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Dedication

In memory of my brother. Des, we miss you.

This novel is also dedicated to all first responders globally, including my son Ryan, who put their lives at risk daily.
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Author’s note


With a background in music and entertainment, telling a story is part of my identity. Drawing on my passion for music, Irish history and culture, it was only a matter of time before I put pen to paper and let my imagination take flight. Initial inspiration came from Pete St. John’s iconic song; The Fields of Athenry. A song widely beloved by the Irish at home and abroad, a song that has resonated around the world, and is synonymous with the Irish Diaspora. In three short verses, it captures a watershed moment in the lives of so many Irish families. After the Famine, nothing was quite the same, and those who survived, survived against all odds. The song tells a story of a pauper who stole food from his landlord to feed his starving family during the Great Irish Famine of the mid-1840s. Found guilty, he was transported to the Penal Colony of Botany Bay, Australia. Like others of his kind, he did not return. It is estimated that over one hundred and sixty-four thousand convicts, both Irish and English, men and women, were transported to the penal colonies in Australia between the years 1788 and 1886. Today, Athenry is a medieval town sixteen miles east of Galway City, attractive to visitors for its castle, stone walls, fortifications, and an Anglo-Norman street plan.

During my research for Athenry – A Famine Tale of Love and Survival, I came to realise that, because of the huge collective and intergenerational trauma in Ireland at the time of the Famine and the immediate aftermath, perhaps even to present day, that the plight of the victims, their experience of hardship and despair - to a certain extent - has lain unexplored. Daily life and love stories were forgotten in the search for food, and in later years, politicians and historians tended to focus less on individual victims of the Famine and more on the political debates of recounting history. The daily life of the Famine victims was beset by hunger - yet they watched the majority of the foodstuffs, which could have halted the rising mortality rates - leave the country as cargo in ships bound for Imperial Britain.

This novel is a tribute to the strength, resilience, love of family and forbearance of the Irish in the face of overwhelming adversity, given the uniqueness of their situation in the mid-1840s. It is reflected in the lives of two families, equally, terribly affected by the twists and turns of history and historical moments: the penal laws, land crises, land subdivision, and of course the Great Irish Famine, or its more historically accurate term - An Gorta Mór - The Great Hunger.

My fervent hope is that each reader especially those of Irish heritage will see elements of their ancestors in Athenry’s characters, as I strive to bring the emigration and experience of so many together in one story. For others it is simply an epic love story that defies the odds. This year, 2025 marks the 180th anniversary of the arrival of the cataclysmic blight to Ireland in the Autumn of 1845. Athenry- A Famine Tale of Love and Survival is a testament to the memory of all of those who endured so much.






A Quick Guide to Pronunciations
(in italics) & Meanings


Amadán – OMadawn – Idiot

Aoife – EEfah – from the Irish word ‘aoibh’ meaning radiance

Banjaxed – Broken

Bothán —Buh-Hawn – a lower class of dwelling, comprising one room, symbolic of misery

Bríd – Breed – from Brigid

Cathal – KA-hal —meaning brave warrior

Capall – COPull – Horse

C(h)ara – KARrah – Friend

Céilí – KAYlee – Irish dancing and singing

Colm – KULL-m

Connacht – CON-uct – One of the four provinces of Ireland

Craic – Crack – Fun

Craythur/ Créatúr – CRAYthur – Poitín

Currach – KURuck – traditional Irish fishing boat

Diarmuid – DEAR-mudj – Dermot or Jeremiah in Irish

Duine le Dia – Din-eh leh DEEah – translates from Irish as a person with God, often referring to a child with a disability

Dunguaire – DunGOORah

Hooley – WHO-lee – Party

Jumper – Irish sweater

Kumba – meaning black fruit tree in Aboriginal languages

Liam – Le-um – Irish for William

Máire – Maw-ruh – Mary

Meitheal – MEHhull – communal work in an agricultural setting, farmers helping one another gather crops

Órla – OAR-lah – meaning golden princess

Poitín – puh-tcheen – Irish moonshine

Porter – Irish stout

Róisín – RowSHEEN – Irish for little Rose

Saoirse – SEARshah – Irish word for freedom

Seán – Shaun – John

Siobhán – ShoveAWN – Joan

Sláinte – Slawn-tcheh – Cheers

Sláinte is saol – Slawn-tcheh is see- uhl – Cheers and life

Sláinte mhaith – Slawn-tcheh woh – Good cheer

Súgans/ Súgáin – SUE-gawns – Braided straw ropes

Tomás – Tum ahss – Thomas

Tomásheen – Tum Ahss-heen – Little Tomás

Turf – Irish peat

Yagan – Aboriginal word for brother

Yidaki – Aboriginal musical instrument – Didgeridoo

Úna – oo-nah








Part one
They Called
Him Horse




Ireland 1843


‘Horse’ is what everyone called him, except his mother of course. Learning to ride Connemara ponies almost before he could walk, together with his seemingly natural-born skill with horses, earned Liam this nickname. Galloping astride Bridgey, his beloved Connemara pony, Liam scanned the craggy rocks at the edge of the beach. He knew he’d see his brother rowing on the choppy waters, fishing for their landlord’s daily meals. Today the surf seemed unusually wild and rough, with the winds picking up by the minute. His family, once proud landowners, but now dispossessed of everything they’d owned, lived at their landlord’s whim in a small bothán-like thatched cottage, on a tiny piece of land allotted to them by their landlord. They survived on their annual crop of potatoes, buttermilk, a few roaming chickens, and a sow.

From atop the cliff, Liam spotted Colm in his black currach. No more than a hundred yards offshore, his boat rolled over the rising swell as he hit for shore with his catch. Colm must have sensed his brother’s eyes on him, for he paused mid-stroke and waved. As Liam raised his own hand to return the greeting, his gaze drifted beyond Colm to a wall of dark water, a huge rogue wave barrelled towards Colm. Frantic, he waved in warning. Not understanding the danger Liam was trying to convey, Colm waved again. The distance that had seemed so small moments before now felt like an impossible chasm. Liam shouted, ‘Get up girl,’ urging Bridgey forward. She took off in a massive burst of speed, furiously jumping stone walls and ditches as they neared the beach.

The menacing mountain of water continued to roll in. Almost as if in slow motion, the currach was lifted to the peak of the wave and then flung, toy-like, into a monstrous churn of white foam. Helpless within the overpowering swirl, Colm was swallowed by the sea. Resurfacing, his arms flailing above his head, and gasping what could be his last breath, Colm was pulled under again. Pulse quickening and heart pounding in fear, Liam rode Bridgey to the water’s edge. Leaping off the still-moving horse, he ran the length of the rocky beach, tripping over rocks. Then, trying to keep his balance in the loose sand, Liam stumbled as he shed his heavy boots and tattered woollen waistcoat. His strong legs carried him to the water’s edge where he came to a halt to watch for Colm to resurface, if at all. ‘Colm! Colm!’ he screamed, his voice lost in the roar of crashing waves. Scanning the waterfront to his right, Liam caught sight of the overturned currach as it smashed against the rocks. The shoreline’s sharp rocks bit into the soft flesh of his feet as he continued to search. ‘Coluuuuum!’ Oh God, Colm! he thought. No, God no! Was he hallucinating, or did he see a spot of white? Or was it sea foam? He stared at the spot about fifty feet out, and again it bobbed into view. Colm’s thick woollen jumper. Liam dove in, his system so brutally shocked by the freezing seawater that it took his breath away.

Liam loved looking at the sea with all its different moods but hated being in it. The coastal waters never got warm and were always a numbing ten degrees Celsius or colder. It was only at the insistence of their father that the O’Donaghue brothers had learned to swim. Too many of Tomás’ good friends were lost at sea because they had never bothered to learn. ‘What’s the point in delaying the agony when there’s no hope of being rescued? Just get it over with,’ was their attitude. So Tomás was adamant that his sons learn at least the basics, just in case.

Fighting the strong current, Liam was glad he could swim, but a champion swimmer he certainly was not. Angry now that he hadn’t spent more time practicing, Liam feared whether he could even reach Colm, let alone save him. Stroking furiously, and not making any great progress, he swam and kicked harder. Exhausted, waves pounding him from every direction, he stopped to regroup and floated momentarily to look for his brother’s jumper. Floundering and virtually paralysed by the cold, Liam was lifted up by an enormous wave and was demoralised to see Colm far out and off to his left. Barely able to lift his arms and kick his legs, he knew he was in deep trouble himself and losing his battle against the frigid water. Frantic thoughts screamed in his head. I need to save myself. But what’ll I say to Mam and Da? ‘Colm drowned, and I didn’t save him.’ Their lives would be over. I have to try to save him, no matter what. Mustering what was left of his flagging strength, he stroked and kicked his way towards his brother and finally reached him floating face down. Grasping Colm’s jumper, Liam turned his limp body over, looked up to see which direction he needed to head for, and pulling Colm with one hand, began what seemed impossible – getting them both back to shore.

Somehow, the thought of Colm having any hope of living, gave Liam the last bit of strength he needed to stroke the water with one hand and kick his feet as hard as he could. Taking advantage of the swell of two incoming waves, he slowly swam the last few yards, until finally, his feet touched ground. Liam crawled the last few feet, dragging his motionless brother to safety, and collapsed beside him. The cold wind pierced Liam’s wet clothes, and he began to shudder violently, but the gut-wrenching fear of losing his brother jolted him back to the task at hand – reviving him. He fought the paralysing numbness of the cold and frantically pounded on Colm’s chest as hard as he could. He had learned this technique from saving many a newly-born heifer as it emerged from its mother unconscious. ‘Push all the liquids out of their lungs and allow them to breathe,’ was what his father had taught him. ‘Colm come on! Come on!’ Liam rolled Colm onto his side to help clear his lungs, then continued pounding. After what seemed a lifetime, Colm, bleeding badly from a head wound, spewed a mouthful of saltwater and his eyes fluttered open. Then, grimacing in pain, he coughed violently, purging the last bit of water from his burning lungs, and regained consciousness. Relieved, Liam pulled his brother into his chest, ‘That’s it Colm, good man. Get it up, get it up, good man.’ Then smiling through tears, he ripped a strip of cloth from the hem of his shirt and tied it around the gaping gash in his head to staunch the bleeding.

Liam whistled for Bridgey. ‘Down girl,’ he commanded, and obediently she folded her forelegs and eased onto her knees. Liam was never more thankful that he had taught Bridgey to do this, a movement that amazed his family. Carefully, he lifted Colm up to straddle Bridgey. ‘Up girl,’ he commanded and, walking beside Bridgey while steadying Colm in the saddle, headed home. The family cottage in sight at last, Liam saw his mother Josie hanging out the washing, her apron billowing in the breeze. Glancing up when she heard Bridgey’s approach, she gasped when she saw Colm slumped over the horse. ‘Oh, Mother of God,’ she cried, blessing herself. She ran towards them screaming, ‘What happened? What happened?’ ‘A huge wave hit the currach, and Colm was thrown over against the rocks.’ Liam gently slid his groaning brother down onto his shoulder and carried him inside.

Josie, shocked at the sight of her two boys – Colm groaning in pain and Liam, wet, shivering and exhausted – calmed her nerves and took control. She shouted orders to her two young daughters as she helped carry Colm into the cottage and laid him on the bed. ‘Bríd, get Mrs O’Flaherty. Go on now! Hurry up girl. Tell her to come as fast as she can. Aoife, get some blankets and wrap them around the both of ’em. Give Liam some hot tea and put some poitín into it to warm him up.’ Skilfully, Bríd jumped up onto her brown Connemara pony, Saoirse, and, champion little jockey that she was, raced to midwife Mrs O’Flaherty’s house.

Some years before, an entire family, lifetime friends of the O’Donaghues, immigrated to America, and left their beloved Connemara pony to the O’Donaghues. They knew she’d be well cared for, knowing their love of horses. And even though she ate them out of house and home, Bríd was obsessed with her, so that was it – Saoirse was adopted!

Liam had been giving riding lessons to his younger sisters since they were wee little girls and, like her brother, Bríd was a natural. She loved racing her own pony, sometimes beating Liam and Bridgey, taking dangerous chances as they’d jump the many stone walls in the hilly landscape. They all knew it was to the doctor’s house Bríd should be going, but she would be turned away; the doctor was only for the English and Anglo-Irish classes.

Mrs O’Flaherty did her best to attend to Colm. Although her specialty was delivering babies, as the last resort for poor Irish farmers and their families, she had experienced all sorts of medical situations. The Irish took care of their own because they had to. With hard-earned skill, Mrs O’Flaherty tended to Colm’s serious wounds and, in her usual droll way, finally gave the family the news they were praying for. ‘He’s got a grand ould bang on his head, but he just won’t shut up. He’s the same cheeky ol’ divil he always was, so he’ll be all right. His left leg is broken, so I put a strong splint on it. He’ll have to take it real easy for a couple o’ weeks.’ ‘Thanks be to God and his blessed Mother,’ Josie cried. Liam, unable to imagine life without his younger brother, went in to see him. ‘Irish twins’ they were, as Colm was born less than a year after Liam. Inseparable from the start, learning the tough life of farming from their father, and always into every mischief imaginable, that was Colm and Liam. He approached the bed where Colm lay keeping warm under the woollen blankets. ‘You’re all right then?’ ‘Yea, all I remember is a huge wave lifting me up in the air. Where in God’s name did that come from? Mrs O’Flaherty said you saved my life – you and Bridgey.’ ‘I suppose you won’t be going to the wake on Thursday then, will ya?’ ‘I dunno’. I won’t be doin’ any dancin’, that’s for sure,’ Colm answered with a bright smile. And for the first time that day they laughed.

