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            Prologue

            Sept 20th 1920

            Bridge Sreet, Balbriggan, North County Dublin

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Johnny Dunne tried to dampen his fear. Law and order had broken down tonight, and buildings were blazing all over town. What made it a true nightmare was that the people in charge – the police – were the ones setting the fires and running amok.

         Johnny’s heart pounded and his throat stung from the foul-smelling smoke. He stood uncertainly on the pavement. He wanted to go forward, but was kept back by the heat from a burning public house just across the roadway. The fire roared as it consumed the building, the flames dancing crazily against the dark backdrop of the evening sky.

         For the last two years a battle for independence had been fought by the Irish Republican Army with the forces of the British Crown. Earlier in the day two police officers had been killed in Balbriggan, and now policemen in lorries had descended on the town to avenge the death of their colleagues. The nearby base at Gormanston was the headquarters of the dreaded Black and Tans, a mercenary police force sent to Ireland to support the local constabulary. The Black and Tans had a reputation for brutality, and drunken Tans had been known to burn buildings, loot premises, and shoot people without hesitation.

         Johnny knew that the smart thing would be to flee the town until the Black and Tans had satisfied their need for vengeance. But who could tell how much of Balbriggan would be left standing by then? And fleeing would mean turning his back on his friends. Johnny didn’t see himself as a hero, but he hated the idea of being a coward, and he wouldn’t run away.

         Besides, if he fled now he wouldn’t know whether or not the local band hall had survived the inferno. If it was burnt down it would be a disaster for Johnny. Normally the band members brought their instruments home after rehearsals, but last week he had left his precious clarinet in the storage cupboard. It needed a minor repair, and Mr Tardelli, the band leader, had promised to have it fixed for him.

         The clarinet was the only thing of value that Johnny owned, and he couldn’t bear to lose it. On turning thirteen last year, he had left St Mary’s Orphanage to work in Balbriggan’s Mill Hotel. The brother in charge of the orphanage band had allowed him to take the clarinet as a parting gift – one of the few kindnesses Johnny had been shown in the orphanage – and he treasured the instrument.

         Each Friday night he made music in the band hall with his friends Alice and Stella, and it was the only time of the week when Johnny felt the equal of everyone else. If he lost the clarinet now it would take years to save for a replacement on his meagre wages. No, he decided, he simply had to get to the band room and retrieve the instrument.

         He turned his back on Clonard Street where thatched cottages were blazing fiercely. Their roofs had been doused in petrol by the Tans, and terrified families were abandoning their homes and escaping westwards towards the fields of Clonard, the rise that overlooked the town. Johnny’s instinct was to join them, but he forced himself to go in the opposite direction. He started up Bridge Street, raising his hands to shield his face from the heat of the burning buildings. Crossing the road, he was about to turn into George’s Hill when his way was suddenly blocked by a Tan. The man pointed a Webley revolver at Johnny’s chest.

         ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ he demanded.

         ‘I’m…I’m trying to get home.’ Johnny thought it was a better answer than saying he was trying to salvage a clarinet.

         ‘What the Hell are you doing out at this hour?’

         Johnny felt like saying that if the Tans weren’t wrecking Balbriggan he’d be asleep in bed. Instead he stayed calm and held the man’s gaze.

         Always look a questioner in the eye. Mr O’Shea had drilled it into him when training him in spying techniques. Don’t stare someone out of it, but don’t drop your gaze. And keep your voice sounding relaxed and confident - like you’re totally innocent.

         ‘I was staying in my friend’s house. But houses near his are on fire, so I wanted to go home.’

         Johnny wasn’t sure if the man believed him. Other Tans might be drunk, but this man seemed sober and alert.

         ‘Why isn’t your friend with you?’

         ‘He went to stay with his aunt.’

         ‘But the aunt didn’t take you in?’

         ‘I didn’t go to the aunt’s. I said I’d rather go home.’

         The man still had the gun aimed threateningly. Johnny was tempted to try harder to convince him, but he forced himself to follow Mr O’Shea’s advice. Don’t blabber when you’re being questioned. Don’t refuse to answer, but don’t seem too eager to please.

