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When twilight falls on north County Wexford it falls in purples and golds. The sun behind the Blackstairs spills the gore of its setting up and over the dark backs of the mountains so that the western sky is a swamp of vermilion, a haemorrhage of red. Yet, above this, the light is less harsh, less angry. Above Mount Leinster the sky pales to a lustrous gold that washes and arcs upwards and eastwards until, seemingly without transition, the doming heavens darken to violet, darken to royal blue, darken so that the first stars dapple and strew the horizon. The day is an emptied church, its columns fire-fluted, its ceiling a sweep of colour.


There is a quiet upon everything. Birdsong and the barking of dogs on lone farms ripple the tranquillity. But they do not rend it. There is a calm, a stillness, deeper than the mere absence of noise. The inkspill of shadow creeps out from the foothills of the Blackstairs and little by little isolated lights begin to appear amidst the woods and river valleys. The day burns itself to ashes, and clusters and swirls of streetlights and sodium arcs flicker and blink into a buzzing existence. Around these earthbound stars, sootsoft whirls of moths gather in silent and dusty agitation.


The ditches, the fields, the discarded tarmac ribbons of the roads, all are limned in the purple and gold of the dying day. All is quiet, all is calm.


In the distance the lights of Kiltealy, Enniscorthy, Ferns, Oulart, New Ross, Wexford, Duncannon, Rosslare, Gorey, the lights of a hundred other villages and towns flicker in the swelling dark. And upon this dusky ocean the moon crests the eastern edge of the world and throws its bloodless sheen over sea and over land.


This is now. It is late summer and all is quiet, all is calm.


But it was not always.





 







 





When twilight fell on north County Wexford in late summer of the year 1798, it fell in purples and golds. The sun sank in a welter of crimson behind the Blackstairs and upon the patchwork countryside rolling out from their feet. In the distance the lights of Kiltealy, Enniscorthy, Ferns, Oulart, New Ross, Wexford, Duncannon, Rosslare, Gorey, the lights of a hundred other villages and towns flickered in the swelling dark. But smaller then, smaller and a smoky yellow, where the naked flames of lamps and candles wavered and danced in the vagaries of a summer breeze.


Only the sunset was unchanged, the sunset and the bonelight of the rising moon, pallid and grinning and cold.


Katie Furlong sat on a rough stool at the small table occupying most of her kitchen. She trailed her fingers over the table’s unvarnished surface, feeling her calluses rasp across the knots and gouges. She trailed her fingers across the wood until they found the deep marks chiselled into one corner. The pad of her index finger followed the grooves of its own volition, tracing the letters N.F. Katie did not know her alphabet but she knew these grooves were her husband’s mark. Her husband, who had made most of the furniture in this two-roomed cabin. Her husband, who had limed the walls and cut the straw to cover the hard, clay and who had left her and not come back. Her husband, Ned Furlong, gone now for two months.


Until the first briny drop spattered upon the skin of her left forearm Katie had not realised that she was crying.


Without a candle, Katie Furlong sat at her vanished husband’s table and cried softly as the twilight gathered at her bolted door and the shadows darkened amidst the rafters. For how long she sat there and wept Katie did not know; but  when she was roused, it was by the clatter and hard drumming of horses’ hooves.


For the briefest of moments she felt a sea-surge of warmth in her breast. She was on her feet and smoothing down the bodice of her linen dress before she realised what she was doing and the first twitch of a smile began to uplift the corners of her mouth, downturned and morose for so long. Then a terrible instinct quelled the hot tide within her and a frigid core of ice abruptly formed about her heart. The yearning for her husband that had brought her so suddenly to her feet was now a thing of lead, lumpen and cold.


Ned Furlong had had no horse.


Katie’s breathing quickened and she found herself straining for any clue as to the identity of the horsemen beyond her little cabin’s walls. Her fists balled into white lumps, she listened for the inevitable and she felt her anger and fear rise in equal measure within. She stood like something carven whilst her insides churned and her brain grew frantic. So chaotic were her thoughts that when the hooves finally stilled and the first voices came, she almost missed them.


They were Irish voices, speaking English in local accents but there was something strange about them. Something alien. Something clipped and razoredged. Something wrong.


Silently, Katie slipped around the table and sidled up to the single window set into the whitewashed wall. The window’s wooden shutters were closed and barred but Katie pressed her sorrow-raw eye to the loose join between the shutters and prayed she would not see what she already knew to be there. In the dark, the moonlight painted a band of brightness down her face where it was pressed to the gap in the shutters and in this glowing band Katie’s eye widened with an awful terror. She almost stumbled away from the window then but instead, in the shaft of moonlight, her visage hardened. Her eyes that only moments before had brimmed like wellheads were now narrowed and emotionless.


The spectacle that played out just beyond her home’s walls petrified her and leached all emotion from her body.


In the moonlight, on the packed earth of her small farm’s yard, ten yeoman cavalry stood or sat their saddles. Even now, the sound of their coarse guffawing permeated the stone of the walls like a contagion. The silver light on their Tarleton helmets, the breeze riffling the bearskin coverings, the spilled ink of their coats, all were etched in Katie’s mind. Indelible as a scar.


She stood, quiet and unmoving as a leaden fist crashed once, twice, three times, upon the heavy planking of the cabin door. She stood quiet and unmoving, as a voice, a voice in her own Wexford drawl, filled the caverns and empty places of her mind with a dread desolation.


 ‘Open in the name of the King and Lord Mountnorris.’


Katie stood, a study in emptiness, as the voice roared again, ‘Open or we’ll burn it down around your ears.’


Another voice, less bellicose but in an accent that Katie did not recognise, rose in commendation of the first, ‘That’s the spirit trooper, we ain’t here to mollycoddle.’


The cabin’s door shivered like a drumhead on its hinges, rattling and creaking as the fist came again and again and again.


Katie Furlong, in the dark of her little kitchen, felt with each hammering blow a gradual withdrawing of her faculties. Terror, fear, rational thought, had all fled at the yeomen’s voices. Only a bleak sort of anger remained. In the dark of her kitchen with the thick smell of the soldiers’ horses beginning to intrude upon her senses, Katie Furlong moved numb step after numb step, towards the cabin door. Delicately, her white hand withdrew the simple deadbolt and with a cool sureness that lent her face a startling serenity, she opened wide the door.


Before her stood a young man dressed in the uniform of the Camolin Cavalry. He seemed to Katie to be barely out of his teens and yet his countenance was twisted and puckered about a snarl. His gloved hand was raised to fall once again on the door’s planking and as the portal was swept aside the yeoman froze with his fist stalled in its downward trajectory.


Katie’s own fist, rising in a tight arc, caught him completely by surprise.


The yeoman fell away, curses exploding from his lips as the flintlocks of nine carbines were drawn back. To Katie they sounded like the breaking of bones.


The spluttering yeoman Katie had struck was now bristling and indignant. His mouth was shrunken into something bitter and outraged and his eyes gleamed like spurs in the moonlight. ‘You bitch!’ he began before the other voice halted his words and stymied whatever action he was about to take.


Katie stood with the moon washing her of all colour, stood with her white skin and white dress, stood with her lips trembling, stood pale against the empty dark of her door. Through her mind, a comet against icy black, a thought burned hideously. In the silence of her own skull, Katie screamed, I’m going to die.


The yeo she had struck was panting with fury and his gauntlets creaked as his fists clenched and unclenched. And the other voice came again.


‘Summers, if you do not step aside from the lady I shall have you standing in irons before a military court.’


The yeoman hesitated and then stood to one side, drawing his midnight blue sleeve across his swollen lips as he did so. Behind him, Katie perceived an  officer dismounting from his big bay. The man, with calculated nonchalance, sauntered across the hard earth of her yard. As he drew nearer the voice in Katie’s mind howled to a banshee pitch. Under the moon the braiding of the officer’s jacket glowed like quicksilver and at his hip his sabre swung with each slow step. Horse sweat, the reek of men and the mouldy waft of wine and stale cologne made Katie suddenly want to retch. As the officer stopped in front of her she could taste the bile scalding the well of her throat.


The officer seemed a young man, no more than mid-twenties, and under his crested helmet his smooth cheeks looked freshly shaved. They were marble into which the coal pits of his eyes were set. Then his wide mouth, a mouth made for smiling, Katie found herself thinking, opened and he addressed her sharply.


‘Good woman, my name is Lieutenant Shingleton of the Camolin Cavalry. I have come for your husband. Where is he?’


Katie felt her jaw slacken. Her faculties became lax and her stomach heaved in violent spasm beneath her linen dress. The lieutenant’s words had caught her off guard and blown her heart wide open. She felt physically buffeted. Her knees unhinging, every joint of her frame dislocating, she somehow brought her arms up to fold them beneath her breasts and struggled to dull the vibrancy of her emotions. She took in the young lieutenant’s handsome face and cold eyes and strangled the cockerel crow of exultation that hammered her insides for relief.


Ned was still alive.


The young Lieutenant Shingleton watched with the shrewd vision of one unnaturally aged. The rebellion had hardened him and honed his wits, had quickened his anger and had bred in him the rapacious demons of hatred and contempt. Beneath his gentleman’s refinement, beneath his good looks, something had soured.


A small pink triangle of tongue licked out and along Shingleton’s lower lip.


‘Have a care woman. For the toss of a pin I’d shoot you where you stand. Do not lie to me, I warn you.’


Katie met his considering gaze with the hot defiance that came so readily to her. ‘Ned went off to Carnew to visit his cousin. He’s sick,’ she said.


Katie did not know she had been struck until she saw the blood emptying out of her nose and mouth and onto the back of her hands. With each hacking breath she took, the gush of warm wet coming from her face became a sticky spray. Each inhalation caught gore in her throat and she sprayed her own vitality over her forearms and over the thirsty earth of her yard.


Shingleton stood over Katie’s wretched form and allowed her a moment or  two to regain her senses. He stood over her and watched her nose and lips spill blood onto the ground at his feet.


‘In the moonlight,’ she thought he whispered, ‘all blood looks black.’


He watched as Katie struggled to her knees, her clawed hands laced over her ruined face, tears and blood a torrent beneath them. Looking up at him, her blood soaking into the front of her dress, making it cling to her breasts, Shingleton could see the sheen of terror in her eyes. Relishing this, he grinned down at her.


‘Not to sully your character madam, but you are a lying rebel whore!’ He ended his words in a shout, a roar so savage it should have come from a beast. The yeos’ horses whinnied, their hooves pawing at the yard and over them another voice came pleading and insistent.


‘For God’s sake, Lieutenant let me talk to her, I know this woman. Don’t do her any more violence I beg you.’


Shingleton’s boot heels ground into the earth as he turned to face his troop. Almost to a man they stared with rapt attention towards the bloodied figure of Katie. Their features were set in expressions of eager anticipation or set-jawed stoicism. Two even stood with eyes downcast and shoulders slumped. One figure however was moving quickly forward. His carbine sheathed in his saddle holster he jogged forward, his left hand gripping his sabre’s hilt to stop it tangling in his stride.


Shingleton eyed the man with an air of curiosity and then abruptly moved aside. His lips curling around a sneer he drawled, ‘If, Burke, you feel you can prevail upon her to provide the information then so be it’.


He massaged the knuckles of his right hand, ‘I find violence towards women rather distasteful.’


Burke was already kneeling beside Katie. He had taken his helmet off and had produced a cotton handkerchief from the cuff of one leather gauntlet.


Katie jerked away from him. Her entire world still reverberated to the concussion of Shingleton’s fist. Yet one certainty gripped her mind and bound it close and whole. If the yeos were looking for Ned, then he was still alive.


Through this one crystal thought, through the pain and confusion of the rest of her, a voice came soft and penetrating. ‘It’s me Katie. Thady Burke. It’s me. You know me.’


Like frost under sun, Katie’s vision seemed to clear and before her, in the dark of her dooryard with the moon turning the earth into a puddle of silver, crouched a man she had known all her life. Gently he held his handkerchief to her bleeding mouth and nose.


 Katie stared at him and words came slurred and soft as marl from between her split lips. ‘Thady, why are you still with them? Why are you doing this? You’re no Orangeman.’


Thady Burke’s expression crumpled as though the bones had been removed from his face. ‘Shhh, whisht now Katie. I’m no Orangeman but I’m no rebel either. I’m in the yeomanry to protect what little land and property I have, from God knows what.’


Swallowing blood and almost gagging on it Katie asked, ‘You fought against your own people?’