The wake on Thursday night was a farewell party for Paudie and Úna Casey, who were immigrating to America the following Monday. Their parents had saved enough money for their passage from Galway. In the 1800s, Ireland was no country for young people. Anyone lucky enough to get out, got out, but they were the very fortunate few. As they would likely never return again, this party was known as a ‘living wake’ or an ‘American wake’. So, their broken-hearted family would put on a brave face for this final night together before the emigrants set off on the long journey to the docks of Galway.

‘Don’t forget yer tin whistle,’ said Tomás. Over the years he had taught his sons to play the tin whistle and the button accordion, so Liam and Colm were infused with traditional Irish music from all the parties and céilís everyone enjoyed. Nothing better relieved the monotony of back-breaking and repetitive farming, constant rain, the daily challenges of surviving the Ireland of the west, and of course, the ever-present brutal British oppression. ‘This is our gold – our music and our dancing,’ Tomás always said. ‘Whatever else they take, they can’t take this away from us.’ ‘All right so, you go on, I’ll see ya there,’ said Liam.

The Casey’s thatched cottage was larger than the O’Donaghues’. It had a loft where three daughters and two sons slept. Like most such cottages, the outside was whitewashed. It had the classic half door, the bottom usually latched to prevent chickens and other small animals from entering. The upper half was open to allow in light and fresh air, and to let out turf fire smoke. The cottage windows were tiny – not because the Irish liked tiny windows, rather, because the British, in their greed for every penny possible, levied a tax on windows by size. As always, the Irish did what they had to do – often eliminating windows altogether to avoid yet another tax.

Paudie and Úna Casey shyly greeted neighbours and friends as they streamed into the Caseys’ tiny dwelling. Comprised of one room and the loft, its steep loft ladder had been removed to make more room for the adults gathered there. The children took in the festivities from their perch above.

Paudie and Siobhán Casey warmly welcomed Liam into their home. Stepping inside, he heard the chatter of family and friends sharing thoughts of the young couple leaving. Truly a sad time for the Caseys and for Úna’s parents, the Keanes, this was a stark reminder to everyone else attending that they, too, could experience the loss of one of their own. Paudie Casey senior offered the men a little poitín – the illegal brew he had bartered from a master brewer friend who distilled it in the hills of Connemara. The potent drink immediately hit the men who showed their appreciation of its quality with smiles all around.

Liam saw Colm sitting alone on a small bench on the far wall. Colm was the more outgoing of the two, and Liam felt sorry for him, having to sit out one of his favourite things to do – dance. When Liam joined him on the bench, their father pulled out his button accordion. After a couple of warm up notes, Tomás broke into a lively reel. It was time to let go of everyone’s sadness for a while. Feet started to tap as an older man took out his spoons and added a terrific beat. Paudie Casey tuned up his fiddle and played along. Two couples joined hands and walked onto the dance floor. Others joined in, forming two lines of eight. That was all it took to get things started. Fun began! Colm tapped his good leg furiously and took out his spoons to add to the frantic dance beat. They watched as dancers twirled by, one by one, laughing and whooping. Soon everyone was on the dance floor doing a Galway set – an elaborate mini symphony of several three-minute dances called ‘sets’. The tiny cottage overflowed with dancers. So much so that several couples danced right out the half door, not missing a beat. The familiar, heart-racing sets continued outside with a cacophony of feet dancing on a few rough timber planks some neighbours had provided.

Liam, shy as always, and realising that Colm couldn’t enjoy one of his favourite things, held back. Although they were as different as any two brothers could be, Liam, the shy one and Colm, a fearless force to be reckoned with, they were best friends. Through a break in the crowd, Liam caught a glimpse of a beautiful young girl, thoroughly enjoying the festivities. Her auburn hair flew as she was whipped around the dance floor. As she came closer, her green eyes caught his. Her flawless skin was flushed and glowed from all the dancing. And her smile lit up the room. What a beautiful girl! Mesmerised by her delicate ankles peeking out from the hem of her soft burgundy dress, Liam saw the way her slender body moved to the music with confident grace. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. ‘Who in God’s name is that?’ he asked Colm. ‘That’s Máire Donnelly.’ ‘You’re jokin’ me.’ ‘Yea, I’m as shocked as you, boy. What a change huh? She’s been workin’ up in Dublin in some fancy house for a few years. I picked a great time to break me leg, didn’t I?’

Liam looked again, as Máire swung with abandon to the music’s frantic beat. He remembered her now: that tall, skinny, freckle-faced tomboy of a girl, with a wild mop of dark red hair. In those gloriously innocent days, she was always wrestling with the boys and getting into as much mischief as any of the lads. He smiled, remembering the black eye she’d given him when he’d teased her for falling off her pony when they’d raced. She’d dusted herself off, gotten back up on her pony, casually ridden up to him, and taking a swing, hit him in the eye. ‘As if you’ve never fallen off yerself, Liam O’Donaghue!’ And off she galloped.

Máire walked back to her parents when the dance ended. Marvelling, Liam couldn’t believe how, in such a few short years, she had transformed from that playful little girl into the most beautiful woman he’d ever been lucky enough to encounter. He wanted nothing more than to sample those lovely lips of hers. In all his twenty-five years, he’d never entertained such thoughts as these about any other girl. Colm was the womaniser in the family, and Liam had walked out with a few girls himself, but none of them had had Máire Donnelly’s immediate, warming effect.

When the dance ended, Father Murphy stepped forward to get everyone’s attention. It took several moments for the group to take leave of their conversations and turn towards the priest. Father Murphy called the young couple to the front of the room to give the emigrating couple his blessing. ‘Ah, ’tis grand to be with you all this evening as we bid farewell to Paudie and Úna before they begin their long journey to America on Monday. ’Tis a sad time to be sure, but we ask God’s merciful blessings on them as they start a new life for themselves in the new world. Paudie Junior and Úna, may God keep you close in his heart, bless you with many children, and look out for you always.’

Father Murphy’s blessing deeply touched these hardened men and women, strong and tough, because they had to be. Yet they couldn’t help themselves now; they sniffed loudly, and their usually stoic faces jerked with anguished emotion. Tears began. Young Paudie and Úna, their shaking hands gripped tightly with feelings of loss, clung to each other for comfort. They looked at their broken-hearted parents, shoulders slumped and devastated, yet hopeful for their children’s future in the new world.

Addressing the young couple again, Father Murphy continued, ‘You come from strong Catholic families who will pray for you every day of their lives. May the Lord bless you, Paudie and Úna, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’ ‘Amen,’ they all whispered, voices struggling, nearly silenced by lumps in their throats. In the awkward silence that followed, only Tomás had words. ‘Horse, play somethin’ for them.’ Liam shyly took out his tin whistle and glanced around the room, taking in the young couple one last time. And then, reflecting the sadness of the occasion, he began to play a slow and haunting air he had recently composed.

On many of his rides atop Bridgey, he’d witnessed the most beautiful ocean sunsets with skies of orange, red, and all shades of purple, the sun brightening the closer it got to the horizon. As the sun kissed the water, he could almost hear it sizzle. All around him, wildflowers draping the hills of Galway bloomed gloriously. Watching wild hares and pheasants busily building homes for their young, Liam was enchanted by the emotion he felt for God’s beautiful creations, a feeling which flowed from his lips to the tin whistle, and into his song, as it did now for this gathering. Tears flowed freely from everyone present, knowing that they would never see this couple again.

Liam played on, eyes closed, concentrating on the melody with all its subtle inflections and grace notes. He played as a master tin whistle player, steeped in the West Clare/Galway tradition. Had he opened his eyes, he would have seen Máire staring at him, weeping and remembering her long-ago crush on him, then a strapping, pimply teenager. Now, as she looked at him, she couldn’t believe the man she saw: white shirt, sleeves rolled up revealing his strong arms, and tweed waistcoat – standing six feet two, skin glowing from his long days working in the fields, and playing the tin whistle with quick strong hands and agile fingers.

Liam was known as ‘black Irish’ – a person born with thick black hair, darker than normal skin, and piercing green eyes. During the eighteenth and nineteenth century, a thriving wine industry had grown up in the city of Galway. Spanish ships would dock in the city for weeks loading and unloading their goods. Since the sailors did what sailors often do, numerous Galway kids grew up looking a lot more Spanish than Irish. As this marvellous infusion of foreign blood coursed through the veins of many an Irish person living on the west coast, the name ‘black Irish’ came to be.

Liam finished his tune and everybody applauded. Then Tomás and the others started to play another lively set, and the dancers took to the floor once more. Watching Liam pocket his tin whistle, Máire remembered how shy he had been as a boy, so she knew that a first gesture at renewing their friendship would have to be hers. Having spent a few years in Dublin working as a housemaid for a wealthy English family, she had seen considerably more of the outside world than had the sheltered folks back home in West Galway. Now she wasn’t as shy as she used to be. Wondering how Liam had come on over the years she’d been away, Máire worked her way towards him, wending her way through the clusters of people engaged in conversation. As she approached, Liam locked eyes with her and then shyly looked towards his brother. Assuming that she was coming to talk to Colm, who usually got the looks from the girls, he heard her speak above the din in the room, ‘You’re a fine tin whistle player, Liam O’Donaghue, and are ya as fine a dancer?’ Startled and trying to find his tongue, he blurted, ‘Well I dunno’.’ Máire took a step closer and said, ‘Well come on then.’

Having enjoyed big sips of their drinks, the musicians started playing again, and Máire, smiling her perfect smile, extended her hand to Liam. He grinned, slowly pulled himself to his feet, and took her hand. They reached the dance floor, joined hands formally, and faced the opposite couple. In and out they danced, three steps in, three steps out, repeat. Then they skilfully danced seven steps to the left, three steps standing, repeat, and seven steps back. Placing his left hand on her waist and holding her elbow with his right hand, they swung and twirled together in small circles in time with the music. They stopped, faced the next couple and repeated the same dance pattern, swinging wildly together.

Too soon, Máire and Liam were back to the sevens left and sevens right, when the dance ended. Still laughing and catching their breath, their eyes locked and held for a moment. Their hands slipped apart and Máire, breaking the spell, left him standing alone on the dance floor, calling over her shoulder as she walked away, ‘So you can dance too, Liam O’Donaghue.’ Smiling, she rejoined her parents and sat down.

The small cottage was filled with the mixed scents of burning turf, boiling food, drink, and hot dancing bodies. Mrs Casey reached for a huge steaming pot of crubeens, a traditional dish of boiled pigs’ feet, simmering over the fireplace. Carefully, she carried the heavy pot to the table. The grateful guests went over, grabbed a plate, picked one out each, and started eating the heavily-salted dish, quenching their thirst with sips of poitín.

‘Horse,’ said Colm, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, ‘will ya go over there and talk to her? I saw the way she looked at ya.’ ‘What could I say to her, down from Dublin and everthin’?’ ‘Yerra, I dunno’, but I saw the way you looked at her, too. You’d better ask her out before she goes back to Dublin. Take her horse riding or somethin’.’ Nudging him with his elbow he said, ‘Go on Horse, go on, before ya lose yer chance!’

Liam, feeling a bit more encouraged by Colm, mustered up all his courage and walked over to Máire; to Liam, the few steps felt like a mile. ‘I remember you now from the hedge school long ago before we moved to Mrs O’Connor’s shebeen,’ he said shyly. He recalled that Catholics were not allowed an education back then. Nevertheless, dedicated teachers and priests moved about to teach religion, reading, and writing. But if they were caught by the redcoats they could be hanged, and many were. So they taught secretly up in the hills, usually hidden by thick hedges, thus their classrooms became known as ‘hedge schools’.

‘And I remember you. You were a great one for the ponies,’ she said. Liam smiled, remembering those carefree days. ‘I suppose you’re going back to Dublin tomorrow.’ ‘No I’m not. The family I work for has gone to London for a wedding, so I have a few days off.’ More confident, Liam knew this was his chance. ‘Well then, would ya like to go for a horse ride tomorrow?’ ‘That would be nice, but I haven’t been on a horse in years.’ ‘Ah don’t worry about that. Sure I’ll be there to help if need be.’

 

Awakened by the sound of chickens cackling and glimpsing a bit of light peeking through the tiny window brightening the cottage, Máire rolled over, put her arms above her head, and gave herself a long stretch. She woke with a dreamy smile. It seemed her thoughts all night long were of her old friend Liam. He certainly was no longer that young boy! She got out of bed and rinsed her face at the washbasin. Then she ran a brush through her long hair, pulling it back to tie it loosely with a ribbon at the base of her neck. Looking forward to spending time with Liam today, she dressed, ate a small bowl of porridge, sipped a quick steaming cup of tea, and then set out to Liam’s cottage.

