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			Born in Australia, Amanda Geard has lived all over the world, from a houseboat in London to a Norwegian Island, before settling in County Kerry in Ireland. Her writing has appeared in The Irish Times, The Journal, writing.ie, Nordic Reach and Vertical Magazine. Her short story Not Yet Recycled won the New Irish Writing Award in October 2019. 

			 

			The Midnight House is Amanda’s debut novel.

		

	
		
			

			Praise for The Midnight House:

			 

			‘Amanda Geard is a warm and lively new voice and has a wonderful storytelling talent. I loved The Midnight House’

			Rachel Hore

			 

			‘An intriguing story with wonderful characters in a beautiful setting. I loved it’ 

			Rachael English

			 

			‘A wonderful debut. I loved it! Three timelines deftly handled, layers of mysteries unfolding cleverly and beautiful writing. Most excellent!’ 

			Tracy Rees 

			 

			‘I was pulled in from page one. It’s beautiful and I love it’ 

			Liz Fenwick

			 

			 ‘With its gorgeous setting, wonderful characters and secrets that kept me glued to the pages, it’s a beauty!’ 

			Jenny Ashcroft

			 

			‘Intriguing, moving and I loved the way the stories moved back and forth in time. A lovely book’

			Sinéad Moriarty 

			 

			‘Compelling and brimming with lush historical detail, The Midnight House weaves a wonderful tale of family secrets and female friendship, told over eight decades. Amanda Geard is an exciting new voice in fiction’

			Hazel Gaynor

			 

			‘I really, really loved it. It was so refreshing but also written in that old-school, descriptively beautiful way I adore. Totally atmospheric and wonderfully escapist’

			Lorna Cook

			 

			‘A gorgeous book. I loved it’

			Emma Curtis
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			My Dearest T, Whatever you hear, do not believe it for a moment . . .

			 

			1940

			In south-west Ireland, the young and beautiful Lady Charlotte Rathmore is pronounced dead after she disappears by the inky lake of Blackwater Hall. In London, on the brink of the Blitz, Nancy Rathmore is grieving Charlotte’s death when a letter arrives containing a shocking secret that Nancy is sworn to keep – one that will change her life for ever.

			 

			1958

			Growing up at the mysterious Blackwater Hall, Nancy’s daughter Hattie finds that nothing above or below stairs is quite as it seems and what she discovers she can never forget.

			 

			2019

			Journalist Ellie Fitzgerald leaves Dublin and flees to Kerry to escape a scandal. But when she uncovers a faded letter, tucked inside the pages of an old book, she finds herself drawn in by a long-buried mystery. And she realises the letter might hold the key to more than just Lady Charlotte’s disappearance.

		

	
		
			

			To Mum, with love

		

	
		
			

			The truth, however ugly in itself, is always curious and beautiful to the seeker after it.

			Agatha Christie, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd

			 

			 

			 

			Have the hindsight to know

			Where you did go,

			And the foresight to look where you’re going.

			Have the insight to see

			Where you will be,

			And if you’re too far along, stop rowing.

			Tabby Ryan, ‘The Hundred-Year-Old Poet’
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			Prologue

			The house, it’s said, was once a great ringfort, piled purple stones placed with such precision that its smooth wall – a perfect circle – rose from the earth without a sliver of mortar to hold it together. It saw the arrival of the Bronze Age. The passing of the Iron Age. The coming of Christianity to this emerald isle on the edge of the tumbling Atlantic Ocean.

			Its stones – they say – were moved, one by one, by rough tenant hands, into a new shape, a rectangle, all evidence of curving geometry lost. More stones were added, taken from the base of the mountain that towers behind. And cool blue slate – at dawn it turns to warm magenta – was brought from Valentia Island, where it was cleft in neat regular slivers, its smooth scales forming a weatherproof skin, the veins lined with lead.

			To delay decay, local timber was shunned. Even beams made from the slow-grown oaks of Ireland’s woodlands could not compete with rich resinous pitch pine shipped across the ocean. The walls – held together with mortar, unlike the fort from which they are said to have been pulled – were given a sheath: alkaline powder mixed with the inky waters of the lough.

			Even back then, ivy crept from the wooded surrounds, reaching eagerly towards the new walls with curious fingers. The gardeners would cut it back, year after year, but still it came.

			Once the house was watertight, work on the inside began: green Connemara marble fashioned into fireplaces, quarry tiles imported from a thousand miles east, hand-painted silks unfurled from the Orient. Countless sash windows peered from the elevation like sentinels. They were eyes on the world, and when they blinked, they let in fresh Kerry air rolling damp from the ocean below.

			Over the years, the house was added to, extended piece by piece: a wing here, a boiler room there, a hall for the servants at the back. Each postscript tied in by new layers of that blue-then-magenta slate. There were times when the chimneys puffed white peaty smoke. There were times when they didn’t. Generations came and went. Malevolent landlords. Benevolent landlords. Absent landlords. And their children too.

			Ireland fought for freedom; the old order tumbled.

			And Blackwater Hall survived. But it could yet disappear.

			Because ringforts disappear.

			Houses disappear.

			People disappear.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Ballinn, County Kerry

			September 2019

			It was the contents of her mum’s bookshelf that finally drove Ellie out of hiding; Moira Fitzgerald’s taste in literature was chalk and cheese to her daughter’s. Heaving bosoms versus timeless classics. And two weeks of plot lines where the guy gets the girl and everything turns out hunky-dory was just too much.

			In a desperate bid to fill her days, Ellie had devoured a dozen old editions of The Kerryman scattered here and there about the house, read the crumpled ageing news of local sporting victories and items lost and found. When she’d asked Moira to pick up the Guardian from the village shop, her mum had loyally obliged, bringing the paper back each day between two fingers as though it might be contagious. Ellie knew she would have made some excuse to Deidre O’Brien, the proprietor – and purveyor of gossip – about why she was ordering it (sure, Ellie’s career is flying in Dublin – a freelance article in the Guardian!).

			A little white lie.

			Now, browsing the shelves in Ballinn’s only charity shop, Ellie admitted to herself it had been a mistake to come out of exile, to wind her way down from the safety of her mum’s farm to the village, where prying eyes and flapping ears were sure to be lying in wait. Her large sunglasses, meant as a disguise, had attracted more attention than they’d diverted, and her mum’s green Nissan Micra, which made a wince-inducing crunch in second gear, drew a friendly wave from every local on Main Street, their hands poised in mid-air as they realised it wasn’t Moira Fitzgerald behind the wheel but someone altogether different.

			But still, she’d snuck into Threadbare undetected, and with any luck she could leave a few coins on the counter, tuck some books under her arm and slip out unseen.

			‘Eleanor?’

			Oh dear.

			‘Is that you?’

			Ellie looked and saw . . . nothing. No one. The shop was as dead as she felt inside. She added going stir crazy to the long list of things that were wrong with her.

			The disembodied voice called again. ‘Ellie?’

			She squinted into the gloom. ‘Hello?’

			A head appeared. It floated above a shelf of women’s clothing then emerged atop a large body covered shoulders to toes in an amorphous collection of fabrics, a hundred jagged colours stitched together as though they’d been thrown in a blender and pulsed.

