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CHAPTER ONE


Allie
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August, 1867. Dublin


The smells were the first thing. The heavy, fetid stench of animal sweat and fear and excrement, the evil smelling miasma from the river Liffey.


The stink that was Dublin.


They were what made me feel, at last, that I was home.


‘Close up that window,’ my father said.


His eyes, bloodshot and weary and watchful, were open again. He’d been asleep since leaving the North Wall, tired as I was after the journey from Paris.


‘There’s a herd of cattle ahead of us,’ he said, ‘you’d no business unlatching it.’


‘I need air. The carriage is stifling,’ I said.


‘You don’t need what passes for air in this part of the town.’


His short, hairy fingers were clamped to his knees as he leaned forward. He smelled in need of a wash and of the wine he’d been drinking.


My poor father was not made for travelling; he’d slept on the train journeys between Paris and London and been ill without stop on the boat crossings.


‘Close it up like I tell you, there’s my good girl.’


But though the air through the window reeked it was at least air. I’d taken a discreet sniff and balanced the closeness of my father’s stale odours against the reek from the cattle ahead and decided that as long as we kept moving, and had the window open, I could put up with both.


‘I’d rather we kept it unlatched, Dada,’ I said and he straightened in his seat. I knew what he would say next.


‘I spent a lot of money on you in that Paris convent. I hope, Alicia, that it wasn’t wasted. I don’t see any great improvement in your manners.’


He studied the hands on his trouser-clad knees. He wore breeches usually; the suit of dark green trousers and coat had been meant to impress the nuns though he could have saved himself the discomfort. The Emperor Napoleon III in all his medals would not have impressed the sisters who’d taught me deportment and the French language.


‘The waste of money was in bringing me home,’ I leaned over and touched one of his hands, ‘though I’m glad to be with you, Dada. You know that.’


His hand, holding mine briefly, was hot. ‘I know that, girl.’ He paused. ‘Your mother will be pleased to have you home,’


‘No, she won’t.’


I looked away from the longing in his bloodshot eyes, gazed instead at the seabirds circling and cawing like drunken street traders above the Custom House. I wished I was one of them, high over the city and on the wing elsewhere. Back to Paris maybe, where the waters of the river Seine were limpid and flowing and never muddy like those of the Liffey. I hadn’t expected, when I’d been sent to Paris to become a lady. that I would feel so free and love to travel so much. C’est la vie.


And now I was home and I couldn’t say, as my father wanted me to, that I would be glad to see my mother. I’d never been dishonest and two years in France hadn’t changed me that much.


My poor, poor father. He expected such a great deal from me, and from the fine education he’d paid dearly for.


A bellowing and the roars of the drovers made the herd of cattle seem very near. The weather, even at that early hour, was warmer than I ever remembered in August. According to my father it had been a summer of uncommonly hot, festering days and the city had the look of it. The streets were straw-filled and dirty and the people so dusty it appeared as if an ashy brown was the fashion colour of the summer.


Carlisle Bridge, when we got to it, was thick with a bustling dawn traffic of working women on their way to service, with horse-drawn omnibuses, hay carts, delivery lads on bikes and barking dogs. I don’t care for animals and there were a ferocious number of them in Dublin that morning.


We’d slowed to a near halt when, ignoring my father’s protests, I leaned my head out of the window. ‘Westmoreland Street is packed tight with the cattle herd,’ I said, ‘we’ll be the rest of the day getting through them.’


‘We will not, by God.’ My father’s anger was sudden, aroused as much by my behaviour as by the animals’ delaying us. ‘I’m paying that slouch of a driver good money to get us home before eight o’clock.’


His colour had risen and he thumped so hard on the carriage ceiling I thought the cane would go right through it. It didn’t, but the carriage didn’t move either. Muttering an oath he took my place at the window. ‘Keep going, you scoundrel,’ he roared, ‘I want to get to Haddington Road before nightfall.’


The carriage jolted forward and he sat back, his face a mottled purple. He’d always had a temper but this new shortness worried me. I put it down to the amounts of wine he’d drunk in Paris and on the boat.


Ahead of us the drovers bellowed and the cattle thundered into the opening between the Parliament buildings and Trinity College. They were headed for the marts and would be in front of us for a bit yet. The carriage bounded after them.


‘Your mother’ll be waiting,’ my father said and I looked away from him again. My mother would be doing no such thing, and he knew it.


My mother would very likely be in her bed still or, if not, at her morning-long toilette. My father was as full of wishful thinking about my mother’s behaviour as he was of an unfortunate adoration of her beauty. And she was indeed beautiful; everyone said so.


She was half mad too, though not many people outside of myself, and my father when he was honest, could see this. Her disenchantment with my father was something else which was obvious to all but him.


When it came to me, Alicia Eleanor Buckley, her only child, she wasn’t so much disenchanted as uninterested. She wasn’t a woman had taken naturally to motherhood.


‘You’ll be anxious too to see your new home,’ pride mixed with hope in my father’s voice.


‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I am.’ This was a lie and we both knew it.


I’d been happy enough living over the cattleman’s public house my father had owned near the Broadstone. Things could be rough in the pub but our rooms were comfortable and the people around were my friends, and my father’s friends. But when the railway station coming to the Broadstone had made the pub a valuable property my father had put in new glass windows, done away with the boarded-up shutters and got in gas lighting. This had made it worth even more money. While I was away my father had sold it and written to me that we, as a family, had ‘moved into respectable society’.


He now called himself a man of business and bought property. An old mansion in Henrietta Street, now a tenement, was one such purchase. He’d also bought a house for us to live in in the south suburbs.


We were almost at Trinity College when the carriage stopped.


‘By the Lord Jesus Christ I’ll have that driver’s guts.’ My father hauled himself out of his seat and put his head through the window again. ‘Didn’t I tell you to keep going?’ he shouted to the driver. ‘Didn’t I tell you to make a way through them animals?’


The carriage shook.


‘There’s a couple of them’s bolted,’ the carman’s voice had a note of panic in it, ‘the rest of them’s unsettled. It’d be better to wait ’til the drovers have got them under control …’


A bullock, careering back the way it had come, glanced off the side of the carriage and was set upon by a drover with a stick.


‘Damn you to hell,’ my father roared first at the drover and then at the carman, ‘I’ll be the one decides whether you stop or go. Drive on.’ He shook a hairy fist and I worried that he might have a fit in front of my eyes. ‘Drive on or by God I’ll have your licence taken off you. There’s plenty would be glad to take your place up on that seat …’


We’ll never know what the man would have done because the stampede started then, with a savage drumming which made the ground seem about to burst open under us.


Within minutes College Green was a nightmare of mutilated and dying animals, of chaos and panic and the screaming agony of hurt and frightened people. The tormented squeals and bellows of crazed cattle soon drowned the human cries and the stench of fear surrounded the carriage as thickly as a wall. It was as if hell had been let loose.


My father managed to close the window and, trapped in the carriage, we braced ourselves against the battering by animal flesh, stiffened at the smack of bone against the wooden frame.


The carman had got down from his seat and could be heard, without much success, trying to calm the horse. The windows darkened with spurting blood. It seemed to go on forever.


‘We’ll be all right. We’ll get out of this.’


My father’s colour had drained. He was white as any sheet. I’m sure I was white myself. My heart felt as if it would burst from my chest and though I wanted to scream I couldn’t make a sound.


It ended as suddenly as it had started. The nightmare silence which fell on the streets was broken only by whimpers and pitiful cries and the retreating hooves of the cattle, their occasional bellows becoming fainter and fainter.


‘We didn’t travel this far to be beat at the last fence …’ My father reached to touch me but was thrown against the back of his seat when the carriage horse gave a screaming whinny and reared. ‘No need to be afraid,’ he said, ‘we’ll be out of here in no time. No time at all.’


‘I’m not afraid.’ I held myself tight in my corner and stared through the window. ‘The drovers are herding the cattle up Dame Street,’ I tried to assure him, and myself, ‘the worst is over, I think … the worst …’


There were terrible sights through that window. I saw people lying about the place in broken, unnatural positions, limbs and bodies askew, blood oozing from many of them and others looking as if they might be dead they were so still. I saw an overturned omnibus, fallen on one of the horses which had been pulling it. The other horse, also dead, appeared to have strangled itself in an attempt to be free of its harness. Some of the injured nearby had clearly been passengers.


Even as I watched the police arrived, about a dozen of them at a hard run, and with them two doctors who went immediately to help the wounded.


‘The worst is over,’ I said again.


It was what I wanted to believe and was all I could find in myself to say. The cost had still to be reckoned, the dead and dying accounted for, the injured if possible made well. The pain would go on, both of loss and ruined bodies.


