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Author’s Notes

None of the characters in this story is truly real although many of the names are authentic and contemporary to the Isle of Wight setting.

Mrs Carmichael is based on Julia Margaret Cameron, who lived at Dimbola House in Freswhater, Isle of Wight, in the 1860s. She was a pioneer of modern photography. Her next-door neighbour, Alfred, Lord Tennyson, was poet laureate to Queen Victoria. His home of Farringford is now a hotel. He is merely a shadowy figure in the events that take place in this book.


Chapter One



It was the first time in Meg’s sixteen years that she had seen a naked man. She came upon him suddenly as she walked along what she considered to be her path, the one that led through the copse and connected the railway site to her grandmother’s cottage.

He was standing with his back to her, up to his knees in the stream at the point where a natural dam of willow fronds and silt had formed an icy pool. Meg stopped in her tracks and, hardly aware of moving, shrank back into the shadow of the hazel trees. She could not take her eyes off the white, naked figure in the water.

He was a young man, tall and strong-limbed. A vision of a painting at Hinchington Manor came to mind. It hung in Lord Hinchington’s study where Meg went once a week to clean and polish. In the painting beautiful men and women languished beside a pool, their bodies turned in elegant stances, hands held out in gestures of welcome. They were unclothed; only their thighs were obscured by floating lengths of silk or a modest hand. The whole scene was bathed in a creamy light.

The light filtering through the trees in Meg’s copse was colder and cast a blue-white hue over the man’s skin. Nothing shielded the rise of his smooth buttocks. A chilly wind lifted the coal-black hair hanging down over his neck. His arms from just below the elbow were a rich mahogany brown.

As Meg watched, he turned and she saw the cluster of gleaming black hair on his chest. Water droplets trickled down his sides, following the snake of hair down across his belly to his groin. For the first time in her life she gazed on a man’s nakedness, the pit of black hair, the unmentionable organ. She thought suddenly of the proud strutting of a turkey cock.

Meg wanted to run away but was afraid to move. Meanwhile the man was splashing water over his torso, rubbing his hands across his body with workmanlike strokes to remove the grime. He stretched and tossed his shaggy head. Water droplets flew in a crystal arc from his hair and from his groin.

Finally he went to step out of the water. Meg poised for flight but to her relief he moved to the opposite bank. She watched him dry himself briskly with what looked like an old shirt, then pull his clothes over his still damp body. Shivering visibly, he picked up a sack and turned away from her, then strode off, whistling, into the woods.

She stood for a long time absorbing what she had seen, savouring what she had felt. She had not been afraid. His self-absorption had been too complete for him to wish her harm. She could not be sure but she guessed that he was one of the navigators. Everyone said they were vermin, a menace, thieves. Wherever they worked they caused trouble. Meg believed the condemnation so forcefully voiced by her father. Suddenly her certainty was jolted, for, whatever she had previously thought, she had never once suspected that these wanderers could also be beautiful.

It was midafternoon and Meg held out the tea can to her father. As something caught his attention, he pushed it back at her, at the same time reaching for his shovel. His eyes were fixed on the distant river.

‘Here comes trouble. Get away home, lass.’

In response she took the can and turned in the direction of home, but her curiosity got the better of her.

‘What sort of trouble?’

Daniel Foggarty shook his head impatiently. ‘The worst sort. It’s that Irisher.’ He nodded towards the river. ‘He’s back again.’

Meg followed his gaze along the newly constructed railway embankment which curved and diminished across the Norfolk mud flats. A hundred yards away she saw a solitary figure moving in their direction.

She glanced back at her father. He and his team of four navvies had stopped digging and now held their spades across their chests like weapons.

‘But we’re Irish,’ she started. ‘Why should he –’

Her father interrupted her. ‘It’s different for us. We’ve been in this country a long time. We don’t steal and cheat. You were as good as born here. Now work’s getting scarce, his sort’ll sink to any trick to take our jobs, you’ll see.’

Meg remained silent. It crossed her mind that fifteen years ago her family had been strangers, like the newcomer, looking to find work anywhere they could, but she kept her opinions to herself. Meanwhile the man continued his steady pace, seemingly undeterred by the sea of hostile faces. The sun suddenly broke from behind a bank of cloud and shone full on him.

Just behind Meg the men moved restlessly. She glanced round to see her father wipe his hand across his mouth and distribute his weight from foot to foot in readiness for the confrontation.

People said she favoured him. She had the same chestnut hair and blue eyes, although by now Daniel Foggarty was losing the rich colouring that had once by all accounts made him the handsomest man back in Killarney. But his face was hard, his mouth a pinched, mean line, and Meg hoped that she would never be like him in nature.

The others jostled behind him and once more she looked ahead. Her heart beat faster. The approaching stranger was now clearly visible. He was a tall man, young, lean, perhaps in his late twenties. Meg swallowed hard. She was immediately back in the copse gazing on his naked body. Her hands began to tremble.

This was not the first time he had come looking for the foreman, although it was the first occasion that Meg had been present. She was overwhelmed by the memory of that other, intimate, shameful time when she had spied upon him.

Her father had recounted his visits before. Always he came looking for work, refusing to believe that there was not something that he could do. Finally they had threatened him with violence if he came near the site again. Now he walked with an easy lope, his hands hanging at his sides. Meg noted with relief that he carried no weapon.

