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Foreword


Dear Reader,


Thank you for picking up this Lucinda Riley novel. I’m Lucinda’s son, Harry Whittaker. If you know my name, it will no doubt be from Atlas: The Story of Pa Salt, the conclusion to Mum’s Seven Sisters series, which became my responsibility after her death in 2021.


I wanted to explain how The Last Love Song has come to be published in 2025. To do so, I must provide a potted history of Mum’s work, so I hope you’ll indulge me.


From 1993 to 2000, Mum wrote eight novels under the name Lucinda Edmonds. Her career was seemingly cut short by a book called Seeing Double. The fictional plot suggested that there was an illegitimate member of the British Royal Family. The recent death of Princess Diana and subsequent monarchical turmoil meant bookshops deemed the project too much of a risk. Consequently, Lucinda Edmonds orders were cancelled, and her contract was voided by her publishers.


Between 2000 and 2008, Mum wrote three novels, all of which went unpublished. Then, in 2010, she had a breakthrough. Her first book as Lucinda Riley – Hothouse Flower – hit the shelves. Under this new name, she went on to become one of the world’s most successful writers of female fiction, having sold seventy million books at the time of writing. Alongside her brand-new novels, Mum rewrote three ‘Edmonds’ books: Aria (which became The Italian Girl), Not Quite an Angel (which became The Angel Tree) and the aforementioned Seeing Double (which became The Love Letter). As for the three unpublished novels, all have now been released with great success.


There’s no doubt that Lucinda has always been one of the world’s best storytellers, but her authorial voice naturally matured over her thirty-year career. She conducted extensive work on her three 90s rewrites: changing plots, adding characters and amending her style. Consequently, I have undertaken the role here, refreshing and updating the text, helping to turn the ‘Edmonds’ into a ‘Riley’. I performed the same task for The Hidden Girl in 2024.


The Last Love Song was originally published in 1997 under the title Losing You. For me, this book is particularly special due to its setting. Many readers will know that although she was born in Lisburn, Mum always felt that Ireland’s West Cork was her spiritual home. Shortly after my birth in the early 1990s, we moved from England to Clonakilty. My favourite childhood memories are embedded in the breathtaking coastal landscape – namely in the hidden coves of Inchydoney beach, where Mum would tell me stories of the naughty sprites that lived within. Afterwards, we would warm ourselves in one of Clon’s welcoming pubs, and hope for a performance from a fiddler or flautist. The local tonic of music and myths set my imagination whirring, and it’s no wonder Ireland boasts some of the finest literary minds.


The Last Love Song is, in many ways, a tribute to West Cork. I shan’t divulge too much of the plot, but it’s clear that the bright lights of London’s Carnaby Street pale in comparison to the Wild Atlantic Way and the (fictitious) Ballymore.


The text is instantly recognisable as Lucinda’s work. In these pages you will discover passionate love, tragic loss and, of course, a devastating secret from the past which threatens to destroy the future. I wrote in my foreword to 2024’s The Hidden Girl that ‘the (editorial) process has been challenging’ due to the book’s difficult themes. I faced no such challenge here. Working on The Last Love Song has been a total joy. Although, as a new father of twin girls, I must admit that meeting deadlines has been much harder!


To Lucinda’s returning readers, Mum is waiting for you like an old friend, ready to pull you into the past. As for new readers, welcome! I’m thrilled you have chosen to spend some time with Lucinda Riley.


Harry Whittaker, 2025












Prologue


London, June 1986


There were always day-old newspapers lying around in the television room, but she never bothered reading the news items. Sometimes she’d collect them and make her way through the crosswords. It helped ease the boredom. Gathering up the tea-stained copies of The Sun and The Mirror, she put them under her arm and made her way back to her cell. Thankfully, it was empty. Muriel had gone to the showers.


She settled herself onto her bunk and took the first newspaper off the pile. Searching for the puzzles page, she found a familiar face staring out at her. Steeling herself to ignore it, she turned over the page.


The man was still a huge star. His status had reached cult proportions due to his disappearance all those years ago. The odd picture in the papers was inevitable.


She tried to put the past to the back of her mind. Finding the crossword, she took out a biro from her jumpsuit pocket. Chewing it, she slowly began to fill in the letters. But, inevitably, her concentration was shot.


Eventually, she gave up, turned the pages back over and began to read.


COME HOME, CON!


It has been announced today that sixties sensation The Fishermen will reunite at London’s Wembley Stadium during the upcoming sell-out Music for Life concert. Stars past and present have pledged their support to sing for Africa this weekend, but the question on everybody’s lips is . . . will Con Daly turn up? The Fishermen’s lead singer famously hasn’t been seen in public for over a decade.


She lay back, the newspaper still open on her lap. She’d learnt to numb herself against emotion. That was the only way to survive in here. Lying there, staring at the crack in the ceiling that she had watched grow from an inch to over a foot long, a small smile crossed her face.


Was it pleasure she was feeling?


No, not really.


She’d stopped believing in fate a long time ago. But it was a happy coincidence that, if all went well in front of the parole board in two weeks’ time, she would be emerging from prison just before The Fishermen made their historic reunion performance at Wembley.


That night, as the light in the cell flashed three times to indicate the minutes before lights-out, she went over to the sink and brushed her teeth. Then she took the four pills the screw had just given her out of her dressing-gown pocket and dropped them into the rushing water. She watched as they swirled around before disappearing down the plughole.


When she turned around, Muriel was watching her in horror.


‘Gawd, love, why on earth did you do that? You won’t get no more now. You know what they’re like.’


She climbed silently up onto her bunk.


‘That’s fine, Muriel. I don’t need any more. Goodnight.’


A few seconds later, the lights went out.


Instead of quickly falling into her usual drugged, unrestful sleep, she felt wide awake.


It would take a while for the previous dose to leave her system and her brain to clear, but she could handle it. She had to.


She allowed herself to plunder her memory, to bring the anger back up to the surface. The pain would give her strength and feed the need for retribution.












Part One


Preparation
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West Cork, Ireland, April 1964


The village of Ballymore nestled neatly into the rugged West Cork coastline. Its bright pink-, yellow- and blue-painted houses were a cheering sight on bleak, grey winter days, as storms beat relentlessly in from the Atlantic. The fifteen hundred residents were used to the rain, which had been known to fall continuously for three months without respite. They only endured the long winters knowing that a glorious summer would follow. The sky would become azure, and young and old alike would spend long days on the golden beaches for which the area was famed. They knew that, for those few short weeks, there was no better place to be on God’s earth.


Sorcha O’Donovan followed the rest of the village out of the church and into the bright April air.


‘’Tis a beautiful morning!’ smiled Mary O’Donovan. ‘I think spring has arrived at last.’


‘Yes, it’s grand altogether, Mammy,’ nodded Sorcha, eager to be gone. ‘Mammy, can I go over to Maureen’s before lunch? I promised I’d help her with her maths.’


Mary had spotted a friend and was waving to her.


‘Yes, but be sure to be back for one o’clock. You know how particular your daddy is.’


‘Yes, Mammy.’


Sorcha watched as her mother turned and started to make her way through the crowd towards her friend. Then she retrieved her bicycle from the side of the church and set off through the gates in the direction of Maureen’s house. When she was out of sight of the crowd outside the church, she turned a corner and pedalled as fast as she could along the path that led away from the village towards the sea.


Fifteen minutes later, having cycled the two and a half miles to the beach, she hid her bicycle in a hollow, then perched on a sand dune to catch her breath and smooth her wind-strewn hair. It wasn’t more than a few seconds before she heard the sound of Con’s guitar and the mellow tone of his voice drifting closer to her. Sorcha leapt to her feet and searched about her.


‘Con, Con, it’s me!’ she shouted, competing with the sound of the waves as she ran joyfully through the dunes, covering her mass dress in sand. ‘Con! Where are you?’ An edge of confusion had crept into her voice. ‘Con? I—’


There was a friendly roar from behind her. Sorcha didn’t even have time to turn before she was jumped upon. The pair fell softly onto the beach, rolling over and over until they came to rest in a hollow.