The worst was only beginning.


The driver appeared at the window. He was an older man, about my father’s age, which was something over fifty, with a bald head and whiskers. He’d lost his hat and the deep folds of his face were awash with perspiration.


‘They’re saying it was a young heifer started it,’ he rubbed his eyes with a shaking hand. ‘The story has it that she broke ranks with the herd and went headfirst into the pair of horses pulling the omnibus …’


When my father would have cut him short the man caught and held my eye. His own were full of tears.


‘That’s the thing of it, that’s how life is. It can turn on you any minute. There’s two young people stretched out there in the street who got up this morning without a thought of death between them.’


‘That’s enough caterwauling out of you.’ My father’s hands shook every bit as much as the carriage driver’s. ‘Get back on your perch and get us out of here. There’s nothing to be done but clear the space for the police and doctors to do their work.’


‘Maybe we can be of help,’ I said but my father would have none of it.


‘Are you mad, girl?’ He was shouting again as, wordlessly, the carman left the door and went back up on his seat. ‘This is none of our doing or affair. We’re best out of here. Your mother is waiting …’


I looked at him then, a hard look, and he stopped shouting. He wanted no more truths from me about my mother. Since the truth was that he lived in fear as well as in awe of her he knew as I did that she wouldn’t be waiting. I was tired of the pretence.


‘Stop the foolishness, Alicia,’ he used a more sober tone, ‘I don’t want you endangering your life. We’ll go on home.’


‘It’s you who have endangered my life, bringing me back to live in this city.’ Anger made me irrational. ‘I’ll rot here, if I’m not killed first.’


‘In the name of God be silent! What happened just now was an accident. It could have happened anywhere, even in your glorious Paris. Your taste for drama will be your undoing, I’ve always said so. I’m doing what’s best—’


‘What’s best for you, Dada. What happened here is a bad omen. I feel it. You gave me freedom and now you’ve taken it back. I could have stayed and been a teacher of English in Paris …’


The carriage jolted and moved forward slowly.


‘And ended in the gutter, like many a young woman before you.’ My father, now we were on our way again, settled weighty and worried into his seat. ‘I sent you to learn manners and because you were too headstrong and this is what my money gets me. You’re nineteen years and should be thinking of marriage, like other young women your age.’


I could have told him that what I’d seen of marriage growing up had done nothing to enamour me of the state. I kept silent because I’d seen enough of his efforts to please my mother to know he wasn’t to blame for their misery.


Instead I asked a question I half dreaded the answer to. ‘Is Sarah Rooney married?’


‘Not married, no,’ he was irritable, ‘but a woman nonetheless.’ He shifted in his seat, his weight seeming a greater burden to him than usual.


‘What do you mean?’


‘I mean nothing, nothing at all.’ My father plucked at his moustache distractedly.


I let the subject of Sarah Rooney go. I would see her soon enough.


Sooner than I thought.


The carriage inched its way past the gates of Trinity College. I was full of bad humour and irritability, staring through the blood-splattered window, when I noticed her. She was easy to spot, a good head taller than the people penned in with her behind the college gates.


Seeing her changed everything: my mood, the prospects for my life ahead. It didn’t matter, in those minutes, that she hadn’t replied to my last two letters. Sarah Rooney was the friend of my youth, the sister I’d never had, the one person who would make my life bearable now I was home.


It was Sarah, in our shared childhood, who’d shown me that to really live life you had to be fearless. Sarah, penniless and living in the tenements, had confirmed in me my belief that money and respectability were cloaks to drape over hollow lives. It was thanks to Sarah too that I’d learned never to expect loving arms, or caring, from my mother.


She hadn’t known she was teaching me these things. All she’d done was be my friend.


‘Sarah’s over there, Dada, in the crowd the police have locked behind the gates.’ I pointed. ‘We can’t leave her there. We’ll have to stop and take her with us in the carriage.’


‘Sarah Rooney’s no longer the child you knew,’ he was curt, ‘she’s in service in the Haddington Road house now, along with her mother. She should be there at this hour, earning the money I pay her to keep the place in order.’


‘What’s wrong with you?’ I stared at him. ‘You’d leave her there because you pay her a wage? Does that make her a different person?’ I peered again through the window. ‘Bess is inside the gates too.’ I grabbed the carriage cane and stabbed at the ceiling. The horse stopped. ‘They’re in a terrible crush behind there, Dada, with the police shouting at them. You’ll have to get them out of it. The police will listen to you.’


‘Things have changed and it’s best they make their own way. Allie. They’re born to it, people like that.’ He stared balefully through the window. Being notoriously short-sighted, it was unlikely he saw either Sarah or her mother. ‘Shouting or sweet talk, it’s all the same to the likes of the Rooneys. They’ll be let out of there soon enough and, by the Lord God, if either of them looks for full money for this day they’ll be barking up the wrong tree. A fool and his money are not so easily parted.’ He reached for the cane but I held it fast. ‘Stop this foolishness, Allie.’


He shrugged. With his great, sloping shoulders it was an oddly helpless gesture. ‘Things have changed,’ he said again.


‘It’s you who’ve changed, Dada.’ I kept my eyes on Sarah and her mother. ‘Bess Rooney has always worked for us and Sarah is still my friend, even if I haven’t seen her for a while. Some things don’t change.’


‘You’ll see soon enough that they do.’


My father was muttering and sighing, close to exhaustion. He wasn’t as young as he’d used to be and he needed to sleep off the wine.


‘It’s like this, Allie.’ He put his hand over mine. I didn’t turn from the window. ‘Bess still does the cooking, it’s true, and as a kindness, and for the sake of old times, I’ve given work to Sarah. But your mother has engaged a housekeeper to take charge of things.’ He sighed. ‘It’s a big house.’


Three servants. That must please my mother. My father, reading my thoughts, said, ‘Your mother has a position in society now. You’ve a position now too.’


I’d had a position before and liked it. It was my mother who’d hated her position as a publican’s wife, thought herself better than her neighbours and her husband. I could see how she might find it hard to live with my father’s rough and ready manners. But his heart was kinder than many beating behind a more polished exterior. Or had been, when he was a publican.


It was because things were not as before that I’d wanted to stay in Paris. The last thing in the world I desired was to be a French-speaking addition to my mother’s dinner parties until a husband was found for me.


The carriage shifted as the standing horse grew restless. On impulse, and in a sudden fury of determination, I pushed open the door, gathered my skirts and jumped down into the street.


‘We can’t leave Sarah and Bess,’ I kept going, ‘not with the police bullying them like that.’


I stopped when I heard the gunshots and saw why the police had herded people behind the gates. The dead animals were being gathered into carts. The wounded ones were being executed.


‘Now will you get back in here? Their kind are more than able to walk. Are you gone stone mad or what?’ My father was out of the carriage, angry and shouting again. Fearful for me too, but I couldn’t help that.


‘I am no madder, Dada, than I ever was. I won’t leave Sarah and Bess while we’ve got a carriage.’


When he started to come after me I picked up my skirts and ran for the gates. My dress had a Paris bustle so my movements were easier than if I’d been wearing the crinolines still in fashion in Dublin. I called to Sarah and Bess as I went, forcing my voice above the noise of the police and crowd and dying animals.


‘Sarah, Sarah Rooney!’ I called, ‘can you hear me, Sarah? It’s Allie. I have a carriage. Shout out my name if you can hear me.’


I’m not much more than five feet tall and when I stood in front of the college gates I couldn’t see a thing over the crowd behind. I turned for my father but he’d stopped following me and was back with the carriage. When I faced the gates again a policeman was blocking my way. He was was about my own age, or might even have been younger. His chest buttons were at a level with my eyes.


‘Move on out of here, miss, get back to your carriage. Better for you to be on your way.’


‘I’m here to relieve you of two of your charges.’ I was shyly anxious, looking up at him with wide eyes. My French deportment lessons had taken many forms. ‘I’d be much obliged if you would call to a Miss Sarah Rooney and her mother for me.’ I laid a hand delicately on the low square of my dress bodice, as if the task I’d set myself was suddenly too much. ‘There’s a place for them in our carriage.’ I kept my eyes on his and smiled, tremulous and stricken. ‘This is a terrible thing to have happened …’ I lowered my eyes and caught a tearful breath and fiddled with a lock of my hair.


‘Tell me the names again,’ he said, ‘I’ll get them out of there for you.’


He had a countryman’s accent and a countryman’s way of doing things. Within minutes Sarah and Bess Rooney were on my side of the gate.