‘That’s far enough.’ It was her father who spoke and the younger man slowed his pace. ‘What d’you want?’ Daniel Foggarty’s voice was belligerent and Meg frowned at him in disapproval.

‘I’m wanting to see the gaffer.’ The soft lilt of his Irish voice stirred a strange mixture of nostalgia and sweet regret in her. She had been surrounded by Irish voices all her life, wherever they had settled in England, but there was something different about this voice, something pure and unsullied that had her waiting for him to speak again.

‘Get away with you!’ Foggarty waved the shovel in a gesture of defiance and his friends closed ranks.

The stranger stood his ground. ‘It’s the foreman I’m wanting. I’ve no quarrel with you.’

‘Well, we have with you. There’s no jobs going here. You’d best get out while you can.’

The tall intruder shrugged. ‘Well, now, is that the way to be greeting your fellow countryman?’ He leaned back on his heels and stretched his long, straight back. ‘If you must be knowing, the Company sent for me. I’m a Company man, you might say.’ He gave a wry grin.

‘How come they sent for you?’ Daniel’s voice was suspicious.

‘It was them that brought me over to this godforsaken country – begging your pardon, ma’am.’ He turned towards Meg and for the first time she saw the amazing green of his eyes. His face was long and hollow-cheeked, and there was a sardonic twist to his mouth. Immediately she felt on guard, as if her own experience of life had left her soft and naive and he knew it. To her shame she began to blush and this in turn made her angry, so she stepped forward.

‘You’d best go away,’ she said.

The stranger pulled a face that conveyed regret and not a little amusement. ‘So even the womenfolk turn their backs on strangers here,’ he observed.

‘We don’t. It’s just that there’s more than enough men here already, and we’re not wanting trouble.’

The Irishman nodded his head as if acknowledging the sense of what she said. Before he could reply, however, Meg’s father intervened.

‘Just get away home, girl. Who do you think you are, interfering in our affairs? Just because you’ve had some schooling doesn’t make you a man.’

‘Indeed it does not.’ The Irishman nodded appreciatively.

Meg lowered her eyes but made no move to leave. She knew that he was looking at her with that lazy, appraising look that men give to women they find attractive. Her face was hot and she struggled to take control of herself. ‘I’ll not be having you fighting,’ she said, addressing her father but incorporating the stranger in the remark.

‘Will ye not now?’ It was he who spoke again and she flashed him an angry look.

‘There’s no sense in it.’ Her expression conveyed her contempt for the idea.

‘Then I’d agree with you. It’s a peaceful visit I’m making.’ He looked to Meg’s father for some response but the older man’s face was grim.

He tried again. ‘I’m Brendan O’Neill, from Cork. I worked for three months at Doncaster before moving on here. And where would you be coming from?’ The question was met with silence. Brendan O’Neill sighed in exasperation. ‘Then damn you, old man. I’m not looking for trouble but I’m not a martyr either.’

Meg studied the stranger covertly. He looked travel-worn in his none too clean cord trousers and leather jerkin. He wore a green kerchief at his neck. She knew that his confident manner was infuriating her father. As she turned to look back at him, his mouth quivered between a cynical smile and raw anger.

‘Right, move on.’ There was finality in Daniel Foggarty’s voice.

‘I’m going nowhere until the foreman of this site has told me he doesn’t need me.’

‘Right. Then by tonight we’ll have the cavalry out. They’ll rout the lot of you, you and that crowd of vermin camped over yonder.’ Daniel nodded towards the encampment that housed the band of itinerant labourers looking to find work anywhere they could.

Brendan O’Neill grimaced as if pained by the foolishness of men. ‘Will they mow us all down in cold blood, I wonder? And what about the womenfolk? There are wives and children waiting over there.’

At the mention of the women, Meg felt a tightening around her heart. This man must have a woman: of course he would have. She had no control over the emotion that took possession of her, and she had never experienced it before, but she knew it to be jealousy. It was a moment she would never forget.

One of Daniel Foggarty’s gang suddenly swung his spade at O’Neill. It caught him across the shoulders. He swore as he fell and immediately every man closed in on him.

‘Stop! In the name of God, stop!’ Meg’s voice made little impact on the shouting mob.

Although outnumbered, the man was not giving up easily. With uncanny swiftness for one so handicapped by attackers, he suddenly grabbed Meg’s father by the legs. He in turn came tumbling down and in a moment Brendan O’Neill had him in a stranglehold.

‘No! Let him go!’ The impact of Meg’s fists made little impression.

‘You, mistress, get back. You’ll be hurt,’ he warned, grunting with the effort of holding one man and fending off four others. Even as he spoke, one of the gang brought his pickaxe handle down with a swingeing blow flat across O’Neill’s face. He gasped and a trickle of blood oozed down his hollow cheek. Still he held on to Daniel Foggarty in what looked like a wrestling hold. Meg could see that he was struggling not to lose control.

‘Call your men away or I’ll break your back.’ He jerked hard against Daniel’s shoulders to drive home his point. ‘I’ll not be back. Who in their right mind would choose to work with such narrow-thinking scum?’

‘Get back!’ There was resignation in Daniel’s voice but the hard core of hatred could be seen in his cold blue eyes. As the navvies retreated, O’Neill let Daniel Foggarty drop to the ground with a snort of contempt.

