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  For Pam Storrie, who sat beside me in school:


  A dear friend and still is.
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  The gathering of the O’Shaughnessy family for the first meal of the day could only be likened to some earth-shattering celebration, a great and noisy reunion at which an

  outsider might be forgiven for thinking that they hadn’t seen one another for a month at the very least instead of the previous evening. Voices were raised to such a pitch it was difficult to

  hear what was being said which didn’t matter in the least since everyone round the table spoke at the same time anyway. There were seldom less than fifteen of them crammed together about the

  sturdy, rectangular table with its scoured pine top and substantial turned legs. Not that any other meal of the day was different to this one. Kitchen or dining room, it was all the same to them,

  and whether it be breakfast, dinner or supper, Ellen O’Shaughnessy as a matter of course always prepared a meal as though she was expecting a battalion of the Lancashire Fusiliers since she

  said her family ate like one.




  Of the eighteen children Ellen had borne, thirteen had lived and of those thirteen, eight still remained at home though that wasn’t the end of it by any means. The four eldest, all girls

  and married now, were as fertile as their mother. Being a close-knit and loving family and with them living no more than a stone’s throw from Edge Lane and their childhood home, one or more

  of Ellen’s girls was usually to be found in her kitchen at some time of the day. With children at the knee or the breast it was not surprising that a handful should now and again be

  overlooked when Gracie or Amy, Eileen or Bridget departed reluctantly for their own kitchens at the end of the day. And what did it matter, Ellen asked carelessly. They were accommodated good

  naturedly around the enormous table or put to bed in haphazard fashion with Ellen’s own to be called for the next day or the next. Five or six or a dozen, it was all the same to her.




  Ellen could boast to being a grandmother sixteen times over. That is if it had been her nature to boast, which it wasn’t, for what was clever or even unusual in bearing children? It was as

  natural as the grass coming through the fertile soil in the spring, and as regular. What the Good Lord sent must be accepted and usually was but Ellen was forty-six now and she prayed nightly to

  the Holy Mother to let their Clare, three years old a week since, be her last. She loved every one of them, children and grandchildren alike, and would gladly have died to save them from a

  moment’s hurt but, praise be to the Holy Virgin from whom all goodness came, she really had had enough. She’d ‘seen’ nothing now for over six months so perhaps that time

  which comes to all women was upon her and if that was the case there would be no need for her Mick to hold back in their marriage bed as he had taken to doing recently, since, like her, he wanted

  no more children. It was against all the teachings of Holy Mother Church, of course, what Michael did – or did not do, to be more precise – in their intimate moments and she herself

  didn’t much care for it either since he was forced to pull away before she was ready, but surely now they could ‘go at it’ as they had joyously done in the early years of their

  marriage, taking a chance there’d be no more babies.




  She looked along the length of the table at the results of her and Mick ‘going at it’ for the best part of thirty years, smothering the fond smile which creased her rosy Irish face

  at the memory of it. A lusty man was Mick O’Shaughnessy and despite their age she and himself still found a great deal of satisfaction in their loving. He was there at the head of the table,

  the baby, as Clare was still called, on his lap and about him, clustered as thickly as buds on the branch of a fruitful tree, were the O’Shaughnessy family. Down both sides of the laden

  table, seated on benches shoulder to shoulder and forced by lack of space to keep their elbows well into their sides and each one, even Clare, talking sixteen to the dozen. It didn’t stop

  them eating, mind, since it was something they had learned to do, copying their elders, from an early age. Now and again, more from force of habit than a need to chastise, Ellen beseeched them not

  to talk with their mouths full but with airy cries of ‘sorry Mammy’ they still continued to do so.




  There was not one among them who had seen the green hills of Ireland but they all spoke with a rich and lilting Irish brogue. Mick’s father had come over during the potato famine of 1845,

  as had Ellen’s own forebears, leaving behind the sod cottages in which they and generations of their people had existed, living at the best of times only just above subsistence level. For

  many the move to Liverpool had barely improved their poverty-stricken circumstances since the starvation and death they had thought to leave behind in County Clare or Tipperary or Cork had followed

  them across the water. The men had dreams of finding work as navvies in the building of railways, as dock labourers or bricklayers in the construction of the houses which sprawled across the fields

  and pastures at the back of the dockland; the women dreamed of no more than filling their children’s bellies with something other than dock leaves and nettles.




  They had clung together, as exiles often will, forming colonies where they lived in dangerously close proximity to one another, ten, fifteen, twenty families stuffed cheek by jowl into one

  house, in crooked narrow streets no wider than a man’s outstretched arms, in courts consisting of back to back houses measuring overall eleven feet by eleven, rising out of a sea of stench

  into dense and dirty masses in the areas of Brook Alley, Naylors Yard and Addison Close, from Scotland Road down to the river. It was said that 66,000 people lived in one square mile of that

  teeming region of squalor and that on one acre of land alone it was possible to build 130 hovels to accommodate them.




  Lacy Hemingway, daughter of the great shipping house of Hemingway, who had become Mrs James Osborne, had changed all that for the O’Shaughnessy family on a fine summer day over fifty years

  ago when Michael O’Shaughnessy, Ellen’s father-in-law, had come to her attention as he worked by the dockside. A fine, well-set-up man he had been, despite his poor beginnings, with an

  air of authority about him which Miss Hemingway, newly starting up on her own in the business of shipping, had admired. She had offered him the job of manager in her warehouse and within the year

  Michael and his wife Mary had moved to the grand, recently-built house in Edge Lane. Out in the country it had been, Edge Lane no more than a meandering track off Mount Vernon leading to a

  sandstone quarry. Fields stretched away to Knotty Ash and West Derby, dotted with farms and the well-tended homes of the wealthy of which there were a good many in the growing industrial affluence

  of Liverpool, and at the back of the row of houses, all detached and set in a quarter of an acre of long garden, was the Corporation Water Works reservoir giving the family clean, disease-free

  water for the first time since they had left the old country.




  Mick, Michael O’Shaughnessy the second, was born there in 1859, the middle child between two sisters and two brothers. The children Mary had borne before the move to Edge Lane, thirteen in

  all, lay buried in the land of their birth or in St Mary’s Churchyard, Everton, their father’s good fortune coming too late to be of any use to them.




  Ellen had been brought to this house as a sixteen-year-old bride, sharing the kitchen with her mother-in-law for six years before the old lady had herself gone, outliving her husband by a bare

  six months. Ellen had Gracie then, and Amy and Eileen, and under her apron was Bridget and though she had been fond of her husband’s mother it had been grand to have the spacious kitchen and

  house all to herself and her growing family. A large house it was, three storeys high, tall and sturdy, sitting foursquare in the centre of its strip of land with a bit of a lawn in the front and

  the flowerbeds old Mary had planted well established by then. At the back the first Michael had grown potatoes and carrots and cabbage. With his deep rooted Irish love of the land and his bitter

  memories of death and destruction in the old country he was unable to tolerate the squandering of earth which could produce food for his children. He could never forget the harrowing images of the

  famine and in his opinion it was only prudent, despite his well-settled position in the Hemingway warehouse, to provide for the future when his circumstances might not be so rosy.




  But his son, Ellen’s husband, was as different to his father as a cheerful family pet is to a hard-working wiry gundog. Both fine animals and useful in their way but where his father was

  ambitious, wary and far thinking, perhaps because of his hard and desperate past, his son was easy going and though possessing a quick Irish temper was, on the whole, a peaceable man. Not that

  Ellen’s father-in-law had been grim, or without humour, or that her husband was not hard-working, but like the gundog whose nature it is to seek what it has been trained to, the first Michael

  O’Shaughnessy could not seem to put aside the past and enjoy his good fortune but must always strive towards better things. He worked hard, long hours, unable to settle unless he had seen to

  the final shipment of a cargo, the supervision of the unloading of another, neither of them his concern since he had men to do the job and though he got on and was the envy of his compatriots, he

  was dead at the age of fifty-five.




  The second Michael O’Shaughnessy, born when the first was in his late twenties, took over the management of the warehouse when his father died. Mick did the job with the same steady

  application to work as his father but though he had been brought up, as Ellen had, on terrible tales of the troubles, he had not suffered them and neither had his children and the absence of hunger

  and want made for a contented man and a peaceful existence. The vegetable garden at the rear of the house grew wild and abundant, with long grass and tall wide-spreading trees, a grand haven for

  hordes of children and grandchildren to run riot in, and he would sit at the window and smile at them, his pipe in his mouth and the Echo in his lap, for was that not the purpose of a

  garden?




  Not that peace was much in evidence in the house in Edge Lane. They were Irish, after all, and volatile. Self-willed, the lot of them, and tempers are easily lit when more than a dozen people,

  all bent on their own way, live under the same roof. They were a decent, hard-working family of comfortable means but the house had no more than five bedrooms which, with Michael and Ellen in one,

  the two servants in another, left three for the eight remaining children and the assorted grandchildren who somehow found their way there. Michael O’Shaughnessy the third, the eldest of Mick

  and Ellen’s boys, had a fine, live-in job in the stables at Woodall Park, but it was still a tight squeeze on occasion.




  The kitchen-cum-living room was spacious and warm and though the house was fifty years old Ellen had one of the latest closed ranges to cook on. It had a flat hotplate over the fire and an

  efficiently controlled oven beside it, replacing the open range which had been considered quite sufficient in her mother-in-law’s day. Ellen could remember it well, a big cast-iron monster

  which must be lit every morning after it had been swept out and the ashes sifted. It had to be cleaned with black lead which was rubbed in, then brushed and buffed with a pad. The brass fender

  round the range was polished until it sparkled and it had been her job as a new bride, sickly in the mornings with her first pregnancy, to do it. Holy Mother, but she’d hated it and had been

  glad to see the back of it. Mind you, she’d insisted on keeping the lovely red, stone-flagged floor. When it was scrubbed and polished you could see the warmth of the fire in it. The white,

  lime-washed walls, the gleaming rows of copper pans, graduating from the tiniest milk-pan to the largest, a heavy preserving pan, gave to Ellen a deep and primitive satisfaction she could explain

  to no one.




  There were rows of preserve jars, flat-lidded, salt-glazed stoneware in shades from a creamy buttercup yellow to a dark chocolate brown, with fawn, bronze and caramel shades in between. In them

  were her jams and apple rings, plums, mushrooms, pineapple pieces crystallised in sugar syrup, pickled meats and chutneys. There was an enormous dresser against the whole of one wall crammed on

  each shelf with every imaginable plate and dish, cups and saucers, soup tureens and gravy boats, pie dishes and cake stands, all of earthenware since a family as large and careless as hers could

  not be safely trusted to use for everyday the ‘good’ dinner and tea service she had tucked lovingly away in her dining room sideboard for special occasions.




  Simmering on the range was a heavy, cast-iron stock pot, filled up with meat and vegetables the night before to ensure a constant supply of soups and broths, for Ellen scorned the manufactured

  tins of ‘rubbish’ which the lazy housewife could purchase to feed her family.




  There were shelves on which decorative biscuit tins crouched beside bottles of ketchup and Cadbury’s Cocoa Essence, Patersons Extract of Malt and Quaker Rolled Oats, and high in the

  ceiling was her airing pulley, a long contraption made of slats of strong wood over which she hung her family’s freshly ironed shirts, bodices, drawers, vests and petticoats to air in the

  warm draught which rose from the range.




  This morning was no different to any other Monday morning. Lifting the heavy frying pan from the range Ellen turned, still as light on her feet as her own daughters, pushing unceremoniously

  between young Michael and Dermot, her second son, brandishing the pan and the fork she held in her right hand as though she would stand no nonsense from either of them.




  ‘You’ll have some more sausage, son?’ It was not a question but a statement directed at both her boys. ‘And another egg? Sure an’ it’s a cold day an’

  the pair of you to be out in it before the streets are aired. Now I’ll not take no for an answer for only the Blessed Mother herself knows what you’ll get to eat up at that

  place,’ this last directed at young Michael, just as though he was off to the Borough gaol instead of the comfortable kitchen at Woodall Park. ‘Growing boys, the pair of you,’ she

  went on, ‘an’ you’ll be needing a decent breakfast inside of you. See, Matty . . .’ to the middle-aged maidservant who was clattering about the range with a second frying

  pan ‘. . . pass Michael some of that fried bread, an’ will yer look at that? Eammon’s plate’s empty an’ him off to school in a minute. Jesus, Joseph and Mary, can you

  not see to him, Lucy . . .’ to the second maid ‘. . . before the spalpeen starves an’ fetch me some more bacon from the pantry while you’re at it. Now don’t be pulling

  a face at me, Donal O’Shaughnessy. I’ll not have it said that any son of mine goes hungry to school, and what’s the matter with you, Mara? D’you not like your Mammy’s

  cooking, is that it? Well, perhaps if you got off your behind and helped Matty instead of daydreaming the live long day, and Caitlin, will you get your nose out of that paper and pass Dermot the

  marmalade. Holy Mother, d’you really need to read at the table, girl? No, don’t tell me what it is, for sure, don’t I already know and how you can believe in such nonsense is

  beyond me. Decent women parading themselves when they should be in their own homes seeing to their family, and I’ll have no arguments, d’you hear? Clare, darlin’, let Daddy up

  now. He’s to be off to work in a minute and by the beard on him not even shaved yet. Sure an’ will you look at Flynn with his bootlaces not tied and his jacket buttoned up all wrong and

  what his Mammy’ll be saying . . .’ referring to her eldest daughter, Gracie, whose son Flynn was ‘. . . I don’t know, when Sister Angela asks who got him ready today.