         ‘You came from Clonard Street, didn’t you?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Full of Shinners up there,’ said the Tan challengingly. ‘That’s why we torched it. You a little Shinner too?’

         If only you knew the half of it! thought Johnny. Instead he shook his head. ‘No, I’m not.’

         ‘That’s what all the Shinners say - when we’re around. Not so cocky then.’

         Johnny had been trained by Mr O’Shea to stay as close to the truth as possible. But sometimes a really big lie did the trick, according to Mr O, who had spied for years beneath the noses of the British.

         Time for the big lie. ‘I’m actually for King and Country,’ said Johnny. ‘My dad fought in the Great War.’

         ‘Yeah?’ The Tan didn’t lower the Webley, but he seemed a little less aggressive.

         ‘He served with the Dublin Fusiliers.’

         ‘Where did he serve?’

         ‘Suvla Bay,’ Johnny answered, grateful that Mr O’Shea believed in studying the enemy’s background as much as possible. ‘Fought with the Seventh Battalion ’till a Turkish sniper wounded him.’

         Still the man didn’t lower the pistol, and Johnny began to fear that his lies might blow up in his face.

         ‘Seventh Battalion?’ queried the Tan. 

         ‘Yes,’ replied Johnny, praying he hadn’t made some mistake.

         The man held Johnny’s gaze for what seemed a long time. Then he nodded and lowered the gun. ‘Brave men in the Seventh.’

         Johnny felt a surge of relief but was careful not to show it. ‘Yes, they were,’ he said.

         ‘Not like these Shinner scum.’

         ‘No.’

         Johnny was aware that the longer he was kept here the greater the chance of the band hall being destroyed. ‘So, is it OK if I head home?’

         ‘Yes. But mind your step. Feelings are running high.’

         ‘Right.’

         Johnny nodded briskly in farewell, then ran along George’s Hill in the direction of the seafront. The night air was pierced with screams, shouts, and drunken laughter, and flames licked noisily from the roofs and windows of burning buildings. Johnny was about to make a left turn when another Tan stepped unsteadily out of a doorway and into the middle of the road.

         ‘Whoa there, sonny!’

         From his slurred speech and unsteady gait Johnny realised that this man had been drinking. No, he thought, he couldn’t waste more time being quizzed by a drunk. Johnny knew that it was risky to ignore an order from a Black and Tan, but he didn’t care. ‘Sorry mister, but my nan’s house is on fire!’ he cried. Without breaking stride, Johnny zig-zagged, side-stepping the drunken Tan.

         The man shouted angrily, and Johnny prayed that he wouldn’t get a bullet in the back. He crouched low as he ran, to make himself a smaller target, then suddenly he was around the corner. He sprinted in case the Tan might follow him and take a pot shot. No shot was fired though, and Johnny slowed down to catch his breath.

         He realised that what he had done was dangerous, but he felt exhilarated at defying the Tan and getting away with it. His satisfaction was short lived, however, and when he turned the next corner he saw that the band hall was also on fire.

         Unlike the thatched cottages on Clonard Street it wasn’t blazing wildly, and Johnny ran forward again, hoping that it might be possible to rescue his clarinet before the place was destroyed.

         He ran round to the rear of the hall. There was nobody in sight, and Johnny swiftly scaled the back wall and dropped down into the small yard. He could feel the heat from the fire, but he didn’t hesitate, and made for the back door. He lifted the potted plant under which the spare key was kept. It was hard to see with no lights on in the hall and the only illumination coming from the dancing flames. Johnny felt a stab of panic on not locating the key. He dropped to his knees, pushed the pot away and felt the ground. This time his hand closed on the metal of the back door key, and Johnny quickly rose and inserted it in the door.

