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to

Axel and Ebba

Count and Countess Hamilton

friends through and through


Love is

a time of enchantment:

in it all days are fair and all fields

green. Youth is blest by it,

old age made benign:

the eyes of love see

roses blooming in December,

and sunshine through rain. Verily

is the time of true-love

a time of enchantment — and

Oh! how eager is woman

to be bewitched!


Part One

The View from Katarina


KATY O’BARRY was born Katarina Oberg — not in Sweden, which provided her nationality, but in Dublin, where she had lived since her birth in 1876. However, since the Swedish pronunciation of Oberg is closer to ‘ooh-berry’ than ‘oh-burg,’ her father gladly accepted the name of ‘O’Barry’ as a gift from the Irish nation. The fact that O’Barry is a nonexistent clan was all to the good, for it meant he could take it with vacant possession. He had been living in it, and living up to it, for more than twenty years by the time Katy, his only child, ‘came out’ — that is, was presented along with several hundred other young ladies to the Lord Lieutenant in Dublin Castle.

The great event had taken place two days ago — an occasion in which tedium and terror were so evenly mingled that Katy had since done her best to forget it entirely; the Lord Lieutenant had kissed the heavily powdered cheeks of more than a hundred females by the time her turn came round and his beard had looked as if he unglued it each night and stored it in a flour sack. But tonight was to make up for it all. Tonight, as a fully fledged young lady, out in the world at last and ready to fly the nest, she was to attend her first St Patrick’s Ball, which was also, as it happened, held at Dublin Castle. Surely, she felt, it would be the most exciting night of her life.

Indeed, as it proved, it was to be most momentous night of her life, as well.

Part of her excitement lay in the sheer magnificence of St Patrick’s Hall itself, which (as any Dubliner will confirm) has no equal throughout the British Empire. Of course, like any other tourist, she had paid her sixpence and gaped at its grandeur. But nothing she had seen on that rather cold, gray afternoon could have prepared her for the sight of it on this great evening of the ball — the highlight of the Dublin Season of 1897. For tonight the windows were all hung about with gay bunting; never had the regalia of the Order of St Patrick — the banners and paintings — been deployed to such sublime effect. On that earlier visit she had felt rather dwarfed by the gold and white corinthian pilasters and the massive cornices and entablatures that soared above them, in tier upon tier; but now, when bathed in the brilliance of ten thousand candles, they seemed warmer and she felt delightfully at home among them.

She wished she might say the same about the throng of guests, for this, the widest, longest, and loftiest of all the state apartments, was already alive with the bustle of ever so many revellers — the greater part of the Upper Three Thousand of Irish society. The men were in court dress or full military undress, and the ladies all in silk and chiffon, in whose folds gleamed every jewel they possessed. The glitter and the sparkle quite took Katy’s breath away and, to her shame, as she entered that vast and animated salon arm in arm with her dear friend, Amelia O’Dowd, she forgot all her good resolutions about remaining cool and utterly blasé and metropolitan, and instead gave out a gasp of astonishment that would have shamed a country cousin straight off the bog.

Amelia, as always, covered up wonderfully for the gaffe. “Me, too,” she said with a sigh that might almost have been a gasp. “No matter how familiar one is with this place, it still takes one aback to see it in the light of all these candles.”

Katy smiled gratefully. It was very brave of Amelia to remind everyone within earshot how familiar she was with the Castle. Of course, what she meant was that the O’Dowds, though Roman Catholics, were very thick with the powers-that-be — ‘the Castle crowd,’ in popular parlance. But a mean-spirited listener might equally well have remembered that poor Amelia had attended every ball throughout last year’s Season and hadn’t managed to catch a sniff of a husband; and this Season she had already been to two state balls and a dozen private supper-dances — with the same dismal lack of result.

“Can you see him at all?” Katy murmured under her breath. “I knew I overdid the belladonna. I’m blind as an owl at noon, now.”

“See who?”

“See who!” she echoed scornfully. “Who d’you think? I don’t want to gawp in case people remark upon it.”

Amelia continued to stare at her blankly, pretending she did not understand a word.

“Tskoh!” Katy let go of her friend’s arm and looked around, trying to appear as fashionably weary as possible.

Despite the effects of the belladonna — which dilated her pupils to great, dark pools of mystery (and made focusing almost impossible) — she saw him almost at once. The whole world seemed to shimmer and dissolve about her — all except that focal centre where he stood, darkly handsome and brooding. Her heart skittered about in her chest like soap in a bathtub. And then a moment later she had to stifle a little scream of terror as their eyes met … and he smiled … and turned and started making his way toward her!

“Dear God I can’t breathe!” she murmured. “Would you look at him there!”

“Oh Kate!” Amelia placed herself between her and the young man — the rather common young man, in her well-bred opinion — who held the poor colleen in such inexplicable thrall. “If anyone else behaved like this, over any other fella but that one, you’d laugh your head off, so you would.”

The good thing about it was that Katy was doing all the wrong things to catch and keep Mr Declan Butler; unfortunately, they were all the right things to invite his seduction and later abandonment of her. Katy knew it, too, though she’d never admit it out loud; all she’d say was she didn’t care and she couldn’t help herself.

She said it again now.

“It’s when he helps himself you’ll start to worry,” Amelia warned her darkly. “Now be sure to give him no more than the one dance.”

“The last waltz,” Katy murmured ecstatically. Under her breath she added, “And the last of every other set as well.”

“Here’s your mother now.” Amelia’s tone was half warning, half sigh of relief.

“I said to wait,” Mrs O’Barry exclaimed crossly. “That stupid cloakroom attendant! If his head wasn’t glued on, he’d have fallen out of the last shower of rain.”

Mrs O’Barry still muddled her Irish idioms when she was flustered. “Now remember, Pappa expects you to dance with as many gentlemen as possible this evening. We have lots of important confrères here.”

“Am I in his balance sheets then?” her daughter asked tartly. “What heading I wonder? Stock-in-trade?”

“Fixtures, more likely!” Amelia laughed, to persuade Mrs O’Barry it was just a jolly notion.

“Written-down assets more likely still,” Mrs O’Barry muttered — then, catching sight of the approaching Declan, she broke into a wide but frosty smile and exclaimed, “Ah, Mister Butler!”

“Mrs O’Barry, ma’am!” He swept up her hand and kissed it with a fervour too stylized to be anything but mocking. “I never saw you looking so young and alluring, if you’ll pardon me for saying so. If you’ll take over your daughter’s programme, I’ll fill every space you have.” His eyes dwelled mischievously in hers, leaving no doubt as to what space he referred to nor what sort of filling he had in mind.

Mrs O’Barry was gripped by two powerful but contrary emotions. Declan Butler was undoubtedly one of the most handsome men she had ever met; more than that, he radiated a sort of magnetic pull that set every danger alarm ringing within her. The very air about him seemed charged with a strangely life-enhancing power; it was as if an invisible limelight followed him around, picked him out, and gave him a golden aura — the sort of aura one feels rather than sees. The contrary emotion was much easier to show for it was the protective instinct of a mother with a maiden daughter to steer through the minefield of courtship into the safe haven of a virgin marriage.