‘The Dublin Metropolitan Police is always glad to be of service.’ Their rescuer smiled pinkly, full of a boyish need for praise.


‘You do the force credit and I’m grateful to you.’


I gave him my hand and another, happier, smile. I’m nothing if not kind and I was grateful to him. He touched my fingers, gently, and bowed and went away.


Sarah and I looked at one another awkwardly. She was the one who spoke first.


‘You always did have a way of getting what you want,’ she said as she looked me up and down, ‘only now you’ve got manners as well. You look very well,’ she put her head to one side, ‘like a doll.’


In my rose-pink silk dress with its darker velvet stripe I was overdressed for the occasion, it’s true. But I couldn’t help my height.


‘Is that all you have to say to me?’ I said. ‘I may not have grown as tall as you have but I’m—’


‘Thank God for that,’ she laughed, and was suddenly the Sarah I knew, ‘they’d have had to put me into the circus if I’d grown any more.’


We hugged each other then, tightly and for a long time before separating to laugh and look at one another and hug again. Sarah was wearing a bleached-out blue cotton dress.


‘You didn’t answer my last two letters,’ I said.


‘No,’ she said, ‘I didn’t.’ I waited but she didn’t explain why.


Bess, who’d wisely remained silent through the ceremony of our greeting, spoke at last. ‘Dear God Allie what a terrible situation for us to be meeting in you’re a good girl to stop and pick us up like this …’


She spoke fast, without pauses and in a rasping voice that was the result of a doctor damaging a nerve in her neck when she was a girl in the Liberties. Forever afraid her voice would go before she got the words out, she stopped only when she needed to take a breath.


‘We’re lucky we weren’t all killed and we might have been only that it wasn’t our time to go and the good Lord spared us.’ She took a breath then and held out her arms, bony like the rest of her and nearly as long as her daughter’s. ‘You’re not too grown and changed to come to Bess I hope.’


I went to her for a hug as warm as Sarah’s had been; I’d spent more time in Bess’s angular arms as a child than I’d ever spent in my mother’s. Or my father’s, though he did his best in other ways.


‘We’d better go,’ Bess stood back, ‘your father’s waiting for us with a face like a fighting dog on him he’ll be ravenous and wanting his breakfast.’


My father growled as we climbed into the carriage.


‘That was a terrible thing to happen Leonard those animals bolting like that,’ Bess said as we moved off.


‘It was, Mrs Rooney, it was.’


My father’s frown said he did not want her calling him Leonard but Bess, if she noticed, paid no heed.


‘It’s the omnibuses Leonard dangerous things I always said did you hear about the catastrophe at the Portobello Bridge?’


My father gave a discouraging grunt but Bess got on with her tale anyway. She seemed older to me, worn-looking but still gentle. Her dress was a dull brown with a black stripe.


‘There were eight passengers on the omnibus when it happened and the driver stopped on the incline on the Rathmines side of the bridge to let a man and his son get off …’ she took a breath, ‘Holy Mother of God but what happened then was terrible one of the horses backed and dragged the other with him and without warning the omnibus horses passengers and driver all went into the lock chamber and ten feet of water …’ she stopped. ‘To make matters worse the lock-keeper opened the sluices of the upper instead of the lower gates.’


She gave a mighty sigh; she’d always had a fine sense of timing.


‘The six dead bodies had to be got out through the roof …’


‘That’s enough about disasters,’ my father said. ‘I want a bit of peace and silence for the rest of the journey.’


‘And you deserve it,’ Bess was placatory, ‘after your journey but I’ll nevertheless remind you all that it’s always been my contention that animals and machinery don’t go together and I’m being proved right.’


‘What other news of Dublin then?’ I asked Sarah.


‘Dublin is as you see it.’ Sarah observed the passing street. ‘People manage their lives as best they can. As they always did.’


‘Is that all you have to tell me?’ I was impatient. ‘The same could be said of any city. No wonder you didn’t write if that’s all you have to say. Tell me what there is that’s new.’


‘The smallpox was big in the town last year, This year it’s the cholera the people are worried about—’


‘Cholera is known to the people of Paris too,’ I cut her short. It was as if she didn’t want to talk openly to me. If she was inhibited by my father then I was having none of it. ‘So are smallpox and diphtheria and typhoid.’


‘You’re such an expert on the cities of the world I wonder you don’t know more of your own.’ Sarah shrugged. ‘I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough that living in the city is no longer fashionable in Dublin. Those that can are moving out beyond the canals. You’ll be safe enough from disease in Haddington Road.’ She turned to my father. ‘I’m surprised, Mr Buckley, that you haven’t assured Allie how safe she’ll be from the gases and vapours given out by animal filth in the city centre.’


‘She said nothing about being worried.’ My father was stiff.


‘That’s because I’m not.’ I spoke hurriedly. ‘Tell me, Sarah, how things are in Henrietta Street.’ The old mansion my father had bought was the same tenement building in which the Rooneys had lived for years.


‘You’ll have to visit and see for yourself,’ said Sarah. My father said nothing.


‘Your new home is very grand, Allie.’ Bess looked sideways at my father. ‘Things will be different for you now.’


‘So my father keeps telling me.’ I was short. ‘He says too that my mother has engaged a housekeeper. What sort of woman is she?’


‘Low-sized your mother took her on just a week ago.’


That was as much as I could get out of her about the housekeeper.


There was very little said about anything else either for the rest of the journey, and nothing at all by my father. But I was glad to be with Sarah again, and with Bess, and put his bad temper down to exhaustion after our journey.


I should have paid more attention. I might then have been more alert, better prepared for what was to come.


I might have been, but it’s unlikely; I was never what you could call farsighted.





CHAPTER TWO


Allie
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There was a barrier to be got round before I saw my mother. It came in the shape of a woman called Mary Connor and I’d never in my life come across so small an adult. She could have been one of the oldest too except that Mary Connor’s age, as with everything else about her, was shrouded in mystery. With her humped back she was the closest thing imaginable to a witch: Not a benign one either.


She was the housekeeper my father had spoken about and she opened the door when we arrived, her withered face full of reproach.


‘Mrs Buckley was worried. You were expected a good hour ago.’ She spoke only to my father. Her voice was high and thin, like a child’s.


‘An animal stampede delayed us.’ My father, when she didn’t step aside, squeezed hurriedly past her and into the hallway. ‘Is Mrs Buckley inside?’


‘She is.’


Still the woman didn’t move, not even to blink a pair of eyes so pale they were almost colourless.


I stayed where I was on the doorstep, waiting for her to let me come in. A full half-minute passed while we eyed one another, neither of us prepared to move.


I thought then that the immediate animosity I felt was what decided the future of our relationship, but I was wrong. Mary Connor had a hostility towards the world in general and towards me, as my mother’s daughter, in particular.


She had a high, bony forehead and her mouth was a narrow opening in a web of puckered skin. Her tiny body was neatly dressed in darkest grey and she appeared to have no hair at all under the tight, white-frilled black skullcap covering her head.


My father brought the impasse to an end. ‘Come inside. Allie, don’t be shy of your new home.’ His joviality boomed through the house with false bonhomie. ‘Don’t be shy with Mary either. Your mother’s very pleased with the housekeeping she does for us.’ He beamed his contrived smile on the small woman. ‘Tell Mrs Buckley we’ve arrived, Mary.’


‘She knows. She heard the door knocker.’ Mary Connor stayed where she was. ‘She’s waiting in the drawing room.’


‘I’d be obliged if you’d go ahead of us anyway.’ My father’s smile became manic and she moved at last.


Her back was rigid as a marionette’s as she went down the hall and, without knocking, through the second door she came to.


I left the safety and light of the granite step for a hallway so cold and heavy with drapes I might have left winter outside.


The house was a fine one, large as my father had said, with an arch at the end of the hallway leading on to an elegant staircase and to steps down to the kitchen and cellar. But the only daylight came from a high, rear window and all of the doors were closed. I felt as if I’d entered a prison. There wasn’t even the comfort of having Sarah and Bess Rooney about since they’d gone, with the driver and my trunks, to the back entrance of the house.


‘Pay no heed to Mary Connor.’ My father rubbed his hands together but couldn’t quite manage to keep the smile on his face. ‘She’s a bit contrary but she suits your mother …’ He fell silent as the housekeeper reappeared.


‘Mrs Buckley’s waiting,’ she said with the barest movement of her mouth.


‘Grand, that’s grand.’ My father put a hand on my back. ‘Go and meet your mother. I’ll help that fool of a driver with your trunks.’ With a speed I had not known him capable of he disappeared down the steps at the back of the hallway.


My mother barely raised her head from the book on her lap as I came into the room.