Thady shook his head and smiled ruefully, aware that his lieutenant was standing behind him, ‘Cavalry corps find it difficult to engage in such rough country.’ He paused then and looked her directly in her tear-swamped eyes, ‘We know Ned was a United Irishman. We know he went off with Miles Byrne and the Monaseed boys. No harm will be done to you Katie if you but tell us where you think he is or if you have anyone else at all sheltering in your cabin.’


Katie, kneeling at her own door with Thady’s gentle hand stemming the flow of blood from her face, felt the fulcrum of events within her. Her life had reached its perfect point of equilibrium. Her next words would either save her or kill her. She did not know where Ned was and she had never sheltered a soul inside her meagre house. If the yeos accepted this she would see the morning. If not she would lie here until the neighbours came to put out her burning home and bury what was left of her body.


At night, from high hills and the slopes of mountains, all over the countryside you could see the lofty blaze of another torched haggard and if the wind was in the wrong direction, and if you were unfortunate enough, you could hear the screams. This was the price of rebellion against the Crown. This was General Lake’s idea of peace.


Thinking this, Katie Furlong stared through Thady Burke, stared through him into an abyss of nothingness and said, ‘I don’t know where Ned is and I’ve never sheltered anyone in my cabin but I do know that if Ned is alive he’s fighting you crowd of bastards and I only wish I had a hundred fine boys hiding in my kitchen to cut every one of you down’.


Thady Burke’s mouth was a hanging black hole in his face and as he took his handkerchief away, soaked and crusted with Katie’s blood, he moaned, ‘Oh, Katie, Katie, Katie.’


Lieutenant Shingleton’s hand on his shoulder brought Thady to his feet.


‘You should remove any weight of responsibility from your shoulders Burke.  Every opportunity was afforded this croppy bitch to abide by the law. The consequences of her actions are her own to suffer.’


Katie, still kneeling, her face a broken and pulsing mess, watched as in the frigid light of the arcing moon, the lieutenant turned to his men. In her clogged nostrils and throat, the taste of her own blood made her feel faint and in her ears Shingleton’s next words roared like a tidal wave.


‘Burn this hovel. If anything comes out, shoot it. What you do with the woman is up to you but I believe precedents have been set as to the example you should make of her.’


And under Shingleton’s words Thady Burke’s voice sighed like a cornfield in a summer breeze, ‘Oh, Jesus. Katie, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’


Katie stared, stricken, at Thady Burke, his big shoulders and wide face, his eyes round as plates and his sandy hair plastered to his head from the heat and weight of his helmet. She stared at him as in the half-dark behind him a dozen furious stars suddenly erupted into hissing, crackling life. In the flat-booming instant of their birth she saw painted in their light a congeries of gargoyle’s faces. Every face splashed with the red of fire, straggling beards and matted hair like tangles of gorse in the savage flare. Then the noise, the cannibal glare, all was gone and six yeomen were falling dead to the packed earth of the yard.


There were no spastic throes from the men who died, no graceful salmonarcs to lend elegance to their ends. They simply dropped, like broken puppets, dropped as if their strings had been cut.


Katie’s scream was lost in the guttural roar that came from out of the enveloping dark and with that roar came a group of thirty wretched wraiths. All wore ragged clothing, shirts and neckcloths soiled, their woollen coats and breeches rent and battered. Some came on without stockings, some without brogues but all came on with that single brutal roar of bloodlust and desperation. In the moonlight, the blades of swords and pikes winked like will-o’-the-wisps.


In the yard, one of the remaining yeos attempted to clamber on to his panicked horse but was borne under by the steel-edged tide. One other presented his carbine and loosed a single shot into the mass of attackers bearing down on him. None seemed to fall and the first pike-head drove him backwards while the second transfixed him where he lay. His screams mounted and mounted on wings of broken glass as the pikemen stabbed and kicked and stabbed again. Death at the end of a plunging blade; horrible and cruel and slow.


Without firelocks, both Shingleton and Thady Burke watched thirty men thunder toward them across the cold earth of Katie’s dooryard and, without a  word to each other, both turned to flee. Thady had almost reached the corner of the cabin when a ball from a pilfered carbine hammered into his left side. Gore erupting from his mouth, ribs broken, Burke collapsed, gasping, to the ground.


It is said that Lieutenant Shingleton evaded his pursuers for a mile and a half until the group of five men ran him to ground in a bog near Craanford. His naked body was found the following day, battered and pierced through with pike wounds.


Katie Furlong, however, was still shuddering from the treatment she had received at the lieutenant’s hands when a pikeman knelt and lifted her to her feet. His thin face was filthily bearded and the bones of his skull protruded so much that he appeared to be wearing a death’s head on his scrawny shoulders. He examined her battered face and shook his head, not in anger but in a kind of sad resignation, ‘Jaysus, they don’t rein back, do they?’


Katie felt the hardness of his hands on her trembling shoulders and let herself be supported by their firmness. Casting her gaze about, she watched as most of her tattered band of rescuers stripped and rifled the dead yeomen of anything even remotely valuable.


‘Are you United Irishmen?’ she said.


He smiled then and in that moment could be glimpsed the man he might have become had the summer of 1798 not erupted in flame and death and horror. He gestured around him, ‘This dishevelled rabble is all that is left of a company of the United Irish Army. Us and others like us. The pride of our race.’ His blue eyes swept the yard as the others of his band squabbled and argued over coin or jewellery, their weapons dropped, their bony hands grasping.


‘Look at us madam. Look at us and tell us how proud you are of us.’


Katie, somewhat taken aback by his bitterness, moved his hands from off her shoulders. ‘My husband,’ she said at last. ‘Can you tell me anything of Ned Furlong?’


The rebel took a step back as though to reappraise the woman in front of him. ‘You’re Ned Furlong’s wife? The last I heard of Ned he was heading north with Anthony Perry and Fitzgerald, I think. But this was shortly after Lake came to Wexford Town. God knows where he is now.’


Katie thought he was about to say more when a shout came from a rebel leaning over Thady Burke. ‘Here lads, this one hasn’t gone off to his eternal reward yet. What should we do with him?’


Amidst cries of ‘Stick him!’ and ‘Kill the Orangeman!’ the man who had been speaking to Katie moved quickly to inspect Thady’s prone form. The  bullet had pierced his side and even in the darkness the amount of blood streaming from the wound had soaked his jacket, dyeing it from dark blue to a sopping black. Thady’s lips were grotesquely smeared with red and his breathing was shallow and gurgled frothily.


The man who had been talking to Katie picked up a fallen sabre and, placing a boot on the yeoman’s neck, was about to run him through when Thady’s voice exploded forth in a spray of crimson, ‘Don’t kill me, Tom!’


The man, Tom, gasped and bent to look more closely at the fallen yeo. ‘Thady Burke! For the love of all that’s holy, Thady, what are you doing here? Knowing your family, I can understand you remaining with the yeos, but butchering women? Rapine and murder? This isn’t you.’


‘Twelve weeks, Tom,’ wheezed Thady. ‘Twelve weeks since I saw you riding with Knox Grogan’s yeomanry corps. Is three months all it takes to turn two soldiers into butchers?’


Tom bent to comb his fingers through Thady Burke’s sweat-lank hair. ‘Three months? Is that all it is?’


‘A lifetime, Tom.’ And then Thady Burke said no more.


A young man whom Katie had noticed off to one side, wearing a military jacket and green sash, moved to stand by Tom’s shoulder, ‘You knew him, Tom? Was he in the Castletown Corps as well?’


‘No, Miles. He was always in the Camolin Cavalry but we’re the one age. I knew him as one young lad knows another.’


With that he stirred himself and raised his gaunt frame to its full height. Turning to Katie, he gestured toward the young man beside him, bearded and ragged but strangely unbowed with his short-tailed coat and grubby green sash. ‘I’m unsure as to whether you’ve made acquaintance with this man before, but your husband fought under him. Allow me to introduce him – Captain Miles Byrne of the Monaseed Corps.’


Looking from one bearded rebel to the next, Katie felt a peculiar kind of dizziness curdle the substance of her thoughts. The events of the last half hour on this late summer’s night had so agitated and horrified her that she was shaken and rattled right down to her very soul. Yet, in spite of this she addressed the captain calmly, ‘Captain Byrne I would be very much grateful if, in a moment, you could tell me about my poor husband but first, if you will excuse me.’


With that she strode over to the corpse of Thady Burke and, forming all the horror and fear she had experienced into a hissing ball inside of her, she spat a mouthful of phlegm and blood and bile into its sightless face. She then linked arms with Miles Byrne and began to sob softly into her cupped right hand.


 The eighteen year old captain gazed in helpless terror at the weeping woman on his arm and, clearing his throat, said, ‘Tom, assemble the corps. We leave as soon as we are able.’


Nodding, Tom acknowledged, ‘Yes, Miles.’ But his thoughts were elsewhere, his eyes resting on the body of Thady Burke.


Twelve weeks? Had it been only three months?


Twenty minutes later with the moon nearing its apex and the company of pikemen assembled in two ranks, Tom Banville turned his back on Katie Furlong’s farmyard, turned his back on the body of Thady Burke and turned his back on the shattered remnants of the only home he had ever known. At the head of a small corps of pike- and musketmen, Tom Banville marched out of County Wexford and only the tears that spilled from his eyes gave testimony to what he had truly left behind.



















PART ONE


THE BOYS OF WEXFORD

























CHAPTER 1


Oath of Allegiance





The 25th of April, nearly three months before Tom Banville turned his back on his county, dawned bright and blue and glorious. This day, on the cusp of two seasons, was a herald of the golden warmth that would permeate May and flood through to June. Around Coolgreany, between the sea and the mountains, the sunshine was washing a torrent of green across the fields and ditches. Trees were dressed in their first shimmer of emerald and bibulous runnels of birdsong trickled through branch and briar. Under the canvas sky and upon the artist’s palette of field and pasture, nothing suggested that things here were wrong, that things within this frame were grotesquely askew, misshapen.


The morning’s cascade of sunshine brimmed the Banville stable yard with warmth. Laurence Banville was a Catholic middleman, well-to-do, liberal and respected and, as such, the large two-storey farmhouse he and his family occupied had attached to it, not just a stable yard, but a kennel as well. Even as the sun climbed to mid-morning the Banville pack of harriers could be heard yowling and snuffling. In the stables, however, there was little life. Only five horses remained. Three large hunters and two heavy-headed workhorses. Another five stables were unoccupied save for the mournful creak of hanging tack and the sick-bed buzzing of flies.


This morning the mounting sun caught Laurence’s two sons and a companion standing in the stable yard. Tom wore a black woollen frock coat over a high-collared white linen shirt, a pair of buff buckskin breeches, linen stockings and a pair of heavy black brogues. In his hands he held a black tricorn beaver.


Resting his broad shoulders against the wall of his father’s house, he regarded his two companions with a wry smile.


‘If you would like to reconsider your entering into our wager, Proctor, I won’t allow it to affect your standing in my affections.’


Richard Proctor, a heavy-featured young man dressed in the red coat of Thomas Knox Grogan’s Castletown Cavalry, was pursing his lips and frowning, his brows like an approaching storm front. His Tarleton helmet was placed on a barrel beside him and he unconsciously riffled one callused set of fingers through its bearskin crest. At his side a light cavalry sabre hung motionless in the morning heat.


Still frowning, the yeoman turned to Tom, ‘A gentleman never reneges, Tom.’


He then lifted his head as four of the summer’s first flight of swallows bolted over the yard, black lightning strikes against blue.


‘However I feel we should hurry. We muster in Gorey at three.’


At this, the third occupant of the yard, standing with his back to the others, snorted out a great explosion of derision and muttered something under his breath. Without another word he busied himself with a task hidden from the others by the bulk of his torso.


Dan Banville was five years older than his brother and, apart from the fact that he wore no coat, was dressed exactly as his younger sibling. However, his carriage was slightly heavier than Tom’s, his shoulders wider, his face rounder and the blue-grey of his eyes under dark brows somehow deeper and less sparkling. Under his short hair his high forehead was already a match for his father’s.


Tom shook his head in exasperation, ‘Dan, just because you wouldn’t take the oath does not give you license to offend me or to offer offence to our friends.’


Dan turned around then and in his hands he carried two pistols. Both were primed and both set at half cock. ‘That coat ould Richard over there is wearing is an offence to all Irishmen and that bloody oath you’re going to take this afternoon is an offence to our family.’


