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A Ghost in the Cellar
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James crouched in the darkest part of the cellar, behind two old wine barrels the house had forgotten. Everything in this corner of the cellar was discarded or forgotten: old bits of tackle, broken cups, a goblet, the rotting shafts from an old sedan chair. The cellar was damp and smelly, the smell not just of old things, but of evil, of rats and kidnappers and old blood. The smell of ghosts with ragged hair and claws for hands.


James was afraid. He was afraid of the evil-smelling cellar and its ghosts. On the shelf above his head he spotted the largest spider he had ever seen scuttling towards him. He wanted to shout out, but he couldn’t say a word. For if he was afraid of everything here in this horrible place, he was even more afraid of his father, whose heavy footsteps he could hear clumping around the house. Lord Dunmain was on the rampage again. He had been drinking and playing cards with his friends and as always happened as the drinking and the card playing went on, Lord Dunmain became louder and angrier. Eventually he would send all the card players out of the house with a curse, and on particularly bad days he would shout at Smeadie to bring his son to him. The elderly servant would shuffle around the house calling the boy’s name in his squeaky voice, and if James wasn’t quick enough he would find himself standing meekly in front of the red-faced Lord Dunmain as he spat and spluttered and looked at his son as if he were a rat or an insect he couldn’t wait to crush with his heavy boots.


‘Where the devil were you, boy?’ his father would roar. ‘You will answer to me as long as you are in this house. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Father,’ James would answer, his voice small.


‘Speak up, can’t you? How can I hear that miserable snivelling?’ And on it would go, the name-calling, and sometimes a kick or a blow to accompany it.


Today would be worse; he could tell from the weight of the boots on the floor above. His anger always made Lord Dunmain heavier, as if a dark creature had crept inside him and weighed him down.


James stayed where he was and didn’t make a sound. He could hear the old servant shuffling about upstairs, but he would never find him here. Suddenly his heart froze – he heard his father’s feet on the stone steps and then the sound of the door being kicked open as his father came crashing into the cellar. Lord Dunmain straightened up in the room and looked around him. James kept as still as he could, hardly daring to breathe. He mustn’t let his teeth chatter or any part of his body betray his presence there. He could hear his father’s loud breathing. Nothing Lord Dunmain did was quiet.


‘Claret!’ his father roared in the darkness, almost as if he expected the room to hand him out his wine.


Lord of the Dark, James thought; he thinks even the dark and its creatures should obey him.


Nothing answered Dunmain’s call, and he clattered around in the cellar until he found the wine he wanted. ‘Where are you, boy?’ he roared, his thunderous voice filling the small space.


Don’t move, James told himself. Don’t give him any sign that there is anything in here besides the cobwebs and the spiders, and the ghosts who don’t talk but watch and wait in the dark.


Dunmain reached out and fetched a bottle from the shelf in front of him. He looked as if he were about to leave when James heard a second, lighter set of steps descend the stairs to the cellar. Miss Deakin entered the room. James shrank back even further into his hiding place. He did not want to be seen by the woman who was now his father’s wife.


‘This will do you no good,’ her high, complaining voice was saying. ‘You need to act, not to drink.’


‘What would you have me do?’ his father said crankily.


‘We must have money!’ Miss Deakin said. James was supposed to call her Lady Dunmain, but to him she would always be Miss Deakin. ‘We can’t live like paupers. We have our positions to think of!’


His father grunted. ‘We’re hardly paupers yet,’ he answered. ‘And I have expectations. Lord Allen’s estate will pass to me in time …’


‘He may yet live fifty years!’ came the high voice again, impatient now.


‘But I can sell the leases on the land now. There are plenty of buyers. As soon as he dies the land will pass to whoever has the leases. They can make plenty of money out of it. I’ll get money now; they’ll get their reward later. Everybody will be happy. There’s only one problem.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘After my death the land would go back to James as my heir, and then the buyers would be stuck. Unless the heir had agreed to the sale.’


‘Well that’s the answer, isn’t it? Get the boy to sign an agreement.’


James felt his hands turn clammy. Something was going on here that was not good for him. The coldness of the woman’s voice told him as much.


‘That’s just it,’ James heard his father say. ‘He’s too young. The law wouldn’t recognise his agreement unless he was a legal adult.’


A brief silence followed that information. Although he did not understand the detail, James knew that his own future was being weighed in that silence. Then he heard Miss Deakin’s voice again, and something new in it, an eagerness. ‘There may be opportunity in that.’


‘How so?’


‘The boy was always a hindrance to our plans.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Things would be much simpler if he were not here, if he were not …’


James suddenly felt sick. He wanted to run upstairs to his room, but he forced himself to stay where he was.


‘If he were not what?’


‘Just that’ came her voice, lower this time, as if she could hardly believe what she was saying. ‘If he were not …’


‘Do you propose to do away with him then?’ His father’s voice was indignant.


