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Chapter One

Tullamore, County Offaly, Eire, November 1847

 



‘Well, will he pay her for her work or not?’ Maddy Kiernan’s voice was both strident and questioning, and the frown that creased her normally smooth forehead was accompanied by an angry light in her pretty green eyes. She stopped kneading the oat bread then automatically shaped it into a circle, cut a cross on its top with a knife and deftly transferred it to a griddle pan. Sighing, she wiped her sticky hands on her apron, the unbleached calico one she wore all day, now creased and stained from all the jobs she had to do.

‘I’m waiting on you,’ she pressed. ‘You did ask him?’ Her voice had an edge of harshness.

‘Of course I asked him,’ her brother Thomas answered irritably, taking the kettle from the range and carrying it over to the square earthenware sink. He pushed up the sleeves of his black frieze jacket.

‘Why don’t you take that off and get a proper wash?’ she nagged.

Thomas glared at his sister but nevertheless pulled his jacket off, revealing the coarse flannel shirt underneath, its collarless neck unbuttoned, the sleeves rolled up. He poured the water into the enamel washing-up bowl and plunged his hands in it, wincing as the hot water brought the feeling back to his cold, callused hands.

He allowed himself the luxury of soaking his hands for a few moments as he looked out of the window and across the yard to the single-storeyed stone outhouse. Three geese waddled toward the turf shed, dispersing the chickens scratching in the soil between the flags. The light was going already, even though it was only the middle of the afternoon.

His younger sister’s voice broke through his reverie. ‘Is it anything at all that I’m going to get?’ she asked timidly.

At fourteen, Carmel Kiernan was almost a grown woman, but she was as shy and quiet as she’d always been. She never sought conversation with the local people. She blushed at the slightest question or comment from the members of the Mitchell family, her employers. She was really only at ease with her brother and sister. There was not a particle of boldness in her, as Maddy often remarked thankfully.

‘Will the pair of youse give a man time to wash and warm himself at the fire?’

‘We’ll be waiting all afternoon then,’ Maddy said sharply, handing him a piece of old towelling to dry his hands on. Although at twenty he was only a year older than herself, since the death of their parents five years ago in the cholera  epidemic which had swept with devastating speed throughout the country, Tom Kiernan had become the official guardian of both herself and Carmel.

Maddy began to pluck and draw the chicken that he’d killed earlier that day.

‘Chicken, is it? With half the country starving to death, she’s having chicken for the dinner!’ she’d retorted on her return to the kitchen after Mrs Mitchell had informed her that company was expected for the evening meal.

‘Carmel is to be paid in kind, so himself told me,’ Tom announced finally.

Maddy stopped her work. ‘In kind? What sort of kind?’

‘She’s to have two laying hens.’

‘Is that all? She does as much around this place as I do myself - the cleaning, the baking, the washing and ironing - and she’s to have only two laying hens? Where’s the use in that? She’d be better off with the money, and that wouldn’t amount to much.’

‘She’ll have eggs to sell on Market Day in town, the same as the mistress and yourself.’

The sale of eggs, butter and cheese had always provided a source of income for the women of country households and the men never objected to it.

Maddy laughed derisively. ‘Won’t it take her months to get together a dozen, and by then they won’t be fresh at all.’

‘I don’t mind, honestly, Maddy. It’s better than nothing,’ Carmel interrupted.

‘Well, I mind. It’s high time you were paid properly for your work. It’s worth more than two laying hens!’

‘But where else would Carmel find work of any kind?’ Thomas growled. ‘The blight has killed off all the potatoes and people can’t pay their rent, never mind be employing others.’

Colour rose in Maddy’s cheeks. ‘And isn’t that a living disgrace? The gentry, all of them back in England and having their agents taking the crops and animals to pay the rent money. In good times there’s never much left over for food, and now the blight is on the potatoes again, our people have nothing to eat at all! They’re dying in the ditches beside the road. Ragbags of bones they’ve become, and famine fever raging again.’

‘It should make you think yourself fortunate that we have jobs here, money, a roof over our heads, a fire in the hearth and food in our bellies. There’s men who would kill for all that.’

Maddy glared at her brother although in her heart she knew he was right. As Canal Agent, Mr James Mitchell’s position was one of responsibility: he dealt with all the barges that came into the 30th Lock on the Grand Canal which ran from Dublin to the Shannon. He was well paid and the house was very substantial, as was the small outbuilding in the yard, which was where the two Kiernan girls slept. Thomas, as befitting his status as unofficial assistant and general handyman, slept in the house on the ‘outshot’ bed in the kitchen. This was really only a piece of heavy wood jammed into the space between the fireplace and the corner of the wall. It was covered with a straw-stuffed mattress and pillow and had a blanket and a quilt.  The whole thing was hidden from view during the day-time by a pair of long curtains drawn across it.

Thomas poured himself a mug of buttermilk and watched his sister preparing the fowl. He and Maddy were very alike in looks. Both were tall, of slim build and with green eyes and dark hair, but there the similarity ended. By nature they were as different as chalk and cheese. Tom had ambitions. He wasn’t going to be a nobody all his life, bowing and scraping, and thankful for any bit of a job that might come his way. Nor would he descend to the level of the poorer class who scratched out a living and in desperation so often ended up crossing the water to Liverpool. No, he wanted to be a man like his master, James Mitchell, well-respected and well-paid - and Thomas didn’t care what he had to do to get there. As long as he stayed in this house he knew he could one day rise above the rank of labourer. It was fortunate that his employer both liked and trusted him.

‘Shouldn’t you be out doing . . . something?’ Maddy asked. Although it was a large kitchen by the standards of other houses in the parish of Rahan, whenever they were all in it, it felt overcrowded.

‘No. There’s a barge due but I won’t be needed.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s carrying barrels of porter - and you know what that means.’