Overhead the swallows screamed and darted, hurling themselves through the honeyed air, oblivious and frantic.


‘Now, Richard,’ he continued. ‘A shilling for the two, or nothing. Are they the terms?’


Proctor, still frowning, nodded, ‘They’re the terms. But I cannot fathom how you intend to accomplish this, Dan. At the first report they’ll be off like scalded cats.’


Dan grinned, winked at Proctor then turned to his brother, ‘Just don’t drink this all in the one place.’


Smiling, Tom blessed himself and set his lean features in a pose of beatific innocence.


Still grinning, Dan rolled up his sleeves, brought both pistols to full cock and raised his eyes and arms skywards. He had only ever done this twice before but even as he lifted his gaze he felt the old coolness, the familiar sureness infuse every fibre. He knew, everyone knew, that he was the best sharpshooter in three baronies, possibly the county. With one of the long shore guns of Shelmalier he could hit a bullseye at four hundred yards. As he lifted his arms he felt his senses condense into that familiar sphere of ice which nothing and no one could hope to penetrate.


Overhead, the swallows darted and yawed, pitched and swooped in erratic exultation. Watching them, Richard Proctor knew that, no matter how good Dan was, he could never be that good. And, watching him, Tom was already counting his money.


In Dan’s hands both pistols moved, almost of their own volition and his eyes roved back and forth until, with a gradual application of pressure, he squeezed the two pistol butts. There was no abrupt and violent jerking of Dan’s hands, just a seeming caress of the triggers and the black barrels of the pistols erupted almost simultaneously.


Through air made suddenly acrid and choked with powder smoke two small black bundles plummeted to the earth, their joyous hurtling stilled, their tiny bodies broken by the searing hammering of lead.


Into the silent vacancy left by the pistols’ reports, into the powder-clouded air, Tom Banville’s voice said, ‘That’ll be a shilling there, Proctor.’


Richard Proctor was just delving into a pocket when the Banvilles’ back door was flung open with such shuddering violence that the three young men were startled and spun round. As though the house had swallowed its tongue, there was a void in the wall which was immediately filled by the figure of old Laurence Banville. His balding head with its hatchet nose was a spitting ball of fury and his left fist was clenched into a knobbled mass of white knuckles and vein-scrawled skin. His frame was thin and wasting now, in his sixty-eighth year, but his voice still carried a bellowing authority, ‘What in God’s name are you two boys doing out here? If I find gunplay carrying on in my yard, I shall horsewhip the both of you!’


Before Dan could say anything, his father’s gaze had alighted upon the smoking pistols in his hands. The old man’s face flushed puce and Dan was certain that he and his brother were about to be on the receiving end of a verbal cannonade when Laurence Banville noticed the red coat of Richard Proctor, standing dumbfounded with one hand buried in his breeches pocket.


All colour leached from the old man’s face as though the very blood had drained from his extremities. His features became still and the fury that had flamed behind his eyes was dissipated and quenched. As Dan and Tom watched their father, he became almost a wax effigy of the man they knew. The unnatural pallor of his skin, the dull pebbles of his eyes, all bespoke of some profound change that the sight of the young yeoman had provoked in him.


Dan and Tom looked on as their father raised one curiously tremulous finger and jabbed it like a pike towards Proctor, saying, ‘Richard, I know you and I knew your father, and I hope to God he’s not looking down on you now. He was a good Protestant but he was no bigot. That jacket makes you an instrument of the tyrant.’


Proctor winced as though struck and splayed his hands, palms outwards, almost in a gesture of supplication, ‘Come now, Mr Banville, Thomas Knox Grogan is a moderate man. He has always concentrated his utmost endeavours to further the well-being of his Catholic tenants.’


He pointed to Dan, who was surreptitiously attempting to push the brace of pistols into the waistband of his breeches, and protested, ‘Even Dan there was in the Castletown Corps.’


His finger still pointing accusingly at Proctor, Laurence Banville almost spat the next words, ‘And he left. He and the majority of the good Catholic boys. All apart from my noble youngest son. And do you know why?’ He paused, ‘Because of that thrice accursed oath! It is an open wound on the face of egalitarianism and its sole function is to turn the yeomanry into an Orangeman’s plaything.’


Proctor blinked in shocked silence and Dan moved forward, his mouth opening to interject something into the ragged quiet. Then Tom said softly, carefully, ‘I’m taking the Test Oath, Da.’


Laurence Banville looked at his youngest son, an expression of contempt and disgust curdling his features and, without another word, entered his house and slammed the door behind him.


Dan stabbed a glance at Richard Proctor, who was kicking at the hardened earth of the yard in awkward discomfiture, and then stalked over to his brother.


‘Tom, if you consent to take the oath Da will disown you if you’re lucky and most likely shoot you otherwise.’


Tom did not even look his brother in the face. His expression a mocking, haughty, half-smile that set Dan’s blood to boiling, he said, ‘Da doesn’t like anyone with a bit of money. For God’s sake he calls Hunter Gowan an “upstart”. If you and Mother give him his head he will ruin this family. We will end up scratching in the muck like half the rest of our good Catholic fellows.’


Ignoring Proctor’s polite embarrassed cough, Dan glared at his brother and felt the first real saw-edge of anger enter into his voice, ‘So you would rather take an oath that renounces your religion? Why do you think forty of us resigned on the spot when we were asked to take it?’


Tom, with the iced superiority of the deliberately insulting, finally looked at his brother and said, ‘Because you are fools. The oath renounces the United Irishmen, not Rome. Besides, if you and father are so eager to find slight in empty phrases then I am not.’


With that he stormed into the house, shouting, ‘I’m putting on my uniform Proctor. We shall be off presently.’


Richard Proctor, who had been studiously examining the toecaps of his riding boots, now looked up at the sound of Tom’s voice and, turning to Dan, he mumbled, ‘I’m sorry, Dan.’


Dan’s temper still made a blazing fist inside his chest and he fixed the yeoman with a look of molten lead, ‘Don’t apologise to me Richard. Just ensure that you preserve that lovely uniform from the dust of the road. You must look your finest beside the North Cork Regiment and Hunter Gowan. Who can suppose but perhaps even George Ogle himself might be there to hold some innocent down while you pitch cap them.’


Proctor reeled as though drunk and his jaw slackened in genuine anguish. However the words that came next from his lips were toneless and shorn of any demonstration of emotion, ‘I am aggrieved to hear you speak so, Dan, you and your father both. I shall not besmirch your doorstep again. If you do not mind I shall await your brother at the front of the house where my horse is tethered. Good day to you.’


He had spun on his heel and was marching around the corner of the farmhouse before Dan could utter another word.


A few moments later, while Dan was cleaning his pistols, Tom came striding out the back door, buckling on his sword belt as he did so, his carbine tucked under one arm. His red coat glowed in the morning sun and the black helmet on his head cast highlights of deep blue back towards the sky. His eyes looked up from under the bearskin crest and, glancing about, he asked, ‘What have you done with Proctor?’


Dan shrugged, big shoulders bunching under his shirt, ‘He rambled off around the front.’


Tom grunted and with raking strides crossed the yard and disappeared into one of the stables. Some while later he reappeared leading the big grey mare on which he sometimes accompanied their father behind the hounds. The horse’s tack was carefully polished and the long holster for Tom’s cavalry carbine gleamed with a greasy lustre.


Mounting the animal, Tom glanced down at his elder brother, ‘Tell Ma and Da I won’t be home for dinner this evening.’


Looking up at him from where he stood in the yard, an empty and oily pistol in one hand, Dan was suddenly struck by some inexplicable notion. Reaching out his other hand, he grasped the grey’s bridle before Tom could wheel her and, taking in his brother’s face, his bright eyes and the obsidian stubbornness about his mouth, he stated simply, ‘Grogan’s lucky to have you.’


Then, like a flame breaking from dead ash, a smile swept across Tom’s face and he said, ‘Indeed, I should be flattered at that had Thomas Knox Grogan and his ilk any standing whatsoever in my affections.’


Laughing, Tom nudged his mount into a walk and called out, clear under the blue sky so that his voice must carry over the farmstead’s roof, ‘Proctor, you rascal, you still owe us a shilling!’


Grinning in spite of himself, Dan watched his little brother go, listening to the heavy clop of hooves grow ever more distant, listening to their father’s hounds bawl and keen at the horse’s passing. Then Dan returned to his cleaning as a thin layer of dust settled like a dry frost on the shattered remnants of two dead summer swallows and the first of the flies began to land.




 





The road from Coolgreany to Gorey ran roughly due south through the village of Inch and then swung southwest into Gorey. Bordered by ditches on both sides, the road was little more than a wide band of hard-packed clay, a deep brown scar slashing through the countryside. Along this road Tom Banville and Richard Proctor trotted their mounts. Proctor’s black gelding was not as deep in the chest and maybe a hand smaller than Tom’s big mare but, nevertheless, their animals afforded both yeomen a clear view over the ditches and into the neighbouring fields.


They passed by pasture and smallholding, bawn and cabin, all bright and somehow cheerful beneath the porcelain sky. Most cabins in County Wexford were large in comparison to the hovels found in other parts of the country. The majority contained two or three partitioned rooms within their stout, whitewashed walls and every one was in good repair. Windows, some even glazed, were opened to the warming air and from the thatched, low-eaved roofs, the narrow turrets of brick or stone chimneys exhaled hazy membranes of smoke into the sky. Around the cabins, the rich, deep soil of Wexford was corrugated and furrowed with potato drills, whilst a little further away the straining stalks of oats and barley needled towards the sun. Sties for pigs and cattle and even a small barn frequently adjoined these little cottages and each plot of fifty or so acres was farmed by five or six different families. Gorse, briar and copses of trees encroached here and there, creating natural boundaries and barbed impenetrable barriers. Prosperity and industry seemed to radiate from every tilled garden, every fat pig and calf.


As they rode, Tom and Proctor waved or nodded to people they knew. Men in the fields, their short coats hanging on branches and their shirts clinging and damp through the efforts of clearing briar or hoeing earth, grunted in the heat. Women standing at doorways in gay straw hats battled with children who pulled at the dun cotton of their unstiffened, sleeveless bodices, like waistcoats, worn over their blue muslin dresses. Occasionally, some cottier’s daughter would smile coyly at them and be cuffed by her mother or father. And all along as they travelled the songs of birds mingled with the rough sounds of agriculture.


It was then, just as Tom was half convinced that he had found paradise under an April sky that a crawling unease began to spread its delicate tendrils beneath his skin.


A burned cabin was the first incongruity.


Then an old farmer, standing at a gate, his gnarled form leaning on his scythe, spat upon the road as they passed by. There, a young mother, seeing their uniforms, shielded her six-year-old daughter’s eyes and dragged the child behind her skirts. Here, two young men without hoe or fork, took to their heels at their approach and vanished into the ditches. And now a boy, no more than ten, stood in the growing barley and smiled a slow, lazy smile. A smile that seemed to say, I know something you do not.


As Tom rode, his feeling of unease swelled into something black and awful. Behind the verdant façade in front of him, something dark stirred. The people, his people, saw his uniform and were afraid. Here, in his own land, Tom Banville suddenly felt like a stranger.


He had not realised that he was swivelling in his saddle, warily scanning the small paddocks to either side, until Richard Proctor’s voice brought him back to himself.


‘There are rats in these fields, Tom.’


Tom shrugged noncommittally, ‘The people seem afraid, Richard. Have Hunter Gowan and Hawtrey White over at Peppard’s Castle exceeded themselves so badly?’


Proctor nodded, a curt jerk of his chin, ‘You know yourself. Ever since those sixteen parishes around here were proclaimed last November, men like those two have been given the whip hand.’


‘Can Mountnorris not do something to limit the worst of it?’


Proctor snorted, ‘He tries, but a proportion of loyalists are frightened out of their wits by the spectre of the French. The very mention of a United Irishman makes them either wet themselves or spurs them to violence.’


Tom undid the top button of his tunic and rubbed a hand briskly across the back of his neck, trying to dislodge the hard knot of anxiety that had suddenly tangled itself there.


‘By God, Proctor,’ he began at last, ‘I know not one man who has sworn himself to the United Irish cause. Not one. But if I know not one, then the predations of Gowan and White and that idiot Ogle down by Enniscorthy will have the green flag hoisted in Wexford by the end of the year. With or without the French.’