Sorcha looked up at him lying on top of her, his huge blue eyes set under a pair of full dark eyebrows, framed by lashes so long and curly they were almost feminine. His skin was still tanned from the sea air even after a long winter, and his thick black hair fell in waves to his shoulders. She knew she’d love him for the rest of her life, whatever the cost.


‘Hello, Sorcha-porcha. Have you missed me?’ He smiled down at her, giving her a trademark wink. ‘I’ve certainly missed you.’


A lump came to her throat. She nodded, then stroked his cold cheek with her finger. ‘Oh yes, Con. Oh yes.’


His lips came down hard onto hers, and she felt his hand slowly creeping up her thigh. She enjoyed the sensation for a few seconds before her conscience won out.


‘Con, you promised me!’ She wriggled away from him and lay on her side.


‘I’m mad for you, Sorcha-porcha. I think of nothing else, I swear. I even wrote a song for you last night.’ Con gently caressed her hair. ‘I’m going to get my guitar and sing it for you.’ He jumped up and raced over a dune.


Sorcha lay still, her eyes closed, wanting to record every second they shared so she could think about it when she was alone at night without him.


He was back.


‘I’ve called it “My One True Love”.’


She turned over and watched him as he began to sing to her.


‘Ah, Con, ’tis a beautiful melody. Did you really write it for me?’ Sorcha asked when he’d finished.


‘Yes. And I meant every word.’ He reached over to her and planted another kiss on her lips. ‘Must you go?’


Sorcha was brushing the sand from her dress and straightening her hair.


‘You know I have to. Daddy will be fierce cross if I’m not back in time for dinner.’


His arms enveloped her. ‘Ah, Sorcha. Come live with me and be my love,’ he quoted. Then he tipped her face up to his. ‘You know we can’t go on like this. You’re seventeen in a few months. Then no one can stop us.’


‘They can. You know they can.’ She nestled into his chest.


‘Not if you come with me across the sea. I can’t stay here much longer. It’s only you that keeps me from leaving immediately.’


‘Please, Con, don’t say that.’


‘I’m sorry, but it’s the truth. You’re going to have to decide, Sorcha-porcha.’


‘Yes, yes, I know. I’ll come on Wednesday, after school.’


‘I’ll be in my hut, waiting for you.’ He kissed her once more. ‘Goodbye, my love.’


‘Goodbye.’


Reluctantly, she left his arms and began scrambling across the dunes. Sorcha shivered as the wind whipped around her bare legs. The weather was changing, suddenly and dramatically, as it was prone to do in West Cork. She turned and saw Con gazing out to sea at the storm that was brewing. She perhaps had ten minutes before the heavens opened, and consequently serious problems explaining her soaked clothing to her mammy and daddy. Sorcha wheeled her bicycle onto the road, climbed on and began to pedal for home.


The figure who had watched the two of them for the past forty minutes scurried away unseen.


‘Mary, mother of God! You’re drenched, child! How did you manage that on a two-minute cycle from Maureen’s? Get upstairs with you and change. I’ll be putting the dinner on the table in three minutes.’


‘Yes, Mammy.’ Sorcha hurried up the stairs. She headed for the bathroom and locked the door behind her. Then she climbed into the bath and began to undress, shaking each of her garments thoroughly. When she was naked, she climbed out of the bath and ran the taps, swirling the tell-tale golden sand away down the plughole.


When Sorcha reappeared downstairs, her father was already sitting at the highly polished mahogany table in the dining room. It was always cold in there, and there was a musty smell because it was never used more than once a week.


‘Sit down then, Sorcha,’ said her father.


Sorcha obeyed, as her mammy brought in the piece of beef which had been cooking since seven this morning. Mary placed it in front of her husband.


‘I hope you’ll find ’tis tender, Seamus,’ she said nervously as he picked up the carving knife.


The two women sat in silence as Seamus pedantically cut the joint into perfect slices. Only when he’d cut all three portions was Mary allowed to fill the plates with vegetables.


All that hard work, thought Sorcha, lifting her fork. And by the time we get to eat it, it’s no more than lukewarm.


No one spoke. Seamus did not approve of chat during dinner. After the food was finished, the plates were cleared away by Sorcha while Mary brought in a perfect apple pie from the range in the kitchen.


Sorcha watched her daddy as he ate. She wondered whether he’d been born with a frown, or had frowned so often his face was simply frozen that way. Whichever the reason, he always looked cross. Sadly, everyone said Sorcha resembled him. She certainly had his thick, curly, auburn hair and green eyes. She was tall, too. Her friends at school called him handsome and said how lucky she was to have such a fine-looking father, but Sorcha often prayed at night that she hadn’t inherited his personality. When she’d been small, she’d been afraid of him and his readiness with the back of his hand, but now . . . she despised him.


‘Can we have the radio on, Mammy?’ she asked.


‘You know your daddy won’t want to be disturbed after lunch.’


‘Quietly?’


Mary shook her head as Sorcha knew she would. ‘Maybe later.’


Sorcha began to dry the wet dishes.


‘Mammy, can I ask you something?’


‘Of course.’


‘Do you love Daddy?’


‘Sorcha!’ Mary blessed herself. ‘What a question to ask! Surely you know I do.’


‘I suppose. I . . . well, I’ve been reading a book for English lessons. It’s called Wuthering Heights. It’s about love and . . . passion.’


‘I see.’ Mary continued to wash up.


‘Were you ever madly in love with Daddy? I mean, so bad that you couldn’t sleep at night, that it was grand just to be near him, that when he kissed you, you thought you would burst with happiness?’


Mary stopped washing up and studied her daughter. Sorcha’s eyes were alight, her face flushed.


‘I . . . yes.’ She nodded. ‘I was once mad for someone . . . I mean your daddy, in the way you describe. But Sorcha, that kind of feeling can’t last. A few months, maybe; in rare cases a couple of years. But then life gets in the way, real life.’ Mary gazed out of the window at the raindrops plopping heavily onto the pane. ‘In all honesty, it’s rare you marry the man you really love.’


‘But you did.’


Mary looked at her daughter and smiled weakly. ‘Of course I did. Now, have you your homework to finish?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then get along with you up to your room. I’ll do the rest of this.’


Sorcha kissed her mother’s soft cheek. ‘Thank you, Mammy.’


Upstairs in her spacious, comfortable bedroom, Sorcha reached for her satchel, unloaded her textbooks, paper and writing equipment onto her desk and sat down. Once she was comfortable, her fingers felt for the envelope at the bottom of her pencil case and she drew it out. It was crumpled, the small photograph inside even more so. She laid it in front of her and traced the contours of his face, as she’d done a thousand times before. Sorcha could see her fingerprints all over it.


‘Con . . . Con,’ she murmured as she stared at her love. The picture was terrible, out of focus and missing a left ear because of the way she’d cut it from the flyposter advertising his band’s latest gig. But that hardly mattered.


Closing her eyes, Sorcha cast her mind back to the very first night, three months ago now, when she had first kissed him . . .
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January 1964, three months earlier


‘There’s a band playing at the GAA hall Saturday week,’ Mairead informed the girls as they filed out of the hall after morning prayers.


Her three friends raised their eyebrows as they walked down the corridor towards their classroom.


‘I heard they’re meant to be fierce good,’ Mairead continued. ‘They’ve put up posters in the town. You’ll see after school.’


‘What sort of band?’ asked Katherine O’Mahoney as they entered the classroom. ‘And who’s in it?’


‘A proper band, with guitars and drums. Con Daly’s the lead singer.’


All four girls sat down at their desks and opened their satchels.


‘He’s a bad ’un,’ imparted Maureen McNamara gravely.


‘With his daddy having been a drunken eejit and his mammy dying when he was small, what chance did he have?’ asked Katherine. ‘Living in that godforsaken hut all alone on the beach. I’d say he needs to be pitied.’


‘You always did have a soft heart, Katherine O’Mahoney. My brother says Con has a grand voice, though. He heard him in a bar in Clonakilty a while back,’ Mairead concluded.


Sister Benedict’s heavy footsteps echoed down the corridor.


‘Well, I’m on for going,’ whispered Mairead. ‘Who’ll join me?’


There was no time for further discussion as Sister Benedict entered the classroom.


