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Dedication

For my last love, Roger

   


Epigraph

Oh! The heart that has truly loved, never forgets,

But as truly loves on to the close.

‘Believe Me, If All Those Endearing Young Charms’

Thomas Moore, Irish Poet, 1779–1852
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PROLOGUE

Kate

Palm Tree Cottage, Horseshoe Bay, Bermuda

Kate inched her chair forward and placed her hands on the vintage cookie tin. It was a rich chocolate brown, painted with decorative gold edges surrounding sugared fruit in ochre, russet red and burnt orange. Her fingertips tingled as she traced its contours. She wasn’t sure where it originated from, but it served her mother well as a sewing box for years.

Now, it was the gatekeeper to Kate’s memories.

Kate closed her eyes and searched her mind, looking for her mother. Ah, there she was. Her mom, with glasses perched on the end of her nose, shoulders rounded as she sat by the fire, the embers dancing behind her. She held the tin on her lap and opened it, ready to fix a patch on the knee of Kate’s jeans. Her mother found the end of a navy-blue spool of thread, licked it, and then carefully pushed it through the eye of a needle. Love and care with every stitch.

Kate took a sharp breath as the pain of loss pierced her again, surprising her by its ferocity. Grief was its own mistress, coming and going as she saw fit, no matter how long someone was gone from you. And just when you thought you could bear the unbearable, she came back for more.

Kate’s arthritic hands trembled as they clasped the container between them and her breath quickened as she used her thumb to attempt to flick the lid open. It was stubborn and refused to budge. The wear and tear of time.

‘Let me do that for you,’ Esme said, sneaking up behind her. 

She took a seat beside Kate, then took the tin from her, pushing the lid up, millimetre by millimetre, until, finally, it gave way.

Kate breathed in deeply, sighing with pleasure.

Silence fell as they took in the assortment of photographs nestled inside. On top of the pile, a faded black-and-white image of a forlorn young girl in pigtails, standing on the cobbled stones at the Royal Naval Dockyard in Bermuda. 

Esme sucked in air through her teeth, then carefully placed a new photograph on to the top of the pile. A grey-haired man with a dapper moustache and goatee smiled for the camera, his eyes crinkling with warmth and merriment.

The room stilled and the silence spoke for Kate. She snapped the lid shut, the sound slicing the air between them.

Kate looked up and locked eyes with Esme – her love, her confidante, her best friend – and she saw compassion and understanding reflected in her chestnut brown eyes.

‘I know you are afraid, Kate,’ Esme said, ‘but please remember that even bad memories have happy moments tucked away between them. Some of them exist, because the sadness led you to them.’



   

ONE

Saoirse

One week earlier …
 Palm Tree Cottage, Horseshoe Bay, Bermuda

As Saoirse’s flight circled above L.F. Wade International airport, the first glimpse of Bermuda elicited a chorus of gasps from the passengers on board the airbus, the islands appearing through wispy white clouds, surrounded by the deep blue waters of the Atlantic Ocean.

‘Paradise once more,’ Saoirse whispered, peering out the small passenger window.

She watched the colours change below her. The sea became vibrant turquoise with highlights of emerald dancing through the surf. The landscape was a mix of verdant greens dotted with pastel-coloured buildings. Her heart began to race. Overwhelmed, not from the impact of the view, but from a memory that had pierced her, taking her back to another time, another her.

Nine years ago, flying into this same airport, her eyes bloodshot from tears and her heart too broken to acknowledge the beauty of the islands below. On that trip, Saoirse had fled in desperation from Canada, where she’d been working as a ranch hand, to the arms of her aunts Kate and Esme. Her safe refuge as she tried to make sense of her devastation at the break-up of her marriage.

Now, Saoirse shook her head, muttering a quiet ‘no’ to herself. She would not allow herself to relive those memories. She had moved on with her life.

The plane landed with a gentle bounce, and she instinctively clasped the armrest. As she did so, Saoirse looked down to her ring finger, where a new emerald now sparkled. She slipped it off and looked at the faint white band that had already made its mark. This gem was her future and anchor. It pulled her away from sad memories to her happier now – with Finn. Time had moved on, and so had she. As the plane taxied along the runway, Saoirse instead pulled a fresh memory to the front of her mind, a sword to banish unwanted thoughts. She closed her eyes, her mind returning to her favourite trek. She could almost hear the soft thud of Mr Bojangles’ hooves as he trotted across the muddy ground, echoing into the air around them.

‘Whoa there, boy!’ Saoirse had ducked to avoid a low-hanging branch, laughing as an unexpected confetti of green leaves fell upon her and Mr Bojangles.

As she’d pulled on the reins and leaned forward to pat his snow-white soft neck, she’d heard the sound of hooves approaching and turned to see an ebony Irish Draught horse galloping towards her. Saoirse grinned with delight at the familiar sight of Finn and his horse Spirit. Reaching her side, Finn leaned in and kissed Saoirse as Spirit nuzzled Mr Bojangles in greeting. That was the way it was with the four of them.

‘You said you couldn’t get time off today!’

‘How could I miss a chance to see my girl?’ Finn replied. Then, clicking his heels into Spirit’s side, he shouted over his shoulder with a wink, ‘Catch me if you can!’

Saoirse gently squeezed Mr Bojangles’ side with her boots, but he needed no encouragement to take off. He was an Irish Sport Horse, fast and athletic, and, luckily for her, had the same competitive streak as his owner. Within seconds, they were neck and neck.

Leaning down low, she whispered, ‘Come on, boy, let’s show them what you’ve got.’ He rose to the challenge, and as the end of her long lane came into view, Mr Bojangles soared past Spirit.

‘One of these days, I’ll beat you,’ Finn said good-naturedly when he caught up with her again. Then softly, he added, ‘It’s a good job I love you.’

Saoirse never grew tired of hearing those magical three words.

‘I love you too,’ she replied as they arrived at her favourite spot on their regular trekking route. ‘Oh Finn, look how beautiful it is down there.’

Saoirse had been lucky enough to see some incredible views in her life, but none could ever compare to Ballymastocker Bay which, less than a mile from her home, now stretched out below them. Deservedly named one of the world’s most beautiful beaches, its golden sands extending a mile, from Portsalon to the Knockalla Hills.

‘The ocean is at peace today,’ Finn murmured, his eyes looking out to the calm waters. His quiet eloquence had instantly stood out to her when she’d met him the previous year, and Finn had continued to surprise her ever since that first meeting.