Maddy had finished her task and was trussing the fowl with string. Yes, she knew what that meant - they all did. The bargee would stop and quite willingly allow the agent to tap into the barrels, drawing off at least a half-gallon for  his own use. Nothing was ever said, nor did it need to be, Thomas thought. Quite a few commodities came into the house this way and everyone ignored the fact.

The canal was well used; sometimes as many as thirty barges a day went through the lock. The heavy horses that plodded along the towpath, pulling the barges, were unhitched and allowed to graze while the water in the lock was raised or lowered by the official lock-keeper who lived in the house just across the narrow stone bridge. Nine times out of ten Thomas himself would do the job, as old Ollie O’Hagan, the official encumbent, was nearly always drunk - a condition Thomas considered a disgrace for a man with so responsible a job when others like himself were denied such positions.

‘Well, if you’ve nothing to do go into the yard and refill those water buckets for me,’ Maddy said. ‘I’ve got better things to do than stand arguing with you. Carmel, go outside and see if the washing’s anywhere near dry. I doubt it - the wind’s from the east and it would perish the crows.’

They both rose, her sister willingly, her brother with a very bad grace.

‘You can also bring me in some more turf from the shed,’ Maddy called after him, ‘or I’ll have the fire dying on me - and sure, wouldn’t that be desperate with all the cooking that’s to be done for the evening!’

There was no piped water to the house so a row of buckets stood on a low shelf by the back door, and these were filled with water from a well behind the turf shed. The canal water was fit only for scrubbing the floors, the mistress had told  Maddy when she’d taken them all in. Their father, Patrick Kiernan, had been on friendly terms with James Mitchell although he could never have been classed as an equal.

Gathering an armful of vegetables from the wicker hoppers in which they were kept, Maddy tipped them straight into the sink, removing the enamel basin, and poured half the contents of a bucket of water over them. Of course there were no potatoes - the entire crop had withered in a day. Green healthy leaves had turned black and the stench from the small ‘pratie gardens’ was terrible. Like the smell of death spreading across the land.

Maddy began to scrub, ignoring her brother as he carted turf buckets and water buckets into the kitchen.

‘Ah, God, would you look at the state of the washing.’ Carmel came in, her arms full of clothes. ‘It’s frozen stiff.’

‘Then you’d better lower the rack and put everything on it, hadn’t you?’ Maddy said impatiently. ‘Now we’ll look like a laundry with it all draped around the place.’

‘What’s the matter, Maddy?’ Carmel asked. ‘You’ve been as cross as a bag of weasels all day and it’s not like you.’

Maddy stopped and sighed. ‘I don’t know. I just . . . it seems as though everything is so unfair.’

‘But you heard what Thomas said. We’re the really lucky ones.’ Carmel didn’t like to see her sister in a bad mood, it unsettled her.

‘Isn’t that all the more reason for helping everyone else? Herself back there has no conscience. She just ignores what’s going on, pretends the poor starving souls don’t exist. The only time she has ever mentioned them was to tell me I was  to give nothing to anyone who came to the door begging - but how can I refuse them? Women and children and babies, all thrown out in the road, with nothing to cover them and weak and dying of hunger. Sure, the yard dogs are better off.’

Carmel looked sadly out of the kitchen window at the neat rows of vegetables and herbs and shook her head. The light caught her hair which was a pale strawberry blonde.

Maddy glanced at her sister. Carmel was growing into a beauty, a real beauty, even though she had no fancy clothes or hats like seventeen-year-old Florence Mitchell. No amount of finery was needed to enhance Carmel’s natural good looks.

‘I’m sorry for giving out to you,’ she said ruefully. ‘It’s not your fault.’

‘It’s not yours either, nor Thomas’s.’

But Maddy hadn’t finished her tirade against Eliza Mitchell. ‘I don’t know where she gets the brass neck to go to church or call herself a Christian woman. Is it being a Christian woman to ignore what she can see with the eyes in her head?’

‘Oh, it’s different for them and it always will be.’

Maddy nodded her agreement. It was true - nearly all the important, well-paid jobs went to the ruling Protestant classes.

‘Anyway, I heard some news today,’ Carmel went on. ‘The mistress was talking to Mrs Hayes about Miss Florence.’

‘What about her?’

‘The mistress was saying she’s going to send her up to the Big House for a year or two.’

Maddy nodded. The mistress herself had already spoken to her about it and the importance of the dinner this evening.

‘Why is she going?’ Carmel wanted to know.

‘She’s to learn all she can about being a lady and running a house full of staff, for when she’s married - and she has to marry well. She’s going to be a parlourmaid.’

Carmel was confused. ‘A maid?’

‘Yes, a parlourmaid. It’s very different from just living here. Up at the Big House they are the real gentry. Florence couldn’t go as a companion or anything like that to the young ladies of the house, she’s too lowborn for that, but being a parlourmaid is the next best thing. It’s their housekeeper and one of the manservants who are coming to dinner tonight to see if she’s suitable. Myself, I can’t see Florence Mitchell as a maid of any kind. She doesn’t know one end of a brush from the other.’

‘I don’t want her to go away,’ Carmel said. ‘I like her. She’s always kind and saying nice things to me.’

‘Well, I know of another person who isn’t very pleased about it either.’

‘Who?’

‘Haven’t you eyes in your head? And for God’s sake, will you mind those clothes!’ Maddy snapped. ‘You’ll have them covered in soot from the range if you’re not careful, and I’m not washing them again!’

‘Thomas?’ Carmel queried.

‘Yes, Thomas. That’s why he’s had a face like thunder all week. He thinks he’s in love with her and she with him.’

Carmel’s eyes misted and she clutched a damp sheet to her chest. ‘I’d no idea. Oh, isn’t that sad? It’s sort of . . . tragic.’

‘It’s sort of stupid. The eejits both know they can never get married. They are of different religions and Florence is of a higher class than us.’