Liam had been watching for Máire to come over the little hill, eager to have time alone with her, but when she first came into view, he didn’t recognise her. He saw a lovely figure with long hair tied back. She was dressed in elegant riding attire – a dark green jacket that accentuated her hair, tweed riding pants, and at her neck, a white scarf. It was as fine an outfit as was only seen on the backs of the well to do. And then, when she was closer still, and he realised who it was, she took his breath away. He was dumbstruck.

With a half-smile Máire said, ‘Well are ya ready to go ridin’ Mr O’Donaghue?’ ‘My God, woman. I thought you were a landlord’s daughter. Where did ya get those fine clothes?’ ‘Yerra. The lady in Dublin’s gone off to buy the latest riding outfit in London, so she threw these out. I thought I’d sell ’em at the fair in Clifden this weekend to pay for my trip, but first I’ll get a bit o’ use out of ’em today.’

Liam had already prepared the horses for their ride. Bridgey and Capalleen were tied to a small tree by the cottage. Liam had named the pony Capalleen because she was smaller than most Connemara ponies. Though diminutive, she had a strength and proud air about her that Liam loved. Liam was wearing a pair of rough pants, a traditional blue grandfather cotton shirt, a tweed cap, and the same waistcoat he’d worn at the wake. A ray of sunshine peeked through the clouds as they came to the horses. ‘Say hello to Capalleen,’ he said, untying her rein from the tree.

Máire patted her gingerly, put her leg up into the stirrup, and pulled herself up, holding onto the ancient saddle. As Liam jumped up onto Bridgey, his mother came out of the cottage. ‘Hello Máire, ’tis grand you’re lookin’. Here Liam, I made some hot tea and bread for ye.’ Josie handed him a small cloth bag containing buttered bread and an old whiskey bottle they normally used for the poitín. Today, the bottle full of milky, sugary tea, was tucked into a thick woollen sock to keep it warm. ‘Go on, off with ye now.’ She waved as they left the cottage and headed out onto the dirt road. It was a glorious spring morning with a light warm breeze blowing the green fields of barley all around them to swirl in a natural ballet. They headed towards the ocean. As they cantered slowly along sun-kissed fields, Liam looked at her admiringly – Máire all decked out in her lovely riding outfit, looking like a champion rider. ‘You have it Máire. You look like you’ve been doin’ this all yer life.’ ‘Go ’way outta’ that. Sure we’re only walkin’,’ she laughed nervously.

Soon they arrived at Liam’s favourite place, the spot he came to whenever he wanted to be alone. It’s here he’d play his tin whistle amongst the gorse and heather and the green fields descending to the ocean. The sky looked bluer today than he had ever seen it before – not a single cloud. Waves lapped gently ashore, their calming sounds barely audible in the distance. Liam jumped off Bridgey and walked around to help Máire dismount. She felt his strong hands holding her gently as she eased down the side of the pony. For a moment, he was so close that she could feel his breath on her face. She felt her cheeks redden, and as she looked up into his eyes, he hesitated, then broke away shyly.

Hitching the horses to the only tree nearby, Liam untied a rolled-up blanket from Bridgey’s saddle and grabbed the bag Josie had given them. At a soft grassy area, he opened the blanket, spread it on the ground, and invited Máire to sit next to him. Opening the bag, he pulled out the bottle and poured tea into two brown pottery cups, handing one to Máire. Besides the brown bread slathered generously with her rich homemade butter, Josie had packed a small jar of gooseberry jam and a knife. Liam opened the jar and offered it to Máire. She delicately scooped up some jam, spread it on her bread, and handed the jar back to Liam. Digging into the jam roughly, Liam smeared his slice generously. Food never tasted so good to the young couple, thoroughly enjoying the scenery before them. After a while, their bread devoured, they drank more tea. Without thinking, Liam reached over and gently wiped a trace of jam from the corner of Máire’s mouth. She smiled. ‘’Tis nice here.’ ‘’Tis,’ he replied. And then there was an awkward silence, for Liam was once again at a loss for words. When he leaned forward for another slice of bread, Máire noticed his tin whistle in the inside pocket of his vest. ‘Will ya play me somethin’?’ ‘What would ya like to hear?’ ‘I dunno’, I liked the tune last night, but t’was very sad. Play me somethin’ lively.’ ‘All right so.’ He put the tin whistle to his lips, gave it a quick blow to clean it out, and then began playing a lively reel. Máire was mesmerised again by how quickly and gracefully his fingers flew over the holes, stretching the instrument to its limits as he moved up and down the octaves with a master’s ease. She looked out towards the ocean and closed her eyes to take in the tin whistle notes and the gentle waves coming ashore – a pleasing duet. When she opened her eyes again, she saw two dolphins rollicking in the waves, submerging and reappearing, leaping out of the water, then crashing down loudly as though applauding Liam’s brilliant playing. Smiling, she looked back to Liam, this strong, silent man, eyes closed and transported to another world for a few brief moments.

Máire felt a strange stirring in her core that she didn’t quite understand. She only knew that she loved being there with Liam today, and as she watched him play, she found herself leaning closer to him. He was startled when he opened his eyes to find her so near. Without thinking, he leaned in and kissed her softly. When he pulled away to continue the melody, Máire rested her head on his shoulder. Delighting in the feel of her tender kiss, Liam tucked the whistle back into his pocket and smiled. He reached up and removed her riding hat, loosening her auburn hair to fall around her face. He kissed her gently again, and they fell softly to the grass, lips still touching. Liam was in heaven, but considering what he’d love to do next, he was already dreading Saturday night’s confession with Father Murphy. They lay there silently looking up at the blue sky. Máire slipped her hand into his. ‘Can we do this again tomorrow, Liam?’ ‘That sounds good, but I have to plant the ould potatoes tomorra’, and with Colm banjaxed, it’ll take me all day.’ ‘Sure I can help ya. I did it all the time before I went to Dublin.’ Gazing at this vision in her smart riding outfit, Liam was taken aback by Máire’s offer. He couldn’t imagine her slaving in the fields to plant potato seeds – dirty, back-breaking work. Yet, the thought of being with her again tomorrow was enough for him. He was overjoyed. ‘Well that’d be great then, if ya don’t mind.’ Sitting there close together, they watched the clouds dance across the sky for a while, and knowing they must eventually head back, they eagerly looked forward to tomorrow.

Liam breakfasted on boiled potatoes, eggs, and buttermilk and then went out to the mud-thatched shed to collect the sack of potato seeds. Potatoes were all that allowed the Irish to survive from one year to the next. One acre of ‘spuds’, the easiest crop to grow, planted twice a year, would keep a family of five alive for almost a year, together with buttermilk, cabbage, a few chickens, and, if a family was lucky enough to own a pig, some bacon.

The O’Donaghue family farm had been ruthlessly taken from Tomás’ father by the British when, one day, a British captain and ten regular redcoat soldiers rode up to his cottage and announced: ‘As of tomorrow, by order of His Majesty King George IV of England, your lands are now granted to Colonel Fairchild who shall henceforth take ownership of all your crops, livestock, and farming equipment. Should you resist, your cottage shall be burned, and you will be evicted from this land forthwith. Long live the king!’

Some years later, Colonel Fairchild died without a son, and the land was re-granted to Lord William Kitchener, an arrogant, retired English colonel, who, having fought for Queen Victoria in Afghanistan, was thus rewarded with the O’Donaghues’ land in Ireland, and many other local farms as well. Aging and lazy, Kitchener quickly recognised the farming abilities of Tomás, healthy and in his early fifties, and his two strapping sons; Liam twenty-five and Colm twenty-four, the O’Donaghues could serve his purpose. So, rather than evicting them from their farm altogether, he rented Tomás’ own tiny cottage back to him, along with a small bit of land, in return for growing crops and raising sheep and cattle for export to Britain. Life for Tomás’ family was to become subsistence at its lowest level, but they knew that they were among the lucky few to still have a roof over their heads.

Early next morning, Máire knocked on the O’Donaghues’ half door, entered, and with her hands on her hips, asked, ‘Well are ya goin’ to sit there all day, and watch me do all the work, Liam O’Donaghue?’

Turning to the door, Liam caught Máire’s comely smile, and his mood immediately brightened. When he saw that Máire, tall and lovely, was wearing a simple, long, dark blue dress of cotton and work boots, he knew that she was serious about helping him with the planting. Her grin and sense of devilment warmed his heart. ‘Well now, aren’t you a grand sight indeed on this fine day Máire Donnelly?’ Liam threw the heavy sack of potato seeds over his shoulder, and they walked to the small potato patch facing the thatched cottage.

The most popular, easy, and reliable potato seeds were called lumpers, which, when planted, produced a bountiful crop of large knobby, brown-skinned, but not-so-tasty, yellow potatoes. They were nourishing enough, however, to keep a family alive, and the moist Irish climate was perfect for this crop. As they began sticking each seed into the ground, Liam appreciated all the more Máire’s volunteering to take Colm’s place. This gesture cut the monotonous job in half, and she easily kept up with him. Kneeling, they paralleled each other, inching down the potato patch, elbows touching occasionally.

It was another warm spring morning, and thankfully, other than covering them with soil, the seeds didn’t need any fancy planting care. Patience, waiting for the rich autumn harvest, was all that was needed now. Máire’s face was beaded with sweat, and her hair fell loosely from its ribbon as they finished the first run. Liam’s heart burst with admiration as he watched her work just as hard as he did. Reaching into the rough bag to grab more seeds, Máire’s hand brushed against his, and they both paused, surprised. She straightened up and looked at him. Across the bag of seeds, they both leaned forward and Liam cupped her face. He kissed her softly, gently pulling her close, the monotony of his dreary existence forgotten. Slowly and shyly they pulled away, and dug back into the bag. Máire broke the silence. ‘Come on now Liam O’Donaghue; we gotta lot o’ seeds to plant still.’ Then turning towards him she smiled, ‘I like planting seeds with ya.’ They began another run of planting, both sensing that their lives had changed. The last thing she wanted now was to go back to Dublin. Liam was certain that all he wanted was to be with her every second for the rest of his life.

After a long day of back-breaking planting, they were finally done, and Josie had dinner ready for them. The fare was boiled potatoes as usual, but this time prepared with the luxury of butter, along with bread and blackberry jam preserved from last year’s summer hedge picking. Buttermilk was their beverage. ‘So Máire, when are ya goin’ back to Dublin?’ asked Josie. Máire and Liam looked sadly at each other, lowering their heads. ‘So it’s like that then, is it?’ Josie recognised that look of longing, desperate love. Pleased, but at the same time alarmed, she knew what they were thinking; they want to marry, but they’ll have no place to live.

Tomás was born to farm, possessed of the skills needed to reap bountiful yearly harvests despite anything Mother Nature threw at him. An expert fisherman, Colm kept her Ladyship’s kitchen well stocked with fresh fish and lobsters for her lavish dinners. Liam’s horse training skills were invaluable to the landlord. Lately he’d been teaching Kitchener’s daughter the fancy sport of show jumping and, under his guidance, she was becoming a promising rider. But if Liam left, the O’Donaghues might be thrown off the estate to make way for another family having the same farming and fishing abilities as Tomás and Colm. Would her family’s skills hold enough sway with Lord Kitchener that he would allow Liam to build a cottage here?

Lord Kitchener’s son, Edward, in striking contrast to his diligent sister Emma, showed the classic traits of a spoiled brat born into privilege – laziness, drinking, and gambling – and he was still only in his mid-teens. Lord Kitchener was content to allow the O’Donaghues to stay on his land, working for virtually nothing, to keep him and his family living the good life he had become accustomed to here.

‘I’ll ask your Da to have a word with Kitchener about what we can do about ye.’ Máire and Liam’s spirits rose at Josie’s amazingly insightful instincts. He reached out and held Máire’s hands. ‘Thanks Mam. I’d have never thought of that.’ ‘Well he’d never listen to a woman, but maybe Tomás can get him on his good side – if he has one.’ They smiled hopefully. ‘Go on now Máire. Go back to Dublin. The more ya learn there, the better chance you have of gettin’ work in the big house.’ Realising that Josie was right, they slowly walked to Máire’s home, but knowing she’d be leaving for Dublin tomorrow, Liam couldn’t bear the thought of being apart from her for even a second. He stopped, drew her close, held her fast in his strong arms, and kissed her passionately. ‘Marry me, Máire. Stay with me. Don’t go back to Dublin, Máire. Stay here, please. These last few days have been the happiest of my life. Don’t go.’ He kissed her again. Máire taken aback by Liam’s passion, felt likewise. She’d heard exactly what she’d hoped he’d say. Although thrilled that he’d asked her to marry him, like Josie, she was more pragmatic. ‘Liam O’Donaghue, yes, I will marry you, but your mother’s right. We’ve nowhere to live. Let Tomás talk to the master and see what happens. I’m sure he wouldn’t want to lose ye all, and I could work in the big house with all I’ve learned in Dublin.’ When they reached her cottage, Liam kissed her one last time, and with a loving smile she ran inside, then turned and waved from the half door. ‘Come back soon, Máire.’

