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About the Book

For Katherine Donovan the slums of Dublin are a lonely place. Her father, a pawnbroker, is the most hated man in the district, and Katherine an outcast. Her only friend is tiny Ceppi Healy, underfed, irrepressible and, the youngest in a neglected family of eight, as much an emotional orphan as eighteen-year-old Katherine.

Then, one night, the unthinkable happens. Katherine’s father is murdered, a victim of local revenge for an act of cruelty even she couldn’t have anticipated. Fearing for her life, Katherine flees, taking with her the desperate young Ceppi. Liverpool is her longed-for haven and, with the last of her father’s money, she rents a lodging house in a street decimated by the sinking of the Titanic. But, far from finding a refuge for herself and the little girl she promised to protect, she realises she has put them into the path of terrible danger . . .
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Chapter One

Dublin 1911

 



‘Why do you have to be so nasty to them, Da? It’s not their fault.’ Katherine Donovan’s blue eyes met her father’s cold, flint-grey ones without flinching. She had never before commented on the way he treated his customers, though many was the time she’d pressed her lips tightly together in mute anger and cast darting, fury-filled glances at him. It was the poorest of the poor who came, filled with abject desperation, to the Harp and Shamrock, to pledge or sell whatever would raise a few shillings, for her da was a pawnbroker. He was also a money-lender, and his rates were nothing short of extortion. But people were grateful for the cash and didn’t protest or argue. Most of them didn’t really understand what they were agreeing to, for in the heart of the slums of Dublin, few could read or write.

‘I’ll stand no more talk like that from you, you bold rossi,’ her father growled back. His tone was chilly and bitter. ‘And anyway, for your information, they’re all eejits and idlers.’

Now that she’d started, Katherine plunged on, determined to have her say for once. ‘They can’t help it. They’re not eejits, there isn’t any work.’

He snorted derisively. ‘There’s plenty of work for those who want it. They can’t pay their rent or feed their families because they’re all going on strike by the minute. But more often than not they’ve the price of a pint of porter or a packet of Woodbines.’

She turned away from him as he slammed out of the kitchen. What was the use? There wasn’t a drop of kindness in him. She would make no apology for challenging him, he deserved none. At heart she’d known there would be no satisfactory reply. He’d been like this for as long as she could remember: cold, unbending and relentlessly strict.

‘Don’t let him break your spirit, Katherine, I made that mistake,’ her mam had once urged, and as she’d grown older she’d understood: her father was a cruel, twisted man. Many people were afraid of him and none had a good word for him, and she had suffered because of it. In all her years at school she’d been taunted and shunned. It had been the same with the kids in the street. They’d never let her join their games and she’d often gone home in tears, to no comfort from her da. Gradually she’d become used to it. She never spoke to those who called her names, she just learned to hold her head up defiantly.

She could remember quite clearly the only time Mam had ever stood up to him, a week before she’d died. It had been over what poor Joe Healy owed. He’d shouted down Joe’s excuses and pleadings and actually struck the pale, stooped man twice before Mam had intervened.

‘Leave him, Albert, for the love of God! Don’t go taking the debt out of his poor, half-crippled body.’

‘You mind your tongue, woman, or it’s your body I’ll go taking the debt from,’ he’d bawled at her.

Now, up to her elbows in greasy water as she washed the dishes in the scullery sink, Katherine let her mind wander back over those years. Her poor, poor mam. A slave would have had a better life. She’d worked ceaselessly from dawn to dusk every day, including Sundays. By the time Da got up the breakfast was ready, the tea wet and the room warm. After that it was washing, polishing, scrubbing. More meals to cook, bread to make, socks and stockings to be darned; the list was endless. She had never been strong, either in body or personality. Her mam had had miscarriage after miscarriage before she’d been born. That in itself had been a disappointment for her da. He had wanted a son and after Katherine there were no other children. It was Da who insisted that she should always use her full name. Kate, Katie, Kath, Kit: none of these derivatives was permitted. She was ‘Katherine’ to everybody. Her da always said it separated her from the illiterate rabble they lived amongst.

Mam must have loved him once, she mused, otherwise she would never have married him. How long had it been before she’d realised she’d committed herself for life to a bully? She wrung out the dishcloth and hung it over the single tap, then, taking up the tea towel, she began to dry the dishes. She’d been close to her mam and as she’d grown older she had begun to understand just how she was suffering. Nothing ever pleased Da. Nothing either she or Mam did was right. Much as she’d loved and missed her  mam she would never wish her back here to this existence, in this slum, even though they had a comfortable home, good food, decent clothes and occasional treats like a few sweets. Of course she’d never been allowed to choose what kind of sweets. Da just gave her the small paper bag and she’d been grateful for that.

She hated this part of the city. Oh, the public buildings and parks were magnificent and were well maintained, and she’d often stared into the windows of Switzer’s and Brown Thomas in Grafton Street, especially near Christmas. It didn’t cost anything to look or wish. The streets with their rows of once-stately Georgian houses, now referred to as tenements, were home to thousands of people. Whole families lived in one or two rooms. Dark, damp cellars with no heating housed the truly destitute. The stone steps leading up to the front doors were all worn and cracked. The doors themselves, warped, their paint peeling – if there was any paint left on them – were left wide open all year, rain or shine. The fanlights above them were glassless or had jagged, fly-blown shards that time and the elements had not quite succeeded in dislodging. You couldn’t see clearly into the halls, but maybe that was a blessing.

Her work finished for the day, Katherine took off her apron and went through to the living room. She permitted herself a cynical smile as her father hastily got up from the table, cramming notes and coins into the old tea caddy. With his back turned deliberately towards her, he fumbled under the big, heavy basket that held the turf.