‘Boys die all the time, they sicken, they … fall, they are attacked. The city is a dangerous place, gangs everywhere, Bloods and Bucks and Pinkinindies. Anything can happen to a boy.’


‘Not to my boy,’ Lord Dunmain determined. ‘Not to my own flesh and blood.’


‘That’s just the point, isn’t it? It’s the flesh and blood that causes the problem.’


‘There are other ways it may be resolved.’


‘What do you intend then?’


‘He may be concealed. He can live out of sight in the city.’


This idea did not seem to please Miss Deakin.


‘He may be found.’


‘He’s a boy, like any boy. He will be a boy in the city.’


Suddenly Miss Deakin was animated again. ‘Well, if that’s the way, I think I know someone who would be discreet.’


‘Who?’


‘My uncle, the dancing master. Mr Kavanagh. Of course he’d need payment. He is not rich, but he is discreet.’


‘We will talk of it again.’ Lord Dunmain was suddenly weary. The storming fury had died down in him: there was no energy in his voice now. They left the cellar and climbed up the steps.


When he was sure they were gone, James climbed out of his hiding place and stood in the middle of the cellar. He rested his forehead against a wooden beam, as if the touch of the wood might help him make sense of what he had just heard. What did it all mean? They wanted money, and he was somehow in the way of their getting it. He remembered the cold excitement in Miss Deakin’s voice as she talked about the things that could happen to boys in the city. He had always disliked Miss Deakin, but in his dislike he had failed to understand the extent of her hatred for him. She wasn’t his mother, and therefore he was just an obstacle to her, somebody to be turned out onto the streets. He replayed the conversation over and over in his mind, the silences and hesitations of his father, the definiteness of Miss Deakin.


Maybe his father wasn’t as indifferent to him as it seemed. And yet he seemed quite prepared to let him go. It wouldn’t be the first time. When he was born he had been given to a nursemaid from the village. For years he had thought she was his mother, and not the thin lady in elegant clothes who drove up the driveway to the estate cottage to visit. They had widened that driveway especially for his mother’s carriage, but he didn’t know that.


Later, he had come back to live with the people he finally came to realise were his real parents, and he saw his mother several times in the same week. That was before the trouble started and his father would come home roaring with drink and badness. A black night came when he had cursed his wife and ordered her out of the house, but James closed his mind to it now and tried to think only of the present, and what might happen next.


If he could get his father on his own, surely he would change his mind? He wasn’t so bad, was he? I’m his own flesh and blood, James said to himself. I just needed to talk to him when Miss Deakin isn’t there, and things will be alright again, won’t they?


People don’t harm their own children, after all – no one is that cruel. He remembered the time his father helped him onto the little pony and led him round the paddock. Lord Dunmain had gathered all the servants to watch, he was so proud. ‘Easy, James, and let him know who’s master. That’s my boy.’ James closed his eyes and let his mind drift back to the pony and the paddock and his father’s gentle, encouraging voice. Later, he would talk to his father. Later, everything would be alright again.


Right now, though, he needed to escape. He needed to get out of this house and breathe the air of the city. He needed to see Harry. He picked his way as gently as he could across the floor, careful not to tread on anything that might rattle or clatter. It took an age to get to the door, and then another age to climb the steps without making a sound. The cellar stairs led up to the back kitchen and from there a door led to the stables at the back and out into the lane.


James moved quickly and quietly until he was well down the lane that ran along the back of the houses. The day was drizzly, and the city smelled of damp horses and horse dung. A rat the size of a small dog ran brazenly up the centre of the road as if he had every right to be there, and look out any who denied it. A recently dead cat lay in front of a doorway, its entrails hanging out. A woman stood in front of the door and swore at a young child, and if she saw or smelled the cat she gave no sign of it. She looked up at James as he passed and half-smiled, half-scowled at him.


‘Your lordship,’ she said elaborately, and James didn’t know whether she was being polite or mocking. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference. Everyone here knew who his father was, but they did not seem to admire him much. They admired Miss Deakin even less, especially since she was now calling herself Lady Dunmain.


That couldn’t be right, James thought. His mother was still alive, even if he didn’t know where she was. It was two years since he’d seen her. Shortly after she left, Lord Dunmain had taken him to Dublin in a coach. His father had claimed that his mother had died of an illness after she left, but James didn’t believe him; he had heard it said she was still alive, and was now in London. That meant his father must have two wives, and there must be two Lady Dunmains walking the earth.


James kicked a stone so hard it nearly hit the window of a house at the corner, and he ran off before anyone came to investigate. Then he walked quickly towards the river.
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A Decision
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James crossed the bridge and made for the archway that gave onto the quay where the ships docked. This was his favourite spot in the city, the place where he felt happiest on his escapes from the gloomy house across the river that he could never think of as home. He dodged a cart bearing a cask of wine and watched as Harry the shoeboy finished polishing a customer’s boots.


