‘Ahhhhh.’ Val gave her arm a sympathetic pat.




  ‘And I heard this morning that my case has been settled.’




  ‘You’re kidding!’ Val’s expressive brown eyes widened. ‘You mean you won?’




  ‘Yes. They’re going to pay me eighty-five thousand and give me a glowing reference. ‘




  ‘But that’s fantastic news, Lynn.’




  ‘Keep it under your hat, I haven’t got the money yet and I’ve to sign a confidentiality agreement.’




  ‘I won’t tell a soul, but you know word will get out, especially after today.’




  ‘That’s what Frank said.’ Lynn glanced over at her. ‘Why, what happened today?’




  ‘Martha dropped by earlier, dying to tell me, she was.’




  Martha worked in the kitchens in Hawthorn Lodge and was a terrible gossip altogether. ‘Tell you what?’ Lynn cried. Lord, Val loved to drag out a story.




  ‘Old man Boland called a staff meeting this morning and announced there was to be a restructuring.’




  ‘Not redundancies?’ Lynn shot her a look of alarm as she thought of her friends in the hotel. Brenda, a waitress, now in her late fifties, would be an obvious candidate for early

  retirement, but Lynn knew she would be devastated: she had worked there for more than twenty-five years. Then there was Bob, the porter, well past sixty and one of Vincent’s least favourite

  staff members; but, as he and Charles had gone to school together, he’d had to tolerate him. The new young staff, two receptionists and a payroll clerk whom Lynn had brought in, might also be

  at risk simply because she had hired them, despite the fact that they were smart and damn good at their jobs.




  ‘No redundancies,’ Val reassured her, ‘at least not yet. Just a reshuffle of staff. Not everyone’s happy; one person in particular is decidedly

  unhappy.’




  ‘Who?’ Lynn parked the car outside Brannigans and turned to look at her.




  ‘Vincent. He’s being moved to The Willows!’




  ‘You’re kidding.’ Lynn stared at her. Charles Boland’s three-star, old-fashioned hotel in the next county was probably the least successful of the Boland businesses.

  ‘But why?’




  ‘Well, now that I’ve heard your news I assume it’s a rap on the knuckles for costing Charles eighty-five grand. Come on, let’s get that drink.’




  As usual, Brannigans was dead except for a couple of regulars at the bar, and, once they were settled in the corner furthest away from them, Val with her lager and Lynn with

  coffee, they continued the conversation.




  ‘Is anyone else being moved to The Willows?’ Lynn asked.




  Val shook her head. ‘All the other changes were relating to rotas and training.’




  ‘Then it was an obvious demotion,’ Lynn said, dismayed. Perhaps she should feel victorious at Vincent’s banishment, but it meant that everyone would link the move to her

  settlement and gossip would be rife.




  ‘Boland told them that he’s planning to renovate The Willows and turn it into a spa and he’s putting Vincent in to supervise and mastermind the entire operation.’




  ‘I suppose that could be true: spas are all the rage these days.’




  ‘Would you think so?’ Val looked dubious. ‘It’s in a terrible location, way too far off the beaten track, and the hills were the only real scenery. And now they’re

  putting those windmill yokes up all over them. Have you ever heard the noise from those things? Not exactly the tranquillity you’d expect if you forked out a fortune to get away from it all

  and relax.’




  ‘Charles wouldn’t invest the money unless he thought it would be a success,’ Lynn said. Whatever their differences, she still respected the man as a true entrepreneur who had

  brought prosperity and employment to this county and beyond. ‘Emer will be glad to see the back of him.’ Charles’s youngest daughter had never liked Vincent. Lynn used to wonder

  why. Now she realized that the girl was a damn good judge of character.




  ‘I can’t believe you’ve won and rid Hawthorn Lodge of Vincent too. You must be thrilled.’




  Lynn sipped her coffee. ‘I’m not sure how I feel to be honest. It seems wrong that no one’ll get to hear what he did and said. Uncle writes a cheque and it all goes

  away.’




  ‘You’re better off, Lynn. If it had gone to court it would have been very hard on you,’ Val said, her voice gentle and her eyes full of sympathy. ‘And everyone will know

  that he’s guilty of something, what with being packed off to The Willows. Move on, sweetie.’




  ‘How can I? Even if he’s not around, I’m still surrounded by his bloody family, friends, employees. There’s no escape.’