			‘Bernie?’ Ellie’s shoulders dropped with relief. Bernie was her mum’s best friend and relatively discreet confidante; a rare commodity in Ballinn. ‘Bernie, I . . . if I’d known you were working here, I’d not have crept in . . .’

			‘In disguise?’

			Ellie removed her huge sunglasses. It had been a ridiculous notion: hiding in plain sight in a rural Irish village.

			Bernie stepped forward, a grin on her wide face, and pulled Ellie into a technicolour bear hug. ‘You poor, poor cratúir. Your mammy said you’d be at the homeplace for a bit.’

			‘It’s great to see you,’ Ellie said truthfully. ‘It’s good to be back.’ Another little white lie.

			She did love Ballinn – it was charming in its way, sandwiched neatly between the heather-flecked foothills of the MacGillycuddy Reeks and the wild Atlantic. It had a church, two pubs, a café whose ownership changed with the seasons, a well-worn charity shop selling well-worn things and a garda station open every second Tuesday. And, of course, a corner shop where gossip was dished out gratis to the few dozen locals – and few hundred holiday-home owners – with every carton of milk. In winter, the village smelled of peat, its earthy smoke mingling with the fog that rolled off Kenmare Bay. In summer, it could be glorious or sodden; some days it cowered under incessant rain thrown from the Gulf Stream, other times it was bathed in sunshine, the square packed with gaggles of delighted tourists buying Irish-wool sweaters and overpriced ice cream. It was beautiful. Quaint. Grand. But it was still coming back. Still the homeplace. Not home, as such. But a safe house. Comfort, familiar surrounds and her mum’s butter-laden cooking.

			‘There’s a bit of Dublin in you now,’ said Bernie, holding her at arm’s length. ‘They’ve been starving you up there?’

			‘I haven’t been looking after myself.’

			‘No. Course you haven’t.’

			Ellie wasn’t sure how much Berne knew, but no doubt Moira had given her an overview, titbits of Ellie’s broken life. Or, at least, the titbits her mum knew about. She sighed and stepped back, looked past Bernie to the sheets of rain washing the window pane. But by avoiding Bernie’s gaze, she caught her own, there in the glass, staring back. Her usually neat fringe messy. Her hair an Ozzy Osbourne wig. She wore a black leather jacket and pale jeans: her uniform. And a smear of red lipstick: her armour.

			‘. . . and my Sean always said you were top of the class.’

			She turned back to Bernie. ‘Sorry?’

			‘He considered you his best pupil.’

			‘Out of twelve students?’

			‘Wilful but bright.’ Bernie nodded. ‘Or . . . not so much bright as curious.’

			‘Didn’t curiosity kill the cat?’

			Bernie touched her lightly on the shoulder. ‘You’re not dead yet, pet. Far from it.’

			But Ellie felt dead. Inside. Outside. She ached with the desire to turn back the clock. Her old job. Her old love. Her old life.

			The older woman reached forward and squeezed her hand in a way that said feck ’em, and it took her by surprise. Ellie dropped her eyes, felt a familiar prickle behind them. Pushed it away as she took back her hand. She despised this new weakness inside her, and yet it was there.

			Bernie frowned, then turned on her heel. ‘As vice chief volunteer at Threadbare, Ellie, I’m offering you VIP shopping.’ She went to the door, flicked the lock, then waved an arm around the room as though somewhere among the jumble lay the answer to all Ellie’s problems.

			Despite herself, Ellie smiled. ‘Vice chief? I thought you’d be the boss.’

			‘The chief’d never give up the top spot. Anyway, I can’t think of anything worse.’ Bernie leaned forward conspiratorially. ‘Last week we started block colouring. In a charity shop!’

			It was true, a feeble effort had been made. Reds on one rack graduating to pink then off-white. Blues gathered in the back corner. And yellows piled high by the doorway as though attempting an escape.

			Bernie took a scarlet shirt and moved it across to the greys with a nod of satisfaction. ‘Now, El, I know you don’t need any fancy clothes. Tell me . . . what are you looking for?’

			My old life, Ellie wanted to say, but instead she ran her hand along the line of tattered spines. ‘Reading material. Anything to pass the time.’

			Bernie took her intimation – that she had nothing else to do – in her stride and removed a paperback from the shelf, held it up.

			‘Well, not anything . . .’ said Ellie.

			Bernie sifted, pushing books along the shelf. ‘No. No. No. Penny dreadful. Too violent. Horrible cover. Ah . . .’ she held up Frank McCourt’s Irish classic, ‘there’s always a few copies of Angela’s Ashes about.’

			Ellie had enough misery in her life and Frank McCourt was the last thing she needed. She shook her head and ran her hand along the books. It was an odd assortment of fiction and non-fiction flung together – a seventies cookbook sandwiched between Hen Keeping for Beginners and a chunky Ken Follett.

			Bernie held up a sausagey finger – ‘Hold on a minute’ – and disappeared through a door at the back of the shop. The sound of dragging boxes spilled from the room and Ellie turned her gaze to her own ring finger, ran her hand over its smooth surface, felt for something that was no longer there.

			‘Any of these take your fancy?’ Bernie returned carrying a large cardboard box. ‘No one buys them, so we keep them out back.’ She held it out: Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, a Conan Doyle, several Austens.

			‘You keep these out back?’

			‘Sure.’ Bernie scratched at an invisible stain on her dress.

			‘Really?’

			‘I know what you’re implying, but it’s strictly against Threadbare policy to save items for friends and family. The chief would eat the face off of me. She’s always hated me, you know . . .’

			‘Bernie!’

			‘Look, someone dropped them off from Blackwater Hall . . . the old place on the plateau,’ she added, as though it was something Ellie should know. ‘I haven’t had time to sort them. So when I heard you were coming, I just . . . put them aside.’

			A lump formed in Ellie’s throat. ‘Thank you.’ There was nothing like returning to Kerry to soften the hard edges of the city.

			Bernie grinned and put the box in Ellie’s arms, pushing away the money that came in the other direction. Then she took a paperback from the shelf, held it up. On its cover, a woman stared with longing into the dark eyes of a man who had evidently misplaced his shirt. She laid it on top of Jane Austen and winked.

			‘There,’ she said, ‘that one’s for your mammy.’
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			Outside, the rain fell in fat drops and Ellie ran the last few steps to the car. She fiddled with her keys and dropped them once, twice, before wrenching open the passenger-side door and flinging the box into the car’s dry interior. By the time she slid herself into the driver’s seat, her fringe dripped with rain.

			The gloom of the afternoon looked like dusk, but sunset was hours away. That was Ballinn in September; it could be summer or winter or anything in between. Next to her sat the box of books, its top flap half open as if inviting a quick peep. Reaching past the damp cardboard, she retrieved Moira’s bodice-ripper. Look away, she wanted to say to the woman on the cover, save yourself. She put it aside, leaned over the remaining titles. At the very bottom was a mottled slipcase with a book lodged inside, spine first. She picked it up and slid it out.

			The ABC Murders by Agatha Christie.