‘You here again?’ Harry laughed. ‘Yer shoes need shinin’ again?’


‘Alright then,’ James said, though his boots were still gleaming from the last time Harry did them. The two talked and swapped gossip as the carts trundled around them and loud men went in and out of the taverns and coffee houses. He gave Harry a coin but neither of them looked at it; they just kept up their talk as Harry slipped the invisible coin into his coat.


‘How’s your new mother?’ he asked with a grin. Everybody in the city seemed to know about Miss Deakin. ‘Or should I say Lady Dunmain?’


James flushed hotly. ‘She’s not my mother, and she’s not Lady Dunmain! And well you know it, Harry Taaffe!’


He almost felt like fighting his friend, he was so angry, but James knew Harry meant only to tease him and he let it go. His father might well have married her, even if James didn’t know how this was possible, but to James she would always be a stranger.


‘Something’s going on, Harry,’ he said to his friend. ‘I don’t know what, exactly, but I think they mean me harm.’


Harry looked up sharply. ‘Who means you harm?’


‘My father and that woman, Miss Deakin. It’s something to do with money. I heard them speak about it. They want to get rid of me.’


Harry whistled softly. ‘They can’t do that,’ he said. ‘You can’t just go round getting rid of people. Not even them. I know the rich can do pretty much what they like, but they can’t kill their own. Maybe you heard wrong.’


‘It might not be killing,’ James said. ‘There are other ways to get rid of someone. I think they mean to give me away.’


Harry looked worried, then touched James’s sleeve. ‘I can’t see anyone wanting to give you away. Just let them try. They’ll have Harry Taaffe to worry about.’


James smiled. He always felt better after talking to Harry, even if he didn’t think Harry really understood how serious this was. He went back in his mind to the scene in the cellar. Had he really understood it properly? The woman’s cold voice still chilled him.


A drunk came crashing out of the Elephant and filled the street with a stream of oaths. James bade his friend farewell and slipped away down the covered arcade they called the piazzas. He wasn’t ready to go home yet. He went into a bookseller’s and browsed the shelves for as long as he could; when he came out, the evening had begun to darken. It was time to go home but he was in no hurry to return, so he took a winding route towards the river again. Boats and water were what he needed. If only he could be on one of those boats on its way back to the sea and off to some great land far from here.


It was late when James entered the house by means of the back lane. Smeadie was sitting at the kitchen table while Mrs Rudge was ladling some mutton stew into a bowl for him. She took another bowl when she saw James and poured some for him too. James ate hungrily.


‘Is my father at home?’


‘Aye,’ Smeadie said. ‘He’s in the drawing room with Miss Deakin …’


‘Lady Dunmain, you mean,’ Mrs Rudge chipped in, a faint smile playing about her lips.


‘Miss Deakin,’ James insisted. He would never grant her that title as long as he lived.


‘How and ever,’ Smeadie said. ‘They’re upstairs.’


James was only half interested. He was tired after his trip around the city and as soon as he had finished eating he went upstairs to his room. He tried to sleep, but sleep wouldn’t come. He went back to the scene in the paddock, riding the little pony under his father’s proud eyes. It was a long time ago. He wasn’t even sure what age he was then. But it was real, and even now it gave him hope. He would talk to his father tomorrow …


The next morning Smeadie brought in a bowl of warm water.


‘You’re late this morning, master,’ Smeadie said. ‘It’s almost breakfast time.’


James leapt from the bed, furious that he had overslept. It had taken him so long to get to sleep, he hadn’t been able to wake up early and carry out his plan of getting his father alone. He washed and dressed hastily.


Down on the street the Drogheda coach was setting off on its journey. All the coaches to the north started out from this street, and James often liked to sit and watch the preparations: the luggage being loaded onto the roof of the coach, the people alighting, the horses stamping their feet, and finally the coachman cracking his whip and the horses snorting as the coach clattered over the cobbles and went echoing off towards Drumcondra. He didn’t have much interest in the scene this morning, but as his eyes travelled back towards his own house he saw a knot of people on the pavement outside. Although he couldn’t hear them this high up, they were gesticulating and talking animatedly. They looked angry. James recognised one as his father’s linen merchant; he had seen him in the house before, speaking anxiously to his father. The other men had been in the house before too. James wasn’t sure who they were, but he could imagine why they were here. Lord Dunmain owed money to half the city, and James had often come home to angry scenes in the hall as his father roared and, by sheer force of character, drove his creditors from the house, oaths raining down on their heads.