“One dance and one dance only,” she said peremptorily — hoping that the flush she felt on her neck and ears was not a visible blush.

“Mamma!” Katy said solicitously. “Do loosen your mantilla. You look quite hot, suddenly.”

“The room is hot, that’s all!” the woman said crossly, and turned toward Amelia so as to break off the exchange.

It was all the opportunity Katy needed. “Here?” she asked Declan, holding up her programme and pointing with trembling fingers to the last of the Irish set.

“Mm-hmm.” His tone was uncertain but his nod (unnoticed by the mother) was emphatic enough.

“Here?” The little silver pencil darted on and came to rest in the space for the last of the quadrilles.

“Mm-hmm.”

And so it continued inexorably toward the pinnacle of the final waltz. Five dances were earmarked, though no name was scribbled in the corresponding place in her programme. Katy funked the final suggestion. The point of the silver pencil hovered near the final space on her card but no word could she utter.

“Sure why not!” he said lightly, slipping an arm about her waist and giving an amiable squeeze.

Mrs O’Barry bridled at the sight of this intimacy. It alarmed her, too, not so much the gesture itself as the intense feeling it aroused in her — a feeling more of jealousy than of anger. She drew a deep breath and held it, as if determined to crowd out the sudden flush of her emotion.

Declan turned and grinned at her, a lopsided sort of grin that had the effect of closing one of his eyes more than the other; it looked suspiciously like a wink. Mrs O’Barry opened her fan and applied it with vigour. “One dance only?” she asked.

With an air of triumph Katy held up her programme for inspection.

“Hah!” Her mother’s feelings were divided between pleasure that Katy had for once, seemingly, obeyed her and annoyance that the single permitted dance was the coveted last waltz. “Why torment yourself?” she asked when Declan had gone to apportion out his favours among the other debutantes. “Your father will never consent to your marrying him.”

“Why not?”

It was not, of course, the first time they had pursued this topic. Katy only asked so as to provoke her mother’s usual answer — “Because!” It would then allow her to launch into a spirited rendering of her own views.

“Because he’s worthless,” her mother chose to say this time.

It quite took the wind out of Katy’s sails. Before they had time to fill again, the other added: “And he’ll never marry you without your father’s blessing.”

“He might.” But Katy’s tone carried little conviction; she looked to Amelia for support.

Her friend was adding a young officer’s name to her own programme; the subaltern begged Katy to grant him a dance as well. During the time it took to add his name her belligerence evaporated.

Her mother rubbed in the salt: “Your father has too much power in Dublin for you or the likes of that young man to flaunt him.”

“Flout him, you mean.” Katy’s correction was glum and automatic. She knew her mother spoke the truth. And if you had power in Dublin, you could make them uneasy in West Cork and Donegal, too, so there’d be no escaping his wrath — not on this island.

“And what sort of man is he, anyway?” Mrs O’Barry took advantage of her daughter’s unaccustomed lack of argument. “A horse coper! A glorified horse coper!”

“He buys Irish remounts for the best regiments in the British army.” Katy spoke sweetly to Amelia, as if excusing her poor, eccentric mother’s inability to comprehend the difference.

“A horse coper,” Amelia said as sweetly back.

“Thank you, dear.” Katy’s tone was cool as she drew her mantilla primly about her. “Well-well-well! I have secured two dances, anyway. One in an hour’s time and one three hours after that. What a giddy evening it’s going to be! Will my feeble constitution stand up to such a fantastic whirl?”

Ten minutes later, however, young officers and gentlemen were looking in bewilderment at her programme and wondering why she was claiming no more room. They were too well bred, however, to let it show in their expressions, so Mrs O’Barry was none the wiser — and she, too, had had a drop too much of the belladonna and could see no more than a blur when Katy dared show her how brilliantly she had been engaged. “How one has grown since one last saw one!” Katy said in Swedish, which always had a softening effect on her mother’s mood.

“Oh, let’s bury the axe this one night at least,” she replied, hugging her daughter warmly.

“Hatchet!” Katy flung over her shoulder as the band struck up and a dragoon whisked her off for the first of the dances.

Throughout the British Empire a state ball opens with a quadrille in which only the sovereign, or her viceroy, and half a dozen of the grandest nabobs take part; the rest of the assembly, from belted earls down to plain misters, stand with their ladies behind silken ropes to watch and applaud. The only exception throughout all the length and breadth of those mighty dominions is the St Pat’s at Dublin Castle, which Queen Victoria herself declared to be the most magnificent and the most sparklingly good-humoured of them all. True, it was still opened by the viceroy and a few grandees, but instead of the stately quadrille they pranced about to the lightsome strains of Irish jigs and reels. Then, as the applause died down, the silken ropes were removed and the floor opened for the remainder of the Irish set — and the gavottes and waltzes, the turkey-trots and one-steps, the mazurkas, the schottisches, and the Sir Roger de Coverleys enjoyed by the common herd, from plain misters up to belted earls and beyond.

That evening Katy never scaled the giddy heights where belted earls and their heirs have their stamping ground, but she could claim two viscounts and a baronet before it was time to pause for refreshment. By then she had enjoyed three of her promised half-dozen dances with Declan. During the first she had been relieved to see her mother deep in earnest conversation with Mrs Considine, the only sort of conversation that was possible with that particular lady; she was even more delighted when, before the second even began, she saw her slip out to the ladies’ room. During the third, however, her luck ran out. They finished the dance mere feet away from where Mrs O’Barry was standing in frosty silence, her back to one of the great pilasters.

“That was not the last waltz,” she said sternly. “Katy! Find your next partner and ask him to take you for refreshments. Young man! You and I have a bone to chew.”

“Pick!” Katy said as she went in search of her next partner.

He was a rather dashing young Guards officer; the sight of him made her quite forget her mother’s parting instructions — and in any case, she wanted to keep an eye on her and Declan.

However, after two fruitless scans of the ballroom, once on each circuit, it became quite clear that they had left the hall entirely. Puzzled, pleased, slightly apprehensive, Katy then applied herself heart and soul to the rituals of the dance. She and her partner talked of the brilliance and success of the Season, the clemency of the weather, the sprightliness of the band, and (a touch of daring, here) the excellence of the musical comedy then showing at the hall in Tivoli. Katy smiled and her eyes sparkled and she threw back her head and laughed prettily and no one would ever have guessed that her heart was now full of misgivings.

She kept up her insouciant joviality through several more dances with other, interchangeable young men, by which time it was the proper hour for the buffet supper; her squire for that feast was one John Fitzpatrick. She knew him well, for they both belonged to the St Stephen’s Green Drama Society. The O’Barrys actually lived round the corner in Harcourt Street, but they counted as St Stephen’s Green for the purposes of the Dram Soc, which was not exactly awash with pretty young ladies. John talked to her of the brilliance and success of the Season, the clemency of the weather, the sprightliness of the band, and (even more daring, here) the possibility of going to see the musical comedy then showing at the hall in Tivoli. Katy continued to smile and her eyes persisted in sparkling, though by now her alarm at her mother’s absence was considerable.