  Michael, darlin’, do him up, will you, there’s a good lad, or Gracie’ll die of shame when next she meets the good Sister. Now, Donal, will you not try another egg? Matty’s

  cooked it just as you like it . . .’




  ‘Ma, I haven’t time to be seeing to Flynn and shouldn’t he be able to dress himself by now, for God’s sake? How old is he? How old are you, Flynn?’ turning to the

  boy, his own nephew ‘Six, is it, an’ can’t tie your own bootlaces! For shame. Look, go to Caitlin, she’ll do them up for you, won’t you, Caitlin? I’ve hardly

  time to tie me own bootlaces, never mind yours. You know I’ve to be up at the park by seven-thirty at the latest or Mr Jackson’ll not let me stop overnight again and he’ll report

  me to Sir Charles, so he will, an’ I’ll be getting the bloody sack.’




  ‘Language, Michael!’




  ‘Sorry, Ma, but I’ll have to go. What’s Flynn doing here anyway? He’s got his own home to go to, hasn’t he? Our Gracie’s got a bloody nerve . . . sorry Ma . .

  . landing you with him as if you haven’t got enough to do with your own. She’s . . .’




  ‘Now Michael, I’ll not have you calling your own sister. A good girl and a good mother and if Flynn wants to stay the night, sure an’ what’s one more amongst you lot?

  See, darlin’, will you not have a bit more bacon? Matty’s cooked another rasher or two an’ I’ll not have them goin’ beggin’.’




  ‘I’ll have one, acushla, an’ if there’s a bit of fried bread left over . . . ?’ Her husband’s voice, though quiet and patient, was heard quite clearly above

  the babble of voices which flowed about him and just as though her ears were tuned in to this one which seldom complained or demanded, his wife flew at once, full of contrition, to his end of the

  table. Ladling the hot, crispy bacon and fried bread on to the plate he was sharing with his youngest daughter, her manner was one of penitence at having missed him. Passing the frying pan to Matty

  she whisked the child from his knee and squeezed her in between her two brothers, kissing her soundly on her rosy cheek. Recovering the frying pan from the hovering maid she circled the table again

  in the manner of a preacher searching out wrongdoers, ready to fill an empty plate or indeed any need her family might have of her. She was not satisfied until every hand was lifting food steadily

  to every mouth, irrespective of age and sex, and her voice as she urged them to eat up was as lilting and enduring as the rushing waters of the River Shannon besides which her forebears had

  lived.




  Michael, her son, was the first to leave. He was just twenty years of age and the first boy to be born alive to herself and Mick O’Shaughnessy. Ten years they had been married when he came

  and if she was honest with herself, and she rarely was where her family was concerned since she felt no mother should have favourites, he was hers. Tall and supple, lean as a young sapling he was,

  the replica of his father at the same age, though with twice his impudence, Ellen admitted fondly. Dark-haired as all her children were, his lifted from his forehead in a mass of tumbled waves,

  falling across his brow and shading the startling blue of his laughing eyes. His sun-darkened face was arresting and aggressive and yet there was a certain vulnerability about his mouth which she

  knew captivated the opposite sex. He could be grave at times, her bold Irish son, and at others high-spirited and merry. A true Irish nature, even if he had never seen the rolling green land of his

  forefathers, and she loved him for it.




  ‘Mind how you go on that infernal thing, darlin’,’ she said, referring to the bicycle which leaned against the wall by the back kitchen door. ‘Why you can’t walk on

  the two good legs the Lord gave you I’ll never know. Tell him, Mick,’ appealing to his father who still sat placidly by the kitchen table despite the uproar which rose to a crescendo as

  those about it prepared to leave. His manner said that he would start the day in his own good time despite the fact that he had yet to shave and put on his tie and jacket. He would catch the tram

  at the corner of Jubilee Drive and Edge Lane and be down at the Pier Head, a distance of no more than two miles, by eight-thirty. He liked to sit quietly with his wife and a fourth cup of tea after

  his family had gone on their way, taking his daughter on his knee again whilst their Mara, fifteen now, and Caitlin, who was two years older and kept at home to help her mother, supervised the

  maids in the clearing of the table.




  ‘To be sure the boy’s old enough to please himself, Ellen,’ he said mildly, belching on the last bit of fat bacon he had eaten. ‘I’d ride one of the dratted things

  meself if it wasn’t for that hill at Mount Pleasant. Anyway, I’m too old for them new-fangled things now,’ and he reached for his daughter, a little scrap of a dark-haired,

  pink-cheeked, blue-eyed creature who, as though he knew she would be the last fruit of his loins, was extra dear to him.




  ‘Well, I don’t like them, son and that’s a fact, but if you must then you must. See now, wrap up well. Holy Mother of God, you’re not going out without your scarf?’

  She was aghast. ‘Are you mad in this weather? There’s a wind to cut you like a knife, so there is. And where d’you think you’re off to, Eammon O’Shaughnessy?’

  whirling to catch by his jacket collar her youngest son who was attempting to escape his Mammy’s notice. Little good it did him for where her children were concerned Ellen had eyes in the

  back of her head. ‘I asked you to wait for Callum, didn’t I? I’ll not have a wee scrap of a lad like yourself going off to school on your own, so I won’t.’




  ‘Aw Mammy, will you stop it now, I’m six years old and not a baby and I said I’d meet . . .’




  ‘To be sure you’re meeting no one . . .’




  ‘Let the boy go, Ellen. He’s a man, so he is . . .’




  Ellen turned distractedly to her husband, ready to lay about him with her tongue for encouraging the boy. Taking advantage of their mother’s wandering attention, Sean, Galium, Donal and

  Eammon, her four youngest sons, along with her grandson Flynn, raced out of the kitchen and round the back of the house. Headlong down the path they bounded, out of the gate and into Edge Lane, all

  five yelling like dervishes as they indulged in some masculine game of their own devising.




  ‘Now see what you’ve done,’ Ellen admonished her husband, settling herself nevertheless on the bench at his side. She poured a cup of tea from the enormous pot and sipping with

  deep pleasure fell into the companionable silence which was so rare and therefore so precious to herself and Mick. The contrast to the hullabaloo which had gone before was quite startling and but

  for the irrepressible crashing of pots and pans as Lucy and Matty prepared to wash the dirty dishes, all was quiet. The little girl leaned against her father, playing with a tattered rag doll which

  had evidently been much loved by more than one child before her.




  ‘I’m off now, Ma.’




  ‘Jesus and all his Angels, I thought you’d gone, son.’ In a moment Ellen was up again, fussing about their Dermot, a year younger than his brother Michael and the scholar of

  the family. Worked in a bank, did Dermot, and great things were expected of him and Ellen was so proud she could not help but boast of him to her friends. He was the first of her boys to follow in

  his Daddy’s footsteps and work with his head and not with his hands and toe grand suit he had on this morning testified to the fact. A good navy blue serge, a sparklingly white shirt with a

  stiff wing collar and a shine on his boots you could see your face in. Dermot had things inside his brain none of them could understand and would be manager of the bank one day, he told them, and

  they believed him.




  ‘Now keep that coat buttoned up, son, and promise you’ll not go hanging about at the Pier Head at dinner time. Stay in the office where it’s warm.’




  Dermot sighed. His mother still thought he was six years old and like a six-year-old would be drawn down to the river to see the boats. ‘I will, Ma.’ He pulled away from her loving

  hand impatiently. His father saw it and his own genial face hardened, though he said nothing. On the quiet he thought his second son was a cold fish but his Mammy loved him and as long as Dermot

  did not trouble his Mammy his father was prepared to overlook his somewhat high opinion of himself. He wasn’t a bad lad, just a bit too big for his boots and life would cure that, his father

  told himself. They were none of them bad. Some were more wayward than others though when he got right down to it he’d be hard pressed to say who, for they were all somewhat headstrong. Would

  you listen to Mara now, giving what for to Matty as though she was the mistress of the house and not her Mammy, and squabbling with Caitlin over who should run up the stairs and make their and

  Clare’s beds. Ellen, despite having two live-in maids, was not having her daughters brought up in idle ways, she said a dozen times a day, and the two girls took it in turns to see to their

  own room. But each morning it was the same, the pair of them spitting like a couple of tabby cats, swearing it was the turn of the other. And it was usually Mara who was the culprit. She’d be

  a handful, that one, if Ellen didn’t keep a tight rein on her with her big ideas and abomination of anything which might spoil her white hands which could be anything and everything from

  kneading the dough for the bread to sewing on a button! A beautiful girl, his Mara, as was Caitlin, both with an abundance of thick, dark hair rippling in shining profusion down their straight

  backs, eyes as blue as the Madonna’s robe and Mara with skin on her as white and pure as the petal on a daisy. But Mara was haughty, thinking herself a cut above all the good Irish Catholic

  boys her Mammy had to the house, saying she would marry a gentleman, if you please, and a rich one at that, or go to be a nun. A nun, her! If ever a girl was cut out to be a nun, it

  certainly wasn’t their Mara.




  And Caitlin, her head filled with nothing but women’s rights and the Women’s Social and Political Union, worrying her poor mother into an early grave and for what? But Caitlin could

  give you an answer, more than you bargained for, sometimes, her eyes flashing dangerously, her gift of words tying her brothers into bewildered knots when they argued with her. She didn’t

  give a damn if Mammy had been a mother at her age, she cried defiantly, tossing her provocative head, for there were other things in the world for a woman to do than bear children and tend to the

  fire, dodging the outraged slap her Mammy aimed at her. A clever girl was Caitlin, frustrated by her enforced life of domesticity beneath her mother’s watchful eye for none of her

  girls would go out to work whatever Caitlin said, she told her. Pity she hadn’t been born a lad, his Caitlin, he sighed, for she’d have made something of herself with that bright and

  enquiring mind of hers.




  ‘The boy should let me make him some soup for his carrying out, Mick,’ his wife fretfully reproached herself as she came back into the kitchen. ‘’Tis as cold as charity

  out there and a good hot bowl of oxtail would see him through the day. And did you see young Michael on that dratted machine of his? He’ll go under a horse’s hooves one of these days,

  so he will,’ crossing herself hastily. ‘Like a bird he was, going up towards Dorothy Street as though he had wings under him instead of wheels. It’s such a long way,

  darlin’, all those miles to Woodall Park. I wish he’d chosen to do something in town, like you an’ Dermot, then he could have lived at home. Horses, he said, and now it’s

  motor cars! Why’s he so set on motor cars, will you tell me that? They’ll not last the year out, I shouldn’t wonder. Dreadful contraptions, so they are. He’d have been grand

  in the warehouse with you, but no, he must go all that way, working all hours God sends and what will he be at the end of the day? No more than a handyman up at Woodall.’




  Her voice was plaintive and to distract her Mick lifted the little girl and placed her on her mother’s lap. Give Ellen a child to nurse, to feed and comfort and she forgot her woes in a

  trice and he was relieved to see her relax into the posture of fulfilled motherhood which was her role.




  ‘Now then, darlin’,’ he heard her say as he moved out of the warmth of the kitchen into the bone-chilling cold of the hallway and the stairs which led up to the first floor.

  ‘Say the rosary with Mammy and when we’ve finished here you an’ me’ll go down to St Mary’s to hear Mass.’




  Michael O’Shaughnessy felt his strong legs surge with power as he pumped the pedals of what his mother called his ‘dratted machine’. It was only a second-hand

  safety built almost twenty years ago but it was light and simple to mount and because of this had been a great favourite with the ladies. It had a sprung saddle and a plunger brake and though he

  would have preferred something a bit more dashing like the Rudge Whitworth Racer, this had cost him only five shillings from a pawn shop at the back of the General Post Office and at least it

  wasn’t a boneshaker or an ordinary which was what the working-class man usually rode. An unredeemed pledge it had been but with a bit of polish and a touch of oil here and there, a few minor

  adjustments to pedals and brakes it had proved to be a bargain and got him to Woodall Park where he worked as a groom to Sir Charles Woodall’s horses, and back to Liverpool on his day off.

  Every other Sunday, that was, taking turn and turn about with Fred Renshaw, the second stable lad, and if Mr Jackson was in a good mood, sometimes Saturday afternoon as well. Ten miles he had to

  cycle but he was young, fit, lean and graceful as a greyhound and with the stamina of an athlete. Ten miles was nothing to him, he told himself, whistling cheerfully as he followed the road out of

  Liverpool and on to Childwall, skimming along country lanes, taking sharp bends and crossing shallow fords with a skill and speed he had perfected in six years of doing the same journey every

  second weekend.




  He passed mile after mile of farmland, rattling through villages, in at one end and out of the other in no more than thirty seconds. There was a sharp ground frost and the air was clear and pure

  and cold as a mountain spring. There was little traffic; a milk cart pulled by an ancient horse, a fruiterer’s van coming back from the market, a man on horseback who glared and shook his

  riding crop as Michael’s machine overtook him, and a sluggish cart loaded with bricks.




  He’d had a grand weekend helped by the attentions of the pretty young parlourmaid he’d met at the music hall in Bold Street on Saturday night. She’d been there in the

  threepenny stalls with her friend, another parlourmaid, and he and Dennis Conron, his pal since schooldays, had ‘clicked’ right away. Vesta Tilley had been the star turn, a male

  impersonator, and what a show she’d put on. They’d laughed and sung along with her, their faces flushed with their intense enjoyment and when it was over the girls had not taken much

  persuading to join him and Dennis in a port wine at the bar. And he’d had a promise from her, Molly, she was called, that she’d meet him in two weeks’ time and her bright and

  knowing eyes had told him it would be well worth the journey. She could borrow a bicycle from a friend, she’d confided, and if she could get a Sunday off and he could escape his

  mother’s insistence that he attend Communion and Mass, she’d be quite willing to take a ride out with him, she’d said.