Richard Proctor looked at his comrade and, reaching across the gap between their horses, he placed one gloved hand on Tom’s shoulder. ‘That’s why we need the likes of you, Tom. Stout Papists but loyal. If the yeomanry became what your brother and father think they’ve become, if all Catholics are driven to the United Irish banner for protection, then this county will go up in flames.’


Tom chuckled and fastened the button of his high collar once more, ‘You do know Wolfe Tone is a Protestant, Proctor.’


Proctor’s heavy brows scuttled together like fat caterpillars, ‘He’s a traitor though. When you cut away all the dead wood and obfuscation, religion has little substance in this matter. ‘Loyalty’, that should be our byword. The Pope or the King can be used as a stick to beat people but if there’s a revolt like in France, a priest will go to the guillotine as quickly as you or I.’


‘And what pray tell should a people do when the ‘stick’, as you so put it, is wielded by a bully like Hunter Gowan and his mob?’


Puffing out his cheeks Proctor let slip a sigh of resignation, ‘That, my friend, is the rotten heart of things.’


They rode on in silence after that, jogging south towards Gorey. Tom tried to keep his mind from wandering, tried to focus on mundane things and not consider the implications of what he was about to do at the muster in the market town. Tom was neither blind nor numb to the brutality of the county’s corps of yeomanry. He knew that a uniform and sabre were, to some men, a license to rape and pillage. He also knew that John Beauman of the Coolgreany Cavalry had avowed to put his corps ‘upon a true Protestant and Orange system.’


The countryside between Inch and Gorey was, on the surface, as peaceful seeming as the rest of the county. Yet, even here, amidst green fields and nodded ‘Good days’, dark coils of smoke would occasionally snake over the horizon, testament to a smouldering atrocity.


The market town of Gorey was built on the slope and crest of a gradually steepening hill. It consisted of one long main street with a number of smaller streets leading off it at right angles. It had no defensive wall or ditch and was in fact one of the few modern, planned towns in the county. The streets of Gorey were all of dark clay, trampled and packed to such an extent as to be almost impermeable. At the top of the main street, where the road crested the brow of the hill, was a market diamond. In the centre of this diamond grew a venerable old beech tree, its bark grey and wrinkled, like cords of cooled lava. The main body of the town was made up of two- and three-storey townhouses, stores and market premises all with slate roofs and high gaping windows. However, all the inroads to this main street were lined with small grubby cabins, some standing singly and others crammed in fetid intimacy against their neighbours, their thatch drooping and ragged.


It was past a row of these dilapidated labourers’ cottages that the two yeos entered Gorey’s main thoroughfare at two o’clock. Immediately upon entering the town both Tom and Proctor became aware of a number of other yeomen in the uniform of their Castletown corps standing or lounging in the street. One figure, a tall, thickset man with the neck and shoulders of a bull terrier waved to them in greeting and strode over to them.


Both Tom and Proctor saluted smartly from their saddles. ‘Lieutenant Esmonde,’ they chorused.


Their lieutenant saluted in return and regarded the two younger men with frank scrutiny. ‘Proctor, fix your chin strap before the muster.’


He then ran a hand through his hair to slick back its chestnut waves and nodding to himself addressed the two men on horseback once more, ‘We are to be all present in squadron files at the diamond before the stroke of three. I would advise you gentlemen to keep an ear out for Pat Healy’s bugle. Lord Mountnorris has come up from Camolin Park to inspect us, as a consequence of which Mr Knox Grogan decided to muster here and save his lordship a journey.


‘Now boys,’ he growled, ‘with both those esteemed gentlemen present I shall not be amused to find you too deeply in your cups. Look sharp lads. Do you hear me Banville?’


Tom looked down at his lieutenant, his face a mask of pious sobriety, ‘Lieutenant, you may place your complete trust in us as individuals and indeed in the corps as a whole. To offer slight to Mr Knox Grogan or Lord Mountnorris would be to invite ridicule upon ourselves.’


Lieutenant Esmonde studied both young yeomen and simply intoned, ‘You have been cautioned. Heed it.’


He then saluted and without waiting for their response he marched off to where a group of six yeomen were gathered outside the Peacock Inn.


Tom slumped forward in his saddle, relaxing the straight-backed posture he had adopted in the presence of his lieutenant. ‘Well the old goat is certainly exerting himself today. We’ll find it hard to sink a drop anywhere in this town with him galloping about like that.’


Proctor was frowning to himself and then one of his eyebrows rose in a speculative arch, ‘Unless we head up to that place off the diamond itself. You know, ourselves and Thady Burke had a nice sup there a couple of weeks back. The Old Beech it’s called or something very similar.’


Tom, stretching slightly so that he was leaning out of his saddle, slapped Proctor between the shoulder blades and exclaimed, ‘Richard, beneath that bovine aspect, you are undoubtedly nursing a functioning mind. Come then, let’s do as much damage as we can before young Healy and his damned trumpet summon us to do our duty.’


Gorey’s main street was an odd sight as Tom and Proctor jogged their mounts up its gradual slope. Hundreds of locals strolled or hurried or stood in muttering groups, clenched about some grumbled secret. Occasionally a hot glare would be lanced towards the yeomen from some scuttling urchin or pipe-sucking labourer. The rich in their frock coats and waistcoats, their sunbonneted ladies sashaying at their sides, the poor with their patched jackets and stocking-less breeches, their bare calves grimed and soiled, all milled and moved, jostled and bumped in the heady Brownian motion of a prosperous town. Yet here and there amidst the civilian scurrying, the uniforms of the Castletown yeomanry gathered in scabrous clusters of red. To Tom this was to be expected but what surprised him, took him so completely unawares that it forced him to rein his mare to a halt, and unhinged the firm set of his lower jaw, was the presence of other uniforms amidst the mundane to and froing of Gorey’s citizenry.


Clotted on street corners or strolling along the boardwalk that ran on either side of the roadway, the red coats and black bicorns of an infantry regiment blazed out from the blues and greys of their surroundings. Beneath white crossbelts, clasped at their intersection by a brass buckle, the soldiers’ wide lapels were turned back to reveal their yellow facing colour.


Tom found himself shaking his head, ‘The North Cork Militia. Jesus, they’re everywhere.’


Proctor nodded, ‘I believe the regiment numbers about six hundred. They’ve been arriving in detachments to be billeted around the county.’


Tom’s face was expressionless but his eyes, blue-grey as a calm sea, were now abruptly threatening as thunderheads. ‘And I believe,’ he stated, ‘that they marched into Wexford openly wearing Orange insignia and that one of their principle acts was to set up an Officer’s Lodge in Wexford Town.


‘Damn Ogle’s black heart for inviting them into this county. It is like inviting a wolf to your door.’


Proctor was also regarding the infantrymen with a look of vague distrust, ‘I stand shoulder to shoulder with you Tom. If the county is put under martial law, those blackguards will be to the forefront of any mischief that occurs.’


Then he turned to his companion, ‘I have it on good authority that the pitchcap was never seen in Wexford before the introduction of the tenantry to our good Cork friends.’


‘I’ve heard that also. God in heaven, with the North Corks at people’s throats and Catholics leaving the yeomanry in floods, any United Irishman in the district must be awaiting the call to arms sure in the knowledge that every peasant in Wexford will rally to them.’


Proctor set his horse in motion once more, saying as he did so, ‘Day by day Tom, things get a little worse. And every new element added to the mix simply brings it all to the boil more quickly. I fear for us, Tom.’


Tom watched Proctor as his horse moved off through the scattered clumps of townsfolk, watched and let the yeoman’s words settle into his brain like a corpse to the bottom of a pond. Then, without any conscious thought, without any effort of will, Tom’s right hand came up and he blessed himself. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. It was at that moment, that vulnerable instant when he unthinkingly beseeched the Almighty for protection, that Tom Banville realised he too was afraid.


Almost an hour later, the shrill brassy tone of Pat Healy’s cavalry bugle climbed above the hive buzzing of Gorey’s streets and alleyways. Climbed and climbed until its piercing note reached a high sustained pitch only to fall again into the chatter and laughter of shopkeeper and storehand.


Squatting on low stools in the smoky murk of The Old Beech, Tom and Proctor looked up from their pewter mugs of whiskey. Proctor’s shilling had stretched without difficulty over the distance of half a dozen drinks and both young men had consumed more than was prudent in such a short space of time. While neither was drunk both found themselves struggling to articulate certain words and their eyes were laced with a tracery of red.


Raising a finger to his lips Proctor whispered, ‘Do you think they would miss us from the ranks?’


Tom grinned, ‘As much as it pains me to say so, I would assume that two such gallant figures of soldiery as ourselves would be immediately noted as absent and almost as immediately drummed out of the corps.’


Tilting his mug and tossing its harsh contents down his throat, Proctor said with a grimace, ‘That might not be such an ignominious fate.’


Both yeomen rose to their feet and strode through suspended ribbons of pungent pipe smoke on their way to the door. As they passed a table of motley-looking cottiers, Tom thought that, soft as falling eiderdown, the word slieveen was whispered by one of the men. Tom did not slow his stride but his flinty stare was returned by each one of the grimy gathering, unabashed and brazen.


Once the two young men had stepped beyond the inn’s doorway and into the afternoon glare of the street, Tom turned to Proctor who circumvented his indignant outburst, saying, ‘I heard it too, Tom. But it’s best not to get involved in any kind of a brawl in the current climate. The entire population would turn on us. Besides, we can’t have bloody noses for his Lordship’s inspection.’


Tom regarded his friend with eyes bloodshot from drink and squinting in the sudden light of day, ‘I suppose that is true enough but, regardless of this uniform, as a man I cannot countenance such insolence.’


Both yeomen moved toward the splintered hitching rail to which their two horses had been securely tied. Proctor, attempting to appease his friend, gave Tom a light punch on the shoulder. ‘If you allow your temper to bubble so, you will find yourself in a bout of fisticuffs with some low ruffian. The insult wasn’t public and wasn’t directed toward you personally.’


‘I suppose,’ Tom grunted and then, smiling at Proctor, he commented, ‘I hope that my eyes don’t resemble the marbles that are staring out of your face or Lieutenant Esmonde will be apoplectic.’


Laughing, the men swung up into their saddles and wheeled their horses about. In front of them, the lane they were now trotting along joined with the main thoroughfare just as it came to the crest of its slope. Turning to the right, the two yeomen followed the street until it levelled off and opened out into Gorey’s market diamond.


Before them, much of the yeomanry corps was already assembled. Each red-coated trooper sitting his horse and conversing with his comrades. Occasionally a horse would shy or prance upon the hard clay, sending up little cumulous exhalations of dust. The smell of horseflesh and the reek of men under a hot sun attracted swarms of flies which alighted upon horse and rider and settled on the mounds of dung spattered about that wide meeting place. The huge beech tree rose from the centre of this diamond. Its branches were mostly bare so early in the season but its lower arms were now slung with creepers of bunting. Red, white and blue triangles sewn on to a white length of rope festooned the tree’s dark boughs and at its base a rough stage made a rickety platform large enough for three or four people to stand abreast. Even now, as the cavalry gathered before it, two workmen in sag-brimmed hats were hammering the last few nails into the stage’s unpainted timbers. The sound of their labour pounded out over the crowd of horsemen, regular as a drumbeat.


As order asserted itself beneath the raised horsewhip and cajoling tongue of Lieutenant Esmonde, the fifty or so cavalrymen in the diamond formed up into five squads of ten, each squad in two ranks of five yeomen. It was then, as he and Proctor moved to join their respective ranks that Tom perceived, gathered on the edge of the diamond, the red-coated forms of several of the North Cork Regiment. Each soldier was armed with a musket and a bayonet hung from a pipeclayed sling at his hip. Even from a distance of fifty yards, Tom could see the sour derision on their faces as they surveyed the horse boys and, as he watched, one placed his Brown Bess between his legs and mimicked a child on a cockhorse, flapping his bicorn above his head like something deranged.


Maybe thirty yards to the left of this group, Tom was astonished to see the mounted figure of John Hunter Gowan sitting astride a massive bay charger. Wearing a scarlet frock coat with fashionably turned down lapels and cuffs over a white, ruffled shirt, white breeches and black riding boots, Tom considered that the old loyalist had firmly nailed his colours to the mast. Upon Hunter Gowan’s head, a black bicorn, worn with the points fore and aft, only served to amplify the desired impression of a British military officer. He was casting his condescending gaze over the yeomen and a fatherly smile played at the corners of his wide mouth.