They had just reached the sorbet when a nearby conversation intruded on theirs. They were standing in the shadow of a square pillar and the voices — of two young men — came from just around the corner. Katy had been vaguely aware that the rascals were discussing ‘the fillies’ at the ball that night. She had even pricked up her ears a couple of times when they appeared to be discussing someone she knew; but every other word was drowned in the general hubbub so she had soon given up. However, she heard one of them say, “Who was the pretty, dark-haired one who had three dances with Declan Butler early on?” … and the other replied, “The one with the amazing eyes?” … and the first said, “Yes.” Then, indeed, her every nerve strained to catch their every word above the clamour. For, of course, there was only one pretty, dark-haired girl with amazing eyes in the whole of Dublin and she did not need to hear the second fellow say, “Miss Katy O’Barry,” to know it.

In fact, she did not hear the second fellow say her name at all because she was desperately signalling to young Fitzpatrick not to intervene — which he was plainly ready to do.

“I’m surprised you don’t know her,” said the second fellow. “Her father’s that Swede with a finger in every pie. More Irish than the Irish, as they say.”

“Larry O’Barry? I never knew he had a daughter — certainly not a little corker like that. But God, I know himself!”

“Why d’you say it in that tone?”

“He had dealings with my father.”

“Profitable, I hope?”

“Sure, aren’t they all when that fellow’s in it! Poor girl, though — to be stuck on a gobshite like Declan Butler!”

Katy clenched her fists; her nostrils flared; the blood drained from her cheeks. She was just about to step out from behind the pillar when John Fitzpatrick intervened and stopped her. With one oblique nod of his head and one chagrinned pursing of his lips he managed to imply it was too late now to reveal their eavesdropping; she’d made this bed and must lie in it.

Thus she missed the next exchange between the two young blackguards. By the time she picked up the thread they were discussing her amazing eyes. “Oriental,” the first fellow said knowingly.

“Depends what you mean by oriental. Old Eli says her mother’s from Lapland. It could come from there.”

His colleague sounded dubious. “Sure I don’t know what sort of eyes the girls would have in Lapland, and I doubt if Eli does, either.”

Old Eli was head of the anatomy school, well known in Dublin.

“Lapland is it?” the other asked with a sudden, bright chuckle. “Well, I have it on the authority of Professor Gray, Twelfth Edition, that in Lapland the girls have only one eye, and they keep it tight shut most of the time. But when it sees a real man, doesn’t it wink and weep as well as any other!”

John Fitzpatrick grabbed her firmly by the wrist and pulled her away from the pillar.

“They have no idea what they’re talking about,” Katy told him angrily. “The Lapps have two eyes like any other Christian soul. Anyway, my eyes are Magyar, not oriental. My great-grandmother was from Hungary.”

“They’re beautiful eyes, anyway, Katy, wherever they come from — as I believe I told you before.”

She smiled at him. “I believe you did, John.”

All the young people in the Dram Soc had the privilege of using each other’s Christian names.

“Who were those two spalpeens?” she asked.

“Medical students!” he sneered. “For my part I rank them somewhere below ratcatchers.”

“How d’you know they’re medical students?” she asked. “Are you acquainted with them?”

“I’m familiar with the type,” he replied darkly. “And the particular sense of humour.”

“They were quite complimentary,” she pointed out in their defence. “The bits I understood, anyway.”

Once she made that qualification he agreed wholeheartedly. “Particularly about your father,” he added. “So it’s not always true that eavesdroppers hear no good of themselves.”

“No. I must tell Mamma about that.”

She thanked him and they parted. Only then did she begin to think about that remark of the two students — where they pitied her for being so stuck on Declan. Was that the general opinion of her? She did not know those two young men, and they obviously knew her only by sight. Yet they could see her heart on her sleeve. Lord, was it as obvious as all that? She felt her mouth go dry and her stomach hollow at the thought. Why was everyone so down on poor Declan, anyway? It was pure snobbery. Just because he was related to the Butlers, the great lords of Kilkenny with half of west Leinster in their pockets, though he hadn’t a penny to his own name except what he earned by his wit and his dealing.

The thought of the poor dear man and the fight he had against a hostile world filled her with familiar melting sensations toward him. It was so unfair. One day she’d inherit all her parents’ wealth. God send it was many years off — that dread hour. Yet, in the very nature of things, it would come to pass. Then she and her darling boy would be enabled to thumb their noses at all the world … But could they wait that long?

The darling boy himself sidled up to her at that moment. “Thank God I found you,” he said in a tone that managed to be both casual and solemn at the same moment. He put up his hands to fend off a hug she could never have brought herself to give him, dearly as she would have loved to.

John Fitzpatrick saw the adoration flood her whole expression — and despaired. How, having just overheard that brutally candid opinion of her infatuation for the Butler lad, could she not step just a little more warily where even a fool would fear to tread? “Where’s Mamma?” she asked, in a tone that implied: “When the cat’s away …”

“Ah!” he dipped his head ruefully. “Something has disagreed with her, I fear. I’ve found her a quiet corner in one of the anterooms and I’m to ask Mrs Considine to chaperon you and Amelia for the time being.” He smiled engagingly at both her and Fitzpatrick, who smiled coolly back.

“I must go to her.” Katy was full of concern now, and not a little ashamed of her earlier attitude.

“Fear not!” Declan restrained her with a grand gesture. “All she requires is a little rest and she’ll be right as rain.”

“But she may be ill.”

“Doctor Walshe says not.”

“Is he here?” she asked in surprise. She had never thought of Doctor Walshe as being ‘in Society.’

“Don’t worry,” Declan assured her. “All shall be well and all manner of things shall be well. I’ll stand guard over her and keep the world at bay. She’ll be on her pins again before the last waltz. No one will filch that from us.”

His tone made her aware that, whatever about the last waltz, her mother had neatly filched Declan’s two remaining dances with her. Now she began to doubt that her mother was ill at all. A likely tale!

As Katy let him lead her to Mrs Considine, a further and even more disturbing thought crossed her mind. Her mother’s motives she could understand … but why should Declan sacrifice the pleasures of the ball to stand guard in a remote and cheerless anteroom? Any castle flunkey could do that.

At first it baffled her but the more she thought about it, the more obvious the answer became — and a smile spread to her face and her spirit relaxed. At first the thought was so delicious that she hardly dared put it into words — not even in secret to herself. But when she told Amelia what Declan was doing, and the girl immediately voiced the same bewilderment, she could no longer hold her joy back.

“Don’t you see!” she babbled. “It’s to get Mamma on his side — to make her intercede for him with Pappa.”

Amelia frowned. “He’s never shown the slightest interest in winning her around before.”

“Exactly!” Katy crowed. “So doesn’t that prove it? He’s taking a serious interest at last! I truly believe he is.”

There was a pause. Her friend looked at her with great, troubled eyes and said pityingly: “I know you do.”

“Oh, Amelia, it’s all coming to a head.”

Amelia hugged her tight as she said, “I’m rather afraid you’re right, my dear.”