She knew where he kept his money. She’d never touch it, he knew that.

‘Are you going out, Da?’ she asked, although she was certain of the answer.

‘I am so. Isn’t it Wednesday and don’t I always go out?’

Katherine nodded. He didn’t drink in any of the local pubs, he would be ostracised, at best, by the other patrons. He took a tram out to Dollymount. In a quiet, respectable pub with a snug he would have three pints of porter and a small Jameson’s. Well, it suited her fine because she was going out herself to a public meeting in Beresford Place at which Mr George Bernard Shaw, amongst other illustrious people, was going to speak. Dublin was in turmoil as one after the other the city’s industries were closed down by strike action. She felt great sympathy for the strikers, many of whose wives and mothers were amongst her father’s customers. He was always giving out about them, berating and ridiculing them, and they could say nothing because they needed the money so badly.

When he’d gone out, she put on a jacket and her hat, a straw boater with a blue and white striped ribbon. As she gazed at her reflection in the mirror she felt overdressed for walking through the streets of decrepit houses, but to abandon the hat in favour of a shawl seemed somehow hypocritical. She sighed heavily. She was eighteen years old and she hated her life. Not one single aspect of it could she point out as satisfying. Many of the girls she’d been at school with were married now, and some even had children. She wondered: would she ever meet someone and fall in love? If she did, she’d have a war on her hands because she knew no local lad would ever come up to Da’s expectations.

She’d gone as far as the corner, ignoring the looks of contempt cast by the groups of thin, anxious women whose lined and wrinkled faces were pale with ill-nourishment. Their barefoot children, rickety bodies clothed in what were little better than rags, played in the gutter, faces and limbs already so dirty that the extra grime made little difference. Some of the older ones stared at her and put out their tongues and made monkey-like faces at her. This too she ignored although inwardly their animosity cut deeply. If only there was something, anything, she could do to help them. But any help she offered would be refused. They wouldn’t take charity handouts from Donovan’s daughter.

‘Katherine! Katherine, will ye wait for me!’

At the sound of the child’s voice she stopped and turned around. She smiled. This was the exception to the rule. This was the one who braved the wrath of the others. Eight-year-old Concepta Healy, or ‘Ceppi’ as she was known, was like her shadow. She followed her everywhere. Da wouldn’t have the child over the doorstep, so Ceppi always waited by the corner.

‘Are ye going on a nice outing with the good hat on ye and all?’

Katherine took the grubby hands in hers. ‘Well, I don’t know if it will be a nice outing. It’s a meeting.’ She brushed back the strands of Ceppi’s tangled copper-coloured hair. ‘Isn’t this desperate. It’s like a furze bush.’

‘Sure, we’ve no comb or brush. Didn’t our Annie and Sally break them in the fight they had over them?’

Katherine smiled. ‘Never mind, I’ll buy you a hairbrush.’

Ceppi shrugged nonchalantly. ‘Oh, I’m not troubled at all. Anyway, me mam would take it offen me.’

Katherine nodded and looked into the grey-green eyes that always seemed to be too huge for the pale, pinched little face.

‘Will ye bring me on the outing too? I don’t care what it is, really I don’t.’

Katherine thought about it. There would be crowds of people and also the police and perhaps even the military. If things started to go wrong . . . well, she was a bit apprehensive herself if the truth be told.

‘Please? Please? No one will miss me, no one cares. Except maybe me da.’

Katherine relented. Poor Joe Healy. He was a pleasant man who bore his many afflictions with patience and cheerfulness, despite the fact that Lily Healy did nothing for her husband, nor for her eight children, who were left to fend for themselves. Ceppi was the youngest. Joe Healy had been born with what everyone referred to as a crooked backbone. Walking was not easy and in his latter years he’d been crippled with arthritis. He had also contracted consumption to add to his misery. He got little sympathy from his wife: she’d once yelled at him she was sure he’d got the consumption to spite her. Everyone said he’d never see Christmas, but seemingly the child didn’t know this or was putting a very brave face on it.

‘Come on then, Ceppi, keep tight hold of my hand.’

The child grinned. ‘Will you bring me on a tram?’

Katherine nodded. ‘I will so, we’re going up to Beresford Place, to a meeting. A big, important meeting.’

‘Sure, what’s a meeting? Have I been brought to one before?’

Katherine’s explanation lasted until they boarded the tram.

Beresford Place was packed, the crowd thickest at the jumble of half-derelict buildings that used to be the Northumberland Commercial and Family Hotel. The twilight of a day that had taken a long time leaving the sky had finally been blanketed by a heavy darkness. At intervals the flaming, pitch-soaked torches men had attached to the walls of buildings illuminated faces and forms, all pale, all etched with hunger and anxiety. And yet, in their eyes there was a spark of determination and hope.

A double line of grim-faced police officers from both the Royal Irish Constabulary and the Dublin City Constabulary blocked their way to the nearest rank of the crowd. Katherine tapped the shoulder of the officer next to her. ‘Would you excuse me, sir? I want to get through.’

The constable looked down at her. ‘Now why should a respectable girl like you want to come here and join this mob of reprobates?’

Katherine looked up at him warily. He wasn’t very old and he was quite good-looking. ‘You’re RIC?’

‘I am so, I’m a Kerry man.’ He had an accent as thick as butter.

‘I didn’t think it would be like this, not as crowded, but seeing as we’re here we might as well stay.’

‘Would ye look at all the polis,’ Ceppi said in amazement. As long as she was with Katherine she wasn’t afraid of them. Katherine was chatting in a friendly way to this one.  She sensed the excitement. ‘Oh, please let’s stay!’ she urged.

Katherine agreed warily, unable to resist the child’s enthusiasm.