			Its cloth-bound spine creaked in protest as she eased it open. As she did with all old books, she brought it to her nose, sniffed. Any scent of its owner was long gone, its pages infused with damp and time.

			The book was still attached to her nose when her phone rang, bringing her back to the car, back to the village. Back to now. It had been so long since she’d answered a call that she tensed in fear. But when she looked at the screen, her shoulders dropped. Mum landline.

			‘I’m on my way,’ she said. ‘Fifteen minutes max.’

			‘There’s no need of rushing, Ellie,’ came Moira’s reply, ‘but dinner’ll be ready at five.’

			Ellie smiled to herself. Dinner was always at five. ‘I’m just leaving the village.’ She wedged the phone under her ear and placed the open book in her lap. The text was neat and slightly raised; gentle Braille beneath her fingers. ‘I bumped into Bernie. She knew I was back . . .’

			‘I can’t be keeping a thing like that from Bernie! You know what she’s like. Knows what you’re going to say before you even think it.’

			‘A mind reader, is she?’ 

			Moira blustered, and Ellie experienced equal measures of guilt and pleasure. ‘Had some books for me, as it turns out.’

			‘Oh?’ Moira’s voice rose a notch.

			Ellie paused. ‘You knew about the books?’

			The line became muffled. ‘Oh . . . I have to go . . . The spuds, they’re . . . boiling over. The divils.’

			‘Right.’

			‘See you soon, love.’ Love? Oh yes, thought Ellie, wincing as a tractor raced past on the empty street, Moira knew about the books. Another of her ploys to get Ellie out and about. Back into the fray. Because Moira was of the generation who worked through grief and sadness and the horrors of life with action, and Ellie was from the generation who tackled it with Netflix. But as the farm didn’t have broadband – or mobile reception, for that matter – Ellie’s only escape had been books. And now she had the box. She patted it fondly as she snapped The ABC Murders shut, returning it to the top of the pile.

			‘See you soon,’ she said.

			She hung up and appraised the phone. It had come to life that very afternoon as she’d wound her way down the hill into Ballinn, pinging and chiming so that she’d arrived at Threadbare with a full email inbox and countless messages waiting to be read. Another time, she thought. She put the phone deep in her pocket, then turned the Micra’s key, and the car spluttered reluctantly to life, the windscreen wipers clearing a path before her.

			Reminding herself to skip second gear, she pulled out on to Ballinn’s main street and away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Blackwater Hall, County Kerry

			July 1939

			It was early evening when the car finally turned up the wooded avenue and drove the last slow mile to Blackwater Hall. July was running to its close and the chauffeur said that the locals were already predicting an Indian summer. But the oppressive heat wasn’t the only reason for Nancy’s slick palms.

			Teddy reached across the back seat and took her hand. ‘You’re intolerably hot,’ he said. ‘Are you all right?’ It wasn’t the first time he’d asked the question since they’d left the station.

			‘It’s sweltering.’

			‘A southern English lass shouldn’t have trouble in heat like this.’

			She loosened the collar of her dress. ‘It’s just so . . . muggy.’

			‘This is dry, trust me!’ He laughed, an easy sound that she knew belied his nerves.

			She smiled and took back her hand, using it to twirl the ring on her finger, to count the five tiny diamonds on its now-familiar contour. This was their first visit to the estate since the wedding. And she hoped it might be their last.

			‘It’ll be fine,’ he said in the voice he reserved for times when it certainly didn’t feel that way. He looked beyond her and she followed his gaze, a tightness growing in her chest.

			Across the dark, slick surface of Lough Atoon, Blackwater Hall hove into view. It was less grand than she remembered, but handsome enough – not quite a pile; more sprawling than imposing. Thick ivy covered the walls, and its blue slate roof was scattered with a dozen chimney pots. Three rows of white sash windows – some of them open against the warm evening – peppered the front elevation. French doors led directly on to a sloping lawn that ran a hundred yards to the reedy edge of the lough.

			And now out of those French doors came a slender figure in white.

			‘Ah, Mother’s here,’ Teddy said. ‘I’m so pleased.’

			‘Me too.’ Nancy smoothed the Gibson bun she’d risen especially early to attempt. She had packed numerous hats under which to hide her unruly hair; Teddy’s mother was fastidious about neatness. In her compact mirror, she checked her make-up. Despite the heat, her foundation remained matte, her dark brows and lashes still neatly set with a touch of mascara. An English rose in the Irish countryside. ‘I bet she’s spent all day . . .’

			‘Cleaning?’

			‘Or cooking?’ she said, and Teddy laughed. ‘A cake. To welcome me warmly into the family.’ Two comrades, thought Nancy, making light of the approaching domestic war.

			‘The weeks will fly.’ But even he sounded unsure. Now that they were married, there was his inheritance to consider, documents to sign. In person. They’d put it off for long enough.

			Nancy turned to the lough, partly to hide her apprehension, partly to take in the view of Cottah Mountain. It towered over Blackwater Hall, an eight-hundred-foot fell of rock and wild vegetation, dazzling with the rich purple of flowering heather. In winter, the south-facing slope heated up during the day, and the family maintained that when the evening breeze rolled over the summit, the mountain’s warm breath kept the frost at bay.

			But as they pulled up to the house, Lady Rathmore’s expression was icy in the heat. She stood watching. Waiting.

			Teddy turned Nancy’s face gently towards him. ‘You’re beautiful, I love you.’ He brushed her cheek. ‘Those eyes, Nancy. You’ve incredible eyes. So rich, so blue.’

			Unlike my blood, she thought, but she simply said: ‘I love you too.’

			[image: ]

			They walked through the French doors into a bright room; duck-egg-blue walls and a pale carpet so immaculate it might have been laid the night before. Nancy kept to the centre of an oriental runner that led through the space and spread left and right towards two dark timber doors. On the far wall an enormous sideboard groaned with polished silverware. Half of a twelve-seater table was set for dinner, and at the other end of the room, two oxblood wingbacks huddled around a green marble fireplace, peat and kindling piled but unlit in the warm afternoon.

			The smell of roasting meat hung in the air. ‘I thought we’d eat informally tonight,’ said Lady Rathmore. She talked at Nancy but not to her. ‘That will, I’m sure, make you more comfortable.’

			Nancy bit her tongue and smiled. ‘How thoughtful.’ She spoke with ease but clasped her hands behind her back, fingernails pressed painfully into her palms. It was, she hoped, the only outward sign of her irritation.

			Lady Rathmore nodded. ‘Very well.’ She was an elegant woman with a soft East Coast American accent. Tall, pale, and wearing a floor-length white dress so pristine and impractical that only a lady could get away with it. ‘I had thought six thirty, but as you were late, shall we say seven?’ Not waiting for an answer, she followed the runner and disappeared through a door to the left, leaving Teddy and Nancy alone in the room.

			Somewhere in the house, a clock struck six, and Nancy leaned forward, whispered to Teddy: ‘So, no cake?’

			‘I’m so sorry.’

			But she laughed. Everything was different now. She was different. This time she had a ring on her finger; she felt safe, secure. Now she and Teddy were one and nothing could come between them.