‘Not that much higher,’ Carmel protested. ‘I mean, it’s not as though we were desperate, living in a dark, damp cabin with only one room.’

‘That is the difference. If it wasn’t for them, that’s exactly where we would be - and we’d be starving too, like thousands of others. And here she is, putting a dinner on the table that would feed a parish. It’s a sin, so it is. Now will you fold that sheet properly, Carmel, or it won’t be fit to put on a tinker’s horse, never mind a bed.’

‘Well, I still think it’s sad.’

Maddy gazed despairingly up at the ceiling. Her younger sister was so innocent and romantic. That attitude would do her no favours, Maddy knew, in this hard life.

 



Thomas shaved silently and changed into his best black suit, white shirt and black necktie. He hated the stiff white collar that was worn without a turndown or a crease. Outwardly, since he’d heard the news, he’d been as respectful as he always was, but inside he was fuming. Florence was his only means of achieving his ambition to go up in the world, to be a man like Florence’s father and eventually to become a Canal Agent himself. Sure, what else could James Mitchell  do for his son-in-law but try to ensure that the daughter he doted on had every comfort and great respect from Tullamore society, such as it was.

He’d managed to catch a few minutes alone with Florence; she’d wept and said she loved him, but she had no choice but to go. She just couldn’t flout her father and mother. It didn’t matter how much he pleaded with her, she wouldn’t take a stand. So, he had had to come up with something she couldn’t refuse.

‘It looks very grand, doesn’t it?’ Maddy’s voice broke his reverie. He stared around the room.

‘Tom, I’m sorry she’s having to go away,’ she went on. ‘I know you’re . . . well, fond of her.’

He just nodded.

‘It could never have come to anything, but I’m truly sorry.’

‘I don’t need your pity,’ he said tersely.

‘Suit yourself,’ she replied, stung. She wished she’d never mentioned it, if that was his attitude. She shrugged. He’d accept it in time, and the room did look lovely. There was only one room that had to serve as both dining room and living room, but the table had been pushed to one end and a folding tapestry screen served as a room divider. The oil lamps with their frosted glass mantles and candles in brass candlesticks gave a soft warm light. The white damask tablecloth and napkins were just perfect for the china, glass and cutlery set out on it. A good turf fire blazed in the hearth, which added to the comfortable glow; its fragrant smell was one they hardly noticed.

Thomas turned back to his task of decanting a bottle of port. The Mitchells were full of airs and graces, he thought, and both Florence and eleven-year-old William, who was now away at school in Dublin, were drilled in the manners of their betters, as Carmel called the middle and upper classes.

‘Oh, it does look grand, Maddy! You’ve done a wonderful job,’ gushed a voice.

Maddy and Thomas turned to see Eliza Mitchell standing in the doorway, filling it with the sheer width of her black bombazine crinoline with its white lace fichu at the low neckline. A plain, short, plump woman with sallow skin, the colour and style did nothing for her.

‘Thank you, ma’am,’ Maddy replied. She and Carmel had polished every stick of furniture, and Thomas had cleaned all the brass and the few pieces of silver the Mitchells possessed.

Eliza sighed and raised a hand to check that her hair was in no danger of escaping from its pins. ‘Oh, it’s such a pity only having the one room. I asked Mr Mitchell if we couldn’t use his office, just for this evening, but he said it was out of the question. If the authorities heard about it, he would be severely reprimanded. At the very least I would have liked a separate room in which the gentlemen could smoke and take their port.’

Maddy looked down at her polished boots. Sometimes she thought the woman was mad. It was only a housekeeper and a manservant who were coming for dinner; you would have thought it was Queen Victoria herself. And all this  just for Florence to become a parlourmaid. A bloody parlourmaid, not even a lady’s maid. The Mitchells had notions of grandeur all right. They couldn’t see how ridiculous the situation was. Florence would hardly set eyes on the young ladies of the house, let alone learn manners from them.

‘Will it be yourself or will it be Thomas taking the guests’ coats?’ Eliza asked.

‘It will be Thomas, ma’am. I have to keep my eye on things in the kitchen,’ Maddy replied quickly.

‘Of course. I hate cold soup and it would be an insult to serve it to guests.’

‘Then I’ll go back to the kitchen, ma’am, and make sure it stays hot.’

 



They were all exhausted when finally the hall clock struck midnight and the guests had departed. Maddy and Thomas had served the sour-faced servants from the Big House, while Mr and Mrs Mitchell had been over-talkative and obliging to say the least. Unfortunately, there had still been long awkward silences. Florence had looked terrified and had hardly opened her mouth. She said yes and no where appropriate, but had made no contribution to the conversation. Now Maddy was faced with a kitchen that had the look of a battlefield about it. At least Carmel had made a start on the washing up.

‘Well, thank God that’s over,’ she said, taking off her best apron and cap and rolling up her sleeves. ‘Better get this lot cleaned up as I couldn’t face it in the morning.’

‘It’ll be morning soon,’ Carmel pointed out. She too had found it a long evening.

Thomas removed his jacket and draped it over the back of a chair. Now he loosened his necktie and the shirt collar. ‘Oh, for God’s sake leave it, Maddy,’ he said. ‘All this fuss and palaver, scrubbing and cleaning and dressing up to impress that miserable pair.’

‘I didn’t notice you doing much in the way of scrubbing or cleaning and we’ll have it done in no time.’

‘You know I can’t get to my bed until you’ve finished,’ he said irritably, draining half a glass of port that had been left by one of the men. The one high spot of the evening was that he’d managed to whisper a few words to Florence while refilling her wine glass, with the result that, when everyone was asleep, she had agreed to come down to the kitchen.

‘Make yourself useful then,’ Maddy told him. ‘Bring in more turf. That range is nearly dead and you’ll freeze, and I’ll have to be up even earlier to light it if it does go dying on me.’

He was about to grumble and then shrugged. At least it would get his sisters out of the kitchen sooner rather than later, so he stoked up the range until the fire roared.