  ‘Of course there is.’ Val looked at her. ‘Move.’




  Leave Rathbourne? ‘But what about Mum and Dad?’




  ‘With all the motorways you could be back here in a couple of hours if your folks needed you. You spend so much time cooped up alone in that house, Lynn. Perhaps leaving Rathbourne would

  be healthier.’




  ‘But what would I do without you?’ Lynn said with a watery smile.




  ‘Get in the car and come see me, or we could meet halfway.’




  ‘Or you could come visit and even stay over.’ Lynn brightened.




  Val grinned. ‘You see? It’s not such a bad idea.’




  Lynn took another drink of her coffee and looked at her friend with thoughtful eyes. ‘Maybe not.’




  





  Chapter Three




  By the time Frank got home, Lynn was ready. She had showered, taken care doing her hair and applied make-up for the first time in months. The green eyeshadow, mascara and

  eyeliner made her eyes seem huge; her lips shone with a bright-red, glossy lipstick; and her hair hung in a silky black curtain down her back. She didn’t have to think about what to wear.

  That was the easy bit, and she had just smoothed the tight red dress down over her slim hips and stepped into her high heels when he walked through the door. He stood staring at her for a moment,

  his eyes raking her from head to foot. ‘Maybe you’re right: maybe we should stay in,’ he muttered.




  She smiled as he advanced on her. ‘After all the trouble I’ve gone to? No way, mister! You promised me dinner and you’re buying me dinner.’ But, if he kept

  looking at her the way he was doing now, he might just get lucky. The thought of him undressing her later sent shivers down her spine. He knew her and her body so well that it had always been easy

  for him to get her into the mood. He knew where to touch and how to excite her and was patient and attentive, prolonging her pleasure until she almost begged for release.




  There had once been times when they were out and she would catch him looking at her in that certain way and she would know he wanted her, and within minutes they would be making their excuses,

  rushing home, touching each other all the way there and then tearing off each other’s clothes even before they got as far as the bedroom. But, since she’d left Hawthorn Lodge, she

  seemed to have frozen up inside and he couldn’t thaw her, though God knows he’d tried. Less so recently, she realized, worried that he had tired of her. Tonight she was going to put

  that right.




  Frank pulled her close. ‘It’s so good to hear you talking like that. You sound just like the gorgeous, clever girl that took my breath away at the races.’




  ‘I don’t feel like her. I’m scared stiff. Don’t you dare leave me alone,’ she warned him. ‘If you need to use the loo I’m coming with you.’




  ‘If I get you alone in the loo in that dress you’ll never get to finish your dinner,’ he said, kissing her.




  ‘Come on, then,’ she laughed. ‘Let’s go before I get cold feet.’




  ‘So what did Carrie want?’ she asked when they were in the car, trying to keep her voice light. She didn’t want to sound like a nag, but she was curious as

  to what the woman had come up with this time.




  ‘She was doing the garden and some guy stopped the car and started asking questions about the house, said he was moving into the area and looking for a property with a decent-sized

  garden.’




  Lynn’s eyes widened. ‘You’re kidding!’ Frank’s family home was a beautiful sprawling cottage in an elite estate in Castleknock and worth a fortune. They’d

  been trying to sell it since the divorce but without success.




  He grinned happily. ‘I’m not. She gave him her number and said that if he wanted he could bring his wife over to have a look around.’




  ‘So why did she want to meet you?’ Lynn asked, irked. Carrie could have told him all of this on the phone.




  ‘She was wondering what price we should ask and she’s having some problems with the heating and wanted me to take a look.’




  ‘Couldn’t she have called a plumber?’




  ‘No need: the radiators just needed bleeding.’ He chuckled. ‘I love it when you get jealous.’




  ‘I’m not jealous.’




  ‘You are, but then it’s to be expected: I’m a hell of a guy.’




  She smiled. ‘And modest.’




  ‘So, how did the session with Kelly go?’




  ‘Okay.’




  He asked no more. They had agreed at the start of her sessions that if she wanted to talk about them she would but, if not, he wouldn’t ask. It had actually been the GP’s suggestion.

  He thought it would be just more pressure on Lynn if she felt compelled to discuss them.




  ‘Did you go to your parents’?’ he asked when she volunteered nothing further.