‘On your own head be it then,’ agreed the policeman, ‘but if there’s trouble get yourselves home immediately. I’ll look out for you. Mind yourself now.’

As they joined the main body of the crowd Ceppi tugged at Katherine’s skirt. ‘Wasn’t the polis man a sort of . . .?’

‘A decent class of a man. But I’m still worried you won’t be able to see anything and you might get crushed.’

‘I won’t! I won’t be after letting them walk on me!’ Small and thin as Ceppi was, Katherine knew the child could give as good as she got. She’d always had to, just to exist.

The press of bodies increased as more people joined the crowd. The night air became oppressive and it was difficult to hear all that was being said by the speakers. What she had  heard she agreed with. Their leader, Big Jim Larkin, had demanded a fair day’s pay for a fair day’s work and an overtime rate of ninepence an hour. He’d demanded that there be no discrimination against union members. He’d already put a stop to stevedores paying the dockers in pubs and exacting a drink for it. There would be no more restrictive practices.

She looked around at the sea of uplifted faces. The torchlight made some of them look grotesque but there was something else too, a dawning recognition, and resolve to fight for that ‘decent day’s pay’.

There was some sort of scuffle going on in the crowd behind them and Katherine began to feel very anxious. ‘Come on, Ceppi. I think we’d better go home. I’ll buy you  a hot pie to eat on the way,’ she added, forestalling the child’s complaints.

With an effort and the aid of the policeman from Kerry they got through the crowd, and they were even more fortunate to get a tram. The driver told her he was on his way back to Nelson’s Pillar in Sackville Street. ‘That’ll be me lot,’ he said. ‘We’re going on strike and the back of me hand to Mr William Martin Murphy and his Dublin Tramway Company.’

They walked quickly to the O’Connell monument and then along the Quays, noting how many people were out on the streets. As promised, Katherine bought Ceppi a pie which the child crammed greedily into her mouth.

As they turned the corner they both stopped. There seemed to be some sort of commotion going on around the Harp and Shamrock. The street lighting was dim: just one single gaslight struggled feebly against the darkness, creating deep shadows. A figure emerged from the mêlée by the shop and Katherine recognised it as Ceppi’s brother, Con.

‘What’s wrong, Con? What’s going on?’

Con looked wild and distraught, his eyes wide with some sort of panic. ‘Ah, God, isn’t it me da and your da and the men from the houses,’ he panted.

‘What men? What’s the matter?’

‘Me da . . . me da’s dead and it was your da what did it!’

Katherine was stunned. ‘No! No! In the name of God, he couldn’t, he . . .’ For a second she was stuck for words.

‘And now the men are after murderin’ him.’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ Katherine’s hands went to her cheeks. It  couldn’t be true. It couldn’t! Her da couldn’t have killed poor Joe Healy.

‘Come back with me now, Ceppi,’ Con demanded, catching hold of his sister’s arm.

She shook it off. ‘What’ll I do?’ she asked, looking up at Katherine wide-eyed and bewildered.

Katherine felt ill. Her imagination was running wild. They’d come for her next! she thought in panic. ‘Ceppi, go with Con,’ she urged. ‘Go back with him.’

The little girl stood firm. ‘No! I will not! I’m staying with you!’ Her confusion seemed to have been replaced by a blind obstinacy.

‘Ceppi, please?’

‘No!’

It was useless and time wasn’t on her side. She caught the child’s hand. ‘Run! We’ve got to run, Ceppi. Run for our lives!’ They both tore out of the small circle of gaslight back into the darkness.

Con watched them disappear, then turned and walked unsteadily away.




Chapter Two

They were both panting and shaking by the time they reached the corner of the street. There was a patch of scrubby land there where two of the old houses had finally collapsed from neglect. The streetlamp had suffered a similar fate to the houses and no one had bothered to replace it. They were both grateful for the darkness. Katherine leaned against the soot-blackened bricks of the wall of the corner house. It just  couldn’t be true. It couldn’t be. Oh, she knew her da’s temper well enough from experience, but to kill someone and that someone as near to a cripple as Joe Healy had been . . . Joe’d never have dared start an argument with anyone, let alone defend himself.

‘Oh, God, Ceppi! Why would he do it? He knew your da’s a sick man! Maybe it isn’t true?’ She held tightly to the shred of hope that it was all a misunderstanding, that it had been exaggerated. Things often were and the more people gossiped, the more fictional the accounts became.

The child looked up at Katherine’s pale, tear-stained face into eyes that were full of horror and disbelief. But it must  be true, she thought wildly, Con wouldn’t make up something like that. It was too terrible. She was afraid, very afraid, because she knew it took a lot to get Katherine into a state like this.

‘What’ll we do now?’ The child’s voice was hoarse with fear.

‘I don’t know, Ceppi. I can’t think straight. Give me a few minutes while I try to think.’ Katherine slid down the wall until she was resting on her heels. She covered her face with her hands. She’d never been so terrified in all her life.

Ceppi crouched down beside her, her large grey-green eyes filled with dread. She was frightened, but she’d make herself stay silent for Katherine.

Finally she could bear it no longer. ‘Will I go back to see . . . to make sure it’s true?’ Her voice was thin and shaky.

‘They’ll make you stay. Maybe it’s right that you do stay.’

Defiance rose in Ceppi’s eyes. ‘It’s not right and I won’t stay. I won’t.’

‘Ceppi, I . . . I can’t look out for you.’

‘That doesn’t matter, I . . . I’ll go!’

Before Katherine could stop her she’d turned and was lost in the darkness.