Chapter Two

At last Maddy and Carmel had taken an oil lamp and left the kitchen. Thomas closed the door behind them with relief.

Florence had said she would sit by her window, and when she saw the light and the girls crossing the yard to go to bed, she would come down. His brain hummed with the plans he’d made; all it needed now was for Florence to agree.

The kitchen door opened slowly and he turned.

‘Florence? Is it yourself?’ he whispered.

She came into the room holding a candlestick in which a long white candle burned. It illuminated her naturally pale skin and her large hazel eyes. The girl’s light brown hair was loose; it curled around her shoulders over the pink dressing gown that covered her white nightdress.

‘Oh Tom, are you sure it’s safe? If I was caught like this, in my nightclothes, I’d be killed.’

He took the candlestick from her and then folded her into his arms.

‘Of course it’s safe. Do you think I’d put you in a position like this if it wasn’t?’

She raised her head from his shoulder and kissed his cheek gently. ‘Oh Tom, I do love you and I don’t want to go away, no matter what Mammy says.’ She was a gentle girl who often forgot her mother’s instructions not to call her ‘Mammy’ any more now she was grown up.

‘You know how much I love you, Florence, and we don’t have to be parted. I’ve got a plan.’

She drew away and looked up at him, her expression puzzled and yet hopeful and trusting. ‘A plan?’

‘Yes - it’s our only chance. Do you love me enough to marry me?’

‘You know I do, Tom, but—’

He placed a finger on her lips. ‘Never mind the “buts”. Will you hear me out?’

She nodded.

‘Then that’s what we’ll do. Get married. It will have to be just a civil ceremony, away from here.’

‘But where . . . How . . . ?’

‘Trust me, Florence, please, please trust me!’

‘I do!’

He held her tightly. ‘Tomorrow night we’ll go to Dublin. There’s a man I know with a small barge who’ll take us there. We’ll get married and then come back. There won’t be anything they can do. It will be all legal. Mr and Mrs Thomas Kiernan.’ He clutched her hands. ‘They’ll accept us, Florence - you know how much your Da thinks of you. You won’t have to go to the house above and be cleaning  and polishing and having to take your meals in the servants’ hall and be stuck up in some cold attic room. You’re much too refined for that way of carrying on.’

He was voicing her own fears. She dreaded going. She’d never had to do much in the way of housework at home and she’d heard that the servants up there were terrible snobs. If tonight’s dinner was anything to go by, then she certainly wouldn’t relish having to take orders from the housekeeper, who was the most forbidding, tight-lipped woman she’d ever met.

‘Where will we live?’ she asked.

‘Here, of course.’

‘Of course. We . . . we’ll have my room. It’s big enough for a double bed.’

‘And I’ll still go on helping your Da until we can maybe get a small house of our own.’

‘I’d like a place with my own things around me and Mammy not being able to go giving out to me all the time.’

He embraced her tenderly. ‘You’ll see, Florence, acoushla, we’ll be so happy.’

She reached up to kiss him and he knew he’d won. All his dreams and ambitions were now within his grasp.

‘Go back upstairs now before you catch your death of cold, but come down here at midnight tomorrow and bring a small bag with you. Be dressed warmly. I’ll be waiting. I’ll have arranged everything.’

The girl looked up at Tom admiringly. He made such quick decisions, he didn’t ponder on things for weeks like  her father did. He was so handsome and at times very romantic. The more she thought about his plan, the more elated she began to feel. There was something very exciting about eloping, running away with the man you loved. She would be so happy, she just knew she would. Her father would be furious at first but he wouldn’t turn them out on the road or see her in shabby dresses with hardly a shoe to her foot. And a civil ceremony would be all legal and binding. Her future seemed decided.

 



Even though she was bone weary, Maddy couldn’t sleep. Carmel was curled up in the bed beside her, dead to the world. In the dim light from the small fire, which was a necessity rather than a luxury, she could just make out the shapes of their pieces of furniture. The bed took up most of the space, then there was a big old press for their few clothes. A battered chest of drawers held their underwear and stockings. The floor was flagged but threadbare rugs covered most of it. The two small windows either side of the hearth had curtains, although the green and pink pattern of roses and leaves had faded so much that Mrs Mitchell had been on the point of throwing them out before Maddy had begged them for the windows. They were of good quality, chintz lined with cotton, and they helped to keep the cold out. In summer she kept geraniums in pots on the windowsills which brightened the look of the drab room. A chipped jug and basin which had come to them in the same way as the curtains stood on the top of a dilapidated wash-stand, above which hung a mirror so the two girls could see to brush and  tidy their hair. Beside the hearth was a black pot full of water which they heated to use for washing.

They were very fortunate, Maddy thought, very fortunate indeed, to have so many comforts - luxuries as many hundreds of people would call them. It broke her heart to see the numbers of destitute people, sitting or lying beside the road, too weak to go on. Women who were little more than walking skeletons carried babies with distended stomachs and eyes that looked huge in their small wizened faces. For the second time the terrible blight had come in a dust-like form and had settled on the potato fields. It was in the early morning when they’d first noticed the haze, and then, as it passed over, they literally saw the potato plants turn brown and wither before their eyes. It was as if God had turned His back on them. She sighed heavily. She would never get to sleep if she started thinking too deeply about the suffering of her country. If there was anything she could have done to help, she would have done it, but there wasn’t.

Maddy got up and took her shawl from the hook on the back of the door and wrapped it tightly around her. She went to the window and pulled aside the curtain. The yard was almost as bright as day, bathed in the light of a full moon. There’d be a heavy frost tonight. There was also a light in the kitchen that came from the candle placed in the window; it burned every night in the winter. She’d go over and get a drink, she decided. She’d be very quiet so as not to disturb her brother although he always slept heavily.