‘’Tis a very good season sir,’ said Tomás, giving his annual spring report to John Bishop, Kitchener’s bailiff, and hated rent collector. ‘Sixty-five lambs, and forty-three fine, healthy calves, seven of ’em bullocks,’ he recited. ‘Good.’ ‘I think the master will be pleased.’ ‘He wants more barley and oats planted this spring, at least ten acres.’ Hearing this demand, Tomás assumed that his Lordship’s son Edward must have lost more of his family’s money gambling, and he was still only in boarding school. ‘Is the master here?’ asked Tomás, not knowing if he was away in London or Dublin, as he often was. ‘Why do you want to know?’ inquired Bishop, suspicious because it was he who handled all affairs of the estate. ‘I need to talk to him about Liam.’ ‘What about him? If he has a problem, tell him to come to me and not waste his Lordship’s time.’ ‘Yes sir.’ And heeding Josie’s wise advice, Tomás decided to go with Liam the next time he went up to the big house to give Lady Emma her riding lesson. Kitchener might be there and would probably be in a good mood watching his pride and joy jumping low fences in her perfect little riding suit, all the while displaying the courage he wished her older brother had.

‘Hurry up and clean out the chickens; we haven’t got all day,’ barked the head kitchen maid to Máire. Still half asleep after the exhausting trip back to Dublin, Máire picked up the pace and gutted two plump chickens for evening dinner for the master’s family. Like the Kitcheners, the Prescott family were English and were preparing for Dublin’s spring society party season. In addition to a country estate given to them by the queen for services to Her Majesty, they also owned a fancy townhouse in Dublin, Britain’s second jewel in Her Majesty’s empire.

Dublin was built in a splendour comparable to that of London. The landlords and their wives, the aristocrats of their day, enjoyed a luxurious standard of living, partying, gambling, and socialising amongst their own, creating their own little London of the day. Cork, being the second city, also had some fine architectural homes and buildings. Their staff, all Irish, were worked hard for paltry wages, but they knew that they were the lucky ones. They could be let go at any time for the flimsiest of reasons, and there were plenty of others waiting in the wings for a ‘good job’ in one of the fancy houses.

Máire, the happiest she’d ever been, was giddy and in great form despite her tiredness from her journey. However, she couldn’t confide in anyone. If one word got back to the mistress about the possibility of her leaving, she would be sent packing. No, she’d wait until she heard how Tomás fared with Kitchener. Carrying heavy china dinner plates up one floor, Máire looked about the splendid dining room with its massive hand-carved table and chairs overhung by a glittering crystal chandelier. The scene was set with brightly flowered wallpaper and silver cutlery perfectly arranged. For a few magical moments, she imagined herself in her ideal setting, in her ideal wedding gown with Liam at the head of the table, her parents and siblings to the right, and Tomás, Josie, Colm and his two younger sisters to the left, about to enjoy the wedding feast. Her heart teemed with love and happiness, as she revelled in the fantasy – Liam, so handsome in a fine suit, beaming with pride as he raised his goblet to toast his beautiful bride. And then she heard the other maids placing heavy pewter candleholders onto the perfectly laid out table. Her wedding feast was over, but she could dream.

How can life be so cruel? she thought. These are the most selfish, spoiled, lazy people I’ve ever met. They have everything that life can offer them, and yet they look down on everyone. How can God allow this?

Máire knew that, while his wife was back in their country estate running the house, the master was in Dublin conducting ‘business’, – cheating on her with his mistress. And Máire had seen most of her master’s men friends doing likewise. One of them had grabbed her breast one evening after dinner as she was serving brandy and cigars. When he drunkenly groped her, she ‘accidentally’ dropped the snifter of brandy on his lap. ‘Sorry sir,’ she said, feigning regret. He cursed her as she pulled away. Thankfully her master hadn’t seen this exchange, and the man didn’t complain, so there were no reprisals. But she observed the shallowness and hypocrisy of their privileged lives daily. By God, I would rather sleep next to Liam on a bed of straw, have his children, and live in a tiny cottage for the rest of my life, than live like these people.

Josie already had potatoes and cabbage boiling, as her family dug into breakfast. She was a gifted cook, proven by the way she prepared the flavourful cabbage and onions which her sons had bartered or stolen from the bountiful yearly harvests. Mercifully, Bishop, the bailiff, turned a blind eye to the smattering of vegetables Josie grew on their little patch of land. ‘I’m giving Lady Emma her jumping lesson tomorrow Da, and the master is home.’ ‘Fair enough, Horse, I’ll be there. Bishop will be away selling a few heifers, so it’s as good a time as any to speak to him.’ Josie had given her husband the news about Máire and Liam, and had coached him in what to say. ‘Praise the little girl like she’s the only girl that ever rode a horse, Tomás. Tell him she’ll be a champion fox hunter soon. Then tell him the good news about the lady of the house getting a housemaid trained in Dublin, if Máire and Liam marry. When he realises how pleased his wife will be, just let him know that they need to add a bit more to the cottage, which will take no time at all.’ Grateful for her backing him in his dream of marrying Máire, Liam smiled at his mother’s crafty logic and dearly hoped that Tomás could pull it off tomorrow.

On another grey and dreary day, clouds blanketed the lush green hills and valleys. Emma, in her trim riding suit and hat, easily prompted her horse Lilly to soar over the four jumps Liam had erected in the field behind the big house. Liam was teaching her to ride cross saddle as against side-saddle, the gentrified style of the time. Kitchener, an ex-cavalry man, was all about control of the horse. ‘Twisted and packed onto a side-saddle no more,’ were his instructions to Liam. ‘Fashion be damned,’ he said, ‘I want Emma to gallop and jump in complete control of her horse.’ He told Liam that he got Elizabeth away from side-saddle riding as soon as they came to Ireland. Liam was encouraging her, down by the first fence. ‘Don’t look down, Lady Emma. Look straight ahead, head up.’ She cleared a fence. ‘Good, good, good… now turn as quickly as you can, that’s it, good girl.’ Emma smiled proudly at her beaming father, as she cleared the last fence. ‘Good girl, Emma,’ he shouted as she turned and jumped the fences again. ‘She’ll make a fine fox hunter soon sir,’ said Tomás as he walked up to Kitchener, watching her turn and jump again. ‘By God, Tomás, I think you’re correct,’ he beamed. ‘I was in the cavalry myself, and she’s already as good a rider as many a man I had in the regiment. And she’s still only eleven. Liam has the knack doesn’t he?’ ‘Yes sir, ever since he was as young as Lady Emma, he was riding the ponies. We call him Horse, you know.’ Kitchener smiled and seemed more relaxed than Tomás had ever seen him. Making his play, Tomás said, ‘Congratulations on the Lady about to give birth, sir.’ ‘Thank you, Tomás, but I’m getting too old for this I’m afraid.’ ‘Not at all, sir. Sure look at Lady Emma. She must be thrilled she’ll have another brother or sister.’ ‘Yes, she’ll boss him or her around just like she does the rest of us.’ ‘Well, maybe I might be able to help her Ladyship, sir.’ ‘What do you mean?’ ‘You know one of your tenants, the Donnellys?’ ‘Yes, of course. What about them?’ ‘Well they have a daughter, Máire, working for the Prescotts in Dublin.’ ‘Oh yes, I know the Prescotts. Good family.’ ‘Yes, sir. She’s been a housemaid with them for the last four years, trained to do everything in the kitchen, cook, clean, and organise big parties. Lady Prescott is very pleased with her.’ Kitchener shook his head, half listening. ‘Well, she and Liam are getting married, and she’s looking to come home, or maybe both of them going to America,’ said Tomás, adding his own little white lie for Kitchener to worry about. ‘Maybe her Ladyship, in her condition, could use more help now. With everything Máire has learned up in Dublin, she could be of great assistance. She’s a very hard and honest worker, sir.’ Kitchener looked at Emma as Liam helped her dismount, and she ran to him. ‘Lovely jumping, Emma, you’re getting better every time I see you. Mama will be very pleased.’ She smiled. Turning to Tomás as he walked away, he said, ‘I’ll ask her Ladyship if she thinks she needs some further help.’ ‘Thank you, sir.’

Later, Liam anxiously awaited Tomás’ return from his afternoon chores, and the moment he entered the cottage, Liam asked, ‘Well, how did it go?’ ‘He said he’d tell his wife about Máire, and he’d let me know.’ ‘Did you ask him if we could build somethin’?’ ‘No, he walked away and said he’d let his wife know about Máire.’ Sensing his son’s impatient annoyance at wanting everything to happen yesterday, Tomás advised, ‘Patience, Horse. If the lady says yes, then I’ll ask him about your building somethin’. If he says no, he’ll have to make sense of his decision to his wife.’ Liam walked away, bitter as always at the stranglehold the landlord had over him and his future happiness.

Dinner was served in the Kitcheners’ dining room by two kitchen maids, each worn out from running from the kitchen to the lavish dining room. Each carried a tray heavily laden with two plates topped with silver lids to keep the food warm. In the old English family mansions, the kitchen was never located below or near the dining and family rooms, as the landlord and his family should never be bothered by cooking odours. Tonight the maids walked briskly from the kitchen, through the wine cellar, across the entire basement area of the house, and finally up the stairs to the dining room. Placing a plate before each family member, they lifted the silver covers with a fancy flourish to reveal the main course of roast pheasant, mashed potatoes, carrots, and turnips. Then the maids stepped back, to await further instructions or complaints.

‘I hate turnips. How many times do I have to tell you?’ shouted Edward, glaring at the head maid. With a flick of his wrist, the pieces of turnips flew off his plate and fell to the floor. ‘Edward,’ said his mother sternly, ‘that sort of behaviour is not allowed at the table.’ One of the maids crouched down, picked up the discarded turnip slices, and put them in her apron. ‘But Mother, I don’t want to eat it. I hate it.’ The maids eyed each other in unspoken disgust, but they were pleased to know that, once out of sight of the family, they would eat the discarded vegetables. The head housekeeper watched the servants like a hawk, keeping on Lady Kitchener’s good side by reporting any stealing or slouching exhibited by anyone on staff. A bitter old woman, Peig Shea was from another parish and had never married. The mistress trusted her, and over the years, Peig had worked her way up to her position of authority. Nobody was ever going to take her place as long as she was alive.

‘William.’ Lady Kitchener addressed her husband and looked to him to do something. ‘Edward, apologise to your mother for your terrible table manners.’ The maids were invisible in this drama, and none of the family even considered offering an apology to them. They were nothing, merely help. Head down – fist clenched, Edward sulked. ‘Edward!’ said his father sternly. ‘I’m sorry, Mother,’ he said unconvincingly, and they began eating. ‘Mama,’ chirped Emma, ‘I didn’t knock any fences down today, and Liam said they were three feet high.’ Elizabeth’s face softened, beaming at her beloved daughter’s innocent passion. ‘That’s absolutely smashing Emma. You’re getting so good.’

‘Liam says I’m going to be a champion hunter when I grow up. ‘You’re our little champion already, my dear.’ ‘I heard some news today,’ said William. ‘Liam is getting married.’ Emma looked up at once, surprised and worried. ‘Is he going to go away? Who will teach me?’ ‘No, no, no, dear. He’s staying right here,’ said her father. ‘Who is he marrying?’ asked Elizabeth. ‘One of the Donnelly girls.’ ‘Aren’t they very young?’ ‘The eldest girl apparently has been working in Dublin for the Prescotts for the past four years.’ ‘And she’s going to give up a fine job like that?’ ‘Well, perhaps you might consider taking her on here, given all her experience, especially now when you’re about to have a baby. I’m sure another pair of hands would be helpful for you.’ ‘Yes, we could do with an experienced housekeeper. The maids are virtually useless. I can never get them to do exactly what I want, no matter how many times I show them. Perhaps you could interview her when you’re in Dublin next month. If the Prescotts will vouch for her and her housekeeping experience, tell her to come down. I’m sure they can easily find a good replacement for her in Dublin.’

Elizabeth rang a bell summoning the maids to remove the dinner plates. Hurrying down to the kitchen, they placed the plates by the big water tub. Peig had desserts ready on another tray – warm apple pie topped with a generous dollop of fresh whipped cream. The exhausted maids hurried back to the dining room to serve them. Leaving, they heard their mistress quarrelling with young Edward about school. ‘Edward, your spring report is vastly disappointing.’ ‘I don’t like school,’ he complained. ‘It’s so boring, the food is horrendous, and nobody likes me.’ ‘You have three years left before you go off to college. You won’t get into Trinity unless you pull up your socks and study. What do you do at boarding school? Obviously not homework.’ ‘I study, Mother.’ ‘Well obviously not hard enough,’ said his father sternly. ‘You can join the Army like I did and do it the hard way. Is that what you want?’ ‘No, Father.’ ‘Well then, you’d better get down to it for the rest of this year, or it’s the Army for you, my boy.’ Edward angrily attacked his dessert.

Colm hobbled around on the crude crutches Tomás had made for him from two sturdy hawthorn branches, bent at the top by strong, constant western sea breezes. Restless and bored from being confined to the relatively flat area around the cottage, he was sitting just outside the half door, mending his fishing nets. ‘’Tis gonna’ be a cold one out there today, Horse.’ ‘Yea,’ said Liam, gathering up the nets. ‘Don’t drown yerself now boy,’ he teased. Laughing, Liam walked down to the shoreline, the heavy nets on his back. He pulled their new currach into the water, jumped in, and rowed away from the rocky beach. Kitchener expected a constant supply of fresh fish as part of the O’Donaghues’ rent. Never mind that Colm was grounded; a supply of fresh fish was expected three days a week. No excuses.