Albert, her grey, long-haired cat, looked up just as reluctantly from where he lay against my mother’s feet as they rested on a footstool. She was wearing gold-embroidered morning slippers. Albert had got fat.


‘Hello, Mother.’ I stood in front of her.


Mary Connor remained inside the closed door, very silent and very still, a sort of ghostly slave to my mother.


‘You haven’t grown a great deal,’ my mother observed, extending a hand that was white as the cuff of lace on her yellow silk morning dress, ‘but then I didn’t expect that you would. You’ve always inclined to your father’s build.’


I took and briefly held her fingers; we were neither of us keen to prolong the contact. My mother studied me then, silently, her black eyes chilling my heart in the way they had been able to do since I was a child. The cat watched us.


‘You appear to have spent your father’s money on at least one gown which is in good taste,’ my mother said. ‘I hope the contents of your trunks display a similar discernment. Mary will unpack for you presently. I’ll help her myself.’


I said nothing. I didn’t want Mary Connor unpacking my clothes. I didn’t want her anywhere near my belongings, or anywhere near my person either. My mother, who had a great interest in fashion and jewellery and ornamentation of every kind, was of course entitled to see what I had brought from Paris.


‘I hope your new home compares with what you’ve grown used to in Paris.’ My mother made a languid gesture at the room.


I looked around. It was very much to her taste. The deep buttoned settee was upholstered in a ruby velvet which matched the curtains, there were antimacassars on balloon-backed chairs, a six-light crystal gasolier and, over the mantel, an ornate, gilded mirror. All of this, I’d no doubt, reflected the best that Dublin had to offer in furniture and decorating.


‘It’s very nice, Mother, very elegant.’ I hesitated. ‘I’d like Sarah to help me unpack.’ I went on looking around the room, avoiding my mother’s eyes. She sighed, as if my response was no more than she’d expected. In the silence Mary Connor cleared her throat.


‘Sarah Rooney is preparing the breakfast with her mother.’ My mother’s feet uncrossed themselves on the footstool, ‘and Mary, in any event, is better suited to arrange your wardrobe.’


The cat, with a malevolent look my way, rubbed himself against her feet as my mother gave a longer sigh.


‘I must say, Alicia, that I’d hoped you would have acquired maturity and grace. Your father, of course, doesn’t set a good example. It wasn’t the socially correct thing to take the Rooneys with you into the carriage.’ She fondled the cat’s ears, smiling. ‘Sadly, one cannot make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.’


She had always known how to diminish me but I was older now, and wiser. Or so I thought. I walked to the mirror and removed the ribboned diadem I’d worn travelling.


‘In Paris,’ I said, ‘coiffures are softened this season with a sprinkling of powder. Women are wearing their hair off their foreheads with curls on the temples.’


My mother’s dark hair was unpowdered and dressed in a heavy chignon. Her voice, when next she spoke, had hardened. ‘I won’t have Sarah Rooney handling your French wardrobe.’


‘And I won’t have Mary Connor doing it for me.’ It was as if I’d never been away; we were disagreeing as we’d always done. ‘I don’t know Mary Connor. Sarah is my friend and knows how I like things. Sarah and Bess were always—’


‘Bess Rooney was a servant who didn’t know her place. Sarah was a precocious child.’ With a delicate yawn my mother stood next to me at the mirror. ‘These things were of no consequence when we lived among them and their kind.’ Frowning, she smoothed a strand of hair into the chignon before, carefully and coldly, studying my reflection.


I saw myself as she did and notions of my worth and beauty learned in Paris vanished. My mother was taller and more beautiful than I would ever be; beside hers my reflection was that of a pale girl with a small face. I’d a couple of good points and those I’d got from her anyway: my eyes were large and dark and my hair, freed from the diadem, was a pale, flaxen colour.


‘Such a pity …’ My mother didn’t say what the pity was, she didn’t need to. Everything about me was a pity as far as she was concerned. ‘I want you to listen carefully to what I have to say, Alicia.’


She walked to the window and stood looking at the barren and untended rear garden. She had no interest in the outdoors or in growing things.


‘Your father, I hope, will have explained to you that the social position of this family has changed.’ She didn’t turn around and spoke as if she’d rehearsed. ‘Every employer has a right to establish rules for her household. That is why I’ve engaged Mary as more than a housekeeper. Because your father insists on giving work to the Rooneys I’ve allotted Mary the task of helping them to rid themselves of their former habits, low way of thinking and familiar way of speaking to their mistress and master.’


She straightened the edges of the curtain but didn’t turn. ‘You will have to marry, Alicia, and must be prepared. There’s a lot Mary can teach you.’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ I said. My mother would ignore my irony, I knew, just as I would ignore her talk of marrying me off.


‘Even the wisest and best of us have something to learn.’ Mary Connor’s voice was close behind me. She’d moved from the door without me hearing a sound. ‘The happiness of society arises from each of us keeping to our station, and being contented with it.’


I turned and stared at her and she met my gaze, her skinny neck extending like a voracious chicken’s as she looked up at me. I wanted to ask her what she knew of happiness, or contentment for that matter, but perhaps fortunately my father came through the door just then.


‘Your trunks are gone upstairs, Allie.’ He looked from me to my mother, the appeasing smile back on his face. Mary Connor, without a word, sidled round him and out of the room. I knew she’d gone to inspect my trunks.


‘I want Sarah to help me unpack.’ Even to my own ears I sounded childish and petulant.


My father, with an instinct born of experience, picked up the mood between my mother and me.


‘Go on up and see your room, Allie,’ he coaxed, ‘it’s as fine as anything you’ll have seen in Paris.’


The bedroom I’d been given was high and narrow with a window overlooking the front garden and the road. Mary Connor had opened the largest of my trunks. She didn’t turn when I came in.


‘You don’t need to trouble yourself with my unpacking,’ I said.


Even then she didn’t immediately turn round. When she did, finally, her face was alight with spite. ‘You cannot do it yourself and Sarah Rooney has other duties,’ she said. ‘Best to get things sorted out now. I run an orderly household.’


‘I’d like to be alone in my room for a while.’ I held the door open.


I thought she wouldn’t go but she did, gliding silently past me, not even the bunch of keys hanging from her waist making a sound.


The new bedroom was nothing like my old one over the pub in Broadstone. It held none of my belongings from that room either. Not even my beloved picture of the Bazaar at Suez, whose candlelit shadows and dark faces had terrified my childish imagination.


I longed for it now, and almost wept.


My new bed was narrow and covered with a lace counterpane. There was a wardrobe, large and with a mirror fitted inside the door, as well as a washstand, chest of drawers and a chair which in France would have been called a chauffeuse and put in front of a fire. It was low and uncomfortable-looking but must have been fashionable in Dublin or my mother wouldn’t have bought it.


I was hungry and tired and in no mood to do further battle with either Mary Connor or my mother. I slid open the sash window and let the warm air gust gently about me. The view was good and the scene lively enough.


The Beggar’s Bush Barracks stood almost directly opposite, with soldiers in red and blue uniforms coming and going between granite gateposts. Carriages and a milk cart with churns rattled over the crushed stone surface of the road between, avoiding places where deep holes were filled with loose metal. Servant women with baskets walked in the direction of Baggot Street, the skirts of their faded dresses turning up swirls of dust as they went.


I would have turned away and lain on the bed awhile if Sarah had not come running round the side of the house just then. She was unrolling her sleeves as she went, the shortness of the skirts swinging about her ankles marking her out as a servant. I called to her as she started to cross the road but she didn’t hear me and kept going until she reached the barracks’ gates. She stopped and spoke briefly to a sentry before slipping inside.


I was trying to follow her disappearing figure across the barrack square when my mother and Mary Connor came into the room behind me. Albert slithering into the room after them. He jumped on to my bed and lay watching me while my mother plucked a green satin dress from the top of a trunk and held it against her.


‘What a pity your figure is so childlike,’ she shook a regretful head, ‘I might have had my dressmaker copy a couple of them if your gowns were more … womanly.’ She dropped the dress on the floor. ‘Let’s see, Mary, what other delights my daughter has brought with her from France.’


With sly speed Mary Connor’s sparrow hands buried themselves in the trunk. She didn’t say a word and a fury, born of exhaustion and misery and fear for the future, took a sudden hold of me.


I grabbed the lid of the trunk and held it poised to drop. ‘If you don’t remove your hands they’ll be severed at the wrists.’ I was shrill and knew I was close to hysteria.


The housekeeper looked up at me and there was no fear in her, nor apology. But she was wise enough to take her hands out of my clothes.