The four girls reconvened after school. On the walk down the hill into Ballymore village they discussed the situation.


‘All the St Joseph’s boys will be there. My brother Johnny.’ Mairead nodded in Katherine’s direction. She blushed. ‘Tommy Dalton.’ Mairead looked at Maureen who studied her feet. ‘And for you, Sorcha, any boy who takes your fancy.’


‘And how are we meant to be getting out of our houses on a Saturday night to watch a band?’ asked Sorcha.


‘Don’t worry your heads about that. I have it all worked out,’ Mairead added confidently.


‘Go on then,’ challenged Katherine.


Mairead looked smug. ‘Well, my mammy and daddy are going up to Milltown on Saturday morning to see my auntie. They won’t be back until Sunday lunchtime. Johnny’s meant to be looking after me. So, you can tell your parents you’re all coming to stay the night. They don’t need to know Mammy and Daddy are away. As long as we’re all there for mass on Sunday morning, they’ll not be suspicious at all.’ Her eyes shone with pride. ‘There now, what do you think?’


The three girls looked at each other.


‘And what if they found out where we’d been? Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I’d be crucified!’ said Maureen.


‘They won’t, though, will they? They’d never think that their sweet little daughters would be dancing the night away with boys!’ giggled Mairead.


Sorcha shook her head uncertainly as they came to her turning on the road. ‘I’m not sure, so, Mairead.’


‘Well, you think about it, Sorcha O’Donovan. Most of us are nearly seventeen. We’re not babies any more. So what if they do find out? Will they put us in Cork city jail and throw away the key? I doubt it!’


Sorcha blushed. ‘You’re right, Mairead. I’ll think about it. See you tomorrow.’


She waved and walked down the narrow winding street into the large Georgian McCurtain Square. In the centre, enclosed within iron railings, was a formal garden with a small fountain that gurgled meekly. The professional people of the town resided here, in terraced, four-storey houses that were the envy of many. Sorcha crossed the square and approached her front door. On the left-hand side was a shiny brass plate that read:


SEAMUS O’DONOVAN, SOLICITOR


Her father used the three large downstairs rooms for his practice. The family lived above on the next three floors. Sorcha turned the key and headed for the stairs.


‘I’m home, Mammy,’ she called, divesting herself of her hat, blazer, gloves and scarf. She walked down the corridor and opened the kitchen door. A wonderful smell of bacon filled her nostrils as she went to the scrubbed oak table and kissed her flour-covered mother.


‘Hello, darling. Did you have a good day? There’s a hot drop in the pot.’


‘Thank you. I did have a good day. Do you want a cup of tea?’


‘No, thank you. I need to finish this pie. Helen is coming for supper.’


Sorcha bristled. ‘Oh, Mammy, does she have to?’


‘Yes, you know she does. Poor thing, with no parents to love her. It’s the least we can do. And don’t be forgetting that she’s a distant cousin of your daddy’s, Sorcha.’


Helen McCarthy was in Sorcha’s class at the convent, even though she was almost eighteen. Her parents had died in a car accident when she was five, leaving their large house and fortune to their only daughter. Since their death, Helen had been taken care of by an elderly aunt.


Sorcha never mentioned Helen’s monthly visits to her schoolmates. Helen’s mother had been English and a Protestant, uninvolved in the church community in the village. The family had always kept themselves separate; as a small child Helen had gone to a private primary school in Bandon, only joining the convent at the age of twelve. As she had a larger frame than most of her classmates, wore glasses, and was slower academically, she was an easy target for bullies.


Once a month, Helen came to the O’Donovans’ for supper. Seamus managed Helen’s trust and his practice took care of matters relating to the ten-bedroom mansion and two hundred acres which would come to Helen on her eighteenth birthday, as stipulated in her parents’ will.


Sorcha often confessed to Father Moynihan that she’d been cruel and thoughtless and would try to talk to Helen in the future, or join her for lunch in the refectory where she sat in a corner alone every day. But she never quite managed it.


‘Try and be friendly, Sorcha,’ begged her mother. ‘’Tis only a few hours, one evening a month. She is in your class, after all.’


‘Mammy, I’ll do my best, I swear.’


‘Like the good girl that you are. Off with you and finish your homework before Helen arrives.’


Supper was as difficult and uncomfortable as it always was. Helen sat there, focused on her food and little else.


‘So, Helen. Any thoughts on what you’re going to do when you leave school?’ asked Seamus in his friendliest voice.


‘I’m not sure,’ replied Helen, looking momentarily lost, before returning her attention to the plate.


‘Well, I’ll be wanting to have a talk with you very soon. It’ll be only a few months before the Lissnegooha estate is in your control.’


‘Yes,’ said Helen as she absentmindedly tore a piece of bread apart.


Pudding seemed interminable. When Mary stood up and began to clear away the dishes, Sorcha followed her.


‘I’ll help you.’


‘No, I’m grand by myself. You take Helen up to your room for a while.’


Sorcha gave her mother one of her special looks, then gritted her teeth and said, ‘Come on, Helen. Let’s go upstairs.’


Helen followed up the stairs behind Sorcha and took a seat on the edge of her bed. Sorcha pulled out her desk chair and sat on that.


She couldn’t think of a thing to say.


Helen’s hand began to tap nervously on her leg. She summoned her courage and spoke.


‘Are you going to hear the band at the GAA hall on Saturday night?’ she ventured.


‘How did you know about that?’


‘I’ve seen the flyposters in town and I heard you discussing it in the classroom this morning.’


Sorcha guiltily shook her head. ‘No, of course not.’


‘Oh,’ said Helen. She looked down at her hands and twiddled her thumbs. Sorcha could see her nails were bitten to the quicks. ‘That Con Daly is in it.’ Helen reached into her pocket and brought out a crumpled flyposter, unfolding it carefully. ‘He’s . . . well, he’s very handsome, don’t you think?’ Helen blushed to the roots of her unbrushed hair.


‘Yes, I suppose.’ Sorcha hadn’t really thought about it.


‘I talk to him sometimes, when I’m out riding on the beach. I can see his hut from my bedroom window. Wouldn’t it be grand to be like him, Sorcha? Living by yourself with no one telling you what to do.’


Sorcha watched Helen in amazement. It was more than she’d ever heard the girl say.


‘I think it would be lonely and cold in that hut. There’s not even a lavvy.’


‘People like Con and me, well, we get used to our own company. It comes from being different. We’re probably the same, in many ways.’


‘Except you’re going to be very rich with a big house and Con Daly has nothing except a shack he only borrows since his daddy died and they took away his house to pay the debts.’


Helen looked downcast. ‘Yes, I suppose.’ She folded the poster carefully and put it back in her pocket. Sorcha watched her visibly retreat into her shell. They sat in silence until Mary knocked on the door five minutes later to say Seamus was ready to give Helen a lift back home.


‘Bye then, Sorcha.’


‘Bye, Helen.’


She nodded and left the bedroom. Five minutes later, Sorcha went into the bathroom to begin her nightly ablutions. Then she got into bed, pulled the covers over her and thought about the concert on Saturday week. If she went, it would be the first time she’d ever told a lie to her parents. Besides, what would she wear? Her mass dress? Sorcha giggled at the thought of such a thing, turned over and closed her eyes. She would sleep on it and see how she felt in the morning.


‘Mammy, Mairead has invited Katherine, Maureen and me to stay over at her house next Saturday night. Will it be all right if I go?’ Sorcha’s fingers were crossed behind her back.


Mary was busy scrubbing the kitchen floor. ‘I don’t see why you shouldn’t, if all your homework is done before you leave.’


‘It will be, I swear.’


‘Then you may tell Mairead that you’ll be there.’


‘Grand.’ Sorcha stood there, amazed it had been so easy.


Mary looked up at her. ‘Is there anything else you want, Sorcha? Would you like to help me scrub the floor?’


‘I . . . no. Thanks, Mammy.’


Sorcha skedaddled before she gave herself away.


‘Come in before they see you,’ Mairead whispered as she opened the kitchen door.


‘But they’re meant to see us, remember?’ giggled Sorcha.