         He turned the key and was about to swing open the door when he stopped dead. If he opened it would the flames suddenly escape from the building, burning anything in their path? Or was it the other way around? Would air from outside flow into the hall and fan the flames? He didn’t know, but either way he couldn’t just stay here. Before he might lose his nerve he acted. Standing at arm’s length behind the door, he swung it open. To his relief flames didn’t erupt outwards, and he stepped inside the hall. He was struck by a wall of heat and wracked by a fit of coughing as smoke from the burning roof hit his lungs. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and tied it around his face, then crossed the room towards the cupboard where his clarinet had been left. The fire was spreading rapidly along the rafters, and he would have to get out before the roof caved in. But having come this far, he couldn’t go without the instrument.

         He pulled open the cupboard, and there was the clarinet in its case, exactly where he had left it. Johnny scooped it up, then turned to cross the room. He was halfway to the door when he heard a loud crack. To his horror the ceiling began to collapse. Burning wooden beams started to fall, and Johnny’s stomach tightened with fear.

         He made for the door, but a huge wooden beam fell before him in a shower of sparks. Johnny jerked back instinctively, crying out as more masonry from the ceiling fell on top of him. He felt a heavy blow to his head, and sank to the rubble-strewn floor as the rest of the ceiling collapsed into the room.
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            Assembly

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Bloor Private Psychiatric Clinic, Toronto, Canada

            January 1919

         

         ‘How often do you have the nightmares now?’ Stella Radcliffe looked at Dr Colton, who sat facing her in a leather armchair. His consulting rooms were airy, and Stella could see the snow-covered trees in the back garden of the clinic, their branches swaying against a clear blue sky. Despite Toronto being bathed in winter sunshine it was bitterly cold outside. It was always warm and comforting in Dr Colton’s rooms, however, and Stella responded to his sympathetic query.

         ‘I’m having them less often,’ she said.

          ‘Roughly how frequently?’

         ‘It used to be about once a week. Now it’s two weeks since I’ve had one.’

         ‘That’s real progress, Stella.’

         ‘Thank you.’

         Dr Colton smiled, and when he did he looked younger than the fifty or so years that Stella had guessed as his age.

         ‘Thank yourself,’ he said. ‘You’ve been brave and honest. Key elements in your recovery.’

         Stella wasn’t sure if that was entirely true, but she smiled back at the psychiatrist all the same. She suspected that lots of doctors would treat an eleven-year-old girl like a child, but Colton didn’t talk down to her, and she liked him for it. She had been coming to see him for nine weeks now – she remembered the exact day because it coincided with Armistice Day, when the Great War had ended.

         It had been a bittersweet day, with Stella hugely relieved that her English father had survived the war, despite having fought many battles with the Royal Flying Corp, and later the Royal Air Force. But it had been a stressful day too, with her mother bringing her to the Bloor Clinic for the first time, to start treatment with Dr Colton.

         ‘You do understand that what happened in Banff wasn’t your fault?’ he said now.

         Stella knew the answer that he wanted to hear. He had been so understanding and supportive over the nine weeks that she didn’t want to disappoint him. And much of the time she agreed with his diagnosis, even if she still tossed and turned some nights over the tragedy in Banff.

         ‘Stella?’

         ‘Yes. I understand that now.’

         ‘Sure?’

         ‘Yes. Really, I do.’

         And mostly she did, so it wasn’t a lie, she told herself. ‘And thank you,’ she added, ‘for…for everything.’

         ‘That’s why I’m here,’ said Colton. ‘Which brings us neatly to my next point.’

         He paused, and Stella looked at him expectantly.

         ‘I think it’s time to stop our weekly sessions,’ Colton said.

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, I’m very pleased with how you’ve done.’

         ‘So…how often would we meet?’

         ‘I don’t think we need to meet further. This can be our last session.’

         Stella didn’t know how to reply. She had grown dependent on the soft-spoken doctor who had gently probed her fears and offered guidance.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘If you need care it’s available. I’ve an excellent colleague I can refer you to. Though I genuinely feel you won’t need it.’

         Stella looked at him in confusion. She was pleased that Colton was so confident for her, but why he was withdrawing as her doctor? ‘If I need someone, why can’t I see you?’ she asked.

         Dr Colton’s eyes sparkled with humour. ‘I’ve been known to make house calls, but not three thousand miles away.’

         ‘Sorry?’