* * *

Mrs O’Barry was silent as the three of them drove home from the Castle that night. Katy and Amelia relived their more exalted moments with gushes of scorn — to show that they hadn’t been in the least overawed by the grandeur of the setting nor the pomp of the occasion. Every now and then they forgot themselves and enthused giddily over a particularly dashing cavalry officer or an especially striking young heir but they always recollected themselves in time; then they drew back from the brink of girlish bathos and dispatched the young hopeful with a wicked barb. And so it continued all the way back to Dawson Street, where Amelia was safely restored to her family.

There they took a small glass of port, and no one was tactless enough to ask if the dear girl was in any way nearer to having an engagement ring slipped upon her finger. Her brittle gaiety and the rather desperate glint in her eyes answered that question before it was asked. Then with sad resignation the O’Dowds retired to their beds for what was left of the night.

And with a similar resignation — though in her case more anxious than sad — Katy followed her mother back to their coach to travel the remaining half mile to Harcourt Street. The woman’s continuing silence made her uneasy.

For Katy there was not one adult world but many, all of them remote and full of mystery. Her father’s was perhaps remotest of all — a masculine world of nods and winks, of grave countenances and sudden eruptions of laughter, of buttonholings and elbow squeezings, backslaps and handshakes, and of oblique allusions to unknown proverbs (‘As the actress said …’ or ‘All my eye and you-know-what …’  and so forth). Her attempts to penetrate this world of secrets were met with stonewall advice not to bother her pretty little head with such matters.

Her mother’s world, though less remote — in the sense that Katy inhabited its outer fringes most of the time — was, curiously, even more secretive. It was full of Significant Looks, Meaningful Ejaculations, and Knowing Movements of the Eyebrows. A single drawn-out sigh of, ‘Well …!’ could imply a myriad of comments from ‘… some people can get away with murder,’ all the way along the scale to ‘… we could have predicted that tragedy from the very outset, couldn’t we!’ Her mother and the other matrons in that magic circle shared a secret that must never be spoken — or perhaps it need never be spoken, since it seemed to be in the forefront of their minds almost all the waking day.

To Katy it was rather like a hastily done-up birthday present — the wrapping was so thin she could feel bits of it and discover its overall shape, though the precise nature of the thing itself remained tantalizingly obscure. It was a vast secret, too, since it impinged upon her life in almost every aspect.

“Put on your gloves before you leave the house.”

“Change out of that dress. You’ve been wearing it for hours.”

“We don’t recognize that person, my dear.”

“Practise your scales; if you have no feeling for music, at least you can develop precision.” Precision was an especially Swedish obsession — and anyway, she did have an ear for music, she just lacked fingers for the pianoforte.

“Unpick that embroidery and do it again. You want to have something you can show with pride to your own children one day, don’t you?”

“If you can’t account to me for a little pocket-money each week, how d’you expect to account to your husband for the housekeeping money one day?”

“Wait until you grow up and have babies of your own — you’ll laugh at such silly notions then!”

It was all to do with answering to husbands and having babies of her own one day — that much at least was clear. The whole of her life — every little grace note she played upon the piano, every tiny stitch she dabbed into that ever-more-hateful embroidered rose — was shaped, aimed, and dedicated to that one end. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else even existed.

Its practical effect was that her mother burbled with Sound Advice from cock-crow to owl-hoot. Like a cattle drover with but a single heifer to deliver into the ring, she plied her stick in a thousand gentle, unhurtful prods every step of life’s way. And that was why her silence on this particular night was so unnerving.

Even worse, it was not the silence of the impending storm. Katy knew what that sounded like. It was full of explosive little sighs, as when pent-up breath is let out in mounting exasperation. It implied that her mother was busy choosing which verbal whips and lashes to employ when the storm finally broke. But this silence was ruminative, remote, almost wistful. It was as if, for once, her mother was lost in thoughts of her own rather than in cares for her dear and only daughter’s welfare.

In a flash of insight Katy realized that such, indeed, was the case: Her mother was well and truly wrapped up in herself for once. She had a sudden feeling of loneliness. It was not just the feeling of being alone in a room, with the whole household buzzing about her, though not actually present; this was true isolation — an intimation of the life that lay beyond her present horizon, but only just beyond it. Life beyond Mamma and Pappa.

She stared out of the carriage window, into the dark holes between the shrubbery of St Stephen’s Green, and thought, I’m really out there already, in that blackness. This is only a memory of me sitting here.

Panic seized her. ‘Let me hold on, let me stay!’ a voice cried out inside her head. She wanted to disown it, to welcome the prospect of freedom in that blackness, but her panic would not let her.

At last her mother gave out a sigh too intrusive to ignore. Katy turned to her and found her staring back — not, as she had expected, all angry and critical but with eyes that were wan and pitying.

“Mmm?” Katy asked, perturbed by this unaccustomed mood.

“What are we going to do with you?” her mother said.

It was not really a question. Her tone rose at the end but it carried no suggestion that a reply was expected — or even possible.

“Whip me all soundly and send me to bed,” Katy suggested.

“Those days are long gone.”

Even this remark was obscure. Those days had never been — that is, her parents had never whipped her, never raised a finger to her. Nor had they needed to; the withdrawal of their affection had been far more terrifying than a stinging bottom. So her mother could only mean that the nursery-rhyme days of the Old Woman who Lived in a Shoe were long gone.

Katy gave an awkward laugh. “Actually,” she said, “the Old Woman in the shoe had the opposite problem to you — she had so many children she didn’t know what to do.”

“The result is the same, though,” the other replied dourly. “We have only one — and we still don’t know!”

Then she gave out a sudden laugh and, reaching across the carriage, grasped her daughter’s hand and gave it a strangely congratulatory pat. “Katy, my darling — you have just hit on the answer!”

“What?”

But her mother had rediscovered her normal flow and could not be reined in to answer obvious questions like that. “As always, I may say. There is more wisdom in that pretty little head of yours than anybody could believe. And we never realize it until a little bit spills out by accident — like just now.”

“Why? What did I say?”

“Everything! The entire answer. We have so few children, Pappa and I, we don’t know what to do. There-fore …?” She dragged out the word as teachers do when they wish to encourage a pupil to complete a thought.

“Therefore what?” Katy was now more bewildered than ever.

“You shall see!” Mrs O’Barry clapped her hands and soaped then gleefully. “You shall see, you lucky child!”

* * *

The day could not help turning into one long string of significant moments. Katy knew she was going to remember it like a catalogue of paintings for one of the Royal Hibernian Academy exhibitions: The Last Day in the Old Home … Childhood’s End … Farewell to Dear Dirty Dublin … and so on. She felt she was moving with a certain solemn grace from one sombre tableau to the next. Yet the single picture she would have treasured above all others, The Lover’s Parting, had not been there. From her bedroom window she had gazed up and down Harcourt Street for some sign of Declan, coming to wave his last adieu, and she had merely amazed herself at the number of people who resembled him when wishful thinking wielded the paintbrush.

At her final leave-taking with her home, her eyes brimmed with tears as she hugged her maid, and cook, and Mrs Dobson the housekeeper, and all the other maids, and Favour the dog, and Kissi the cat — and, of course, Granny. Then, surveying the world through that salty veil, she had been quite sure Declan was that chequered, tweedy shape in a rakish bowler hat who swam and shimmered on the other side of the street. But he hadn’t waved back, and her mother had said she thought it was going a bit far for her daughter to take her congé of every passing piano tuner.