  His narrowed eyes dwelled on the picture of himself and Molly riding side by side up to Woolfall Heath, perhaps having a few drinks in The Horns and afterwards . . . well, he knew of a snug

  little place right off the beaten track where walkers never went and if Molly was as impressed with him as he was with her, who knew what she might allow. He considered pleasurably what that

  might’be, sighing as he pictured himself showing off his prowess on his dashing machine, then the image faded to be replaced with another and in it was himself and Molly but this time they

  were sitting side by side in Sir Charles Woodall’s brand new Vauxhall motor car. Holy Mother, now wouldn’t that dazzle her? She’d be so awestruck he’d have his hand up the

  leg of her drawers before she could say, ‘Now then, Michael!’




  He shook his head, almost tipping himself and his bicycle into the ditch at the side of the lane but the picture stayed with him. Not just of the girl who would be putty in his hands but the

  sweet idea of Michael O’Shaughnessy driving one of those grand machines which were appearing more and more often on the roads. There were two now in the old stable at Woodall Park, not only

  the Vauxhall belonging to his employer but a wicked little Austin Seven two-seater Sir Charles had recently bought for his eldest son, Harry. Hell’s teeth, he was a lucky bastard, was Master

  Harry, dashing about the countryside with a different girl tucked in next to him every day of the week, he shouldn’t wonder. Most of them actresses or shop girls, young ladies who were not of

  his own class and he’d have no trouble persuading them to allow him a liberty or two.




  Still an’ all, Michael O’Shaughnessy envied no man. He was supremely content in his work, in his carefree, unencumbered existence which allowed him to enjoy an open air life which,

  though it was a hard one, was not a lot different to that of the young gentlemen he served: exercising the horses, grooming them, riding at the back of the hunt in season in case he was needed,

  walking the moor with Sir Charles’ guns across his arm should an extra man be necessary. This was what his master’s sons did when they were not away at school and though Michael worked

  long hours he was well satisfied with it. He would marry one day, one of the good Catholic girls his mother had earmarked for him, perhaps, and raise a family in one of the estate cottages provided

  by Sir Charles, continuing to do exactly as he did now. He was not ambitious and had no urge to get on, to be somebody, as his brother Dermot did. The only thing he would like to do which he

  wasn’t doing now was to drive his employer’s smart Vauxhall motor car and there was no reason why it should not happen, for he was well thought of by Sir Charles. If he minded his

  manners and things went as he hoped, and if Lady Woodall got her way, which she usually did, a splendid Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost, the queen of motor cars, was soon to be delivered to Woodall Park.

  Many grooms, as the motor car became increasingly popular with the upper classes who were the only ones able to afford them, were becoming mechanics and chauffeurs and what was to stop him doing

  the same? He was clever with machinery, he knew he was and he’d soon get the hang of it. The Rolls-Royce was a family car with a spacious enclosed back seat and a rack on the back for her

  ladyship’s luggage and at the front was a double seat for a chauffeur and another servant, and if Michael Patrick O’Shaughnessy had his way, he was to be that chauffeur!




  He was almost at the park now, cutting across the railway which lay between Liverpool and St Helens, his bicycle wheels sounding a swift clackety-clack as they passed over the lines. Through

  Farnworth and along the narrow lane from Bold Hill to Tibbs Cross and there was the lodge which guarded the south gate into the estate of Sir Charles Woodall. It was not quite twenty-five minutes

  past seven.




  ‘Morning Tommy,’ he shouted to the lodgekeeper. ‘You only just got out of bed then?’ standing up on the pedals as Tommy Perks wandered down the bit of garden which led to

  the privy behind the hedge.




  ‘Cheeky bugger,’ Tommy threw good-naturedly after him, taking no offence. Michael O’Shaughnessy was well liked by his fellow servants. A great favourite with the lasses, of

  course, since he had a knack of making each and every one of them, from the youngest skivvy in the scullery right up to Mrs Blythe, the housekeeper, feel she was a bit special. Tommy supposed it to

  be something to do with being Irish for were they not known to have the gift to charm the very devil himself?




  ‘Only just in time, O’Shaughnessy,’ Mr Jackson said, looking at his watch as Michael slithered to a stop in the cobbled stable-yard.




  ‘Not late though, Mr Jackson,’ grinning. ‘I’ll just put me bicycle away and then I’ll begin mucking out.’




  ‘Aye, do that lad, an’ then get yerself a bite of breakfast. You’ll be peckish after that ride.’




  ‘I will, Mr Jackson,’ wondering what his Mammy would say if she heard himself described as peckish after what she had stuffed into him less than an hour since.




  As Michael, whistling softly, began the mucking out of the stables, Caitlin was folding the corner of the sheet neatly under the mattress of her bed, making a good job of it,

  for if a job was worth doing it was worth doing well, in her opinion, a belief instilled into her by her Mammy, even if it was only making a damned bed. She smoothed the sheet before replacing the

  soft woollen blankets, then turned them down beneath the pillows. Next came the plain white bedspread made by her grandmother and as it was winter, the pink eiderdown on top.




  She sighed as she turned to do Mara’s bed and for perhaps the thousandth time in the last three years, in fact every morning since she was fourteen years of age and had left school, wished

  with all her heart that she was dashing off to catch the tram to some interesting, fulfilling, brain-taxing job as so many men were doing. To work in an office, or a warehouse, as her father did,

  or even a shop, anything was better than this continual round of household duties, Church, Church meetings, sewing circles and all the other tedious female things her mother enjoyed so much and

  which she expected her daughters to enjoy too. If it were not for the activities of the WSPU, the Women’s Social and Political Union, which she had somehow – only the Blessed Mother in

  Heaven herself knew how – managed to persuade Mammy and Daddy to let her attend, she would go out of her mind with boredom. Twice a week if Mammy was in an indulgent mood, or if she could

  slip out unnoticed, she took the tram to the WSPU office, helping in any way she could to further the cause of the suffragist movement in which she believed so passionately. After all, why should

  women not have exactly the same rights as men? Just because a brain was in a female head did not mean it could not think or reason as well as a man’s. But try telling that to a man, or even

  to many women, for that matter. Take Mara, for instance. She attacked her sister’s pillow ferociously before replacing it on the smooth undersheet. All she wanted from life, to hear

  her talk, was some chap to take over where Daddy left off. Of course he must be rich and handsome, that went without saying, charming and witty and be madly in love with Mara O’Shaughnessy,

  but all she would finish up with in the end was exactly the life their own Mammy had. Ten children in as many years and nothing in her brain but the best way to make a light egg custard.




  Caitlin tossed the eiderdown high in the air before laying it neatly on her sister’s bed then, standing back, surveyed the room with the keen eye of one who will allow not even the

  faintest speck of dust to escape her notice, in exact imitation of her mother, had she but known it.




  She moved to the window and tweaked the curtains into a more becoming line, straightened the clean towels on the washstand and satisfied in her methodical mind that all was in order turned to

  peer through the window on which crystals of ice were still patterned. She breathed on the glass and rubbed it with her fist, making a round, clear space to look through. Her father was just

  closing the gate behind him, warmly wrapped in ilivy scarf and greatcoat, no doubt by her mother’s loving hand, and Caitlin smiled. Was there ever a woman like her Mammy and really who was

  she, Caitlin O’Shaughnessy, to say her mother lived a useless meaningless life just because she didn’t have the rights that men enjoyed? Was there ever a woman more loved, more

  fulfilled, more perfectly content with her life than Ellen O’Shaughnessy? There were thousands upon thousands like her up and down the land who were just the same and wouldn’t give a

  blessed thank you for Caitlin’s determined belief that she was to get them the right to vote. In fact they would probably tell her to mind her own damned business!




  She smiled ruefully as she left the room.
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  James Osborne tightened the girth beneath his horse’s belly. He patted the fine, arching neck and smoothed the polished coat of chestnut, then holding the rein loosely

  walked round the mare soothing her with soft, murmuring sounds in the back of his throat. The groom watched him, his own eyes fond as Master James studied the lovely animal.




  ‘She looks grand, sir,’ he offered proudly, taking some of the credit for the mare’s splendour since he himself had looked after her welfare whilst the boy was away at school

  ever since Master James’ father had given her to him on his twelfth birthday. The animal turned her head, nudging the groom s shoulder affectionately.




  ‘She does indeed, George. You’ve done well with her. She ll be the best-looking mount at the Sutton Meet tomorrow despite Harry Woodall’s new hunter which he promises I shall

  see this morning. I really can’t believe the beast can be finer than Lady here no matter how much Harry paid for him. Come from Leicestershire, he says, where there are some damned fine

  hunters bred so I suppose he’ll be good but I’ll put my money on this little beauty any day of the week.’




  ‘I’m sure you’re right, Master James. There’s not a mare to touch her in my opinion. She’s got a heart as big as herself an’ she’s a brave little jumper

  an’ all. By God, you should have seen her take that gate down Sandy Lane End, t’other day. Like a bloody bird, she were.’




  James patted the mare’s neck approvingly, ready to put his foot in the stirrup and spring into the saddle, but the sound of a door opening from the direction of the house made him turn and

  his mouth curled down in an expression of intense irritation.




  ‘Oh God, I’d thought I’d got away before these two were up. They must have heard me come downstairs. Talk about having ears like a lynx. Well, I’ve had it now, George,

  because if they’ve decided to come with me there is no way I can get away without them. Damn and blast the pair of them.’




  ‘Yes, sir.’ The groom’s voice was sympathetic.




  ‘Hell’s teeth, there’s nothing I can do about it either, short of strangling the two of them and then they’d make such a bloody commotion they’d have the whole

  household rushing from their beds to see what all the fuss was about. In no time at all Mother would be begging to be told what was wrong with a chap taking his brother and sister to Woodall and

  before I knew it she would make me feel I was the most confounded bounder who ever wore shoe leather. Damn it to hell,’ he swore softly.




  The two figures who had emerged from the side entrance of the house came towards him. One was a boy in his early teens, tall and rangy with that look of being all elbows and pointed shoulders

  that the adolescent has. He was dark, his tangled hair sticking out from his head in uncombed abandon and he was still shrugging into a tweed jacket with leather patches at the elbow. His riding

  breeches curved above boots which had the mud of a previous day’s ride still upon them. His shirt collar was unbuttoned and the cap in his hand was, in James’ opinion, completely

  unsuitable for riding. Only the working classes wore cloth caps unless it was to shoot in. James shuddered violently, wondering if he had been as unprepossessing at the same age.




  Striding beside the boy was a girl. In complete contrast and despite the early hour she was immaculately turned out and James’ expression changed to one of fond approval. She wore a dark

  blue riding habit consisting of a well-fitting jacket and an apron skirt over her breeches and a small but very becoming bowler hat with a veil which neatly secured her hair. Her stock was snowy at

  her neck and deftly tied and her riding boots gleamed. He had to admire her, he really did even if she was his younger sister for no matter what the occasion or the time of day somehow she always

  took your breath away with her instinctive flair for doing the right thing. She was as dark as the boy, her hair, what could be seen of it, a rich chestnut brown and her back was as straight as a

  ruler. Her face was heart-shaped, broad of brow, pointed of chin and her skin was as smooth and pale as ivory. Her long, tilted green eyes looked as though a sooty finger had outlined them, so

  thick and black were her eyelashes and her mouth was as red and as full as a field poppy. She was tall and slender, her waist no more than a man’s two hands could encompass.




  She looked at him, smiling a little, a secret female smile, and her brother groaned for he knew she was about to challenge him in that way a female had and which he, as a gentleman, must not

  oppose.




  ‘Wait for us, James,’ the boy called, galloping like some unschooled colt across the yard, his long legs badly out of control in his eagerness not to be left behind. He rammed his

  cap on his unruly hair as he ran towards the open doorway where his own horse was stabled. ‘George, be a good fellow and get High Jinks up for me, will you? Promise you’ll wait, James.

  I’ll only be a minute.’ He grinned disarmingly over his shoulder and his brother’s groan deepened.




  ‘Dear God, have I any choice?’ There was resignation in James’ voice.




  ‘Not a lot, James,’ his sister said sweetly, turning her head in the direction of a second groom who had come running from another open stable door, still apparently eating his

  breakfast, his expression one of dismay since it was only seven-thirty and the young mistress had not been expected. Knowing exactly what she wanted he moved even faster to obey her unspoken

  command. A calm and unruffled young lady, was Miss Elizabeth, but it was still his job to jump to her bidding.




  ‘And it was very mean of you to try and slip away without Teddy and me,’ she continued whilst she waited for her mare to be saddled. ‘You know we wanted to see Harry’s

  hunter just as much as you.’




  ‘I’m not only going to see Harry’s hunter, Elizabeth. Hugh and I have some business of our own to attend to. We mean to ride to . . . well, never you mind where we are going.

  That is our affair, mine and Hugh’s, and it is nothing to do with . . .’




  ‘I know exactly where you and Hugh Woodall are off to, James, so there is no need for that high and mighty tone with me. And that sheepish expression doesn’t suit you,

  either.’




  ‘Sheepish! Now look here, Elizabeth . . .’




