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31 AUGUST 1913


SACKVILLE STREET, DUBLIN.





Liam knew that he shouldn’t be here. It was no place for a ten-year-old boy; any adult would tell you that. But he hadn’t asked an adult. He had just sneaked into town without anyone knowing. Because really, he had to be here. Today’s meeting in the city’s main street was too exciting to miss, and he looked forward to telling his friend Nora all about his adventures later on.


Last night Liam had heard his mother saying that the police had banned Jim Larkin, the leader of the city’s striking workers, from addressing the people of Dublin. But Larkin had insisted that he would appear in Sackville Street at half past one today, police or no police. Liam had no idea how Larkin was going to do it, and neither, it seemed, had anybody else, but the street was thronged with people eager to see what would happen.


Even though he was fairly tall for a ten-year-old, Liam found it hard to see across Sackville Street as he stood at the base of Nelson’s Pillar, the high column topped by a statue of Lord Nelson that Ma said was the exact centre of Dublin. The thought of his mother made him feel guilty. She’d be worried if she knew that he was here alone and surrounded by grown-ups. And there was a funny mood in the crowd, a slightly frightening sense that something, anything could suddenly happen. But things that were frightening were sometimes exciting too, and Liam told himself that what his mother didn’t know needn’t worry her, and that if his hero, Mr Larkin, wasn’t afraid, then he wouldn’t be either.


There were hundreds of policemen on duty, and as Liam moved down the street towards the General Post Office he noticed how angry some of them seemed, fingering their batons and looking suspiciously at the people who spilled off the footpaths and onto the street.


The crowd itself was an odd mixture, with Larkin’s supporters, mostly working men in their caps and Sunday-best jackets, mingling with well-dressed people coming from Mass in the nearby pro-Cathedral. Liam checked the time on the big clock mounted on the wall above a nearby shop. It was twenty-nine minutes past one. Only one minute to go, and still no sign of Jim Larkin. It would be really disappointing if he didn’t show up, yet with policemen stationed at every corner it was hard to see how the leader of the striking workers could keep his promise. But he always kept his promises, Liam’s father had said last night, you could count on it.


Thinking of his father, Liam glanced around nervously. As a loyal supporter of Larkin, Da was bound to be somewhere in the crowd. And Liam would be in serious trouble with him if he was spotted here. He would have loved to come into town today with him, but there was no question of his father bringing his son to a meeting banned by the police.


‘Make way there, make way,’ cried a big police sergeant, and Liam was jostled forward as a line of officers pushed the crowd back to allow a carriage to draw up outside the Imperial Hotel, directly across the road from the General Post Office.


Through a gap in the crowd Liam watched as a bearded, elderly man and an expensively dressed woman emerged from the carriage and made for the hotel entrance. Liam felt a surge of annoyance. Why should everyone else be pushed out of the way just because somebody rich wanted to enter the hotel? It wasn’t that he had anything against the lady or the man – whom he now saw was stooped and slow-moving – but why did the police have to be so rough with everyone else? Da said that the police were completely on the side of the employers. So pushing the ordinary people back was a way of showing them who was boss.


Liam felt a tap on his shoulder.


‘You shouldn’t be here, sonny,’ said a voice in a strong country accent.


Liam looked up to see a tall policeman looking down at him.


‘Be on off home with you now,’ said the man gruffly.


Part of Liam wanted to say ‘Dublin is my home,’ but it wouldn’t be a good idea to give cheek to a policeman. He hesitated, reluctant to argue back, but not wanting to give in at once.


‘Well, what are you waiting for?’


‘Jim Larkin,’ answered Liam, the smart answer slipping out before he could stop himself.


The policeman’s face darkened. ‘Don’t give me lip, you little pup!’ The man took a step nearer, and Liam drew back.


There was a sudden roar from the crowd.


‘Larkin! It’s Larkin!’


They began cheering wildly and pointing to a balcony on the first floor of the Imperial Hotel. To Liam’s relief, the policeman turned away and began pushing his way towards the hotel.