  ‘No, I saw Val. She had some news.’




  ‘A new man?’




  Lynn laughed. ‘That’s what I thought. No, something much more interesting. Charles Boland is moving Vincent to The Willows.’




  Frank glanced at her. ‘Really?’




  She nodded. ‘Apparently he’s renovating it and turning it into a fancy spa and is putting Vincent in charge of the project.’




  ‘Interesting timing,’ he murmured.




  ‘That’s what Val thought. She thinks Charles is punishing him because he had to pay me off.’




  ‘She could be right, and getting him out of town before the news of your settlement breaks is probably not a bad move, either. Does it make you feel better?’




  ‘Sure,’ she said with a smile.




  Frank parked the car outside the restaurant and reached for her hand. ‘You should feel proud of yourself. You’ve come through a tough time and I promise you there are good times

  ahead.’ He kissed her. ‘Come on, I want to show off my gorgeous woman to the world.’




  Lynn took a couple of deep breaths and nodded. ‘Okay. But I’m warning you, Frank—’




  ‘I won’t leave your side for a second,’ he reassured her.




  ‘Frank Hayes, how are you doing?’




  They were only studying the menu when Lynn looked up to see the editor of the local newspaper standing over their corner table smiling. She knew it had been a mistake to come here.




  Frank immediately got to his feet and shook hands. ‘Paul, good to see you. It’s been a while.’




  ‘Ah, sure, now you’re a high flyer up above in Dublin you’ve no time for the likes of us any more.’ The man smiled down at Lynn, his eyes kind. ‘And how are you,

  Lynn?’




  ‘I’m fine, thanks, Paul.’




  ‘You certainly look it.’ He eyed her appreciatively. ‘It’s good to see you out and about again. So, are you planning to rejoin the workforce?’




  Lynn stared at him, feeling like a rabbit caught in headlights. ‘Well, I—’




  ‘It’s early days, Paul,’ Frank cut in smoothly, ‘but Lynn’s much better and that’s what’s important.’




  ‘Indeed it is.’




  Frank nodded to a group of men standing in the doorway. ‘I think your party’s arrived.’




  ‘Right, best go and see if I can sell some advertising. Enjoy your dinner, you two.’




  ‘We will,’ Frank assured him, and sat down again. ‘Are you okay?’ he murmured.




  She nodded mutely, though her hands were shaking slightly. This was exactly why she didn’t go out. Not only did everyone know everyone in Rathbourne, they didn’t think twice about

  asking personal questions.




  ‘What would you like?’




  ‘I’ll have whatever you’re having,’ she said with a strained smile.




  Frank caught the waiter’s attention and ordered. ‘Come on, Lynn, don’t let that ruin your evening. Look how easily it was dealt with. You know what? You need to do what I do

  when I’m on TV or radio.’




  ‘What’s that?’




  ‘I decide beforehand what I’m going to say and, regardless of the question, I say it.’




  She grinned. ‘Clever, but I can’t see how that would work in my situation.’




  ‘Of course it would. Let me give you an example. If a woman you know walks through those doors, makes a beeline for you and gives you the “How are you? Are you going back to

  work?” bit, here are three replies you could use. One, “I’m fine. Have you lost weight? You’re looking marvellous.” Two, “I’m great, thanks. What a

  beautiful dress. I badly need to update my wardrobe. You must tell me where you shop – you have such a great eye for clothes.” Three’ – he continued ignoring her laughter

  – ‘“I’m fine, thanks. I’ve taken up gardening/cooking/knitting – use as appropriate – you must give me some tips.” See? Simple.’ Their glasses

  of wine arrived and he raised his. ‘To you, darling, and the future.’




  Lynn touched her glass to his, smiling tenderly into his eyes. ‘Thank you. I’d never have got through this without you, Frank. I’m sorry if I’ve been very hard to live

  with.’




  ‘No more than usual.’ He grinned.




  ‘Seriously, you have been wonderful.’ Their soup was placed in front of them and she watched Frank tuck in. ‘Val said something today that I can’t stop thinking

  about.’




  ‘Oh, yeah? What was that?’




  ‘She asked why we didn’t leave Rathbourne.’




  He set down his spoon. ‘You always said you didn’t want to move too far from your parents.’