Not for the first time that day, Tom considered the implications of what he intended to do. Around him he could count only seven other Catholics and in that number he included Sir Thomas Esmonde, the First Lieutenant. At the turn of the year there had been forty-seven. All had resigned, some claimed they had been forced to resign, at the prospect of the Test Oath. He himself had been away in Dublin on the occasion of the first swearing, he had not been there to persuade his brother and the others to retract their resignations. He was sure that his pragmatism would have swayed at least some of them.


Yet here he was, as the April sun spread warmth from his black helmet to his already damp scalp and then down the back of his neck. Here he was, with flies buzzing around his ears and his horse nervous under him. Here he was, with a shadow-host of doubts clamouring within his brain.


A crowd of townsfolk had begun gathering at the mouth of the diamond, muttering and laughing, the women bending their heads together and the men taking out pocket watches or glancing at the sun. Then, at the head of the troop, sitting his horse alone and isolated, Lieutenant Esmonde raised his sword in his right hand and in a voice that resonated from building to building over the bearskin crests of the yeomen, he announced, ‘Captain Thomas Knox Grogan and His Excellency, the Right Honourable Lord Mountnorris.’


There was a muffled cheer from the crowd which was quickly hushed but Tom was unnerved that a number of hisses and lowing boos went up along with the acclamations. Undeterred, Lieutenant Esmonde continued, ‘Three cheers for the captain and His Lordship! Hip-hip!’


And from the ranks of yeomen, ‘Huzzah!’


‘Hip-hip!’


‘Huzzah!’


‘Hip-hip!’


And on the last ‘Huzzah!’ two men emerged from one of the market houses facing out onto the diamond. One man was middle-aged, portly and wore the Tarleton helmet and braided uniform of a yeomanry officer while the second, older and much slimmer, wore the elegant attire and pinched expression of a member of the aristocracy.


The two peasant labourers had completed their work on the platform beneath the beech tree and were even now hurrying off to one side, tugging the drooping brims of their hats as they went. Knox Grogan and Mountnorris, for this was whom the two most recently arrived gentlemen evidently were, mounted the rough-hewn steps of the platform and stood facing the yeomanry while the planks beneath their feet groaned treacherously.


As Tom watched, Lord Mountnorris came to the front of the stage and raised one lined hand for silence. The entire gathering, even the attendant townsfolk and their urchins, fell quiet. Mountnorris’s features were pallid in the daylight and wattles of grey skin clung heavily to his eye sockets as he began to speak. And as his words echoed in the spring air, it was apparent to all those gathered there that the biggest landowner in all of Wexford was exhausted and under grievous strain.


In a voice cracked and arid he began, ‘Yeomanry of the Castletown Corps, loyal subjects of the King and true friends. You have been called to muster here today to pledge your loyalty to your King and Country and to renounce once and for all any and all activities or organisations of a subversive bent. There are those of our enemies who would seek to pull our great civilisation down about our ears. There are those who would hope to ape the barbarity of the Americans and the excesses of the French. This we cannot, under God, allow.


‘For some of you this is your second swearing of this oath and I would implore you not to consider it an insult to your proven character that you must perforce revisit ground over which you have already passed. For that I apologise but I will say that this second round of the oath is a most dreadful necessity.


‘Sixteen parishes in this county have been proclaimed by certain magistrates to be in a state of open rebellion. Sixteen, when one is too many! But, my friends, if we prove our loyalty and foreswear all other paths we may continue relatively unmolested during these trying times.’


At this, the aging aristocrat raised his hands and voice and cried out, ‘How many gathered here would wish martial law declared on this county? How many?’


From around Tom a scattered few yeomen cried out in the negative but from behind him, from the ranks of the curious townsfolk, a great roar went up, ‘No!’ and mingled in amongst it were cries of, ‘Send the North Corks home!’ and, ‘Stop the burnings!’


Now, however, from some unknown compulsion, Tom sought out the form of Hunter Gowan amongst the press of people. There he still sat, resplendent upon his great horse, a handkerchief, like an eruption of froth, extravagantly pressed over his mouth. From one laced corner leaked a wrinkle of lip and from the wild gleam of his eyes Tom knew that the man was laughing.


Mountnorris gestured for silence before continuing, ‘I am relieved to hear your voices raised so. To impose the rule of the military on such an industrious and peaceable population would be an abomination.’


He addressed the ranks of yeomen sweating in their uniforms, their horses snorting and quivering impatiently, ‘Yeomanry, your captain will now conduct you in your oath.’


With that he stepped aside and Captain Knox Grogan, flushed and limping slightly with gout, moved to take his place. In one dimpled hand he held up a heavy, leather-bound bible, the red silk page marker lolling from it like a serpent’s tongue. His voice was stronger than Mountnorris’s and it boomed out over the crowd, ‘Castletown Corps, in God’s presence, raise your right hand.’


Along with every other man in his corps Tom Banville lifted his gauntleted right hand. ‘Damn you to hell, Da,’ he muttered. ‘And you too, Dan. I’ll do this for us and for our family. I’ll not have us ruined in the eyes of the powerful. Men of consequence have only one creed and it comes in a purse.’


From the corner of his vision, Tom perceived Richard Proctor dart him a lightning glance and then look away, smiling.


Then the world seemed to explode into a mass of startled shouts and whinnying horses.


The crowd, choking the point where the diamond became Gorey’s main street, scattered like quail. Women screamed and violently hauled bare-footed children, wailing, to safety and from out of this rent in the throng, sitting astride his roan gelding, Laurence Banville thundered like the coming apocalypse.


Yeomen fled to either side of his hunter’s path, some fighting to control their terrified horses, some drawing their swords, but none, not one, moved to intercept the furious old man. For furious he was. Even as his father flew across the hard clay of the diamond Tom could see, could feel, the anger radiating from him. His eyes were twin bullet holes of black rage and his liverstrip lips were pulled back from teeth bared in a yellow snarl. His horse’s flanks were covered in the foam of its exertions and in his hand he carried a heavy, straight-bladed sword.


Tom sawed at his mount’s reins, striving to steady her as the other cavalry mounts bucked and danced like the waves of a parting sea. His father, amidst all the screams, the shouts, the frantic orders and countermands, his father, with a face like the devil himself, was upon him before Tom could even call on him to stop.


Laurence Banville brought his horse to a rearing halt before his astonished son. The gelding pawed the air for a moment and then stood blowing and huffing wetly, its mad rush at last ended. Around the father and son the yeomen simply sat their saddles in stunned silence. Even Mountnorris, Knox Grogan, and Lieutenant Esmonde seemed completely dumbstruck. From the ringing crowd of townsfolk, however, first one child and then another began to bawl their fright up into the uncaring sky.


‘Da—’ began Tom, but before he could continue or even formulate a proper sentence, his father had cut him off.


‘Thomas, I will not let you do this. I have not had a second’s repose since you informed me of your decision and I thank St. Patrick that I’ve arrived here in time. So help me, Thomas, I will cut you down myself before I allow you to give yourself over, body and soul, to this shower of murdering lickspittles.’


At these words some of the yeomen closest to the two men made to heft their weapons. They stilled, however, when Tom’s sword flashed from out its scabbard, the whispered slither of its drawing a sibilant promise of death. His horse prancing beneath him, Tom roared, fixing one yeo after another with a glare of inferno belligerence, ‘The first man to raise arms against my father will die on this blade.’


In the midst of this, as Tom’s horse pirouetted and he held his own comrades at bay, Hunter Gowan’s voice raised itself in mockery, ‘You see? Gentlemen, this is why Papists and the lower sort should not be allowed to wear the King’s uniform.’


Like a whip-crack Laurence Banville dragged his exhausted mount around and faced Hunter Gowan, the sword in his old hands levelled and pointing at the loyalist middleman.


‘Lower sort?’ he raged, ‘I’ll ‘lower sort’ you, Gowan, you upstart cur. There is better blood in my dogs than in you, me old shillicock.’


At this, most of the watching crowd and yeomanry gasped in shocked disbelief. However, Tom noted with a certain glee, quite a few of both yeos and civilians let out a great gust of laughter. Hunter Gowan’s face became livid, almost the colour of raw meat, but before he could retort, Lieutenant Esmonde had grasped the bridles of both Tom and his father’s horse and was glaring at both men. The Lieutenant was on foot now and so was forced to look up at the two mounted figures above him. As a consequence the sunlight falling across his face made his brown eyes glitter and flash. He was blisteringly angry.


‘How dare you gentlemen! The sheer gall of it! First you disgrace yourselves by interrupting the Test Oath and remonstrating in front of the Captain and His Lordship and then you most outrageously insult a most loyal and zealous guardian of the community. For shame gentlemen! For shame!’


Laurence Banville, sword still in hand, stared down at the lieutenant, ‘I have come here for my son. I’ll not bandy words—’


However, his flow of invective was truncated by Lieutenant Esmonde’s volcanic indignation, ‘I have not finished, sir! As for your son you are welcome to him. He reeks of whiskey and I cannot and will not stand idly by while a man draws steel on his fellow soldiers. Your son has brought shame on his corps and should consider himself lucky not to be summarily court-martialled.


‘As for you,’ he continued, addressing Tom, ‘I suggest you return home with your father and await the Captain’s summons. I am afraid your actions do not sit well with him. I am sorry to say I cannot see this going softly for you. You and your father are a disgrace. A disgrace!’


He turned from them, releasing their horses’ bridles with an angry snap of the wrist, ‘Now be gone!’


Laurence sat blinking for a moment before gathering his wits, ‘I will not sit here on my own horse in my own land and be insulted by that popinjay.’


Tom turned to his father, his sword resting across his thighs, and snapped, ‘You will do anything he says because otherwise he will clap us both in irons. You’ve had your little victory, Da. You’ve prevented me going against our family’s vaunted principles. I’ll be fortunate if they don’t put me on trial over this.’


He then transferred his gaze from his father to the yeomen, to the townsfolk, to the North Corks and to Hunter Gowan. Every face all at once seemed to belong to a sneering goblin. Pointed fingers and jeering guffaws were all directed toward the two Banvilles. Even Proctor was trying to stifle his laughter.


Seething now, a young man’s wounded pride heating his words, he snapped, ‘You’ve had your little victory, Da and all you had to do to accomplish it was make a laughing stock of us both. When the tenants mock at mother on the way to mass, when people refuse to do business with you, you will find their cause in this one clownish act. You are a buffoon.’


His father regarded him carefully, his rheumy eyes devoid of anger. Now they brimmed only with the hurt inflicted by Tom’s words. He sighed once, long and slow, emptying his brittle chest in a morose sough of emotion. Then, quietly, he said, ‘I would rather see all the leases burned and you dead than ever see you swear yourself over to them.’


For a moment of stunned silence, Tom sat his horse and then, urging it into a trot, brushed past his father and made his way through the ranks of his comrades, who kept their eyes downcast, past the North Corks and the grinning Hunter Gowan. Ears pricked forward, the mare bore him through the lines of sniggering townsfolk and down into the near-deserted streets of Gorey Town.


He needed a drink.




 





He found an inn on the eastern edge of the town that had everything he could have wanted – good stout, spirits and above all several rooms to rent. Tom had no intention of going home that night. His anger, his battered pride, would not allow it.


As soon as he had stabled his horse, he purchased a room and deposited sword, guns, jacket and Tarleton within, and locked the door. He had carefully stowed the key in his breeches pocket and then had taken up a comfortable, convenient – and permanent – position at the bar.


The common room where Tom found himself was long and low-built. Exposed rafters supported the ceiling above and upon the wooden floor clean straw was spread to soak up spillage and the dragged-in detritus of the patrons. The inn itself sat on the old coach road that ran south along the coast towards Wexford Town and it appeared to the bitter young cavalryman to capture a fair degree of passing trade. The inn’s heavy door was opened to the afternoon sun and through this bright and airy rectangle a steady chain of customers rattled in and out. Amongst them Tom sat and breathed in the thick pall of pipe and turf smoke, drinking measure after measure and watching the splendour of the day gradually dim into the velvet of evening.


He had been sitting with his elbows resting on the bar counter and his hands curled protectively around his tumbler of stout for some time before the innkeeper approached, wiping his hands on his apron. With his face composed and carefully blank he commented, ‘For one so young to labour under such dejection as you do, sir, sets me thinking that maybe you have a story to tell.’


Tom regarded him with the heavy-jowled frankness of a drunkard, ‘I’ve no more story to me than any other soul who comes through your door.’


