[bookmark: _GoBack]Footsteps
Brendan Gerad O’Brien
Chapter 1
                                                                                        
The blond haired girl knew she’d had too much to drink. She’d never been very good with alcohol. Now it felt as if she was rolling around in a boat in rough weather. She should have stopped ages ago but the wild carnival atmosphere of the campsite was incredible and she didn’t want to miss out on all the fun.
The night was pulsing with frantic Irish music. A huge bonfire in the middle of the site threw off smoke that reeked of burgers and sausages that were sizzling on battered old frying pans. Hand rolled cigarettes were passed around with bottles of warm beer. People sat on the grass strumming guitars and banjos and beat out their own version of The Clancy Brothers or the Dubliners on upturned buckets.
Long haired hippies in colourful kaftans smooched in whatever space they could find. Others drifted away to find a place where they could get to know each other better.
Someone threw another log on the fire and a shower of sparks caught the night breeze and fluttered away up towards the cloudless sky. The blond haired girl tried to follow them with her eyes but her legs had turned to sticks of sponge and she staggered towards the flames. And she shrieked when an arm reached around her waist and steadied her. 
She leant back into him. Despite her spinning head she felt extremely relaxed. This was the best evening she’d had in a long, long time and she hoped to drag it out for just a little bit longer. 
She had no idea how badly wrong that was going to go.
If only the day hadn’t started out like it did. 
Bobby-Jo and Lillie were supposed to be her best friends. They’d been together since infant school. Now they were at University and they were still best friends. And in the summer of 1967 - The Summer of Love - they were backpacking around Ireland.
But today the blond haired girl was so disappointed with them and their meanness towards her she was calling it quits and heading back home to Canada.
Flower Power had spread like a rash. A whole generation of young people were growing their hair long, smothering themselves in beads and flooding the planet with love and peace and rock and roll. Hordes of them headed for wherever the hippy trail took them. Backpacks and kaftans were all you needed to travel the world. And if you could sing a Beatles’ song too you were guaranteed free beer along the way. 
But it was the June Bank Holiday when the three Canadian girls wandered into this little town on the Kerry coast. The weather was amazing and the place was teeming with visitors determined to take advantage of it. Every campsite was packed tighter than a duck’s eyelid.
When the girls eventually found a site that had some space they were told there was room for only one tent. The blond haired girl thought they’d all squash in together. But she was stunned by her friends’ reaction. They insisted only two of them could fit comfortably into one tent. They would draw straws. The loser would have to find somewhere else to spend the night. 
Then the blond haired girl caught the look that shot between Bobby-Jo and Lillie when she drew the short straw. So it was like that, was it? And after everything they’d been through together? They pretended to be sorry and they made all the right noises. But in a heartbeat the blond haired girl knew she’d never really been part of their gang after all. She was only there to make up the numbers.
She swallowed her disappointment and slinked away. And by the time she’d walked through the town her mood had changed from simmering fury to sad resignation. This once in a lifetime adventure was ending sooner that she’d ever expected. There was no sense in going on alone. The fun had gone out of it now. She might as well head back to Shannon and catch the next flight home.
She automatically stepped off the pavement as a group of people approached, and she looked up in surprise when one of them spoke to her.
‘You’re on your own?’ 
‘Pardon me?’
The man with the huge smile pointed at the maple leaf on her backpack. ‘I noticed you earlier. Weren’t there three of you? What have you done with the other two?’
His smile was so infectious she couldn’t stop herself smiling back. And she gave him a short, sanitised version of what happened. 
‘Oh dear. That is a shame,’ he tutted. ‘Look, the lads are camped in that field behind you. I know tis a holiday weekend and all that, but why don’t we ask Dennis if he could squeeze you into a corner someplace.’
She didn’t resist as he manoeuvred her across the road and right up to the front door of the little yellow cottage. 
Dennis had a huge red face and smiling eyes. ‘Well, I’m afraid every single bit of space is already taken.’ He gave a sad shrug.
‘What about down in the corner by the main gate?’ The smiling man was persistent. ‘There’s loads of space there.’
‘Ah sure, isn’t that place all overgrown with brambles and nettles. You couldn’t possibly pitch a tent amongst that lot.’
‘But if we could, you’d let her stay, right?’
Dennis threw his hands up and gave a belly rumble of a laugh. ‘I will. And I’ll only charge her half price for it too.’
It didn’t take them long to sort it out. Someone appeared with a massive sheet of canvas and they spread it out in the corner of the field, right up to the stone wall. Then everyone trampled all over it until the ground underneath it was flat enough to sit on.
The blond haired girl was embarrassed by the fuss everyone was making of her. The group had swollen to over a dozen people and they were all eager to help her put up her tent. Every one of them was unbelievably pleasant, buzzing with friendship and delighted to be of assistance on such a wonderful day. 
It wasn’t long before someone got a bonfire going in the middle of the field and soon there was all sorts of things cooking on it. Then the music started with the wailing of Uilleann pipes and the rattle of a bodhran. A banjo appeared and then a guitar, and then the singers joined in and there was no stopping them now.
And the smiling man was at the centre of it all. He oozed charm. He produced a crate of beer and passed the bottles around. He knew how to work a crowd. How to mould them into worshippers. 
And when the pubs opened he led them all in an excited procession down the road to the nearest one. 
The blond haired girl went too, even though she was dog tired and desperate to lie down. It was impossible to resist the pull of the craic. But she was so glad she went. The whole town was buzzing. Music spilled out from every pub and the roar of happy laughter rose and fell like the waves on the beach behind them.
It was well past midnight when they all trundled back to the campsite and carried on partying. 
But now the blond haired girl couldn’t stay awake any longer. ‘I think I’m going to turn in.’ 
The smiling man had his arms around her waist and he gripped her tighter. ‘That’s fine. I’ll see you to your tent.’
‘No, no. I’m good.’
‘No you’re not,’ he laughed. ‘You can’t even stand up straight let alone walk across a field full of holes and big clumps of grass. I’m making sure you get there in one piece. So c’mon.’
He steered her through the rows of tents and into the quieter part of the field. When they were far enough away from the others the blond haired girl felt a hand slide up under her shirt and cup her breast.
She pulled away sharply. ‘Don’t …’
The smiling man acted as if he hadn’t heard her as he moved his hand back to her waist.
They were just a few feet away from the blond haired girl’s tent when she staggered and fell back against the smiling man. And this time both his hands slipped inside her shirt and grabbed her breasts.
She pushed him away with her backside. ‘I said don’t do that. Please!’
The punch caught her just above the ear. She yelped but she didn’t fall. And when she spun around she was horrified by the change to the smiling man’s face. It was all out of shape now, angry sharp edges and wild eyes.
Standing behind him was one of the other men who’d helped her pitch her tent. His face looked seriously weird too, distorted by a smirk that reeked of malice. 
The blond haired girl opened her mouth to scream but the next punch was straight into her face. She felt her nose explode a second before the white light wiped out everything else.
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