She had next seen him hurrying beside St Stephen’s Green, too late to say farewell but just in time to wave back as they passed — except that when he turned to do so she saw it was her father’s chief clerk, doubtless on his way to the house. After that, though she spotted Declan at least another half-dozen times on their drive to the docks, she sat on her hands and waited for him to wave first. Which he never did.

So now she stood on the deck of the Suecia, leaning against the rail, frantically searching among the passing throng of bummarees, stevedores, porters, lightermen, and idlers for her last possible sighting of the darlingest, handsomest, winningest face in all the world. He knew she was being banished to her uncle and aunt in Stockholm. He knew it was all because of him — or because of him-and-her; her mother and father were determined to break it up between them, to ‘cure her infatuation,’ as they put it. He knew she would love him for ever and ever, to the grave and beyond. He knew she’d cut her own heart out rather than yield it to another. He knew all this because she had written it to him in blood (symbolically, of course) and sealed it with her tears — and Amelia had faithfully smuggled it to him.

So of course he would come and wave farewell — and find some means to reassure her that his own feelings were in every way the very mirror of hers.

“At least the gale has blown itself out,” her mother said.

“Yes!” Katy was bright, almost too effusive; she was determined not to give them the satisfaction of seeing how they had broken her heart. “And the Irish Sea is always quick to settle after a storm.”

Declan had told her that once. “Like the Irish people,” he had added. Where was he?

“You’ll get your sea legs in no time.”

“I expect so, Mamma. Isn’t it exciting!”

There he was!

No — it was another one of her father’s clerks. How could she be so stupid? Declan looked nothing like an office clerk.

“Now you will be especially attentive to your aunt and uncle, won’t you, dear. Remember, Swedish ways are much more formal than anything you’ve encountered here in Ireland …”

Katy had no difficulty in believing it. She remembered the almost unrelieved tedium of the visit her Onkel Kurt and Tante Anna had paid them the previous summer. Only the presence of Bengt, her cousin, had made it tolerable; but even he was apt to be stiff-mannered at times. If people were as formal as that within the family, she shuddered to think how stiffly they might behave outside the home circle. “Mamma,” she replied gently, “you recall Pappa’s last words? If you haven’t moulded me properly by now, it’s far too late to start.”

Her mother laughed dutifully; her husband had to be supported in anything he said, of course — though he did not always say the most helpful things. “And you will try to …” She bit her tongue off.

“What?” Katy knew very well what her mother was desperately trying to avoid saying.

“… live within your …” Mrs O’Barry tried an alternative ending but could not conclude it. Katy might be accused of many things but being spendthrift was not one of them. She had her father’s gifts in that direction at least. He could leave home with a pound in his pocket and come back with two — even though he’d only slipped out to post a letter. Opportunities stood in rows for both of them, somehow. “I mean, don’t put your uncle to unnecessary expense.”

Poor Onkel Kurt was the opposite. He could go out with ten crowns stitched tight in his pocket and come back with five — and the stitching intact! And yet he was the meanest man alive. He wouldn’t give you the steam off his own chamber pot, as the more delicate version of the Irish saying put it. He wasn’t going to enjoy having his niece foisted on him out of the blue like this. Still, he would enjoy even less being reminded of his many debts to his rich and successful younger brother in Dublin!

“What you mean, Mamma,” Katy said with all the dignity she could muster, “is: I will try and forget Mister Declan Butler, won’t I!”

“Yes, that, too.” Her mother spoke as if she would never have dreamed of raising the matter on her own.

“If that is your purpose in this ‘educational’ journey to my ancestral home — and we both know it is — then you should also know how utterly futile it will prove. You shan’t see me cry. I shall cry but you shan’t see it. I shall not beg nor plead nor cajole. May my tongue wither at its root before I rant and rail at your heartless treatment of me. I bear it all with fortitude. And I bear it all the more lightly because, in my innermost heart, I guard this unswerving conviction that my love for Declan and his for me will, at last, triumph over all adversity. You may postpone my happiness but you can never destroy it.”

Of all the declarations she had tried out in her mind, while tossing sleeplessly in her bed last night, this had sounded the finest. It sounded even finer now, in their present circumstances, with the vessel about to carry her off to a remote and unknown land.

Her mother’s response was rewarding. Her eyes brimmed with tears and she shook her head at the ineffable sadness of things. Then she marred it by adding, “I remember just such feelings as those. I had forgotten them until this minute, but I remember them now as if it were yesterday.” She smiled encouragingly. “How sharp it bites, eh! And how swift it fades!”

“And you married Pappa in the end, see!” Katy added.

The faraway sadness intensified in her gaze. “It was not your father who inspired those feelings in me,” she said.

Katy swallowed hard; she could not remember her mother coming within seven days’ march of such a confession before. “Who, then?” she asked, barely above a whisper.

Her mother looked her up and down; her fond smile turned speculative. “I suppose there’s no harm in telling you now,” she replied. “It was all a long time ago — and I was as giddy and adorable as you. And, as I say, I had quite forgotten it until …”

“Who?” Katy asked urgently, unable to contain her impatience any longer.

“A certain young nobleman — a student friend of my brother’s — your Uncle Dagmar — at Uppsala.”

“But his name?” Katy watched her mother teetering on the brink of closing the conversation. In a last reckless throw she said, “No! How dare I ask a thing like that? Forgive me. It doesn’t matter.”

Her daughter’s brusque dismissal of something that had once mattered very much indeed to Mrs O’Barry finally tipped the balance. “What does it matter now?” she asked offhandedly. “I don’t even know if the young count is still alive. He’d be almost fifty, anyway, God save the mark! His name was Hamilton. Count Hugh Hamilton.”

“An English count? Is there such a thing?”

“No. They’re Swedish. Irish originally — they went over and fought as mercenaries for Gustaf Vasa. He gave them the title.”

“A count!” Katy was impressed. “That’s like an earl in the English peerage, isn’t it?”

Her mother nodded, reluctant to admit to any inferiority. But honesty compelled her to add, “Except for one thing — in the European aristocracy every son and daughter inherits the title, not just the eldest boy. So there are hundreds of counts called Hamilton in Sweden … and all the others, the Wachtmeisters, the Wrangels, and so forth. So!” She was quite happy now to disparage her own juvenile affaire. “It’s of little enough consequence — though I’d have gone to the end of the world with him once.”

Katy saw him then — Declan. Definitely. No mistaking that walk — except that he was walking away from the quayside now. He must have been standing there for the past … who could say how long? Looking up, seeking to attract her attention — while she had gone burbling on about how unconquerable their love was, and how indomitable her spirit … until he must have assumed she was ignoring him deliberately and so turned on his heel and walked sadly away. Yes — just look at him! Dejection was in his every step.

She bit her lip until it smarted. If ever there was a moment when she came close to breaking her vow that her mother should never see her weep for her lost love, that was it. But she drew a deep breath, then another one on top of it, and so managed to crowd out the sobs that would otherwise have racked her body and brought her spirits low. While her mother babbled on about gay old times in the Stockholm of her youth, Katy followed Declan’s departure until he was but a tiny speck, almost at the far end of Sir John Rogerson’s Quay. It did cross her mind to wonder why he was making for Irishtown, the very poorest and least reputable quarter of the city, but then she remembered that the South Wall and the Pigeon House lay beyond it — a perfect place of solitude for the lovelorn lad or lass to nurture such a hurt as they now shared.