Maddy covered the short distance across the yard in her icy bare feet and eased the door open an inch or two. Then she paused, hearing her brother’s voice. ‘Oh damnation,’ she said to herself. Why was he still up, and who was he talking to? Her questions were answered when she heard Florence Mitchell speaking. Maddy drew in her breath sharply. She knew she should return to her bed but she just couldn’t. She was transfixed - and the more she overheard, of the murmured conversation, the more shocked she became. She stood there shivering, her feet numb with cold, while above her thousands of stars twinkled and moonlight bathed the house and yard and the canal.

When the voices had fallen silent, Maddy ran back across the yard and opened the door to the outhouse as silently as possible. Carmel was still asleep so she piled more turf on the bedroom fire and pulled the three-legged wooden stool close to it, placing her frozen feet on the hearth. She shook her head in disbelief. They were going to elope. She knew her brother was sweet on Florence, but this was madness. If they thought that James Mitchell would welcome them back with open arms then they were fools. Of course, he wouldn’t turn his precious daughter out on the road however much convention would demand it. After all, she would be legally married and not some foolish girl who had let a man take advantage of her and was pregnant. There would be an almighty row, followed by some kind of punishment, but Florence would be forgiven, in time. Tom would not. He would be thrown out, as they all would be, without a job, without money, without a roof over their heads.

Fear and worry enveloped her. They had always had more than the basics in life, even as children. Like everyone else, her parents Patrick and Aoife Kiernan had leased their cottage and bit of land. The couple had worked hard and been prudent, but when they died, the three children had been forced to sell what they could, including the few pigs and sheep, to pay for a decent burial. They’d tried to make a go of it, but crops took time to grow and without animals to fatten and sell they soon fell behind with the rent. If the Mitchells hadn’t taken them in, they’d have been evicted. And ever since, they’d grown used to the comforts of good food and decent clothes on their backs. Yet now, it seemed, Tom was willing to risk everything they had because of his love for Florence.

Maddy poked at the blazing pieces of turf then passed a hand over her aching forehead. Was it love - or was there another motive on her brother’s part? Oh, she knew he had ambitions, he’d told her, but she’d never given them much thought. She was too much of a realist. Now she was forced to face the frightening truth. If he married Florence Mitchell they would all be thrown out. No matter how much they begged and pleaded, and protested their innocence, remarks would be passed about ‘one bad apple in the barrel.’ To satisfy moral convention they would all have to go and that didn’t bear thinking about.

Carmel stirred, then sat up rubbing her eyes.

‘What’s the matter, Maddy?’

‘Nothing. Go back to sleep or you won’t be able for your work in the morning.’

Her sister drew the quilt around her and snuggled down  again. Carmel was so childlike in many ways, Maddy thought, and her health wasn’t as robust as her own. She’d never survive the kind of vagrant life that Thomas’s thoughtless, selfish act would reduce them to.

There would be no sleep for her now, she thought, gazing into the fire. She sat there until the feeble light of dawn filtered into the room through a chink in the curtains. By then she had made up her mind. She wasn’t going to let Thomas wreck their lives. She was going to tell James Mitchell of her brother’s plans.

 



‘Aren’t you very quiet this morning, Maddy. Is something wrong?’ Carmel asked as Maddy tidied away the breakfast dishes and she had begun to peel the vegetables for the next meal.

‘No, nothing is wrong.’

‘But you sat up all night?’

Maddy sighed. ‘I did so, but it was only because I’d been thirsty and gone over to the kitchen for a drink. After that I didn’t feel sleepy.’

‘If you don’t feel well I can do your work.’

Maddy smiled. Her sister was so guileless and obliging. ‘I’m not that bad. I’ll have an early night tonight.’

‘Tom seems very happy with himself this morning, I wonder why? He’s been whistling for ages and he hardly ever does that.’

Maddy felt a pang of guilt. He was her brother and she did love him, but she was angry that he didn’t seem to care about either of them to the same extent.

‘Perhaps the master is going to give him a shilling more in his wages,’ she replied, without much conviction. The day any of them got a rise in their pay, pigs would fly.

‘Do you really think so?’

Maddy grinned at her sister. ‘No, I don’t.’

Before she served lunch and before Florence appeared, she asked Mr Mitchell if she could have a few words with him after the meal was over.

He looked startled. ‘What is so important?’

Maddy looked down at her clasped hands. ‘It is a private matter, sir.’

‘Very well. Before you clear away, come into my Office.’

Mitchell picked up his napkin with a flourish. He’d always admired Maddy Kiernan. Such a lovely complexion, unlike Eliza’s putty-coloured skin. And a good figure too, tall and slim, but rounded in the places where a woman was meant to be round. Eliza was small and fat. She’d got beyond the stage of being just ‘pleasantly plump’; in fact, in her underwear she disgusted him. He’d look forward to his chat with young Maddy.

‘Thank you, sir.’

As she served the meal Maddy had to will her hands from shaking and struggle not to bite her lip.

‘Are you quite all right, my dear? You seem a little tense,’ Eliza Mitchell remarked halfway through lunch.

‘Perfectly, thank you, ma’am.’ Maddy even managed a smile. God, she must look terrible if the mistress commented on it.

‘You’re very quiet,’ Eliza persisted.

‘It’s her place to be quiet. Good God, Eliza, would you have her talking fifteen to the dozen while she puts the meal on our plates?’ James Mitchell said irascibly.

His wife flushed slightly. He had no right to speak to her like that in front of a servant.

Maddy too felt the colour rising in her cheeks. She knew he was a busy man but that didn’t excuse him from being impolite to his wife in front of her, and her mistress had only been concerned for her welfare. She knew that both she and Mrs Mitchell would be glad when lunch was over.

‘Right, young woman, leave those dishes and follow me,’ James commanded, getting up from the table.

Maddy smoothed down her apron and followed him into the hall, leaving Eliza and Florence looking at each other in mystif ication.