         ‘No, I’m sorry,’ said Colton. ‘I shouldn’t be whimsical. Let me explain.’

         ‘Please.’

         ‘Your father has been offered a promotion to Wing Commander in the air force. It means your family going to Europe.’

         ‘What?! He…he never said.’

         ‘He loves you very much, Stella. He didn’t want to put you under pressure. But assuming I feel you can be discharged today… well, then the plan is for all of you to make a new start.’

         ‘Right…’

         ‘And you are well enough. Truly.’

         ‘OK.’

         ‘Though I’ll give you a referral letter to a colleague of mine who practises in Dublin. Dr William Moore. If you need care he’ll see you.’

         ‘Dublin?’

         ‘Yes,’ answered Colton, ‘the capital of Ireland. Your father would be commanding officer of an RAF base.’

         ‘And Mom and I would move to Dublin?’

         ‘Just north of Dublin, apparently. A town called Balbriggan.’

         ‘I’ve…I’ve never been outside Canada.’

         ‘Why not treat it as a fresh start? A fresh start and an adventure. What do you think?’

         Stella’s head was reeling, but she forced herself to nod. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That’s what it will be then. A fresh start and an adventure…’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            The Mill Hotel, Balbriggan

            December 1919

         

         Alice Goodman looked playfully at her mother. ‘Can I ask a question, Mam?’

         ‘Of course.’

         Her mother was sitting behind the hotel’s reception desk, checking the bar accounts. As the owner of the Mill Hotel she was smartly dressed, as usual, though Alice felt Mam’s clothes were a bit old-fashioned for a widow in her forties.

         ‘What do you want to know?’ her mother said, putting down the accounts and looking at Alice over the rim of her glasses.

         ‘Why do waiters like guerrillas better than flies?’

         ‘For Goodness sake, Alice!’ 

         ‘Come on, Mam, it’s a hotel joke. We should know stuff like this.’

         ‘I’m the proprietor, Alice, not a music hall comic.’

         Alice was about to argue, but her mother raised her hands in good-humoured surrender. ‘All right then. Why do waiters like guerrillas better than flies?’

         ‘’Cause you never hear a customer saying: “Waiter, there’s a guerrilla in my soup!”’

         Her mother laughed, even as she shook her head. ‘Honestly, where do you get them from?’

         ‘From Johnny. He’s brilliant at remembering jokes.’

         ‘Is he now? Maybe he should just work as the boots, and forget about being a comedian.’

         Alice felt uncomfortable. She knew Mam tended to look down on Johnny, thinking that she had been charitable in hiring a boy from an orphanage. But Johnny had worked hard in the six months since he started at the hotel, and Alice really liked him. At first she hadn’t expected that they would be friends. She had rarely mixed before with children from poor backgrounds, but Johnny was outgoing, and her own age, and he had a knack for making her laugh. And when he joined the chess club and the town band they had been drawn even closer together.

         ‘He can tell a few jokes and still do his job, Mam,’ she said now.

         ‘I don’t want him losing the run of himself. He’s here to clean boots and help out. I’m not saying he’s a bad lad - he’s not. But staff who aren’t kept in their place can take liberties, I’ve seen it happen.’

         Alice was about to respond when Flight Lieutenant Ingrams, a young air force officer, entered the hotel excitedly and crossed the lobby towards the lounge bar. The RAF base at Gormanston was a little north of Balbriggan, and many of the pilots frequented the lounge of the Mill Hotel.

         ‘Everything all right, Lieutenant?’ asked Mam.

         ‘Just going to tell the chaps the news!’

         ‘What news?’ asked Alice.

         Ingram halted. ‘Assassination attempt on Lord French. The Shinners tried to shoot him at Ashtown.’

         ‘Oh my goodness!’ said Mam, her hand going to her mouth.

         ‘Rum business, to be sure,’ said Ingram.

         Alice was shocked too but she said nothing. She could see how as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, French would be a spectacular target for the Irish Republican Army. The battle for independence had been going on for almost a year now but this was a big escalation.

         ‘So what happened Lord French?’ asked Mam.