Katherine wrapped her arms around her body and began to rock to and fro. She felt sick and cold and shocked. If what Con had said were true she had no one to turn to. No one to give her strength or protect her. Maybe it would be best if she were to go on running by herself? Ceppi would be upset but she’d have to go home and a home was more than she could offer at this minute . . . No, the child doted on her, she couldn’t just abandon her. She began to pray but the words were disjointed. She couldn’t remember the prayers she’d learned at her mother’s knee. Don’t let it be true, Lord! The words went round and round in her head, and she seemed powerless to silence them. If life had been  miserable before at least it had been secure and stable, but now . . . Frozen with terror, she peered into the darkness for Ceppi.

 



There was still a small crowd of people around Ceppi’s house, neighbours mostly, but then the child caught sight of Father Flynn’s white clerical collar. She stopped. She didn’t want to get too close in case her mam saw her and told her to get inside the house and she’d have to go, Father Flynn would see to that, and then what kind of a life would she have? Ignored, left to fend for herself, frequently bawled at and belted too. No, Katherine had been the one person to offer her any real kindness and she’d go to the ends of the earth with her. She caught sight of a figure detaching itself from the crowd and starting to walk up the street. It was her oldest brother, Liam. She rushed up to him. ‘Will ye tell me what’s going on? Our Con said Da’s dead, murdered!’

Liam Healy was sixteen, a tall thin lad with the same mop of red hair all the Healys had. ‘He is so and if the lads had had their way they’d be killing that bastard Donovan, but didn’t the Father arrive and tell them all to stop. He sent Matt Farrelly for the polis and Joe O’Shaughnessy for the ambulance. Still, Donovan’s hurt bad. I hope the bastard dies, he’ll go straight to hell.’

The tears had welled up in Ceppi’s eyes and her lower lip trembled. ‘Oh, God!’

Liam looked down into her face. ‘Where have you been that you didn’t know?’

‘Mind your own business!’

‘Talk like that again to me and I’ll clatter you! You’ve been out with her, haven’t you? With Donovan’s daughter, Miss high and mighty bloody Donovan!’

Ceppi’s fear diminished. She was well used to this. ‘So what iffen I have?’

‘Where is she? I’ll bet the polis will want to speak to her.’

‘What for? She’s done nothing.’

‘They’ll want her to go to the hospital with him – if he lives – or to identify him, if he doesn’t.’

As her brother stopped talking Ceppi heard the loud clanging of the ambulance bell. It turned the corner, passed them and went on down the street. It was followed by a police car, also clanging its bell.

Liam looked scornfully at his sister. ‘You see, they will  want to talk to her. Ask where she was.’

‘We . . . she was in Beresford Square at a meeting. A big meeting.’

‘You want me to believe that your one was at a political meeting?’

‘She was. Anyway, why were you leaving? Won’t the polis want to talk to you?’

He looked uneasy. ‘I didn’t see much of it at all. There was just a lot of . . . shouting.’

‘Liar!’ she flashed back at him. ‘Ye said the lads were belting him, ye couldn’t just hear that. Ye must have seen it, I bet you got in a kick and a clatter yourself!’

‘All right! I’ll tell you what happened. Donovan caught Da as he was passing the shop. He was fierce angry and calling Da everything under the sun. Then he punched Da in the gut and when he fell down he started to kick him.’  Liam’s voice cracked with emotion but the look in Ceppi’s eyes made him continue. ‘That’s when a couple of old shawlies started screaming and we all ran into the street. They told us what he’d done. Da was in a desperate state, there was blood coming from his mouth and he had some kind of a fit and then he . . . he stopped moving. The three Dolan lads laid into Donovan and then . . . everyone, he was on the floor and he wasn’t moving either . . . Then the priest came and stopped it, but Donovan still wasn’t moving. Does that suit you?’ He scowled at her, then shuddered as if haunted by what he’d seen. ‘I’m going for a smoke. I’ve a decent-size butt end I found in the road and one of that lot would have it off me before I’d a chance of a single drag.’

Ceppi watched him hurry off and then looked down the street. She couldn’t see her mam but she could hear her ranting and raving and asking how was she going to manage now. Ceppi pressed her lips tightly together. Mammy seemed to have ‘managed’ for years. She shrank back into a doorway as the ambulance passed on its return journey to the hospital. Now the polis would be looking for Katherine; she’d have to get back to her quickly and without being noticed. She darted across the street into the open-doored Farrelly house, all the occupants of which were out in the street. She pounded down the lobby, through the kitchen, the scullery, the yard and finally reached the laneway and the corner house where she’d left her friend.

 



Katherine’s teeth were chattering and there was nothing she could do to stop them. Her heart thumped against her ribs  and her head ached. A wave of guilty relief passed through her when she recognised Ceppi’s footsteps.

‘Ceppi, come here to me, I’ve been so worried about you.’

The child took the outstretched hand and sat down on the cobbles, huddled against Katherine’s side.

‘It’s true. Da’s dead. I . . . I saw our Liam. He said your da started on mine, belted him hard and then . . .’ Suddenly the full realisation hit the child and she began to sob. ‘Oh, me da, me poor, lovely da. He wouldn’t have hurt anyone. He never clattered me like Mammy did.’

Katherine gathered Ceppi in her arms and held her tightly. Her own predicament was bad enough but Ceppi didn’t deserve this. Joe Healy shouldn’t have died for the few pounds he owed. In that moment she hated her father: for Joe’s death, for the way he’d treated the people who had depended on him just to keep a roof over their heads and have a bit of fire and food. At this very moment she didn’t care if he were alive or dead.

At last the child’s sobs diminished as Katherine soothed her. ‘Hush now, we have to think of ourselves.’

‘Liam said the polis would want to talk to you.’