‘Shut the door behind you, Maddy,’ he instructed as he sat down in the big brown leather chair behind a desk littered with papers, lists and pens.

Maddy came in here to clean but she never touched anything on his desk. It was a dark room; the small window gave little light and the small turf fire flickering in the hearth did not add greatly to the cheer.

‘Now, what is all this about?’

She twisted her hands nervously. ‘It’s about Thomas and . . . and . . . Miss Florence.’

The benign look was instantly wiped from his face. ‘What about them?’ he demanded.

‘I heard them, sir, in the kitchen last night.’

‘Florence was in the kitchen?’

‘She was so, sir, and . . . and . . .’

‘For heaven’s sake, girl, spit it out! I can’t stand shillyshallying. ’

‘They’re going to run away and get married - tonight. At least they’re going to go to Dublin by barge and then . . .’ She spread her hands.

His face changed colour until it was puce with anger. He stood up, knocking the chair over. ‘They’re what?’ he bellowed.

She shrank back but she repeated it.

‘By God, it won’t be to Dublin they’ll go, it’s to hell that the pair of them will be sent packing if I have any more of this . . . this nonsense!’ he spluttered in rage.

‘What will you do, sir? I mean about Thomas and myself and Carmel. Carmel and me had no part in any of it, I swear. I’d only gone back to the kitchen for a drink and I . . . I overheard them. I was shocked and upset. I’ve had no sleep all the night, worrying about it,’ she pleaded.

He had calmed down a little. ‘I believe you, girl. Go and send Mrs Mitchell in to me.’

‘Mrs Mitchell?’ she queried, still shaking with fear.

‘A mother has the right to know what her daughter is after doing, if she doesn’t already know.’

‘Oh, I’m sure she doesn’t, sir! I really am sure.’

‘Go and find her, then.’

‘Then what, sir?’

‘Then we will both talk to Florence and I will deal with that impudent young pup!’

‘Oh sir, please don’t throw us all out, please, I beg you.’

His manner softened a little. ‘If you swear you didn’t know, then I’ll consider keeping you and your sister on. Consider, mind, no promises.’

So their future still hung in the balance. ‘I swear to God, on the graves of my mother and father, and you knew them well, sir, that neither Carmel nor myself knew anything about this.’

James nodded slowly. He’d never known the girl to lie, he’d never known her parents to lie - but he hadn’t been as well acquainted with them as she believed he had.

‘I accept your story,’ he said gruffly. ‘You will both stay on. Now go back and inform my wife that I need to see her.’

‘I will so, sir. Thank you, thank you so much. We’ll both work hard - extra hard.’

‘Get off with you then.’

When she went back into the living room, both Eliza and Florence were still there, waiting to find out what was going on.

‘Ma’am, himself is asking to see you now.’

‘Oh really? Just what is all this secrecy about? If you have a complaint, Maddy, you come to me!’ Eliza snapped, still disgruntled about the way her husband had treated her.

‘I . . . I’m sorry, ma’am, but—’

Before she could finish, Eliza had bustled from the room.

‘Maddy, what’s the matter?’ Florence asked nervously.

Maddy shook her head. ‘I . . . I can’t tell you, but your mother will soon let you know.’

She liked Florence Mitchell. The young girl was far too  good for her brother Tom - and that fact had nothing at all to do with class.

‘I’m so sorry, miss, I really am,’ she said in a low voice, stacking the dishes quickly and almost running out of the room.

Back in the kitchen she dumped the plates in the sink and leaned on the table.

‘Maddy! Maddy, you are ill!’ Carmel cried in alarm.

‘No, I’m not, truly. I’ll have a cup of tea and then I’ll be as right as rain. Where’s Thomas?’

‘He said he had to go into town for some things and to see someone. He took the trap.’

His absence would only cause her more worry, Maddy fretted, sinking down on to a chair. She wanted it to be all over and done with.




Chapter Three

They could both hear the raised voices that came from the office, but it was impossible to make out the exact words, the walls were too thick.

‘Whatever’s going on?’ Carmel asked anxiously. ‘I’ve never heard the master so angry.’

‘It’s Miss Florence and Tom,’ her sister said dully.

‘Our Tom? What’s he done?’

‘The eejit was planning to elope tonight with Miss Florence and get married in Dublin.’

‘Married! Our Tom and Miss Florence? But they’re so different! Miss Florence is almost a lady and she’s a Protestant.’

‘I know. It was madness. I heard them planning it last night, that’s why I couldn’t sleep. I had to tell the master or we’d both have been flung out with Tom.’

The colour drained from her sister’s face. ‘Oh Maddy . . . what will happen to us?’

‘Don’t be worrying now. Mr Mitchell has almost  promised that we can stay on here, but Tom will have to go. Oh, he’s such a fool! I could kill him, I really could. Put the kettle on, Carmel. We both need a cup of strong tea. There’ll be murder when Tom arrives home.’

Carmel went about her work quietly, outwardly calm but inwardly a seething mass of nerves. She hated rows, with all the shouting and the insults and the tears. Everything had been fine when her parents were alive. Of course, she’d always been the quiet one, the ‘little peacemaker’ as Mammy used to call her, for if there was an argument between Thomas and Maddy she would try to calm them down. Oh, how she missed Mammy. She had only been nine years old when Mammy and then Da had died, and it had been so sudden. Even now she could still hear the doctor’s words: ‘I’m sorry, but she won’t get better - neither of them will.’ Her safe little world had collapsed that day. Then they had come to the Canal Agent’s house to live and work, but now the peace and security she’d found here were being threatened.