‘I’ll come back another time,’ she said.


‘Stay where you are, Mary.’ My mother’s lips were white. ‘Alicia will apologise.’


‘I’ll do no such thing.’


My mother, shaking, stepped closer to me. I was shaking too. I hadn’t wanted things to go this far. I wanted to say I was sorry, that my mother and the housekeeper could have the trunks and everything in them, that I was really too tired to care. But I didn’t, because I did care. Not about the trunks, or what was in them, but about being in the power of my mother and her housekeeper.


‘I can’t compel you and your father, I know, will not compel you.’ My mother picked up the cat. She seemed calmer and I relaxed a little.


I should have known better. I should have remembered the unpredictability of her temper. But I forgot because I’d been away from her and living with normal people. I’d forgotten how lunatic she could be and so I stood, frozen and immobile, as she did what I should have foreseen she would do.


In a sudden frenzy of abandon she threw the cat from her and began to hurl boots, dresses, shawls about the room, tearing a bonnet apart when she came to it. She threw a jewel box so hard it crashed against the wall and burst open and spewed the contents as far as my feet.


‘You will not,’ she stopped, panting, ‘display to that low and wretched Sarah Rooney what this family’s money had bought for you.’


‘In the name of God Almighty what’s going on here?’ My father, in the doorway, smelled of whiskey, a drink he said steadied his nerves. He turned on me.


‘Couldn’t you have kept the peace for one hour at least? Couldn’t you have let things be?’


I said nothing because anything I said would have been wrong. I’d always been the source of trouble between my parents.


Mary Connor, standing on the chauffeuse, closed the window.


‘Come away, Harriet.’ There was resignation in the slump of my father’s round shoulders. ‘Come away and lie down.’


‘That’s where your money went, Leonard.’ My mother kicked at a pile of clothing. ‘Into silks and feathers for the strumpet we spawned. You thought you were buying yourself a lady when you sent her to Paris but you’ve wasted your money. Our money. She’s not a lady and nothing will ever make her one, in the same way that nothing will ever make a gentleman of you. You’re coarse and insignificant and I am damned, damned, damned to be forever by your side.’


She closed her eyes. The chignon had come loose and there were lines to the side of her mouth which had not been there before.


‘I rue, every day, the hour that my father made me marry you.’


‘I know that, Harriet,’ my father said quietly, ‘I know that.’


This seemed to please my mother who opened her eyes and went to the mirror. There, with the utmost concentration, she gathered her hair into place.


My father, in the same quiet tone, said, ‘The table is laid for the breakfast. The child has only just arrived home and is tired.’


‘Child?’ My mother, critically examining her reflection, gave a short laugh. ‘There’s no child here. There’s a brazen young woman who thinks she can do as she likes and defy her mother. I will not have it. Tell her, Leonard, that she must obey.’


I could take no more. ‘Mary Connor may do what she likes with my clothes.’


I stepped over my strewn possessions and left the room. I knew what my father would say. He would tell me to obey. I would always be sacrificed to his need to please my mother.


Bess Rooney was in the kitchen wearing a large white cap and apron.


‘Where did that Mary Connor come from? Where did my mother get her?’


I started to shake again and to pace touching things as I went: an oil lamp, a copper pot, silver laid out for cleaning, a jug of fresh milk. I stopped.


‘Can I have some milk, Bess, please?’ I sat edgily at the scrubbed, wooden table while she poured it for me. ‘Was it Mary Connor decided you should wear that thing on your hair?’


‘Drink the milk and be still and I’ll answer your questions one at a time.’ Bess shook her head. ‘I don’t know where your mother’s housekeeper came from though it was nowhere good Cork maybe or Kerry.’ Bess had an aversion to anywhere more than ten miles outside Dublin. ‘and you’re right it was her decided I should wear the cap.’ She gave the snort that was her way of laughing. ‘It’s a small thing wearing a cap and not worth arguing over,’ she sighed. ‘Judging by the sounds I heard coming from upstairs you’ve not learned the wisdom of a bit of silence yet Allie Buckley.’


‘Are you saying that nothing in life is worth arguing over?’


I sipped the milk. It was warm, not long milked from the cow.


‘You’ll have to decide that for yourself.’


Bess went to a cooking range that was twice the size of the one we’d had in the Broadstone. When she opened the oven the smells of the breakfast she’d prepared made me weak with hunger.


‘Can I eat here, now?’ I asked.


‘You’ve no self-control none at all you’re like a child still.’ Bess shook her head and came to the table and cut me some bread which she buttered. She made bread better than any baker.


‘That’s all you’ll get by the time you’ve changed your clothes the breakfast will be on the table.’


‘Where’s Sarah?’


‘Outside.’ She waved a vague hand. ‘What happened upstairs?’


While I told her she didn’t interrupt and she didn’t once stop working; making butter balls, heating plates, boiling water. Bess was uneasy.


‘I’ve wondered manys a time myself where the Connor woman came from,’ she said, ‘whether she was born or made but she’s here and you might as well get used to her and keep out of her way.’ She took a breath. ‘Keep out of your mother’s way as well.’ She stood looking at me. ‘You were scrawny when you left but you’ve grown up fast and you’re nearly a woman. The air must be healthy enough in France.’


‘I saw Sarah crossing the road,’ I said. ‘She went into the barracks.’


‘You’ve no business here in the kitchen.’ Bess turned away and filled the teapot with boiling water from the kettle on the range. ‘You should be above stairs picking up your clothes and dressing yourself for the breakfast.’ She put a tray on the table. ‘I’ll be serving it any minute now.’


‘You won’t be serving anything until Sarah gets back.’ I was not going to be put off so easily. ‘What’s she doing in the barracks?’


‘Holy Mother of God why can’t you let it go I’ve enough to contend with …’ Bess crossed herself and her lips moved and she began to pray. Bess prayed a lot. ‘Sarah’s gone for provisions.’


I knew she was lying.


‘She’s meeting a soldier, isn’t she?’ The idea made me feel ill. I’d lost Sarah to a soldier, that was why she hadn’t answered my letters. ‘She’s got a soldier lover. That’s it, Bess, isn’t it?’


I got up from the table then sat down again. My legs were hollow. If it was true that my friend had a lover then she would have no time for me. I’d seen too often how women forsook women friends when they fell in love with a man, even the best of women.


‘She’s gone to see him …’ I stared at Bess. Dublin without Sarah would be unimaginable. Sarah was Dublin, for me.


Sitting there, gazing at her mother, I remembered a summer’s day ten years before when Sarah and I had gone walking across the city in search of Sandymount Strand. The idea had been Sarah’s and we’d gone after school.


‘Your mother won’t miss you and mine won’t worry,’ she assured me. We put our books in one bag and took turns carrying it, me trotting by her side, two of my steps matching every one of hers. But at nine years old we’d no idea of distances, nor of direction. By six o’clock we were lost, standing on a bridge close to where the river wound past the train sheds of a great railway station.


‘There’s no station like this in Sandymount.’ I’d never before been so tired, nor so hungry. But I wasn’t frightened, yet.


‘How much money have you?’ Sarah asked. I always had money.


‘I’ve sixpence,’ I said.


‘We’ll buy bread and milk and keep on looking.’ Sarah squinted down the river. ‘I can see the sea from here.’


‘I can’t.’ I squinted too. ‘I think we should get a horsecar at the station and go home. My father will pay.’


‘If that’s what you want,’ Sarah sniffed but it was what she wanted too.


It was my idea to walk through the sheds. We went slowly, the adventure gone out of the day and the sheds, all around, looming dirty, mostly empty and dark.


The boys had been walking behind us for several minutes before Sarah turned to look at them. A mangy dog sloped at their heels.


‘Are ye following us?’ Her height always made Sarah brave.


‘We are,’ the boys surrounded us quickly. There wasn’t another person in sight.


‘What’s in the bag?’ demanded the boy who’d spoken, a fellow of about thirteen with a pale face and a nose that came down to his mouth.


‘None of your business,’ Sarah said.


‘Books,’ I said, hurriedly, ‘school books.’


‘They’d be worth money …’ One of the other boys poked at the bag with a stick. You could tell he was the kind liked to torture cats.


‘You’d better let us pass,’ said Sarah, ‘or my father’ll have the police after the lot of you.’


The third boy laughed. ‘Your father isn’t here.’ The cap over his eyes didn’t hide their hard glitter. He terrified me, but having Sarah by my side gave me courage.


‘Take the bag,’ I handed it to him, ‘and let us pass, please.’


‘Say please again,’ he sneered.


‘You have no manners,’ I said.