They moved in comfortable silence until they reached a clearing in a small copse. It had become their place, a quiet beauty spot where they could give their horses a break and take some time for themselves, free of the burdens of running their own businesses. Finn, his cattle farm, and Saoirse, the Anam Cara Stables. Leaving the horses tethered to a tree, nibbling the thick green grass, Saoirse joined Finn on their bench, one he’d carved out of a fallen tree. She leaned into him, kissing him softly on his warm lips. Their bodies moulded themselves together perfectly and she shivered involuntarily. Saoirse looked around her, from the dazzling view of the bay below to the horses standing under the canopy of green leaves, and felt a rush of happiness so acute it almost scared her.

‘If this is as good as life gets, that’s fine for me,’ she said.

‘What if life could be even better?’ Finn whispered back, looking at her with such intensity it made the hairs on the back of Saoirse’s arms rise in response. Taking her hands between his own, he continued, ‘I love you. From the moment I saw you, I felt a knowing, a recognition that you would be an important part of my life. But I could never have understood how important you would turn out to be. You are my everything, Saoirse.’

Then he slipped his hand into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small black box.

Saoirse’s heart thundered as Finn opened it to reveal, sitting on a black velvet cushion, a three-stone oval gold ring, the centre stone a large emerald nestled between two diamonds.

‘It’s said that emeralds signify hope,’ Finn explained, his face flushed. ‘That’s how you make me feel, Saoirse. Hopeful for a beautiful life together. Hopeful for every memory we are yet to make. Hopeful for the family we will raise together. And hopeful that you will say yes to this question …’ Here he paused, his eyes bright with emotion. Spirit and Mr Bojangles both neighed as if to offer encouragement to him. ‘Saoirse, my love, my life, my hope, will you do me the honour of marrying me?’

Saoirse’s response was to forget how to breathe for a moment, her excitement giving way to a shiver of foreboding.

‘Saoirse?’ Finn looked at her, his forehead creased in a frown and his voice suddenly nervous. ‘Say something, please.’

Saoirse snapped herself out of her daze. She wanted to marry Finn more than anything, of course she did.

‘Yes!’ she squealed. ‘Yes, I will, yes, yes, yes!’ But even as she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, that sense of foreboding remained.

With all her might she pushed her negative thoughts away, determined not to let anything destroy her happiness with Finn.

The sound of the overhead bins opening pulled Saoirse back to the present. Taking one last look at her engagement ring, on impulse she pushed it into the pocket of her jeans rather than back on to her finger. A pang of guilt twisted her stomach and she glanced up uncomfortably, sure she was being judged by fellow passengers. But they were oblivious to her, each standing, eager to disembark and start their holiday. Saoirse stood up too, untangling her long limbs and stretching her arms out.

Within minutes, she was making her way through Customs and then waiting in line for a taxi. As she waited, the warm air wrapped around her, soothing her tired body after the long flight. Saoirse looked up into the blue skies and thought of Finn again. Mixed emotions confused her. She wished he was with her, yet part of her was glad to have some distance. As Finn couldn’t take two weeks away from his farm, he was planning to follow her to Bermuda next week. Maybe that would give her time to make sense of her jumbled thoughts.

Pulling her phone from her crossbody handbag, she switched it on, and was immediately greeted with her screensaver, a photo of the two of them out on their horses one grey winter’s day. The backdrop was a sheath of icy leaves, and their faces were pink from the frost in the air. Something about the lighting made the photo look magical, and normally every time Saoirse looked at it, she felt grateful for the life they were building together. Now, its perfection irritated her. She’d had perfect before – at least, until it wasn’t any more. What if her relationship with Finn was also too good to be true?

A nudge from behind made Saoirse look up from her phone. It was her turn in the queue.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, then placed her suitcase in the boot of the waiting taxi and jumped in the back.

‘Welcome to the island, I’m Mr Tucker!’ the driver said with a toothy grin.

‘Hello. I’m Saoirse.’

He tried to repeat her name.

‘Close enough. It’s an Irish name and pronounced Sur-Sha,’ Saoirse explained with a smile. Then Mr Tucker began a well-practised commentary on their surroundings. Despite her protestations that she’d been to the group of islands that made up Bermuda multiple times, Mr Tucker continued to point out the Crystal and Fantasy caves, as well as all the beaches he felt she should visit that delivered on their promise of pink sands. They passed cottages and villas painted in shades of lemon, green and blue, each connected with their mandatory, sparkling white stepped roofs designed to harvest rain. Until, finally, a little under thirty minutes later, her driver stopped outside her aunts’ home, Palm Tree Cottage.

Saoirse exhaled in pleasure as she paid Mr Tucker his fare, happy to be back in her special place. Kate and Esme’s three-bedroomed cottage was painted in a burst of vibrant sunshine yellow. It had a colonial feel, with its veranda and white portico fretwork, and was a fifteen-minute walk away from Horseshoe Bay, a stunning pink sandy beach popular with locals and tourists alike.

The cottage sat in the centre of a lush green garden, edged with vibrant hibiscus hedges and filled with swaying palms and casuarinas. Saoirse pulled her case behind her as she walked up the short gravel drive to the front door, practically dancing with excitement at the thought of seeing her aunts again. They weren’t related, but that didn’t matter. Kate – whose parents had been close friends of Saoirse’s great-grandparents, Larry and Eimear O’Donnell – insisted that they were family by choice and by fate. Her aunts had always taken a special interest in Saoirse, and she valued their friendship and support, feeling closer to them than any of her actual relatives. They were the ones who’d instilled her with wanderlust, flying her to Bermuda every summer since she was a teenager.

A moment passed after she rang the bell, but the door remained closed. Saoirse didn’t want to be that person who had no patience and rang the bell twice, so she jumped over the flowering beds to walk around the side of the cottage, taking the opportunity to pluck a pink hibiscus. She peered in as she passed the white sash window that framed the formal living room at the front of the house. But there was no sign of Kate or Esme. She carried on walking around the side of the house, stopping dead in her tracks when she caught the first glimpse of the stunning Horseshoe Bay.

At the back of the cottage was a row of palm trees, which gave the garden privacy. In the centre, they framed a walkway that had been manufactured by Kate when she’d moved in sixty years before, and led to a path heading in the direction of the sea. Through the canopy of trees, some way into the distance, you could make out the beach in all its majesty. Incredible azure-blue waters lapped on to pink sands. Saoirse longed to run all the way down the path, pushing through the dense trees that separated her and the water, and jump straight in, but instead she continued to the red-brick patio at the rear of the cottage, where a large wooden table surrounded by chairs took centre stage.