Liam stood on tiptoe to see the figure on the balcony. It couldn’t be! But it was: the elderly gentleman who had walked so shakily from the carriage was now standing erect and proud. It was Jim Larkin!


‘Workers of Dublin, I said I’d be here, and here I am!’


The crowd went mad, and Liam found himself cheering loudly along with the people around him.


There was a sudden surge as police converged on the hotel, and Liam knew it wouldn’t be long before Larkin was arrested. Sure enough, before Larkin could say much more he was pulled back off the balcony. But the briefness of the appearance didn’t matter to Liam or to the people in the street. Their hero had outfoxed his enemies once again and coolly kept his promise to appear, right under their noses.


Liam ran forward, wanting to see Larkin in the flesh as he was led away. The people behind him surged forward too, but were stopped by the police, who had formed a cordon around the hotel. Standing as close to the line of policemen as he dared, his heart pounding, Liam saw a flurry of activity at the door of the Imperial. Then an officer in command of a group of uniformed policemen bundled Larkin out the door and towards a carriage.


Before Liam knew what he was doing, he called out, ‘Well done, Mr Larkin!’


The tall union leader, still wearing the false beard that had been part of his disguise, turned his head towards the voice. Locking eyes briefly with Liam, he winked, and then was thrust into the carriage.


Winked at by Jim Larkin! Liam could hardly believe it. Wouldn’t that be something to tell Da, if he dared!


As the carriage pulled away, scuffling broke out on the roadway near the hotel entrance. There was a cry of ‘Baton charge!’ and within seconds there was chaos. The policemen who had earlier been fingering their batons now suddenly wielded them savagely. People screamed in pain, and men fell to the ground, blood streaming from their heads and faces. Liam felt his stomach tighten in fear and he tried to run in the opposite direction, but was forced back by the crowd behind him who were being batoned by police officers advancing from the direction of Nelson’s Pillar.


Turning on his heel, Liam ran as best he could down the middle of the road, dodging the bodies of those who had already fallen. He couldn’t believe that the police were attacking everyone in sight. But something had been unleashed today, and nobody was safe, not even a boy like himself.


As if to prove it, a nearby policeman, having just felled a middle-aged man with a sickening blow from his baton, swung around and flailed at Liam. Dodging from an attack that might have split his head, Liam still caught part of the blow on his shoulder, and he cried out in pain.


Before the man could swing again, Liam ducked in panic under his outstretched arm and ran on down the street. Soon he was near the turn for Sackville Place, where he attended choir practice with Nora two nights a week. There was a laneway that ran off Sackville Place and parallel to Marlborough Street; if he could just make it to there, maybe he could escape from the horror of the riot.


He ran to the corner of Sackville Place and turned into it, then stopped dead. Mounted policemen were advancing towards him, reaching down from their saddles and felling anyone within range of their batons.


Liam turned and fled, the cries of those being pursued by the horsemen ringing in his ears. Sackville Street was now like a battlefield, but Liam didn’t hesitate and ran diagonally across the broad thoroughfare, heading for Prince’s Street and the alley at its far end that would take him to Middle Abbey Street and safety.


Lots of other people were running in the same direction, and he couldn’t see clearly what lay ahead. Suddenly the crowd halted in disarray. Liam heard the order ‘Reserves advance!’, and the people in front of him milled about, trying to reverse direction as the reserve body of police officers was unleashed.


Really frightened now, Liam hesitated, not knowing what to do. People all around him began to be hit, trapped as they were in front and rear. Liam crouched and raised his arms to try to protect his head. A heavy hand spun him around, then a baton crashed into his temple. For a split second he saw a blinding light, then he fell to the ground and everything faded to darkness.






















PART ONE


SEEDS OF TROUBLE






















Chapter 1


MARCH 1913


FR MATHEW HALL, DUBLIN.





Nora felt a surge of panic. She searched through the sheet music in her leather satchel but couldn’t find the page she wanted. It must be here somewhere, she told herself, it just has to be! She went through the music again, sheet by sheet, hoping to find the page she needed, perhaps stuck to another page. But there was no mistake – it was missing.