I was a small girl and he was a big boy and it was easy for him to knock me to the ground. I lay there on my back, stunned. I was struggling to sit when Sarah grabbed the bag, swung it at the boys and raced, like a loose horse, through the gap as they parted. The boys, as one and screaming curses, took after her.


I stood alone between the dark sheds, bereft and crying out for Sarah. She’d left me alone and that was all I could think about. When she returned, in minutes and with a man in uniform, I was not mollified.


‘You left me,’ I sobbed.


‘I went for help,’ she said. ‘I saw this man in the distance.’ She held up the bag. ‘I have our books too.’


We were put in a horsecar and sent home and soundly punished by my father and by Sarah’s mother. But it was days before I could forgive Sarah for deserting me.


‘I went for help,’ she protested, over and over.


‘You left me,’ I said, and turned my back on her.


The days which followed were the most miserable in my life till then. My mother’s cruelties and moods were frivolities compared to what I saw as Sarah’s betrayal.


‘I’d never leave you.’ Sarah stood crying in my path as I came out of school two days later. ‘You’re dearer to me than my own sister. It was fear for you gave me the courage to swing the books and run for the porter.’


‘I wish I’d been the one to save you.’ I hugged her, contrite and understanding.


‘You tried, by giving them over the bag,’ Sarah took my hand and, in the way of small girls, we pledged undying loyalty. ‘I’ll always be your friend,’ she said, ‘even when we’re grown women, even ’til death do us part.’


‘Me too,’ I said, ‘me too.’


Remembering, I wanted Sarah to come through the kitchen door and tell me again she would always be my friend. But there was only Bess, spreading her hands on the table and studying them as she said, ‘Sarah doesn’t tell me her business these days.’


Her hands were raw and sinewy, the knuckles like doorknobs. They moved across the table gathering breadcrumbs as she went on. ‘You’re not children any longer you and my Sarah nor even young girls.’ She took a deep breath. ‘You’ll have to be strong Allie and put childish things behind you.’ She put a hand over mine and I knew she wasn’t going to tell me about Sarah. ‘You must pray to the Lord Jesus and His Holy Mother to guide you through what’s ahead.’


‘I’d benefit more from earthly guidance.’ I decided to get information of another kind from her. ‘You’ve always known my mother’s mind, Bess, and my father’s too. I know they want me to marry, my mother has said so and my father has alluded to it …’ I took a breath. ‘Have they decided who it is I must marry?’


‘It’s not for me to say.’


‘It’s not for you to remain silent. I’m alone. There’s no one else to tell me, to help me.’ The sound of my father’s voice, then of a closing door, came from upstairs. ‘Tell me, Bess, if you have the courage.’


‘Courage? Courage is what we use to get us through our daily lives and we use all we have of it for that.’ She put a hand on my head. ‘It takes courage to accept your lot and courage to live it and I would not be courageous if I told you who the man is your parents want you to marry.’ She got up from the table. ‘I would be foolish and I’m many things Allie Buckley but a fool is not one of them.’


‘You are a fool, Bess Rooney, if you think that I’m going to marry a man I don’t know. I’ve decided,’ I stood too and faced her, ‘that I will never marry. What I’ve seen of the state hasn’t impressed me a great deal.’


‘You were always full of big ideas Allie and whatever education you got beyond in France doesn’t seem to have improved you much,’ Bess said.


‘Miss Buckley’s education is not yet complete, any more than is your own, Mrs Rooney.’


Mary Connor was by the range. I marvelled again at her stealth and wondered how long she’d been there.


Bess said nothing but I saw her agitation in the clenching and unclenching of her great knuckles.


‘The family will breakfast as soon as Miss Buckley is refreshed.’ The housekeeper looked around the kitchen. ‘Where’s your daughter?’


‘I saw her follow the milk cart down the road,’ I said.


This wasn’t exactly a lie and it wasn’t exactly the truth. Mary Connor gave me a sharp look.


‘From my bedroom window,’ I added.


‘We’re not in need of milk,’ she said, ‘I order exactly what the household requires.’


‘I drink a great deal of it,’ I lied wholeheartedly this time.


From where I was standing I could see the door in the back garden wall open and Sarah come through. She was carrying a pint measure as she came up the garden.


I grinned at Mary Connor. ‘You weren’t to know how much extra would be needed.’


Sarah came through the kitchen door. She was smiling as she put the milk into the cold safe on the wall. ‘I caught up with the milkman,’ she announced as she put a cap like the one Bess was wearing on her head, ‘so now we can get on with the breakfast.’


We’d always had a finely tuned telepathy, Sarah Rooney and I.





CHAPTER THREE


Sarah
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August, 1867


It’s hard to keep a secret in Henrietta Street. With everyone outside it’s near impossible. And the heat, this summer, has kept everyone outside.


In the evenings, and for a good part of the night, the women sit on the steps. They talk about the world and their neighbours. They take note of comings and goings. They miss nothing. The children play alongside them. Men with no money for the pubs sometimes sleep, for hours, in the doorways in the sun.


And why shouldn’t they? It’s a great deal more pleasant outside than it is for many of them in the rooms they live in.


Any other summer I’d have been glad to sit with them. But this summer I have wished, heartily and often, for wind and rain to drive them indoors. This summer I have a secret, a life of my own outside Henrietta Street. I will not share it with any of them. Not yet.


There are suspicions in the street that I have a man. But no one knows for sure and no one would dare to question me. They know the sharp edge of my tongue too well. My mother may even suspect I have a soldier.


My mother is right, as she usually is. But Private James Vance of Her Majesty’s Royal Welsh Fusiliers will stay my secret for a while longer. I’m nowhere near ready to risk my happiness by exposing Jimmy Vance to my father’s wrath, my grandmother’s disapproval, my mother’s anxiety, the gossip of neighbours. I’ll keep him to myself for as long as I can, precious and hidden ’til I’m more sure of him. Then, if I should lose him, and I pray to God I won’t, I’ll at least have my memories of our time together intact and unsullied. Or, if all goes well and we grow old together, then I’ll be able to talk to him about the things we said and did.


But if I have a secret then Allie’s mother, Harriet Buckley, has one too. Has had one as long as I have, maybe even longer. And if it is what I think then her secret could have an effect on us all. Especially Allie. My innocent and good best friend only half knows what her mother is like. Now that she’s back from France she’ll unfortunately have the rest of her life to find out. Allie is going to need a friend – I was not the friend I should have been to her on her first night home. A meeting already arranged with Jimmy Vance was all I could think about.


I was on my way to meet him when Beezy Ryan stopped me on the steps. ‘You never have the time to talk to anyone these days.’ She was fanning herself and leaning against the railings, her red hair loose down her back. She watched me closely.


‘You don’t often have a lot of time yourself.’ I smiled to hide my impatience. ‘Things must be quiet in North King Street or you wouldn’t be here.’


‘Too quiet,’ Beezy agreed, ‘not even the divils of men want to be inside these evenings.’


Beezy ran a kip house in North King Street. Some of the women in Henrietta Street hated her because their men went there. Others because they said she was a whore of Babylon and should be cast out.


Some feared her. Beezy was nearly six feet tall, had a tongue like a razor and used it to say what she thought. Most liked her. She’d been reared by the nuns in a Magdalen and though she was hard and her life was hard she was fair.


I knew Beezy better than most. This was on account of my mother befriending her when she first arrived in the neighbourhood and had got herself into a spot of trouble. That was nine years before. But I’d a clear memory of Beezy sitting in our room while I made her a cup of hot, sweet tea and my mother bathed a wound to her forehead. Beezy was seventeen at the time and had run away from the nuns. With her wild red hair and great eyes I thought her the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She’d been selling herself in Henrietta Street when three of the neighbour women attacked her.


‘If you won’t go back to the nuns child,’ my mother dabbed and Beezy winced, ‘then you’d best find yourself some cleaning work it’s safer.’


‘My mother was a whore,’ Beezy was harsh, ‘and I’m a whore too. It’s an honourable calling.’


‘There’s plenty would disagree with you,’ my mother sighed. ‘But you’d best take your business elsewhere. Henrietta Street won’t tolerate you.’


Beezy took herself elsewhere, but not too far. Within four years she’d opened in North King Street, a madam in her own kip house. But she never forgot my mother and at Christmas, and certain other times of the year, would arrive in Henrietta Street with cheese and whiskey. One was to nourish, she said, the other to fortify. Beezy was a great believer in the benefits of whiskey. Ill-matched though they were, she and my mother would on these occasions open the bottle and sit talking for up to an hour. Beezy liked to gossip and my mother knew everything that went on. My mother, who prayed a lot, liked to question Beezy about the nuns.