			She slipped off her shoes and stepped onto the cream carpet. It was cool and luxurious between her toes. ‘At least I didn’t babble.’ She leaned down and stroked it. Wool. It must have cost a fortune. ‘Last time I waffled about Edward’s abdication . . . I went on and on. And then – after, mind you – you tell me your mother is friends with Wallis Simpson’s cousin . . .’

			That, though, was three years ago. She’d been a twenty-two-year-old overawed by the grandeur, the pomp. And taken in by the beauty of Kerry – the only true thing, she thought, about Blackwater Hall. That, and Charlotte. She had been newly in love with Teddy and they shared everything. Their life in London was just taking shape, their independence slowly annealing into partnership.

			She picked up her shoes and crossed the carpet. ‘This time I’m determined to keep my opinions to myself.’ She paused at the window. Outside, the lough threw back a crisp reflection of the mountain, and inside, the walls were covered with Rathmore portraits, Rathmore blood. Four barons, their wives, and a handful of children.

			The family walked a strange line – a heritage split between Irish, English and American. Between Protestant and Catholic. Between past and present. And although Teddy was the second son – the spare – they’d had high hopes for him. Higher hopes. Nancy’s arrival on the scene had shaken up an already shaky relationship.

			She turned to Teddy, who had joined her at the window. ‘I’d hoped Charlotte might meet us when we arrived.’ He stepped behind her, a hand on her waist. Warmth ran through her body but, checking for observers, she peeled his fingers away.

			In her handbag, Nancy carried the last letter she’d written to Charlotte – she hadn’t posted it; they’d only have chased it across the Irish Sea. In their correspondence the women exchanged hopes, dreams; they sent them back and forth like trinkets, sharing the details of their lives.

			Not all the details, Nancy thought, and felt a pang of guilt at the secrets she kept. At the grief she wasn’t yet ready to put into words. Charlotte had always been candid, however; she was a prolific letter writer, to Nancy, to Teddy; she had a dozen pen pals scattered here and there. It was, Nancy knew, her way of escaping the confines of her life.

			‘She’ll be here,’ Teddy said. Now they stood side by side at the window, barely touching. ‘I wish my only sister idolised me as much as she does you.’

			‘I’m quite sure that’s not true . . .’ But she turned and gave him a wink, suggesting she knew it was absolutely the truth. His dimples gave him away; he was smiling as he looked to her.

			But as his eyes hovered over her shoulder, his expression fell away. Nancy paused, frowned. And from behind her, the silence was filled. ‘Ah.’ A loud voice. Confident. Self-important. ‘You’ve arrived.’

			She turned, her face set in a practised smile. The man who crossed the room ignored the runner, his shoes leaving momentary imprints on the carpet.

			‘Hugo,’ Teddy said, placing his hand gently on the small of Nancy’s back.

			‘Little brother.’

			It was fascinating for Nancy, seeing these two men together. When she’d last met Hugo, they’d looked remarkably similar, but the few intervening years had added pounds to the older man, etched fine lines around his eyes. She wondered where the crow’s feet had come from – she had never seen him laugh. It was as though a likeness of Teddy had been expanded upwards and a little outwards. Each feature accentuated, and occasionally, as with the nose, slightly too much. They were both fair, but while Hugo’s hair shone with Brylcreem, Teddy’s parted naturally at the side. It flopped to his temple and he was forever pushing it out of the way.

			After a beat too long, Hugo turned to Nancy. He didn’t move to take her hand. ‘Ah, your lovely wife.’ He glanced at her stockinged feet. ‘My dear, I do hope Mother has made you feel at home,’ he said in a way that suggested he didn’t hope anything of the sort.

			‘Yes, of course.’

			‘And the trip?’ This to Teddy.

			‘Long.’

			Hugo took his brother by the arm and led him towards the wingback chairs. ‘Not looking forward to it myself.’

			‘What do you mean?’ Teddy glanced back at Nancy. A shared look: here we go.

			‘I’m coming to London shortly. An opportunity has presented itself; imminent war tends to have that effect. We’ll discuss it . . . later.’ This last was said after a pause, with the slightest nod towards Nancy.

			She almost laughed. The patriarchy taking care of business while the little woman kept her place. Hugo would blanch to know that their relationship transcended such old-fashioned constraints. Nonetheless, Nancy didn’t expect Teddy to protest – Hugo was the sort of man, he’d always said, one must just endure.

			‘Let’s get settled from the journey before we talk shop.’

			Hugo clapped his back, his younger brother wincing at the force of it. ‘Absolutely, old man.’

			Nancy crossed the room and took Teddy’s hand. ‘Where’s Charlotte?’ she said. ‘I was hoping to see her before dinner.’

			‘Off on one of her mercy dashes, one presumes.’ Hugo took a cigarette from a holder. Tapped it irritably against the silver surface. ‘Silly girl.’

			Nancy’s smile slipped. She coaxed it back into place, but the look on Hugo’s face suggested he’d seen her lapse, noted her stumble. And, she suspected, had locked it away for later use. She gently let go of Teddy’s hand, put her own to her forehead with exaggerated calmness. ‘I need to lie down before supper.’ She nodded to the room, made for the door. Stepped through and paused on the other side.

			Hugo laughed. ‘A very difficult pupil to teach decorum, I dare say. But do try. For Mother’s sake.’

			Teddy took an audible breath. Pulled his temper into check. They’d discussed it before they’d arrived, she and Teddy: we must just get through this. No drama. No argument. Sign the docu­ments and get out. She felt no betrayal at his lack of retort. Instead, he said, ‘Mercy dashes?’

			‘Our little Charlotte has been visiting Ballinn. Teaching the savages to write or some such. Ghastly. But you know her, she has a soft heart. And a soft head . . .’

			A muffled protest from Teddy. Nancy gripped the door handle, straining to hear as Hugo lowered his voice. Then a sharp rejoinder from her husband: ‘You mustn’t speak of her like that.’

			‘Nonsense, Edward. It’s all quite tame.’ Hugo’s voice had moved across the room. A box opened, snapped shut. Then the click of a lighter. ‘Besides, this charity work puts her in rather a good light. She’ll make a fine match.’ Heavy footsteps crossed the room. ‘After all,’ Hugo paused, ‘isn’t that what we were brought up to do? To make a fine match?’

			Nancy stepped back from the door. She was strong. She could handle this. And after this visit, she would never return to Blackwater Hall.

			Never, ever again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Cahercillín Farm, County Kerry

			September 2019

			Ellie had always loved that boreen, the one winding up out of Ballinn and inland; it led past the patchwork of stone-edged fields that lay below her mum’s farm and climbed through the valley until it became just a desolate track crossing the scrubby heather commons. And there at the end was the Fitzgerald homeplace: a white bungalow perched on the edge of the mountain and surrounded by a wind-tattered laurel hedge that appeared to be holding on for dear life.

			As she turned up the driveway, the rain eased and a riot of colour lit the heather-capped mountain, its valleys and ravines flowing with white water. It’d be gone in a few hours, that water, rushing off down the hill and away to the brackish bay. Things to do, places to be. In the space of fifteen minutes, Ellie had driven from wintery Ballinn back into autumn at Cahercillín Farm. Ironic really, because coming home was like travelling back in time, in more ways than one.