‘Well, I’ve nothing to say to them. If . . . if my da’s dead, he’s dead. If he’s alive I’m never going to see him again.’

‘Then what will we do? I’m not leaving you.’

‘But I can’t offer you anything. I can’t go back there. I can’t let you roam the streets . . .’

‘I’m not going back. I don’t care.’

‘But I do. I care for you, you’re only a child.’

Before Ceppi could reply they both heard loud, ominous footsteps and the beam of light from a lamp pierced the darkness. They clung tightly to each other until the footsteps stopped a few yards away from them. They both shrank backwards as the beam settled on them.

‘Begod! Isn’t it you two again?’

Katherine glimpsed the silver buttons on the dark green uniform and relief surged through her. It was the policeman from Kerry, she’d know that accent anywhere.

‘Come on out of that, sitting on the cobbles, you’ll catch cold.’

‘What are you doing around here?’ Katherine asked. ‘You were at the meeting.’

‘I was and isn’t it well for you that you left early. There was fighting the whole length of Sackville Street the like I’ve never seen before. There’ll be murder before the night’s over. And that’s why I’m here. Some eejit of an inspector told me to get down here as at least one man has been murdered, possibly two, and me that’s never been this far north in my life. Sure, how did they expect me to find my way through this maze of streets? Two or three of the lads are already here and they came in style – in a car. It’s last I am.’

Katherine got to her feet, pulling Ceppi with her. Oh, to hear a friendly, reassuring voice. ‘We’re glad you came. There . . . there has been a murder, maybe two.’

‘How do you know?’

Katherine tried to keep her voice calm. ‘I know because it was my father who . . . who murdered Mr Healy. This . . . this is Ceppi Healy and I’m Katherine Donovan.’ She  couldn’t disguise the anguish in her voice. ‘We’d just got back from the meeting; we didn’t see anything. Ceppi’s brother, Con, told us and . . . and we just ran.’

‘Holy Mother of God! Well, there’ll be nothing to fear now. You can both go home. I’ll make sure you are not interfered with.’

‘No, you don’t understand. They all hate me as much as they hated Da. They’ve always despised me because I never went short of anything and he was so cruel to them all. I can’t go back.’

‘What about her? Who’s going to look out for her?’

‘Katherine will,’ Ceppi retorted. ‘I hate them – all of them! And Mammy doesn’t give a tinker’s curse about any of us.’

He looked perplexed. ‘Well, I can’t be leaving you here like this.’

Katherine’s overwrought nerves snapped and she began to sob, her face buried in Ceppi’s tangled mop of curls.

Ceppi looked at the tall, strong-looking policeman. He might make her go back home or put her in the Workhouse. Of the two, she’d sooner go to the Workhouse.

‘Have you brothers or sisters?’ he asked Katherine.

She shook her head.

‘Look, if you go back home, I’ll stay with you for as long as I can. If people think we’re watching them no harm can come to you. Either of you. And the priest will look after you too. You can’t stay out in the street all night.’

Katherine looked up. He was a big man and he was trying his best to help. She was sure it would have been different if he’d been one of the Dublin City lot.

‘Will you stay, really stay?’

‘Didn’t I say I would? Come on now, the both of you, you’re in a desperate state altogether. I’m Sean, Sean McGovern, by the way.’

Katherine wiped away her tears with the back of one hand while Ceppi’s cold little fingers were clutched tightly in the other.

In mute trepidation they walked down the street. Most of the neighbours were still out, though the gapers had gone away. About a dozen small children sat on their respective doorsteps, watching in silence, their eyes wide with amazement. There were other policemen there too, those that had arrived in the car, Ceppi surmised. They were questioning people but were clearly not getting much in the way of firm witness statements.

‘Where have you been, McGovern, and who the hell are these two?’

The young policeman saluted the senior officer. ‘Sir, didn’t I tell Inspector Quinn I’d get lost altogether in finding my way here. I’m RIC. I’d have been wandering around all night but for these two. Can I have a word, sir, it’s a bit delicate?’

The sergeant moved a few paces away. ‘Now what?’

‘They’re daughters of the parties concerned. Are both men dead?’

‘Healy is and the priest got word to us that Donovan died in the ambulance. This lot appear to be deaf, dumb and blind. There’s little use in trying to get information from any of them. They all know what happened – I’d lay down my life that half the men here were responsible for Donovan’s death and the rest stood around and watched.’

‘True for you, sir. I wouldn’t disagree at all.’

‘So, which is which and do they know anything? Will  they talk?’

‘The older one is Katherine Donovan, an only child. The other one is . . . was Healy’s daughter, the youngest I think. I found them in a dark laneway – I think it was a laneway. They were terrified and half frozen. They’d both been out together. It wasn’t until they came back that . . . Ah, well, you know the rest, sir.’

The sergeant snorted in disgust. ‘It’s all a waste of time anyway. Himself that murdered Healy has gone to meet his Maker and by all accounts I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes. So, no case to answer. A bloody waste of time and men. Go and tell the lads to pack it in and then get back to the station. We’ve enough on our plates as it is with Larkin’s lunatics fighting and looting. In Sackville Street, there were kids with bare feet climbing over broken glass to get at the stuff inside the shops. I wish to God that man would go back to Liverpool where he belongs and stop inciting half the bloody city to riot.’

‘What will I do with them? What can I tell them?’

‘Tell the Donovan girl to go down to the mortuary at the hospital, she’ll have to formally identify her da. The younger one can stay put. The widow will do the honours. That’s if she’s sober enough – she’s had women running up and down to the pub for “a wee drop” for her nerves. Nerves, that one, she’s got as many “nerves” as a bloody scald-crow!’

‘Can I ask a bit of a favour, sir?’