  His sister raised a delicate eyebrow. ‘My maid Minty is friendly with Betty who is the sister of the girl you and Hugh have been . . . calling on recently . . .’




  ‘That’s enough of that, Elizabeth. You know far too much for your own good and far more than you should, a well-brought-up young girl like yourself. I don’t know who’s

  been talking to you but I can assure you that what Hugh and I do . . . really, there is no need to grin like that. I’m shocked, really I am . . .’ Her brother did his best to maintain

  his veneer of sophisticated maturity but he was only seventeen years old and the sexuality of which he and Hugh Woodall were so proud was new and somewhat unwieldy. His manner became conciliatory.

  ‘Look here, Elizabeth, anything you might have heard, and I’m not admitting there is anything, but I’d be obliged if you wouldn’t mention it to father. I

  wouldn’t like him to . . . well, you know how stories get about and he is a bit of a stickler for the proprieties. I mean, Hugh and I are doing no harm to . . . well, you understand how he

  would be if it came to his ears.’ He kicked at the cobblestones moodily. ‘Not that he was a saint in his youth from all I hear. A reputation as a bit of a lad, or so Hugh told me. He

  had it from Sir Charles that he and father often used to . . .’




  Conscious suddenly of his sister’s fascinated interest and aware that he had been about to speak to a gently reared and sheltered girl on a subject about which she should have no knowledge

  and in front of a servant as well, he stopped abruptly. His father would skin him if he knew but Elizabeth seemed to have this talent for saying absolutely nothing which somehow led a fellow to

  divulge confidences he had no intention of divulging in the first place which was most unnerving. ‘Anyway, you and Teddy would only be in the way at Woodall,’ he said hopefully,

  ‘especially you, Elizabeth. Sophie won’t be there. Only Harry, Hugh and Tim . . .’




  ‘I’m coming, James, and if you try to stop me I shall tell father about you and Hugh and Betty whatsit’s sister,’ which of course, she wouldn’t and really James

  knew it, but best not to take the slightest chance.




  Elizabeth’s smile deepened and the two men, her brother and the groom who still hung about to see which way the wind blew, were struck quite speechless by the artfulness of woman.




  ‘Do we have a bargain?’ she continued. ‘Can I come?’




  ‘What about Teddy? I’ll look such an ass in front of the others turning up with my kid brother and sister,’ he pleaded, but he was already beaten and he knew it. He was saddled

  not only with Elizabeth but with Teddy as well who would probably demand to go wherever he and Hugh went which was not at all convenient, today of all days. Elly Fielding, the dairymaid in question

  might not take kindly to three young men jostling one another for her favours, besides which Teddy was far too young for that sort of thing.




  ‘I won’t let Teddy follow you and Hugh,’ Elizabeth said, just as though she had read his mind. She smiled serenely. ‘That is if you’ll let me come.’




  He hesitated, then, ‘Promise?’




  ‘I promise,’ and he knew she meant it. She was a good sport really and could be trusted with a fellow’s life once she had given her word on it, or his secrets, which was much

  more important.




  Teddy came tumbling through the stable door leading the handsome bay which had been a gift from his father on his twelfth birthday a year ago and behind him Alfie held the reins of

  Elizabeth’s sorrel mare, a dainty little animal, gentle but brave and considered by Johnny Osborne to be a suitable mount for a young lady. Elizabeth turned to study her as the groom led the

  mare towards her. She frowned.




  ‘I’m not sure I want to take Holly today,’ she declared coolly. ‘I had a fancy to try out Princess to see if she is fit enough to take the gate out of High Meadow. As

  it’s the meet tomorrow I want to be absolutely certain which of the two is best. I know Princess is mother’s horse but I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if I rode her since she

  scarcely goes out herself now. And you know what swaggering fools some of those friends of Harry’s are. They think they are the best huntsmen in the country just because they have been out

  with the Quorn a time or two and I’ll not be shown up by . . .’




  ‘Elizabeth. I haven’t the time to stand about here while you agonise over whether to take Holly or Princess . . .’




  ‘No, James, I won’t be hurried. It is most important that I have the proper mount for tomorrow.’




  ‘Goddammit, Elizabeth, I am in a hurry . . .’




  ‘I’m sure Betty whatsit’s sister will wait for . . .’




  ‘Elizabeth, get on your bloody mare.’ James spoke through gritted teeth and Teddy grinned delightedly. The patient grooms stood to one side, though on George’s face was the

  gritty, pugnacious look of a northcountryman who was ready to argue if these two didn’t stop wasting his damned time. Master James had been as pleasant as you please fifteen minutes ago and

  but for Miss Elizabeth and Master Teddy would have been halfway to Woodall by now and himself and Alfie tucking into a good, hot breakfast in the kitchen of the big house before starting on the

  tack room. Women! They really were the most awkward and contrary of God’s creatures and if he had his way would have been kept in the nursery, the schoolroom, the kitchen and the bedroom

  where they could do no harm. He stared over Miss Elizabeth’s shoulder and waited grimly.




  ‘Please don’t swear at me, James, and I would remind you that we have a bargain over the matter of . . .’




  ‘Don’t push me too far, Elizabeth. You can take your damned bargain and ride that to hounds tomorrow for all I care but if you and Teddy want to come with me today, and it seems I

  have no choice in the matter, then you will get on your mare, the one Alfred is holding and follow me now.’




  ‘James Osborne . . .’




  ‘Now, Elizabeth,’ and his sister who knew exactly when to back down, unlike many women, did so, fully aware that she had won one victory today and could not really be expected

  to win a second.




  The ride from Beechwood, home of the Osborne family ever since the railway had encroached across their original property on the shores of the River Mersey, took no more than twenty minutes to

  Woodall Park. The Osbornes had once lived at Highcross, a lovely estate to the south of the dockland area of Liverpool, just a stone’s throw from the two great shipping concerns of Hemingways

  and Osbornes which through marriage had merged and made the families amongst the wealthiest in Lancashire.




  But as the industrial growth of Liverpool began to spread out from the city, impinging on the privacy and peace of what had once been pastureland, Lacy and James Osborne, the grandparents of the

  three youngsters in the stable-yard, had sold up and moved out to Beechwood Hall, another house they owned, and had lived in it until the death of James in 1905. His widow, now in her seventies,

  lived in what was grandly called the dower house, surrounded by a coppice wood in a corner of the thousand-acre estate. Her only son, her only child, christened somewhat unusually Sean but always

  called Johnny, now lived with his wife Serena, and their three children, James, Elizabeth and Edward, in the more isolated but equally luxurious splendour of Beechwood Hall.




  The three Woodall brothers were in the stable-yard admiring Harry’s new hunter when the Osbornes clattered in through the yard gate and if Harry was surprised that James had brought his

  younger brother and sister he was too well mannered to let it show. He was the eldest of Sir Charles Woodall’s sons, the future baronet, and with an obligation to take his father’s

  place as host in his absence, particularly to a lady. He was only twenty years of age but in him was the unconscious gallantry and courtesy which generations of pedigree and the customs of the

  English ruling class had produced. A well-bred, well-polished young gentleman, he greeted a young lady of the same class as himself with the good-humoured and impeccable manners bred in him since

  his days in the nursery.




  He helped Elizabeth to dismount, asking after her health and her mother’s health in that charming and lazy drawl all the gentlemen of his station in life adopted. She might have been an

  honoured, invited, indeed a welcome guest, his manner implied, and not an awkward and unlooked for annoyance to them all. He was well aware that Hugh and James were off to try their luck with some

  dairymaid on one of his father’s farms and would probably succeed since she was known to be obliging in that direction. Indeed he himself had learned his first lesson in the delights of the

  flesh in her lusty arms. But he and Tim, his younger brother, had planned to put Monarch through his paces and Teddy would be no problem, for he could go with them, but it was not an outing for a

  young lady in a fashionable riding habit mounted on a dainty mare.




  He sighed inwardly, wondering if he should draw O’Shaughnessy to one side and tell him to run up to the house with a message for his sister Sophie to come and keep Elizabeth company,

  thinking, like George before him, that women were the very devil sometimes, insisting on going where they were not intended to go. She was a beautiful girl, there was no doubt about it, and young

  as she was he had to admit that his own eyes were inclined to linger on that luscious red mouth of hers. When she came out in a year or two she would be much sought after since not only was she

  damned attractive but would be wealthy into the bargain. Still, that was then and this was now and it was deuced inconvenient of James to have brought her.




  ‘Now Harry,’ she was saying, smiling up at him, ‘don’t look like that. I’ve had enough of it with James.’ The Woodall boys were almost like three more

  brothers to her. She had grown up with them, ridden with them and, when she was allowed, larked about in childish adventures with them in the surrounding woodlands, open fields and parkland of

  Beechwood and Woodall. She and Sophie were almost the same age and had shared a dancing teacher. Harry was five years her senior but he was as familiar to her as James or Teddy and though he was

  too well mannered to let it show, sometimes just as impatient.




  ‘I shall look at your hunter and then I shall go and beg a cup of chocolate from Sophie, whilst you and Tim and Teddy . . .’ remembering her promise to James, ‘. . . put

  Monarch through his paces. You thought you were to be burdened with me, didn’t you? No, don’t argue, I can see it in your face despite your smiling politeness, but don’t despair.

  I shall let the gentlemen go off on whatever adventures you have planned . . .’ with a mischievous look at James. ‘No, there’s no need to protest since I am quite certain you are

  up to something, the lot of you,’ smiling as James and Hugh both blushed a deep and furious red. ‘Your gallantry does you credit, Harry, and I wish you could teach my two dreadful

  brothers some manners. Now then, lead me to the . . .’




  She stopped speaking suddenly as the skin which lay beneath the net holding her heavy hair began to prickle. She was conscious of someone looking at her, of eyes boring into the back of her

  neck, or was it at the base of her spine where feathers of disquiet had begun to brush? It was none of the five young men who stood restively about her, wondering, she was perfectly aware, how soon

  they could decently get rid of her. It was someone she couldn’t see but who she knew was there behind her. Harry was waiting politely for her to go on, his expression courteous, and somehow,

  without appearing awkward or strange, she must turn round and find out who was watching her. As far as she was aware there had been no one in the yard but the usual grooms and stable boys going

  about their normal duties.




  Smiling at Harry in quite the most inane way, she was well aware, she turned, doing her best to appear casual, the smile stretching her mouth into a curious shape, more of a grimace really,

  pretending an unconcern she did not feel and there he was, one hand on the neck of a roan, the other holding a curry comb, his arresting blue eyes looking directly into hers.




  It was as though five years fell away and instead of the composed young lady she aspired to be and usually was, she became a pink-cheeked, tongue-tied child again straight from the schoolroom

  and thrown amongst a group of young men whose presence, or so it seemed, had seriously startled her. She didn’t know what to do or where to look. She could feel the sudden thump of her heart

  in her breast and the flush which reddened her cheeks began to spread down inside her bodice and the awful thing was that James and Teddy were staring at her too, just as if she’d gone mad.

  James even turned his head to see where she was looking expecting to be confronted with some frightful apparition but there was nothing there, only a stable boy grooming a horse.




  ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. ‘You look as though you’ve seen a ghost,’ and at the sound of his perplexed voice she came out of her trance. She turned quite

  violently and Harry put out his hand to steady her and without thinking she took it gratefully. It was warm, firm and surprisingly strong and she clung to it gratefully. Harry began to smile,

  raising his eyebrows, surprised and pleased somehow, since Elizabeth Osborne, who had been no more than a child to him, a friend of his young sister, had suddenly become a woman, with the

  delightful female tendency to sway in the direction of a gentleman for support. And she looked quite devastatingly pretty with her cheeks as pink as a hedge rose and the green of her eyes soft and

  confused, and he was a man after all.




  ‘Show me your hunter, Harry,’ she begged breathlessly, holding his hand tightly, her voice unusually high, and he was only too eager to oblige. James and Teddy turned to look at one

  another, then back at her, shrugging their male shoulders at the complexity of the female mind and the group moved slowly across the stable-yard to where the hunter stamped and whirled under the

  restraining hand of Mr Jackson. The groom watched them, his eyes unreadable. The sound of their drawling, cultured voices drifted back to him and he returned to his task of grooming the roan just

  as though nothing had happened between himself and Elizabeth Osborne.




  She had admired the hunter, a tall black beast with wild eyes, standing with the young men as the animal was walked round in the frosted morning sunshine. The park beyond the

  open gates of the stable-yard was still shrouded in a purple blue mist of early morning, the skeletal outline of black winter trees standing mysteriously in deep, shadowed haze. The rough grass was

  stiff and spiked, with crisp mounds of frozen moss clustered at the foot of each rough tree trunk. A thin, patterned film of ice lay over the pools of water which had collected and the sun above

  the mist turned them to silver and muted gold. The woodland was hushed, expectant almost, as though it was waiting with drawn breath for the wild riding explosion of young gentlemen who disturbed

  its peace moments later, thundering off on their animals with the enthusiasm of carefree youth. For several minutes Elizabeth could still hear the excited cries of Teddy and Tim Woodall as they

  shouted their admiration of Harry’s new mount. There were sharp reports like the crack of a rifle as frozen branches strewn about the thinly wooded ground snapped beneath the horses’

  hooves and the two young hound dogs Harry was ‘walking on’ for a friend yelped in the fading distance. They were all young animals, the well-bred youths, the horses and dogs, mettlesome

  and high-spirited and as she listened to the sound of them die away into the curling mist, she shivered as though at some premonition of what was to come.