Foggarty’s men were stretching injured limbs and dabbing at custs and bruises. Some of them looked shamefaced and did not seem to know what to do next. Surveying their injuries, Meg could not believe that the visitor had done so much damage unaided and against such odds. She regarded him with renewed interest. Unnoticed by him, blood dripped from his face and onto the green kerchief. She had an intense desire to wipe his cheek clean.

‘Make sure you and your whores are gone by sunrise,’ her father shouted in an unconvincing attempt at authority.

Meg felt her cheeks flush with shame. How could he behave like this, making a fool of himself, treating this incautious man like a dog fox creeping in to steal the chickens?

‘By sunup,’ Daniel repeated, but Brendan O’Neill only grinned his contempt.

Belatedly Meg went to her father. ‘Are you all right?’ she asked.

‘Of course I’m all right.’ He shook her off.

She looked up to see O’Neill watching them. ‘Your girl has more wisdom than the rest of you put together,’ he said, then turned to walk away. Meg stood up too and moved away from the gang of men. She realised that she was following him and halted, her face hot with embarrassment.

Brendan O’Neill also stopped and now wiped the blood from his cheek. For a moment he stood as if contemplating the skyline, then turned towards her. ‘I’ve seen an old ruin down by the lock. It looks a good place to shelter on a Sunday afternoon.’

For a moment she did not understand his meaning and then, when it dawned on her, her eyes grew large with indignation. She shook her head and he shrugged in response.

‘Ah, well, I’ll be there anyway.’

The next moment he was disappearing back across the boggy stretch of land in the direction from which he had come.

Meg wasn’t sure if she had heard him correctly. She knew the ruin well enough but could he really think she would meet up with a stranger in such a lonely place? Or anywhere else? She shook her head again at the folly. Of course she wouldn’t meet him. How dare he even suggest it?

Her father’s gang had collected up their shovels and pickaxes and were making desultory pokes at the earth they were supposed to be piling up to extend the railway embankment. Meg retrieved the tea can. As she began to walk back towards the village, her heart was suddenly heavy. She might have some control over what she did but nothing could stop what she felt. With dismay she was forced to admit to herself how much she wanted to see him again – if only just once.


Chapter Two



‘Have you heard about the Thorns?’ Grandmother Foggarty’s crochet hook paused momentarily in midstitch as she pulled a length of wool free from the large cream ball on her lap.

‘No?’ Meg got up from the stool to retrieve the ball of wool, which had rolled to the ground.

‘Well, would you believe it, young Patience is – you know, in disgrace.’

The news was a shock. Meg and Patience had been friends a long while. Sometimes they had laughingly called themselves the Saint and the Sinner, Meg being the self-proclaimed sinner. She wondered how an upright girl like Patience could have been led astray.

Grandmother continued. ‘There’s been an awful to-do. She was, you know, ravaged by some of those scum at the camp.’

‘You mean she was attacked by the navvies?’

Grandmother sniffed. ‘Too true. At least, that’s how the story goes. Young Patience hasn’t named the rogues – it seems there were more than one of them. Can you believe it?’ The old lady tutted at the wickedness of modern times.

At that moment the saucepan on the range boiled over. The air was filled with the smell of burning soup.

‘Bejasus, look at the time! If he isn’t late again!’ Grandmother Foggarty crossed herself and looked out at the darkening sky. Meg followed her gaze.

‘Shall I go and fetch him?’

‘No. Well, you could just walk down there. If you see anybody going in, ask them to remind Daniel Foggarty he’s got a decent home to go to and a meal waiting. Don’t you go in there!’

Meg shook her heard. This visit to the Railway Arms to extricate her father was a Saturday-night ritual.

The March evening was overcast and chilly. She reached for her shawl before setting off.

As she walked she wondered if things would have been different if her mother had lived. Meg was an only child and her arrival had caused the death of her mother. It was a heavy burden to carry.

She and her father had been mostly separated as Meg had been in her grandmother’s care since babyhood. Daniel Foggarty had followed the railway engineers wherever they had led, preparing the tracks for the great iron engines to crisscross the countryside. It was only the extension of the Sutton le Grange line that finally brought Daniel into the bosom of his family, a restriction that lay heavily upon him.

Sutton had been greatly affected by the coming of the railway. The main line passed within sight and sound of the village street on its journey up the east coast. At one time it had been the cause of much controversy, but that was years ago. Now the village sported a station, red and vulgar, standing within a few yards of the Railway Arms, which in turn stood across the square from St Clement’s Church, itself facing the Hinchington canal lock.

It had started to drizzle and the shiny, cobbled decline towards the village centre was slippery after some weeks of drought. The gas lamps from the Railway Arms had been lighted and set a yellow glow across the shimmering path.

Since childhood Meg had been instructed to stay well away from the inn, it being in her grandmother’s opinion the resort of the Devil and all his ills. Since her father’s return, however, Grandmother had had to swallow her distaste and allow Meg within spitting distance so that her father could be saved from the damnation he was bringing upon himself.

From habit she crossed the road just before the corner, skirting the iron railings that surrounded the cemetery. Across the square she could hear the sounds of revelry from the public house.

Meg felt her resentment rising. Her father’s behaviour of the day before still left her ashamed. It had been no way to treat a stranger. Embarrassed, she tried to push all thoughts of the Irishman away.

Outside the doorway of the inn, women were gathered in groups and she guessed that they were drinking gin. She didn’t know for sure but something about their manner told her that it must be so.