‘Yes, of course they are,’ Mairead laughed. ‘I’ve had to pay my brother Johnny not to tell. He’s coming to the concert with some of his friends.’


‘And he won’t say anything?’


‘No. He’s after liking Katherine, so he’ll not tell,’ said Mairead, smiling. ‘Did you bring something to wear?’


‘Yes. My mass dress.’ Sorcha followed Mairead up the stairs to her small bedroom.


‘No! You couldn’t.’


‘I’m teasing. I’ll show you in a minute.’


Katherine was sitting in her underwear on the floor amid heaps of clothing.


‘It’s no good! Everything looks dreadful! I’m going home to spend the night in bed.’


‘Don’t be an eejit!’ scolded Mairead. ‘You look grand in your riding jodhpurs and black sweater. They show off your figure.’


‘I can’t wear my riding breeches to a concert!’ wailed Katherine.


‘Of course you can. You know it said jodhpurs are the new fashion in that magazine Maureen got from her aunt in London.’


Sorcha dumped her bag on the floor. ‘I don’t know why you’re worrying,’ she said. ‘You know how the boys all swoon when you walk past. You don’t even have to try with that lovely long blonde hair and your big blue eyes.’


‘Get along with you,’ said Katherine. ‘You’re the envy of every girl in the class with your red curls and long legs. You’re just as pretty as any of those models in Maureen’s magazine.’


‘When each of you has finished telling the other she should enter a beauty pageant tomorrow, perhaps we can get down to business.’ Mairead raised an eyebrow. ‘Maureen’s late. She said she’d be here by half past four. It’s gone five o’clock now.’


‘She’ll be here,’ said Sorcha, nodding. ‘I saw her in town earlier.’


‘Right. Well.’ Mairead picked up a brush and comb, brandishing them at the girls. ‘Who’s first in my salon?’


An hour and a half later, the transformation was complete. Sorcha surveyed her reflection with wonderment.


‘I can’t believe it’s me.’ She made an exaggerated ‘O’ with her painted scarlet lips. Her eyelids felt heavy with the false eyelashes her friend had applied. Sorcha touched her hair, which Mairead had teased into a neat twist, then fastened with kirby grips onto the top of her head. The old kilt she’d found languishing at the back of her wardrobe had taken well to being shortened seven inches. She’d altered the side seams so that it hugged her thighs and showed off her long, slim legs.


Katherine was also admiring herself. ‘Mairead, you ought to open your own salon. You’re a genius,’ she smiled.


Mairead shrugged modestly and folded away the picture of the model from the magazine she’d been copying from. ‘It was nothing. Now, it’s time for me. Will you ring Maureen while I’m in the bathroom?’


Sorcha hardly took her eyes off the mirror. ‘If she’s not here in ten minutes, I will.’


‘Grand. Tidy up a little, will you?’


‘We’ll try,’ sighed Katherine, sitting gingerly on the bed so as not to disturb her golden locks, which Mairead had brushed until they shone. ‘You know, I don’t think our mammies would recognise us even if they found where we were tonight.’


‘No. I can only imagine what my daddy would say if he saw my painted face and short skirt.’


‘Do you think it will happen tonight for one of us?’ asked Katherine.


‘What do you mean, “it”?’ asked Sorcha.


‘That we might get kissed.’ Katherine tucked her long legs under herself.


‘Who knows?’


The two girls sat in silence, pondering the enormity of such an event.


There was a knocking from downstairs. Katherine jumped up. ‘That’ll be Maureen. I’ll go let her in.’


Two minutes later, Katherine appeared back in the bedroom with a flushed Maureen.


‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph! I thought I’d never escape. Shane is sick and Mammy made me mind him while she was out. How much time have I got to get ready?’


‘Plenty if we all help you,’ Katherine reassured her.


Half an hour later, the four girls were sitting on the bed nervously contemplating their deception.


Maureen, looking uncomfortable in an emerald-green dress she’d stolen from her mother’s wardrobe, shook her head. ‘I don’t know whether we shouldn’t forget this, make some sandwiches and put our pyjamas on.’


‘Just stop panicking. Here.’ Mairead produced a small bottle of whiskey from under the bed. ‘We all need some courage.’ She took the top off, put the bottle to her lips, threw her head back and drank.


The other girls watched as Mairead’s eyes began to water.


‘Quick, your mascara will run.’ Sorcha offered her a handkerchief.


‘Who’s next?’ Mairead offered the bottle as she dabbed at her eyes.


The three girls looked at each other uncertainly.


‘Jesus, well, you three are full of the spirit of adventure, aren’t you!’ Mairead shook her head and rolled her eyes.


‘Give it here.’ Sorcha grabbed the bottle and took a sip. ‘You next, Katherine.’


Katherine closed her eyes and took a healthy slug. Her eyes shone as she passed the bottle to Maureen. ‘I like it.’


‘Do you now?’ laughed Maureen, taking a swig. She had to be slapped hard on the back as she coughed and spluttered helplessly.


‘Right, are we ready?’ asked Mairead.


The other three nodded solemnly.


‘Then we’ll put on our coats, get on our bicycles and go.’


‘What if we see anyone we know?’ asked Katherine.


‘We wave at them and smile. We’re only out to enjoy an evening bicycle ride.’ Mairead shrugged.


‘What, in the dark?’ giggled Sorcha.


‘Come on, let’s go.’


The four girls filed out of the bedroom.


It was a fifteen-minute cycle ride up to the GAA hall. Breathing a collective sigh of relief that most folks were huddled inside by the fire on this cold January night, the girls hid their bicycles around the back of the hall and went to take their places in the short queue that had formed outside.


‘Give me your money and I’ll pay for all of us,’ said Mairead.


Sorcha turned around and saw a handful of boys studying them appreciatively. She nudged Katherine and winked. Mairead paid for the tickets and the four girls filed into the ladies’ for a quick repair job.


As Sorcha carefully replenished her lipstick, she could hear the band warming up in the hall next door. A shiver of excitement ran through her.


‘You’re growing up at last,’ she whispered to her reflection.


By nine o’clock, the hall was full to bursting.


‘See, they’ve come from other villages. It’s so crowded we’ll never be spotted,’ Mairead reassured the others as they pushed their way over to the bar. ‘Now, what’ll we order?’


‘Lemonade.’


‘Shall I make that four?’


There was a collective nod.


An amplified voice echoed across the crowd. ‘And now, ladies and gentlemen, will you all give a big hand for Con Daly and his band!’


The announcer left the stage. The girls stood on tiptoe to watch as the five members took their places. Con Daly strolled casually forward to the microphone.


‘Evening, all, and a big welcome from me and the boys. We hope you’ll enjoy yourselves. Let’s rock!’


Con turned around, counted his band in, and suddenly the hall was filled with the sound of a rich, deep voice, backed by a languorous guitar rhythm.


The girls stood watching him.


‘You know, I would hardly recognise him. He’s handsome when he cleans himself up, isn’t he?’ whispered Mairead.


‘Now I look at him, he is a fine figure of a man. That black hair and those big blue eyes remind me of Elvis. Don’t you think, Sorcha?’ said Katherine.


Sorcha didn’t answer. She was staring, transfixed, at Con Daly.


‘What a grand voice,’ put in Maureen. ‘It’s as good as anything you hear on the radio.’


‘Sorcha, take your lemonade. Sorcha!’ Mairead nudged her.


‘Yes, sorry.’ Sorcha took the bottle, put the straw in her mouth and sucked without taking her eyes off the stage.


‘Er, I . . . would you be wanting to dance, Katherine O’Mahoney?’


A tall, painfully thin young man with a bad case of acne was standing behind Katherine. They all knew him. He was in the same year as Johnny, Mairead’s brother.


‘Well now, I might want to dance,’ nodded Katherine, turning around, ‘but not with you, Ryan O’Sullivan.’


The girls giggled as Ryan slunk away, his head bowed in embarrassment.


‘Ah, now, you shouldn’t be so cruel,’ admonished Maureen.


‘Maybe I’m waiting for Johnny to come over and ask me,’ smiled Katherine.


The girls found an empty table on one side of the hall and sat down. They watched the band and those who had begun to dance. Sorcha could hardly drag her eyes away from Con Daly.