         ‘He was ambushed, but escaped uninjured. Several police chaps wounded, couple of the Shinners were shot.’

         ‘Was anyone killed?’ asked Alice.

         ‘Possibly one of the Shinners. No one on our side.’

         ‘Thank the Lord for that,’ said Mam.

         ‘Quite. If you’ll excuse me Mrs G – want to tell the chaps.’

         ‘Of course.’

         Ingram made for the lounge, and Mam shook her head sadly. ‘Where’s it all going to end?’

         ‘Who knows, Mam?’

         And that was the problem, thought Alice. For now, the British were still in charge of Ireland, and her mother extended full courtesy to Crown Forces when they socialised at the Mill. But supposing the rebels won their war of independence? Would people hold it against the Goodmans that their hotel had been frequented by police officers and the British military? Or would republicans accept that the hotel was a public premises, and that her mother could hardly refuse entry to officers of the Crown? Maybe, thought Alice, but she wished that Mam was less obviously pro-British.

         ‘I’ll let you finish the accounts,’ she said.

         ‘All right, dear.’

         Alice made for the hotel kitchen, her mind racing. Her mother was entitled to her views. There were lots of people like her in Ireland, who were content to remain part of the British Empire. But the republicans had swept the polls at the most recent election, and there was no doubt that most Irish people now wanted either Home Rule from Britain or full independence. Alice was aware that Johnny strongly believed in independence, though she had been careful not to reveal his beliefs to Mam.

         Alice was somewhere between her mother and Johnny in her views, but she was looking forward to telling Johnny the news about Lord French and hearing his reaction. She entered the kitchen, where Mrs Nagle, the cook, was preparing vegetables for the dinner. 

         ‘Any sign of Johnny?’

         Mrs Nagle didn’t look up, her stocky right arm a blur as she sliced carrots. ‘Out the back,’ she answered.

         ‘Thanks.’

         Alice continued out into the rear yard, the December air sharp and clear after the warmth of the hotel. Johnny was stacking empty bottles into a wooden crate and he glanced up, then smiled on seeing Alice.

         He should smile more often, she thought, it really changes him. Then again, growing up in an orphanage probably hadn’t given him much to smile about, and being friends with him had made her aware of how sheltered her own life was.

         Alice could understand why Johnny’s expression was often slightly wary, as though ready, if necessary, to do battle with the world. He was small for a thirteen-year-old, with thick brown hair, a wiry build, and flashing brown eyes that hinted at a sharp intelligence.

         ‘How’s it goin’?’ he asked.

         ‘Fine. Hear about the Lord Lieutenant?’

         ‘No, what about him?’

         ‘He was ambushed by the IRA at Ashtown.’

         ‘Really?!’

         Alice was gratified that her news had Johnny wide-eyed with interest.

         He put down the crate of bottles and drew nearer. ‘Did they get him?’ 

         ‘No. People were injured on both sides, but Lord French got away.’

         ‘Pity.’

         ‘Don’t let Mam hear you saying that.’

         ‘I wouldn’t say it in front of her.’

         ‘Better not say it in front of Stella either.’

         Johnny shook his head. ‘I wouldn’t. You’re the only one who knows how I really feel.’

         Alice couldn’t help but feel pleased. She and her Canadian friend Stella played with Johnny in the town band, and the three of them had also become friendly in the local chess club. But it was flattering that she was the only one with whom Johnny shared his secret republican views.

         She could see that he was excited by the news and she put her hand on his arm. ‘I know it’s all very dramatic, Johnny. But if they’d shot Lord French there’d be holy war.’

         ‘There’s holy war anyway. Why should Lord French’s life matter more than anyone  else’s?’

         Alice felt a guilty thrill at listening to Johnny’s radical views. She would be in trouble if anyone knew she was having this kind of conversation. But the more she got to know Johnny the more fascinated she was by his take on the world.

         ‘Well, maybe his life shouldn’t matter more,’ she answered. ‘But he’s the Lord Lieutenant, so the people in charge won’t see it like that.’

         ‘Too right.’ 