‘’Tis a woman’s ruin,’ Grandma always said. Meg had never understood in what way but the knowledge was imprinted on her heart like an eleventh commandment: Thou shalt not take intoxicating liquor. Her father’s arrival and his weakness in that direction was a burden she and Grandma had to bear, God’s punishment on their house for some unexplained sin. Secretly Meg wondered if she were not the culprit and her wickedness lay in being born.

As she drew near to the entrance she recognised Michael O’Grady, one of her father’s gang, talking to a woman by the doorway. When she could attract his attention she whispered her message, ashamed of the role that had been foisted upon her.

‘Surely I’ll tell him.’ It was clear that Michael O’Grady had already been inside the inn, perhaps several times. Meg had no great hopes that he would remember her message but at least she had done her duty.

She turned back and skirted round by the hedgerow. As she started to make her way along the narrow lane that led across the bridge and back home, she was aware of footsteps behind her. She began to walk faster but the daylight had almost gone and the ground was muddy from the rain. The footsteps behind her also increased their pace. She tried to ignore them but there was something about their stealth and the measured tread that alarmed her. It took all her willpower not to run. Just as the lane joined the cart track leading up to a farm, two men came abreast of her. With sinking heart she realised that they too had been drinking.

‘You’re abroad late, young miss.’

She pushed on without replying.

‘Been to visit your sweetheart, then?’

‘I have not.’

It had been a mistake to speak. Immediately they came up, one on each side of her. The smell of gin and stale pipe tobacco made her wrinkle her nose in distaste.

‘If you haven’t got a sweetheart, why not stop a while, give us the time of day?’

Meg glanced quickly at the speaker and did not like what she saw. He was short but solid-looking and she could see his eyes glistening. He reminded her of a bull terrier. She remained silent.

‘Here.’ To her horror the terrier grabbed her arm. ‘Slow down a bit. Come on, we only want a little kiss.’

‘No!’ She tried to shake him off but he was frighteningly strong.

‘Come on, Jo.’ He turned his head briefly towards his companion and the second man, taller, thinner and equally drunk, closed in on her. The terrier had his arms around her, lifting her off the ground while her legs were grabbed from under her.

‘No!’ She struggled but could not prevent them from flinging her to the damp earth. Immediately their bodies lay heavy on her as they scrabbled at her skirts. The outrage seemed to paralyse her. One man’s mouth, foul and cloying, closed over her own. She turned her heard this way and that to avoid the smell of his breath. Thoughts of Patience Thorn and her terrible fate raced through her mind.

As the man who was kissing her released his hold a fraction, she bit him on the ear.

‘You little piece of filth!’ He struck her across the cheek and her eyes watered with the impact. God help me, she prayed, for she was powerless to stop them.

A moment later there were shouts and the assailants were being dragged away from her.

‘Leave her, you bastards!’

She struggled up and dived for the cover of the bushes. Oaths echoed through the still night air and within seconds the two men were stumbling back along the track, cursing the man who now helped her to her feet.

‘Are ye all right?’

Meg struggled up, brushing her skirts, and looked up into those green eyes. Brendan O’Neill.

‘I’m not hurt.’ She allowed him to take her arm because she was trembling.

‘You’re abroad late,’ he observed. ‘I saw you outside the pub. I saw them follow you.’

‘Thank God that you did.’ To her embarrassment she suddenly began to cry as shock and relief caught up with her. Brendan O’Neill untied the kerchief from around his throat and gently dabbed at her tears.

‘There, there, you’re safe now. A pretty girl like you shouldn’t be about alone at night.’

‘I got delayed,’ she lied between the embarrassing sobs. ‘I must get home. They’ll be worrying that I’m late.’

‘I’ll walk with you.’

He too had the smell of gin on his breath but it was sweet, a strange, perfumed fragrance. Fearing that her attackers might not have gone far, she could not protest, and his masculine presence was infinitely reassuring. Meg did not let go of his arm.

They walked in silence. Finally she said: ‘I’m sorry about yesterday. My father can’t help himself. I fear he really is narrow-thinking.’ In his defence she added: ‘He’s afraid he’ll lose his work. It’s the first time he’s ever had a job near to home.’

She knew that the Irishman was looking at her. ‘I hope you weren’t hurt,’ she added.

‘Only a few bruises. And a deal of hurt pride.’ He gave a little sardonic sniff.

There was silence again until the Foggartys’ cottage came into view. ‘Well, this is where I live.’ Meg slowed down and halted before they could be seen, unwilling to let either of her relatives insult this man again as, for their different reasons, they surely would. ‘I thank you for seeing me home.’

‘The pleasure’s mine.’ They both stood for a moment, then Brendan added: ‘I meant what I said yesterday, about the ruin. You know where I mean?’

She nodded but her look challenged him to say more. He ignored it.

‘Good. You can think of it as by way of saying thank you.’ Meg glared at him, willing him to stop, but he added: ‘You’re in my debt, princess – and I do want to see you.’

It was impossible to read the message in his eyes. They were at the same time tender and taunting. His whole presence was so compelling that in spite of her grandmother’s warnings it caused her to forget everything else. For a moment he moved his face closer and she thought that he was going to kiss her but at the last moment he bowed his head and smiled ruefully.

‘I’ll be there at two of the clock.’

She did not answer but as he drew back and waved his hand in farewell she gave herself up to the magic he had already woven around her heart.

Tomorrow, she thought. There must be a hundred good reasons to go abroad on a Sabbath afternoon. She knew that she would think of one of them.