Yesterday’s overheard conversation kept flooding into his mind. He thought about leaving the house immediately and not returning until night-time. They might have forgotten their conversation by then, and life would go as before. He could run down to the ships, maybe even board one bound for London or some other far place. He could learn how to be a sailor and spend his life on board a ship, crossing the wide seas and exploring the great places of the world. But he had no sooner entered this world when he heard the breakfast gong and knew it was too late to do anything other than descend the stairs and take his place at the table.


Lord Dunmain and Miss Deakin were already at table when he entered. Smeadie put some smoked fish on his plate, but James could hardly look at it. He drank some tea, just to be doing something and not to draw attention to himself, but it made no difference, since both Lord Dunmain and Miss Deakin were staring hard at him. Miss Deakin sat up stiffly, the light pink of her dress contrasting with her dark expression. She looks like an eagle about to pounce on its prey, James thought. Lord Dunmain was making swift work of his herring while looking silently across at his son. All this silence was making James very nervous. Neither his father nor Miss Deakin were in the habit of saying much to James at the breakfast table on those occasions when all three were gathered together, which was certainly not every day. But his father could usually be relied on for a grunt or two, while Miss Deakin hardly ever stopped talking, not really to anyone, but just to the world at large.


‘My lady would talk the hind legs off a donkey,’ Mrs Rudge would mutter in the safety of her kitchen.


James could see the bonnet twitching on Miss Deakin’s head, as if her brain was bubbling over with speech desperate to get out, and sure enough her lips soon began working hard. ‘James, your father and I have been thinking about your future.’


James did not even dare to look at her.


‘It’s evident that this house is no place for a boy. Your father is taken up with his many concerns.’


And what were those? James wondered. Drinking, gambling, shouting, cursing? Lord Dunmain continued to eat. The fish was demolished. Now he was well through the beef.


‘I have my own concerns and, much as I may like to, I can’t be looking to the needs of a child …’


‘I’m not a child,’ James found himself blurting out in spite of himself.


‘You’re barely twelve summers,’ Lord Dunmain said, setting aside his fork. ‘That’s child enough for me. And I’d ask you to listen to Lady Dunmain.’


‘My mother is not here.’


Why did he say that? Some things just say themselves. The whole room seemed startled at the affront. Even Smeadie froze like a statue as he brought another dish to Lord Dunmain.


‘What did you say?’ His father’s voice was thunderous.


Miss Deakin, for James could not call her anything else, was white with anger and seemed temporarily robbed of the ability to speak. But it came back, in a choking, indignant gasp. ‘William, will you let him speak of me so?’


Lord Dunmain rammed the handle of his knife on the table. ‘How dare you dispute the honour of this lady. She is Lady Dunmain, James, and so she will remain. Your late mother does not enter into this.’


She is not my late mother, James said silently. He closed his eyes and saw his mother’s face as it was on the day she left, drawn and tear-stained. Then he banished that image and thought of her when they had been alone together, talking softly. Sometimes she would read to him – he held now to the sound of her voice, trying to blot out the unpleasant voices of his father and Miss Deakin.


‘He ought to be whipped,’ Miss Deakin hissed. ‘This is why he cannot stay here,’ she added, as if she was only too glad James had furnished her with a reason to be rid of him.


‘It is in your own best interest that we have decided you should reside under the guardianship of a most excellent gentleman, a relative of your step-mother. His name is Arthur Kavanagh. There is one other thing …’ Lord Dunmain paused and looked at Miss Deakin. James kept his eyes on his father. ‘You will not be James Lovett there; you will be a simple boy and not the son of a lord, is that clear?’


James thought back to the conversation he had overheard. They wanted him out of the way; they wanted to erase even his name.


‘What of my school? Who will I be in Barnaby Dunn’s?’


There was another pause as his father and Miss Deakin looked at each other again. Eventually Lord Dunmain spoke. ‘There will be no school, for the moment. Later, perhaps, it may be possible to resume your education, but for now …’


He didn’t finish the sentence, but James understood that he was to become someone who didn’t need schooling. He thought of his school, the crowded desks and the stern features of Barnaby Dunn, who was impatient but not unkind. It was peaceful to sit and write at a desk. James loved the feel of the quill and the flow of the black ink across the page, and he loved to look up at the big shelf where Barnaby kept his books, thinking about all the knowledge that was wrapped up in them, waiting to be discovered.


‘What are you dreaming about now, young Lovett?’ Barnaby Dunn would often ask.


He called James to his desk once when he was gathering his books to go home. ‘You’re a clever boy,’ he said. ‘And quick to learn. What do you think you’ll be in life, other than a great lord?’


‘An explorer,’ James said. ‘I want to see everything in the world.’


‘Well,’ Barnaby said, ‘I can see you’ll do great things.’


James felt his eyes stinging at the memory. How could he do great things if he wasn’t allowed to learn? And to be in some other house, with a stranger, and without even his own name to comfort him – they couldn’t mean it.


‘I don’t understand,’ James said. ‘How can I leave here?’