When the herring or mackerel shoals ran in the summer, it was easy to throw the wide nets out and land a decent catch. In the springtime, though, casting the nets was far more difficult and physically demanding. Heavy stones were attached to the base of the nets, so that they would sink and be dragged along the seabed. Fighting against the current pulling him back to shore, Liam needed all his strength to row against the tide, the wet nets getting heavier as he snared a few herring. He dragged the nets towards the currach, and with a strong pull, tried to heave the sodden nets into the boat, almost tipping it over. Liam dropped the nets, and to his relief, the boat righted itself. He wished he had his brother’s natural fishing skills. Colm could pull the nets into the boat, timing the motion perfectly to keep the currach in balance, and make it all look easy. Liam tried again and got half the netting into the boat. Looking down at the remaining nets in the water, he saw that he had caught a few nice fish frantically trying to escape. With a few more pulls, the nets were back in the boat. He emptied the fish into a big bucket of seawater to keep them fresh and then rowed out to cast the nets again. Exhausted after repeating these motions several more times, he rowed ashore. Jumping out, he pulled the currach up the beach and spread the nets out to dry. Grabbing the half-full bucket, he thought I’m no fisherman. Colm nearly always had a bucket full of fish, some of which his family would enjoy. Not today.

Liam walked over to the rocky shoreline and scanned the tide pool for Lady Kitchener’s most favoured catch of all – lobster. It was almost impossible to see them as they slowly slid along, well camouflaged by the rocks. Sometimes Colm would get lucky and grab one, knowing exactly where to latch onto them safely. Liam half-heartedly looked about, knowing that he didn’t have Colm’s timing, and dreading the moment when he would have to commit his hand to nabbing one. One mistake and he could lose a finger from a lobster’s razor-sharp claws. Presenting a lobster to Lady Kitchener kept Liam’s family in her good graces; no luck today, though, so he picked up the bucket and headed to the big house.

Shouting orders to the kitchen girls as they washed the breakfast dishes, Peig Shea was there when Liam delivered his catch. ‘Well, O’Donaghue, what have ya got for us today?’ she asked in her heavy-handed tone. He entered the basement door, the staff entrance at the back of the house. Peering into the bucket, Peig groused, ‘The mistress was hoping for a lobster. When will yer brother be able to go out again? You’re useless, so you are!’ Liam wished he did have a lobster – to throw at her. He imagined the lobster’s claw grabbing onto her nose and her screaming and roaring trying to shake it off. She’d soon lose that high and mighty attitude of hers. ‘It’ll be a while,’ he said. ‘The mistress wants to see you.’ Thinking the mistress would hire Máire immediately, he was delighted to follow Peig down the long dark corridor, up a staircase to the first floor, and then into a little side room. This was where the maids waited between courses to be summoned by the bell to remove dirty dishes. ‘Wait here,’ Peig snarled, wondering to herself what in God’s name her mistress had to say to him. I’m the one who dishes out the mistress’ demands to staff and tenants. Peig entered the elegant drawing room where Lady Kitchener was reading by the fire. ‘Beggin’ yer pardon ma’am,’ she said, curtseying. Lady Kitchener looked up. ‘Yes, Peig, what is it?’ ‘You asked me to bring Liam O’Donaghue to you, and I have him here.’ ‘Good, bring him in.’ Peig was shocked that a tenant was being allowed into the big house’s drawing room. Lord Kitchener would never countenance such a thing. She walked back to the little side room and barked, ‘Follow me.’

Liam followed her into the immense drawing room and couldn’t believe the luxury there – two imposing gothic windows, lavish draperies, large sofas, an overpowering fireplace, multicoloured rugs, magnificent oil paintings, and impressive hunting murals. ‘Hello Liam,’ she said warmly. Having never seen this side of her before, Liam was taken aback. Usually, when he was teaching Lady Emma, this woman, like her husband, was aloof. Peig remained, waiting to escort Liam out after Lady Kitchener finished her business with him. She had no intention of missing what her mistress had to say, and she thought she had every right as the head housekeeper to be present. ‘That will be all Peig, thank you.’ Stunned and utterly speechless for once, Peig looked at her mistress, who gave her a curt smile and dismissive nod. Turning, she saw Liam, eyebrows raised, wearing a smirk. She walked out of the room gritting her teeth. ‘Please close the door, Peig.’ Furious, Peig thought, How could my mistress embarrass me like this? And what is so important that she hasn’t confided in me whatever matter this is? And after all I’ve done for her! She closed the door slowly.

‘Congratulations Liam. I hear you’re getting married.’ ‘Yes ma’am, to Máire Donnelly.’ ‘Yes, my husband told me all about it, but I don’t remember her. What does she do for the Prescotts?’ ‘She’s a housekeeper, ma’am, making sure everything’s clean, and she’s a nanny to their young child.’ ‘Really?’ she said. ‘I told my husband to inquire if she’s suitable. If so, and if the Prescotts will let her go, we would hire her.’ ‘That would be great ma’am.’ ‘Will she be moving in with your family once you’re married?’ Liam couldn’t believe this was happening – exactly the way Josie predicted. Realising she actually seemed to have a softer side than her husband, Liam decided that, rather than ask her husband, he’d ask her about adding a room onto the house. He was also fully aware that she would be getting a great deal, since Máire would be working for slave wages if she did get the job. He decided to look her in the eye, face to face. Tenants were never allowed to do this, as they were always expected to remain meek and humble. ‘Don’t you ever dare to forget your place,’ was constantly drilled into the Irish. It was difficult for Liam to be meek and humble though. Quiet as he was, his pride was never too far below his skin. Heart thumping, he said, ‘We were hoping to add a little room to the cottage, ma’am, if the master will allow us.’ ‘I see,’ she said. ‘I’ll have a word with my husband, if he thinks Máire will work out.’ ‘Thank you, ma’am.’ Then, forgetting his station briefly, he added, ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t able to catch a lobster for ya today.’ She gave him a slight smile, something she’d never done before. ‘When will your brother be able to go out again?’ ‘Soon, ma’am. He’s the fisherman in the family.’ Smiling, he nodded his head, careful not to bow, his own little hint of rebellion, and left the room. Waiting in the anteroom, Peig reasserted her authority and quickly escorted him out the back door. Walking away with a happy gait, Liam took out his tin whistle and played a cheerful reel. Next month, Máire will be in my arms forever.

Lord and Lady Prescott’s Dublin home was a Georgian townhouse on Leeson Street, not as formidable as those on St. Stephen’s Green; nevertheless, it had a grandiose Georgian door and elegant steps. Landlords and their wives used these city houses for the annual social seasons, debutantes’ balls, gambling, business, and for sexual pleasuring with their mistresses.

The butler took Lord Kitchener’s hat and showed him into the drawing room. ‘William, good to see you. How is Elizabeth?’ ‘Hello, George, very well thank you, and with child again, I’m afraid.’ George walked over to the drinks cabinet and poured two glasses of port, handing one to Edward. ‘Congratulations, my dear fellow. When is she due?’ ‘Sometime in October.’ ‘Cheers,’ he said as they clinked glasses, ‘but aren’t you getting a trifle old for that sort of thing?’ he teased. William smiled. ‘I think it actually happened the night of your daughter’s ball.’ ‘Sorry about that old boy, but Elizabeth is a beautiful lady, and of course, much younger than you,’ he joked. ‘So, to what do I owe this visit?’ ‘Well, you have a maid called Donnelly working for you.’ ‘Oh yes, a housekeeper and nanny. Margaret is pleased with her. Why do you ask?’ ‘She’s the daughter of one of my tenants.’ ‘Oh yes, I remember.’ ‘Well, she’s marrying another tenant of mine, and I would like to kill two birds with one stone, as it were.’ ‘How so?’ asked George. ‘Well, the fellow she’s marrying is my daughter’s horse trainer. Along with possessing many other skills, he’s a very good worker. With Elizabeth expecting a child, she could use an experienced domestic, so if you could do me a favour and let the Donnelly girl go, it would be very much appreciated.’ ‘I’m sure that would be okay, William. I shall ask Margaret tonight and send word to you. Beats them both leaving entirely of course.’ ‘Yes,’ said William, ‘I was thinking about that. I wouldn’t like to lose him, you know. Best tenant I have. So, how was your calving season? Profitable I hope.’ They talked about each other’s business, and after a while, William left.

Later that evening, while William was reading in the drawing room, the butler delivered an envelope just arrived from George Prescott.


Dear William,

Margaret is happy to hear the good news about Elizabeth and sends her best wishes. She is willing to let the servant go, albeit reluctantly, as the girl is a good worker. No doubt, she’ll find a replacement quickly.

Enjoyed your visit,
Yours,
George



Two weeks later, Elizabeth, an excellent rider herself in every local fox hunt, came to watch Liam and Emma train. Resplendent in a new riding outfit for this week’s horse jumping lesson, Emma had mentioned that her father was back from Dublin at last. Expecting Kitchener to come to observe Emma’s progress, Liam hoped for good news. Elizabeth, now visibly with child, encouraged her daughter as she jumped, landing perfectly. ‘Lovely, Emma darling, watch your timing now.’

The fields were rampant with spring’s wildflowers. Lambs and calves ran and played in the field nearby, revelling in how far and fast their legs could carry them. Liam remembered the time long ago when this was O’Donaghue livestock, running on O’Donaghue land. Now all his family did was work for nothing while watching Kitchener sell the animals and get richer every year. Liam was jolted from his bitter memories, when Emma yelped. Lilly had buckled coming down from a jump and thrown Emma headfirst, landing with a sickening thud. The horse collapsed and turned over, its legs flailing dangerously close to Emma who lay motionless. They ran to her. ‘Emma!’ screamed Elizabeth. Stunned, Emma raised her head, looked at her mother, and screamed with fright. Elizabeth pulled her close, ‘It’s all right child. Thank God you were wearing your hat.’ The horse moaned, tried to get up, but fell again. Clearly her leg was broken, and she would have to be put down.

Dressing himself, Kitchener watched the scene in horror from his bedroom window. He raced down, reaching them as Liam helped Emma to her feet. She was shaken but otherwise fine. ‘Emma,’ he said, ‘are you okay, dear?’ Full of love and pride he watched her pull herself together, brush herself off, and give him a brave smile. With a tear of relief in his eye, he thought, By God, she’s a Kitchener all right, and he drew her close for a hug.

Liam cried as he gently talked to Lilly, rubbing her head, calming her, as the others walked to the house. ‘I’ll be back shortly,’ said Kitchener. Liam knew he’d gone for his gun and soon would be back to end her suffering. Liam was there when Lilly was born and had trained her from the start. She’d become an excellent jumper and a gentle rider. Kitchener had larger champion horses, also trained by Liam, but Lilly, as Emma had named her, was a fine small grey Connemara pony. She was perfect for Emma’s age, always gentle, and willing to ride for as long as anyone wanted.

Kitchener returned with his pistol. ‘Okay, let’s get it over with then,’ he said coldly. Liam bent in front of Lilly, looked into her eyes, gave her a gentle kiss, and moved aside. Kitchener stood in front of her, aimed and shot a bullet between her temples. The pony’s head jolted back violently. She gave out a huge sigh and then leaned over dead. ‘Jolly bad luck,’ said Kitchener. ‘She was a good pony. Get this mess cleaned up and get the brown pony ready for her next lesson. She has to get back up on a horse immediately.’ The brown pony!!! Bríd’s pride and joy? Oh, Mother of God, what am I going to say to her? That ugly bastard is going to break her heart. Kitchener knew Saoirse was Bríd’s pony. It was the only thing she had. He had seen her riding it several times, but that was no matter for him. How will I tell my sister she’ll have to share her beloved pony with our landlord’s daughter? Or that she might never ride Saoirse again? Kitchener walked away, then stopped and half turned. ‘Oh by the way, the Donnelly girl is going to work for us shortly. When the Prescotts find a suitable replacement, she’ll start here straight away.’ Despite Kitchener’s condescending tone, Liam couldn’t believe what he’d heard. Máire is coming home, and we’re going to marry. ‘Thank you, sir, and that little room I’d like to add onto our cottage, sir. Did the Mistress tell you about it?’ Kitchener waved his hand dismissively, ‘Yes, yes, go ahead,’ and without any good wishes for Máire and Liam, he turned and walked back to the house. Liam’s wildest dreams were coming true. Máire Donnelly would soon be Máire O’Donaghue. He could already see the little thatched room added on to his family’s cottage. Maybe it would even have a small window. Perhaps a loft. He began to fantasise about their first night together, making love for the first time. His dreams interrupted by the buzz of flies flittering around the dead pony, Liam returned to the immediate reality – disposing of Lilly’s carcass. He walked to the stables at the rear of the house, purposely not visible from any of the mansion’s windows. He gathered up a few stable boys, heavy ropes, and shovels. Together they hitched two large workhorses to a flat-bedded cart, loading it with twigs and heavy branches. Then tying the pony’s hind legs to the cart, dragged her a half mile or so down the lane. They entered a small stony field, looked for the least rocky area, and started to dig. Digging a pit seven by seven and three feet deep, in rocky ground, took a huge amount of time, sweat, and strain. That done, they threw the twigs and branches into the hole, setting them afire, and then stoked the pyre with branches one by one until it burned strongly. Finally, they dragged Lilly over and pushed her into the fire to cremate her. Though the smell of the burning flesh was disgusting, they had to remain until the carcass was consumed, so that the fire wouldn’t spread. They stood upwind, turned their backs to the fire, and put their hands to their faces to lessen the smell. At last, cremation was complete, they extinguished the flames and then made their way back to the stables exhausted. Kitchener, watching from his library, saw the smoke in the distance and was happy he’d designated that field half a mile away; he wouldn’t want his family to be nauseated by the smell.