The group finished a lively number to rapturous applause, and Con spoke gently into the microphone.


‘You’re a grand audience, thank you. Now, we’ll lower the tempo. Take your partners, girls and boys. This is a ballad I wrote as I was looking over the beautiful bay of Ballymore.’


Johnny sidled up to the table.


‘Do you fancy a dance, Katherine?’ he enquired confidently.


Katherine blushed and nodded. She stood up and took Johnny’s outstretched hand.


‘And you, Sorcha, would you have a dance with me?’


It was Angus Hurley, a young man whom Sorcha had known since childhood. His parents ran the cotton factory outside the village.


Sorcha nodded and Angus led her onto the floor. He put his arms loosely round her waist and Sorcha hooked hers over his shoulders. They swayed awkwardly to the music.


‘I’m surprised your parents let your group come tonight,’ he said.


‘They don’t know we’re here. And if you breathe a word, Angus Hurley, none of us will ever speak to you again.’


‘I’ll say nothing, Sorcha, you know I won’t.’


Sorcha put her head back over Angus’s shoulder and watched Con Daly. As she looked at him, his eyes seemed to focus on her. For a good ten seconds the two of them stared at one another. She reluctantly dragged her gaze away.


‘Sorry, Angus. I was miles away. What was it that you were saying?’


‘I . . . well, I was asking you . . . That is, I . . .’ Angus blushed. ‘I was thinking maybe we could go to the flicks in Bandon next week. You . . . you look beautiful this evening, Sorcha. And I’ve always liked you, as I’m sure you know.’


‘It’s kind of you to ask me. Could I think about it and let you know?’


‘Okay,’ Angus nodded.


The ballad finished and Sorcha returned to the table. Maureen was sitting there alone, looking dejected.


‘Where’s Mairead?’


‘Oh, some gorgeous man came and whisked her away. Katherine’s still dancing.’


Sorcha looked to the dance floor and saw her friend’s arms wrapped tightly around Johnny’s neck. She smiled. ‘It’s grand to see those two together after all this time. They’ve liked each other for months.’


‘And what about you and the handsome Angus?’


‘Oh, he asked me to the cinema next week and I said I’d think about it.’


‘You did what? Sorcha, you know very well that Angus is the catch of the town. He’ll have that factory one day and the big house on the hill. Plus, he looks like a film star.’


‘Well now, that’s your taste, Maureen. Personally, I think Con Daly is better looking.’


‘No!’ Maureen baulked. ‘He’s probably not had a bath for months!’


Sorcha rolled her eyes. ‘You’re terrible.’


‘Well, all I can say is that you should be grateful you have a boy who likes you. I don’t know why I bothered coming. Who’d want to dance with me when I’m so fat and ugly?’


Sorcha looked at her best friend’s heart-shaped face, her nose sprinkled with freckles, and the small curls of ginger hair escaping from the pleat Mairead had painstakingly pinned on the back of her head.


‘You’re beautiful, Maureen, so you are,’ Sorcha replied honestly.


‘Then why am I sitting here like a wallflower while everyone else dances?’


‘You won’t be for much longer, I promise. Excuse me, I need to go to the ladies’. Back in a minute.’


Sorcha stood up just as the band announced they were taking a ten-minute break. She headed for Angus, who was standing by the bar at the back of the hall.


‘Angus, I’ll go to the flicks with you next week.’


‘You will?’ He broke into a relieved smile. ‘That’s grand altogether, Sorcha!’


‘On one condition.’


Angus held his hands up. ‘Anything.’


‘That you buy my friend Maureen a lemonade, talk to her for a while, and when the band starts up, you ask her to dance.’


Angus shrugged. ‘All right. I’ll pick you up from your house at seven next Friday. We can go in the new car I’ll be getting for my eighteenth birthday.’


‘Grand. I’ll see you then, as long as you keep your promise.’


‘I’m on my way for the lemonade now.’


Sorcha smiled, then headed in the direction of the ladies’, tucked inside the entrance hall. She stood in front of a small cracked mirror, tidied her hair and replenished her lipstick. She was just coming out of the door when an arm caught her and pulled her outside, causing her to audibly gasp.


‘Hush! I won’t hurt you, I swear.’


She recognised the voice and smelt the pleasant aroma of manly aftershave. An electric tingle fizzed through her as Con Daly’s body pressed close behind hers.


‘Sorcha O’Donovan, I’ve seen you and your friends hanging around the beach from my place and I’ve always thought you were beautiful. Tonight, you are the loveliest sight I’ve ever seen. In all honesty, I want to marry you right here and now . . .’ He swung her round to face him. It was dark but she could see he was grinning widely at her. ‘Or at least, come for a hot drop at my place next week.’ Sorcha stared up into his eyes, words failing her.


‘Will you?’


‘Will, will . . . will I what?’


‘Come to my place next week?’


‘I—’


‘Of course you will. You know where I live?’ She nodded. ‘Then I’ll expect you. Now, come here and kiss me.’


He pulled her gently towards him and planted a small kiss on her lips. Then he took her lightly by the shoulders and stared down at her.


‘Sorcha-porcha.’ He winked. ‘I’ll be waiting for you.’


Sorcha watched as he made his way inside. She leant against a wall, breathing heavily. Her legs felt like cotton wool and her head was spinning.


Con Daly was no better than a tinker living in his shack on the beach. Before tonight she would have probably crossed the street to avoid him, and never would have dreamt that she’d accept his physical affection . . .


Sorcha blessed herself and asked God to forgive her – not only for the kiss, but because she had enjoyed every moment of it.


Would she go to see him next week?


Sorcha pushed herself away from the wall as the band began to play.


Walking inside, she observed Angus dancing with Maureen, Katherine smooching Johnny and Mairead being held very close by a boy she’d never seen before.


Then she looked up to the stage.


He smiled at her.


She knew something had begun tonight that could change her life completely.
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Helen McCarthy saddled up her horse, Davy, checked the girth, then swung herself onto his back. She turned him out of the stable yard, trotted along the winding drive, out of the gate, and pointed Davy in the direction of the beach.


On her own two feet, Helen was ungainly. Yet from a distance, sitting comfortably on the tall stallion, her seat so assured . . . girl and horse made a perfectly elegant picture.


It was the only time Helen felt in control.


Three minutes later, they’d reached the long stretch of white sand.


‘Giddy-up!’ Helen tapped Davy’s bottom and the horse began to canter. The wind whipped around her face, the crash of the waves deafening her. As was often the case, Helen began to sob loudly, her wails matching those of the seagulls up above her.


She rode until she reached the far end of the beach. She slowed Davy to a trot, and they carefully picked their way through the rocky outcrop onto the sheltered sandy cove Helen had come to regard as her own private haven. She came here when things were bad. Consequently, it was where she spent most of her time.


Dismounting Davy, she tethered him to a rock that stuck out of the sand, then walked slowly towards the waves.


For a few moments, and not for the first time, Helen contemplated continuing to venture right out until the waves brushed her thighs, her stomach, her neck, then eventually closed over her head, bringing peace and silence.


Tears began to trickle out of her eyes once more, stinging her salty cheeks. She shook her head. She was too scared of water to drown herself.


Helen turned and walked back, climbing onto the rock that gave the best view of the coast. As she surveyed the scene, her eyes fixed on the blinking of the Galley Head Lighthouse, shrouded in mist.


School had been more miserable than usual, if that was possible. She had heard Sorcha and her cronies giggling about the fun they’d had at the concert at the GAA hall last Saturday night. Helen was filled with hurt at the way they stopped talking immediately when they noticed she was behind them.


The rejection of Sorcha O’Donovan was particularly painful. The girl was very pretty, bright and popular, with a mother and father who loved her. In short, Sorcha had everything Helen herself longed for.


She looked up to the sky. In forty minutes or so the day would end and blackness would descend. After a night of respite, the sun would rise and Helen would have to endure the humiliation of rejection once again.


‘Oh, Mother, why did you and Daddy leave me?!’ she wailed. How many other children in the village had lacked a comforting arm around their shoulder when they’d tripped and fallen? How many had missed their bedtime story, or the kiss with a rough male cheek that spoke silently of love and security as the light was switched off?