And that’s when Saoirse saw her. On either side of the dining area were two emerald-green sunloungers, and Aunt Kate was lying on the furthest lounger, her eyes closed and her hands clasped as if in prayer.

‘Aunt Kate, it’s me. Are you okay?’ Saoirse inched her way closer.

Colour disappeared from Saoirse’s cheeks when her question met with silence. She reached for the gable wall of the cottage for support. Seeing Kate lying there, so still and peaceful, her fear grew with every passing second. She reached over and gently laid a hand on Kate’s bare arm, a flood of relief surging through her when she felt the warmth of Kate’s skin. Then she squealed in shock when a hand reached up and grabbed her arm, followed by a bellow of laughter from Aunt Kate as she pulled herself upright, standing to greet her.

‘Your face! Oh, you have given me such a laugh. I’m not dead – at least, not yet. Now come here and give me a cuddle.’ Kate opened her arms wide, and Saoirse fell into her warm embrace.

‘I’m not sure I should be hugging you right now. You frightened me half to death,’ Saoirse admonished, shaking with relief. Her aunt had always been a trickster; she should have guessed it was a joke.

‘I took a nap, forgot to wake up, that’s all. Esme is at the shops, buying treats for us. I woke up when I heard you arrive, but I couldn’t resist having a little fun with you. I’ve got to take my kicks where I can.’

She’s shrunk, Saoirse thought. Kate was definitely thinner than when she’d last visited, and her shoulders were stooped. Their video calls of the past few years had told lies, only showing her aunt above her shoulders. Although lined with age and the sun, her pretty oval face still looked at least twenty years younger than the ninetieth birthday she would shortly be celebrating. Age hadn’t taken away her high cheekbones either. Her gunmetal grey hair was longer than she usually wore it, which suited her.

Saoirse wrapped her arms around Kate once more, as love for her aunt overcame her. Holding her hand, she followed Kate inside the house, going through the back door into the small white galley kitchen. Saoirse couldn’t help but notice that while there were no dirty pots or pans, dust lined the open shelves on either wall. This was troubling. Esme had always been a clean freak. Kate and Saoirse often joked that they would still have a fork in their mouths as Esme whisked their plates away. 

The kitchen opened into a large dining and family room, Saoirse’s favourite space in the cottage. Terracotta flagstones flowed through the entire house, and original cedar beams made up the ceilings, each room cooled by a wooden ceiling fan. The walls had always been painted white. Kate insisted that it was both simple and practical, offering the perfect backdrop to her lifetime collection of artwork. Some of the paintings were by local artists, others from Kate and Esme’s travels worldwide. Two cream sofas were scattered with plump, bright cushions that clashed delightfully, making the room warm and exciting.

‘Your bedroom is ready for you. Esme has been fussing, getting it just so. She’s like a kid at Christmas, so excited to see you.’

‘I told you both not to go to any trouble.’

‘You know Esme. I keep telling her she needs to slow down, but she won’t listen. Too stubborn for her own good.’ Aunt Kate’s face creased in worry.

Saoirse thought it was sweet how worried Aunt Kate was about her partner, which was also funny because Esme was fifteen years younger than Kate.

‘You go sit down, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea as soon as I’ve unpacked,’ Saoirse said.

‘I won’t say no. My silly legs get tired so quickly these days. Esme should be home soon. She wanted to get some of that rum cake you love. There’s a bakery in Southampton that makes them from scratch.’

Aunt Kate sat at the dining room table as Saoirse moved to retrieve her case, wheeling it to her bedroom, which hadn’t changed a bit since the last time she had visited. A pretty rattan double bed dressed in white linen sat under the window. A rattan lampshade hung from the ceiling, mirrored by a smaller rattan bedside lamp on the white locker. A white tallboy sat opposite the bed. Saoirse noticed a long cobweb in the far left corner of the room and as she swiped it away with her hand, the sense of unease she’d felt earlier took root. Her aunts had never seemed to age, remaining much as she remembered them from her childhood. But she could not escape the fact that Aunt Kate looked fragile, birdlike almost.

Saoirse vowed to help her aunts while she was with them. She could do housework and shopping for them at least. But what would happen when she left?

As she unzipped the lid to her suitcase, another unbidden memory hit her so hard that she had to sit down on the edge of the bed.

Overwhelmed by a wave of sadness, she recalled a suitcase lying open on another bed in Mustang Creek Ranch. In her mind’s eye she could see herself grabbing clothes and throwing them into the case in a frenzy, packing as fast as she could before her husband Riley returned home from the rodeo. They had fought for hours the night before and again that morning. When he’d left, he had slammed the door so hard that the trailer they called home had rocked from side to side. They’d both been angry, but he had underestimated the depth of her feelings. By the end of their row, Saoirse had made a life-changing decision to leave her husband and their life in Canada.

Damn it. Saoirse shook her head, trying to rid herself of the memory. She hadn’t thought about any of this in years. Why now?

Annoyance joined her sadness. She swallowed the ball of acid that had crept its way up her stomach into the back of her throat and stood up. Enough.


   

TWO

Saoirse

Palm Tree Cottage, Horseshoe Bay, Bermuda

Once her bags were unpacked, Saoirse checked her phone, smiling when she saw a new message had pinged its way to her.

Only six more sleeps, and we’ll be under the same stars again. Fx

Ireland was four hours ahead of them; she did the mental calculation and felt she could respond and not risk waking him, as it was about 11 p.m. at home. Farmers were early to bed and early to rise. Picking up the hibiscus flower she’d plucked a few minutes before, she placed it behind her ear and then posed for a quick selfie to send him.

Can’t wait. Love, your hibiscus girl. Sxx

The previous evening, Saoirse had gone down to her stables to make sure everything was in order before her departure. Breathing in the unique smell of hay, leather and horse that she’d come to love, she smiled as Mr Bojangles stuck his head out of his stall to nuzzle her.

‘Will you miss me, boy?’ she asked him.

‘If he doesn’t, I know I will,’ a voice had called out behind her.

Saoirse had turned in surprise to see Finn walk into the stables.

‘I won’t be long,’ she said, pulling a penknife from her jacket to cut the twine on a bale of hay, then tearing off a bundle and putting it into the stall of a Connemara pony called Harold. ‘You’ll need to watch this one,’ she cautioned. ‘He’s a biter.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Finn laughed, coming to stand alongside her. ‘We’ll all get along just fine.’