         ‘And just as a human being, it must be horrible to know that people want to kill you.’

         ‘I suppose so,’ said Johnny. ‘But he escaped with his life, didn’t he?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Not like the men he sent to die in France.’

         Alice was aware that Lord French was the General-in-Command at the Battle of Mons during the Great War, when British troops had suffered catastrophic casualties.

         ‘I hadn’t thought of it that way,’ she conceded. ‘Still, there’s a high price for taking on the Lord Lieutenant.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘They think one of the rebels was killed at the ambush.’

         ‘Really? That’s terrible.’

         Alice could see that her friend was shocked and she spoke softly. ‘It is terrible. And there’s probably more to come. Let’s just hope it doesn’t come here.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

            The Mill Hotel, Balbriggan

            January 1920

         

         ‘Hey, Dunne, get me some salt, will you?’

         Johnny felt like saying ‘Get it yourself, you spoiled brat!’ Instead he put down the napkins that he was folding and crossed the dining room of the hotel. He picked up a salt cellar and brought it to the table where Robert Foley was having lunch. Although Robert was just his own age, he was still a customer who couldn’t be insulted. Instead Johnny had to content himself with being slow in delivering the salt. He placed it wordlessly on the table in front of the other boy.

         ‘Good man,’ said Robert. ‘You can go back to the skivvying now.’

         ‘I don’t need your permission to do my job.’ 

         ‘Oh. Touchy, aren’t we?’

         Johnny realised that the other boy would like him to lose his temper, and he forced himself to say nothing. As the son of Dr Foley, a consultant in the local hospital, Robert was aware of his standing. And in any dispute between a lowly employee and a member of the Foley clan, Johnny knew whom Mrs Goodman would support.

         He thought back to the first time he had met the other boy in the town band. Although friendly with Alice and Stella, Robert had seemed to take an instant dislike to him. Johnny suspected that it was mostly based on snobbery, though it probably didn’t help that he was a better musician, and was also Robert’s equal as a player in the chess club. But it wasn’t his fault that he was an orphan, or that he had a lowly job. And why should he be apologetic because he could play the clarinet and was good at chess?

         Robert sat back now in his chair. His athletic build and stylish clothes added to his air of confidence, and he looked at Johnny with a slight smirk. ‘Cat got your tongue, Dunne?’

         ‘No. Just fussy who I talk to,’ retorted Johnny. ‘Enjoy your salt.’ Before Robert could reply Johnny moved off, crossed the dining room and returned to his work folding napkins.

         He could see that Robert was annoyed, and he hoped he hadn’t gone too far. Although he wasn’t well paid, he treasured his job in the hotel. It wasn’t worth risking that to get the better of Robert Foley, especially if it meant being sent back to the orphanage.

         Even though he had been working in the Mill for eight months now, he still remembered the joy he felt on leaving the orphanage and its regime of fear. He resented being humiliated by a stuck-up bully like Robert. But anything was better than returning to St Mary’s, with its bad food, cold dormitories and frequent, vicious beatings.

         Still, Robert would be going back to boarding school this afternoon, so he wouldn’t have to see him again for a while. Provided Robert didn’t report him to the owner. No, Johnny told himself, being such an obvious snitch would make him too unpopular with Alice and Stella. Robert was mean spirited, but he didn’t like to present himself in a bad light. Or so Johnny hoped.

         Just then Mrs Goodman came into the dining room. She exchanged warm greetings with Inspector Basset, a local Royal Irish Constabulary man who was having lunch in a corner of the dining room with Stella’s father, Wing Commander Radcliffe, the senior officer of the local air base, RAF Gormanston.

         Johnny continued working but watched surreptitiously as Mrs Goodman left the two men and made for Robert’s table. He felt nervous but kept his face impassive as he listened to their conversation.

         ‘Hello, Robert,’ Mrs Goodman said.

         ‘’Afternoon, Mrs Goodman,’ he answered politely.

         ‘How are you?’

         Johnny swallowed hard. If the other boy was going to report him, this was his chance.

         ‘I could be better,’ said Robert. 

         ‘Oh?’