Nora felt a sinking sensation. This should have been a special day. She was dressed in her new green velvet dress, and her mother had bought matching ribbons for her hair, but now things had gone badly wrong. Desperately wanting to keep the feeling of panic at bay, Nora closed her eyes and breathed deeply, doing the relaxation exercise her singing teacher had taught her.


Normally Nora loved the atmosphere backstage at a feis, waiting in the wings with the other competitors. She liked the special dusty smell that you only got in theatres, and she enjoyed the excitement of competing, and the fun you could have with the other contestants. Today everyone in the under-twelve age group had to sing Gounod’s ‘Ave Maria’, and Nora had been happy with her performance. She was hoping to score well with her selected piece, Gilbert and Sullivan’s ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’. But without the sheet music for the pianist who accompanied each performer, what was she going to do?


And what would her mother say? Although Nora had been singing at feiseanna since she was six, it was only recently that she had convinced her mother that at ten years of age she was old enough to look after her own music.


Even as she took slow deep breaths, Nora’s mind was racing. Maybe she could sing another song? A different song wouldn’t be as well rehearsed as ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’, and would lessen her chances of winning, especially today when she was competing against Kathleen Brogan, who performed in all the feiseanna, and who won lots of prizes. Still, singing a different piece would be better than going out to the auditorium and confessing her mistake to her mother. Except that if she sang something else she would be questioned, wouldn’t she? After so much practice, Nora, why did you change songs?


She could claim that she had switched songs because one of the other contestants had already sung ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’. He was a boy of about her own age and he had performed it very well.


A sudden thought struck her. Nora opened her eyes and searched among the waiting competitors for the boy who had sung her song. He must be new to the circuit; she had never seen him at any other feiseanna. There he was! He looked relaxed as he sat on a chair, reading a comic book and pushing back a strand of wavy brown hair that had fallen down onto his forehead. His hob-nailed boots were old, but well polished.


Could she do it? Could she ask a boy she had never met to lend her the music? The more she hesitated, the more unreasonable it seemed. After all, they were competing against each other. Could she really ask for his help – in her efforts to beat him? No, that wouldn’t be fair. She would be in trouble now with her mother, with her singing teacher, with everyone! She had practised really hard for today, but it was all going wrong. Nora felt tears starting to well up in her eyes, though she tried to keep them at bay.


Just then the boy looked up from his comic and glanced towards her. He gave her a half-smile, his blue eyes friendly.


Nora immediately turned away. She rose quickly and made her way to a far corner of the theatre’s wings, hoping that the boy hadn’t noticed that she was upset. Taking out her handkerchief, she dabbed her eyes dry. There was no use feeling sorry for herself; she would just have to tell her mother the truth.


‘It’s only a song,’ a voice said.


Nora turned to discover that the wavy-haired boy had followed her.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘No good being upset. Just go on and do your best.’


So he had seen the tears forming in her eyes. And he thought she was upset at having to perform again.


‘It’s…it’s not that,’ she said.


‘What is it then?’


Nora wasn’t used to strangers being so blunt, yet she found herself answering openly.


‘I forgot my music. Mummy will be really upset.’


‘No music? Holy God!’


Nora was taken aback. She didn’t know many boys, but those she had met didn’t speak like this.


‘Have you music for any other piece?’ the boy asked.


‘Yes, but I’ve practised “Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes”. So my mother will ask questions if I sing something else.’


‘That’s your piece? “Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes”?’


‘Yes.’


This was her opportunity. He was kind, he was friendly, there was a good chance he might help her. She looked at him, searching for the right words. But then she faltered, unable to find the nerve to ask.


‘Sure, you’re all right then,’ the boy said. ‘You can use mine.’


‘I … I can’t just take yours,’ Nora said, feeling that politeness demanded this.


‘Fair enough. I’ll sell it to you. Say, a tanner?’


Nora was a little bit shocked. Sixpence was a lot – more than her entire weekly pocket money. On the other hand, the sheet music would be a lifesaver.


‘I don’t have sixpence with me,’ she explained, ‘but–’


The boy burst out laughing. ‘Will you get out of it! I’m only messing.’ He reached inside the cover of the comic book and removed the music. ‘Here, take it.’