‘I feel guilty leaving you behind, taking care of everything.’

‘I’m happy to do this for you, Saoirse. I want you – I want us – to have a life full of wonder and travel to faraway places.’

Saoirse liked the sound of this. She moved closer to Finn, snuggling into his arms. ‘Where will we go?’

‘When I dream of our honeymoon, you always have a pink hibiscus flower in your hair, behind your ear.’ Finn tucked Saoirse’s hair behind her right ear to demonstrate, sending shivers down her spine. ‘We’re somewhere remote, beautiful, perhaps the South Sea islands.’

‘Will there be a blue lagoon?’ Saoirse had asked dreamily.

‘Oh yes, filled with shoals of rainbow-coloured fish that we’ll snorkel amongst in wonder.’

They looked at each other in silence, both lost in Finn’s dream, only interrupted when Finn’s stomach had rumbled loudly.

‘I think I better feed you too!’ Saoirse had joked. ‘Grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup combo?’

‘Ah, your ultimate comfort food. Why do you need comfort?’ Finn looked at her closely. ‘I’ve noticed that you’ve been quite tense lately, as if you’ve disappeared from us. Is everything all right with you?’

‘Of course.’ Afraid the colour staining her cheeks would give her away, Saoirse jumped to her feet and set about filling the water troughs, calling over her shoulder, ‘I hate the thought of not seeing you every day, that’s all.’

Now, here in Bermuda, Saoirse finally admitted to herself that Finn had been astute in his observations. Ever since he proposed she’d been feeling more and more apprehensive and unsure. She slipped her hand into her pocket, feeling for her ring. Looking at her finger, she paused, deciding her next move. Saoirse carefully placed the ring into a small china bowl that sat on top of the tallboy. She knew she had to pick this apart, but it would have to wait. Right now, she wanted to spend time with her aunts.

Aunt Kate was sitting quietly, her eyes closed again. Saoirse could see her chest’s gentle rise and fall as she napped. Was this the new normal? Saoirse moved past her, making her way into the kitchen to prepare the tea. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she did a quick sweep of the kitchen cupboards and fridge, throwing away anything past its use-by date. There wasn’t much in any of the cabinets, which was another worry, given that Aunt Kate and Esme were foodies. It was how they’d met: attending a cookery course in Hamilton, over fifty years ago. For them, mealtimes were an occasion. Whether it was breakfast, lunch or dinner, they always insisted that each meal should be a worthwhile moment.

She quickly wiped down the counters, planning to give them a deeper clean the following day. She looked out the window to the end of the garden, to the gate between the palm trees. This entrance led to a narrow lane that brought you to Horseshoe Bay. The gate had a small painted sign that Aunt Kate had made decades before: This way to paradise. Saoirse felt a shiver of excitement, thinking about running to the beach for a swim in the morning. The kettle whistled its readiness. She breathed in the woody scent of her Earl Grey as she spooned two scoops of leaves into the diffuser of the glass teapot and then filled it with the boiled water. Saoirse enjoyed the ceremony of tea making. Watching the water change colour as the leaves steeped soothed her.

‘Chingas! When did you get here, child?’ a voice called out from the back door, making Saoirse start in surprise.

Saoirse whipped around to see Esme standing at the kitchen door, her arms holding a white cardboard cake box. She placed it on the countertop and opened her arms wide, beckoning Saoirse.

‘Aunt Esme!’ Saoirse cried out in delight. Unlike Aunt Kate, it was as if time had frozen for Esme, Saoirse thought with relief. She hadn’t changed since they’d last seen each other in person, five years previously. Her steel-grey hair fell in soft waves to her shoulder – she never missed her weekly hair appointment. And her russet-brown skin seemed as unlined as it had been when Saoirse first met Esme as a child.

‘You look amazing, Esme. How do you do that?’

‘Good genes. My mama was the same. And you, child, are as pretty as a picture. Oh, it does my heart good to see you again.’ Esme caressed Saoirse’s cheek. Then she noticed the dishcloth in Saoirse’s hand. ‘What in the name of all that’s good in the world are you doing cleaning my kitchen?’

‘I’ve made tea,’ Saoirse said to distract Esme from her territorial issues.

‘Wonderful. And I have cake. But I’ll take it from here,’ Esme said, shooing her towards Kate.

When Saoirse opened her mouth to object, Esme put a finger to her lips. ‘Hush, child. This is my kitchen. Go on out now.’

Aunt Kate sat waiting for them, alert once again, and patted the seat beside her for Saoirse to sit down. She held on to Saoirse’s hand tightly. The warmth of Kate and Esme’s love for her was evident as always. And it was in stark contrast to anything she’d ever got from her parents, who were staunch objectors to public – and, it had to be said, often private – displays of affection.

‘Is it too late to eat if you are on Irish time?’ Esme asked as she walked out carrying a large ornate tray.

‘It’s never too late for treats when they look as good as these,’ Saoirse said, her eyes greedily taking in the slices of cake Esme had placed on a white plate.

‘Shall I pour?’ Saoirse asked when she saw her Aunt Kate’s hand shake as she attempted to lift the teapot.

‘Yes, thank you,’ Aunt Kate replied, sitting back into the seat. ‘Darn hands are arthritic and have been giving me some trouble today.’

Esme reached over and gently massaged each of Kate’s hands with her thumbs for a moment. The love in Esme’s gentle touch and the smile of gratitude on Kate’s face brought a lump to Saoirse’s throat. She looked between the two women and felt overwhelmingly protective of them. She’d never thought of them as vulnerable until today.

‘Are you taking any medication for the arthritis pain, Aunt Kate?’ she asked. ‘Mam has arthritis in her back, knees and hands. But she finds her meds do help.’

‘She has my sympathy. As for tablets, I have so many to take every day I rattle by the time I’ve had them. You’ll see after breakfast tomorrow,’ Kate replied with a wry laugh.

‘How are your parents?’ Esme asked.

‘Same as ever. They rarely leave home these days, they’ve become quite reclusive.’

‘When we invited them to join us for Kate’s birthday, we got back a polite but firm no,’ Esme said, rolling her eyes.

‘Don’t take it personally. Finn and I couldn’t get them to go on a weekend break to Wexford last summer,’ Saoirse replied with a shrug.

Saoirse picked up a slice of the light Bermudian rum cake. She groaned in pleasure as she bit into the sponge and drizzled icing. ‘This is a holiday to a tropical island, in one bite.’