And the perfect place, too, from which to give one last wave to any departing vessel — and to that dearest vessel of all upon its decks! Her heart leaped up at the thought and the dangerous brush with grief was past.

“All ashore that’s going ashore!” Mrs-Captain Carlsson came bustling along the deck, as happy to see her husband’s ship preparing to cast off as Katy was sad. “That’s what they say on all the big liners,” she added.

“Must I go at once?” Mrs O’Barry asked anxiously.

“Oh, I daresay you have a minute or two yet,” the captain’s wife replied as she put her head to an open porthole in the housing behind them. “Agneta!” she called within, speaking now in Swedish. “Is Nils asleep?”

“Yes, Mamma,” replied a girlish voice.

“Secure the cot, then, and you may come out to watch.” She turned back to the two ladies and joined them at the rail. Still in Swedish she said, “We always love this moment — when we cast off and become our own little world again. And live by our own rules.”

Katy and her mother dropped into Swedish, too, without even thinking about it. “You always sail with your husband, Mrs-Captain Carlsson?” asked Mrs O’Barry — or Oberg, as she now became.

“Indeed, Fru Oberg. Carlsson is one seaman who truly does have a wife in every port — me!”

They laughed.

Agneta joined them, a long-legged, flaxen-haired girl of eight. Shy at the sight of the two strange women, she slipped an arm around her mother’s waist and held her tight.

It galvanized Katy and her mother into their own patting embraces; the air was suddenly full of all those trite, unsayable, last-minute things — take care — write — don’t be too downcast — brush your teeth — look after yourself — and so on. And then came another of those pictures that was to burn itself in Katy’s memory of this day: her mother’s animated shape almost trotting down the bouncing gangway while the impatient crane man waited to lift it clear and lay it flat on the quayside.

That moment when the gangway is removed is the moment when any ship, great or small, turns from being a glorified floating houseboat to a true vessel of the high seas, her sides sheer once more, and all useful connection with the land closed off.

“Be good!” her mother said as she waved tearfully up from the quay below.

Katy, who had seen many paintings of great liners leaving their moorings, was quite unprepared for the intimate scale of the present scene. The tide being at its flood, the cargo deck was almost level with the quay; and the afterdeck, where she and Mrs-Captain Carlsson stood, was only a short companionway above it. She could almost reach out and touch the feather in her mother’s hat. She did not try it but she felt cheated of the more dramatic send-off her imagination had already prepared for her. “Give my love to Granny,” she replied, not quite knowing why — except that she had to say something. “And Pappa, of course. And Amelia …”

She was saved a final descent into absurdity by a loud blast on the ship’s siren. Answering hoots came from sirens and klaxons all around the port. The bow and stern lines were cast off; the Blue Peter was lowered and up went the Swedish flag in its place; and then, to Katy’s amazement, there was sky between themselves and the quay — a restless, oil-mottled, hithering-thithering lane of blue that grew wider as she watched. From the Suecia herself, hauled as she was by a tug, there was no sensation of movement.

“Bye!” Katy waved to her mother.

“Bye!” Her mother’s handkerchief divided its time between dabbing her eyes and signalling the farewell.

When the bow and stern were clear of the vessels moored fore and aft of her, the Suecia’s engine began to throb. There was a gurgle beneath Katy’s feet somewhere, which reminded her of the sort of sucking noise she could make by wriggling in the bath. Filthy water, purple with mud and corruption, seethed around the stern, uncertain at first which way to flow.

“Come and watch,” Mrs-Captain Carlsson urged. “We drop the tug as soon as we’re in the fairway. Then you’ll see the power of it!”

By standing at the stern she kept her mother imprisoned on the quayside until they were well out into the Dublin roads, waving, waving, waving until their arms protested. Gulls swooped and dithered between them, screaming, never seeming to blink those pitiless golden eyes. And below them, as the revs built up, the waters churned with a violence that took her breath away.

She felt a strange impulse to leap over the rail, straight into the heart of it. The feeling was not in the least suicidal, though her reason told her she could hardly survive such folly; in a curious way it was the very opposite, it was a wish to live for ever. It was something she always felt in moments of great danger — at the top of the cliffs at Doolin, for instance, which she had visited last summer — the highest cliffs in Europe, they said, with a sheer drop of over six hundred feet. And beside the waterfalls at Glenmacnass. And watching the mighty Atlantic rollers break right over Dingle Head … anywhere, in fact, where she drew close to some show of a force that could crush her, obliterate her, without suffering the slightest hindrance to itself. Then, instead of acknowledging the danger and cowering before it, she always felt her spirit rise, as if it recognized an equal; and something within her would move her to court it almost, to befriend it and make it tame. She was sure she could walk among lions and pass unscathed; in Sweden, the wolves would instil no fear.

Naturally, her reasoning mind shrank from all those stupid impulses to bravado. She stepped back from the cliffs, sought an even firmer foothold beside the waterfall, and — now, at Suecia’s stern — gripped the rail ever more tightly. Her reason told her she was simply provoking herself into being extra-cautious.

All the same, it was thrilling to stare down into the turbulent waters immediately aft of the rudder and imagine losing herself in it — and surviving.

“It’s a fascination that never dies,” Mrs-Captain Carlsson murmured at her side. “The hours of my life I’ve wasted, just staring into that … churning and bubbling.”

“The power those engines must have!” Katy said.

“I’ll take you down and show you as soon as we’ve settled down at sea.” She looked back at the boiling wake. “It’s different from this. This is chaos. Down there everything is so exact. You can hold your hand just this far from a flying piston and yet know you’re utterly safe. It can’t move a fraction of an inch from its allotted course. That’s exciting, too.”

In the corner of her eye Katy spied the Pigeon House, now passing astern to starboard. “Oh!” she cried guiltily and moved a pathetic three paces closer to it, shielding her eyes and staring hard at the long stone jetty.

Mrs-Captain Carlsson disappeared and returned a moment later with a pair of binoculars. She held on to them when Katy reached out a hand for them. “Are you sure you want to?” she asked.

For some reason Katy understood the question without any need for elaboration; there was a curious rapport between her and this rather unusual woman. She hesitated … almost declined the offer … and then, squaring her shoulders, said a decisive, “Yes, please!”

The woman settled the carrying strap around her neck and said, “Good for you.” And then, with a, “Come, Agneta!” she left Katy to her search. Only later did Katy realize what a kindness that was; the woman had already known it would be fruitless.

When she first began to seek out Declan, the Pigeon House was a mere quarter of a mile away. And, since the binoculars had eightfold magnification, she was well able to make out the faces of everybody who stood at the foot of its wall, waving at the brave merchantmen as they passed in and out of the port.