  ‘Tis a cold day, to be sure, and not one for hanging about. Will I fetch your mare for you? I’ve given her a wee bit of a rub down and a handful of oats an’ she’s

  rarin’ to go. Sure an’ isn’t she the fine one as well she knows it.’




  The voice was at her back, lilting and soft with the music of Ireland in it, but deep nonetheless and she knew at once that it belonged to the groom who had been watching her and she also knew

  with that deeply buried instinct with which all females are born that the last few words he spoke so admiringly were directed not at her mare but at Elizabeth herself.




  She felt a strange reluctance to turn and face him just as though to do so would commit her to a course of action she was not at all sure she wanted to take. It was absurd, she knew it, for what

  possible influence could an Irish stable boy have on Elizabeth Osborne’s life, but in that last moment when there was still time to escape it, when she might have said with the loftiness of

  her kind, ‘Leave her here, if you please and I’ll send for her when I’m ready to go,’ she knew that this was to be a moment of immense importance in her life.




  She did her best to avoid it as she began to walk away from him. She did not turn to look back but strode briskly across the yard towards the door which led into a side passage of the house. It

  was the one through which estate workers who wished to see Sir Charles might enter. The passage went beyond Sir Charles’ estate office, through a green baize door and into the main hallway of

  the old house. There would be servants about, housemaids and footmen who would curtsey or bow as her familiar figure went by and within minutes Elizabeth would be safely ensconced in her friend s

  bedroom where they would drink hot chocolate and while away a pleasant hour or two in the chatter so dear to the heart of a young girl. Since that was what she was. A young girl still in the

  schoolroom who, though she had been trained to be unruffled and moderate in all the things she did, was badly frightened by the strength and fierceness of this strange desire she had to turn round

  and look at Sir Charles Woodall’s groom.




  ‘When you’re ready to go I’ll take you home. I’ll saddle a horse and wait for you,’ the groom continued. The voice was stern. There was no disrespect in it and had

  it been Mr Jackson or Sir Charles’ old Frederick who had looked after his masters carriages for thirty years she would have thought no more about it, throwing a careless word of thanks over

  her shoulder. It was perfectly natural for a servant to concern himself with the safety of the young lady of the house or the young lady’s friend, and had it been Sophie calling on her at

  Beechwood, George or Alfred would do the same. She and Sophie were the carefully reared daughters of the upper class and did not ride about willy-nilly without a chaperone.




  Something in her over which she had no control made her hesitate. The door to the side entrance was directly ahead of her and she knew she had but to open it and return to the safe world of her

  childhood which she had shared with Sophie in the Woodall nursery and schoolroom. Nanny would be there and Miss Atkinson, Sophie’s old governess, their faces placid and ready to smile. The

  atmosphere of the everyday familiarity would calm her and disperse this unease which the man at her back had caused in her. Her hand reached out to the handle ready to open the door and as she did

  so the delicate balance between girlhood and womanhood was reached. She could go inside the house, race up the stairs as she had done a thousand times before and remain a girl for a little while

  longer or she could turn about and face the challenge which, it seemed to her, the man had flung at her though in what way she could not have said. She had naturally seen the admiring glances of

  men’s faces before and had understood what they meant since she was not the ninny many of the girls of her class were brought up to be. She was aware that within the next five years, probably

  before she was twenty-one, she would have not just a husband but a child of her own for that was the way of her class but it had not concerned her for there was still a part of her childhood to be

  lived and, like a child, she believed five years to be a lifetime away. But this man at her back, whoever he was, seemed to be capable of taking that from her if she let him. If she turned about

  and looked into his face and those incredible blue eyes which had disturbed her so dreadfully a little while ago, a decision, her decision must be made and she didn’t want to make it. Not

  yet. But what was it, her feverish mind demanded to know? What was it that had her in this dither of foolish, wavering indecision on whether to go or whether to stay? Good God, he was only a groom,

  asking respectfully to accompany her to her father’s house, after all. Which was only right and proper so why was she in this state of fluttering palpitation? She had not even had a good look

  at his face, only his eyes which had seemed to probe right into the heart of her and . . .




  This was ridiculous, was her last irritated thought as she whirled about to face him and as she did so she wished with all her heart, as she was to wish a hundred times in the future,

  that she had trusted her instinct and continued on through the side door and up to Sophie Woodall’s room where safety lay. She knew at once that she had made a mistake, that in him, and in

  herself, some folly lay, but it was too late. It had always been too late.




  He simply looked at her, his eyes brooding and troubled. He was not smiling nor was there anything in his manner, in his expression, which could be called insulting, impolite or even

  disrespectful. He was not bold nor overtly admiring, just a young man with tumbling, dark brown hair, a mouth which was curled up at the corners though he was not smiling, a lean, dark grace and

  strong hands which held her mare in a steady grip. Not handsome really, in the accepted sense of the word. Not handsome like Harry Woodall was handsome but immensely appealing; dressed in riding

  breeches and boots, a working man’s shirt and jacket, with a bright red kerchief tied about his brown throat. A groom, a man employed by her father’s friend, a man she had never seen,

  or at least noticed before. Had she?




  ‘Who are you?’ Though she did her best to keep it steady her voice trembled and Michael O’Shaughnessy knew she was badly frightened and that he was to blame. She was only a

  girl and even had they been of the same class was not ready for the involvement of any sort which takes place between man and woman. She was staring at him with those amazing green eyes as though

  he was Lucifer himself and he knew he must take that look of dread away from her. He was quite bewildered by his own response to her, an emotion which had seized him as she rode into the yard. Used

  as he was to the admiration of many a pretty girl, her young beauty had moved something inside him which he had never felt before. It was not as though this was the first time he had seen her. She

  had been about the place, in the stable-yard and riding about the parkland with Miss Sophie ever since he had first started work here six years ago but for some reason it was as if this was the

  first time they had encountered one another.




  ‘Michael,’ he said as though they were of the same social standing, then remembering, ‘Michael O’Shaughnessy.’ He could not bring himself to call her by the

  impersonal and respectful ‘Miss’. ‘Groom to Sir Charles,’ he added, then he smiled, the impish, endearing smile his Mammy loved since it had none of the sexuality in it he

  used to charm others of the female gender. He could see her relax a little.




  ‘I have not seen you before.’




  ‘Aah well, ’tis six years since I started here but I’m a divil for work, though me Mammy would give you an argument over that.’




  ‘Would she?’ and she had begun to smile as well.




  ‘When there’s work to be done sure an’ aren’t I the one who’s missing, or so she says, an’ she’s probably right but then when you’ve twelve

  brothers and sisters doesn’t it make sense to keep out of the way?’




  ‘Twelve! Really?’ She was clearly amazed and she took a step towards him, her interest growing, her eyes brightening with curiosity.




  ‘To be sure. Four of me sisters are married with children of their own. Then there’s me an’ our Dermot who’s in the bank in Liverpool. An’ doesn’t he think

  he’s the fine one because of it.’




  She laughed and relaxed even further. ‘Who else?’




  ‘Well, next there’s Caitlin. The serious one, we call her, but that’s only because Mara, who’s two years younger, is as flighty as a butterfly and giddy as a

  two-year-old. Thinks she’s as grand as the Queen of England, so she does.’




  ‘Really?’ she said again.




  ‘Indeed she does and after Mara it’s all boys. Sean, Callum, Donal and Eammon and then there’s the baby who’s three and she’s Clare for the county me Daddy’s

  Daddy came from.’




  ‘Heavens, what a houseful. It must be very crowded when you’re all at home.’




  ‘Begod, you should see us at Christmas. Like sardines in a tin with not a bit of space between us. That’s why I live in here.’ He nodded his head vaguely in the direction of

  the stables over which he had a room of his own. ‘Six years now and I’m always about in the yard or the paddock, me head down behind one of these owd fellows so that’s why

  you’d not see me. I’ve seen you, though,’ and his voice deepened, the tone of it that of a man admiring a pretty girl.




  It was a mistake. Elizabeth took a step backwards. She had begun to think she had imagined the strong attraction which had drawn her to this man. He was just an ordinary working man, pleasant,

  with a whimsical Irish brogue and a friendly smile but those four words and all they implied, which was not the relationship of a lady and a servant, brought it back with the sharpness of a

  blow.




  ‘I must get home,’ she babbled, looking about her desperately.




  ‘I’ll take you. You can’t go alone.’




  ‘No . . . really . . . or perhaps Mr Jackson . . . ?’




  ‘He’s in the paddock with . . .’




  ‘Then . . . I’ll just wait for . . .’




  ‘Who . . . ? Bejasus, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to . . .’




  But she had turned and with the swiftness of a small animal fleeing from a predator ran towards the side entrance of the house. She fumbled at the door handle, unable to open it in her panic

  – at what, at what? her practical mind asked her foolishly beating heart – then, her hand steadier now, she turned it and ran inside the house.




  They drank hot chocolate, she and Sophie, gossiping carelessly in the small and feminine sitting room which Sophie, now at fifteen, and out of the schoolroom and considered to be a young woman,

  had been given as her own. Elizabeth had her booted feet to the fire, the skirt of her riding habit thrown back to reveal the breeches underneath, her eyes narrowed and unfocused, her smooth young

  face flushed, and not just with the heat from the fire.




  ‘Are you to hunt tomorrow, Elizabeth?’ Sophie was saying. ‘Algie Winters is over from Leicestershire and has brought a delicious friend with him called Chris Sinclair. They

  were both at school with Harry so Mama has asked them to spend the weekend. We’ve known Algie for ages, you’ve met him, haven’t you . . . ?’




  ‘Mmm . . .’




  ‘. . . but Chris is absolutely divine and I’m warning you now that I have great designs on him so don’t you dare flash those green eyes of yours at him. You know how they

  devastate every gentleman in the room when you enter so I’d be obliged if you would keep them to yourself when Chris is about.’




  Even at fifteen Sophie was physically if not emotionally prepared for marriage and had already begun to worry that she might be left on the shelf since the role of wife was the one she had been

  trained for ever since she could walk or speak. To be a spinster was the most dreadful fate that could befall any female. Though she knew the final decision would be her parents’, it would be

  ‘divine’ – a word Sophie was extremely fond of – if it could be a gentleman she was ready to fall in love with, one like the dashingly good-looking Sir Christopher

  Sinclair.




  ‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ Elizabeth scarcely heard her as she contemplated eyes of a rich and vivid blue as they smiled indolently at her from the fire flames.




  ‘And at the Hunt Ball I shall wear my new Worth gown for Mama says that as I am nearly sixteen now I may attend, at least until midnight. Did I tell you about my gown?’




  ‘Mmm . . .’




  ‘Did I? When? It only came this morning.’ Sophie looked suspiciously at her friend, studying the soft . . . well, one could only call it bemused look on her face, and she tutted

  irritably.




  ‘Elizabeth Osborne, you’re not even listening to me. Here am I telling you all the loveliest things about Algie and Chris, the Hunt Ball and my new ballgown and you’re miles

  away in a world of your own. You’ve hardly said a word since you came in and if you’re going to be as boring as Miss Atkinson, who is very boring, then you might as well go home,

  or join her and Nanny in the nursery.’ Sophie pouted crossly.




  ‘I’ve heard every word, Sophie, honestly and I’d love to see your gown. Go and get it,’ and as Elizabeth had known she would be, Sophie was instantly diverted. She smiled

  at once and rang the bell for her maid since it would not have occurred to either girl that she was perfectly capable of opening the wardrobe in her bedroom and lifting out the gown herself. That

  was the job of her personal maid. Anything to do with clothes, with jewellery, with hair or shoes, fans or gloves or the mending and cleaning which went with any of these was performed by a

  lady’s own personal maid.




  For half an hour the white gown, full length, simple as a young, unmarried lady’s should be, was admired, but somehow, though the time was long past when she should make her farewells,

  Elizabeth seemed reluctant to leave. She exclaimed over the quality of the sheer lace from which the gown was made, the satin slippers which had been fashioned to match it and the small tiara, a

  family heirloom, which Sophie was to be allowed to wear, echoing again and again her own longing to be sixteen and allowed to attend the Hunt Ball. Finally, when there seemed nothing else to

  admire, when the maid had begun to fidget, eager to put away the finery and get back to her other duties, when Sophie glanced surreptitiously at the clock above the fireplace since it was almost

  time for lunch and doubtless Elizabeth would be expected at home, Elizabeth stood up and moved towards the muslin-framed window.




  ‘I suppose I had better be off,’ she said reluctantly, peering into the garden, wishing foolishly that the window overlooked the stable-yard. If it had done she could have made sure

  that the groom was not about before dashing down and calling for Frederick or Jackson to fetch her mare.




  ‘You are to ride with us tomorrow then?’ Sophie’s voice was casual and friendly.




  ‘Oh yes. I’ll come over with James and Teddy.’




  ‘And meet the splendid Christopher.’




  ‘Of course,’ laughing.




  ‘And you promise to let me have him. To do nothing to distract him from me.’




  ‘Sophie, you are funny. Anyone would think you had the right to choose for yourself.’




  ‘Well, I can pretend, can’t I? And he is a baronet and quite suitable.’ Sophie had opened the door and Elizabeth knew she must go. She took a deep breath, feeling the

  apprehensive excitement begin to swell in her breast ready to choke her, for what would she do if he was there? She could hardly refuse his help and escort home, could she, or say she would prefer

  Frederick or Mr Jackson or one of the other grooms, not without giving some reason, and what reason was there?