‘Good. And tomorrow, when you feel refreshed, we need to chat about a certain someone’s big birthday. I have plans,’ Esme said, tapping her nose conspiratorially.

‘I don’t want any fuss,’ Kate said firmly. ‘How is everything at Anam Cara Stables?’

‘Busy! I’m now teaching children with special needs every week. They adore the horses, responding to them in ways their teachers cannot believe. The kids have their favourites, forming close bonds with the ponies. It’s quite something to see their friendships blossom while they are at my stables.’

‘Well, isn’t that apt, bearing in mind that Anam Cara means “Soul Friend”!’ Kate said approvingly.

‘I know. I’ve always felt that Mr Bojangles was my soul friend, so the stables are really named in his honour.’ She swiped open her photographs on her phone, handing it to her aunts. ‘I took some photos to show you the progress I’ve made there.’ Saoirse’s eyes shone bright with pride. She had managed to get a couple of gorgeous shots the previous evening, when the cottage and stables were bathed in an orange glow from the sun as it set.

‘It’s unrecognizable from the cottage you bought two years ago!’ Kate said, taking in the whitewashed walls, with sea-blue painted windows and the door framed with a glorious trellis of purple wisteria.

‘We thought you’d lost your mind when you first showed it to us,’ Esme said. ‘But you could see its potential. I’m proud of you, child.’

Saoirse beamed with the praise. She had worked hard to transform the dilapidated 1950s dwelling she’d bought to the home it was now. The sense of achievement was worth the chipped nails and backache. ‘Finn helped with the garden. There’s lots more we need to do, but at least we have a small patio now.’

‘I look forward to meeting your farmer next week. But, speaking of Finn, we need to know if you’ve gotten around to telling him that you were married before. We don’t want to put our foot in it when he gets here.’

Saoirse’s silence was her answer. Damn her aunt for her directness. Kate and Esme knew that Saoirse had kept her short marriage to Riley a secret from her parents. And in turn, she had made the decision not to tell Finn either. She shoved her hand under the table, its barren ring finger reprimanding her for yet another secret she was holding on to.

‘Well now, the plot thickens,’ Kate said, picking up her teacup and taking a sip. ‘Be careful, Saoirse. Secrets have a way of festering when left in the dark.’ Then quietly, almost in a whisper, she asked, ‘Do you love him?’

For a minute, Saoirse felt confusion flood her. She wasn’t sure who Kate meant. And this hesitation made Kate raise an eyebrow knowingly.

‘Of course, I love Finn. More than I’ve ever loved anyone before,’ Saoirse said, her voice quivering with emotion.

Kate watched her for a moment, then said, ‘I believe you do. But you’re playing with fire, keeping your marriage to Riley a secret,’ she warned, waving her cake at her.

Saoirse felt a shiver of foreboding at her aunt’s words. But she shook them off because they were nonsensical. She knew what she wanted, and Riley had no power over her. Not any more. Saoirse thought about the ring she’d left in her bedroom. She knew that she should run and get it, put it back on where it belonged. But her legs felt like cement, rooting her to the spot. Why couldn’t she find the words to tell her aunts about her engagement? They’d be happy for her.

‘It’s complicated,’ she finally replied.

Kate laughed out loud at this, as if Saoirse’s comment was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. Esme joined in, but Saoirse had no idea what they were so amused by.

‘Affairs of the heart usually are. We don’t want to upset you or open old wounds. But we remember how things were after you and Riley split up. Are you sure you’ve fully closed that chapter?’ Esme asked.

‘These things have a habit of biting you, if you turn your back on them,’ Kate added.

Saoirse squirmed on her seat, eyeing up the hallway.

‘Riley didn’t want to end your marriage,’ Kate said matter-of-factly as she brushed a flutter of crumbs off the front of her cardigan.

‘Nonsense,’ Saoirse said.

‘Child, the man who came here to our home eight years ago, begging you for another chance, wasn’t a man who didn’t love you,’ Esme chipped in.

‘You two had passion. Heat,’ Kate continued.

‘Aunt Kate!’ Saoirse exclaimed.

Kate and Esme laughed as Saoirse pushed her hair back from her forehead and tried to ignore the somersaults in her stomach. This conversation was deeply uncomfortable for her. As she looked around the table, at Kate and then Esme, who knew her better than anyone else, she acknowledged a truth she’d been trying to push down inside of her, ever since Finn proposed.

She wasn’t sure she wanted to get married again.


   

THREE

Kate

Palm Tree Cottage, Horseshoe Bay, Bermuda

Kate stood at the window, watching Saoirse walk back towards the cottage, wrapped in a large beach towel. She’d been swimming. Maybe the cool water would help clear her head, because something was bothering the girl, that was for sure.

‘Morning,’ Saoirse said, arriving at the kitchen doorway. ‘Nice kimono, Aunt Kate!’

‘Christmas present from Esme. We both have one,’ Kate said, looking down to her long green silk robe. ‘Have a quick shower and I’ll make the tea. Esme will be out in a minute.’

Saoirse leaned in and, lowering her voice, asked, ‘Have you ever considered hiring someone to help out around here?’

‘Esme won’t hear of it. I’ve suggested a cleaner many times. I can’t help as much as I used to, and that leaves Esme with the majority of the work. And she’s as blind as a bat, you know. But will she go to get her eyes tested? No. Swears she has twenty-twenty vision.’

‘I’ll have you know that my eyesight is as strong as it was when I was a child!’ Esme said, joining them in the kitchen, wearing her own kimono too.

‘Nothing wrong with her hearing, word to the wise,’ Kate said to Saoirse with a wink.

‘Dad has reading glasses,’ Saoirse threw in casually. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

‘Bully for him. If I need glasses, I borrow Kate’s. That’s good enough for me.’ Esme’s mouth set obstinately.

‘How about a trip into Hamilton after breakfast?’ Kate asked, deciding it was safer to drop the subject. ‘I’ve a hankering to take the number seven. It’s a pretty route along the coast.’

With everyone in agreement, they sat down to eat.

An hour later they strolled arm in arm, Saoirse between her aunts, taking their time to walk to the nearby bus stop. The pink and blue bus arrived on time, and Aunt Esme and Aunt Kate both said a polite ‘Good morning!’ to the bus at large as they stepped on, Aunt Esme also making sure to stop and chat to a few individuals, checking how they and their families were.