			As she pushed open the front door, a wave of starchy humidity hit her, mingled with the smell of something over cooked – pork chops? – and the soupy scent of a long-boiled vegetable. She dropped the box of books to the floor before stripping off her jacket and hanging it on the laden coat stand.

			‘Hello?’ she called.

			A head, wild with curls, popped into the hallway then disappeared. ‘Just in time,’ came Moira’s muffled voice, a Limerick lilt licking at its edges. Even after forty-five years, Moira was still a blow-in. She’d arrived in the seventies when the only things that brought people to Kerry were blood or love. She had found the latter in Ellie’s father, a Kerryman through and through. The farm had been his. He was born there. Literally born there, in what was now the kitchen, weeks after his parents inherited the scattered hundred acres. Ellie’s grandparents named the farm for him: Cahercillín. Birthplace of Cillian.

			As a teenager, Ellie had found that embarrassing, such an intimate name for the farm, but nowadays she appreciated it: when she drove through those gates, her father’s name was always there to greet her, even though he was not.

			She picked up Moira’s gift and stepped into the kitchen. ‘From Bernie,’ she said, ‘for you.’

			Moira’s face crumpled in surprise, then cleared in delight. ‘For me? Well I never . . .’ She flicked through the book and turned it over, reciting the blurb with the same rapid execution she applied to her catechisms at church each week. Then she looked up. ‘The trip wasn’t too much? Was it good to be out?’

			Ellie narrowed her eyes and considered her next words carefully. Because if it had been too much, it would have been Moira’s fault, scheming as she clearly had been with Bernie. ‘It was fine. Fine,’ was all she said.

			A copy of the Guardian sat on the cluttered windowsill, and Ellie glanced at a headline about the latest UK cabinet reshuffle. Moira followed her gaze. ‘Picked that up from O’Brien’s today. Deidre knows you’re here . . . she outright asked, the divil. I had to tell her my arthritis was playing up just to change the subject.’

			‘You don’t have arthritis.’

			Yet another little white lie.

			Moira cleared her throat. ‘Did you . . . hear anything?’ She gestured to Ellie’s hand.

			There in her palm was her phone. So connected to it had she been for all these years that even without reception it stuck to her like glue. She put it aside. ‘I didn’t check.’

			‘Nothing from Dylan? Moira said his name as though it was contraband.

			‘No.’

			‘Ellie . . .’

			‘Mum.’

			Moira turned back to the potatoes, muttered something.

			‘What was that?’ Ellie suppressed a smile; she knew what this was about. Moira had been at it for years.

			‘I’m your mammy, not some Dublin mum.’

			Ellie poured a glass of water, wishing it were wine. ‘No one calls their mum Mammy any more.’

			‘They do,’ said Moira, lobbing a hefty slice of butter on the potatoes and holding up the blunt knife in an intimidating manner. ‘You did once!’

			Ellie filled a second glass, set it down. The tiny table was wedged under the window of the shoebox kitchen – room enough for two, an option for three if you knew each other well. It was already set: chipped bone china, a Pyrex butter dish, faded place mats of Irish tourist attractions.

			She let the silence settle. Then broke it. ‘Can I help at all?’ But looking at the stovetop, she saw that dinner was done. Well done.

			‘No, no. You just sit yourself down there . . .’ Moira was bustling around the kitchen, taking Ellie’s shoulders, steering her to a chair, ‘and have a hearty meal. That’s all you need.’ It wasn’t all Ellie needed, but she did as directed, and without delay, two charred and shrunken chops were deposited on her plate. They were swiftly followed by a large portion of floppy broccoli and a pile of floury potatoes. She added a pat of butter and watched it melt into the vegetables. Calories be damned. ‘This looks lovely, Mum,’ she said.

			Moira squeezed herself into the opposite seat, her left elbow wedged beneath the low window that looked across the valley.

			Ellie raised her glass, tried to raise her spirits. ‘Sláinte. Thank you.’

			‘Thank you, Mammy,’ Moira mumbled, holding her drink forward. ‘Sláinte, Ellie. God be with you.’

			‘And you,’ Ellie replied. She sipped the water; it was heavy with tannin from the farm’s peaty well. If God was really with me, she thought, would He not give me one small break and turn this water into wine?
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			After dinner, Moira and Ellie sat before the crackling fire nursing bowls of cream-drenched apple crumble and watching RTÉ news, something that, until a couple of weeks before, Ellie hadn’t done for years. She’d become so used to curating the information she consumed that the variety and structure of the six o’clock news came as something of a shock.

			In recent months her own bubble of news interest had shrunk to just that: a bubble. The housing bubble. Dublin’s housing bubble. It was growing every day, expanding to gobble up new areas, pushing people out of them as though they were a piece of fluff and it a broom. Everyone in Ireland, even the young, carried the scars of the Celtic Tiger. And now it was happening again: buyers priced out of the market, renters left to rot.

			In the first week she’d returned to Kerry, housing was all over the news. But of course it was; that was down to her. But now the six o’clock bulletin was back to its old self: politics, far-flung conflicts, a dog on a skateboard in Sligo. And who wouldn’t mind the odd feel-good story, because, well, life needed both darkness and light, didn’t it?

			When the news finished, Moira stood and turned off the television. ‘Cuppa tea?’ she said, bringing Ellie back.

			‘A strong one would be grand.’ Ellie said it firmly.

			‘A strong tea? At this hour?’

			‘Please.’

			Moira muttered a warning, ‘You won’t sleep,’ patting Ellie’s shoulder as she passed.

			The fire had died to embers, and Ellie got up to stoke it, added a piece of turf, its liquorice scent overpowering in the small room. She went to the door, opened it. And her eyes dropped to the hallway floor.

			The box.

			Something into which she could escape.

			She reached down and picked up the book from the top of the pile. The ABC Murders by Agatha Christie.

			Turning it over in her hands, she walked back into the sitting room. She hadn’t even taken her spot on the sofa when a paper tucked into the back of the book dropped out. It fluttered gently to the ground and nestled at her feet.

			As though finding its place.

			She frowned and picked it up. Unfolded the single crease and scanned the faded blue handwriting.

			A letter.

			She raised her eyebrows in surprise.

			An old letter.

			The date – 3rd August 1940 – was neatly hand printed in its top-left corner below a header half covered with a smudge of brown. Wynn’s something. She frowned at the familiar word, pushed aside the connotations. Ran her hand down the page. Then turned her back to the fire and began to read.
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			Moira returned with two mugs in one hand and Bernie’s gift in the other. She set the drinks down and sat in the armchair that matched the faded tartan sofa. The chair had been Ellie’s father’s, and she remembered him fitting into it perfectly. Sometimes she swore she could see the large indent made from years of evenings by the fire, dad jokes delivered to rolled eyes, proud pats on her back for school projects well done.

			But when Moira sat in it, she looked tiny.

			‘What’s that?’ she said, pointing to Ellie’s lap.

			Ellie handed her the letter and picked up her mug. ‘A clue straight from Agatha Christie,’ she said with a wink, sipping her pale tea, wondering if Moira had used a thimble to add the leaves to the pot.