‘I have nothing, nothing!’


Helen knew her last statement was dramatic and far from true. There was one thing she was going to have very soon, and lots of it.


She wiped her eyes with a none-too-clean hanky and tried to order things in her mind.


‘Will I spend my whole life crying?’


‘You might.’


Helen jumped and turned around. The elegant figure of Con Daly came into view. He stood on the rock, towering over her. She blushed an unsightly red colour.


‘Isn’t this view grand?’


Helen sniffed and wiped her nose. ‘It is.’


‘It might be my favourite spot.’


‘Mine too.’


‘I know.’ He came and crouched on the rock beside her. ‘The perfect place for useless articles like you and me to come and be alone.’


Helen guffawed. ‘You’re not useless. All the girls at school were raving about you and your band.’


‘Were they now?’ Con raised an eyebrow. ‘Any girl in particular?’


‘Should there have been?’


Con shrugged. ‘Maybe.’


‘Oh.’ Helen’s shoulders sagged a little.


‘I didn’t see you there,’ he said.


‘No. I didn’t want to go by myself.’


Con exhaled deeply. ‘Ah, Helen, what it is to be living on the edge of society like us. Tolerated, but never accepted. I’m all for leaving as soon as I can.’


‘Lucky you.’ Helen ground her riding boot into the sand.


‘You have nothing to keep you here either.’


‘I have fear to keep me here, Con.’


‘Yes, ’tis a powerful thing, fear. But never forget that loneliness gives you strength. You can spend your life observing others, on the outside looking in. You end up learning a lot about human nature that way.’


‘I’ve learnt that it stinks,’ she replied bitterly.


‘Come on now, life isn’t that bad. You have that grand mansion and the land around it. Plenty of money to make your dreams happen. The world is your oyster.’


‘I’d trade it all to be popular. And as pretty as Sorcha O’Donovan.’


Con grinned. ‘I think everyone would like to be as pretty as her. But you can buy yourself a new hairstyle and a set of friends.’


Helen sighed. ‘I suppose so.’


Con stood up. ‘I’m off. I have an assignation at my palace over there.’ He indicated the hut.


‘You do?’


‘Yes.’ He put a finger to his lips. ‘But it’s a secret. Goodbye, Helen.’ Con reached out and put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Helen’s heart began to beat faster and her body was filled with an indescribable warmth. ‘You know where I am if you want a chat.’


‘Thanks, Con,’ she choked.


Helen watched him step easily over the rocks and disappear.


She thought about what he had said. Despite his reputation as an unwashed layabout, Con was a clever man. The conversations they’d had over the years were infrequent but memorable. He was the one person she knew who did not treat her as if she had no brain in her head.


Plus, he seemed to become more handsome every time she saw him.


For want of any other man to think of, she thought about Con. She supposed she was a little in love with him, but aware that her feelings would never be reciprocated.


What man could ever love her?


She pulled her scarf up around her ears. The wind was starting to bite. Con had just voiced an idea that had been dancing around Helen’s head more and more insistently in recent times. Seamus O’Donovan had assured her she’d be a very wealthy young lady. Helen wasn’t quite sure exactly how rich she’d be, but it was a simple matter of asking. She knew her lawyer thought her dense, that she’d never be able to grasp her financial situation or cope with the responsibility of running the estate. Maybe he was right. She certainly struggled at school, unable for some reason to make sense of words written on the page, even though she understood the meaning in her mind. But numbers were no problem. She had always been excellent at maths.


And this large amount of money that would soon be hers . . . as Con had said, it could buy her an escape. She could go anywhere she wanted – somewhere where she could start again. But where? She’d hardly been out of Ballymore. Did she have the courage to leave a life that might be difficult, but was at least safe and familiar?


Helen looked out over the darkening skyline. There was no more time for thinking. She had to ride home before the light was lost completely.


She mounted Davy. As she trotted along the beach, she saw a glow emanating from Con’s hut.


Drawing closer, Helen heard the sound of laughter coming from within. She called her horse to a halt and watched for a moment. Con’s silhouette appeared in the small grimy window. He was joined by a second silhouette. Their mouths met and they shared a kiss.


Helen blushed bright red, hating herself for spying, but unable to avert her gaze. Eventually, the door of the hut opened and a slim figure emerged. It wasted no time in scampering off across the dunes before Helen had a chance to see who it was.


She continued to watch as Con came out and stood in the doorway. A match flickered and Helen saw the red glow of a cigarette. It was almost completely dark now. Davy huffed in impatience.


Helen cantered away along the beach.
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May 1964


‘So, will you come with me, Sorcha?’


She looked at Con, lying full-length on the battered couch he ate and slept on. She shivered and moved nearer to the small fire that was burning in the stove. Even though it was the beginning of May, the nights could still be sharp.


‘Con Daly, where would we go? What would we live on? I have no money, and neither do you.’


‘I have my guitar, Sorcha. We wouldn’t starve, even if I have to sing on street corners with my hat placed on the pavement for silver. And I know it won’t be long before I’m getting gigs, and after that, a record deal.’ Con pointed away from the ocean. ‘London’s where the music scene is happening. That’s where I have to be.’ He reached in his pocket and drew out a battered cigarette. Then he moved over to the stove and lit it on the hot coals. He took a drag. ‘Want some?’


Sorcha shook her head.


Con put an arm around her and pulled her towards him. He kissed her, his lips tasting of the tar he’d just inhaled. He stroked her hair lovingly.


‘Ah, Sorcha-porcha, I’m a man whose passion is inflamed. You won’t let me make love to you, you won’t say if you’ll come with me to England . . . I’m beginning to wonder if you love me at all.’


Her eyes filled with tears. ‘Con, you know I love you. It’s fierce. I think of nothing else. Even Sister Benedict has asked me if I’ve any trouble at home because my marks are slipping at school. It’s just that . . . I . . . I’m scared, Con.’


‘What of, Sorcha? My love? Me?’


He tipped her face up to look at him, his eyes gentle.


‘No. I . . . well, I’ve always thought I’d leave school, attend a secretarial college in Cork and take a job in my daddy’s office. Then I’d . . .’


‘Wait until a suitable man wants to marry you. Don’t you know that there’s a world out there waiting to be explored? This tiny corner of the earth will be the same for the next fifty years. I thought you’d be after excitement, Sorcha. Don’t you want to live? Don’t you want me?’


‘I . . .’ Sorcha looked at him helplessly.


‘Atch!’ Con stood up, threw his cigarette onto the stove and banged its door closed. He ran a hand through his hair. ‘Sorcha, it’s been three months now that we’ve been together. I understand that you’re young and are protected by that mammy and daddy of yours. I want you to come with me, be part of my future. I’ve sworn to take care of you, marry you if you wish, but I can’t be sitting here wasting time trying to convince you. I’m going to London, Sorcha, with or without you, in a month’s time. I have enough money to pay for your passage too, if you want to come. There, that’s how it is,’ he sniffed. ‘Now I suppose you’d better be leaving. Otherwise Mammy and Daddy might call the guards and I’d be accused of kidnapping you.’


Con moved towards the door and opened it.


Fighting back tears, Sorcha looked around for her jacket.


‘Behind you.’ Con indicated the arm of the couch. Sorcha picked it up and moved to the open door in silence.


‘Goodbye, Con. When shall I see you again?’


He shrugged his shoulders.


Sorcha walked through the door and out into the bracing night air. The door was shut behind her with a bang.


Sorcha scrambled along the path through the dunes, her eyes blinded by tears, her sobs echoing around her. She wished she could go to church, ask His advice, but she knew running away with a man and leaving her family behind to enjoy what would soon become pleasures of the flesh was not the kind of operation He would be happy to deal with.


‘Ouch!’ Sorcha stumbled and lay in the sand waiting for the pain in her ankle to lessen. She turned over and looked up at the sky. It was a beautiful clear night and she could see the stars twinkling brightly in their constellations.


If she let him go without her, wouldn’t she regret it for the rest of her life? What was she leaving here? She wasn’t a child any more. And the thought of a future without Con was unbearable.