There was no reply. His father simply stared at him.


Smeadie hovered beside the table, offering more dishes, but Lord Dunmain waved him away and got up. Breakfast was over, and with it all discussion. The decision was made – there would be no appeal.
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A Hurried Departure
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The very fact that James’s departure had been spoken of at breakfast seemed to demand that the plan be put into action at the earliest possible moment. Perhaps Miss Deakin felt that if the business wasn’t concluded speedily, there was a danger that it might be postponed or simply forgotten. In any case, it was she who bustled about making the arrangements. She sent word to her relative and told Smeadie to pack a small bag for James with hardly anything in it but a spare shirt and some stockings. James hoped his new host would have a good supply of linen and extra coats should he need them, but he had no desire to make inquiries of Miss Deakin on the matter.


As soon as his bag was packed, Miss Deakin herself took him in hand and bundled him towards the door as if he were an old carpet.


‘I must speak to my father,’ James said, twisting out of her grip. ‘I need to speak to Lord Dunmain now,’ he insisted, as if the title might intimidate her. It didn’t. He had to get to his father and straighten out this confusion. His father couldn’t just forget him, after all. He thought of the moments they’d had, when Lord Dunmain wasn’t maddened with drink or pestered by debtors. Then, he would seek James out for a playful wrestling match, or he’d sit on the edge of his bed and tell tall tales from his past. Even if he knew those moments would quickly pass, James loved them, and he knew his father cared for him, whatever anyone else might think.


‘Do you dare defy me, foolish boy?’ Miss Deakin said, pulling him firmly by the arm and slamming the door behind her, leaving James to lift the heavy brass knocker and bring it down repeatedly until the whole street must have heard the racket. But no one answered, and no one came to his aid. If his father heard, he gave no sign.


Once she pulled him away from the door, Miss Deakin flagged a hackney and dragged James into it.


‘Stop fussing, boy,’ she said. ‘It will do no good.’


James sank into his seat and kept his eyes away from her. The hackney clattered away from the house and sped down in the direction of the river. When they got to the busy district near the castle Miss Deakin rapped on the roof with her cane and they descended into the crowd. James looked around desperately as if rescue might lie somewhere in the throng. But all he saw was the hectic life of the street: messengers running up and down with their baskets of groceries, hawkers standing in the middle of the street crying out their wares.


It was not easy to walk this street with its crowds and dirt, and the carriages that came thundering with their drivers shouting at people to get out of the way. Miss Deakin did not seem very comfortable here.


‘Is it far?’ James finally asked.


She didn’t reply but kept on walking. An elderly woman hobbled towards them, carrying a basket of hot cakes.


‘Buy one of me cakes, missus, diddle, diddle dumpling cakes. A cake for the young gentleman, missus. A handsome son indeed.’


Miss Deakin pushed by her impatiently, stung equally by the woman’s brazenness as by her assumption that the boy was her son.


‘Bad cess to you, missus,’ the woman called after her.


Miss Deakin pulled James after her as she strode away. They passed through the narrow exit where the old walled city ended, and suddenly they were in the Liberties. Lying outside the city walls, this part of Dublin was a law unto itself, James had heard, but it was not a place he was familiar with. He was surprised how thronged it was. They came to a market with many stalls selling meat and fruit and greens and, in the middle, a ballad singer in full spate, something about a footpad on his way to the gallows. He was cheered on by a crowd of ragged onlookers. The herring-women were marching up to the throng, their red faces even angrier than usual.


‘Would you buy a herrin’ and not be blockin’ the street listenin’ to that racket?’


Some of those watching directed their attention to Miss Deakin and James, looking them up and down.


‘Part the Red Sea, lads,’ said one, ‘the quality is passin’ through.’


Miss Deakin hesitated, as if put out by the attention, or as if she wasn’t quite sure of the way. But she managed to push through the stalls, holding tight to James’s arm until they came to a church. She glanced briefly at the facade and, satisfied by whatever she saw there, walked quickly past, more confident now, then turned down the lane at the side of the church. A gate off this lane led in to a little graveyard at the back of the building and this is where she led James.


What are we doing here? James looked around in confusion and fear. Miss Deakin walked among the gravestones, stopped in front of one and began to study it closely. In memory of Jonathan Digges’s beloved wife …


Out of nowhere, it seemed to James, as if he might have climbed out of one of the adjacent graves, a man appeared and tapped Miss Deakin on the shoulder. She started, and turned to him. He was a small man in a shabby coat, though his stockings were clean and his shoes were highly polished. Harry would have been proud of them. Maybe Harry had shone them. His wig had seen better days and his hat was grubby. The face beneath the hat and wig was angry and now engaged itself on looking Miss Deakin and James up and down.


‘Master Kavanagh,’ she began, but he waved all introduction aside.


A strange uncle, James thought.