			Her mum took the page, her eyebrows raised in delight, and the crow’s feet that worried her temples deepened as she read it. ‘How mysterious . . .’ She handed it back to her daughter.

			Ellie thumbed the indentation the pen had left on the paper eighty years before.

			 

			3rd August 1940

			My dearest T,

			Whatever you hear, do not believe it for a moment. Life twists and turns, as you well know, and my situation is this – I can no longer remain at Ink House. The place is as dark as midnight.

			I am quite sure this will come as less of a shock to you, of all people. You knew my feelings. On what I wanted for my future. You encouraged me to seek out my own destiny, and so I will.

			But I must ask for your help. I am coming on the next boat – I am so excited, but so apprehensive. What an adventure, really. I have it all planned. I’ve been rather clever and will tell you all about it when we are together. I won’t be a burden as I am well prepared!

			I don’t need to tell you to keep the existence of this letter secret from the family, but please, please, I beg of you, for the sake of more than you know – do. Keep it a secret and guard my intentions with your life.

			All will be revealed when I arrive.

			Yours,

			Charlotte

			 

			The words overflowed with youthful passion. Ellie tried to imagine the girl – for she must have been young. Yet not so young that she couldn’t travel to wherever she was going alone. And Ink House? The only clue on the letter, along with the smudged header with that familiar word, Wynn’s. The castle? Surely not. Ellie’s heart tugged at the possibility.

			Aware of Moira watching her, she cast the letter aside. She’d had quite enough of prying into other people’s business. She gave her mum a raised eyebrow – means nothing to me – and picked up The ABC Murders, but no sooner had she turned the first page than she looked up to see Moira disappearing through the sitting-room door.

			There was a creak, accompanied by a cascade of thumps and the inevitable huff that followed the opening of the hallway cupboard. It was always over stuffed, packed with memories of the past that Ellie could never bring herself to look at: docu­ments, books and trinkets once treasured. One whole shelf was crammed with locally penned histories and novels; it was obligatory to buy a copy from O’Brien’s each time a new one was released into the community.

			Moira returned bearing one such book.

			‘Oh, Mum.’ Ellie raised her hands in surrender.

			But Moira wasn’t listening. She ran her eyes down the index as she sat, then passed the open book to Ellie. ‘Ink House,’ she said, with no little triumph.

			On the page was a blurred and faded photo of a country house covered from base to roof with ivy, a dozen sash windows peeping through. Behind it, a craggy mountain towered. A large lawn led to the rough edge of a lough so black that it appeared to reject the surrounding daylight. The name of the house was written in the caption.

			‘Blackwater Hall?’

			What had Bernie said as she’d presented the box of books? Someone dropped them off from Blackwater Hall. I haven’t had time to sort them.

			She turned to the book’s title page. Manor Survivors: A Catalogue. Page after page of Ireland’s remaining old houses. It was a slim book – the 1920s had wiped out much of its subject matter – and most entries contained only a handful of lines, whole histories encapsulated in a few disparate words. Blackwater Hall’s record was no exception:

			 

			Blackwater Hall is one of the few remaining significant Georgian residences in southern Kerry. It was built on the shores of Lough Atoon by Lord William Rathmore, c.1820s, on the large Rathmore estate that spanned areas of Munster and Connaught. Mortgaged in 1845 to pay for grains and oatmeal and provide assisted emigration for tenants to America. The demesne and house remain. Extant.

			 

			Extant. Still surviving. Still in existence. Ellie took the word, turned it, applied it to herself.

			Moira was speaking. ‘. . . shadow of its former glory now, o’course. Tucked away on the plateau, well off the road, halfway to Kenmare. A wonder we don’t hear more about it, but then the state of the place . . .’

			As always, Moira’s gossip came in a torrent, and Ellie held up a hand. ‘How do you know all this?’

			‘The box of books,’ Moira said, shrugging. She sipped her tea and leaned back in her chair. ‘Bernie told me a fine set of books was dropped down from somewhere she called Ink House. Perfect for Ellie, she said . . .’ She stopped short. Mother and daughter eyed each other.

			Moira cleared her throat. In a tiptoe voice, she continued, ‘So we passed the time about Ink House. Real name: Blackwater Hall. And I assumed it would be there in one of Dad’s books.’ At the mention of Dad, Ellie, as always, dropped her eyes to her hands. Nodded. ‘Bernie said the owner’s struggling. And his son’s back for a bit. Sent away when his mother died, poor child.’

			‘Oh?’ Ellie opened the letter again. It was written with a stiff upper lip in a country that didn’t stiffen upper lips. Charlotte sounded decidedly un-Irish. A woman fleeing her lot, just like Ellie. But unlike Ellie, she wanted to leave and never come back. And she seemed to relish the uncertainty.

			Whereas Ellie – nowadays – despised it.

			Moira said, ‘I wonder who this Charlotte was.’

			Someone with fewer problems than me, Ellie thought, but she said, ‘A daughter? An unhappy wife? A ward of Blackwater Hall?’

			‘Perhaps,’ said Moira, opening her book and looking beyond the pages in that way that people do when their minds are elsewhere.

			Ellie put the letter on the coffee table and slid it as far away from her as she could. She knew what was coming, and she didn’t like it. Once, finding a letter, an old letter, one that said Keep it a secret and guard my intentions with your life, would have been nectar to her. But no longer. Her world was in tatters, and this girl, this Charlotte, was just a collection of words on a page, a shadow of the past. Not another investigation to take over Ellie’s life only to ruin it again.

			It’s all your fault, Ellie.

			Dylan had said that, as she’d returned the engagement ring. As she’d left the apartment. All her fault. Lives destroyed. Because she couldn’t leave other people’s business alone.

			‘Of course . . .’ Moira was looking at her again, her book now closed on the armrest beside her, ‘the letter really belongs to Blackwater Hall, doesn’t it?’

			‘Yes, I suppose it does.’

			‘Might be important to them. To Lord Rathmore.’

			‘Lord, is it?’

			‘So Bernie says.’

			So Bernie says. Ellie felt she might be having words with Bernie. ‘Yes, you’re right, Mum,’ she said, opening her book and staring at a page, one word blending into another. ‘You should take it back.’

			‘Me?’ Moira said. ‘No. This is your letter.’

			‘I don’t think so.’

			‘It’s only a half-hour spin.’ She’d already calculated, then.

			Ellie took the page from the table. She wasn’t totally without heart, and part of her was intrigued to see this Ink House, this Blackwater Hall. But only to return the letter. Nothing more. No enquiries, no questions, no trying to find answers to mysteries, to scandals, that she had no right to be investigating. No more other people’s business. ‘Fine, tomorrow morning. I’ll drop it there. But I don’t know where—’

			Before she could finish, Moira was up out of her chair, saying, ‘I’ll get directions from Bernie,’ and digging noisily through a drawer in the bureau at the back of the room. She tried half a dozen pens before finding one with ink, then she disappeared into the hallway and picked up the phone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Blackwater Hall, County Kerry

			July 1939

			Charlotte wasn’t at dinner, and Lady Rathmore’s fury filled the too-hot room. Her anger was not, thought Nancy, for the fact that her brother and sister-in-law were newly arrived and anxious to see Charlotte, but rather that her absence interfered with her ladyship’s already disrupted timetable. Cook had insisted the lamb could be kept warm, but Lord Rathmore clapped his hands and dinner was served.