I always liked Beezy myself. Both of us being tall gave us that much, at least, in common. I also knew her well enough to know I wouldn’t get away from her on the steps that evening without making some excuse for my busyness.


‘Allie Buckley is home from France,’ I said. I let the implication that Allie had been occupying my time hang in the air – I put my guilt about not being with my friend on her first night home to the back of my mind.


‘Is she indeed.’ Beezy raised her eyebrows and eyed the low neck of my sprigged cotton dress, the way I’d caught and curled my hair. ‘So you’re off to see your old friend …’ She laughed. ‘You’ve gone to a lot of trouble for her.’


The other women on the steps pretended to ignore us. They did a bad job of it. ‘And how is Leonard Buckley these days?’ Beezy gave a different kind of laugh when she said this. It left no one in doubt about how, and how well, she knew Allie’s father. ‘Now there’s a man’s come up in the world.’ Beezy looked round her audience then back at me. ‘I’m told he wears two-piece suits and has taken on a housekeeper to smarten up yourself and your mother.’


‘Leonard Buckley’s not the one took on Mary Connor.’ For old times’ sake and the man he’d once been I felt I should defend Allie’s father. ‘She was Harriet Buckley’s idea.’


‘Oh?’ Beezy, scenting trouble, and gossip, straightened. ‘What sort is this Mary Connor?’


‘She’s an old woman, small and wizened.’


There wasn’t much else I wanted to say about the Buckleys’ housekeeper. It would have been normal to feel kindness, or even pity, for a woman her size and age. I felt nothing but dislike.


‘And the daughter, Allie, is still your friend, even though her father’s your landlord? She hasn’t got too big for her Paris boots while she was away?’


Beezy lifted the hair from the back of her neck and coiled it languorously on top of her head. She wore rings on every finger. It was said she never took them off, no matter what she was doing.


‘Allie’s not the type to change,’ I said, ‘and she’s not responsible for her father either. Leonard Buckley, in any event, is not the worst of them.’


‘She can’t help her father, that’s true,’ Beezy shrugged, ‘nor the fact that he’s one of a type the city’s full of these days. Fat-bellied buffoons, the lot of them, buying up empty houses before they fall down and filling them with the poor …’


‘He’s better than most to his tenants.’


God alone knows why I went on defending Leonard Buckley. The signs were that he was becoming everything Beezy claimed he was. Maybe it was because he’d been decent enough in the past and my mother believed he would continue to be so for the future. I hoped she was right.


‘Could be you know what you’re talking about,’ Beezy shrugged again, ‘or maybe it’s just that he’s got good cause to behave himself where you Rooneys are concerned.’


Beezy knew everything, or thought she did. She knew that my father’s withered leg, and the reason he couldn’t get work, was the result of barrels falling on him in the Buckleys’ public house. She also knew that it was because my father had no work, and in spite of his wife not wanting me near the place, that Leonard Buckley had taken me into service in their new house,


If she thought too that the barrel accident was the reason he’d kept my mother on as cook she was wrong. The Buckleys kept my mother because there wasn’t a cook in Dublin could match her.


Beezy began fanning herself again. ‘So, what does Miss Allie Buckley have to say about France?’ she asked.


The women on the steps had grown quiet, openly listening now. Beezy had a way of attracting, and keeping, an audience.


‘She only arrived home this morning,’ I said, ‘I haven’t had much of a chance to talk to her yet.’


‘You might make hay while the sun shines then,’ Beezy looked over my shoulder and waved a hand, ‘and be off before Bess gets here and finds something for you to do.’


My mother was coming slowly up the hill. Her day in Haddington Road was longer than mine so her arrival home meant it was later than I’d thought. I’d allowed Beezy to delay me too long.


‘Is your father at home?’ my mother asked as I came up to her.


‘No. But I’ve given Mary Ann and Nana their tea. Nana’s gone to bed. She says she’ll go to the markets in the morning.’


I hoped my mother wouldn’t ask where I was going. I didn’t want to lie to her.


‘Your sister’s too young to be spending her time indoors. She’d be better off outside.’ My mother sagged a little as she looked up to our second-floor windows. ‘Take her with you, Sarah, for the walk and the airing. She’ll behave …’


‘She won’t. She’ll drag out of me and torment me. I want to look at the shop windows on my own.’


My mother sighed. ‘Go on then,’ she said.


I knew she didn’t believe me about the windows but was too filled with panic to care. I was late. Jimmy Vance might not wait for me. I ran all the way, fast as my skirts and decency would allow.


Even so, and taking what I thought the shortest route, by Rutland Square and the Rotunda Maternity Hospital, it took me twenty minutes to get to our meeting place in front of the New Mart in Sackville Street. There was the usual commotion and bustle of people about the store. There was sign of Jimmy.


I was breathless and too hot as I leaned against the side of a window to gather myself together. My hair had come down and there were three inches of dust circling the hem of my dress. In the glass of the window I looked like a wild-eyed tinker woman. I did what I could with my hair. There was nothing to be done about the hem.


There was still no sign of Jimmy Vance.


There were some soldiers about but he wasn’t one of them. He wasn’t the sort to be easily missed in a crowd. He was tall and carried his head high and had a naturally good-humoured expression that drew people to him. Either he hadn’t arrived yet or something had happened to him and he wasn’t coming at all.


Anxiety devoured me. We’d only made the arrangement that morning. I’d lied about going across to the barracks, saying I was going for milk.


Maybe I was being punished for the lie. Maybe I’d seen the last of him. Maybe my father had found out and gone storming the Beggar’s Bush Barracks with his crutch and bottle of whiskey. It was the sort of thing he’d do. He was a supporter of the Fenian struggle and thought the British Army ‘made up of nothing but the pickings of the gutter’. He was right too, as far as some of the soldiers were concerned. But they came from Irish gutters as well as English ones and this my father would never acknowledge.


Another thought came as I waited. Maybe Jimmy Vance not turning up was a punishment for putting him before my old friend Allie. For refusing her when she’d asked me to stay on to help her sort the clothes she’d brought from Paris. I paced the windows, seeing nothing of the fashions on display. Nowhere the reflection of a tall soldier either.


The panic died in me and an angry acceptance had begun to take its place when I saw him. He was watching me from the corner of Sackville Place, a grin on his face. I knew instantly that he’d seen my panic and had kept his distance to tease me. I stood where I was. I don’t like to be made a fool of. No Rooney does.


He crossed the road and came quickly to me. ‘You’re angry,’ he said as he took my arm, ‘it was only play-acting, to tease you …’ ‘You made me look a fool.’ I pulled my arm free. ‘You can take yourself back to Beggar’s Bush and play-act with your own kind there. Maybe they’ll think you amusing.’


I turned on my heel, back the way I’d come. Jimmy Vance was a step ahead of me, blocking the way.


‘I’m sorry, Sarah.’ He looked it. He had taken off his cap and his hair stood on end. ‘Please don’t go. It was a feeble-minded thing to do.’


I said nothing, just stood staring at him as my anger faded. The way it always did with Jimmy. It had been a childish thing to do, typical of the simplicity I liked about him. He was a soldier who took his Queen’s shilling and didn’t interest himself in politics, or even religion. He was my own age but still a boy, as all men were, even when they were a lot older. He hadn’t intended to be cruel.


‘It was cruel, but not meant to be,’ he said.


He often read my thoughts. I allowed him take my arm again.


‘I wouldn’t hurt you for the world, you know that.’ He grinned. He couldn’t help himself. ‘Am I not worth the wait?’


‘You’re worth a couple of minutes,’ I said, ‘no more.’


We walked in silence until we came to the Carlisle Bridge. Halfway across we stopped and stood looking at the boats and the distant opening of the river.


‘You’re still upset,’ Jimmy said. He was gentle for a soldier.


‘I thought you weren’t coming. I thought all sorts of things …’


‘I’d never let you down,’ Jimmy said and we walked on, desultory as the evening itself.


It was half past eight and there were streaks of flame in the dusky sky when we got to the end of Grafton Street. Though it was still hot the days were shortening with the first warnings of the winter to come.


‘I’ve to be back in the barracks by ten o’clock,’ Jimmy said.


‘We haven’t long then,’ I said.


It was always like this, getting ready to part almost as soon as we met. I took his hand, not caring if the whole of Dublin saw us. Our fingers held tight. I was shameless when I was with Jimmy Vance.


Tonight I was going to be reckless too.


We walked on up Grafton Street, past the fine homes and quality stores. The street musicians were everywhere playing but making sure to keep two steps ahead of the police. Outside Pigott’s music shop we came upon the blind Zosimus playing ‘Eanach Dhuin’ on the whistle. Jimmy drifted towards him but I was not in the mood to listen to a tune which tells the story of a tragic drowning.