‘Even though we’re rivals?’


‘I want to win ’cause I’m the best, not ’cause you forgot your music!’


The boy was grinning, and Nora found herself smiling back. It was as though a weight had lifted from her, and she felt a stab of affection for this slightly cocky, slightly rough, but clearly generous boy.


‘Thank you so much,’ she said, taking the music.


‘You’re grand.’


‘I…I don’t even know your name.’


‘Liam. Liam O’Meara.’


‘Hello, Liam.’ Nora held out her hand. ‘I’m Nora Reynolds.’


‘Well hello, Nora Reynolds,’ he answered with a grin, then he held out his hand, and Nora happily shook it.
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‘Ladies and Gentlemen, it is my pleasant duty to announce the results of the Under-Twelve singing competition.’


Nora felt her pulses starting to race as the Master of Ceremonies spoke from the stage. Her mother reached out and squeezed Nora’s hand encouragingly as they sat together in the auditorium. The standard had been high, but Nora felt that she had done well with ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’.


After the performance she had returned the sheet music to her new friend, Liam, and they had chatted easily together backstage until all the contestants were finished. She was surprised when Liam told her that he had come here on his own, his home in Phibsboro being only a short distance from the Fr Mathew Hall. Nora had never travelled to a feis on her own and was a bit envious of the amount of freedom that Liam seemed to enjoy. On the other hand, it meant that none of his family was here to support him. She found herself really curious about his world, which she suspected was very different to her own.


She could see him now, sitting on the end seat of a nearby row, and she gave him a quick wave. He smiled and gave a thumbs-up sign, then they both looked up to the stage as the MC unfolded the sheet of paper with the winners’ names.


‘In second place, the winner of the silver medal is Miss Kathleen Brogan.’


There was applause in which Nora and her mother joined politely. Nora was unsure whether to be pleased or not. No one really liked Kathleen Brogan, and it would have been nice to see her out of the medals for once. Still, she hadn’t won the gold, so Nora still had a chance of beating her. She waited anxiously as Kathleen, all simpering smiles, mounted the stage and collected her medal. The MC consulted his list again. Nora could see Liam straining forward in his seat, and she hoped that the prize would go to him if she didn’t win.


‘In first place, the winner of the gold medal is …’ The man paused dramatically, and Nora felt irritated by his self-satisfied smile as he made the contestants sweat it out. Eventually he looked out into the auditorium and called out the winner’s name ... ‘Master Eamon Fitzgerald!’


Nora’s heart sank. A thin boy with dark, curly hair approached the stage to claim his prize. He had sung well, and the judges must have felt that over the two pieces his was the highest standard. She was disappointed, but at least she had avoided getting into trouble, she would probably get a good written commendation from the judges, and she had made a new friend in Liam.


She looked over at him now, and he made a face at her as if to say, ‘Oh well’.


She shrugged and smiled ruefully at him, then turned back as her mother spoke.


‘That’s disappointing, Nora.’


‘Yes.’


‘I thought you had a good chance of winning the gold.’ Her mother made an effort to be cheerful. ‘Well…maybe next time, dear.’


Nora gave her arm an affectionate squeeze. Despite being very strict about some things, her mother never scolded her after a competition or pointed out her faults, like she had heard some mothers doing.


Out of the corner of her eye, Nora saw Liam rising from his seat. He made his way in her direction and smiled as he reached her.


‘I’ll see you, Nora. I’m just going to get my letter from the judges and head off.’


‘Right.’ Nora felt torn. She had gotten to like him in the brief time that they had known each other, and she really ought to introduce him to her mother. But another part of her wanted him to go away as quickly as possible, in case he let slip about the sheet music.


Liam looked expectantly at her mother, and Nora knew that she had no choice.


‘Mummy, I’d like you to meet Liam.’


Her mother held out her hand. ‘How do you do, Liam?’ she said as they shook hands.


‘I’m grand. And yourself?’


Nora could see that her mother was slightly taken aback by Liam’s response.


‘I’m very well, thank you.’


‘That’s the best day you’ll ever see.’ Liam grinned. ‘That’s what my granny always says.’