Chapter Three



The ruin was little more than three tumbledown stone walls. It had been there for ever – one, maybe two centuries. In Meg’s lifetime it had barely changed. She fancied that it seemed smaller only because she herself had grown tall.

In winter sheep huddled inside to find shelter from the biting wind off the North Sea. In summers past Meg had crouched amid the elder sprouting from the earth floor to hide from invading Vikings or packs of wolves in the noisy forms of her playmates. Now she waited with the same sense of anticipation, the half thrill, half fear that heralded the arrival of the unknown.

It was four weeks ago that Brendan had fought on the railway embankment. Twenty-eight sunrises had occurred since the fight and twenty-seven since Brendan had rescued her; twenty-six since she had first come to meet him here at the ruin; twenty-two since … She could go on counting important events for almost every day since then.

Still the Irishmen and their families were camped in the no-man’s-land that separated Over Drayton from her home village of Sutton le Grange. No attempt had been made to evict them. Some of them had turned their hands to labouring on the farms and as there was a seasonal shortage of men they were tolerated. Locally one or two more charitable families had taken them small offerings of tea and bread to help them out. Meg thought sadly that her own family had not been one of them.

There was the sound of cracking undergrowth and she craned forward into the ancient window crevice. The sight of him caused her to pull back again, not wishing to be seen. She was overjoyed, yet as always the feeling was laced with anxiety.

‘Meg?’ Brendan’s softly lyrical voice reached her at the same moment as his body obscured the late April sunlight shafting through the doorway. ‘Are you there?’

She nodded as he ducked inside and turned towards her, holding out his arms. ‘My lovely girl.’

She could not help herself. She was not even aware of moving but suddenly she was in his arms, pressed hard against his strong body. There was one perfect, magical moment, then he began to lift her skirts.

‘No! This must stop.’ The panic came from somewhere inside her, too late, illogical but taking control of her.

Brendan pulled back. ‘Don’t you like me any more?’

‘Of course I do.’ She could not explain.

He shrugged his disbelief. ‘Then have you thought …?’

Immediately all the conflicting loyalties were back. She looked away from him, gazing through the doorway to a faraway spot where trees, as diminutive as bracken, blended with the distant yellowing hills on the far side of the river.

‘I can’t,’ she finally said. ‘I’m all they’ve got.’

He said nothing but his mouth set in a tight line and his wonderful green eyes were suddenly hard at jet. She wanted to reach up and brush the tangle of black hair away from his brow but he was remote as the moon.

‘I want to come,’ she said weakly.

He turned his gaze on her, searching her face as if to read the truth. ‘Do ye not trust me?’

‘Of course I do.’ She shook her head as she sought in vain for the right words. ‘But I can’t just go. If I do I’ll leave them alone. They need me.’

‘Not as much as I do.’

She wanted to add: ‘And that’s not as much as I need you’, but instead she walked away from him and gazed out through the window recess, looking for something on which to concentrate and calm her crazy need.

Brendan brushed her explanations aside. ‘There’s no work here, you know that. They’re recruiting for the railway further south. Besides, it’s time I was away from here.’ There was a faraway look in his eyes. ‘Come with me!’

He was suddenly urgent and Meg’s heart ached. He pulled her close again and she wanted only to abandon herself to him but the cold, harsh reality intervened. Sensing her reluctance, he stood aside.

‘I’ve got money. We could leave some for the old folks and once we’re working you can send more.’

‘Where did you get that?’ She looked at the pile of silver and sovereigns he had drawn from his pocket and now held in his strong, brown hand.

He suddenly grinned, his mood shifting from dark to light. ‘Let’s just say a horse strayed and I found it a new owner.’

‘You’ll be hanged!’ She could not believe his folly.

He shook his head, laughing her fears aside. ‘Is that what you fear? Then never give it a thought, my darlin’. I have a charmed life. Have you not heard of the luck of the Irish?’

A cloud of hopelessness turned her world grey. He was an immigrant, a drifter, yes – and perhaps a thief. In every way he was an outsider. This was not the life that she had imagined for herself.

As if reading her thoughts, he asked: ‘Is it a ring you’re wanting?’

She shrugged. Even if Brendan did ask her to wed him her father would never give his consent. Not even if – she shut out the other fear.

‘What of your family?’ she asked to keep that line of thought at bay. After their first meeting, the awkward polite conversation and tense silences, a stronger, deeper need had swept them both along. Thereafter there had been little time for talking.

A terrible doubt still lurked that somewhere there might be a wife or sweetheart. She should have asked at the very first, but she hadn’t. Now she knew that, whatever the answer, it would make no difference to how she felt or even to what she did.

He shrugged. ‘I have no family. None that I know of. I was orphaned by the Famines.’ He made it sound like a joke but she saw the anger behind the cold smile.

‘And in this country? Is there no one with you?’

He raised his eyebrows in surprise but said only: ‘No one. Here, there or anywhere. There’s just me, my love, and I need you.’

She closed her arms about his neck and rested her head against his shoulder but he took her hands and pulled free. When he looked at her his emerald eyes were again diamond-hard. ‘You’ve no idea, have you? Only a fool would bring a woman from the old country over here, beget children in this hostile country of yours.’

‘It’s not mine.’ She did not know where she belonged.

‘Well –’ He shrugged her answer aside. ‘My family weren’t as lucky as yours. They starved to death back in Ireland. Yours will do well enough.’