‘What?’

‘Can I go with Katherine Donovan to the mortuary? It’s not a pleasant class of a thing for a young girl to have to do alone and I said I’d stay with them – for a bit – if I could. Sure, I think they think they’ll be killed too.’

The older man nodded slowly. He’d heard the comments that had been made on old man Donovan’s character. He glanced over towards the two girls. They looked an incongruous, pathetic little pair: the slim, dark-haired girl with anguished blue eyes holding tightly on to the scrawny, none-too-clean and badly dressed little rossi with the mop of curls. Momentarily he wondered what class of a friendship it was, but then he dragged his mind to more important matters.

‘Go on, get off with you. Your reinforcements are not much use at all, hardly knowing Sackville Street from College Green. But the fault doesn’t lie with you.’

The neighbours were going back into their houses and Katherine looked anxiously as Constable McGovern came over to them.

‘I’ve cleared it with the sergeant. I can stay but I’m afraid there’s something you have to do first.’

‘What?’ Katherine was fearful.

‘You’ve to formally identify your father.’

Katherine was appalled. ‘No! No! I never want to see him again!’

‘I . . . I’ll come with ye, Katherine,’ Ceppi offered, still clutching her hand.

‘You’re far too young. Your mammy will go and see your da, God rest him. You should get yourself back home.’

‘I don’t want to go home! I want to go with Katherine.’

Katherine shook her head in bewilderment.

‘It’ll only take a few minutes,’ the policeman coaxed.

It would. The problem was getting them to the hospital and back across a city centre that resembled a battlefield. The hospitals were rushed off their feet, the police were hard pressed, there had even been talk of calling out the military.

With reluctance, Katherine agreed to accompany the policeman, who in turn agreed that Ceppi too could come. They went quickly through the maze of dark and dirty streets until they crossed Butt Bridge and a scene of pure carnage and chaos met their eyes.

‘Holy Mother of God!’ Sean McGovern breathed.

‘What’s been going on?’

‘A bloody war by the look of it! It’s glad I am that I was sent out to you.’

Ceppi’s wide-eyed, fearful gaze swept over the Quay and beyond. ‘Will we be murdered?’

‘No, I think it’s all over.’ But he looked at Katherine with apprehension for they could both hear the faint noise of the battle that had moved to the side streets.

‘Come on, let’s get up to the hospital and back before they return here, though God alone knows there’s nothing much left to loot or destroy!’

Sackville Street was dark – most of the streetlamps were out – but they picked their way cautiously over the debris of glass; cobbles that had been ripped up; sticks; police batons; an abandoned tram, its windows all shattered; and assorted merchandise that had been looted and then  dropped before the police charge and the battles that had followed.

When they reached the hospital, they were all relieved.

‘Wait now while I go and speak to someone about . . .’ The policeman’s voice trailed away as he set off through the crowd of injured people – police among them – who were obviously casualties of the riot.

Ceppi’s thumb was in her mouth and her other hand gripped Katherine’s tightly. In one short night the world had gone mad.

Sean McGovern made his way across the room, careful not to step on or push the casualties, until he reached a nurse. ‘Could you direct us to the mortuary, please?’

She looked up from bandaging the head of a youth. ‘And haven’t you lot been busy the night? And aren’t we left to deal with the consequences of your truncheons? Is it murder you’re all intent on?’

‘It is not, and I’ve no intention at all of getting into a fight with yourself over the day that’s in it. The mortuary please?’

When he finally had his directions he beckoned to Katherine and Ceppi.

‘Oh God! Isn’t this a desperate place?’ Katherine said as she and Ceppi joined him.

‘Sure, I’ve never seen anything like it and I didn’t join the police to be after half killing the population of Dublin. Follow me. Are you all right?’

Katherine nodded and they followed him.

The stairs were badly lit and he told her to hang onto his arm so as not to slip. ‘Otherwise you’ll both finish up back  there with all those half-broken men and women.’

As he opened the door the smell of formaldehyde made Ceppi’s stomach turn over. ‘I don’t want to go in there. It smells . . . and there’s all those dead people!’

‘Then stay here, we’ll only be a minute.’

Ceppi looked up gratefully at Constable McGovern as he ushered Katherine through the door. It took less than a minute for her to formally identify her father. His face was cut and dirty but even in death he looked hard and unrelenting.

‘Yes, that’s him. Can we go now, I feel . . .’ She swayed and closed her eyes.

He caught her before she fell and carried her bodily out of the room, kicking the door shut behind him.

Ceppi began to cry, her bravura finally overwhelmed by the sight of Katherine.

‘Give over with that now, she’s only fainted. The smell down here would buckle the legs of a carthorse.’

McGovern carried her through a side door he’d noticed before they’d gone into the mortuary and as the fresh air hit her Katherine began to come round.

‘Ah, Katherine, I thought you were dead and all,’ Ceppi whispered.

Katherine shook her head as she was set down on her two legs.

‘Right then, now let’s get you back and pray to God we don’t run into any riots or we’ll be destroyed altogether,’ McGovern said bracingly.

They reached home without seeing anyone, except a few drunks and shawlies.

‘Have you got a key?’

‘No. I . . . I didn’t think I’d need one. He . . . he always got back from Dollymount early.’

‘You’re lucky the place isn’t looted but I expect they were all too preoccupied with the fight. Well, here goes.’ He put his shoulder to the door and it burst open, the sound of splintering wood loud in the now quiet street. Inside it was pitch dark and smelled musty. He let the beam of his flash lamp hover around the room.

‘He has some stuff here.’

‘Yes, but I’ve always hated it. It’s full of people’s misery. I don’t want to be in here.’ She led the way to the back living room.