Everybody! There were only three of them — two little girls and an old graybeard, their grandfather, perhaps. They waved and she waved back. And for the next five minutes, while the South Wall dwindled to a black line upon the silvery bay, even when magnified eightfold, she hunted in vain for any shape that could be conjured into something resembling her darling man. Once, when a pair of unnoticed lovers stood up suddenly at the very point of the wall, her heart leaped. She did not want the man to be Declan, of course, yet she was so desperate for one last glimpse of him by now that she would have accepted it nonetheless. But the young swain’s hair was as fair as Agneta’s and so even that teasing hope was killed.

When her arms ached beyond endurance she lowered the glasses at last and admitted to herself that Declan had not come to see her off at all — not to Harcourt Street, not Stephen’s Green, not the quayside, not the South Wall. He was probably knocking back a pint in Grogan’s this very minute — thinking of her, of course, but being too manly, too hail-fellow-well-met to show it.

Dejectedly she turned from the rail. “You take them as you find them and be glad for what you get.” Her mother had said that once in an especially gloomy fit. She stared about her and, finding she was quite alone, wondered if she dared to cry. Then a movement in the gloom beyond an open door alerted her that she was not quite alone. Tentatively she held forth the binoculars.

“Finished?” came Mrs-Captain Carlsson’s voice from somewhere down the passageway.

A moment later she stood at the door, an uncertain look in her eye.

Katy took the plunge. “Of course he wasn’t,” she said simply.

“Oh my dear! I’m so sorry.” She took back the glasses.

Katy swallowed hard and forced a smile. “They told you all about it, then,” she said.

A laconic smile was her answer. “More than I’ve any right to know. I’ll forget it if you like. I didn’t really believe it, anyway.”

It dawned on Katy that none of the formal rules of social behaviour were going to work between her and this enigmatic woman. And almost immediately after that, the reason occurred to her, too — that telltale little afterthought about ‘living by her own rules.’ Mrs-Captain Carlsson might joke about her motives for sailing with her husband (though it was a fairly common practice, especially where the captain was also master and owner of his vessel), but her true purpose was to live as far as possible outside the fetters of conventional society. Indeed, by now she probably no longer remembered them in all their cloying detail; she retained just enough to assume a sort of veneer when they put into port — like an ambassador’s wife at an oriental court: She went through the motions and tried her best not to snigger.

All at once Katy warmed to the woman, more than she would ever have thought possible — certainly more than she had ever done with anyone else upon so slender an acquaintance.

“Never mind!” the woman said when she saw Katy too preoccupied to reply. She slipped an arm about her shoulder and turned her to face Dublin once again. “There it goes,” she added, giving Katy a gentle impulsion back toward the stern rail. After a long silence she continued with, “And what else are you leaving behind?”

“Everything!” Katy said with an ironic stab at heroism.

The other pretended to take her seriously. “Is that a bad thing?” she asked.

Katy felt a sudden prickling of gooseflesh at the back of her neck. “Perhaps not.”

There was another long, easy silence before Mrs-Captain Carlsson spoke again. She said, “Pure feelings are so hard to sustain.”

Katy stared at her in mild consternation. “Mrs-Captain Carlsson …” she began.

“Oh, please!” she interrupted. “Anything but that. Since we are to share the same bed for the next week or so, perhaps we might lay aside titles now and call each other Frida and Katya?”

Until she said Katya, Katy had not been aware of speaking Swedish all this while. “Frida?” she echoed uncertainly. She was still taken aback by that reference to sharing the same bed. Would the Captain sleep between them? Or would there be a bolster or what?

“Yes. It’s Freda really. I’m Scottish by birth, but I spell it Frida nowadays to avoid endless explanations.” The Swedish pronunciation was sufficiently distinct to make the spelling clear.

“I could hear you were Scottish by the way you spoke when we first came aboard. Why did we suddenly switch to Swedish?” And why, she wondered, do I bother with trivia at a moment like this?

But Mrs-Captain Carlsson — or Frida, as she already thought of her — did not seem to find it at all odd. “The moment the Blue Peter comes down in Stockholm, we switch to English. So it’s the opposite in Dublin … or London, or wherever we sail from.”

“What did you say about pure feelings?” Katy — or Katya, as she was already beginning to think of herself — asked.

“The wonderful thing about going to the theatre,” Frida replied at once, “is that the feelings there are so pure. This character is pure evil, that one pure goodness, or purely comic … purely idiotic … purely boring. Everyone is purely what they are. You can’t have a romantic hero who scratches his backside and picks his nose — the way people do in real life. Even quite admirable people. In real life you simply can’t say, ‘Oh she’s a saint and he’s a devil.’ I pity God on Judgement Day, don’t you? Because if he can really look into all our hearts, he’s going to find enough pitch in the hearts of the saints to defile them — and enough gold in the hearts of the devils to buy their redemption. In fact, if he really does the job properly, I shouldn’t be at all surprised if every blessed soul in the whole of Creation didn’t end up weighing exactly neutral in his scales.” She laughed. “Poor old God! Still, it’s his own fault. He shouldn’t have made us so interesting, should he!”

Katya bit her lip and laughed uneasily at such blasphemous humour. Yet even as she did so, she wondered if it was really so blasphemous after all. A deity might actually be rather glad to hear himself talked about in such affectionate terms; it would surely make a change from the interminable sycophancy that poured skyward day after day. “I suppose I’d better busy myself unpacking,” she said.

Frida nodded. “I’ve had your trunk moved into my cabin — or our cabin, we should call it now. The Captain will sleep in his watch cabin by the bridge.” She laughed to see the relief in Katya’s face. “Yes, I saw you worry about that.”

“He won’t mind?”

Frida gave a knowing grin. “He won’t go short.”

“Because I don’t mind sleeping alone. I’ve always slept alone. I’m well used to it.”

“I promised your mother, I’m afraid. Or, rather, she’s afraid.”

“Oh, but she’s so silly!”

“I agree. I’ll break my promise with a clear conscience if you like. Move yourself back here if you want?” She laid her hand to the passenger-cabin door and raised an eyebrow at Katya.

The younger woman became aware that this was not a simple choice — it was one of those go-on-or-turn-back decisions one faces at unexpected moments in life. Without even thinking, then, she inclined her head along the passageway and said, “What’s our cabin like, then … ah … Frida?”

* * *

When Katya threw back the lid of her trunk she thought for one awful moment she had brought the wrong one, for there on top of everything, covering all the other contents, was her grandmother’s dress. She recognized it at once; it was the dress Granny always wore for special occasions — dark gray, severely cut, softened only by a few rather skimpy flounces below the knee.

“You’re a lady of fashion!” Frida commented.

It forced Katya to see the dress with new eyes. She had always thought of it as a piece of folk costume – not the sort of embroidered crinolines girls put on for dancing and other grim-faced high-jinks, but an everyday, peasanty kind of dress, serviceable enough for church or milking. But now she could see that in its severe lines and almost wilful disdain for any kind of bustle it was, indeed, very like the ‘rational’ dresses that earnest young ladies had started wearing ten years ago and which had now trickled down into the world of high fashion. Clever old Granny!

“There’s some kind of note there.” Frida’s finger twitched at the corner of a scrap of paper sticking out at the waist. “A tenner, I trust.”