The man nodded to himself before addressing Tom once more, ‘You see, that’s where my difficulty lies. Most souls who do come through my door have a good few stories in them. They usually entertain us with wild fantasies of house burnings and torture, of laughing yeos shooting livestock and soldiers living on free quarters. Yet you sit here and claim no tale of your own?’


Tom took a thoughtful sip from his tumbler, his senses too leaden to mutter anything but, ‘That I do.’


The innkeeper, a big man with a heavy paunch like a mortar shell behind his apron, smiled in sympathetic understanding. ‘I see. Forgive me but the ostler who stabled your horse, and a fine animal too by all accounts, did happen to mention the cut of your travelling clothes, so to speak.’


Tom, the thick hide of his introspection finally pricked by the barb in the man’s words, licked his lips and carefully pronounced, ‘My travelling is done for this night at least.’


The big, aproned man before him nodded a single time, a barely perceptible ducking of the chin into the thick roll of flesh swelling out from beneath his jaw, and then he was gone. Occasionally, as he passed to scoop a pint for some other patron from the great keg beneath the counter, he would wordlessly add more to Tom’s drink until the young man was comfortably enfolded in a fog of inebriation.


All this time, as he sat there sliding further and further into an alcoholic numbness, he had steadfastly refused to consider his father’s actions, had refused to dwell on the anger he felt not just towards him but Dan as well. They were both so blind. Nevertheless, the further he pushed it from his mind, the more it preyed upon him, until at last his jaws throbbed from holding them clenched and his skull ached with tension. Only the deep earthy flavour of the stout gave him any release and with every bitter mouthful he felt his rage and embarrassment, little by little, lose their grip upon him. So he sat, slumped over his beer, until a tiny fragment of conversation snapped his head up and pulled his frame upright as though a ramrod had been slipped into his spine.


Two men had eased open the inn’s door, closed for some time now as the early summer nights still retained a graveyard chill, and were removing their trusties, each man beating the dust from his greatcoat’s cape-collars and sleeves. Both newcomers wore short jackets with round-buttoned cuffs and the tied neckerchiefs of tenant farmers or well-off labourers. It was from these men that Tom heard the words that so snagged his interest.


One of the men doffed his broad-brimmed hat and, placing it on a peg hammered into the wall, declared, ‘Bejaysus, sure every blacksmith in the county’s a United man. If Caulfield wants to excommunicate them all he’ll have some job on his hands.’


The second man was about to respond to his companion when the innkeeper abruptly barrelled through the aromatic murk of smoke and caught both men roughly by the front of their jackets. Tom could not guess what sentiments were exchanged between the three, but the innkeeper repeatedly flung apprehensive glances in his direction and, once, he thought he heard the word, ‘Yeo’, pitched soft and low and hissing.


At length, and without either buying a drink or sitting down, the two newcomers collected their belongings and departed, leaving the proprietor to fasten the door behind them. Wringing his hands in his apron once more, he approached Tom and leaned heavily on the counter beside him. His weight was enough to make the bar’s stained planks sag and he listed into Tom so closely that the young man could smell the sour odour of his body through his linen shirt.


The man was missing several teeth and, as he whispered, Tom felt himself hypnotised by the tidal surge and withdraw of saliva through the gaps left behind. He regarded Tom with a gaze like a blade, ‘It is almost nine of the clock, young sir, and seeing as you’ve paid for your bread and board, I can vouchsafe that, should you retire on the instant, you will sleep safe and sound until the morning. That is, unless some of your fellow travellers decide to come a-calling in the middle of the night with steel in their hands and fire in their bellies. Is such a thing likely?’


Tom studied the fleshy face. The man’s eyes were clear and earnest and somehow fervent in the tarnished illumination of the room’s oil lamps.


Tom found himself shaking his head, ‘No fear of that.’


‘Well good evening then, young sir. It is not a night to be roaming too far abroad. These are becoming dangerous times and when you find a safe bed, it’s best to lie in it.’ He made to leave but then paused and, placing a hand on Tom’s shoulder, he whispered, ‘I hope whatever weight is on you is lifted soon, young Banville.’


He strode off down the room haranguing groups of cottiers and frock-coated travellers alike. He moved like a colour sergeant and swore like a trooper and as Tom watched him conducting his rounds the question came unbidden, ‘How did he know my name?’


Confused and still more than a little drunk, Tom heaved himself clear of the counter and lurched through the common room like a ship running against a storm. Blank eyes and cold stares fastened on to him as he passed and he had a vague impression of the innkeeper, now impassive and aloof as a carven idol, standing, arms folded, in one dark corner.


A wooden staircase descended into the common room along one back wall and Tom gripped its age-smoothed banister, afraid to let go. Step by creaking step he mounted the stairs, his left hand ball-knuckled about the banister, his right extended out and down in front of him to ward off the floor should it attempt all at once to arise and clatter into his face. His breath came in short, heaving puffs as he shambled towards his room, unlocked the door and entered.


In front of him, a single straw mattress with a heavy woollen blanket lay, porcelain, under the gibbous moon, rising clean and cold beyond the room’s only window. Upon the bare floorboards his equipment still made an untidy pile in one corner and the entire chamber smelt of fresh hay and the lingering saccharine of the last occupant’s, or their companion’s, perfume.


Tom locked the bedroom door behind him and stripped down to his underclothes. He was about to collapse into the soft sanctuary of the bed when the events of the afternoon and evening trickled a cold stream of trepidation down his back.


In spite of the publican’s reassuring words, Tom felt the drink-gummed cogs of his mind spasm into motion. Checking that his door was locked fast, he shuffled over to where his equipment lay and drew his sword, which gleamed in the moon glow of his little room. Then, yawning with the exhaustion of the heavily drunk, he scrambled into the bed and felt the first dark, lapping waves of sleep wash over him. He lay there with the rising moon casting his room in black and silver and setting the steel of his blade to glimmer in his grip. He lay there, tired and alone, on his left side, keeping his sword-arm free.



















CHAPTER 2


The Rising of the Moon





The same moon which set a pale watch over the unconscious form of Tom Banville rose above the uneven slopes of Kilthomas Hill. With ghostly lambency, it grinned cold and white upon the fields below. In this borderland between the counties of Wexford and Wicklow a hectic, thorny stitching of gorse ditches crosshatched the land, black in the moonlight. Between these ragged black seams cornfields and paddocks were a quicksilver quilt under the sky. Shadows seemed fluid and unctuous in the frosty light and along the laneways and cattle tracks nothing living broke the cold stillness of the crowding night.


In a copse of cedar trees, midway up the western slope of the hill, however, something moved in the blackness – two forms under the trees.


Amongst the cedar boles and feathery bracken, Dan Banville turned to the person at his shoulder and whispered, ‘Look behind you. Isn’t it striking?’


His companion turned to gaze out onto the countryside beyond the trees.


Dan smiled as the woman gasped in surprise and whispered, ‘Oh, Daniel. It is beautiful.’


She turned to him and he slipped his hands inside the warm travelling cloak she wore over her high-waisted and narrow-shouldered dress. Without hesitation he bent his lips to hers and felt them moisten and respond as the scent of her mahogany hair filled his senses with yearning.


Elizabeth Blakely felt his arms tighten about her, felt her own need arise within her, but, with iron self-possession, she caught hold of his wrists and forced his hands to his sides. Exclaiming, ‘Mr Banville, is this why you insist on meeting in such moonlit and deserted haunts!’ she adjusted the fall of her dress. Yet her mock anger was only that and Elizabeth knew, even in the dark, that her green eyes smouldered and her lips carried with their words the hint of an unspoken promise.


Dan laughed and held her hands in his, ‘Indeed, Ms Blakely, I bring you here to seduce you utterly and to hell with any owl or mouse that seeks to inform your father.’


Smiling up at him Elizabeth stepped inside the circle of his arms and allowed him to hold her to his chest. Still smiling she breathed, ‘That would be an intrepid spy indeed that would travel the six miles to Carnew just to tattle on two such as us.’


Dan grunted. ‘I would put nothing past your father. His disapproval of me grows daily.’


Elizabeth gazed into his down-turned face but beneath the canopy of gaunt cedars the shadows blurred his features into a ghostly smudge of white. Only his eyes were precise and distinguishable, their colour deepened to soot black but their character remaining, piercing and profound. To Elizabeth, from the moment they had first met that day of the fair in Arklow town, those eyes had always seemed as entrancing and depthless as the void between the stars.


She clenched her fists at the small of his back and gave him a reassuring squeeze. ‘You know my father’s liberal leanings. He is merely protective of his daughters. And since you left the yeomanry, he is understandably concerned as to which direction in particular you and your family will lean. Come,’ she continued, ‘I have a basket prepared.’





Dan had ridden some hours in the gathering dusk to arrive at this rendezvous and was ravenous with hunger. Yet, another hunger gnawed at him like some curious contagion working upon his innards. Elizabeth Blakely was in his blood like laudanum. His wits were dulled in her presence; but he ached for her and in her absence a hot gap opened in his guts that could only be filled by her voice, her touch, her kiss.


He had made his way southwest from his father’s house, mostly moving across country but trotting along the roads when they afforded him the most direct passage. To some observers and indeed in the opinion of some chroniclers, the landscape of Wexford was a fertile one mismanaged by bad farming and marred by huge tracts of rough ground, overrun by furze and heather and thorn. To Dan Banville, however, his county was one of splendour beneath that high April sky. The ditches to either side were frantic with life and the emerging gorse flowers, coaxed forth by the turning season, were iridescent saffron against deepest green. He had ridden with a smile on his face for the most part, his thoughts already lingering beneath the cedars on Kilthomas Hill but, occasionally, his smile would falter at the sight of a burned-out cottage, or the galloping mass of a yeomanry squadron would force him onto the verge of some dusty, rutted lane.


On these occasions, or the single time he thought he heard, barely on the cusp of perception, the crackle of muskets in the distance, he felt something inside him grow cold. On these occasions he would grit his teeth and unconsciously his lips would move as if offering up a prayer or framing some awful curse. Then he would move on and strive to fill his mind once more with thoughts of Elizabeth Blakely and a yielding cushion of sprouting fern.


Dan and Elizabeth emerged into the moonlight from out of the cedars at a spot close to where Elizabeth’s horse was tethered, cropping the coarse grass between its hooves. A grey woollen blanket had been spread under the frenzied scrawl of a blackthorn’s branches and upon it a wicker basket sat, tied with string.


‘Elizabeth,’ said Dan, ‘there was no need.’


Even as the words spilled from his lips however, his stomach made a liar of him by rumbling like the wheels of a laden wagon over cobbles.


Giggling, Elizabeth patted the young man’s stomach, ‘It seems all the hard work your father has you engaged in has done wonders for your appetite.’


Abashed, Dan seated himself upon the blanket and Elizabeth, still giggling, took her place beside him. Her delicate fingers worked at the knots binding the picnic basket and, as if by magic, she extracted half a loaf of bread, some cheese and a wide segment of apple tart. She also produced a stoppered jug filled with milk as her father, a wealthy brewer, was firm in his disapproval of his daughters partaking of alcohol.


The young couple sat beneath the stars, Elizabeth with both her own cloak and a broad swatch of Dan’s greatcoat wrapped about her to ward off the deepening chill, talking and laughing like young couples the world over. Between bites of bread and cheese Dan’s voice unconsciously raised itself in exuberance, its baritone carrying down the steep slope below them, before Elizabeth hushed him in good-natured exasperation. They sat untroubled by anything outside the compass of their entwined arms until at last Elizabeth cast a quizzical look at Dan and asked, ‘Whatever happened to your curls? You look as shorn as a sheep.’


Dan, who had leaned back to take a swig of milk, darted her a glance from the corner of his eye and, lowering the jug, smiled at her. ‘If your temples became as high and wide as mine, my dear, you too would find short hair more becoming than a thin straggling of thatch.’


Elizabeth ran her fingers through his short fringe and said, ‘I do find it most becoming, but should Hunter Gowan or Hawtrey White mistake you for a croppy I would be forced to visit you in gaol where the food is not so palatable and the company, or so I am told, is not so agreeable.’


Dan felt the soft flesh of her wrist and palm briefly caress the stubbled curve of his jaw and allowed himself a moment of blissful contentment before he spoke. And when he did speak, there was a timbre to his voice that his brother would have recognised as an echo of their father’s arrogance and contempt.


‘Elizabeth,’ he breathed softly as her hand brushed his face, ‘If you are afraid of Hunter Gowan or Hawtrey White, then I would urge you not to be. They are as insects. Nothing but upstart planters and the dregs of Cromwell’s butchers.’