It was dusk by the time Thomas arrived back. It had taken much longer than he’d anticipated to find the man who would take them to Dublin, and he’d demanded far more money than Tom had anticipated, but he was in no position to argue. At least things were settled. There would be no more barges through the 30th Lock today, but just in case, he’d hidden the key to the lock gates and would make sure that O’Hagan the lock-keeper was well and truly drunk by the time they were ready to go. The only thing that caused him worry was the noise of the water running through the  lock gates when he let in their barge. At this time of year the water in the canal was always at high level and the noise could be very loud indeed. In the stillness of the night it often sounded like distant thunder. Then Tom pulled himself together. He was a fool. The Mitchells were used to the sound; it wouldn’t disturb them. And he still had a fair amount of his savings left. That would see him and Florence through until they came back and things were settled.

‘What’s wrong with you two?’ he asked his sisters airily as he strode into the kitchen. ‘Don’t the pair of you look as though you’ve had a fright.’

‘We’ve every right to be afraid. There’s been the mother and father of a row here while you were off in town.’

‘Why so?’

Maddy looked at him squarely. ‘About this eejit plan of yours to marry Florence.’

There was a small knot of fear in his stomach. ‘How the hell do you know about that?’

‘I heard you talking last night,’ Maddy answered defiantly.

‘But how does the master know? How, Maddy?’ he demanded.

‘He knows because I told him.’

Maddy took a step backwards thinking he was going to hit her but she stuck to her guns. ‘I had to tell him or we’d all be thrown out on the road. You never gave us a thought, did you?’

‘You interfering bitch!’ he yelled.

Carmel gave a frightened little cry and clutched the edge of the sink.

‘I wouldn’t have had to interfere if you’d told me. If you’d have given us a bit of thought. Look at her, look at your poor terrified little sister - how the hell did you think she’d survive? It was your ambition to be something you’re not and never will be. All you thought about was yourself. I don’t think you really love Florence at all,’ she yelled back.

‘I’ll swing for you, Maddy Kiernan! All this had nothing to do with you. It’s my future at stake here!’

Maddy laughed cuttingly. ‘Did you really think he’d have you back here and raise you up to sit with them, take your meals with them, introduce you as a respectable son-in-law? You fool! You stupid, selfish, arrogant fool!’

He struck out blindly, catching her across her cheek, and she staggered backwards. Carmel screamed but Maddy had regained her composure and snatched up the heavy basting ladle from the table.

‘Hit me again and I’ll give you a clattering you’ll remember all your life.’

Thomas was so furious that he could only splutter. ‘You . . . you sneaky, tell-tale, informing little bitch!’

She took a step towards him, her arm raised. ‘I mean it - I’ll belt you.’

‘I’ll never forgive you! I’ll get the better of you one day, just wait and see! I won’t let you stand in the way of my plans again - I’ll kill you first!’

Carmel was hysterical. She’d never been subjected to anything like this before and she was scared witless.

‘For God’s sake, shut her up!’ he growled.

‘Shut her up, is it? She’s your sister and she’s bloody terrified.’

Thomas turned to his younger sister. ‘She’s terrified of bloody everything! For Christ’s sake, Carmel, shut up that bloody racket!’

‘I thought from all the noise it was yourself come back, you impudent pup!’

Silence descended as they all saw James Mitchell standing in the doorway, his face set in angry, unyielding lines.

‘It’s all right, sir, it’s all over now. You won’t be disturbed again,’ Maddy said grimly.

‘By God, you never spoke a truer word, girl.’ Mitchell walked across to Thomas and jabbed him in the chest with his forefinger. ‘Get out of my house and my sight before I take a horsewhip to you! Taking advantage of a young girl’s innocence, promising her a life she could never have had with you. Where would the likes of you be getting the money to give her a decent home? She’s not used to a cabin with a dirt floor and a thatched roof and backbreaking work, and that’s all you can offer her! I’ll not have her suffer poverty and humiliation for a young scoundrel like you! Now get out! Get your things together and be out in half an hour!’

The door slammed and every dish on the dresser rattled.

Maddy looked at her brother. She didn’t like what she had done, but she had Carmel to think of. ‘You heard what he said. Half an hour.’

‘I won’t need no bloody half hour. There’s not much to get together - I’ll be away in ten minutes.’

Maddy rubbed her cheek. ‘And not one single word of regret? No message for poor Florence? You were only using her, weren’t you? You don’t care that she’s upstairs crying her eyes out over you.’

‘No, I don’t bloody care. She’s a stupid spoiled brat without a brain in her head. She’s a simpering brainless eejit of a girl and she’s not even halfway pretty.’

Carmel had calmed down and was sobbing quietly while Maddy, still shaking with anger, watched him hastily gather his few clothes and possessions and stuff them into an old leather bag that he kept under the outshot bed.

When he’d finished he looked around the room. ‘I can’t even say I’m sorry to leave this house, let alone you two or any of that lot! Canal Agent!’ He laughed mockingly. ‘Nothing but a bloody jumped-up clerk. I’ll finish up better off than that.’

‘Just get out! Oh, go to hell, Thomas Kiernan!’ Maddy shouted.

‘Oh Tom, Tom, where will you go?’ Carmel pleaded, catching hold of his sleeve, her face pale and her eyes full of tears.

‘To somewhere I can get on in life.’

‘But where?’ Carmel persisted. She at least wanted to know where he was going.

‘Liverpool. There’s all kinds of work there, so I heard. It’s a big, wealthy place where no one asks you what bloody religion you are if you go to seek work.’ He turned at the door. ‘I’ll never forgive you, Maddy. I mean it - and I’ll get even somehow.’

He stormed out into the darkness, leaving the door wide open.

Maddy closed it and sank down on a kitchen chair. Carmel came and sat at her feet, her head resting in her sister’s lap.

‘What will we do now, Maddy?’

‘We’ll go on doing what we’ve always done, our chores in the house and the yard and the garden.’ She was still shaking with emotion. ‘I had to do it, Carmel. It was Tom or us.’

‘He said he’ll never forgive us and he’ll get even.’

‘Take no notice of that, he’ll come round. You wait and see - one day he’ll turn up at the door, either clad in rags or in a good suit, with an overcoat and maybe even a stovepipe hat.’