‘She knows everyone, and everyone knows her,’ Kate said, with pride shining through in her wide smile as she looked at Esme.

Bermuda had narrow and winding roads, but Kate knew that they didn’t faze Saoirse. She was a strong kid, resilient and, after Esme, her favourite person to spend time with. As the bus whizzed along, they didn’t chat much as they travelled, each lost in their thoughts. When they arrived in Hamilton they stood on the sidewalk opposite the water’s edge, where dozens of yachts and boats were docked, the sun beaming on to their white decks.

‘This feels a little surreal,’ Saoirse said. ‘To think I was mucking out horse manure only a few days ago.’

Kate looked up and down the thoroughfare. The colonial buildings looked much the same as they had the first time she stood on this street as a child, although back then the air was filled with the sound of horses and carriages going about their business. She remembered how every sound had made her jump and cling to her mother’s hand.

Her gaze turned to Saoirse; she was still puzzled by the younger woman’s reluctance the day before to discuss her failed marriage. It seemed her niece was more like her than she had realized. Because Kate never wanted to talk about her past either. The present and future always interested her more. Maybe it was time to lead by example.

‘I was five years old the first time I came to this town, a green country girl, scared and awe-struck,’ Kate blurted out before she had a chance to change her mind. She felt two pairs of eyes widen with surprise at her unbidden admission.

‘What? How did I not know that?’ Saoirse asked. ‘I thought you were born here.’

‘When I’m lucky enough to have you in my company, I’m usually far more interested in hearing about your life than talking about myself,’ Kate said.

Esme exchanged a look with Kate, filled with such sadness it made her heart ache with love. ‘Don’t feel bad, child. I’ve spent most of my adult life with Kate, but I know little about her early years. She rarely mentions it.’

‘Oh that’s such a pity! I’d love to hear about your childhood, Aunt Kate,’ Saoirse said. ‘Where were you born then?’

Kate regretted her small admission immediately. Because it would inevitably lead to more questions – questions that she had no intention of answering. She turned away, moving towards Brown and Co., one of Hamilton’s oldest department stores. ‘Come on, let’s do some retail therapy.’

Esme raised her shoulders in defeat and followed Kate as she walked towards the store, using her walking stick to support her.

‘I’m not sure I can see Finn wearing these on the farm,’ Saoirse joked, holding up a pair of Bermuda shorts a few moments later.

‘You’ve a type, don’t you? I never realized that until now,’ Kate said, giving her a knowing look.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Cowboy, farmer, a rugged outdoor man, more at home in tight jeans than a pinstripe suit. That’s your type.’

Even though Kate’s tone was light and she was clearly teasing, she could see that she’d hit a nerve with Saoirse. Her face clouded.

‘Just because they both work on the land doesn’t mean they’re alike. They are polar opposites,’ Saoirse said.

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Kate replied mildly. Was that what was bugging the girl? She was afraid she’d met another Riley in her farmer?

They left the store and walked along the pier, watching the boats coming in and out of the harbour. Then took a seat on a vacant bench, clasping their shopping bags on their laps.

‘I sat right in this spot the day after we arrived in Hamilton,’ Kate said, surprising herself once again. She laughed as she pointed towards Front Street. ‘There was a lunch counter, Richardson’s it was called. A carriage, with lanterns on its front, pulled by a white horse. A lot like your Mr Bojangles, now I think of it. And it pulled up, over there. The smell of savoury pies came wafting towards us when the owner tied up the heavy canvas walls. My stomach growled in response to that glorious smell. Mom jumped up and bought two, one for each of us. The flakiest puff pastry encasing the juiciest meat pie. It was one of the best meals of my life. We sat in the hot sun, licking our fingers clean as a soft breeze cooled us.’

Saoirse and Esme laughed with Kate as she demonstrated.

‘We’d had our lunch an hour before. That was the wonder of it. The fact that Mom didn’t even care that we’d already eaten. She said we could eat for the joy of eating. Not to fill our stomachs, as had been the way up until then.’ Kate looked down, falling silent once more.

Saoirse opened her mouth to question her further, but Esme shook her head quickly, indicating that she should remain quiet. ‘Would you like to go home?’ Esme asked gently. ‘Are you tired, my love?’

‘I am a little,’ Kate admitted. She smiled her thanks to Esme, who always had her back.

An hour later, they were back home again in Palm Tree Cottage. Saoirse went to the beach for another swim, and when she returned to the cottage, Kate and Esme were relaxing in the garden. Kate wore a vibrant red one-piece swimming costume and Esme showed off her curves in a two-piece ochre high-waisted bikini. 

‘Wowsers,’ Saoirse said, whistling at them both. ‘I hope I can look as good as you two do when I’m your age.’

‘You are never too old to rock a bikini. Remember that, child,’ Esme said.

Kate stood up, beaming as she posed, hands on her hips, pouting for an imaginary camera. ‘I had my moments back in my day. There was a time when I’d stop traffic.’

‘Er, less of the had. You are both still having a moment, evidently,’ Saoirse replied.

Giving a slight curtsy, Kate sat down beside Esme.

‘I made a jug of lemonade.’ Esme pointed to a large glass jug on the patio table, with three glasses beside it, ice beginning to melt in the warm sun. It was her speciality, a drink they all enjoyed.

‘Thanks, exactly what I need,’ Saoirse replied, pouring the drinks.

Kate watched Saoirse take a sip and sigh contentedly. The swim had done her good. Some of her tension seemed to have slipped away in the waves.

‘I loved hearing you tell that story earlier, about the pies,’ Saoirse said.

‘I don’t think I have much time left in this world. I feel like it’s getting close to the end of this chapter in my life,’ Kate said, her voice low, and tears shimmered in her eyes as she spoke. She hadn’t meant to speak this truth out loud and only realized she had when she heard Saoirse gasp.

It was as if time paused, the air quelled with the emotion this statement evoked in each of them. The birdsong stopped, the palm trees ceased swaying, and the bees refrained from hunting for pollen.

‘Are you sick?’ Saoirse managed to whisper.

‘There’s nothing wrong with me other than old age. Mind you, my head is still as sharp as it was thirty years ago.’ Kate tapped her forehead.

‘As sharp as it was eighty-five years ago,’ Esme corrected, ‘to remember the name of the pie carriage earlier. I couldn’t have done that.’

‘I always remember the food moments,’ Kate said, and they all laughed softly at this truth. ‘But as you’ve no doubt noticed, I need to sleep more than I ever did. And I sense that one day I might go to sleep but won’t open my eyes again. Which is not a bad way to go, as far as I’m concerned.’