  ‘I know but, as Val pointed out, nowhere is that far away any more thanks to all the motorways. I mean how long does it take you to drive to Dublin?’




  He shrugged. ‘It depends on the traffic, but usually just over an hour. You want to move to Dublin?’




  ‘I don’t know, Frank, but it would be nice to walk down the street without being self-conscious or feeling afraid of bumping into one of the Boland clan.’




  ‘It sounds a bit like running away.’ He went back to his soup.




  ‘He who fights and runs away lives to fight another day,’ she countered. ‘How would you feel about it?’




  ‘I wouldn’t mind at all: it would mean less commuting.’




  ‘And there would be more job opportunities in Dublin.’




  He smiled.




  ‘What?’ She finished her soup and pushed the bowl away.




  ‘It’s just good to hear you talk about going back to work.’




  ‘Don’t get too excited,’ she joked. ‘I’ll probably be my usual miserable self by morning.’




  ‘I don’t think so. There’s something different about you tonight.’




  She took a sip of water. ‘That’s because we’ve managed to come out and have a nice dinner together and, apart from Paul’s visit, I’ve been able to relax and enjoy

  it.’




  He glanced over at the door. ‘Well don’t look now but that could be about to change.’




  Lynn froze. ‘Who is it?’




  ‘Mick and Josie O’Grady.’




  ‘Shit!’ Lynn hissed reaching for her glass and downing half of it. Mick ran the local hardware, was a friend of her dad’s and a golf buddy of Charles. And his wife could talk

  for Ireland.




  ‘Remember the lines I gave you,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘She’s into gardening, isn’t she?’




  ‘Is she?’ Lynn breathed, feeling a cold sweat break out on her forehead. ‘Are they coming over?’




  ‘No, they haven’t spotted us yet. They’re talking to the people at the first table. Calm down and remember: nobody knows any details about the case. Tonight, if anything,

  they’ll be speculating about Vincent being moved to The Willows.’




  ‘What if they ask me about it?’




  ‘You say you’ve no idea, you’re out of touch with what’s going on, that you’re spending most of your time gardening. Relax, darling. The only thing that’s

  going to make them wonder is if you start behaving like a guilty schoolchild.’




  ‘Can’t we just go?’ she begged.




  ‘Don’t be silly!’ he said, a trace of impatience in his voice.




  She was about to reply when she felt a hand on her shoulder. ‘Lynn Stephens, it is you! Why, I haven’t seen you in months.’ Josie sat down uninvited and studied her

  with curious eyes. ‘How are you, dear?’




  ‘Sure, she’s grand, can’t you see that?’ Mick leaned on the back of his wife’s chair and smiled at Lynn.




  She smiled back. ‘I’m fine, thanks, how are you, Josie? That’s a lovely dress.’




  ‘What, this old thing?’ Josie dismissed her floral tent with a wave of her hand. ‘So, have you heard the news?’




  ‘What news is that?’ Frank asked, forcing his way into the conversation.




  ‘Charles Boland is turning The Willows into some sort of clinic and he’s sending young Vincent over there to run it.’




  ‘Really?’




  Mick scratched his head. ‘So he says.’




  ‘I doubt the lad is up to the job,’ Josie said. ‘What do you think, Lynn? You worked closely with him for a long time, didn’t you?’




  Lynn looked at Frank, begging him with her eyes to save her but he said nothing. ‘I’m sure he’ll be fine. Sorry, excuse me,’ she said and fled to the ladies’,

  bolting herself into a cubicle. Before Josie came along she had been in good humour and enjoying herself, and now she was a snivelling wreck again. She forced herself to take deep, slow breaths.

  She couldn’t stay in here all evening; she had to get a grip.




  A good ten minutes later she returned to the table. Frank was alone, halfway through his roast lamb. ‘Well, you handled that really well,’ he muttered.




  She stared at him, stung by his tone. ‘What did you expect? She completely ambushed me and you sat there and watched.’




  ‘I told you what to say. I can’t always be around to bail you out, Lynn. You have to learn to cope alone. Anyway, she was just making idle chitchat. I could understand your

  difficulty if you were confronted by a Boland or someone from Hawthorn Lodge, but you can’t go through life being afraid to talk to people.’




  ‘But they were talking about him, Frank.’




  ‘Yes, him and his situation.’