‘Will you be having a match so I can light the gas?’ Katherine reached for the box and passed it over. A small flame burst from the bracket and Katherine placed the frosted glass mantel over it.

The room was comfortable, he thought. There was even a damped-down fire still in the range.

‘Will I be putting the kettle on or will you while I mend this fire?’

‘I’ll see to it,’ Katherine said. ‘Ceppi, put on this cardigan and sit on the fender.’

The child nodded, picked up the navy woollen cardigan, wrapped herself in it and sat on one of the raised seats of the brass fender.

Sean McGovern’s gaze travelled around the room. There was everything a person would want in the way of comfort: heavy green chenille curtains; a good rug on the floor; a carved sideboard; two winged easy chairs covered in a faded  green tapestry-type material. There were pictures on the walls, ornaments and brassware on the overmantel. A square table was covered with a red and white gingham oilcloth, with four chairs arranged around it. There was a food press and even a small sofa. Compared to the homes that surrounded it this was palatial. Compared to his parents’ home he’d left in Kerry it was luxurious.

Katherine was feeling calmer, too calm. It was as if she were standing still and the world was moving around her.

‘Will you take off the helmet? It’s giving me the horrors.’

He did so, placing it on the sideboard, and she noticed he had very dark hair, like her own. On closer inspection and in better light, she could see that he was young, possibly only twenty-five or -six.

Her hands were still shaking as she got the cups and saucers from the sideboard and milk and sugar from the press.

‘I wouldn’t be getting into a state about staying here, hardly anyone saw you.’

‘They’d have heard the noise of you breaking the door in.’

‘I suppose you’d have to be deaf not to, but don’t be fretting yourself about them. They’ll get over it in time.’

As she passed him his cup of tea there was a loud knocking on the kitchen door and both Katherine and Ceppi cried out fearfully.

McGovern was instantly on his feet and, grim-faced, he flung open the door. He knew he had the element of surprise if there was to be trouble.

‘Constable! I thought you’d all gone.’ Father Flynn was  surprised.

‘I stayed with them, Father. They’re both badly shaken.’

‘And the blessings of God be upon you for it.’ The small rotund figure sat down in the chair McGovern had just vacated.

‘A cup of tea, Father?’ Katherine asked automatically. Hospitality, no matter what deprivations it caused to the family, was always offered. She handed him a cup.

‘Now, I’ve come to see about the arrangements.’

‘Arrangements?’ Katherine was confused.

‘When will you bring him to the church and at what time will the Funeral Mass be?’

She shook her head, bewildered. Why was he worrying about all that? Hadn’t she had enough to contend with? This day seemed to stretch on and on. It must be nearly midnight.

Sean McGovern was thinking along the same lines. ‘Can’t it all wait until the morning, Father?’

‘Not at all, it’s best to get it all prepared now. Mr Donovan was a man of some standing, importance even. He was always very generous to the Church.’

Sean’s eyes narrowed and Katherine ignored them both. She had decided what she was going to do. She fumbled under the turf basket, pulled out the tea caddy and opened it. She counted out the gold sovereigns and then passed them to the priest.

‘That’s enough there to bury him decently, but . . . but I don’t want to have anything to do with it. I won’t come to the removal, or the Mass or the burial.’

Father Flynn was taken aback. ‘You . . . you’re saying you won’t even show a little respect to your father?’

‘That’s right. He deserves no respect. He is . . . was a murderer.’

‘Thou shalt not kill,’ Sean McGovern said in a loud whisper.

‘He confessed to me in the ambulance just before he died. He departed this life without a stain on his soul.’

‘How convenient of you to be there at the exact moment,’ Sean said drily.

‘If I hear any more remarks like that from you, I’ll go straight to your superiors. They won’t take kindly to insolence to a priest.’

Sean pursed his lips. Father Flynn should hear some of the things that were said about the clergy at the station.

Father Flynn turned again to Katherine. ‘It’s your duty as his only child to mourn him publicly.’

‘I won’t do it, Father.’ She was adamant.

‘It wouldn’t go down too well with the neighbours is what I think she means.’

‘They all hate me because of the humiliation they suffered at his hands. All my life they’ve hated me.’

‘Don’t be so ridiculous, girl. No one “hates” you. I’ll give it out at the Mass that no one should attempt to intimidate you.’

The man was a fool, Sean thought. Men in parishes like this ignored the likes of Father Flynn.

‘I’m still having nothing to do with it,’ Katherine insisted, ‘and now can we get some sleep, please? It’s been a desperate, desperate day.’

Sean went and stood in the open doorway and the priest, white-faced with anger, stormed past him and out into the shop.

‘Do you really mean it?’

Katherine grimaced as Sean closed the door behind him. ‘I won’t be a hypocrite. I won’t pray at my father’s funeral.’

‘Then you have my admiration.’

She smiled. ‘And you have mine. There’s not many who’d answer a priest back.’

‘The man’s an insensitive fool.’

‘You’ve been very good to us.’

He grinned. ‘Ah, think nothing of it, all part of the service.’

Despite her mood, Katherine smiled back.

‘Did anyone ever tell you that when you smile you’re a fine-looking girl, Katherine Donovan?’

She frowned. ‘I’m no beauty and now isn’t the time for discussing such things.’

‘Sorry. Now it’s me that’s the insensitive fool.’

‘You meant well.’

‘When this is all over, will you open up the shop again?’ he asked.

‘No! Never! I won’t make my living out of the misery of others. He . . . he turned a woman away last week because all she had was her shawl and her boots. She was crying with despair. I don’t know what she did, things must have been really appalling for her. No, I’ll find some other way of making a living.’

‘You could sell up.’

‘And who in their right senses would be buying a business at a time like this?’