When she did not respond he shrugged again. ‘I have to go. If you don’t want me hanged for a horse thief I’d better find honest work.’ There was again a half-hearted attempt at humour but his face still had that angry set look that had her out of her depth. ‘I’ll not ask again.’

‘Brendan!’ She reached out but he stepped back, ducking out into the mellow light. Straightening up, he turned back to face her.

‘Think well, darlin’. I’ll be leaving on the morrow. I’ll call here on my way but only you can decide. Come with me – or say goodbye.’

He stared at her for a long while and she wanted him to hold her again, make it all right. Instead he nodded briefly and walked away.

As Meg walked back, she experienced the aching void of loss which always marked her separation from Brendan O’Neill, only this time it was far worse because they had quarrelled and he was going away. She tried not to think of it but every step took her further away from everything she wanted, perhaps for ever. Clearly it was her duty to stay here with those who had raised her. Obviously she should serve the old and the poor. It would be wrong to abandon herself to life with Brendan, especially outside of marriage. Her deeply religious upbringing made her wonder how she could even consider such a thing and yet – as she came up the path, her grandmother was whitening the doorstep with a pumice stone.

‘I’ll do that,’ Meg said.

With a grunt the old lady struggled to her feet. ‘It hurts my knees something rotten,’ she replied.

Meg took off her shawl and took the bucket. ‘It’s a lovely day,’ she observed, aware that her grandmother was watching her. She feared that her turmoil must show.

‘You haven’t heard the news, then?’ Grandmother suddenly asked.

Meg shook her heard.

‘That poor family.’ The old woman seemed lost for words. ‘It’s the Thorn girl, young Patience. She’s been found drowned in the river. They think she couldn’t stand the shame.’

Meg’s heart lurched and, in spite of the sunshine, she shivered.

‘That’s terrible.’ She could hardly take it in. Dear, pure Patience! After a pause she asked: ‘How soon after the … attack did she realise that she was going to have a child?’ She feared that the tremor in her voice would give her away.

Grandmother shook her head. ‘You can’t be sure but once you’ve missed your bleeding it’s like as not that you’ve caught.’

The pumice stone lay on the step beside her. Meg felt as if she were no longer there. A silent barrier had built up between her and the outside world. With sinking heart she heard the old lady say: ‘God preserve us from that shame. If ever you did that your father ’ud kill you and that would be the end of us all.’


Chapter Four



Meg and her grandmother went back into the cottage. Meg knew that her future had been decided for her by Patience’s fate. Grandmother’s pronouncement still hung in the air like a sign. Meg had to join the man she loved: to stay might bring on her family the very shame that Grandma claimed her father would kill her for. Go she must.

Meg was not even sure if she was with child. Her monthly cycle was not something she had ever paid much attention to, but now she thought about it she seemed to remember that it was before the fight that she had last bled and therefore she was late by at least a week. There was no time to wait and find out. If Brendan was leaving on the morrow, then so must she.

Somehow she sat through tea. Her thoughts cut her off from the other two, who ate in their own separate silences. Meg looked from one to the other, balancing her duty to them and her feelings for them, against her feelings for Brendan and the likelihood of disgrace if she stayed.

The continued silence was alive with sound. The sawing of the knife across the round loaf, the rhythmic spreading of marge and jam, the trickle of tea into the cups and the sharp knock as the pot was set back on the china stand were as familiar as a well-loved tune. Her father’s chewing, her grandmother’s little cough – she would never hear that particular melody again. But she had already made up her mind. It was better to leave than to face a fate like that of Patience Thorn.

For the moment Meg dared not even begin to imagine what it would be like to share her life with the man she loved. Just to think about it was to court disaster, as if her very thoughts might alert her chance of happiness and cause it to gallop away like a nervous horse.

As soon as tea was over, Meg made an excuse to go up to her room. Looking round the tiny whitewashed box where she slept, she felt her heart grow heavier at the thought that after that night she might never enter this sanctuary again. Every indentation on the rough stone walls was a familiar friend – the shape of a deer by the washstand where a crack had appeared, the impression of a lady above the window alcove which you could see only if you screwed up your eyes and looked in a certain way. She sighed and opened the battered portamnteau that old Lord Hinchington had once thrown out for the gardener to store tools in and Meg had taken home.

She packed the few things she could not do without: her Sunday dress, the spare petticoat and the thick stockings that Grandmother had made her last Christmas. She left her copy of the Bible on the windowsill. No amount of reading the Bible would put right what she was about to do.

At the last moment she allowed herself to take the brooch that had belonged to her mother. She gazed wistfully at it, a small gold bow with a single pearl at the centre of the knot. Had her father given it to her mother as a love token? It was not much of a legacy but it was all she had.

She would have to leave a note, some explanation to ease their worry, but whatever she wrote could only cause pain. She wondered again which was worse – to confess to running away for love or to admit to being a fallen woman and, like Patience Thorn, in disgrace.

Meg thought she heard a movement on the stair and hastily stuffed the case of clothing under the bedstead.

‘Meg, are you there?’

‘Coming, Grandma.’

Next morning Meg made her regular visit to Hinchington Manor to help in the house. It seemed important to do everything exactly as usual, change into the house shoes kept in the back porch, put on the large, rough hessian pinny and tie her hair beneath a white cap, then sweep and wash the entrance-hall floor and clean the glass panels with their blue and red diamond panes of glass before moving into the house itself to brush and polish, wash and dry.