  ‘Until tomorrow, then.’ Sophie smiled, looking at the tiny watch pinned on her bodice. Her mother did have guests for lunch and she really must go down, her glance

  said.




  There was a drumming of booted feet on the stairs and the sound of men’s laughter then, as she and Sophie turned in their direction, Harry and Tim turned the corner of the wide hallway. It

  was dark, opulent and spacious, richly carpeted and lined with portraits of dead and buried Woodalls, ladies and gentlemen all staring down at Elizabeth with apparent disapproval. There was carved

  oak panelling and wrought-iron candle sconces which were now lit by electricity and along its length were chests from Elizabethan days, heavy and black with age. There were many doors for Woodall

  Park was large and grand. From one, which was partially open, a small maid peeped, caught by the presence of her master’s sons and, as she had been trained to do by Mrs Blythe who was

  somewhat old-fashioned in her ways, she would remain there until they had gone since it simply would not do to meet her superiors face to face.




  The hallway seemed suddenly full of young men though there were only two, superb and self-commanding, mud spattered and spurred, their boots leaving imprints on the fine carpet which did not

  matter in the least since it was not their task to clean it nor were they concerned with cost since they had not been brought up to do so. They were hatless and flushed with their morning’s

  exercise. They were already unbuttoning their jackets ready to fling them off wherever they might fall and change into outfits more suitable to their mother’s dining room.




  ‘Elizabeth! You’re still here,’ Harry called as he came towards her, his eyes for some reason softening as they looked into the confused and what could almost be described as

  fearful expression on the face of his sister’s friend, though what she had to be fearful about he could not imagine. ‘James and Teddy have gone but of course you must not go home

  alone.’




  Already he was re-buttoning his jacket. ‘Come on, I’ll take you . . . no . . .’ as Elizabeth would have politely objected, ‘. . . would you deny me the pleasure of

  escorting a beautiful young lady to her own front door?’ He was grinning that endearing, somewhat lopsided grin of his, the perfect gentleman but making mock of it in a light-hearted way.

  ‘Make my apologies to mother and the rest, will you, Sophie. She’ll understand,’ and taking Elizabeth’s hand he began to run with her down the hallway in the direction of

  the servants’ staircase, just as though she was some delightful child he had encountered. He was making an adventure, a sense of playing truant out of a simple, well-mannered act, and

  Elizabeth was immensely grateful to him for it and for shielding her from the disconcerting presence of the groom in the stable-yard.




  She began to laugh breathlessly as she clung to his hand.
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  It was in May when the King died and everyone from the lowliest skivvy in the kitchen to the highest in the land was plunged into the deepest black of mourning. Good King

  Teddy, loved and respected by all his people, was gone and they were shocked and grieved since his illness had scarcely been reported. They had thought him to be in splendid health for was he not

  tireless in his duties, so energetic, a strong and vigorous man, or so they had been led to believe. Sixty-nine he might have been but one had only to see him striding about the enclosure at the

  race course, on a shoot or one of the numerous sporting parties he attended to realise that his years meant nothing to him.




  On Thursday the sixth of May an official bulletin had informed the people that His Majesty was suffering from an attack of bronchitis and anxious crowds had begun to gather outside the palace.

  On the following day they were told that the King’s condition was giving rise to great anxiety.




  Men and women of all ranks passed to and fro in front of the palace railings all that day. Even carriages going about their business were drawn to a halt, their occupants alighting to read the

  bulletins before moving sorrowfully and silently away.




  The day passed and the press of people around the bulletin board was so great that a police inspector walked along behind the railings carrying a notice-board on which the medical news was

  pinned so that those who could not get near might read the latest bulletin.




  Just before midnight Edward the Peacemaker passed peacefully away but it was not until thirty minutes later that the uneasy crowd at his gate were informed of it. A member of the Royal household

  came across the palace square and in a low and impressive tone said the simple words, ‘The King is dead.’




  Ellen cried sharply when the news came to them at breakfast, crossing herself vigorously and reaching for her beads. Catholic he might not have been and a bit of a lad in his time if all the

  tales about him were true but he had been a good king, once he had been allowed, much loved by his people. He deserved a moment of anyone’s prayer.




  ‘Well, I don’t know what all the fuss is about,’ Mara said sulkily, since he was an old man after all. ‘We all have to die one day and to be sure I hope the Blessed

  Mother doesn’t keep me until I’m sixty-nine. Can you imagine what it must feel like to be that age?’ She shuddered dramatically, stopping for a moment to peer anxiously at her own

  fifteen- year-old face in the kitchen mirror and was amazed and outraged when a blow from behind nearly lifted her from her feet. It was so heavy her tip-tilted nose struck the mirror with a force

  which brought tears to her eyes. She whirled about to face her infuriated mother whose hand was still raised to fetch her another box on the ears, but Mara ducked nimbly out of her reach.




  ‘Don’t you dare speak of the dear old man like that, you wicked girl,’ her mother hissed, ‘and may the Blessed Virgin forgive you your cruel tongue. He was a good king

  and did his duty to the end and to be spoken of like that by a chit of a girl who hasn’t a sensible thought in her head is beyond belief. I’m ashamed of you, so I am. Your own

  Daddy’s only fifty-one but would you have him taken from us, God forbid . . .’ crossing herself hastily ‘. . . just because he’s a grey hair or two? I never heard such a

  thing. You’ll go to Confession this afternoon and tell the good Father your sins, so you will, d’you hear me? Now off to your room to pray for forgiveness and you shall stay there until

  I say you can come out.’




  Her room! When had it ever been her room, Mara asked herself moodily as she stared out of the bedroom window. It was on the first floor above the hallway and in it were four narrow brass

  beds, one in each corner, covered by a white counterpane. It was a pretty room, light and airy, the heavy Victorian furniture of her grandmother’s day done away with after the birth of

  Ellen’s four eldest daughters. The curtains of rose pink muslin were drawn back with swags of matching ribbon. The wallpaper was patterned in a simple stripe with pink rosebuds scattered

  across it and at the top of the wall just below the ceiling was a frieze of full blown pink roses. There were several pictures hanging from the picture rail. Prettily posed kittens and puppy dogs,

  two samplers and, of course, the Holy Mother and Her Son above a crucifix. A square of carpet, so worn the pattern and colour were barely distinguishable, covered the centre of the floor. It was

  surrounded by severely scrubbed, fiercely polished linoleum. The fireplace was tiled in rose pink to match the wallpaper and in it stood a pleated fan of paper since a fire was never lit unless one

  of the girls was ill. Two pine chests of drawers stood against the wall and opposite the fireplace was an enormous pine wardrobe.




  On a marble-topped washstand beneath the window was a basin and jug all done in white and pale pink roses with containers to match which held soap and a sponge. There were towels hanging to the

  side of it on a rail, as white and clean as summer clouds, for Ellen was fussy about such things and the laundress she employed each Monday to do the family’s wash had been well trained in

  her trade.




  The room was very crowded despite its size. Once it had slept four of the seven daughters Ellen had borne and even now Mara was never sure when one or more of her nieces might not be carelessly

  overlooked and left to spend a night or two there. There were a couple of them in the garden right now, racing round with Eammon and Clare and several of Bridget’s – or was it

  Amy’s, they all looked the same to Mara – racing with them. It was always the way and with all her heart Mara wished she had been born into a family with fewer children. There must be

  hundreds of them in hers, for as well as those her sisters dragged round here every day there was a great multitude of cousins, the offspring of Mammy and Daddy’s brothers and sisters, and it

  seemed to Mara that the house and particularly this room in which she, Caitlin and Clare slept was always bursting at the seams with them.




  At the age of twelve months and considered old enough to leave the cradle at the side of her Mammy and Daddy’s bed, young Clare had been shoved in here with Caitlin and her and Mara still

  burned with resentment at the infamy of it. Caitlin was seventeen and herself fifteen, well, fourteen then, but still a young woman in her own eyes and for herself and her older sister – but

  mostly for herself, if she were honest – to be forced to put up with the indignity of a baby’s cot and baby’s toys, baby teething and the often appalling stench of the contents of

  her little sister’s napkins was scarcely to be borne. Caitlin suffered it all with, in Mara’s scornful opinion, saintly equanimity, seeming not to care but Clare was not their

  baby, after all, as Mara pointed out indignantly and if the Holy Mother had seen fit to give Mammy and Daddy another child why in Heaven’s name could She not have made it a boy? Her brothers,

  the four younger ones, shared the largest bedroom, next to Mammy and Daddy’s and one more would have made little difference to them, would it? Dermot had taken himself off to the tiny attic

  in the roof when Michael left home, swearing he would rather leave home as well if he was to be forced to continue sharing with ‘those four little divils’ so there was a bed empty which

  could easily accommodate another. She had said so to Mammy and earned herself a box on the ears for it and her protestations at the unfairness of it had been to no avail.




  ‘Where in Heaven’s name is she to go then?’ her mother had asked tartly of her at the time. ‘Tell me that, if you can. Will I put her in with Dermot just to please you,

  or in a room with four rowdy lads, and yourself and Caitlin in a room with two empty beds? Don’t be daft, girl. It’s in here with her and I’ll have no more nonsense from

  you.’




  ‘Well, it’s not fair.’




  ‘Sure an’ life’s not fair, me girl. You’ll learn that soon enough.’




  And so she had. She and Caitlin were the only girls left, not counting the baby, in a great family of boys and it soon became very noticeable that though her older brothers might go about with

  their friends, even those younger than herself, having interests and experiences outside of the family home, it was a different matter altogether when it came to Caitlin and herself. She and her

  sister had no need to go out to work, a circumstance of great pride to her Mammy and Daddy, but she and her sister were expected to help their mother about the house with the lighter duties and

  were each given, in her opinion, a pitifully small allowance. When she had broached the subject of an increase to her father he had asked indulgently what did his little girls want with more money?

  Did they need a new frock each and if so they had only to ask, or was it some other female frippery he could buy them? They were lucky girls to be so favoured, he told them. Hadn’t they the

  comfortable home with plenty of good food in their bellies, pretty dresses by the score – ‘no more than half a dozen,’ Mara mumbled hopelessly – and there were hundreds,

  thousands of girls who would give their good right arm to be in their shoes, weren’t there, Mammy, turning to the real head of the household and the minder of the family purse strings.




  Caitlin had said nothing in the midst of all this turmoil. She was like that, was Caitlin. She had a way of lowering her eyes and standing penitently whilst Daddy spoke, just as though she

  agreed with his every word but the minute she got the chance, when nobody’s eye was on her she was off about her stupid suffragette business, not caring a jot whether she had a new frock or

  not, or even a few shillings more to buy whatever took her fancy. She was as sly as a fox, that one, doubling back on herself a couple of times a week to evade Mammy’s restraining hand as she

  crept out to attend her old meetings and getting away with it too, which was worse. What a bore, what a tedious, dry as dust bore she was, and why the Holy Mother had seen fit to give Mara a sister

  like Caitlin who was not the slightest bit interested in fashion or meeting young men or even having a good laugh, she would never know.




  She sighed disconsolately and leaned her head against the window frame. It was a dismal sort of a day with a dark, iron grey arch of clouds above the roofs of the houses. Not at all spring-like.

  Though the may-apple and wildflowers her grandmother had planted showed their brave heads amongst the mass of primroses, and the greening sycamore trees promised better things to come, it was cold,

  heralding rain or even sleet. The weather matched her mood exactly and when she saw her mother appear below the window, calling to the children to ‘come in at once and stop making all that

  noise, today of all days’, it brought back to her why she was up here and her melancholy deepened. Even the newspapers had been edged with black this morning and she’d be the next to be

  made to observe the formalities of mourning, she was convinced. Mammy was a divil for the conventions and she’d be certain to make all of the family wear their darkest, most sombre clothes.

  No pretty spring colours for Mara but blacks and browns and dark blues, at least until after the King’s funeral. And she looked so awful in black. With her dark brown curling hair and rich

  buttermilk skin, the deep and vivid colour of her eyes which were somewhere between blue and green, she looked her best in bold colours, or in the palest of cream or ivory. She read the Fashion

  Magazine which Katy Murphy’s mother allowed her to buy, not being as strict as her own Mammy, and was well acquainted with what the wealthy and fashion-conscious lady was wearing. Only

  fifteen she might be but already she was aware of her own glowing good looks and knew exactly what suited her best. It was all she concerned herself with from morning until night, her life’s

  work you might say, and she was well versed in it. There was one thing she knew and that was how to dress and that knowledge informed her that she was far too young for black.




  She sauntered over to the mirror above the chest of drawers and studied her own reflection in it. She and Katy had been hoping to walk across to Sefton Park this afternoon but it seemed there

  was not much hope of that in the circumstances which was a pity because every Saturday a band played on the stand in the centre of the park. This week it was to have been that of the Lancashire

  Fusiliers which would have been most exciting. All those handsome young soldiers in their impressive uniforms, brightly coloured and tight-fitting and every one more than willing to admire two

  pretty, unattached young ladies who might just stop to listen to them play. She and Katy would have had a fine old time of it, smiling and flirting a little bit but now it was all spoilt just

  because some old man had died and himself not even a relative of the O’Shaughnessy family.




  Her mutinous face frowned back at her from the mirror and instantly she pulled it straight, smoothing out the creases formed by the scowl since that was a sure way to a wrinkled skin. She pouted

  her full pink lips and lifted her chin to admire the effect, then turned, smoothing down the lines of her bodice to accentuate the curve of her young breasts. She cupped them with her hands, her

  head on one side as she studied their shape. They were high and round and underneath the material of her dress she felt her nipples harden. She drew in a deep breath, imagining what it would be

  like if her hands were those of a man and low in her belly something fluttered with delight, beginning to spread up and then down the inside of her thighs.