‘Have ye got the money?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ said Miss Deakin, a trace of irritation showing in her face.


‘Boys are expensive. Always wantin’ food or linen or the devil knows what. And I’m not in a position to be a provider of comfort to gentlemen.’


‘Oh you don’t need to trouble yourself about James,’ Miss Deakin smiled. ‘He needs no special treatment. And less of the gentlemen, if you please.’


The dancing master didn’t reply, but satisfied himself by rubbing his thumb and forefinger together. Miss Deakin reached inside her coat and produced a bulging purse which she handed to Kavanagh. He weighed it in his palm and nodded, then opened it and glanced inside.


‘It’s all there,’ Miss Deakin said.


His tone was obsequious now, ‘Oh I’d never doubt you, ma’am.’


‘Are you really her uncle?’ James couldn’t help asking.


Kavanagh raised his eyebrows and looked at Miss Deakin. ‘Uncle, is it?’ he said, seeming to measure the word in his mind. ‘Uncle indeed. Of course I’m her uncle. And I’ll be yours too now, boy. Come on, we can’t be hangin’ out in graveyards all day, the rector’ll be out after us. I’ll bid you good day so, Miss Deakin. Niece, I should say.’


But Miss Deakin had already turned on her heel and walked off without a word.


‘No!’ James said to her back. Vile as she was, James knew he was watching his home, his father and everything he had known vanish before him. A huge emptiness clutched at him as he heard the creak of the gate, worse than anything he had felt before.


‘No,’ he said again, more weakly this time. Maybe if he closed his eyes, he would find he had imagined this bleak scene. It would still be morning, and there would still be time to go and talk to his father. He opened his eyes. The gravestones stared back at him.


‘Come on,’ his new master said roughly. ‘Do you think I have all day?’
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A New Home
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The dancing master and James passed through a warren of alleys and stinking laneways, constantly keeping an eye upward in case a torrent of filth should fall on their heads. A wild pig came careening down one lane, snorting and squealing as a gang of urchins came chasing after it. The daylight seemed to have been sucked out of this part of the city; it was a dark and frightening domain, and James felt he would never be able to find his way back out of it again.


Eventually they came to an alley as narrow and dirty as the rest. They entered a dilapidated building, but as soon as they stepped across the threshold and into the hall, James doubled over and reached out blindly as he felt himself falling in a dead faint. Kavanagh caught him roughly and pushed him upright again, and James gasped for breath as a horrible stench filled his nostrils. The hall seemed to be moving, as if it were somehow alive. As James’s eyes grew used to the darkness, he saw that the passage was flooded with a bloody mess crawling with maggots. They would not be able to reach the stairs without wading through it, the thought of which made James retch.


Kavanagh swore. ‘The shambles has leaked again,’ he muttered. The adjoining house was a slaughterhouse, from where the foul animal blood had burst in through the back door. Kavanagh went back into the lane and retrieved a board that was lying upright against the brickwork. With this plank he made a rough bridge and they could cross to the stairs. As they climbed a steady stream of water poured down through the house.


‘Broken roof,’ Kavanagh said, as much to himself as to James.


James was still reeling from the stench of the hall. The stink of the rest of the house seemed to get worse with every step. They passed a room which had no door, and inside the small space James saw a large family sprawled on the floor over a meal of bread and soup.


‘Where is the door?’ he asked Kavanagh as they ascended.


‘Didn’t pay the rent,’ he said. ‘Landlord came and took away the door to make them quit the building. He was in a mad rage. The door was in such a state they could do nothin’ with it but burn it afterwards. Didn’t work, though, did it? He’ll have to drag them out by the hair of their heads.’


The higher they rose in the building, the more James realised that he was unlikely to be greeted by much comfort when they arrived. In this he was right. They climbed until they reached the summit of the house, and Kavanagh led him into a sparsely furnished garret. There was a single chair and a small table, and in the corner a thin mattress. Against one wall stood a chest. James couldn’t see anything else.


‘Where is my room?’ he asked.


Kavanagh laughed harshly. ‘Why, my lord, this is it and you are in it.’


James put his bag on the floor and made no further comment. It was clear to him now what his father and Miss Deakin had planned, and that they had no intention of retrieving him. Of Miss Deakin he expected no better, but he did not expect it from his father, for all his brutishness and harshness.


That night he found himself sleeping with an empty belly on Master Kavanagh’s hard floor, where Master Kavanagh’s fleas were not slow to introduce themselves, and when the next morning he enquired when his hot water was coming he was rewarded with another harsh laugh.


‘Can you dance, boy?’ Kavanagh asked him.


‘Not much,’ James said. ‘My mother taught me a little. Before she left …’


‘Well, you’re no use to me unless you can move lightly on your feet. I am a professor of dance, a master of the minuet, the quadrille, the jig, the reel, a bringer of joy to the city.’