That evening, Sorcha took her seat at the O’Donovan family dining table as her mother scooped out mountainous dollops of colcannon onto the plates. Once Seamus had delivered his lengthy grace, dinner was its usual tense affair. When her mother had finished clearing the crockery, Sorcha plucked up enough courage to engage her father in conversation.


‘Daddy?’


‘Sorcha.’


‘You’re always asking Helen McCarthy what her plans are for her future.’


He stared at her unblinkingly. ‘Did you intend to ask a question, or merely make a statement?’


Sorcha blushed. ‘Sorry. I just thought, as I’m getting on to be seventeen, that we could discuss my future?’


Seamus seemed to soften a little. ‘Yes. That sounds like a prudent conversation.’ He crossed his arms. ‘Now, as much as I love you as a daughter, I need the quality of work you produce to be top class.’


Sorcha knew exactly where this conversation was heading.


‘Therefore, before I take you on at the firm as a typist, I will need you to obtain the highest secretarial qualification. Cork has a number of institutions that will be suitable, but my recommendation would be—’


‘Daddy?’ Sorcha dared to interrupt. Seamus raised a curious eyebrow. ‘I know that you want me to work in your offices, and that’d be grand altogether, but . . .’ Sorcha’s mother reappeared at the table with a steaming bread pudding.


‘Please, finish your sentence, Sorcha.’


Sorcha was flustered. ‘I have heard that there are lots of opportunities in London.’


‘London?’ Seamus queried. ‘Who’s put ideas in your head about that?’


‘No one, I just—’


Seamus straightened his back. ‘No daughter of mine is to go gallivanting off to England.’


‘I understand, Daddy, but I really think that I could make something of myself there. There’s not as many opportunities here at home.’


Sorcha’s eyes crossed to her mother, who was stiffly filling three bowls with the beige-brown pudding, visibly anxious.


‘Not many opportunities here?’ Seamus leant in across the table towards his daughter. ‘And what, pray tell, do you believe the opportunities to be in London?’


Sorcha stared blankly down at the table. ‘Well . . .’


‘Precisely. You don’t have an answer. Whichever silly little friend of yours has mentioned this to you clearly hasn’t been thinking about the realities of life. You’ll go over there with nothing. How will you afford accommodation?’


‘I . . .’


‘Bills? Food?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Because you won’t have any help from me. None at all.’


‘I wouldn’t expect any.’


‘Oh, wouldn’t you? That’s about the only logical conclusion you’ve been able to draw this evening. If your plan is to go over there and find some fancy millionaire man to marry, it’s a foolish one. There’s a lot more women to choose from in England, that come from better stock than you.’


Sorcha observed her mother’s eyes shoot daggers at her father, unseen by Seamus.


‘You’ve a much better chance here, with someone we deem suitable.’


Sorcha felt an anger simmering within her. It was in danger of bubbling over. ‘What if I don’t want to get married? What if I want to have a career?’


Her father guffawed. ‘It’s a career you want, is it? Are you hearing this, Mary? Our daughter wants a career!’ His laughter sent a tidal wave of shame washing over Sorcha. ‘You’ll make a fine typist and an even better wife and mother. No man will want his woman working outside the marital home.’


‘Daddy, please just listen to—’


‘Enough!’ Seamus banged his fist on the table. ‘Your mother and I have raised you to represent the O’Donovan family. I will not have my child flouncing off to England only to have you come crawling back with an expectation that I will fix everything for you. You will not embarrass this family, Sorcha. That is the end of it.’


Pudding was consumed in total silence.


That night, Sorcha cried silent tears in bed. Seamus had worn her down. Whether she liked it or not, going to London with Con was an impossibility. Travelling across the Irish Sea would mean cutting ties with her family entirely, and no matter how her father made her feel, Sorcha wasn’t sure she could make such a life-changing decision at such a young age.


If Con truly loved her, as he said he did, then surely a life together in Ballymore was enough?


That said, her next task was to convince her father that Con was more than just the local reprobate. Perhaps if Seamus could appreciate his talent, he would see that Con could be a provider.


With all his ability, how could he fail?


Of course, announcing her relationship brazenly over breakfast tomorrow morning would not be the wisest move. It might just give Seamus a heart attack. That was a problem for a different day.


Sorcha dried her tears on her pillowcase and thought about Con’s shimmering eyes.


Con was strumming morosely on his guitar when he heard the tap on the door. It opened before he reached it.


Sorcha stood there shivering with cold and emotion. ‘I love you, Con. I never want to be without you.’


‘You’ll come with me to London then?’


Sorcha steeled herself. ‘No, Con. I can’t just leave everything behind. This is where my life is.’


Con shook his head and cast his eyes to the floor. ‘Oh, God, Sorcha. How will I cope without you?’


She took his hands in her own. ‘You don’t have to, Con Daly. Stay here, with me.’


‘You know that will never work. Your father won’t allow us to be together.’


‘That’s my problem, Con, and one I will solve . . . with time.’


He freed his hands and rubbed his eyes. ‘I can’t give up my music. You know I can’t.’


‘I do. But I was thinking that you could go to Dublin, and try and get someone in the business to notice you there.’


Con seemed unsure. ‘They want folk singers in Dublin. I’m a rocker.’


‘Yes. But all you need is a chance. Then you can be whatever you want, Con. When you’re successful, with thousands of pounds and three houses, Daddy will see that you’re the man for me.’ She gave him a reassuring smile. ‘And then, who knows? Maybe we’ll both end up in London just like you want.’


Con looked genuinely torn. ‘Jesus, I love you, Sorcha-porcha. I just . . .’ Sorcha took his head in her hands and kissed him gently, then more passionately. After a few minutes, desire took over. He pulled her down on the sofa and his hands began to roam Sorcha’s body. He waited for them to be removed from her breasts, but met no resistance. His fingers travelled up her legs and caressed the soft flesh of her inner thigh, still waiting to be checked. But her eyes were closed, her lips turned up in a faint smile.


Small sighs of pleasure left her.


‘Sorcha . . . is this . . . can we?’


She opened her eyes and smiled up at him.


‘Yes. Just promise me one day we’ll be married. Then I can think that this won’t be a mortal sin.’


‘We’re married now in our souls. Love is no sin in God’s eyes, Sorcha.’


‘No. Then love me, Con.’


Two hours later, Sorcha was back home, soaping herself in a hot bath. She felt a little sore, but it was a nice pain, because it was where she and Con had been joined. She’d cycled like a madwoman all the way home, terrified her mother might have called Maureen’s to find out why she was so late, only to discover Sorcha hadn’t been there at all. But when she arrived home, her mother was in bed with a migraine and her father was still out at a meeting in the community hall.


Slipping her nightgown over her head, Sorcha climbed into bed. She looked at the almost hairless teddy that usually kept her company in bed. Grabbing him, she tossed him out of bed.


Teddies were for children.


And now she was a woman.


After tonight, Sorcha knew that she and Con completely belonged to one another. All would have to be well.


She would make sure of it.
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‘So, Helen, you can see from the figures that the investments your trustees have made have been rather successful. Your money has more than doubled. Now, it’s obviously your decision, but I would recommend you keep the investments as they are and live off the interest. I’d say there will be enough to provide for the upkeep of the house and grounds, and also keep you very comfortable.’


Helen looked across the desk at the papers sat in front of Seamus O’Donovan. There were columns of upside-down figures relating to her financial future – figures she must grasp and understand if she was to take control of her life.


‘May I take those home with me, so I can look through them?’


Seamus raised an eyebrow. ‘Why of course, Helen. But without wanting to seem rude, it’s doubtful you’ll be able to make sense of them.’


‘I’m sure you’re right, Seamus, but I’ll take them just the same.’


‘Grand job. Now, Helen, I need you to decide whether you wish me and the other trustees to carry on managing your money for you. As I said before, I’m also prepared to continue to manage the house and grounds. We would have to come to some kind of financial agreement for my trouble but I would not be greedy.’ Seamus tidied the papers in front of him, slid them into an envelope and handed them to Helen.


‘Thank you, Seamus. I appreciate all your help and I’m grateful to you and the other trustees for managing my money so well for the past fourteen years.’


‘’Twas nothing, Helen. Good luck with those figures. I’m happy to help if you want anything explained.’