  She was deep in absorbed contemplation of the wicked pictures in her mind when the sound of her mother’s voice at the foot of the stairs made her jump guiltily. Sweet Mother of God, if

  Mammy found her looking at her own body in the mirror and could read the thoughts which swarmed delightfully in her head she’d take the switch to her.




  ‘Mara,’ her mother shouted. ‘You can come down now, pet. Caitlin and me are going to Church to light a candle for himself. Will you be after coming with us or shall I be

  leaving the baby with you?’




  Mara ran lightly down the stairs, an expression of acute indecision on her face. Should she take the opportunity to get out of the house, even if it was only to Church, or should she stay at

  home and enjoy the absence of her mother? There might be all kinds of things to see on the journey from Edge Lane to St Mary’s, to do with the King dying an’ all, though what they might

  be she hadn’t any idea, but on the other hand it was not often she had the house to herself without Mammy at her back finding her something to do. Even though they had two housemaids and a

  woman who came in to do the heavy scrubbing and another to see to the family’s laundry, Mammy had a knack of keeping ‘idle fingers out of mischief’ as she put it. What should she

  do, Mara considered frantically as her mother waited for her answer. She did not stop for a moment to wonder what her mother might want of her for with the selfishness of youth her own needs were

  the most important to her and instantly she decided she would stay at home.




  Scarcely before Ellen and Caitlin were out of the gate Mara was comfortably settled on the sofa before the parlour fire. Her little sister was told curtly to ‘be quiet and play with your

  dolls’ as Mara took up the latest copy of Lady’s Realm lent to her by Katy Murphy and hidden in Mara’s drawer for a moment such as this. She sighed contentedly as she

  studied exactly how a lady should behave at a dinner party since she knew without a shadow of a doubt that some day she would be giving one of her own.




  It was to be nearly a fortnight before King Edward VII was finally laid to rest in the crypt beneath St George’s Chapel, Windsor, and Mara could honestly say it was the most tedious

  fortnight she had ever spent. The whole of England, or so it appeared to her, virtually closed down. Shops were shut and church bells were forever tolling. So impressive was the total mourning of

  the nation Mammy and Daddy took them all down the length of London Road and Dale Street to the Pier Head to see it after Mass on that first Sunday morning. There had been a vast congregation at

  Church with many who were not regular churchgoers crammed into the pews and it was said they were standing on one another’s head in the two cathedrals, every last man, woman and child in some

  kind of mourning. She had never seen so much black and was vastly intrigued as to where all the material for it came from. Whole buildings draped in it and when they got to the dock area every

  single ship, foreign as well as British, flew their flags at half mast. People walked about, numbed and silent so that even Mara was impressed, shivering in the warm wool of her good coat and it

  had nothing to do with the inclemency of the weather.




  The public lying-in-state of the King at Westminster began on May 16th lasting for three days and Ellen wept again as she read an account of it out loud to Matty, Lucy and Mrs Clegg, the daily,

  as they sat about the kitchen table sharing a pot of tea. The tragedy of it all had mellowed Ellen’s usual determined application to work, allowing the servants to stop for ten minutes as she

  described to them the scenes of sorrow up in London.




  Mara was sure that if she heard one more word about it from her mother who acted as though it were a member of the family who had gone, she would scream. She would sit on the floor and drum her

  heels and scream with sheer boredom.




  ‘Is that the last of it, then?’ she was unwise enough to ask.




  ‘The last of what?’ Mammy asked suspiciously and all those about the breakfast table on the day after the funeral looked up expectantly. Only young Michael wasn’t there. Sir

  Charles and his family had gone up to London with other notable personages of Liverpool, to attend the funeral, and Michael had missed his day off because of it. Mara didn’t know why, nor did

  she care, nor even ask since what did not affect Mara O’Shaughnessy did not interest her.




  ‘Well, my girl, the last of what?’ Ellen repeated ominously and Mick put out his hand to her. She was having what women called a ‘bad change’, was his Ellen and the

  smallest most inoffensive remark seemed to set her alight when she was that way out.




  ‘I only meant will I . . . will we be able to go out now?’ Mara offered contritely.




  ‘Go out! Is that all you ever think about, Mara O’Shaughnessy?’ and she would have been away on a hot swell of outrage had not her husband put a warm, restraining hand on

  hers.




  ‘Now then, darlin’, don’t be cross with the girl. Sure an’ has it not been difficult for her in the past fortnight, as it has for them all. They’re only young,

  Ellen, and all this talk of death and funerals and the whole country in mourning is hard on them. ’Tis over now, acushla, an’ they’ve all been as good as gold. Let them out today,

  shall we? What d’you say?’




  ‘We should be going to Mass to pray for the poor man’s soul, God rest him . . .’




  ‘An’ so we will on Sunday but ’tis over for now and a change’ll do them all good, so it will.’




  And so it was that when a picnic was planned on Whitsuntide Monday at the end of May to Colton Wood, just south of Rainhill, Mara was allowed to go. It was Katy’s brother who arranged it.

  Billy Murphy was a keen member of The Wavertree Cycling Club and he and a score of other young men and several young women were very keen to escape every weekend into the countryside about

  Liverpool on their exciting Safety cycling machines. Sometimes they went further afield, at least the young men did, staying overnight at the inns which accommodated cheaply the growing multitude

  of young people who had taken the new sport to heart. When Billy and his fellow club members went off on one of their madcap escapades, as his mother called them, it was not uncommon for them to

  send back a telegram from the furthest point of their achievement, firstly to report their safe arrival and secondly to prove just how many amazing miles they had covered. And of course, so that

  those at home could marvel at their daring. They loved the fresh air, the exhilarating exercise, the joys of collecting wildflowers or watching birds and butterflies which were not to be seen in

  great numbers in the city. They would picnic in a field or have a bite in a pub and could count on a hearty meal in a pleasant setting. They even had their own song, ‘A Bicycle Made for

  Two’, sung by Miss Katie Lawrence, and another, ‘Ta ra ra boom de ay’, performed by Miss Lottie Collins.




  ‘We’ll take the train to Rainhill, Mammy, me an’ Katy . . .’




  ‘On your own?’ Ellen was horrified. ‘Just you an’ Katy Murphy? What about Caitlin? Is she not to go?’




  ‘You can exclude me from this excursion, so you can. I’ve other things to do with my time than jaunt about the countryside with the likes of Billy Murphy.’




  Mara was instantly on the defensive as she swung about, hands on her hips to face her sister.




  ‘And what’s wrong with Billy Murphy?’




  ‘He’s brainless, that’s what!’




  ‘And I suppose the ladies in your circle are as clever as college professors?’ Mara’s voice was sneering but half­hearted for this was old ground, gone over a hundred times

  before and nothing at all to do with the matter under discussion. She turned back to her mother, her face earnest.




  ‘Mammy, it’s quite safe . . .’




  ‘The train may be, but what about you?’




  ‘ ’Tis only a few miles, Mammy, and Billy’ll meet us at the station with the rest of the club members.’




  ‘All men, I suppose?’ Ellen sniffed.




  ‘No, there are some girls as well . . .’




  ‘And what sort of girls, may I ask, that’d dash about the roads on one of them infernal machines, showing their ankles and God only knows what else. I’m not happy about it,

  I’m not happy at all,’ turning desperately to her husband who shushed her soothingly.




  ‘Will we ask Dermot and Michael to go with them, darlin’?’ he asked. ‘Would it make you feel better if the boys went along to mind their sister?’




  ‘Oh no, Daddy,’ Mara wailed at the vision of herself and Katy amongst all those unattached young men with their Dermot like the spectre at the feast watching her every move. Michael

  would be more agreeable being a chap who liked a bit of fun and would probably find someone to flirt with himself, but Dermot, Holy Mother, she might as well take her Mammy along with her.




  ‘Don’t expect me to take part in this fascinating expedition, Daddy.’ Dermot’s voice came from behind the financial newspaper he was reading. ‘I’ve better

  things to do with my time than act as nursemaid to our Mara. Besides, on Whit Monday I’ve promised to join a colleague on an outing of me own.’




  Ellen turned to her son, her expression fond and marvelling. A colleague! Her Dermot had a colleague. Everyone in their world had friends but Dermot had a colleague and his mother was vastly

  impressed. Even the way he spoke was different to the rest of them. It must be working in that bank, she supposed, but Mara’s voice brought her back from her admiring contemplation of her

  second son.




  ‘Please, Daddy, please. You can put us on the train, if you really must, but Billys a . . . a responsible chap . . .’




  ‘Billy Murphy! A responsible chap!’ Ellen’s voice was scathing but Mara knew by now that her mother was really only arguing for the sake of it. That was her way. She aired her

  opposition for several minutes just to let them know that she could put a stop to the whole sorry nonsense if it suited her, but she’d promised Mara a treat for being so good during the

  period of mourning for the King and she’d not go back on her word.




  ‘Is it all right then, Mammy?’ appeasing the one who made the rules. ‘I promise to behave myself and stay close to Katy.’




  ‘You’ll not go in one of those public houses, will you, darlin’?’




  ‘There aren’t any where we’re going, Mammy. Colton Woods is out in the country and . . .’




  ‘How will you get there from the railway station?’ Again Ellen was alarmed, visualising her beautiful and innocent daughter wandering the country lanes with no more protection than

  Katy Murphy who was half-witted anyway, in Ellen s opinion, prey to any vagrant or tinker who happened along, but Mara smiled and kissed her cheek, confident now that she was to go.




  ‘There’s a dog cart which’ll take us from the station, Billy says, to the picnic, an’ it will come an’ pick us up at the end of the day. Sure an’ we’ll

  be as safe as houses, Mammy.’




  ‘You’ll be home before dark or he’ll have me to answer to, tell Billy Murphy.’




  ‘I will, Mammy, I promise.’




  The bluebells were out in Colton Wood, a drifting sea of hazed azure stretching away beneath the trees as far as the eye could see, so thick and glorious Mara was reluctant to step on them. She

  stood for several minutes just inside the trees whilst around her Billy and Katy and the members of the cycling club arranged bicycles and ground sheets, rugs and picnic baskets to their noisy

  satisfaction. They were young people away from the restraints and disciplines of their upbringing and class. The young ladies wore the latest cycling skirts with an inverted pleat at the back,

  long, serviceable woollen cardigans and completely unsuitable broad-brimmed hats or boaters, tied beneath the chin with a veil. The young men had Norfolk jackets, knickerbockers, flat caps, gloves

  and bright knee socks. They all thought themselves to be very dashing. They were high-spirited, carried gloriously away with their own emancipation, especially the young women, independent and

  unshackled by convention, or so they told themselves as this new dawn of what they thought of as ‘bohemian’ life stretched out before them. And the bicycle was responsible for it. Their

  parents had been no further than a walk down to the Pier Head under their own steam, perhaps a day’s outing to Blackpool on a charabanc or a train excursion if they were lucky but with the

  advent of the bicycle their children were enjoying a freedom never before known by those of their class. The exhilaration of it quite went to their heads.




  The wood was hushed and still but as Mara stepped carefully through the abundant undergrowth which sprang about her skirt she could hear small sounds as though the animals and birds of the

  woods, after a moment of caution caused by her arrival amongst them, were resuming their busy activities. The grasses rustled and something squeaked behind a mass of cow parsley. The pink of a

  stand of ragged robin shivered as some small creature whispered by and the great spread of bluebells nodded their heads as though to draw her further into the woods. There were elms flowering

  lightly above her head and the evergreen magnificence of yew. The leaves of a tall, grey-barked aspen turned and twisted in the light breeze, hitting each other and making a sound like rain.




  ‘Where you going, Mara?’ Katy’s voice from behind startled her and she jumped.




  ‘Nowhere, just for a walk.’




  ‘You’ll get lost,’ Katy said fearfully, staring into the sunlit stand of trees as though demons lurked behind every leaf.




  ‘No I won’t. Look, there’s a little stream over there. Sure an’ why don’t we walk along it then when we turn round we only have to follow the thing to get back

  here.’




  ‘What for?’




  ‘Sweet Mother of God. Did we come all the way out here just to sit on a rug and stare at the same bit of field all day? I want to have a look round, so I do, and besides, Mammy’d

  love some of those bluebells and I’m going to pick some for her.’




  ‘Well . . .’ Katy was undecided but Mara tutted impatiently and when Mara became impatient it was best to get a move on. Sometimes she wondered why she put up with Mara

  O’Shaughnessy’s high-handed ways, not realising in her simple naivety that it was precisely her friend’s absolute and lofty belief in herself and in the rightness of all she did

  that attracted Katy to her. Katy herself was easy-going and somewhat timid but Mara made the most ordinary outing, even if it was only a walk along the Marine Parade after Mass on a Sunday, seem as

  exciting as a trek through an African jungle. She was so commanding, so positive and though they had never really done anything which their respective Mammys could object to, there was always the

  feeling that any moment they were about to do so.




  ‘Are you coming or not?’




  ‘Well, I’d best tell our Billy.’




  ‘Tell him, for Heaven’s sake, and let’s get on. It’ll be dark before we even set off at this rate.’




  It really was a delight. The little stream slipped musically beside them, shallow and sparkling where the sunlight caught it. Old willow trees hung across it, their heads almost touching the

  water but before they had gone more than a hundred yards or so Katy began to complain that she was getting her boots wet and her Mammy’d kill her if she saw the state of her skirt.