         There was a slight pause, and Johnny couldn’t stop himself from glancing fearfully over in Robert’s direction. No! he told himself, don’t look nervous, don’t catch his eye, just appear to be doing your work.

         ‘Back to school after the holidays,’ said Robert. ‘Never my favourite day.’

         Johnny breathed a sigh of relief.

         ‘Still, you’d a good break at Christmas,’ said Mrs Goodman.

         ‘When are you heading off?’

         ‘Dad’s collecting me here after his clinic. He’ll drive me to Clongowes.’

         ‘That’s nice.’

         ‘Yes, we’ve loaded my stuff into the Daimler. Though I’ve just remembered…I left my spare tennis racket behind. Could I possibly borrow Johnny to run up to the house and fetch it? So I can finish my lunch? The maid will get it from my bedroom.’

         ‘Of course,’ said Mrs Goodman. ‘Johnny!’

         ‘Yes, Mrs Goodman?’

         ‘I need you to run an errand to Dr Foley’s house.’

         Johnny could see the faint smirk on Robert’s face, and he knew Robert was doing this just to treat him as a servant.

         Show no resentment, he told himself, don’t give him the satisfaction. He had heard that the RIC barracks in Carrigtwohill in County Cork had been captured today by the IRA, and he consoled himself that the world in which Robert and Mrs Goodman felt so comfortable was being forcibly changed. And though they didn’t know it, he was playing a part in that process. So let them have their way, his time would come.

         ‘Leave what you’re doing and collect Robert’s spare tennis racket, all right?’

         ‘Yes, Mrs Goodman,’ said Johnny, then he nodded to her, ignored Robert and made for the door.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Let’s play Tiger Rag!’ said Stella, raising her violin to her shoulder.

         ‘I’ll try and keep up with you,’ said Alice from the piano, ‘but it’s hard to play that fast.’

         Stella knew that there were easier tunes, but it was a wet January night, she needed cheering up, and she hoped that the lively jazz piece would lift her spirits.

         ‘Just do your best,’ she urged Alice.

         ‘Yeah, lay down the rhythm and I’ll do the fancy bits,’ suggested Johnny with a grin.

         The three of them were in the private quarters at the rear of the Mill Hotel, where Alice lived with her mother. Mrs Goodman was having tea in the parlour with Stella’s parents, while the three friends practised before a glowing fire in the living room, playing pieces that they performed together in the town band.

         Stella looked at her friends as they prepared to play. They were an unlikely trio – a penniless orphan, the daughter of a hotel owner, with herself the child of a French-Canadian mother and an English father. They looked different too, with Johnny sporting a mop of thick brown hair, Alice looking typically Irish, with auburn hair and freckles, and Stella herself sallow-skinned and dark-haired.

         Having a Catholic mother, Stella had been raised a Catholic and educated by nuns back in Toronto. It was how she had met Alice when she enrolled in the local convent school on arriving in Ireland the previous spring. Although Alice had never been out of Ireland, and Stella had never before left Canada, they had become firm friends, discovering a common love for music and an interest in chess. When Johnny started work in the Mill a couple of months later he had turned out to be an accomplished musician, and all three had become pals through their membership of the band.

         Johnny raised his hand now and called out ‘One, two, three, four!’, imitating the Italian accent of Mr Tardelli, the musical director of the band. Normally Stella would have been amused, but tonight she felt distracted and she concentrated instead on playing the melody. Even so, she knew that she wasn’t playing well.

         Despite her earlier protests Alice actually got a nice rhythm going on the piano, and Johnny’s clarinet rose and fell perfectly in keeping with the jerky tune of Tiger Rag. They finished the piece with a flourish, and Stella lowered her violin.

         ‘Sorry, I went astray a couple of times,’ she said.

         Alice looked at her. ‘Is everything all right?’ 

         ‘I’m just…I’m a bit worried,’ said Stella.

         ‘About your granddad being sick?’ asked Johnny.

         ‘Well, yes. But not just about Granddad. I heard Mom and Dad talking. She’s thinking of going back to Toronto to nurse him.’
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