At this, Elizabeth drew away from him. Her shoulders slipped from under the heavy folds of his trusty and she sat rigid and distant. In the moonlight, her hands clasping the cloak close about her were like pale spiders and her eyes flickered with the brittle light of the hanging constellations. In an attitude of frozen detachment, she queried, ‘Do you consider all Protestants “upstarts” and “butchers” Mr Banville, or just those, like my father, who are descended from planter stock?’


‘Elizabeth—’


‘Don’t,’ she interrupted. ‘Unless the next words that come from your lips are an apology, you should save your breath and allow me to return to Carnew.’


Dan felt a hot cloud of anger envelop his brain but bit back the words that threatened to slip from his mouth. Instead he levelly intoned, ‘You know, Elizabeth, that I meant no insult to you or your family, but if I have wounded you in any way then I truly regret it.’


‘Of course you do,’ she snapped. ‘You regret it with every ounce of the fervour with which I sometimes regret being born Protestant. You have no conception of what it’s like, Dan. My father is liberal and is hated for it by the magistrates of Carnew. And is Protestant and is hated for that by the peasantry. Only his money provides him with the respect that should be his natural right. If there is a United Irish uprising tomorrow how will men like him be treated? We are afraid.’


Dan watched as the anguish in her words made a grim bow of her mouth and the tiny rivulet of a single tear sparkled upon her cheek. Shaking his head, he moved towards her and when she did not pull away he placed one big arm about her shoulders and drew her to him.


‘Elizabeth, I do not know how men such as your father might fare should there be a Rising in the morning. I do not know how any of us should. But you should not fear because of your religion. In spite of what the yeomanry say, in spite of what vomits from the Orange Lodges, I do not believe the United movement to be sectarian. Wolfe Tone and many other prominent United leaders are all committed, landed Protestants. Almost to a man they deplore ignorant bigotry. They would likely welcome your father into their ranks as a fellow liberal!’


He continued quietly, ‘I do not believe that there will be a Rising in Wexford unless the North Corks and yeomanry are given their head. Mountnorris and the likes of the Colcloughs down in Tintern are doing the work of a hundred in taking the heat from any brief sparks that alight in their districts.’


Elizabeth sniffed and cast an appraising eye over Dan’s features. His gaze was distant and while his arm was reassuringly draped around her it seemed to her that the young man’s thoughts had drifted out to roam over his troubled county and that something odd, almost wistful, had entered into his voice.


‘You almost seem disappointed,’ she said.


‘Disappointed? No, not disappointed. Yet I believe that a people should not be compelled to labour under the twin weights of a fat aristocracy and a conniving church. Do you realise that Bishop Caulfield and almost every other Catholic priest has condemned and damned the very name of the United Irishmen? It sickens me, Elizabeth. It sickens me that such knaves think themselves fit to even tread upon the soil of this land.


‘The people of Ireland, Elizabeth, be they Catholic, Protestant or dissenter, the people should be free. Free to shape her destiny, free to set her on her rightful path amongst the nations of the earth.’


Elizabeth’s finger, stiff and firm, placed against his lips, stemmed the flow of words. To Dan’s surprise she was gazing at him with an expression of fear and awe.


Her lips worked silently. Then she ran her tongue along them and whispered, ‘What you say is nigh on treason. You read too much of worldly things. Too much of this American polemic.’


Then she smiled and brushed her hand over his roughly chopped curls, ‘Or do I love a Frenchman?’


Her remark slipped past Dan before his mind could fully grasp the implications of her words. Then, like a slow dawn, his eyes grew wide and he said, ‘You love me?’


Elizabeth laughed and declared, ‘I do, Daniel Banville. I love you be you French, American or Chinaman. I love you dearly.’


Smiling, his face aglow with a warmth at odds with his natural pallor, Dan kissed her gently on the lips, ‘And I love you, Elizabeth Blakely. Though you be but an upstart planter.’


Elizabeth’s mouth sprang open in disbelief and she slapped him playfully on the shoulder, her eyes gazing into his and her smile mirroring his own.


Behind them the moon continued to rise, frosting everything with an eldritch gleam; each shoot of grass a drawn blade and every thorn a pike head.




 





The Slieveboys loured above Carnew in a threatening swell like the dark mass of a gathering storm. Upon their lower slopes the lights of isolated farms glimmered with a pumpkin glow and the gentle breeze hissed and shivered through gorse and hedgerow. The town itself was mostly darkened at this late hour but here and there a flicker from a lamp or candle strove to hold back the night. On the streets nothing moved save for a lone black mongrel who limped pitifully down the length of the town’s main thoroughfare.


Dan and Elizabeth approached Carnew along the narrow winding roads that netted this hilly part of the country.


Since they had commenced their affair some eight months previously, Dan had demonstrated himself to be gentlemanly and attentive. And since Elizabeth’s father had grown suspicious and disapproving of him, Dan had avowed to always escort her home from whatever secret trysts they had arranged. Even if, like tonight, that meant that he would not see his bed until well after four in the morning. But to a young man borne on the heady surge of first love, fatigue is alien, the preserve of the old, like the spectre of death.


As they rode they spoke to each other softly, even their lowered tones loud in the silence. It seemed as if the entire country was sleeping, not even the harsh scream of a fox jarred the tranquillity and, on that moonbright whip of roadway, to them it seemed as though the entire universe was theirs alone.


They rode unhurriedly, neither anxious to arrive at the Blakely homestead on the outskirts of Carnew. This part of the county was sparsely populated and only infrequently did they notice the white bulk of a thatched cabin or see on a distant hill a yellow eye of winking lamplight. Eventually, however, Dan and Elizabeth began to find themselves passing through the more densely populated tracts and townlands bordering Carnew itself. As the number of cottages increased, Dan’s heart sagged in equal proportion. The solitude, the absence of prying eyes, the quiet dark of the Wexford countryside, these were his and Elizabeth’s confidantes, their unspeaking companions in all they had done since the springtime.


On the outskirts of Carnew the road they travelled split in two, one branch heading into the town, the other swinging north. It was along this northern branch that Elizabeth’s father had set up his household and it was at this fork in the road that Dan reined his horse to a weary stop.


Both young lovers sat their saddles in silence for a moment before Dan spat, ‘I hate this Elizabeth. This slinking about like thieves in the night. Every time we are forced to part like this it drives a spike into my heart.’


Elizabeth’s expression was veiled by the darkness but her voice was strained. ‘Oh Daniel, father will relent. The country will come to its senses and when things return to how they should be, father will be sure to welcome you with all the affection he once did.’


Looking at her in the moonlight, her face a petal against the black of the ditches, Dan stated, ‘I will marry you, Elizabeth and to hell with family and church and all.’


Reaching out to him with one gloved hand, Elizabeth smiled. ‘I know my darling. And I shall marry you.’


When the ditch rustled and a white figure spilled into the roadway, both Dan and Elizabeth almost tumbled from their saddles with fright. Their tender moment so rudely and unexpectedly shattered, Elizabeth stifled a scream and fought to control her startled mount while Dan hauled at his own horse’s reins and one hand flew reflexively to the hanging flap of his saddlebags.


The figure before them sprawled on the packed earth of the road. It was wearing a rumpled, white muslin dress embroidered with buds and leaves and upon its head was a shapeless white bonnet. The figure looked up from where it lay and raising itself to its knees cried, ‘Oh, glory be to God! It’s you, Ms Blakely. I knew I heard your voice.’


Elizabeth and Dan were looking down upon the wizened face of an old woman. Her eyes were wide and staring and every wrinkle of her flaccid skin was swilled with shadow. Her hands, shivering as though with an ague, feverishly made the sign of the cross.


‘Chrissie!’ gasped Elizabeth. ‘Whatever’s the matter? Why are you here?’


Dan regarded the withered old woman before him. Taking in the dirt marring the hem of her dress, the tattered rent in one sleeve and the woman’s hysterical and terrified aspect, he concluded that any tale she might relate would be one of woe.


Elizabeth dismounted and knelt in the dirt beside the old woman, clasping her quaking hands in her own. She addressed Dan briefly, ‘This is Chrissie. She is a maidservant to our family.’


Then she asked the maid, ‘Chrissie, what has happened?’


The touch of panic in Elizabeth’s voice brought Dan’s brows beetling down over his grey eyes and he found himself dreading the servant’s next words.


She began in a voice as frail as her old body, ‘Oh, Ms Blakely, I’ve been looking for you for an hour. We could not discover you in the house. The women were let go free but you weren’t with us and we were so frightened.’


She began to sob and her words became thick, ‘Thank Jesus that you’re safe. Your mother and your sister are with Mrs Barber and she sent me and Mary to look for you. I hid in the ditch at your approach, I thought you were more yeos come to murder me.’


‘‘More yeos’?’ said Dan.


The woman nodded, ‘Oh, young sir, the Carnew Cavalry under Captain Wainwright came to poor Mr Blakely’s house and wanted to arrest John Mahon for being a rebel.’


Elizabeth’s sharp intake of breath cut across her, ‘The scullery lad? Why, he’s just a boy.’


‘I know,’ continued Chrissie. ‘That’s what your father said and he wouldn’t hand him over. That’s when Captain Wainwright told all the womenfolk to leave. Oh, Ms Blakely, I’ve never been so frightened. My poor heart almost burst and nowhere could we find you.’


Elizabeth grabbed hold of her shoulders then, rather more roughly than she intended. She could feel the old woman tremble in her grip and felt her bones, like bundles of kindling, under her dress. ‘You said mother is with Mrs Barber. What of my father? Chrissie, you must tell me of my father.’


The maidservant was shaking her head now, her toothless mouth contorted in anguish, ‘Ah, my darling young mistress, I don’t know anything about what those devils have done to him. The last I seen of him he was standing at his door with a fowling piece in his arms daring the whole fifty of them to get past him.’


Dan’s gaze swept the darkness in the direction of Elizabeth’s home and he said gravely, ‘I see no glow above the ditches, Elizabeth, so the yeos have not set fire to your home and we have heard no sound of shooting.’


Fixing him with a blazing stare, Elizabeth hissed, ‘We must go to my house. I must see my father. I must see for myself that he is unhurt.’


Dan, who had ridden with the Castletown Cavalry and who had seen the damage a sabre cut could do without the flash and smoke and, above all, the noise of a firelock, frowned down at her. He was about to suggest that she reconsider when the old woman wailed and flung her arms about her young mistress.


‘Ms Blakely, you cannot! The yeos will get you. Come with me to your mother and sisters. Oh, Jesus, Mary and Joseph! Jesus, Mary and Joseph!’


Elizabeth merely rose to her feet, dragging the sobbing scarecrow of a maid up with her. ‘Until I see my father alive in his own house I will go nowhere but onwards. Go to my mother. Tell her she shall find me at my own home, one way or the other. Give her and my sister my affections, Chrissie.’


Then in a stern voice like the crack of splintering wood, she ordered, ‘Go!’


Chrissie threw a disbelieving look at her mistress then she raised a high keen into the air and cried out, ‘The world’s gone mad! We shall be burying you tomorrow, Ms Blakely. Oh, God in heaven, my heart, my heart!’


She tottered over to where Dan still sat his horse and pawed at his breeches, ‘God preserve you, young sir. Don’t allow her to do this. Take her up on this great strong horse and carry her to her mother. I beg you.’


Dan opened his mouth to try and mollify the old woman, when Elizabeth snapped at him in that same stern tone, ‘Do not attempt to hinder me, Daniel Banville. I am going to my father.’


She stalked over to Chrissie, who shrank back from her as though expecting a blow, ‘You have been told, Chrissie. Go to my mother and tell her what my intentions are. Now be off! My mother is likely anxious for news.’


Still wailing, the wrinkled maid gazed in abject horror at Elizabeth and then staggered off down the road to Carnew, screeching as she went, ‘They’ll all be killed and then what am I to do?’


Elizabeth climbed back into her saddle and sat with an air of stubborn arrogance that somehow reminded Dan of his brother. She flashed him a quick glance and said, ‘I mean what I say, Daniel. Do not hinder me.’


Dan nodded once, silently, and they both moved their horses forward at a trot. Elizabeth said flatly, ‘You do not have to accompany me but if he is dead, I shall require you to help me move him.’


Dan was sunk in contemplation, chewing the inside of his lower lip as he had done since he was a child and, again, he nodded once, this time adding, ‘If he is dead and the yeos gone I shall help you. If he lives and the yeos remain, then I cannot enter your father’s yard at your side.’