  ‘I’m taking mine off.’




  ‘What! Your skirt?’ Katy’s face was a picture of horror and Mara shook her head in exasperation.




  ‘No, you eejit, me boots. I’m going to paddle.’




  ‘Oh sweet Mary, will you look at the state of me, Mara. I’ve mud up me stockings . . .’




  ‘Well, take them off as well, Katy. They’ll soon dry if we hang them on the branches of this tree an’ if you tie your boots together by the laces and sling them up too so that

  they’re in the sunshine . . . see, put them up here beside mine. Now watch how you step in the water. Them stones are slippery.’




  Katy screamed as her shrinking flesh met the ice cold water of the stream, and clung frantically to Mara’s arm.




  ‘Blessed Mother, me foot’s gone numb. See, the blood’s frozen in me veins . . . and what’s that? Oh dear Mother, ’tis a frog and . . . and . . . Oh Mara,

  don’t let the divil jump on me. Run an’ fetch our Billy or one of the other chaps to kill it . . .’




  ‘What for? It’ll not hurt you. See, ’tis gone now an’ stop hanging on to me as if we were drowning in six feet of water, will you. You’ll have us both down if you

  don’t watch out. That’s it, now just follow me an’ we’ll explore a bit along the stream. Will you look at those flowers,’ pointing to a floating mass of delicate

  celandine which was growing along the bank. There were beech trees and holly, oak and larch and growing snugly in the enormous spread roots of the trees were colonies of mushrooms, wood anemones,

  heartsease and the lacy greenery of fern. Finding no threat in the presence of the two girls wood pigeons called to each other in throaty voices and running directly across the rough track to the

  right of the stream a cock pheasant caused Katy to almost die of fright, or so she said.




  They were both absorbed in what was to them, as city girls, a new and fascinating environment. Now that Katy had overcome her alarm and was reassured by her braver friend that some dreadful wild

  creature was not about to leap out from behind a tree and devour her, or worse, she trailed along dreamily behind Mara, her feet accustomed to the cold of the water now, her skirt hitched up and

  securely fastened in the waistband. They had picked dozens of wild-flowers but with the careless ignorance of those who are not country bred had already abandoned them as too bulky to carry. After

  all there were so many and they’d pick some more on the way back, they told one another.




  Mara had tucked an ivory butterfly orchid in the dark tangle of her hair which was tied at the back of her head with a crisp ribbon of enormous proportions. She had discarded her straw boater

  along with her boots and stockings and when James Osborne drew his chestnut mare to an amazed halt in the clearing beside the stream he thought she was the most enchanting creature he had ever

  seen.




  The two girls recoiled sharply at the sight of the horse and rider, almost falling backwards into the silky ripple of the water and even Mara felt her heart trip frantically in ready alarm for

  she had thought Katy and herself to be completely alone and isolated in this magical place. It was another world to the one in which she lived day after mundane day and her bewitchment had made her

  smooth and relaxed, her guard down, less inclined to the sharpness of mind and tongue she usually employed. ‘Prickly pear’ her brothers called her because of her tendency to take

  offence where none was meant, but here, even with the exasperating Katy at her back, she had dreamed softly for an hour, losing the spikiness which characterised her normal state of mind. Her eyes

  were a depthless blue, limpid and unruffled and her full, pink mouth curled tenderly under the tranquil spell of the woodland.




  She was the first to recover. Another young man had followed the first, crashing through the undergrowth, his horse’s hooves trampling on the lovely bluebells without the slightest concern

  for their delicacy and it was this more than anything which incensed her.




  ‘Watch where you’re putting those damned great feet,’ she exploded. ‘Could you not keep that blessed animal off the bluebells. It’s trampling them into the ground.

  Sure an’ does it not matter to you that you’re spoiling the lovely things?’




  ‘Bloody hell,’ Hugh Woodall said, his mouth hanging open, his eyes on Katy Murphy’s white legs, bare to the knee and as shapely as any he had ever seen. Not that he’d

  seen many in his young life. He had been too busy with other delights when Elly Fielding had leaned back in the hay barn for him. The shape of her legs had escaped his notice completely as they

  spread out obligingly to accommodate him.




  ‘Indeed,’James drawled in what he hoped was a sophisticated and worldly manner, but it was not at Katy Murphy’s legs he looked.




  ‘Who are you gawking at?’ Mara flared, though she knew very well what it was the young gentlemen were eyeing so appreciatively for her own legs were as bare as Katy’s and twice

  as shapely, in her opinion, and if her Mammy could see her she’d commit her to a convent and never let her out again.




  James patted the neck of his restive mount, then throwing one leg over her rump, slid down to the spongy ground. He knotted the reins over a branch, then turned for a better look at this vivid

  beauty who stood like some dazzling woodland nymph in the water. It sparkled about her slender feet, making sounds of evident pleasure as it caressed her ankles and, by God, could you blame it?

  He’d die happy if he were only allowed to do the same. She had put her hands on her hips now, surveying him haughtily, though the other one, fair and insipid beside her, was inclined to hang

  her head and weep. She could be Hugh’s, he decided jubilantly. The dark one for him and the fair one for Hugh and the anticipation of the fun, and perhaps more, they would have with these two

  pretty little creatures put an arrogant spring in his already jaunty step and a smile about the corners of his good-humoured mouth. Not for a moment did he doubt that they were girls from a lower

  class than his own. He grinned and put out a hand, completely at his ease as he would not have been with a young lady of his own class.




  ‘Let me help you out,’ he offered gallantly, ‘before you become even wetter than you already are.’ Both Mara and Katy had hastily dropped their skirts as the first shock

  of seeing these two young men had lessened somewhat and they trailed limply in the water, wet up to the knee. ‘Come on, Hugh, give a hand to the young lady. Can you not see she is about to

  drown? See,’ he said to Mara, ‘take my hand and step up on to the bank. Be careful now, it’s slippery. . .’ and somehow his hand became an arm about her waist as he hauled

  her out and her flushed rose and cream face was no more than an inch or two from his own. He held her to him for a laughing moment whilst beside them Katy giggled with Hugh, but Mara

  O’Shaughnessy was not a girl to be handled by any impudent chap who had a fancy for her and the lovely rose of her cheek became a fiery, outraged red. Her eyes which James had been just about

  to liken to the bluebells at their feet flashed as steely bright as a sword and raising her hands she pushed him away from her with all her strength.




  ‘Don’t you be putting your hands on me, you spalpeen,’ she declared hotly. ‘Help me out, you said, not help yourself to whatever you fancied, so get back on that dratted

  animal and take yourself off to wherever you came from. Me friend an’ I are having a nice peaceful walk through this bit of old wood, so we are, and we want no company, do we Katy?’




  Katy stared with the same bewilderment as the two young men since was this not exactly what they had hoped for today? A bit of fun, Katy had thought. Perhaps a mild flirtation with a couple of

  their Billy’s pals, some cheeky back-chat, a laugh or two but nothing serious and now, just like magic, the magic these woods seemed to produce, here were two handsome young gentlemen ready

  for just that and Mara was screeching at them like an Irish washerwoman. Neither of them had done anything a girl could take offence at and yet Mara was seriously offended. Oh yes, Katy always knew

  when Mara was offended. Indeed the whole world knew when Mara was offended. This was one of those times and Katy couldn’t understand it.




  ‘Go on,’ Mara ordered, ‘take yourself off, the pair of you before I send for a constable. We’re a couple of decent girls, so we are, and . . .’




  ‘We never for a moment intimated that you weren’t, Miss . . . Miss . . . may we know your name . . . ?’




  ‘Never mind me name. Just go about your business and let me friend an’ me do the same.’




  ‘Well, as a matter of fact we were going about our busi­ness,’ James Osborne observed pleasantly. ‘We promised Hugh’s father we’d try and get a look at the game

  in the . . .’




  ‘Game! We know your game, don’t we, Katy?’




  ‘Really, I’m telling the truth, aren’t I, Hugh?’James, laughing, turned an exasperated face to his friend.




  ‘You are indeed, James, and . . .’




  ‘Never mind that blarney. The pair of you are up to something and me and Katy are going to report you to whoever owns this bit of land when we get back, aren’t we, Katy?’ Mara

  was at her most imperious and James promised himself at that moment, that one way or another, he was not sure how or when, he would make it his business to get to know this glorious girl more

  intimately, much more intimately.




  ‘Then you will have to speak to my father,’ Hugh Woodall pronounced somewhat pompously. ‘You don’t seem to be aware of it but you are trespassing on private land. This is

  Woodall Park . . .’




  ‘Steady on, Hugh,’ James appealed, reaching again for Mara’s hand. ‘I’m sure there’s no need for that,’ and without either girl seeing it he winked at

  his friend. There was a bit of fun to be had here, the wink said and Hugh, realising at once what James was up to, subsided immediately.




  Mara was momentarily nonplussed. Trespassing was a frightening word. One which conjured up pictures of the high and mighty Sir Charles Woodall, who employed her brother, invading this patch of

  woodland with a force of police constables. Of herself and Katy manacled to one another as they were bustled off to Walton gaol and of Mammy hanging her head in shame at the disgrace of it all. Her

  inherited Irish love of the dramatic had her in thrall, exciting and frightening her at the same time but James Osborne’s hand holding hers and the warm and admiring expression in his eyes

  told her that she’d nothing to fear from the constables. In a second she was herself again.




  ‘Well, we’ll just untrespass ourselves, will we not, Katy?’ she flung at her friend who looked almost ready to faint. ‘And let go of me hand or I’ll scream so loud

  the police from three counties will hear me and it won’t be me they’ll arrest.’ When James did so reluctantly she turned gracefully. With a disdainful lift of her head she

  beckoned to Katy. Holding her skirt up from her bare feet she strode away along the path beside the stream, with Katy sniffling behind her. The two young men watched, fascinated by her splendour,

  until both girls had vanished among the trees.




  ‘Bloody hell, Hugh!’James came suddenly to life. ‘Bloody hell, what a woman and what a temper. Come on, my lad, we’ve got to find out who she is. By God, she makes Elly

  Fielding look like a plank of wood.’




  Mara smiled in the darkness. She stretched luxuriously, then turned on to her side to stare at the slit of navy blue sky which showed through the drawn curtains. She could hear

  Caitlin’s light breathing, and from the small bed in the corner Clare laughed in her sleep and murmured something unintelligible. A prowling tom-cat lifted its lovelorn head in the garden at

  the back of the house and howled its longing for the pretty tabby which was at this moment curled up on the mat before the kitchen fire, supremely indifferent to its yearning.




  Mara was scarcely aware of the feline caterwauling as she went over every detail of the thrilling events of the day. She had known it would happen, of course, for hadn’t every story she

  read in the forbidden Peg’s Paper told her it would. And wasn’t she the special and unique person to whom such dreams as she dreamed always came true? The rich and handsome

  prince would ride up on his white charger, the stories went, and sweep the beautiful princess off her feet, adoring and revering her, and though James Osborne’s horse had been a quite

  ordinary brown it didn’t matter at all because it was the dream and its realisation that counted. It had happened, and what could be more real than that? He had come, the gentleman her young

  heart had longed for. Mara O’Shaughnessy was not meant for the life her Mammy led. Not for her the mundane, everyday existence of the housewife and mother, with a husband who came home every

  evening to his slippers and his pipe and her on one side of their fireplace, no doubt mending his shirt, and him on the other reading the Liverpool Echo. Oh no, Mara would wear silk dresses

  and have a carriage pulled by a pair of matched grey horses. She would have servants to do her bidding and go to endless parties and balls and winter in the South of France with the rest of the

  gentry. And the man who could give her all this had arrived at last. The gentleman who could give her all this, and what fun she was going to have convincing James Osborne, the son of one of the

  wealthiest men in Liverpool, that Mara O’Shaughnessy was, as the song said, the only girl in the world for him.
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  ‘What does James get up to these days, Elizabeth? We’ve scarcely seen him since he came home from school and every time some outing is suggested he always finds an

  excuse why he should not be included. Some girl, I’ve no doubt, knowing how young men are at that age . . .’




  ‘Really, Harry, anyone would think you were at least forty years old and not a young man who is about to celebrate his twenty-first birthday. And as for girls, he certainly doesn’t

  confide in me but then I’m only his sister, after all. Anyway, whatever it is, I’m sure it will all blow over and Hugh will have his accomplice back again.’




  As Elizabeth Osborne continued to speak Harry Woodall slowly sat up in the deck-chair in which he had been sprawling. He pushed the old panama hat shading his eyes from the afternoon sun to the

  back of his head and shouted with laughter.




  ‘Elizabeth Osborne!’ he declared, his chestnut brown eyes gleaming in delight. ‘You wicked girl, you. You’re not supposed to know such behaviour exists amongst young men,

  let alone talk about it to one of them. What would your Mama say if she heard you?’




  ‘Faint first, I believe, and when she had regained her senses, command Nanny to wash out my mouth with soap and water, then confine me to my room until a suitable husband could be found

  for me since I am obviously beyond her control. One who would curb my unladylike spirit and be prepared to remove me from her sight at the first opportunity so that I could not embarrass her in

  front of her friends.’




  ‘You’ve never done that, I’m sure.’




  ‘No, you’re right, Harry. I wouldn’t dare, but I can say things to you that I would say to no one else. Except James, of course, since he’s the one from whom I learn

  them. Having brothers does give one an education which is not usually included in a young lady’s curriculum.’
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