Helen stood up. ‘Can we meet again next week?’


‘Of course.’ Seamus walked her to the door. ‘Come on Wednesday for your usual supper with us. Arrive a little early and we can talk before we eat. And, Helen?’


‘Yes, Seamus?’


‘In three weeks’ time you’ll be a very wealthy young lady. Until then I am still a trustee of your estate. Therefore I feel justified in giving you a few words of warning. Trust no one. There are a lot of people out there who will want to take advantage of your, er, youth – and money.’


Helen smiled at him. ‘Thank you, Seamus. I’ll be careful.’


‘Grand. Goodbye then.’


‘Goodbye.’


Helen opened the heavy entrance gates to the drive that wound up to the house. As she walked she looked at the land around her with new appreciation. The formal gardens were small, with most of the acreage in the farmland surrounding the house. This was rented out to local farmers for grazing. As the house came into view, she studied it. She’d always thought it ugly, its solid greystone walls built to withstand the salt air, rain and high winds that came from living so close to the sea. It was always cold inside. The six formal rooms downstairs were never used. Aunt Betty gave them a once-a-year spring clean, then the dustsheets would be replaced over the antique furniture, all in immaculate condition due to the lack of use. She and her aunt lived mainly in the kitchen, where the range burnt night and day.


Apart from the large black-and-white-tiled bathroom, the only other room Helen visited was her bedroom. Ignoring the grand, high-ceilinged bedrooms on the first floor, she had tucked herself up in one of the cosier attic rooms, originally used by the servants. A large window seat allowed her to view the village of Ballymore on one side and the beach on the other. She spent a lot of time sitting there, gazing out at the world.


Helen let herself in through the side door that led through a lobby into the kitchen. There was a note from her aunt saying she’d retired early. A pot of overcooked stew was simmering on the range. Helen helped herself to a bowl, then sat down at the large wooden table and took her papers out of the envelope.


Two hours later, the bowl of stew was untouched and congealed beside her.


It had taken her a while to work out what the columns meant and what needed to be added together to produce the grand total.


Helen whistled. If she’d got it right, then ‘grand’ was the right word.


‘A fortune,’ she breathed. Certainly enough, she thought, to see her comfortably through the rest of her life.


Helen stared into space. Where was that life to be? Here? Where she was so unhappy? Or should she take her money and start afresh somewhere else?


Helen shook her head. She was a coward. She could see herself staying here for the rest of her days. If she had someone to go with her, a friend maybe, then it might be an option.


She yawned. It was almost midnight. Tomorrow, thanks be to God, was Sunday, which meant no school.


Helen folded her papers away in the envelope and made her way upstairs to her attic bedroom.


She woke to a beautiful sunny morning. Knowing how quickly the weather could change and not wanting to waste a minute of it, she threw on some clothes, said a quick good morning to her aunt as she passed through the kitchen and saddled up Davy. She loved riding on summery Sunday mornings: the beaches were deserted as the rest of the town was at mass.


A good canter along the shore left Helen feeling exhilarated and ready for breakfast. As she trotted homeward, she saw a distant figure running away from the beach. She watched as the figure retrieved a bicycle from a hollow in the dune and dragged it onto the road.


‘Sorcha O’Donovan,’ she breathed, wondering what she was doing out here when every other God-fearing Ballymore citizen was in church.


Sorcha waved at someone behind Helen, then pedalled off at high speed towards the village.


Helen turned and saw Con Daly perched on top of a sand dune. He was only a few feet away from her.


‘Morning to you, Helen. And isn’t it a beauty?’ he smiled at her.


A sob choking her throat, she could only nod in his direction.


With a click of her heels, she rode off along the beach.


The following Wednesday, Helen sat in Seamus O’Donovan’s office.


‘There.’ She passed him the envelope full of papers.


‘Thank you. Did you manage to grasp the situation?’


‘Yes, I think I did. At least I know now how much money I have and how the investments work.’


‘And do you wish to keep them going as they are?’


‘For the present, yes.’


‘Good. I suggest you open a bank account and then I can pay in a monthly amount. Do you have plans for the future, Helen?’


‘I . . . not at the moment.’


‘Well now, you have enough money to take your time and decide.’ Seamus looked at his watch. ‘Time we were going upstairs. Mary will have our supper ready.’


After supper, rather than wanting to delay the moment the two of them would adjourn to her bedroom, Sorcha could hardly wait to get Helen alone.


‘You saw me on the beach last Sunday, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, I did. Meeting Con Daly.’ Helen studied her bitten fingernails.


‘No! Whatever gave you that idea? I had a terrible headache. I wanted some fresh air, Helen, that’s all.’


‘Oh. I thought I saw you waving to him?’


‘He . . . he’s a friend. I see him when I walk on the beach sometimes.’


Helen swallowed hard before speaking. ‘Do you always let your friends kiss you?’


‘I . . .’ Sorcha studied Helen’s pallid face. Her eyes kept darting around Sorcha’s bedroom, as if she was terribly nervous. ‘You have it wrong, Helen, really you do.’


‘I’ve seen you before, Sorcha, at night once. You were definitely kissing Con Daly.’ Helen plucked up the courage to meet Sorcha’s gaze. ‘I heard you laugh.’


Sorcha pulled out the chair from her desk and sank down into it.


‘So, Helen, you’ve seen me. Will you tell?’


‘I don’t see any reason why I should.’ Sorcha didn’t believe her. ‘So, tell me all about it. Are you in love?’


Sorcha bit her lip. ‘Helen, you swear you won’t tell? No one knows, not even Maureen.’


Helen nodded. ‘If you trust me, I swear I won’t.’


It looked like Sorcha had no choice and, besides, she was bursting to tell someone. ‘All right then.’


Sorcha stood up and opened her bedroom door to check no one was lurking on the landing outside, then sat down on the bed next to Helen.


‘There’s not much to say, really. I love Con Daly and he loves me.’


Helen sat in contemplation. ‘Will you marry him?’


‘One day, yes.’


‘He wants to leave Ballymore. Will you go with him?’


Sorcha looked surprised. ‘How do you know that?’


‘Oh, Con and I talk sometimes,’ she said coolly. ‘Don’t you worry that one day you’ll go to his hut and he’ll be gone?’


‘No. He understands that I can’t leave Ballymore at the moment. He’s going to go to Dublin and get a record deal and then my daddy will see that he can take care of me.’ She knew she was saying too much, but she couldn’t help herself.


‘He must really love you to stay.’ The back of Helen’s eyes began to sting with tears. She fought them, hard.


‘Yes. But please, Helen, if Mammy and Daddy knew any of this now, then . . .’ Her voice trailed off.


Helen stared at her for longer than was comfortable. ‘I’m good at keeping secrets when I want to. Do you think Con will make it?’


‘Oh yes. He has a fierce good voice, Helen. And he writes all his own songs.’


‘What if your parents find out?’


‘They’ll rant and rave but I’m nearly seventeen. One day I hope that Con will become famous and make lots of money and we can come back to Ballymore and everyone will be pleased to know us.’


Sorcha sounded out of breath. Helen realised she wasn’t as confident as she seemed.


There was a knock at the door. ‘Seamus is ready to drive you home, Helen.’


‘I’m coming, Mary.’ Helen stood up.


‘You swear you won’t say anything?’ Sorcha pleaded.


Helen gave her a half-smile. ‘I swear.’


Sorcha eyed her. ‘If you did, Helen McCarthy, God forgive me, I think I’d kill you.’


Helen nodded slowly. ‘I know.’ Sorcha followed her out of her bedroom and down the stairs. Seamus was waiting in the hall.


‘Thank you for supper, Mary. Bye, Sorcha.’


‘Bye, Helen.’


Helen followed Seamus out of the front door.


That night, Helen gazed out of her bedroom window. She could see the small oil lamp twinkling in Con Daly’s hut on the beach. She sighed. Why was life so unfair? Not only was Sorcha popular and pretty, but she had Con Daly. There was no doubt that Con would make it. They would run away from Ballymore and start a new life together.


It seemed Sorcha had everything Helen wanted.


She sat staring out of the window for a long time.
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