Carmel looked up at her. ‘Do you really think so?’

‘I do. Sure, his bark is worse than his bite. Deep down he does care - he’s not that bad.’ Her words soothed her sister, but held little conviction for herself. Tom had gone and he’d gone for good, and now tears pricked her own eyes.

 



The atmosphere in the house was strained and tense. When Maddy served the meals it was as though a huge black cloud hung over the dining table. Florence was very pale and withdrawn and Eliza’s mouth was set in a thin tight line. Already Carmel had begun to miss her brother and Maddy twice found her in tears. There was extra work for them too - most of the jobs that Tom had used to do except for the work with the lock gates and the barges.

Maddy was surprised when one morning James Mitchell himself came into the kitchen. She straightened up after closing the oven door on the pie she’d made for supper.

‘Oh sir, you startled me.’

‘I’m sorry, I had no wish to frighten you.’

Maddy pushed her hair more firmly under her cap.

‘No, I wasn’t frightened, sir. Is there something you require?’

Usually if there was anything urgent or important to discuss it was Eliza Mitchell who came to the kitchen, or she would send for Maddy.

‘I expect you are finding it hard without your brother to help.’

‘Oh, it’s not too bad, sir. Carmel has taken over some of my chores and I see to the ones Thomas used to do, apart from assisting you.’

‘Well, you’ll be glad to know that I’ve engaged a lad from the village to take over his duties.’

‘Oh, thank you, sir. I have to do the heavier ones as Carmel is . . . delicate.’

James Mitchell looked across the room to where Carmel was standing at the sink scrubbing pans. She did have a delicate air about her. She was a very pretty girl, much better-looking than Florence, he thought ruefully. The weak winter sunlight came in through the window and caught the girl’s hair, turning it into a halo around her face. They were both beautiful girls in their own ways and deserved a better life than the one they now had. But of course they were well off compared to half the country.

‘Have you had word from your brother?’

‘No, sir, and I don’t wish to hear from him either.’

He nodded. Young Maddy Kiernan had spirit. Maybe he’d give them both a few shillings extra, seeing as he was only paying the lad he’d hired half of what he’d paid Thomas Kiernan.

 



Maddy was surprised and embarrassed when first Eliza Mitchell and then Florence summoned her later that day to give her the same news.

‘You will be pleased to hear that my husband has found a suitable replacement for your brother,’ Mrs Mitchell informed her.

‘I am very pleased and grateful, ma’am. Mr Mitchell has already told me.’

‘Indeed!’ Eliza’s cheeks had two red spots on them and her tone was very sharp. ‘And when did he tell you this?’

‘Only an hour ago, ma’am. He came into the kitchen.’

‘He did?’

‘Yes, ma’am. I was very . . . surprised.’

‘Indeed, quite so. Very well, you may go.’

Inwardly Eliza was seething. How dare James go down to the kitchen! Domestic arrangements were her domain and he’d never interfered before. She would speak to him. He had no right to humiliate her. She’d had enough of that over the past few days. He had blamed her for Florence’s behaviour, accused her of not keeping a close enough eye on their daughter. When William was older, James had told her in no uncertain terms, he himself would supervise their  son’s activities and his friends. Everything was so annoying. Florence had behaved like a ninny - and look at the trouble she had caused. Eliza was forced to admit that maybe she should have kept a closer watch on her daughter, but she hadn’t suspected a liaison with Thomas Kiernan. He was just a servant, for heaven’s sake. Whoever would have thought he’d have dared to have designs upon his employer’s daughter?

 



Maddy had only just seen Eliza go out, driving the trap, when young William Mitchell appeared in the kitchen and told her that his sister wanted to see her.

‘What for?’ she asked apprehensively. Florence had been ignoring her, or giving her black looks, from the day of ‘the discovery’. Maddy looked at William and her heart lightened. She liked the lad, who had arrived home for the Christmas holidays from his school in Dublin only yesterday. He was a bit of a harum-scarum, always in trouble for tearing some article of clothing he was wearing and minor damage to the wall or fence he’d been climbing. Maddy knew that Florence had often spoken up for him to ward off the worst of his father’s anger and his mother’s despair.

‘That lad will end his days on the gallows!’ was a frequent remark passed by James Mitchell.

‘How would I know?’ the lad answered now. ‘They tell me nothing. Half of the time they treat me as if I was a baby and the other half as if I was an eejit.’

Maddy managed a smile. ‘Is your father out?’

‘He is, at some meeting or another - in Heggarty’s pub probably.’

‘You’re a bold article at times, Willie Mitchell.’ Only she, Carmel and of course Thomas called the boy ‘Willie’ and then only out of earshot of his parents and sister. But he much preferred it.

‘How am I expected to keep up with the war that’s been going on here? I missed it all. Father as cross as a bag of cats and Mammy and Florence wailing and Tom being given notice . . .’

‘Well, where is your sister?’ Maddy demanded. She certainly had no wish to try and explain things to an eleven-year-old boy.

‘In her room. Where else?’

‘Go on, get off with you. You can have one of those little tarts I’ve made, but just one!’

He grinned, helped himself to two, and disappeared out of the kitchen door.

Maddy sighed. She’d better go upstairs and face the music.

Florence was sitting by her bedroom window in a low-backed chair. Maddy always thought what a lovely room it was when she cleaned it. There was pretty wallpaper, pale blue curtains hung at the windows and the quilt was white and blue patchwork. Beside the bed was a nice rug and on the wash-stand stood a delftware bowl and jug, a dressing-table set and a trinket box. In summer, Florence kept wild flowers in a vase on the broad windowsill. She looked pale and thin, Maddy thought, closing the door behind her.

OEBPS/lyna_9780755379262_oeb_cover_r1.html




 
 
 
 
Love and a Promise
 
 
LYN ANDREWS
 
 
headline
www.headline.co.uk



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