As the stately grandfather chimed eleven o’clock she went through the familiar routine of fetching the beaker of cocoa that the cook dished out to her at the kitchen door. The kitchen was Cook’s domain. Other girls cleaned and scrubbed there; Meg was not encouraged over the threshold.

As was her habit, she took the cocoa into the morning room where she had still to polish the brass fender and the matching companion set. First, though, she sat at the dining table and surreptitiously glanced through Sir Giles’s weekly magazines. This was her adventure, her stolen glimpse into the wider world of England and the colonies that at other times would fill each moment of her working hours with fanciful dreams.

She was pleased to find that her favourite magazine was there, the London Illustrated. As she opened it, she wondered if this would be the last copy that she would ever see. The thought brought its own bitter-sweet anticipation.

Quickly she lost herself in finding out more about the gentlefolk and their activities: a soirée here, a ball at this great house, a betrothal between two persons of breeding. It was a different world.

With a sigh Meg turned the page and considered an engraving of a large house. It was not like any place that she had seen in real life. She began to read.

The article said that the square central tower of the house was reminiscent of those in Tuscany. The phrase stuck in her mind. She did not know what reminiscent meant and had no idea where Tuscany was but it did not matter. The building, with its jutting wings and terraces, faced down to the sea and was the most beautiful place imaginable. It was known as Osborne and was on the Isle of Wight. It was the country home of the Queen.

Meg read that the monarch’s late, lamented husband, Prince Albert, had designed Osborne himself and it was here that Queen Victoria had become increasingly a hermit, hiding away with her shrinking family to the irritation of her ministers.

She closed the paper and thought about a fairy-tale palace on a magical island and a Queen pining away for love. It must be an enchanted place. Her reverie was interrupted by the sound of footsteps in the passage outside and quickly she got to her feet, grabbing the beeswax polish and her buffing pad. She applied herself energetically to the dining table and the footsteps faded into the distance.

As Meg worked, her mind turned from the imagined life of the royal family to the all too real shame of getting into trouble with a man.


My dear Father and Grandmother,

Forgive me but I fear I must leave you. Please do not worry for my safety for I will be in good company. As soon as I am settled I will write to you. I hope to be able to send you regular money to help you along. Do not try to find me.

Please forgive me but there is nothing else that I can do.

Your loving,

    Meg




She wrote the note as soon as she got home. While Grandma was down in the orchard paying her respects to the bees, Meg collected her bundle and crept out of the cottage. She allowed herself to glance back once through the open door into the small kitchen. Her letter stared accusingly at her from in front of the jug on the rickety wooden table.

Before her resolve could desert her she drew herself up and turned away, taking long strides which soon turned into running steps. The thought that she might be spotted caused her to run ever faster, as if pursued, and it was not until she reached the shelter of the copse that she allowed herself to slow down. Determinedly she picked her way along the winding path, glancing back nervously now and then. Finally she came out on the other side of the woodland and hurried on down towards her trysting place.

Meg put the portmanteau down just inside the doorway of the ruin and leaned back against the ancient doorjamb. Her mind was in a turmoil but she would not allow herself to consider any of the dilemmas that jostled for attention. After some minutes, though, one thought began to persist. Supposing she was too late. Supposing Brendan had already come and, not finding her there, had gone away, alone and disillusioned. She hastened back outside to scan the landscape. It was deserted.

She had not for one moment considered that she would go anywhere unless it was with him. Now the gravity of her situation hit her. If he had already gone, then she was truly alone. She could not even begin to contemplate what to do without him. For a moment she turned, wanting to run back home and retrieve the letter, smuggle her clothes back into the safety of her room as if nothing had happened. But already she knew that it would be too late. By now Grandmother would have found the note. Meg was rapidly sinking in the whirlpool of her own worry.

Again she scanned the horizon. At first she could see no one but suddenly there he was, emerging from the copse further down the hill. He carried a sack across his shoulder and was leading a sturdy black pony. The sight of him – his tall, slender body with its easy gait, his tangle of black hair – made her heart leap. She started to run. There was nowhere else she wanted to be, except with him.

At that moment he noticed her and half raised the hand that held the pony’s rope. Meg stopped a few yards away embarrassed by the intensity of her joy and relief.

Brendan’s face lit up, too. ‘There is a God, after all,’ he said by way of greeting. ‘I prayed for you to come. It was my first prayer since I was a skinny lad back in Cork.’

Meg laughed with relief and pleasure, refusing at the moment to think of the pain that she had left behind for others.

‘So you couldn’t bear to live without me,’ he teased, flinging his bag aside and hugging her to him.

She shook her head, still smiling, secretly wondering what he would say if he knew the real reason that had decided her to come. How could she make him understand the difference between wanting to be there because she loved him and actually coming because her condition made it necessary? It was too complicated to put into words. Besides, she had no idea of how he would view a child.

Arm in arm they walked back up the hill to collect her bag from the ruin. As they went, he bent his head to kiss her hair and she snuggled against him. ‘Where did you get the pony?’ she asked.

Brendan grinned, clearly in too good a humour to let her questioning trouble him. ‘I bought him fair and square from a trader. He’s sound and strong. He’ll carry you and the bags – and we have a long way to go.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘To the south coast, near Southampton. They’re extending the tracks around there.’ He gave a sigh. ‘I miss the sea. I can’t wait to see it again.’