James wasn’t sure he was convinced by this. There wasn’t much joy in this room.


‘I don’t think I will be able to move at all, unless I eat something.’


‘Don’t think you’re going to eat me out of house and home, boy.’


‘Aren’t you paid for it? By my father?’


The dancing master snarled. ‘Your father!’ he began, but went no further, going instead to the table where he cut a slice from a loaf and tossed it to James. The bread was hard enough to break teeth, but James devoured it. After this modest meal he made James show him what steps he knew, snorting with derision as James moved uneasily across the short space of his floor.


‘An elephant would dance more gracefully.’


Then the master demonstrated his trade, moving effortlessly as he hummed tunes both quick and slow. His feet seemed to belong to a different body than their owner’s upper parts. The upper body was quarrelsome and angry, but the feet had no quarrel with anyone; they moved lightly and happily and didn’t grumble or growl.


His impromptu performance seemed to put Kavanagh in better humour and he announced that he was now ready to encounter the world again. He had once had, he told James, the best dancing school in the city, and he had taught the better half of the city how to dance before he fell on evil times. He didn’t explain to James what brought the evil times, but James could guess as he watched Kavanagh take a swig from a bottle of gin. The dancing master pulled on his tattered wig and his hat, grabbed his cane and, with mock courtesy, took his leave.


‘What should I do?’ James asked as Kavanagh was leaving.


‘My lord should do as he pleases,’ the dancing master laughed, in a tone that made it clear that he really didn’t care whether James lived or died.


Left to himself, James took stock of his new surroundings and his new position. Was this to be his new life, hidden away in a rancid garret? The walls and the poor furniture looked back at him blankly. James felt a tide of panic wash through his body. He must get some air. He went down the stairs at a run, pausing on the landing where there was the room without a door. A man sat at a table tapping at the side of a shoe. Patches of leather were spread beside him on the table, and several ragged young children sat around listlessly. The shoemaker looked up sharply as James stood outside.


‘Who might you be?’


James had to think for a moment, as if this new life had robbed him of himself. ‘James Lovett.’


‘Well, James Lovett, what brings you to Coles Alley? You don’t look as if you’re related to the dancing master.’


‘I’m not.’


The shoemaker invited him in and waved to an empty seat at the table. ‘I’ll warrant he doesn’t have much more than gin in that room. You’re hungry?’


James was starving. The shoemaker’s wife brought him a bowl of broth. As James ate, the shoemaker cast a critical eye at his feet. James shifted uncomfortably under the gaze.


‘Those are not the shoes of a street boy, are they, James Lovett?’


‘They are now,’ James replied. ‘Since that is what I’ve become.’



















Five
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A Terrible Discovery
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As often as he could, James made his way out of the Liberties and back into the old city to seek out Harry down by the Custom House dock. If Harry was busy, James contented himself with watching his friend at work, smiling at the easy way Harry had with his customers, chatting away with them, sharing the news of the city.


Harry sat on his three-legged stool and the men would appear as if out of nowhere and place a foot on his lap. Harry would take his old knife – his spudd, he called it – and scrape off the dirt. Then he would fish out a mouldy old wig and wipe the boot with it. Finally it would be time for the polish, a mixture of lampblack and eggs, which Harry would ladle on with a paintbrush. The mix would dry quickly, leaving the boot looking as if it just been bought, but if you smelled the boot before it was completely dry, you’d nearly faint with the stink of rotten eggs.


‘You know, Jim,’ Harry said to him later as they leaned against the arch that gave onto the dock, ‘I don’t think you should lie down so easily under your burden.’


‘What do you mean?’ James asked.


‘Just look at you. You’re getting shabbier every day. Next time you come here someone might hold up his boot to you and expect you to polish it.’


‘What am I supposed to do?


‘Everyone knows where you belong. Everyone knows whose son you are. Have you ever gone back to the house?’


Since the day that Miss Deakin delivered him to his new life, James had never thought about returning. He had put the house out of his thoughts, which had been easier than he had expected. So much else was happening, his old life had shrunk back into a small corner at the back of his mind. If he kept it there, maybe the pain would shrink too, and he could learn to face whatever came his way. Yet he sometimes thought of his father, and then he would drift back to the time when they had lived in the house in Wexford, when his mother was still there, before the fighting started, before his mother was driven out and they came to the house in Dublin. He even imagined that his father still looked out for him in some strange and secretive way, asking about him, perhaps following him in disguise or looking out from a tavern or coffee house doorway as James passed in and out of the old city. He felt sure he had seen his father once or twice, in the distance and not very clearly but still unmistakably him. Maybe he wasn’t completely abandoned; maybe there was a path back to the affections of his father.


Harry interrupted this thoughts. ‘Have you really never gone back?’


‘No,’ James said.


‘Well then, go, find out what’s happening. Maybe your father has changed his mind.’