‘As long as when you go, I follow on,’ Esme said, holding Kate’s gaze.

‘Come live with me in Ireland,’ Saoirse blurted out. ‘Let me take care of you both.’

Esme chuckled softly. ‘Now look what you’ve started, Kate.’ Then she turned to Saoirse, grabbing her face between her hands. ‘Child, you are an angel to make such a generous offer. But we’re Onions,’ Esme said, referring to the nickname that native Bermudians called themselves. ‘Whatever time Kate and I have left, we’ll spend it here in the home we’ve lived in for decades. Together.’

‘It would be my pleasure to have you in my home. I think you’d like my cottage. I’ve got a gorgeous spare room ready and waiting for you,’ Saoirse carried on, wanting them to know that her offer was genuine.

‘We love you for wanting us to be near you. But Esme is right. Bermuda is our home,’ Kate said. She stood up and put her arms around Saoirse for a moment, the warmth of her soft body warming her old bones. ‘I think I’ll take a nap.’

Feeling their eyes on her retreating back, Kate walked to her bedroom. As she lay down on her bed, she closed her eyes and her thoughts went back to another time, another place, another life.


   

FOUR

Eliza

August 1939 
Ballymastocker Bay, Donegal, Ireland

Eliza watched three young boys run from rushing waves as they crashed on to the sandy shores of Ballymastocker Bay. Their screams of delight as the water nipped their feet echoed around the Donegal air. The children were too thin. Bony elbows and knees poked through their clothes. Decades may have passed since Eliza was their age, but families were still struggling to put food on the table, as they had been when she was a child. The boys ran back into the waves again, ready for another game of tag with the ocean.

This beach had been Eliza and Davey’s playground when they were kids too. Although it felt like a lifetime ago. Together they would run straight out here whenever they could escape their respective chores. They lived next door to each other, best friends since they were babies sitting on their mammy’s hips.

Eliza blinked now as she watched the children playing, noticing that one boy in the water wore a grey tweed cap like Davey himself used to own. Rain or sunshine, it sat on top of his mop of curly brown hair. It had been all he had left from his father, who had died fighting for Ireland with the Irish Volunteers in 1913. If that cap could talk. Eliza had watched Davey grow into it as he moved from child to man, wearing it cheekily tilted to one side.

‘If I didn’t have you, I’d crack up,’ Davey used to say back then. He had it tough at home. His mam had died when he was ten, following his father to an early grave, which left him an orphan at home with his older brother, Paddy. They made the best of things, but as Eliza’s mother had often said, the McDaid boys were wild.

When they were thirteen, both on the brink of adulthood, Davey had walked beside her as she collected seaweed from the beach in her apron. A tall girl, all legs, Eliza had always been head and shoulders above Davey, much to his annoyance and her delight. But over the summer months, a growth spurt had finally allowed him to pass her. Oh, how he had strutted with pride. He had several creases on the ends of his trousers, where he had let down the hem many times, but they were still a couple of inches too short. And to confuse matters even more, as he was so lean, Davey’s braces were a necessity rather than a fashion statement. His trousers would fall to his ankles without them. It had been a summer evening, and, as the sun was setting over the dark blue ocean, Davey had turned to Eliza and said, ‘I’m going to marry you one day.’

Eliza had replied, without hesitation, ‘I know you are.’

And that was when he kissed her for the first time. His lips were soft and tasted salty from the sea air. It was no more than a peck, but it was sweet and beautiful, full of the wonder of first love. They had got round to the passionate kisses soon enough after that.

Now, Eliza breathed in the salty air, sighing in pleasure as the soft breeze whipped strands of her black hair from their pins. She loved this beach, visiting it at least once a week. Many of her favourite moments had happened on this exact stretch of white sand.

Eliza reached up to touch her lips, feeling her body yearn for Davey’s touch again. They had seven years of beautiful kisses, filled with promise for a future that war had torn to shreds. She wrapped her arms around herself and tried not to think about how long it had been since anyone had embraced her.

‘Are you going for a dip yourself?’ a voice called out from behind her, startling Eliza.

She turned around quickly, feeling vulnerable. She clenched her fists and braced herself for what she didn’t know. These days, you had to treat most with caution.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.’ The stranger took a step back from her, holding his hands up as if in surrender to show her he meant her no harm.

Eliza didn’t answer him for a moment, taking a beat to look him up and down. Born and reared in the area, she knew most locals and so was sure this man wasn’t from around here. He was stocky and broad-shouldered and about her own height, but at five feet eight, she was used to this. Clean-shaven, with a round, kind face, his dirty blonde hair looked bleached from the sun, and his blue eyes stood out against his tanned skin.

‘I’m Matthew.’ He offered her his hand, and she shook it.

His hands were smooth and unblemished. Not the hands of a labourer, she deduced. It was a firm shake too, which pleased her. And while he was casually dressed, with an open-necked blue shirt with sleeves rolled up and a matching grey waistcoat and trousers, his attire looked new. Eliza remained silent as she continued to size him up. He had a Northern Irish voice, a Belfast lilt, she guessed, so a little away from home.

‘I used to come here with my dad for holidays when I was a lad. We’d book a room in the Pier Hotel in Rathmullan and then we’d head to this beach to do crab fishing. I don’t know why, but I got a notion this morning to take a drive here to revisit the place.’

‘Where are you from?’ Eliza asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

‘Belfast, born and reared. How about you? Are you from the area? And do you have a name?’ Matthew asked. His face broke into a wide and friendly smile that Eliza couldn’t help returning.

‘I lived close by to here as a child, but now I live in Rathmullan, not far from the Pier, as it happens. It’s a lovely hotel. Oh, and I’m Eliza.’

‘A pretty name for a beautiful woman,’ Matthew said.

Eliza acknowledged the compliment with a nod. She’d been told many times that she was beautiful. Not only from Davey, but from the many suitors who called at her house over the years. Thick dark eyelashes framed her emerald-green eyes, her best feature. Her looks were of little consequence to her now, though. She didn’t even own a mirror.

‘Having this on your doorstep must be wonderful. If I lived locally, I’d walk this beach every day,’ Matthew said, looking out to the blue sea.

‘Most weeks, I find myself down here too. I almost prefer it in the winter. Few brave the cold, but I find it bracing.’ Eliza nodded towards the kids, who were now splashing each other with delight. ‘I’ve many happy memories playing on this beach when I was their age.’