Elizabeth’s expression crumpled into a frown and her voice was breathless with disappointment, ‘Why do you say such things? Would you leave me to face them alone because my father disapproves of you?’


Dan sighed. Ever since the old maidservant had appeared like a ghost from the roadside ditch, he had been struggling with his conscience. He loved this woman. Loved her more than anything in his life. It was the expression of betrayal branding her features that swayed him. That look of hurt and abandonment.


‘Your father’s disapproval of me matters not one whit, Elizabeth. I would not purchase his approval for the cost of a button.’


Elizabeth looked like she had been slapped and began to splutter some halfformed retort but Dan’s next words silenced her. There was something in him now that she had never seen before, something commanding, something harsh, something brutal behind his eyes.


‘Elizabeth!’ he barked. ‘Let me finish. I have in my saddlebags a brace of pistols. From whom I gained them, and to what purpose I carry them, are my own affairs. But I promise you this, before a hair of your father’s head is touched by those bastards, at least two of them will be dead.’


Stunned, Elizabeth gazed in amazement at the man before her, his closecropped hair and sideburns, his trusty with its cape-collar emphasising the broadness of his shoulders and his hands, always so gentle, now sworn to do murder on her behalf. She saw him metamorphose before her vision, stepping out of himself, so that he was no longer the son of a wealthy Catholic middleman and instead became something darker, something harder.


Dan continued, ‘I shall leave the road before the avenue that leads to your home. I will tether my horse far enough away to ensure that the yeos don’t hear and then secrete myself somewhere close by.’


Elizabeth’s expression was avid now, an alien excitement fluttering at her breast, ‘And what shall I do?’


‘You shall enter the yard at the front of your house and if your father still lives and if he still contends with the good Captain Wainwright you shall attempt to coerce the yeos into leaving. They might not be so eager to bully and intimidate in the presence of a well-known and respected Protestant lady. Do not be afraid. I will be watching and what one man can do unseen from the shadows may rival what fifty can do standing in the light.’


Elizabeth’s gaze was frank and appraising and her tone was level as she said, ‘I do not believe you are telling me the truth whole and entire. Yet I assume that if you are not then you must have good reason for it. I trust you Daniel Banville but I will demand a full reckoning in time.’


‘Good,’ he replied curtly.


Some minutes later, the moon revealed the entrance to the Blakely house’s avenue. All along its length, stately beeches loomed against the night sky and at its head, nestled in a knuckled fist of trees, sat the imposing home of Andrew Blakely and his family. Dan thought that, from out of the pitch mass of leafless branches and soaring trunks, came the soft orange flicker of torchlight.


He turned to face Elizabeth, ‘I must leave you now for a brief while but do not fear. I’ll be no more than a stone’s throw away.’


Not waiting for an answer, he kicked his horse’s sides and sent it pounding toward a low and thinly growing segment of ditch. With a great heave of muscle, the big foxhunter smashed over and through the foliage. Dan felt a brief whipping of branches against his legs and heard the splintering crash of his mount’s passage through the hedge and then he was staring into the wide expanse of open pasture that Andrew Blakely had cleared around his home.


Heeling his mount into a canter, Dan set off up the field and was roughly halfway to the Blakely home when Elizabeth turned onto the avenue. In the dark Dan could barely see her form as it passed like a shadow beneath the skeletal arch of the beech trees’ boughs.


As his horse moved softly, silently, across the gentle slopes of the grassy pasture, Dan, for the tenth time since its inception, dissected the Spartan details of his rough-hewn scheme.


He had extended his lead on Elizabeth. He was urging his mount on, pushing it up the slope whilst she was bravely keeping both her emotions and her own animal in check. She did not want to spur, clattering and snorting, into a mass of armed men. One surprised finger on a loosely sprung trigger might spell disaster. So she continued her stately progress along her father’s avenue, her jaw clenched and every fibre in her body straining with the effort of self-control.


In a minute Dan had reached the dense hedge that cordoned the house and had tied his horse’s reins to a young ash tree sprouting from an explosion of gorse. He was some three hundred yards away and from this point he could clearly discern the wavering sparks of the yeo’s torches guttering through the trees. Carried on the breeze the jarring sound of upraised voices stabbed his guts with urgency.


Calmly, but with dextrous speed, Dan pulled his twin pistols from his saddlebags, then loaded and primed them. The acrid smell of the powder was merely a faint presage of the sulphurous stink that arose when the flints struck steel but even at this Dan wrinkled his nose. In spite of his deadly eye and matchless accuracy, Dan had never been fully at ease with guns and their lethal potential in his hands.


He tucked the pistols into his waistband and set off towards the house, his movements precise and deft, a hound on a scent. As he moved, he heard the voices drifting through the dark grow in volume and a raucous laugh tore the quiet around him. At this laugh Dan felt a slight relaxation of the trepidation that had been expanding in his chest like some poisonous bubble. The laugh carried with it none of the rust-edged derision that might suggest some brutality being done in the gusting light of the torches. Instead it was almost comradely, as though a jest had been made, one which raised a communal roar of laughter.


As Dan reached the band of ancient beech trees which mantled the Blakely house and its outbuildings, he doubled over into a crouching run. So far he had been cautious, wary that the yeomanry might have set pickets in place to guard their actions. It was with grim satisfaction that he discovered no watch had been placed against unwanted intrusion. To Dan, it appeared that the yeomen were so confident in their position, and in their assumption that their very presence would cow the population, that they had abandoned whatever military instincts they might have once possessed.


Dan slipped through the stand of beech, flitting from tree to tree, his rustling steps masked by the creaking of branch and bole and the gentle soughing of the breeze. As the torchlight grew brighter, he paused for a moment, his big frame huddled into an expanse of fern and nettle. Soundlessly, he drew both his pistols and, using a fold of his trusty to muffle the snap of their mechanisms, he cocked both weapons.


Around him the foliage hissed and rippled and exhaled its rough pungency to catch at his throat and fill the cavities of his skull with an impression of damp vitality. The surrounding undergrowth foamed and lapped up to the base of a stable flanking the Blakely dooryard and then flowed away to either side. The stable itself was a cold black hulk in front of him, its angled slate roof a testament to the wealth of Andrew Blakely. From around the corners of the building the voices of the yeomen rolled and tumbled, their good spirits apparent and their lack of caution total.


Like a pike through river weed, Dan slid through the ferns and nettles and placed his back against the cold and jagged stonework of the stable wall. Here he was in almost total darkness, yet he sidled to his right with all the poise and surety of a man taking an afternoon stroll. His breathing was coming quicker now and he was aware of the rapid drumming of his heart beneath his ribs. Unconsciously his fingers tightened their grip on the walnut stocks of his pistols and with a deep breath he slunk around the corner of the stable and, striving to remain in shadow as much as possible, he hunkered down and surveyed the scene being played out in the dooryard.


The avenue leading to the house entered to Dan’s right, opening out into an almost circular expanse of flat, caked earth. Around the perimeter of this open space, stone-built sheds and stables squatted, grey and silent. The glowering two-storey mansion stood directly opposite where the avenue entered the yard, its myriad windows staring sightlessly onto the space below. At this moment the yard was awash with torchlight that illuminated a troop of perhaps twenty yeomen. The old maid, thought Dan, had exaggerated. Ten of these fellows held flaming brands aloft or had jammed them drunkenly into the hard earth. The majority of the yeos had dismounted and although the fire’s light made demon masks of their features, to Dan’s surprise, it appeared as though they were enjoying themselves.


The yeos had doffed their helmets and some had slung their swords on the pommels of their saddles. In their hands, to a man, they held a glass or mug or cup brimming with what Dan assumed could only be whiskey or brandy. Wending between the dark blue of the uniforms, a middle-aged serving man hastened hither and thither with a large earthenware jug. The look of terror wrenching his features out of shape was unmistakable as a brand. Frowning, Dan sought out Andrew Blakely amongst the uniforms and found him almost immediately.


Elizabeth’s father stood framed in the open doorway of his own home. He wore stockings and breeches and a grey satin waistcoat over a white shirt. He wore no coat however, and in his arms he cradled the dark wood and metal length of a fowling piece. His iron-grey hair was slicked back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his features, although smiling, betrayed some unpleasant subtlety of emotion.


Before him, a heavy-bellied glass of rich brown liquid in his fist, stood a man dressed in a yeomanry captain’s uniform. Both men seemed to be engaged in a strident but good-natured argument. Dan moved forward slightly, straining to hear what was being said, hoping to find an explanation.


Over the jollity of his men Captain Wainwright was saying, ‘Come Andrew. This isn’t a question of your loyalty. If you would just hand over the young whelp we could all be on our way.’


Blakely shook his head, his smile fixed in place as though it were painted on, ‘And I tell you again, Mr Wainwright, I cannot allow you to harass my staff without tendering good reason. If you could lay definite charges against young Mahon then I would be the first to have him trussed up and delivered to the magistrates. But on the basis of unfounded suspicion I cannot in good conscience offer up a fourteen year old boy to suffer the tender ministrations of the military.’


Wainwright sighed and took a long draught from his glass, ‘You are too soft on these Papists, Andrew. I am sure the boy is of use to your household but Fitzwilliam and the other estate owners do not want the French disease taking root in Carnew. You have been both kind and generous to myself and my men – but for the last time Andrew, you must grant us access to your house.’


At last Blakely’s smile disintegrated like ash in the wind, ‘And if I do not, you will draw arms against a fellow parishioner and staunch member of the community? Has it come to this, that Protestant will kill Protestant?’


Wainwright emptied his glass down his throat and raised his voice more in exasperation than anger. ‘You were the one who, when asked to surrender Mahon, went and fetched your gun instead of your pet croppy. Do not accuse me of producing arms prematurely.’


The serving man who had been preparing to serve a young yeoman sitting comfortably upon a barrel of oats, started at the captain’s raised voice and slopped the trooper with liquor. The yeo cursed and made to cuff the servant but his hand stilled as Elizabeth entered serenely from the avenue, her face a study in aristocratic arrogance.


Even in the gloom and guttering flare of the torchlight, even with her face assuming an unnatural and pantomime aspect, even though anxiety tightened her mouth and made her rigid with tension, even through all this, Dan felt his breath sucked from his lungs by her hurricane beauty.


In his fists, Dan’s pistols sat heavy and eager and pregnant with menace.


In the yard, the yeomen had all fallen silent and every pair of eyes was fastened like limpets on Elizabeth’s haughty countenance. Then the crude whispers and drink-fuelled mutters began in a low susurration. Dan knew that should one of them attempt to lay hands on her, that man would get a bullet between the eyes before he had moved more than an a foot.


Captain Wainwright spun around to see what could have effected such a change in his men and from Andrew Blakely came a great shout of joy, ‘Elizabeth! Thank God you are safe. We looked everywhere for you! Where in heaven’s name did you disappear to?’


Elizabeth dismounted and, ignoring the yeomen, moved straight to her father, the slight suggestion of haste in her steps the only indication of her anxiety. As she swept past Captain Wainwright he bowed his head with an obsequious, ‘Good evening to you, Ms Blakely.’


Swamped in shadow alongside the stable, Dan watched the captain as he addressed Elizabeth. He watched as Wainwright raised his head a fraction too slowly so that his leering gaze roved across the front of Elizabeth’s cloak and jacket. Dan felt a cold sort of joy that Wainwright would be the first to drop.


Elizabeth was standing by her father, who clasped both her hands in his left while his right retained its grip on the flintlock. His tone was scolding as he spoke to her but his face betrayed his happiness, ‘You must tell me child. Where were you at such an hour on such a night as this?’


Kissing him on the cheek she answered, ‘I have been with friends in town father. I was about to leave, as I had already remained absent from my home for rather too long a duration and the hour was growing late, when word reached me that a mob had descended upon my family.’


She then turned to the yeos and said something which caught Dan by surprise and rooted him to the spot, his plan falling to pieces.


Fists on hips, she began, ‘I had not known that the rumour of a mob would prove to be so well-founded. Look at yourselves, in particular you Captain Wainwright – you all should be ashamed. Turning my mother and sisters and poor old maidservants out into the dark. There mustn’t be a single Christian bone to be found in your bodies.’


Some of the yeos were looking at each other with expressions of acute embarrassment and one or two even attempted to straighten the hang of their jackets. Dan simply crouched where he was, astonished and smiling.
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