‘You’ve a point. But if I were you I’d go to bed now and try to get some sleep. Things always look better in the light of day.’ Seeing the look of fear that came into their eyes, he hastily added, ‘I’ll wait down here for a while.’

Katherine breathed more easily, for a second panic had swooped down on her again.

‘Thanks for everything and goodnight to you, Constable McGovern. I hope you’ll be able to go back to Kerry soon. We . . . we’ll be going away from here too.’

‘I don’t blame you. Maybe you’d come to Kerry? We’re not all eejits, you know.’

Katherine smiled. ‘I know. Maybe . . . one day I will.’




Chapter Three

Katherine tucked the quilt around Ceppi and brushed the strands of unruly red hair from her face. She’d put one of her own nightdresses on the child. The little girl really needed a good wash but it was so late and they were both exhausted. The garment swamped Ceppi but she didn’t care, she’d never had a proper one before and it smelled clean and fresh. Sometimes in winter when it was very cold, she slept in all her clothes, for there were no blankets. A pile of old coats, rags, were what they had to cover them. And here she was given a proper mattress, not a sack of straw. There were pillows too, a real novelty, with clean white pillowcases and soft blankets. Three of them no less  and the quilt.

‘I never had any of these things before.’ Ceppi rubbed the edge of the blanket against her cheek as she let her gaze wander over the room. It was so very different to home. The light from the oil lamp made it look warm. There was a fireplace – something she’d never seen in a bedroom before – a chest of drawers, a small wardrobe, a washstand with a marble top and a delicate bowl and jug with a pattern of roses on them. There was a mirror on one wall, a crucifix on the wall over the bed and above the fireplace was a picture of the Blessed Virgin.

As the child snuggled down in the bed Katherine knelt beside it as she always did and said her prayers, remembering Joe Healy especially. There was nothing decent she could think of to say about her father. She hoped desperately that God would understand.

Although exhausted she slept fitfully. Ceppi slept soundly beside her, her red curls just visible above the quilt. What was she going to do? She didn’t want the shop but she’d be hard pressed to find someone who would take it off her hands even to rent, nor was she trained to do anything but keep house. The worry was still there when she drifted off into a light sleep again.

 



It was the breaking of glass that woke her. She sat up in the bed, instantly awake. Sean McGovern must have gone back to the station. They were on their own. She was filled with panic. The noise grew louder and she began to shake. Voices mingled with the cracking and splintering. Who was down there and what were they doing? Then she remembered Da’s money. She fought down the panic and got out of bed. She hardly noticed the coldness of the lino under her feet when she stepped off the bedside rug. They could take whatever they wanted to, but not the money. Dear God, that was all she had!

The scene that greeted her in the shop made her cry out. There was total bedlam. She couldn’t distinguish faces, only forms, for the shop was dark at the best of times and the light from the streetlamp was feeble and half shrouded in mist that had spread over the city from the Liffey. There were shouts and cries and oaths as her father’s old customers  searched for their pledges and even things that didn’t belong to them. Clothing, blankets, lamps, ornaments, boots and shoes, kettles, pans and dishes were being discarded or fought over. For there were women as well as men in the group. She backed away slowly. She could do nothing to stop them, she was one against God knows how many. She prayed they wouldn’t come further in, into the kitchen and upstairs. She reached the door of the living room, but it was too late. Even in the dismal light one of the women had spotted her.

‘There she is, the owld devil’s daughter! She’s never gone without boots or shoes in the winter snow and ice!’

‘Look at the style of her,’ someone sneered, ‘a nightdress and dressing gown and with the gold chain around her neck. Whose neck did it hang around before, that’s what I want to know?’

They surged towards her, grabbing at her clothes and the gold cross. Her fear diminished and anger took its place. She had rights too. She’d put up with her da, she’d suffered too and no one was going to take what was rightfully hers from her. The cross was the only piece of jewellery Mam had ever had, apart from her wedding ring. No, they weren’t going to take that from her. Screaming and lashing out she tried to fight them off but there were too many of them and they were stronger than she was. With her last bit of strength, she shouted louder and louder and then gradually the noise subsided until at last she could make herself heard.

‘Take what belongs to you, I don’t care. Take the whole flaming lot! I hate the whole bloody place! He treated me and Mam the same way he treated you!’

‘Your mam didn’t have to listen to her kids crying with the hunger,’ someone called out from the crowd of dark faces. ‘Some of us are after having to root in the ashcans for food. Your mam never had to do that!’

They surged forward again and she felt the solid wood of the living-room door against her back. She was cornered. Her eyes, now accustomed to the semi-darkness, darted from face to face, hoping to recognise someone who would help but there didn’t seem to be anyone. Then her resolve strengthened. They’d have to kill her before she’d let them take the money. It was tainted, but it was all she had in the world.

The shouting started again, as did the grasping hands that tore at her nightdress and dressing gown. Again she fought back as best she could but she was tiring. Did they intend to beat her to death as they had her father? That thought gave her strength and she began to kick out, but with bare feet it was hopeless. With her hands over her head she turned to face the door, trying to protect herself. Suddenly, everything stopped. The level of noise dropped and slowly she turned around.

In the doorway stood Father Flynn, his face puce with anger, a small vein over his left eye throbbing.

‘What have we here?’ he thundered in the voice of the pulpit. ‘Wasn’t I on my way back after a sick call and heard this commotion? Is this a good Catholic way to be carrying on, two men dead this day?’ His voice rose an octave. ‘Thou shalt love thy neighbour. Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s goods. Have you forgotten the simple rules of life – the Ten Commandments? Get out of here  and leave this girl alone. Get out, before I excommunicate all of you!’
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