			Over the consommé there was discussion about Charlotte’s new charitable enterprise, an evening school in Ballinn where local girls took lessons in literature one night a week. Despite his air of distaste, Lord Rathmore seemed resigned to allowing his daughter this freedom for the time being.

			‘Her community-minded spirit will be a distinct advantage for her marriage,’ he said to no one in particular, ‘for organising events and so forth.’

			Lady Rathmore refolded her immaculate napkin. ‘It’s hardly a fundraising do, Charles.’

			‘I daresay Charlotte will need to impress with the quality of her personality, my dear.’ This term of affection he used with cool emphasis. ‘The money she comes with will not be wholly sufficient and I’m afraid her blood is not as pure as it could be.’

			Lady Rathmore pushed aside her soup. She half turned to the footman. ‘Tell Cook I need to see her after dinner. And send for the chauffeur; he was to collect Charlotte an hour ago.’

			Nancy had bitten her lip. She knew from their correspondence that her sister-in-law’s enterprise wasn’t the genteel charity her family thought it to be. Charlotte’s great passion wasn’t the classics.

			It was the stage.

			As the conversation moved on around her, Nancy wondered how the Ballinn Dramatics Secret Society was coming along. At the start of the year, Charlotte had written begging for a script from London, and Nancy had complied, feeling both guilty for encouraging the deception and satisfied at being implicit in it. She had wrapped Three Wise Fools in a silk scarf and sent the package to coincide with Charlotte’s birthday, thereby avoiding Lady Rathmore’s scrutiny. According to her sister-in-law, there had been no end of problems, as everyone wanted to play Sidney Fairchild and no one wanted to be the lawyer, the banker or the judge. After this, Charlotte had decided the society had gone as far as it could with girls only and had opened it up to boys. Or rather – as became apparent from the changing tone of her letters – young men.
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			Neither Lord nor Lady Rathmore took breakfast at the table, and Hugo was not yet up, so when Charlotte joined Nancy and Teddy the following morning over boiled eggs and tea, there was free and eager conversation.

			‘I’ve been simply dying for you to return,’ Charlotte said, taking Nancy’s hand. She looked at Teddy. ‘Both of you. How was the boat? Is it a menace to be on deck? I’ve heard the Irish Sea is beastly!’

			Teddy laughed. ‘Questions . . . always questions.’

			Charlotte waved her hand. ‘Please, give me something to dream about on the long winter nights.’

			Nancy said, ‘Charlotte, you look beautiful.’ It was true. In three years, Charlotte had grown tall and slim like her mother. Still a teenager, but a woman already.

			‘Oh.’ She flopped down at the table. Grinned. Her deep dimples were intensely attractive. ‘I look dastardly. Such a late night!’ She looked behind her as the footman left the room, then leaned in. ‘It’s fabulous. We’ll make Three Wise Fools into our first production.’

			Teddy’s gaze jumped between the two women over his cup of tea. He cleared his throat. ‘Charlotte,’ he said, ‘whatever you’re up to, be careful.’

			She laughed lightly, a strand of blond hair falling loose. ‘I always am.’

			Nancy marvelled at her sister-in-law’s new-found confidence. The years had eaten away at her shy giggle. She no longer talked with her hands; her movements were purposeful, deliberate. Instead of a girl with dreams, she seemed altogether like a woman with plans.

			‘I’m nineteen next year and quite old enough to be making my own decisions.’ Charlotte reached across the table to pick up a still-steaming egg, juggling it in her fingers. ‘Besides, if Nancy can do it, so can I.’

			Nancy put down her toast. ‘Do what?’

			‘Pave your own way.’

			‘Charlotte, that’s very different . . .’

			‘How so?’

			‘You know perfectly well how so,’ said Teddy.

			‘Times have changed, Teddy. The world has changed. How many estates like this do you think are left in this country? I was born during the war—’

			‘I hate to contradict you, but the war finished in 1918.’

			‘The War of Independence. Irish independence.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘Ah? Ah? Just like Father – pretending that Ireland is an outpost of England,’ said Charlotte. Teddy’s face hardened. She tapped at the side of her egg, lifting off its cap to reveal a gooey yolk. ‘Well, it isn’t.’

			Teddy’s reply was bitten back as the footman returned. His nose was turned to the side and he held a pot at arm’s length, balancing it on his fingertips as though it might explode. ‘Coffee,’ he announced with distaste.

			On her previous visit, Nancy’s request for coffee had been met with Irel – a flavoured syrup that tasted almost exactly the way a person who had never drunk coffee might imagine it should. Fearing a repeat performance, she’d snuck down to the kitchen the night before and left a bag of beans on the table.

			‘Mother will have a fit,’ said Charlotte, leaning over to pick up a cup. She held it out and watched the dark liquid fill it to the brim.

			She took a sip. Nodded politely. Then, after a beat too long, said, ‘Delicious.’

			Nancy laughed. ‘You get used to it. Too used to it.’

			Charlotte pushed the cup aside. ‘Teddy, do you want this?’

			‘No thank you, Charlotte. I had better be just like Father and leave the women to their gossip.’ He got to his feet, his gaze anywhere but on his sister. In a swift movement he pushed his chair beneath the table and left.

			Nancy steadied Charlotte with a soft hand. ‘Let him be.’

			Charlotte stared at the door, as though willing him to return. ‘I don’t know why I said that.’ Teddy and Charles Rathmore were night and day.

			‘You didn’t mean it.’ Nancy ran a finger around the rim of her glass. It was half full of reconstituted orange juice and smelled like sherbet lemons.

			Charlotte said, ‘This family doesn’t understand what life is like outside these four walls. The Rathmores are a dying breed.’

			‘Charlotte . . . I can’t help but feel these words aren’t your own.’

			‘They are. Quite my own. The world is changing and my life should change with it.’ She leaned towards Nancy. ‘Dress suitably in short skirts and strong boots, leave your jewels and gold wands in the bank, and buy a revolver.’

			‘Well,’ said Nancy, ‘those words can’t possibly be your own.’

			‘Countess Markievicz said them in 1915.’

			Nancy looked blank.

			‘She was sentenced to death. For the Easter Rising.’ Charlotte took a gulp of the cooling coffee and winced.

			‘Yes, of course.’ Nancy had read something of Markievicz. The daughter of a baronet, sentenced but eventually released. Her story, her passion appealed to both high- and low-born. But for Charlotte, she might be more than aspirational; she could be a blueprint.

			‘These are dangerous times, Charlotte. Not just here but across the continent. Take a care.’

			Charlotte shook her head. ‘I want more in life, Nancy. Like you have.’

			‘Me?’ Nancy looked over her shoulder. The room was empty. She said flatly, ‘I’m a secretary at a newspaper.’

			‘You’re an orphan. Everything you are you did yourself!’ Charlotte was becoming animated. ‘You have ambition. And before you know it, you’ll be a journalist.’