Any such hopes were dashed when Katya withdrew the pin that held it and pulled out a scrap of notepaper on which was scrawled a single line in Granny’s firm, old-fashioned writing. ‘In desperation,’ it read, ‘remember — you can always lift the hem of your skirt!’

Katya turned pale. She read it several times, vainly searching for some other meaning between the lines – except that there were no lines for any sort of meaning to slip between. The old woman’s advice was quite unequivocal.

“Disgraceful!” Frida exclaimed — though with little heat, Katya noticed. “Some servant girl’s idea of a joke, no doubt.”

“I’m afraid not,” she admitted reluctantly. “That is my grandmother’s hand — and that is her dress, too.”

Frida cleared her throat. “Froeken Oberg comes from an interesting family. Is your grandmother … how may I put it tactfully? Senile?”

“Not at all. She’s bright as a button.” She lifted the dress and shook it to hang. Laughing, she added, “A girl would have a hard time lifting this hem. There must be half a ton of lead sewn into it. Just feel the weight!”

She passed it to Frida, who mimed a comic collapse of her arms. “Yes, well, you’d have to be desperate to try. Perhaps that’s her point?” She crossed the cabin to the wardrobe and hung it up. “Old people take so much for granted. They forget how little we know.”

“I shan’t unpack completely …” Katya began.

“Yes you shall!” Frida said peremptorily. “This is home, not a glorified waiting room between ports. Are you any good at algebra? You could help Agneta with it, if you wouldn’t mind. I’m stronger on the classics.”

It was a measure of the rapport between them that, long before that first day aboard drew to a close, Katya no longer felt the slightest jolt when Frida made such abrupt changes of subject; it was exactly the way her own mind worked when left to its own devices.

‘Butterfly,’ her father called it, but he was the same. He could switch in the twinkling of an eye from Bolinders’ business (he was the Irish agent for the giant Swedish steelmaker), to his own affairs, to Irish politics, to that night’s dinner menu. Naturally, he never called that ‘butterfly’; he said it was “all part of the tangled warp and woof of his life.”

Thoughts of her father and his employers in far-off Stockholm prompted her to realize that she did not know quite where the Carlssons fitted into the scheme of things. So, as soon as she had promised to pass on to young Agneta what little algebra she possessed, her next question, almost in the same breath, was: “Does Bolinders own this ship?”

“Only under charter,” was the reply. Frida went on to explain that she was, in fact, the vessel’s owner. Her father, also a sea captain, had left her a smaller freighter called Caledonia. “I engaged Carlsson as captain and we traded so successfully we were soon able to buy a larger vessel — this one, in fact, which we renamed Suecia.” She smiled mischievously. “It wasn’t the only thing we were rather successful at, I may say. I married him when we found that one” — she nodded toward Agneta, who appeared to take no notice of the conversation — “was on the way.”

“How … ah …” Katya swallowed heavily. “Romantic,” was all she could think to say.

Frida laughed. “There are more ways into matrimony than there are ways out of it — I can tell you that for nothing.”

Katya did not quite follow her drift.

“I mean, people get married and then discover they can’t have children. But it’s too late. The door’s shut and bolted by then. I wasn’t going to let that happen to me.”

Katya fanned her face and, rolling her eyes toward the little girl, said, “I’m sorry. I’m not used to such discussions.”

“I thought not.” Frida tilted her head sympathetically, as if Katya had just admitted to being deprived in childhood.

They said no more on the subject though they chatted the whole morning away on every other topic under the sun — enough to have made Katya allow that her mind could, at times, be rather like a butterfly, if her father had been there to accuse her of it.

But he wasn’t — neither was her mother. And that was increasingly becoming the central fact of Katya’s life. She was familiar with articles in the ladies’ journals — and discussions around the family table — in which people spoke sentimentally of daughters who grew up and flew from the nest. Increasingly over the past few years she had lived in the certainty that it must one day happen to her. And over the past six months, what with all the arrangements for her coming-out, she had lived in a whirl of daydreaming about just such an occurrence. Yet always at the back of her mind had been the notion that she would fly from one nest directly into another — one of her own making with Declan to support her, she had hoped.

But this well-intentioned banishment to Stockholm put a new colour on the whole business. Onkel Kurt’s and Tante Anna’s house could by no stretch of fantasy be transformed into another nest; if anything it was, in Frida’s phrase, “a glorified waiting room between ports.” In effect, then, she was fleeing the nest, tout court. There was no waiting nest to receive her; the world itself was her next home.

Somehow, though Frida never spelled it out in so many words, her attitude spoke directly to Katya’s spirit and made her aware, within hours of boarding the Suecia, of this profound change in her circumstances. It was, she felt, another aspect of that strange mental sympathy that undoubtedly existed between them.

It did not, however, lead to an abrupt change in her thoughts and behaviour; its effect was more subtle. She had always lived in the knowledge that her mother and father were, so to speak, ‘in the next room.’ Even when she had gone to stay with friends on the other side of Ireland, her parents had travelled with her in spirit and had settled themselves in the ‘next room’ in her mind. Now, however, she felt that room was empty. She could no longer carry life’s little problems and conundrums in there and have them all neatly analyzed and sorted out for her. She was on her own.

She suddenly understood what being on one’s own really meant.

It was like standing at the top of the cliffs near Doolin. It was like courting danger beside the Glenmacnass Falls. It was like the chaos of turbulent white water at Suecia’s stern, challenging her to take the plunge. Disorder beckoned her with a smile but she did not cower back in fear.

She knew beyond all doubt that she could walk unscathed through a whole forest of wolves.

* * *

Captain Carlsson came aft to his family quarters for luncheon. He was a jovial fellow with a lively curiosity and a quick smile (and a quick temper, too, Katya imagined, though he gave no evidence of it on that occasion). Within five minutes he had extracted most of her story. At its conclusion he looked her up and down and said he’d no doubt she’d overcome every obstacle in her way. She knew it was the sort of comforting nonsense anyone might babble, yet somehow on his lips — and especially after that swift but penetrating inspection — it carried conviction. She felt wonderfully heartened to hear him say it.

That was the moment when Frida chose to tell him the sleeping arrangements she had determined upon. She said nothing about any promise to Katya’s parents; she simply presented it as a decision of her own. It obviously startled him but, whatever his true feelings in the matter, he masked them swiftly and said, “So be it.”

There was a masterful gleam in his eye, however, when, a few minutes later, at the conclusion of the meal, he grabbed his wife firmly by the wrist and, turning to Katya, asked if she would mind taking Agneta for her daily walk on deck. His tone made it clear it was more of a command than a question. Frida’s expression was ambiguous, part-resigned, part-delighted. “Just give us half an hour,” she murmured to Katya as she picked up an apple and let her husband haul her from the stateroom into the cabin. Just before the door closed she took a great bite of the fruit; something about the gesture sent a shiver up and down Katya’s spine.

Agneta was already in her oilskins and boots. She led Katya to what she called the ‘fog locker’ to select a set for herself. They needed it, too, for the Suecia had strayed into one of those unaccountably rough regions that crop up regularly in the Irish Sea — as if the waves had bounced off four nearby coasts at once and then decided to meet here to complain about it. “This is Mamma’s and Pappa’s playtime,” the child explained nonchalantly.
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