‘Indeed.’


‘Anyway, I better run. See you at the next feis, Nora.’


‘Yes, see you, Liam.’


He nodded to her mother. ‘Nice meeting you.’


‘You too.’


Nora was relieved that Liam had given nothing away, and she smiled as he gave her a conspiratorial wink before moving off.


‘How did you come to meet this boy?’ her mother asked.


‘We, eh … we got chatting backstage,’ Nora answered, wanting to avoid telling an outright lie.


‘I don’t wish to be harsh, dear, but he’s not really our kind of person.’ Her mother was speaking in the quiet but firm tone that she used when she felt strongly about something.


‘I dare say he’s a pleasant, friendly sort of boy. But it’s better to choose friends from one’s own background. Better all round, from his point of view as well as yours.’


Nora felt like asking how it could be better for Liam, or for her for that matter, if they weren’t friends the next time they met at a feis, but she didn’t argue. Her mother could be snobbish – much more so than Daddy – when speaking about poorer people. And she supposed that her family was reasonably wealthy. But why hold that against Liam?


Nora remembered how shocked she had been when her father had allowed her to come with him once on a visit to his company’s wine vaults in Sheriff Street, in the city centre. She had seen filthy, barefoot children playing in the gutters, children who looked sick and hungry. Compared to them, Liam clearly came from a family that wasn’t doing too badly.


Liam had saved her from big trouble, he had been good fun to talk to, and she was really glad she had met him. She would have to keep it a secret from her mother, but they were going to meet again, and when that happened they would still be friends.



















Chapter 2





Liam was biding his time. If you wanted to get his da’s approval for something, it was important to catch him in the right mood. Liam sat in a corner of the front room, pretending to read a library book, while his parents occupied the two slightly battered armchairs on either side of the fire.


Liam waited until his four sisters had gone to the kitchen, where nine-year-old Eileen – who was almost as good a cook as their mother – was helping the other girls to make apple tarts. His mother was sewing a dress for Peg, his little sister, while Da spoke excitedly about the latest conflict between Larkin’s union and the employers.


By this stage Liam knew the arguments by heart: how Dublin had worse slums than Calcutta, how labourers desperate for work slaved for up to seventeen hours a day, how the dreaded disease of tuberculosis, or ‘the consumption’ as his granny called it, was fifty percent worse in Ireland than in England or Scotland because so many workers lived in filthy, crowded tenements.


He glanced over at his father and felt a sudden stab of pride at having a parent who was always willing to fight for the underdog.


‘Jim Larkin is right, Kitty,’ said his da. ‘We’ve got to get off our knees. The bosses will walk on us till we do.’


‘I know,’ said his wife. ‘But it’s one thing to strike against your own boss. Joining other workers to go on strike against their employers, though …’


‘It makes them take us seriously.’


‘Maybe. But it’s also made them band together against the workers. I hope the union hasn’t bitten off more than it can chew.’


‘Jim Larkin will see us right, never you fear.’


His father said it with conviction, and Ma seemed to accept the assurance, and returned her attention to her sewing. Then Da reached into his pocket and took out his pipe, and Liam felt the time had come to ask his question. He hesitated, anxious to get the tone just right. If he asked too casually his father might dismiss him. But if he made it sound like he was asking for something really big, his da might look at it seriously – and find a reason to say no.


Only one way to find out, Liam thought, as he put down his library book.


‘Da?’


‘Yes, son?’


‘When I was at the feis I met a man called Brother Raymond.’


‘Did you? And who’s Brother Raymond when he’s at home?’


‘Billy,’ said his wife chidingly, looking up from her sewing.


Ma was always very respectful of anything to do with religion. Da was a Catholic too, but he wasn’t pious, and he disliked the kind of blatantly holy people he called ‘craw-thumpers’.


‘He’s a Capuchin friar who’s starting a new choir,’ explained Liam. ‘He heard me singing and asked if I’d like to join.’


‘Did he now?’ said Da, pressing the tobacco into the pipe with his thumb before looking enquiringly at Liam. ‘And what did you say?’


‘That I’d ask my parents.’