James hesitated. The word ‘father’ produced a strange sensation in him, a kind of sickening, in which fear and sorrow were the main ingredients. Was it really possible that there might be a way back to his old life? It had not been a happy life, but at least he knew where the next meal was coming from and where he would lay his head at night.


‘Only if you come with me,’ he said finally.


Later that evening, after Harry had finished his work for the day, the two boys crossed the river and made their way towards James’s father’s house. The streets were dark and lifeless, with just the occasional carriage trundling past. James grew more agitated the closer he came to his old home. He had no clear idea of what he would do when he got there, and was beginning to regret the impulse to go back. It did not feel as if he was coming home, but more like he was entering a dark cave full of hidden danger. He felt like Hansel following the bright stones back to the house where no welcome was waiting. He had to force himself onward. At last they arrived in the street. There was a sudden flurry of noise and activity as the coach from Newry pulled in and the passengers descended as the coachman set down their luggage. Harry and James hid in the shadows until the last passenger had gone, then James walked on the other side of the street, glancing across at the terrace where his father’s house was. As he approached his old home James suddenly started. A black wreath hung on the front door. James’s heart thumped uncontrollably. He walked past the house, then turned on his heel and went back again. It was the right house, and the wreath was still there.


‘Looks like somebody has died,’ Harry said.


James stood rooted to the pavement. In the upstairs windows he could see the glow of candles, but he couldn’t make out any figures. He couldn’t bring himself to knock on the front door.


‘We’ll go round the back,’ he whispered to Harry, and led him to the laneway at the back at the houses until they came in by the stable and crept up to the kitchen window.


Mrs Rudge and Smeadie were sitting down to their supper at the table and James rapped on the windowpane to attract their attention. Both looked up at once, and James watched the colour drain from Mrs Rudge’s face as she looked at him. After some hesitation, Smeadie opened the door a crack and hissed, ‘What do you want?’ He looked in distaste at Harry.


‘Smeadie, it’s me,’ James said. ‘And Harry is with me. Let us in, can’t you?’


‘It’s more than my job’s worth to let you in, sir.’ Smeadie looked embarrassed by his confession, but he didn’t open the door any further.


Then they heard Mrs Rudge’s firm voice behind him. ‘Let them in.’


Reluctantly, Smeadie admitted the two boys. Mrs Rudge took one look at them and sat them down at the table, without a word, then produced two bowls of steaming food and commanded them to eat. After they had swallowed a few mouthfuls, James asked about the black wreath he had seen on the door.


Smeadie and Mrs Rudge looked at each other awkwardly. Finally Mrs Rudge spoke. ‘It’s given out that you died, master. The wreath is for you.’


James almost choked on his stew. ‘Dead? How can I be dead? Look at me!’


Smeadie gazed at him, as if not quite convinced that he was real and not a ghost returned to cause trouble for his master. ‘His lordship was greatly distressed,’ he said. ‘It was said that you had drowned in the river in a most unfortunate accident.’ He said this in such a way that James felt he had inconvenienced the household by not having the grace to perish quietly.


‘I never believed it meself,’ Mrs Rudge said. ‘I always thought your going away was her doing, and since no body was ever produced I never believed you had gone to your reward.’


‘Was there a … funeral?’ James asked, hardly daring to utter the word.


‘Aye, there was,’ said Smeadie, enlivened by the memory. He described it in some detail and with unmistakable relish: the solemn procession, the onlookers, the grave voice of the archbishop in the cathedral, the tears of Miss Deakin and his father.


‘Oh be quiet man, can’t you!’ Mrs Rudge interrupted, irritated. ‘Young James doesn’t need to hear all that.’


‘How shall a dead man live?’ asked Harry, who had been sitting quietly, eating and listening. His question was met with silence. But James wasn’t defeated yet.


‘It’s a trick. They know I am alive. They know where I am.’ He stopped suddenly, as if he had just realised something.


‘The last thing they’ll want is you turning up now,’ Smeadie said.


‘He’s right,’ Harry said. ‘You’re in great danger now you’re … dead. It would suit them very well to have the reality match the lie.’


‘You must never come back here,’ Mrs Rudge said.


‘Can we trust you not to say anything?’ Harry suddenly asked Smeadie.


‘How dare you, you little get!’ Smeadie spat back.


‘He won’t say anything, don’t fret,’ Mrs Rudge said. ‘But you must take great care, Master James. Don’t go down any dark alleys at night. Keep your wits about you and be careful who you talk to, and don’t let anyone know who you are.’


Everyone knows who I am already, James thought to himself. I can’t remove myself from their knowledge without destroying half the city.


He could see that Smeadie and Mrs Rudge were growing more uncomfortable the longer the visit lasted, so he got up from the table, thanked them and took his leave, and he and Harry slipped back down the lane and down by quiet streets towards the river.
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