Despite Bríd’s heartbreak, it was a great night in the O’Donaghues’ little cottage. Liam pulled Josie to the middle of the floor and swung her around happily as Tomás played a lively Irish reel on his button accordion. ‘Will ya stop Liam, you’re goin’ too fast for me. You’re gonna’ make me fall,’ she screamed, a big smile on her face. With the fire blazing and the poitín flowing, and some whiskey from local distilleries, Liam and his family celebrated the great news. Colm played the spoons furiously, just two large spoons in the hands of a master, adding great excitement to Tomás’ fast reel. Aoife joined hands with Josie and Liam and they swung happily around in circles. ‘Liam’s getting married, and we love Máire, too!’

Lasting friends, the O’Donaghue and Donnelly families had been through hell and back over the last twenty years. They’d survived by sticking together, sharing whatever they had when the other family was short, and helping around the little bit of land each had whenever anyone needed an extra hand or two.

Tomás and Josie had watched Máire grow up, blossoming from a lovely innocent little girl into the beautiful woman she’d become. They too, were delighted when she’d gotten the job in a fine house in Dublin, knowing she would never go hungry. That was every Irish family’s worst nightmare; would the stored potatoes be enough to last the year? Though there were two harvests each year, springtime and autumn, frequently the crop didn’t last through the season, so they would have to scavenge for berries, rabbits, and, as a last resort, steal some of the landlord’s grain and vegetables. They did this on a tiny scale, knowing how savagely they would be treated if they were caught. Somehow, they managed to survive until the next season’s potato harvest.

As he saddled up Bríd’s pony for Emma’s lesson the next morning, Liam’s head pounded. As much as he’d been on top of the world last night, it was hard, then, to remember that he was due for an early start today. Now he regretted the overindulgence of that damned poitín, but it tasted so good. As he drank it, he could feel the heat of it going straight to his toes and then exploding right back up to the top of his head. He also knew from bitter experience that, if he drank a drop of water this morning, he’d be flying again. So, as he headed out to give Lady Emma her riding lesson, no breakfast for him.

Elizabeth and Emma were waiting when he brought Saoirse out. ‘Good mornin’, ma’am. Mornin’ Lady Emma.’ They smiled silently. Liam mounted the pony and began a gentle trot. Saoirse was a little taller than poor old Lilly, but Emma would have been ready to go to a bigger horse soon anyway. Liam had broken her in, and she respected his expert touch. They trotted to the end of the field and approached the first fence. It was a thing of rare beauty, doing together what they were born to do, the two as if one. They rose and landed and then sailed over the next four fences effortlessly. Liam turned her around and they jumped the fences again. He trotted over to Emma and dismounted. ‘Well, what do you think of her, Lady Emma?’ ‘I miss Lilly,’ she said sadly. ‘I know you do, Emma dear,’ said Elizabeth, ‘but Daddy is giving you this lovely pony for your very own. Why don’t you ride her and see if you like her?’

At these words Liam nearly vomited. He wanted to scream. This is our pony. Bríd’s pony! How can you stand there with no shame at all about what you and your husband have taken from us? How can you say you believe in God, yet have no conscience when you see the awful things happening all around you?

Emma gingerly put her left leg in the stirrup and pulled herself up into the saddle. Putting her right leg into the other stirrup, she dug her heels gently into the pony’s sides, and they walked out into the field. ‘Okay, Lady Emma,’ said Liam, ‘now speed up a little.’ He saw her confidence growing, as she became comfortable on her new pony. Liam lowered the fences to just one foot high to get her used to jumping again. ‘Very good, Lady Emma. You’re doing fine. Now try jumping one fence.’ She saw how low they were and easily jumped all five. Emma smiled proudly at her mother, and Elizabeth clapped in response. She would be delighted to tell William that his darling little daughter got up on her new pony, conquered her fears from her fall, and was great. Emma dismounted, handed the reins to Liam dismissively, and, engrossed in conversation with her mother, walked away with her, hand in hand. There wasn’t a word of thanks to Liam from either of them. Liam walked the pony back to the stable and handed her off to the stable boy.

Walking home full of excitement, Liam began planning to build a little house. Even though it would only be a small extension to his parents’ house, it would be Máire’s and his home. I’ll build Máire a fine strong house, he thought happily. Living on the west coast of Ireland, where brick-like rocks were abundant, he would select the most suitable ones for the job. Although it was difficult to grow most vegetables in that region other than potatoes, at least he was in luck when it would come to building a sturdy house. He had rocks. If he were farther inland, he’d have to build using mud bricks. That work was pure drudgery: digging out suitable mud, mixing it with reeds for strength, moulding it into thick bricks, stacking it like turf to dry, and finally, building the hut with a thatched overhang reaching almost to the ground to keep the mud from collapsing from the relentless Atlantic rains.

He’ll have to have a meitheal – in happier times, on dry summer days, men gathered in each other’s fields to cut and then store hay to feed their cattle over the winter. He knew exactly who he’d have to get to help him build his little thatched addition. As the men toiled in the rocky fields, their wives would serve them sandwiches and hot milky tea from bottles kept warm in thick woollen socks. Then, when everyones’ hay was in, there would be a big feast with drinking and dancing all night in someone’s thatched cottage. But those were the old days. Now they worked solely for the master, and they were forced to live in tiny, thatched sheds.

After Sunday mass, everybody gathered at the O’Donaghues’ little cottage. Apart from the staff in the master’s house, who were obliged to work almost twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, they were all there, willing to give up their only day off to help Liam and Máire build their little dream house. The farmers spread out and began the drudgery of digging and prying out rocks, which, comfortably embedded into the earth and weeds, didn’t give themselves up easily. Extracting the bricks and stones took up most of the day. Over and over, Bridgey faithfully pulled the heavy cart full of stones from nearby fields back to the cottage. After selecting the most suitable rocks for the foundation, the men dug a trench, beginning against the end of the O’Donaghues’ cottage and started mounting the rocks onto each other. As they built higher, they tapered the rocks inward to lessen the impact of gale-force winds blowing in from the ocean. After several hours of hard labour, the stonework was complete. The technique for this build was the same one used when building dry stone walls. The men were experts at this. Since they didn’t have gates to access the various fields, every time they needed to move cows from one field to another, they quickly opened a gap in the stone wall, put the cows into the new grass-rich field, and then re-stacked the stones to fill in the gap.

The next step was sealing the walls. The wives had been baking medium-sized limestone rocks in a kiln. When the stones broke down from the kiln’s intense heat, the women ground them into a powder. Then they mixed the stone powder with water and clay to create a paste. The men plugged all the gaps in the wall with this mixture, which would take several days to dry and harden. ‘With a bit ’o luck, this good weather will hold, and we’ll be back next Sunday to finish the walls and the roof,’ said Máire’s father.

That night there was a hooley in the O’Donaghues’ cottage to show their gratitude to everyone for their hard day’s work. Josie offered up the little they had for dinner, then Tomás played his button accordion, and of course, the poitín and whiskey flowed. ‘When will Máire be back?’ asked an old neighbour and great family friend. ‘I don’t know, Seán,’ said Liam pensively. ‘Every day I walk out over the bridge, hoping to see her. That’s all I can think about, seeing her comin’ down that road.’ ‘Ah, she’ll be here soon, Horse, and she’ll get some surprise when she sees what we all did today.’ ‘Thank you Seán, you didn’t take it easy out there.’ ‘Ah sure, t’was nothin’,’ he said modestly. ‘Wouldn’t it be great now, if she didn’t come back ’til it was all finished, roof and all?’ ‘I don’t think I can wait that long.’ ‘Ah yes Horse. Sure isn’t love a wonder when first it’s new, as the song goes? I remember those days meself.’ ‘What was it like?’ asked Liam, sensing that Seán wanted to ramble on a bit. Sure enough, a big smile lit up Seán’s craggy, weather-beaten face. ‘Ah Horse, sure t’was grand altogether. We couldn’t keep our hands off each other. She was mad and cracked and shameless, but t’was only when we were alone. Sure you’d think butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, but when we were alone, and the humour was on her, sure she was a divil, and there was nothin’ like it. Even after the kids arrived, we were still mad after each other, though t’was hard to get away from the kids. I miss her every day. And the nights.’ He looked off into the distance, shaking his head, ‘Those long-damned nights are a killer.’ He caught himself and gave Liam a smile. ‘I hope you’ll be as happy as we were. Sure, we had it better than me father’s time. He survived the famine back then. They were rough times. We had our little cottage, the kids, the music, and the porter, and enough to feed ourselves’.

He took a swig of whiskey and continued. ‘Did ya ever notice Kitchener? He never seems happy. I know he’s poison, but he’s not the worst of ’em. He goes around worried and fretting like he might lose everything all the time. I hope he does someday, the ould bastard.

Liam spent the next week scouring the beaches for driftwood, the odd thick log or plank, and riggings from shipwrecks. This would be his only source for timber for the roof. He gathered up as much suitable driftwood as he could find, hardly enough, and hauled it home in the cart pulled by his faithful Bridgey. This rough assortment of timber would be used as framework for the thatch roof. The following Sunday everyone returned to finish Liam and Máire’s modest dwelling. Since the week had been dry, they found no draughts in the stone walls. Some of the men began building the stone fireplace, while others cut Liam’s salvaged timber into equal lengths and began building the roof frame. Lacking sufficient timber, there was a wide space between each of the joists, so to strengthen the roof, the men lashed thick branches of hazel rods horizontally to the frame using súgans – braided straw ropes.

During the week, at the end of their landlords’ daily farming obligations, the farmers had been cutting scraw, thin layers of top sod in twenty-foot lengths for Liam’s thatch roof. They delivered their rolls of scraw in their donkey carts. Perfect as an under-thatch layer for insulation, scraw provided a firm grip for the dozens of scallops the thatcher would need. Scallops were long, twisted hairpin-shaped rods of thin, bendable hazel or willow branches. The thatcher would push them through the bundles of straw, and then into the scraw, tying them down from the inside with súgan ropes.

Séamus the thatcher had been coming and going in his donkey cart since dawn, hauling five to six-foot bundles of last year’s wheat reed straw, lashed together, and carefully thrashed by hand to ensure that the stems remained unbroken. The hollow, dried-out straw stems had a natural coat of wax which would give the roof total protection from rain. Liam was amazed at Séamus’ skill. Not having had any interest until today in how a roof is thatched, he received an up-close lesson on how a master thatcher, using all locally-sourced material, created his masterpiece. Séamus instructed Liam and the men on how to lay the scraw over the roof, grassy side up. They pierced the outsides of the scraw and lashed the súgan ropes to the branches and timber joists below. Once they had the underneath layer secured, Séamus started laying the bundles of straw on the roof, securing them with the scallops. Carrying bundle after bundle of straw up the ladder, Liam watched Séamus with admiration.

After a short break for tea, thatching resumed. Séamus worked until he had about a twelve-inch thickness of straw laid down securely, covering the entire roof. Using a sheep shearer, Tomás trimmed uneven bunches of straw hanging from the roof, creating a smooth-looking finish to the eaves. Meanwhile, Séamus instructed the men to tie heavy rocks to each end of twenty-foot-long súgan ropes. They strung the ropes over the roof about three feet apart, with the stones hanging about two feet lower than the thatch, further protecting the roof from the Atlantic coast’s gale-force winds. Finally, the workers started applying the same paste mix they had used last week to seal the gaps, sloshing it on roughly all over the outside stone walls. Once dry, this application would give Máire and Liam’s new little dwelling the typical whitewashed look of an old Irish cottage, one with simple yet effective rainproof walls. ‘That’s a fine strong house you’ve got there, Horse,’ said one of his neighbours. ‘So where’re ya gonna’ find a soft feather bed for the fine lady from Dublin ha?’ teased another. Liam, the shy strong lad in the O’Donaghue family, was like a little boy with a new toy. Casting aside his self-conscious loner ways, he walked about the yard eagerly hugging his neighbours and friends, thanking them for this generous gift – a home for his bride. Tears of joy? Exhilaration? Gratitude? Liam could contain none of these. His delight was all the workers needed as thanks for their toil, for it was little victories like these which held them together; the best of humanity flying in the face of their demeaning daily existence. The thatch job needed one last touch, and Liam could do this one alone. To keep dirt and bits and pieces of sod from falling from the scraw, he used rough sackcloth bags to cover the ceiling. The job complete, Liam thought, It’s finished now, Máire. All done. Hurry home! Come see!