‘Describe it to me.’

There was a silence before he said: ‘It’s – wet!’ With a laugh he kissed her again. ‘Come, my darling. I’ll show you the sea and a million other things you’ve never seen before.’ He swept her into the air and placed her across the broad back of the black pony. ‘Allow me to introduce you. This is my friend Eros. He’s the god of love disguised as a horse. He’s going to carry you to Paradise and we’ll live there together, for ever and ever – just you and me.’


Chapter Five



Meg and Brendan avoided the villages and by nightfall were camped some twenty miles from their starting place. It had been a long haul over rough ground but although Meg was stiff and tired the prospect of a night with her lover cast out all the discomforts.

Brendan chose their resting spot carefully. It was a natural hollow with overhanging branches and a windbreak formed by an ancient thorn hedge. Within minutes he had a shallow indentation in the ground cleared of debris and was piling up dried grass and sticks in a pyramid to start a fire. Meanwhile Meg wandered down to the nearby stream and collected water in a tin can for boiling to make tea. She still half believed that she was dreaming and would soon wake up back at the cottage.

By the time she returned with the heavy can, Brendan was plucking the rich grey feathers from a pigeon.

‘Where did you get that?’

He glanced up at her and grinned. ‘Never seen one of these?’ He pulled a sling from his belt and mimed the action of firing at the nearby branches. ‘It’s fresh pigeon for you tonight, my love.’

She felt a moment of compassion for the bird, so recently dispatched from this life, and hoped it had not left a mate to mourn. She shivered.

The bird was soon spiked and turning over the gently flickering flames of their campfire. Gobs of fat dripped onto the hot ashes, causing little hissing explosions. Meg sat mesmerised, almost holding her breath to capture the magic of this evening.

‘There you are.’ Finally the bird was cooked and they picked the carcass apart, nibbling and gnawing at the hot, tender fleh.

‘It’s delicious! The best I’ve ever tasted.’

Brendan threw the bones onto the fire, wiped his hand across his mouth and rubbed his strong fingers clean on the cool grass.

‘I’ll give you something better …’ He knelt up and started to kiss her, pushing her gently back into the soft mantle of moss and leaf mould beneath the gnarled oaks. His mouth was sweet and she felt as if some other being had taken control of her, a being without reason, with only the power to feel and accept pleasure.

Brendan’s strong hands moved over her body, resting here, caressing there, easing her skirts up, slipping her bodice down until he could bury his face between her breasts. He murmured: ‘Tonight we have all the time we could want.’ She held her breast to him as if he were her child and when he had taken his pleasure he lay over her, entering her at first gently, then with strong thrusts until she cried out aloud with the excitement of it. Finally he cried too, letting go in gasping jets of anguished release. They kissed over and again until even as their lips still touched they were lost in sleep.

Well into the night the rising insistence of his groin stirred her awake. Still warm from sleep she twisted herself to allow him easy access. The union of their bodies brought a peace she would never have thought possible. ‘I love you,’ she whispered as he once again unleashed the precious secret fluid into her, but he was already asleep. She snuggled her head against his shoulder and drifted away, knowing that never in the history of mankind had two people loved each other as she and Brendan did.

In total they covered about two hundred miles and it took them exactly two weeks. Each night they slept in the open and the weather was kind to them, keeping them dry and sheltered. There was never more than the merest breeze to touch their tired, love-sated bodies.

They ate well. Brendan had little difficulty in catching birds and an occasional fish, although they stayed nowhere long enough to seek out rabbit runs. He would also disappear into the countryside and return with other prizes, young nettles and scallions. It was the perfect voyage of discovery.

During this time Meg did not bleed and as the days passed she became increasingly aware of feeling unwell. At first she put it down to the rigors of the journey and the constant change of diet, but her breasts began to feel tender and it was only in the mornings, when she first rose from whatever couch had sheltered them, that she felt the nausea. I’m pregnant, she thought. I’m going to have a child. His child. The prospect thrilled and terrified her. She did not tell him.

The arrival at the excavation took her by surprise. After the isolation of their journey it was a shock to be suddenly surrounded by people. Dimly Meg remembered the times when as a child she, with her father and grandmother, had reached some new encampment and sought out the most promising resting place with new neighbours to sum up. Now she felt very much an outsider. She was no longer truly a traveller, no longer truly Irish, no longer a virgin, not yet a wife, soon to be a mother. She pushed the thoughts aside and followed Brendan into the encampment.

He spoke briefly to a couple of men, asking for directions, then sought out the site boss. Meg stood too far away to hear what was being said but noted with pleasure how Brendan stood straight and tall. He would never bow to any superior authority. He is a proud man, she thought, and was suddenly in her turn ridiculously proud of him. With a smile she watched as he came back to where she stood holding the pony by the rope, their belongings piled around her ankles.

‘Tis all settled. We can choose a hut over there.’

She followed his gaze to a small jumble of temporary wooden buildings which appeared to jostle each other for space. It was not an inviting sight but she despised herself for expecting it to be any different. This wasn’t Sutton le Grange, and they were lucky to have something already erected. In times past with Father they had had to build their own shelter.

Putting a brave face on her disappointment, she hoisted her portmanteau up and allowed Brendan to take the horse. He escorted her to the line of tenements and after a cursory glance nodded to one of them. ‘We’ll take that one.’
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