  ‘Oh, please, you heard Josie with her “What do you think, Lynn? You worked with him.”’




  He looked at her in disbelief. ‘Well, you did! You really are blowing this totally out of proportion.’




  She stared at him. ‘So you think I’m just paranoid.’




  ‘There you go again.’ He rolled his eyes in exasperation. ‘That’s not what I said. Stop putting words in my mouth. I’m just trying to help.’




  ‘Like you helped when Josie O’Grady started to grill me?’




  ‘She did not grill you. She asked you a question and, as you did work closely with Vincent, it was a logical one.’




  Lynn reached down and picked up her handbag. ‘Well, thanks for the support. I’d like to go home now.’




  ‘You haven’t even touched your food,’ he protested.




  ‘I’ve lost my appetite.’




  ‘Oh, come on, Lynn, you’re being—’




  She held up her hand, her eyes full of tears. ‘Ridiculous, oversensitive, stupid? Yes, I get the message, Frank. Now, I want to go. Either you can take me or I’ll get a

  taxi.’




  ‘Fine.’ He flung down his napkin and stood up.




  Lynn stared at her untouched meal as she waited for him to pay the bill.




  ‘Ready?’




  She stood up and slipped on her jacket, well aware that Josie was watching them closely. She waved and smiled and, as Frank called goodbye to a few people, she hurried out of the restaurant,

  keeping her smile in place until she was in the safety of the car.




  They drove home in silence and it was only when they were parked that Frank spoke.




  ‘Lynn, you know that I would never do anything to hurt or upset you. You’re much too sensitive, darling.’




  ‘I think that may be why I’m on antidepressants and seeing a psychiatrist,’ she said, her voice loaded with sarcasm. She got out of the car and stood at the door, waiting for

  him to open it. When he did she made straight for the stairs.




  ‘Is that it?’ he called after her.




  She stopped and turned to face him. ‘I’m tired and upset. It’s been quite a day. If we keep talking we’ll just argue, and I don’t want that.’




  ‘I don’t want that either,’ he said, looking completely fed up.




  ‘Then let’s leave it. Goodnight, Frank.’ She smiled and went quickly upstairs.




  ‘Night,’ she heard him say before she shut the door and let the tears fall.




  She was awake but turned away and almost on the edge of her side of the bed when he finally came into the room. She kept perfectly still as she heard him undress and then slip into bed beside

  her.




  ‘Lynn? Are you awake?’ He moved nearer.




  She felt his lips on her shoulder but she didn’t respond, nor did she move away. Despite being upset, she was still comforted by the warmth of his body next to hers. He leaned across and

  kissed her lightly on the forehead. ‘Goodnight, darling, sweet dreams,’ he whispered as he slipped a protective arm around her.




  Lynn smiled in the darkness at the tenderness of his words and his kiss, realizing that nothing had changed. He may not always understand her but he loved her and that was all that mattered.




  





  Chapter Four




  When she woke the next morning, Lynn felt refreshed and happier. There had been no nightmares and she smiled at the memory of falling asleep with Frank tight against her. She

  rolled over with the intention of waking him with a kiss, but he was already gone. She raised her head to check the clock: it wasn’t even seven. With a stretch and a yawn she climbed out of

  bed and padded downstairs to find the kitchen empty. She felt the kettle but it was cold – and then she noticed a note propped against the toaster.




  

    

      Breakfast meeting, mad day and on TV tonight so home late, don’t wait up. I’ll call you when I get a chance, x


    


  




  Lynn sighed and went to fill the kettle. As she sipped her coffee she reread the note over and over. It didn’t seem all that conciliatory, but neither was it curt. She

  wished she could talk to him; she hated starting the day not knowing how he was feeling. She was sorely tempted to climb back into bed and sleep for the day, but she knew that her parents would

  have heard of Vincent’s transfer and be wondering about it and how she was feeling. She also had to tell them the good news about the settlement. Like Frank, they would expect her to be over

  the moon, expect her anxiety to disappear overnight. It was a huge responsibility having people care about you sometimes. It was almost easier to pretend she was fine than to see the concern in

  their eyes. And she would be fine soon, she assured herself. She had been a damn good manager and would be again. Val was right: her future wasn’t in Rathbourne. She needed to move to Dublin.

  Once surrounded by people who knew nothing about her or her past, she would be fine.
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