Máire was summoned to Lady Prescott’s lavish drawing room in Dublin. Her heart beat rapidly with nervous excitement. After six long weeks that felt like six long years, she hoped for word that she could finally go home to Liam. Lady Prescott, sitting stiffly on the sofa, sipped her tea. Máire gave her a small, respectful curtsy, face bowed – the gesture which all housemaids were instructed to do when in her presence. ‘So Máire, you want to leave and go back home?’ ‘Yes ma’am, I’m getting married.’ ‘So I hear,’ she said, no emotion in her voice. ‘This came as a complete surprise to me. Very bad timing really, now that we’re in full social season.’ ‘I’m sorry ma’am,’ Máire replied, her heart dropping. Dear God. She won’t let me go! ‘However, Lord and Lady Kitchener are good friends of ours, so in this case I’ll agree to their wishes and make an exception, especially as Lady Kitchener is with child.’ Máire wanted to explode with joy, but with great difficulty, she controlled her emotions and listened as Lady Prescott gave final instructions. ‘The head housekeeper will give you your final wages on Sunday. The new help will need your bed, so I expect you to be gone Monday morning. Am I clear?’ ‘Yes, ma’am. Thank you, ma’am.’ She curtsied and almost floated out of the room, thrilled that soon she’d be returning to Liam to spend the rest of their lives together. The fact that she didn’t receive a word of thanks for her four years of hard, low-paid work bit into her, but thoughts of a happy future, back with her own people, carried the day. In two days, she’d no longer have to put up with the haughty, overbearing Lady Prescott and her equally obnoxious family and friends. She went to bed that night exhausted but happy, wishing tomorrow could be Monday. The next day, Máire finished her work and rushed across town to book her ticket home. Finally, the big day came and, tearfully, Máire bid sad farewell to the other maids who had become good friends over the years. They’d consoled each other through times of profound loneliness, shared hopes and dreams, and, out of earshot of course, the odd laugh at the Prescotts’ expense. Genuinely excited for Máire’s future, they offered her their prayers and best wishes.

Máire had booked passage to Galway on a Bianconi horse-drawn coach, the only regular mode of mass transport available. It was relatively cheap and certainly faster than the alternative – walking. Thankfully, she had saved enough to cover her trip, including the nights she would have to stay in inns situated along the staging points where the coachmen changed horses. She had heard all about Carlo Bianconi starting the first mass transport in Ireland. Kitchener boasted endlessly at dinner about the Duke of Wellington defeating Napoleon at the battle of Waterloo, leaving thousands of quality cheap horses and horsemen out of a job. He told everyone admiringly how this colourful Italian saw his opportunity and took it.

The horseman, a German fellow, would be Máire’s coach driver today. The passengers lined up at the staging area which reeked of horse manure. When the coachman took Máire’s ticket, she handed him her heavy bag; it held all her clothing and the fabric for making her wedding dress. He stuffed it into the middle of the coach, which was already packed with several mailbags and the other passengers’ furniture and suitcases. Placing Máire and several other travellers on the left side of the light-wheeled carriage, he then directed the remaining passengers to the right, doing his best to balance the weight. Once seated in two back-to-back rows, the travellers braced for the journey, their legs resting on a footboard which projected over the wheels. In his clipped German accent, the coachman shouted, ‘Hold on,’ snapped the reins, and the horses pulled away slowly. Máire teared up with excited anticipation. I’m going home for good! roads were bad, the coach was open to the elements, and frequent showers drenched them mercilessly. They shivered, poorly clad for the weather, some in black shawls or warm woollen blankets, others wearing long black overcoats and top hats. The lucky few opened umbrellas.

Bianconi coach transport provided no luxuries, but at least they weren’t walking. At every steep hill they reached, and there were many, the men, the younger women, and the children had to exit the carriage to make it lighter. Dozing, Máire was startled when the coachman blew his horn, signalling to a family walking up ahead to move to the side of the narrow road. The sound was so pathetic, a wheezing rather than a solid attention-getting honk, that everybody aboard burst out laughing. The family moved over, and as the coach passed, the mother of the family roared cheekily at the German coachman. ‘Hey you, yer old horn sounds like death warmed up – ’tis as hoarse as me old grandma. Give it a drop of the ould craythur or it’ll die of consumption before ya reach Galway.’ Everybody laughed at her engaging sense of humour. Despite being destitute, she walked spiritedly with her family to God knows where. The German coachman wasn’t amused! Finally, after several long days, they reached Galway. Máire stepped down, retrieved her bag, and began the rest of her journey home, a long walk west.

It was nearing sunset when Liam put the final touches to their bed. Scouring the beaches once again, he had found a hefty, long log that had probably been a ship’s mast. It was thick, and long enough to make side rails. With plenty left over, he used the narrower pieces to complete the bed’s foot and headboards. He’d search again tomorrow for a suitable base for, as his friend teased, their fine feather bed. When the neighbours heard that Máire and Liam were going to be married, they started collecting chicken feathers which Josie happily accepted. Using a base of soft hay, she added the feathers, ultimately making a grand soft mattress for the soon-to-be-wedded couple.

Liam walked down the sea road and rested against a stone wall, deciding to catch one of his favourite miracles of nature – sunset. He watched in awe as silver rays of light pierced the grey clouds, their heavenly beams creating a multicoloured, majestically visual symphony between earth and sky. The powerful opening prelude played out beautifully before him, the ever-changing and building crescendo of nature’s panoramic glory, and soon, its inevitable coda – the sun’s elegant finale. Moved by what he’d just witnessed, and in homage to God’s glorious creation, Liam took out his tin whistle and put forth the soulful melody he’d played at Paudie and Úna’s farewell party. The distinctive high tones of his tin whistle carried through the still night air.

Absolutely exhausted from her day-long walk home, Máire finally crossed the tiny bridge and, softly in the distance, heard that familiar and haunting air calling her back into Liam’s arms. The man who was her only reason for living, the man who would hold her in his arms for evermore was just steps away. Her whole being responded with the most overwhelming emotions she had ever felt. Liam heard soft footsteps, opened his eyes, and there, standing before him, was his lovely Máire, his beautiful miracle. Tears flowing, she laboured to speak. ‘Hello, Liam,’ she whispered. Liam stepped forward, pulled her to his chest, and tucked her into his sheltering embrace. ‘Am I dreaming?’ ‘I’m here, Liam. I’m here.’ Weeping, caressing, and softly kissing, they clung to each other, cherished. Liam had been waiting for this moment for what seemed like forever, and now he had another special treat to share. He picked up her heavy bag, smiled, and said, ‘Come on, I’ve somethin’ to show ya.’ As daylight ebbed, they walked hand in hand, and when they came to the corner of the little dirt road, Liam paused. With a mysterious grin, he said, ‘Close yer eyes Máire.’ ‘What?’ ‘Go on. Close yer eyes.’ ‘What are ya up to, Liam O’Donaghue?’ she asked, shaking her head. ‘Close yer eyes. Don’t look ’til I tell ya.’

Liam took her hand, lead her around the corner, and stopped before their new home. ‘Okay, open yer eyes.’ With the moon’s glow softly shimmering down in all its most romantic glory, Máire opened her eyes to behold a brand new little thatched cottage with its own half door and tiny window, situated right up against the O’Donaghue cottage. ‘’Tisn’t as grand as where ya just came from, Máire, but ’tis ours,’ Liam said humbly. Máire looked at Liam, still in shock and full of love and admiration at what he’d done in such a short time. Weeping, she whispered, ‘Liam O’Donaghue, ’tis the finest house I’ve ever seen.’ Nodding, relieved that Máire liked it, and overwhelmed with emotion, Liam took her hand and lead her inside. She stared in disbelief at the imposing brick fireplace stacked with turf, a fine big pot hanging over it ready for cooking. She saw the tiny, perfectly neat little window, and then she saw the timber bed in the corner. ‘And this is ours? Really ours?’ ‘Yes, Máire, it’s ours,’ said Liam, holding her close and savouring the moment. ‘We’ve all been workin’ on it hard for the past few weeks. Mam told Da what to say to Kitchener, and when he said, ‘yes’ there was no stoppin’ us.’ Máire looked at the huge bed with no base or mattress on it yet. ‘My God, Liam O’Donaghue, you could chase me round and round that bed and you’d never catch me,’ she teased. ‘Oh, I’d catch you all right, Máire O’Donaghue.’ He said it slowly and lovingly, letting her take in what would become her new name. Hearing him say ‘Máire O’Donaghue’ for the first time, she looked tenderly into his eyes, smiled, and said, ‘I like that Liam. Thank you. Thank you for everything.’ And then she kissed him gratefully.

Róisín Brosnan, the local seamstress, was busy putting the finishing touches to Máire’s wedding outfit, as she measured the length from Máire’s waist to the floor. ‘’Tis fine long legs you have Máire, God bless ya.’ ‘D’ya think you’ll have enough material, Mrs Brosnan?’ ‘Just enough, ya measured it well. So what d’ya think?’ Máire was relieved, for she had no way to obtain more fabric without making another trip to Dublin. For her wedding Máire would have loved to wear any of the dresses she had seen adorning entitled landlords’ daughters at Dublin social gatherings. Hers would be French silk, in blush pink, with long puffy sleeves, a jewel neckline, and at least twenty buttons from the nape of her neck to her waist. But she settled for fabric a step above the usual domestic material, heavy, plain fabric made from unbleached cotton normally used for bags, but versatile and serviceable enough to make a wedding garment for her station in life. The blouse and skirt would be powder blue. Mrs Brosnan had said she could easily hide the buttons on the blouse with a fabric panel, and she would embellish the panel using the nicest parts of a few scraps of lace a friend had given Máire as a parting wedding gift. The lace would also grace the cuffs of the sleeves, and the skirt would be long and flared. Máire’s younger sister Órla was thrilled that Máire included her in the wedding plans. As she watched Máire delighting in all the excitement and fuss, she dreamed of the day when she, too, would be fitted for her wedding. The sisters, lanky, freckled-faced tomboys, with only sixteen months between them, were always up for a little innocent mischief. Róisín didn’t have the luxury of a full-length mirror, so Máire stepped back a little to see her first full view of Róisín’s creativity. ‘’Tis perfect,’ said Órla, admiring Máire, looking every bit like the queen of Ireland. And after the wedding, this would be Máire’s Sunday best.

Later when they were enjoying a cup of tea, they froze when a chicken jumped up onto the half door squawking. It looked around and jumped onto Máire’s skirt and blouse lying on the table. ‘Oh, Mother of God,’ screamed Róisín, making a dash for her broom. ‘Get away outa’ that. Don’t you shit on that skirt or you’ll be Sunday’s dinner!’ Máire raced to the half door and opened it. She watched in dread as the chicken walked all over the blouse and then shook it violently as she pecked on a sleeve button, trying to eat it. Clobbered by a perfect hit to its behind from Róisín’s broom, the chicken took an unplanned flight and landed dazed by the half door. It shuddered for a moment, stood up, and then, squawking angrily, was unceremoniously propelled into the yard with a swift kick from the bride to be. ‘Oh thank you, God,’ said Máire, as they laughed, relieved. Then, tragedy averted, they sat down again to finish their tea.

‘So, Máire,’ said Róisín, ‘two weeks to go before the big day. Are ya all set?’ ‘I think so. Father Murphy said Saturday week was available, so if the dress is ready by then, we’ll be fine.’ ‘Don’t worry a bit. Sure, ’tis nearly done. They tell me your little cottage is looking great.’ ‘Yes, I still can’t believe what everybody did for us, all that work and for no payment.’ ‘Sure, why wouldn’t they? Everybody knows your parents have lost enough already. Your mother would be dead in a year if you two went to America. Ye girls are the apple of your mother’s eye. And what would Josie and Tomás do if Liam left?’ Máire and Órla thanked Róisín once again and headed for home with wedding plans swirling in their heads.

The ladies and children had done their best to make the old church look as bright and welcoming as it could for this happy occasion. Normally dark and dreary, today the damp little church looked unusually colourful, its altar teeming with brilliant wild-flowers. A bank of homemade candles added a soft, romantic glow. The excited villagers were dressed in their Sunday best clothes. The men, uncomfortably self-conscious in ancient shiny suits, crammed their battered old tweed flat caps into suit pockets, and revealed their equally-shiny, baldy white heads. Everyone was delighted to be witnessing such a big event as Liam and Máire’s wedding. Lacking the luxury of a church organ, four local musicians played elegant old Irish tunes as wedding guests gathered. A chorus of twelve eager children sat beside the altar waiting to sing Máire in.

Handsome as ever in their first-ever suits, Liam and Colm stood at the foot of the altar watching for Máire’s entrance. Liam was focused and fidgety. Not Colm, though. He was well again and up to his usual devilment. Trying to put Liam at ease, he pretended to conduct the musicians. Surprised and delighted, the children squealed in innocent laughter. Órla had had a secret crush on Colm for ages and fantasised that this was their wedding. Watching Colm being Colm, so handsome and full of fun, made her laugh and melted her heart. Sadly, he didn’t know she existed.