‘Maybe Brother Raymond should have been the one to ask us.’


‘Don’t be like that, Billy,’ said his wife. ‘Picking Liam is a big compliment.’


‘And what about you, Liam? Do you want to join?’


Liam nodded. ‘It sounds good. He said he wants to make it into one of the best choirs in Dublin.’


His father seemed to consider this as he continued lighting his pipe, but Liam sensed that he wasn’t quite convinced, and so he tried to sell the idea a bit more.


‘A boy I met at the feis is in a choir in Rathmines. They sing at weddings and funerals; you can make a few bob from it.’


His father smiled as he drew on his pipe, and Liam felt his hopes rising.


‘You’re a right little moneybags, aren’t you?’


Liam wasn’t sure that this was a good response. ‘I just thought I could bring in something for the family,’ he said.


‘Right.’


‘So, can I go, Da?’


Liam waited anxiously as his father puffed vigorously to get the pipe going. Finally he lowered the pipe and looked at Liam.


‘All right then. On one condition.’


‘What?’


‘They sing free of charge at my funeral.’


‘Billy!’ said Ma, but she was laughing even as she scolded him.


Liam laughed too. ‘Thanks, Da,’ he said, ‘that’s a deal!’
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Usually, Nora loved Sundays with her family, especially lunchtime when they would all sit down together at the dining room table, with linen napkins, shining glasses and the best damask tablecloth. Cook made an extra effort for Sunday lunch: Beef Wellington, or poached salmon, roast stuffed chicken with delicious gravy – and always roast potatoes. Golden brown and crisp on the outside, but soft and floury in the middle, they were Nora’s favourite food in the world.


Hazy April sunshine streamed in through the tall French windows as she sat between her two brothers, David and Peter, and finished her last roast potato. Despite the good food and the happy family atmosphere, Nora’s mind was slightly clouded by outside events. She looked across the table at her father, hoping that he could put her mind at ease.


‘Daddy, can I ask you something?’


‘Of course, dear.’


‘Why were the suffragettes put in jail?’ Nora had heard about a group of women in London who called themselves suffragettes and who were demanding rights for women.


‘They broke the law, Nora,’ answered her father.


‘How?’


‘By agitating and protesting.’


Nora looked at him, not understanding what was actually wrong with that.


Her father must have realised that he hadn’t explained enough, for now he put down his knife and fork and spoke patiently.


‘You know that every few years the people elect a government?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, the suffragettes are saying that every woman in the country should have a vote. Demanding it, in fact.’


‘But, Daddy…what’s wrong with women voting?’


‘Don’t be stupid!’ said her brother.


‘Manners, David,’ corrected their mother.


The best way to annoy her eight-year-old brother was to ignore him completely, and so Nora looked instead at her father, who smiled indulgently.


‘That’s not how things are done, Nora,’ he said.


‘Why not?’


‘It’s not a lady’s place to get involved in such things,’ said her mother.


‘Miss Dillon says a girl should be free to pursue any goal,’ answered Nora, quoting her teacher, whom all of the girls in school admired.


‘Miss Dillon should have a care,’ her mother said warningly. ‘She’s not employed to undermine the social order.’


Now Nora was sorry she had said anything. The last thing she wanted was to get her favourite teacher into trouble.


‘These are not things for you to worry about, dear,’ said her father soothingly. ‘Time enough for all that when you’re older. All right?’


‘All right.’


But now Nora did have something to worry about. Suppose her mother wrote a letter of complaint about Miss Dillon? The nuns who ran Nora’s convent school held all the power. If they weren’t happy with a teacher they could dismiss her. And then there were the suffragettes. Easy enough for Daddy to say not to worry. He had a vote. Nora was determined that one day she too would vote, it was only fair. But the idea of being locked up in prison like the suffragettes was really frightening.


‘Lemon meringue pie for dessert, Nora,’ said her father with a smile.


She realised that he was trying to distract her, but she also knew that he meant it as a kindness.


‘Great,’ she answered, trying for a smile in return. But though she loved lemon meringue, she just made a show of pushing it around her plate when it came. Somehow she had lost her appetite.
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