			‘Hardly before I know it.’ Nancy had sent off a dozen articles. None had been published. Her most recent – a piece proposing more prominent female involvement in the military – she had given directly to her boss. He didn’t print it. The next week King George approved the formation of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. Nancy thought she ought to have been smug, but the warm feeling of being right was chilled by the absence of anyone knowing it. ‘The grass is always greener,’ she said.

			‘Bíonn adharca fada ar na ba i gcéin.’

			‘You’ll have to enlighten me . . .’

			‘It’s Irish. It means horns are always longer on the cow abroad, or some such thing. The gardener taught it to me.’

			Nancy raised her eyebrows. ‘So this is where you’re learning all your revolutionary talk?’

			Charlotte blushed a little, continued: ‘I am rather interested in my culture.’

			Nancy peered over her cup. ‘Whose culture?’ English or Irish? Or American?

			Charlotte took a deep breath, as though it would give her the courage to stop dancing around questions and find answers. ‘You know . . . I’m from the type of family that isn’t wanted here. People stare at me when I go to Ballinn. I live only ten miles away, but you’d think I was from another planet. It’s because I’m half Protestant . . .’

			Nancy laughed. ‘I rather think it’s your blond hair.’

			‘. . . and from the big house.’

			‘Houses like Blackwater Hall were burned to the ground in the 1920s – yours escaped that fate. Your family is wanted here.’ Nancy didn’t add: or at least tolerated.

			Charlotte said, ‘Only because of Grandpapa William.’

			Nancy paused. ‘Ah yes, the one who broke the bread. Fed the masses.’ Teddy had told her of the first baron, Lord William Rathmore. He had arrived, newly ennobled, in Kerry in the 1820s and begun construction of Blackwater Hall, selling off his lands in Connaught to pay for it. The rumour in the village was that a great ringfort had been demolished to make way for his vision. ‘That’s all nonsense,’ Teddy had said in a rare dismissal of Kerry’s rich oral history, ‘made up because of our name.’ When Nancy had frowned at this explanation, he’d said, ‘Rathmore. It could be translated to An Ráth Mhór in Irish. It means big ringfort.’ But, he’d argued, the Rathmores were Rathmores long before they arrived in Ireland. ‘You can’t go around Irishising everything for the benefit of the rambling house.’ The story, true or otherwise, had lingered, but there was no ill-feeling towards William. Twenty years after his arrival, he mortgaged his estate to buy food for his tenants during the Great Famine. And in 1848, he hired ships to assist villagers to emigrate to America.

			‘It was his generosity,’ said Charlotte, ‘that saved the house. That and Mother’s grandfather.’

			Nancy nodded. Niamh’s grandfather had been one of the tenants who’d taken up William’s offer; he’d moved his family from a famine-ravaged Ireland to the United States. Within two generations, the Stacks had become a firm fixture in new-money America. Niamh’s father, Henry Stack, had grown up with stories of the old country. In 1910, he’d visited Ballinn for the first time. His daughter came with him. And she’d never left.

			‘He was born in Ballinn, wasn’t he? Your mother’s grandfather?’

			Charlotte nodded. ‘Not that she cares to acknowledge it.’

			Niamh Rathmore was a fish out of water on Irish soil. Not a dent had been made in her American drawl in the three decades she’d lived at Blackwater Hall. For the briefest flicker, Nancy wondered what it had been like to be sold off to a lord, as so many American heiresses had been; to leave your home one day and never return. But the way Niamh had looked at her the day before stopped her short of feeling any sympathy for the woman.

			‘But things are different now,’ Charlotte was saying, pulling Nancy from her reverie. ‘We can no longer pretend Blackwater is a piece of England. A piece of America. The Irish rule their own country. Thanks to the IRA.’

			Nancy had hoped to avoid being dragged into politics on her first day at the house. ‘Of course. Ireland’s independent. But . . .’ she sniffed her toast; the butter was rancid, ‘the Irish Republican Army are outlawed.’

			‘Yes, I know plenty about the IRA.’ At Nancy’s raised eyebrow, Charlotte added, ‘I read The Irish Press.’

			‘Éamon de Valera’s rag?’

			At the mention of the Taoiseach’s name, Charlotte visibly brightened. ‘Outlawing the IRA, it’s just appeasement. A simple nod to the English.’ Then, as quickly as she’d ignited, her flame waned. She put a hand to her mouth. ‘Sorry,’ she whispered.

			Just as Nancy reached out to reassure her she’d taken no offence, Hugo entered the room. Charlotte quickly dropped her hand, sat up straighter. Let a veil slide over her face.

			He breezed past the table, picking up bain-marie lids. ‘Talking about me?’

			Charlotte laughed. ‘Does the world revolve around you, Hugo?’ She rounded her vowels with aplomb. It was camouflage not flattery, and the realisation gave Nancy a jolt of pleasure.

			Over his shoulder, he asked: ‘Another late night?’

			Charlotte’s voice became soft, soothing. ‘I know. I know. But the girls show so much promise. One of them has written the most magnificent tragedy . . .’

			‘I don’t know why you bother. None of them has any hope.’ His back was turned, his plate piling high. ‘You should be concentrating on Lord Hawley’s visit.’

			Charlotte reddened.

			‘Lord Hawley?’ Nancy drank the last of her coffee, gritty but prized.

			Hugo took a place at the head of the table. ‘Mother and Father have invited him to stay next month. He has a particular interest in acquiring a wife.’

			‘I see,’ said Nancy. ‘Acquiring a wife?’ She bit her tongue. No drama. No argument. Sign the documents and get out.

			But if Hugo heard her intimation, he didn’t flinch. He merely opened the newspaper. Its week-old headlines were familiar to her; she’d read them in London before they’d left.

			Charlotte got to her feet. ‘I don’t care what you say, I won’t—’

			‘Charlotte,’ Nancy cut her off, ‘you mentioned that the sweet peas were blooming. Would you show me?’ She stood and moved towards the French doors, then opened them towards the inky lake, letting the outside in, changing the room’s stale air. Looking over her shoulder, she gave Charlotte a steely look. ‘I’d like some for our bedroom.’ She spoke slowly, enunciating every word as she watched the younger woman smooth the tablecloth beneath her palm. Deep creases remained where she’d clutched it.

			After a moment’s hesitation, Charlotte replied: ‘Of course.’ She turned her head to the side, away from Hugo, to wipe a single tear from her cheek. Nancy glanced to see if he’d noticed.

			But Hugo’s eyes were fixed on the paper, hand hovering over his breakfast, crumbs already scattered on his jacket. Behind him, a new painting by an artist called O’Conor had been hung on the wall: some jugs and apples, a rich red cloth lying under them like a pool of blood. It matched the cravat that clung to his neck. Watching him from the door as Charlotte stepped out into an overcast Kerry day, Nancy remembered that it was at Hugo’s insistence that a morning buffet was served. The same content each and every day. ‘Tradition,’ he always said, ‘is what sets us apart.’

			From what, or whom, she had not dared ask.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Approaching Blackwater Hall, County Kerry
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