At the appointed time, vested in a cassock, and a chasuble hand stitched by Mrs Brosnan, Father Murphy entered the church’s front door accompanied by four boys wearing cassocks and surplices. As they walked briskly to the altar, everyone rose. ‘Good morning, everybody, on this grand day. We are gathered here for the marriage of Máire Donnelly and Horse O’Donaghue.’ Everyone giggled. Father Murphy caught himself and with an embarrassed smile said, ‘Eh, Liam O’Donaghue. Please remain standing as we welcome Máire to the church.’ Máire and her father Diarmuid had been waiting outside for Father Murphy’s signal to enter. Smiling, she appeared at the entrance, arm in arm with her proud father. The children’s choir began a sweetly-simple old Irish song. Their innocent voices touched everyone present, as father and daughter walked slowly towards the flower-filled altar. Beaming, Máire heard the women guests gasp in admiration as she made her way past them to her intended.

Liam beheld a vision that would remain with him forever: a strikingly-beautiful woman, radiant in blue, her face framed by silky auburn hair. Máire smiled. Liam remembered seeing her at the céilí, dancing gaily to the music and then holding her for the first time as they swung together. He remembered their first kiss in the field when he played his tin whistle for her, and then the awful separation that felt like an eternity. At last, Máire, we’re about to marry.

When the children’s choir finished the entrance song, Father Murphy began the mass in the ancient Latin service, adding to the mystique of the wedding. ‘In nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti. Amen.’ Throughout the mass, everyone responded in Latin. Together with slow airs from the musicians and well-known Irish hymns sung by the children’s choir, the wedding was as perfect as it could be. Father Murphy beckoned Liam and Máire forward and asked. ‘Do you Liam O’Donaghue take Máire Donnelly to be your wife?’ ‘I do,’ answered Liam, looking straight into Máire’s eyes. ‘To have and to hold, through sickness and in health, ’til death you do part?’ ‘I do.’ The priest asked the same vows of Máire. ‘I do,’ she answered. ‘Could we have the ring?’ Colm, standing at Liam’s left, gave the priest the ring.

Though fashionable for the wealthy to have wedding rings, no such tradition existed for the Irish. Josie had a tiny wooden box where she kept a few precious keepsakes handed down in her family for generations. Amongst them were two miniature pewter baby’s spoons. Tomás had had a local blacksmith forge one of them down into a narrow wedding ring. Having seen several ornately-jewelled wedding rings on the fingers of wealthy Dublin girls, Máire knew she would always cherish this ring, no matter how humble.

‘I bless this ring in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost.’ Everyone answered, ‘Amen.’ Father Murphy handed the ring to Liam. Trembling, he lifted Máire’s left hand into his and placed the ring on her finger. Watching Liam, Máire blinked back tears of loving emotion. ‘I now pronounce you man and wife.’ The bride and groom turned to face the wedding guests, and everybody applauded as the choir and musicians began the recessional music. ‘Hello Mrs O’Donaghue,’ said Liam. ‘Welcome to the family.’ ‘Hello Mr O’Donaghue.’ Standing hand in hand, as they faced their applauding friends and family, Liam and Máire felt that they could face whatever would come their way. Together was all that mattered.

Father Murphy and the altar boys genuflected, turned around, and began the procession from the altar. They were followed by Máire and Liam and their parents, and finally the guests. From the church, the newlyweds and their guests walked to the cottage where Máire was born and raised. Everybody congratulated Liam and Máire together; according to tradition; to congratulate Máire separately would be rude; it would imply that she had been ‘lucky’ to have gotten someone to propose to her. Only Liam and Máire sat and ate at their wedding breakfast. It was tacitly understood that the guests didn’t need it, it being an honour just to have been invited to share their day. And practically speaking, the cottage was simply too small to seat so many guests. The guests would, however, receive traditional wedding cake which Máire’s mother had baked – a simple cake sweetened with treacle. Again, following tradition, the guests didn’t eat their slice of cake at the reception. It was given to them as they departed.

Wedding festivities lasted well into the night, and after the usual long Irish goodbye, everybody finally left. Máire and Liam walked the short distance to their own little cottage. When they opened the door, the high summer moon gave the inside a soft, welcoming glow. Hands clasped with fingers entwined, they paused at the door to regard their tiny dwelling: the turf fire waiting to be lit, the small table and two chairs, and a little dresser with cups and plates. In the other corner, compliments of Galway’s wild seashore and Liam’s successful efforts, was their bed, with Josie’s soft feather mattress tempting them to lie upon it together for the first time. ‘It’s beautiful, Liam.’ He regarded his new bride, perfection in her wedding dress, bathed in moonlight, and radiant with happiness. ‘You’re beautiful Máire.’ He kissed her softly. ‘Well, will we go in then?’ she said nervously.

Liam lit the peat fire, and soon the blazing turf warmed the chilly cottage. After the few drinks he’d had at the reception, he wasn’t as shy as he usually was. Arms encircling Máire’s shoulders, Liam looked into her eyes, ‘Hello Mrs O’Donaghue,’ and kissed her harder and more passionately than he’d ever done. She returned his kisses eagerly, and they embraced in the comfort of each other’s arms. He kissed her lips, then her neck, then her lips again, savouring every moment. She pulled away, her eyes fixed on Liam’s and released the top button of her blouse. ‘I want you,’ she whispered. Wordless, he slowly released the remaining buttons. He placed both hands gently on her shoulders and pushed the blouse down to fall loosely upon her open arms. Máire slipped her hands out of the sleeves, and the blouse fell to the floor, revealing her breasts. Liam gasped at the sight and froze. Sensing his shyness, she gently led his hands to her breasts, and he cupped them softly. Emboldened by Liam’s nearness, one by one, Máire unfastened the buttons of his white flannel grandfather shirt. The last button undone, Liam pulled the shirt off and cast it aside. Passions flared as Máire removed her skirt and underclothing and stood before him naked. ‘My God, Máire, you’re the most beautiful sight I’ve ever seen in this world.’

Eyes fixed on his bride, Liam shyly unbuttoned his trousers, dropping them, and kicking them away. Then, clearly aroused, he quickly lifted her up and they fell together onto the bed. No longer able to contain his passion for Máire, Liam lay on top of her, nudged her legs apart, and strongly thrust. At that she gasped in pain. ‘Easy, easy,’ she whispered. Liam stopped. Nobody ever discussed the actual ‘act’. Unschooled in the art of lovemaking, his only experience was watching bulls and ponies do it. Everything ‘down there’ was a sin. Concerned and embarrassed that he had hurt her, he quickly pulled out. ‘No, no, Liam. Nice and slow,’ she softly encouraged. ‘They told me to expect a bit of pain at first. Just be gentle.’ Soon they were making love passionately, all shyness and inhibitions abandoned. They lost their virginity that glorious night in their tiny cottage. And as they lay together later, with the turf fire giving off its warm assuring glow, everything in their little world was perfect.

Two days later, Máire was a bag of nerves walking up the long drive to the imposing Kitchener mansion, its outside walls covered in stunning scarlet ivy. Designed with massive pillars, heavy wooden doors, tall gothic windows, and stables, and surrounded by meticulously manicured lawns, it was the finest house within miles.

In Dublin, Máire had more or less been another invisible kitchen maid with occasional babysitting duties. Now she faced the daunting challenge of working for her own landlord. Lord Kitchener was likewise the landlord of everyone else for miles around. She knew she had the job, but she wondered how well she would get on with this family and their staff. She was heartened somewhat by Liam’s opinion of Lady Kitchener. ‘She’s better than Himself, so you should be all right. Lady Emma is spoiled, but she’s a nice little girl. Stay away from their son Edward, though, he’s a right amadán.’ She walked around to the back of the house and knocked on the staff entrance door. Peig Shea opened it. ‘So, you’re Máire Donnelly,’ she barked. ‘No, I’m Máire O’Donaghue,’ said Máire, emphasising the O’Donaghue part of her name. Liam had told her that Peig was a bitter old maid, and she’d learned in Dublin that, if she didn’t stand up to a bully from the start, her life would be miserable. ‘Lady Kitchener will see you at noon,’ Peig said in her bossy tone. ‘Come on, I’ll show ya the kitchen.’ Máire followed her in and noticed that it wasn’t as big nor as grand as the Prescotts’ kitchen. She became more confident when she saw that the setup wouldn’t be any bother to manage. ‘You can start by washing the pots, pans, and dishes from dinner last night,’ said Peig. ‘I’ll bring ya up to her Ladyship later.’ ‘All right then. So,’ said Máire, ‘what will I call ya?’ ‘Peig. What else do ya think you’d call me?’ She looked at Máire and raised her eyebrows condescendingly, thinking, Oh my God, why do ya keep sendin’ me these amadáns? ‘Go on now. Get to work. I’ll be back soon.’ Handing Máire her servants’ clothes, Peig turned and walked out briskly. Conservative and plain in style, so as not to be mistaken for the lady of the house, the uniform Máire put on was a long, almost floor-length black dress, completely covering her arms and shoulders. The dress was way too big for her, surely another intentional act by Peig, the jealous old maid, when she saw how beautiful Máire was. A white waist apron and a white head cap finished her outfit. Máire got down to work, and in no time the table and kitchenware were clean and shining. She quickly learned the kitchen’s layout. As she put various items away, she saw several instances where, to save time and effort in preparing meals, she could reorganise the kitchen to operate more efficiently like the kitchen in Dublin. But she knew she would have to clear any such rearrangement with the bold Peig. Her confidence grew, and as she began to relax, thoughts of the last two glorious days with Liam flooded back. They’d made love again within minutes of waking up that first beautiful morning. And as their initial shyness faded, their passion for each other was insatiable. She smiled in reverie.

‘Okay,’ said Peig loudly, bustling businesslike into the kitchen and interrupting Máire’s happy thoughts. ‘Her Ladyship will see you now. You know the rules: curtsy when you first see her and don’t look her straight in the eye when she’s talking to you. Call her ma’am at all times. Understand?’ ‘Yes.’ She followed Peig up the stairs to meet Lady Kitchener who was waiting in the drawing room. ‘Here she is ma’am,’ said Peig, not mentioning Máire’s name out of spite. Her imperious countenance, perfected by years of entitled society affairs, Lady Kitchener looked Máire up and down and found it difficult not to reveal how surprised and impressed she was by Máire’s beauty. Despite her lofty position, her natural human instincts kicked in. Facing Máire – perfect, younger than herself, someone who might have been the toast of Dublin had fate otherwise decreed – Lady Kitchener felt inexplicably insecure and vulnerable. Dismissing these thoughts, she resumed her official position as lady of the house. ‘Good morning, Máire.’ ‘Mornin’ ma’am.’ Máire curtsied before her with practiced humility, restoring Lady Kitchener’s sense of control. ‘The Prescotts speak highly of you.’ ‘Thank you, ma’am.’ ‘You have experience in every area, including as a nanny, I hear.’ ‘Yes, ma’am, I worked in every part of the house, cleaning, cooking, and serving, and I’ve looked after her Ladyship’s daughter since she was born. She’s three years old now.’ ‘Very good, I’ll be needing your help in a few months, as you can see.’ ‘Yes ma’am,’ said Máire. She figured that Lady Kitchener was about six months along. Peig listened to every word, watched her mistress’ body language, and worried that her position as head housekeeper could be diminished by the access that Máire would have to Lady Kitchener as her new baby’s nanny. I’ll have to keep this one on a tight leash. ‘Well, Peig, I’m sure you have plenty of work for her to do then?’ ‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Peig. She felt better hearing acknowledgement that she was still the boss. Dismissed, they curtsied and Peig led Máire back to the kitchen.

As the day went on, Máire met the butler and the other maids and was warmly welcomed by them. They all either knew her or her family, unlike the maids and butlers in Dublin who came from all over Ireland, and who oftentimes were cliquish and distant. Here, her family was nearby. She would go home to Liam every night. There would be no more of the overwhelming loneliness she’d endured in Dublin.

She walked home happily that first day, looking forward to cooking Liam his first meal using the two onions she’d secretly tucked into her skirt pocket. Máire and Liam’s life together was blissful. Their lovemaking was passionate, constant, and intense. Máire had heard all the ‘dirty’ stories her fellow Dublin maids gossiped about during long, boring hours in the Prescotts’ kitchen. Sharing the almost incredible stories they’d heard about what other people got up to sexually, they regaled each other with fantasies of what they would love to do with a man, and Máire and Liam delighted in fulfilling those fantasies. Liam was a willing and eager partner, loving every moment of their intimate times together, especially when they coupled on warm summer nights in his favourite cliffside field, with the crashing waves below, the perfect backdrop to their wild lovemaking.

Serving dinner one evening, Máire came face to face with young Edward Kitchener for the first time. He had just returned from boarding school in Dublin. Carrying a heavy platter across the room, she felt his stare. She sensed that he was mentally undressing her, as he lewdly took in her every move. He didn’t care a whit about the discomfort he was imposing on her. She was, after all, just the hired help. Máire figured that he was about fourteen, and she couldn’t stand him already. He was tall for his age, pimply, skinny as a rake, and unfortunately for him, as homely as his father. She had experienced many similarly obnoxious versions of Edward up in Dublin – spoiled, entitled young men – and she was disgusted to realise that she would have to deal with him until he went back to school at the end of summer.
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