‘Do you have brothers or sisters?’ Matthew asked.

Eliza winced at the question. She never knew how to answer questions about her family. She looked out to the ocean and said quietly, ‘I used to. Two younger brothers that I adored.’

Eliza began to walk along the white sand and Matthew fell into step beside her. And to her surprise, it didn’t bother her. There was something about this man that she instinctively trusted and liked. It wasn’t how he spoke, with manners and grace; it was also how he held himself. Assured and strong, but with kindness.

‘I’m sorry,’ Matthew said.

‘For what?’

‘You said “used to”,’ Matthew replied.

They walked in silence for a few moments more, and Eliza appreciated that he didn’t pry any further.

‘Tell me about your family,’ Eliza asked, moving the conversation to him.

‘I’m an only child, which I know is unheard of. But it wasn’t because my parents didn’t want children; it didn’t happen for them. My mother buried over a dozen babies all in all. And the last pregnancy killed her too.’ The pain of his loss was etched in the lines around his eyes. 

‘I’m so sorry,’ it was Eliza’s turn to say it now. ‘What age were you when she died?’

‘I was four years old. My father brought me up on his own, with the help of a couple of good neighbours. He was a good man. But he also died ten years ago.’

‘I can hear your love for him in your voice,’ Eliza said kindly.

‘I suppose I was lucky to have him until I was twenty-three. Plenty of people have seen their entire families wiped out over the last two decades.’

Eliza looked at him, taken aback. But he was looking out to the ocean, unaware that his words had hit a nerve for her.

‘I joined the Royal Navy not long after I buried him,’ he continued instead. ‘There didn’t seem much point in hanging around Belfast any longer. I’ve been overseas pretty much ever since then, travelling the world. And next week, I start a new adventure. I set sail for Bermuda, which will be my new home.’

‘Bermuda?’ Eliza asked in wonder. ‘That’s an island on the North Atlantic Ocean, right?’

‘Yes!’ Matthew exclaimed. ‘You know your geography. I’m impressed.’

‘I keep abreast of the news. I’m a journalist for the Rathmullan Gazette, a local newspaper. Bermuda is a British Overseas Territory, from what I recall. And there’s an Allied base there, right? I assume you’re going there to be based on that?’

‘Now you’re showing off! Most people think Bermuda is in the Caribbean or an American island. Not just a pretty face.’

‘I can assure you I’m far more than my appearance,’ Eliza replied, curtly. She wasn’t interested in receiving flattery from this man, but she was still interested in discussing what was happening in the world. ‘The rise of fascism and Hitler’s tightening grip is beginning to hurt. Do you think we are on the brink of another world war?’

To his credit, Matthew barely reacted to Eliza’s swift conversation change. She hated when people, especially men, underestimated her intelligence.

‘I’m afraid so. Hitler has been transforming Germany into a war state since he became chancellor. I think everyone in Europe needs to be worried.’

‘Even neutral countries like Ireland?’

‘We all have a part to play, regardless of our country’s stance on war. I, for one, will not be able to ignore what’s happening in the world.’

Eliza could see the pride in Matthew’s face, and she felt a stab of jealousy. He had a purpose, unlike her. She felt like she had bobbed along the ocean for the longest time, letting the tide take her where it willed.

‘I almost envy you,’ she said quietly.

Matthew raised one eyebrow, intrigued, so she quickly returned the conversation to him. She didn’t like talking about herself if she could help it. It was one of the reasons journalism attracted her. Eliza was the one in control, asking the questions.

‘How do you feel about moving so far away from Ireland? I’ve never been further than Dublin in my travels. Pitiful.’

‘Never say never! You can still travel. The Royal Navy has been good to me. It’s taken me to places around the world that I’d never even dreamed of visiting. But I feel it’s time to put down some roots, so this posting has come at the right time. Not only is Bermuda an Allied base, but it’s also the site of a brand-new Royal Navy air station. I was intrigued when it was suggested that I set up a home there. And as I said, there’s nothing to keep me here in Ireland now. So in many ways, it was an easy yes.’

‘Your role there will be what?’

‘I’m there to oversee the formation of transatlantic convoys. Hundreds of ships will be constructed there, getting the British military ready for war.’

Eliza nodded, storing the information in her memory. She would talk to Larry, her editor at the newspaper, about perhaps writing a piece on Bermuda; she was already hooked.

‘I read a piece last week in the London Times talking about the importance of Bermuda, because of its location on the major transatlantic shipping route,’ Eliza told him. She felt a moment of smugness when she saw Matthew’s eyes widen in awe. It felt good to flex her awareness of the world’s politics. Other than Larry, she rarely discussed her thoughts and worries with anyone.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman quite like you,’ he said, staring at her intently.

‘Well, thank you, but you barely know me.’

‘I know I’ve enjoyed our short conversation more than any other I’ve had with a woman. So please accept my sincerity in the compliment.’ He stopped, and half bowed to her.

Eliza was charmed with him and stopped walking too, impulsively bowing back to him, making him laugh aloud in delight. ‘When do you leave?’ she asked.

‘In two days. I’ve checked into the Pier Hotel already. Tonight, I plan to buy the largest steak dinner they serve and drink several pints of porter. I suspect it might be a while before I get the latter again. Then I go back to Belfast tomorrow to pick up the last of my belongings. There’s not much left now. When I sold our family home, I only kept a few things as mementoes of my parents and my childhood.’

‘You don’t need things to remember people. They are always close by once you have your head and heart,’ Eliza said, pointing to each.

‘That’s a nice thought, I’ll remember that.’ Then he added with a wink, ‘I better make sure I take good care of both!’

‘You haven’t lost your heart yet?’ Eliza asked, curious as to why someone as handsome, and clearly charming, as Matthew was still unmarried.

‘Not yet. I gave it away a few times over the years for a short period, but somehow it always came back to me,’ he said this cheekily. ‘I’m hopeful that one day – and soon – I’ll find a home for it permanently.’

‘I’ve no doubt you will,’ Eliza said, meaning it. She had always thought she had a good instinct for character. It rarely let her down.

‘Your own heart is taken, I see,’ Matthew said, pointing towards Eliza’s left hand.

‘Oh, my Claddagh ring,’ Eliza said, twisting the gold band once more. ‘You know, legend says that the Claddagh ring was invented by a Galway goldsmith called Richard Joyce. Algerians captured and sold him as an enslaved person, and he went
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