‘It’s too sad,’ I said, ‘let’s keep going.’


‘He plays well,’ Jimmy was coaxing, ‘and it’s a fine air …’ He held me beside him while we listened.


Zosimus played beautifully. But the sad loneliness of the music filled me with an irrational fear for myself and Jimmy Vance.


I was wishing he would stop playing when the police arrived. Zosimus protested, full of dignity, shouting at them that even Homer was allowed to ‘sing the praises of his country on the public highways’. The police took him away anyway.


I felt another kind of guilt then, as if my wish for him to stop playing had brought the police. But I felt glad too. I’d had enough of ‘Eanach Dhuin’ and all that it signified. Our walk up Grafton Street was not as aimless as it appeared. We’d a destination in mind.


We planned to be alone, Jimmy and me, to find ourselves a private corner in St Stephen’s Green, be together among the bushes and sheltering trees. In the months since we’d met we’d done nothing more than snatch kisses along the canal bank near Beggar’s Bush. I wanted to kiss Jimmy properly, to feel his arms tightly about me. I felt nervous and talked a lot as we walked.


I told him about Allie, how unhappy she was to be home.


‘Not that I blame her. There’s not much joy in that Haddington Road house. She has no friends there, except for me …’ I paused, ‘and I refused her tonight. I’ll have to find a way to share myself between you and her.’


‘But not yet.’ Jimmy squeezed my hand. ‘I’m not ready to share you yet.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Do you think she would suit John Marsh? Or is she too grand for a common soldier?’


‘She’s too good for John Marsh,’ I said, ‘but it has nothing to do with him being a soldier.’


I was sorry as soon as I said this. John Marsh was Jimmy’s best friend. I didn’t like him but shouldn’t have been so hasty. Jimmy’s silence was full of offence.


I tried to make amends. ‘It’s just that Allie is fond of learning and books …’


‘John has read a great deal,’ he was stiff, ‘and the fact that you’re learned and I’m not doesn’t come between us. Does it?’


‘No,’ I said, ‘only I’m not so educated as all that.’


I’d gone to national school until I was twelve and had learned a good deal about reading and writing. But I was by no means the great scholar Jimmy thought I was.


‘They’re not likely to meet anyway,’ I said, ‘since my mother says Allie’s parents have already chosen the man she’s to marry.’


‘I hope he’s good enough for her,’ Jimmy said.


I was wise enough myself to leave things there. John Marsh and Jimmy had grown up and joined the army together. They were like vinegar and milk, with John Marsh devious as Jimmy was straight. He was jealous too of me taking Jimmy from him. I saw it in his baleful eye each time we met.


The lamplighter was making his rounds when we got to the top of the street, creating pools of soft gold each time he lit a mantel. Children followed him as he went round St Stephen’s Green park, boys and girls with thin rickety legs. He kept shooing them away. When they didn’t go he brandished his pole.


Jimmy and me crossed the street to St Stephen’s Green quickly, stepping together like soldiers. We knew it was a private park, for the use only of those living in the big houses all around. But the barriers about it were low, simple granite posts with chains between them. When we found an unlit spot opposite the Royal College of Surgeons it was a small matter to step over a chain.


It was quiet in the park and, with the trees and bushes all about, much darker than in the street. We were very alone, very quickly. I couldn’t see Jimmy’s face when his arm went round me.


‘I want you to touch me as a man touches a woman,’ I said. I was shaking. It was what I wanted. It was also what I didn’t want.


‘I am afraid of you, Sarah, and afraid for you.’ Jimmy was almost whispering. ‘I haven’t known many women …’


‘I know that. I wouldn’t care for you if you were a Jack the Lad.’


In front of us, waiting, there was a shadowy seat for two. We sat there, holding hands, a life away from the street sounds of hooves on cobblestones and the ballads of the musicians. I looked up through the leaves, at a patch of inflamed sky.


‘Red sky at night,’ I began.


‘Is the shepherd’s delight,’ Jimmy finished. His hand tightened about mine. ‘I will think of you always in the sun, Sarah, with your black hair shining. I will never be able to think of you in the wind or rain or cold.’


The excitement in me died. Dread, like a leaded weight, lodged itself about my heart.


‘You’re going away then?’ I said.


‘I won’t be staying in Dublin, you know that.’ He kicked with his boot at the gravelly ground. ‘The army will move me on. There’s talk of a new regiment coming in, of others going home and of some of us being shipped out to … India.’


I’d have been a fool not to hear the hesitation and then the longing in his voice as he said the name of the sub-continent.


‘That’s where you want to go, isn’t it? You want to go to India?’ I kept my voice calm. I did well, considering.


‘I’ve given it thought in the past,’ Jimmy admitted, ‘before I knew you.’ He took both my hands in his and held them to his mouth as he spoke. ‘Since knowing you it’s like I’ve been thrown into the air and am spinning up there and don’t know how to get down again.’ His breath was warm on my fingers. ‘I’d want to go to India, if it came down to it, but I wouldn’t want to go without you.’


The dread eased a bit. ‘I’d be sad if you went,’ I said.


‘Sad …’ He repeated the word as if testing it. ‘I’d feel more than sad without you, Sarah. I’d feel a part of my life was gone from me.’


‘India is a long way from here.’ I was imagining a hot, red sun, baked earth, silks and spices, mysterious, brown people. It was all I knew of India. I thought wildly that I would follow him there. But that would have made me a camp follower and so I said nothing.


Jimmy pulled me to him. ‘I’ve not got word yet anyway about moving on. If it happens than I won’t leave you behind.’


‘You’re just saying that to please me …’


‘I’m saying it because I love you.’


‘Kiss me then, because I love you too.’ I held my face up to his, and closed my eyes as he kissed me on the mouth.


It was a kiss longer than any we’d shared before. When he opened his mouth I did too and felt his tongue moving against mine. It was what I’d wanted. Only I hadn’t wanted to feel frightened.


I pulled away. ‘We mustn’t.’ I couldn’t stop the trembling.


‘I won’t hurt you.’ Jimmy’s hand caressed my neck. He was trembling too. ‘There’s nothing wrong in us loving and wanting one another.’


He put his mouth to mine again and this time I didn’t draw away. He eased my dress from my shoulders and kissed the bared flesh and said my name, over and over. I felt half conscious, and more alive than I’d ever felt in my life before. I felt no shame. I wanted to laugh.


I wanted to weep.


‘Jimmy,’ I said and he lifted his head and began kissing me again on the mouth. I’ll never know how our lovemaking would have gone because it ended there, cut short by a raucous, ear-splitting laugh from a woman in the trees just behind us. It might have been a rifle shot for the effect it had on us.


We stiffened at once and moved apart, listening. I wanted to run; it was all I could do to hold myself on the seat beside Jimmy. He put an arm about me and pulled my dress back over my shoulders.


The laugh came again, rougher and closer and followed by a crashing in the trees and drunken, bloody oaths from a man. I felt shame then, and disgust at myself. I felt hot tears on my face too, though I’d no sense of shedding them.


‘We shouldn’t have come here,’ I said. ‘This place is no more than a hideaway for whores and prostitutes. I should’ve known better.’


Jimmy, his arm about my waist, half carried me back the way we’d come. ‘Don’t cry, Sarah, please don’t cry …’ He had only his hands to wipe my tears but he used them, rubbing one cheek first and then the other. ‘We’ll find a place to be together. I’ll find us a place.’


‘Any fool would have known what this park was used for.’ Shame made my cheeks burn and I turned my back to him while I tidied my hair and made myself ready for the street. ‘Any fool but me.’ I put my hands over my cheeks.


Jimmy turned me and held me against him. We stood there for a long time, at the edge of the shadows, passion gone but not wanting yet to step back into the light.


I remembered what he had said about India and was afraid again. ‘Did you mean it when you said about finding us a place to be together?’ I asked.


‘I meant it,’ Jimmy said.





CHAPTER FOUR


Sarah


[image: image]


My mother was tired. Tiredness made her irritable. When she was irritable it was best to keep out of her way.


‘Did you scrub the front steps?’ she demanded.


‘I did.’


‘And you polished the door brasses?’


‘I did.’


‘Empty the chamber pots then, and be quick.’


‘Neither Allie nor her mother are out of their beds yet.’


‘Empty them,’ my mother said and I knew her irritability had as much to do with me as with her tiredness. I knew too that it was because of her suspicions about Jimmy Vance. If she’d had evidence she would have confronted me.
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