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Prologue


Aughrim, Ireland, 1700


The red-headed girl was the bravest.


She went higher up the green hill than all her fellows, and rolled down head over heels, breakneck and reckless. There might have been half a dozen girls with her, but it was hard to see the others. She drew the eye like a comet.


She seemed to have no mind for her modesty. Her petticoats flew anyhow about her bare legs. Nor did she heed her safety; more than once she knocked her head on a tussock or clod, fit to break her crown. And if she did? There would be no king’s horses or men to put her together again. Nine years ago they were plentiful here, for this place had been a battlefield where Jacobite rebels had been put down by the forces of an English king. They had bled into the ground, those renegades, melted away like the Jacobite claim itself, and now Killcommadan Hill was a playground for their daughters.


The red-headed girl scrambled to the top of the hill, and tumbled again, egged on by her less courageous fellows. As she fell this time, pitching and turning, her universe contracted to a rolling drum of green earth and blue heaven. Snowy clouds flocked in the sky, sheep grazed in the fields. Sheep floated in the sky and the clouds grazed in the fields. No – the sky was the one with the sun; a golden coin, too bright to look at, a coin that left a white round ghost on the back of her eyes when she blinked.


This time, in that spinning scene, a coach and four drew across the earth-sky. Not Phoebus’s carriage or anything fanciful like that, but something solid and tangible and wooden. She practically rolled into one of the great wheels. The quartet of horses whinnied and stamped, unsettled by this missile.


A fancy gentleman, plump and bewigged, leaned from the carriage. His beckoning hand wore a glove, and the snowy fingers spun a gilt coin dexterously between them. A little golden sun in a glove as white as cloud. He looked at the redhead, close to. At the top of the hill she had just been a petticoat with a hank of red hair; now he could see her properly she stole the breath. He took an inventory; a slipwillow of a girl with copper curls falling to a handspan waist, bottle-green eyes in a pearl-pale face, full rose lips and a brand-new bosom.


‘Well done, Bess,’ said the fancy gentleman.


The girl frowned as she scrambled to her feet. Her name was not Bess. But the protest clotted in her throat. She was spellbound by the golden coin. He seemed to have plucked the sun from the sky.


‘It’s yours,’ said the fancy gentleman. ‘If you roll again; from the very top.’ He leaned farther from the carriage window, lowering his voice, so close that she could feel the breeze of his whisper. ‘And this time, show me your tail.’


Her frown deepened. She had come to the hill looking for a little excitement. Now this man held adventure in his hand, and his admiration warmed her like the sun. That little coin meant freedom – freedom from a mother who had beaten her every day for nine years, ever since her Da had died on this very field. That little coin meant she could go to Dublin, to live with the aunt she had heard of but never seen.


Kit turned and climbed the hill, marching higher and higher, with an almost martial step. When she reached the top, with her eye on the distant carriage, she tilted and launched herself. She could feel her skirts rising – the winds rushing between her legs and across her bare rump. The fancy gentleman would get his wish.


Down at the carriage again she righted herself. She half-expected him to drive away, but he handed down the coin to her. Now it lay in her hand, warm and heavy. It was gold, and it was stamped with the head of William III, the English king who had murdered her father.


‘Well earned, Bess,’ called the fancy gentleman at her retreat.


She turned back. ‘Why do you name me so?’


He leaned towards her again, the curls of his wig spilling out of the carriage window. ‘Bess was a red-headed queen; and when she was by, no one could see anyone but her.’ He nodded to the other girls, specks and smears in the distance. ‘Those others are nothing to you.’


‘My name is Kit,’ she said, with a conqueror’s confidence. ‘Kit Kavanagh.’


‘That’s your given name?’ The man frowned, his eyebrows appearing below the piled fringe of his wig. ‘But it is a gentleman’s name, surely. Are you not Katherine or Kate?’


‘My mother named me Christian. It was my father who called me Kit.’


He smiled. ‘No love for Mama, eh?’


‘I would not care if I never saw her again.’


He snorted. On another day he would have bundled her into the carriage and then, of course, the redhead would never have had to see her mother again. But he was a man who lived on his whims – it was a whim that had made him stop in the first place and a whim that made him leave again. He knocked his cane on the driver’s box. ‘Kit, then,’ he said. ‘Goodbye, Queen Kit.’


She did not stay to watch the carriage away but turned for home at once, the coin hidden in her bosom. Six months ago she had been as flat as a board and the coin would have fallen to the ground. Now her new landscape cradled it. She felt powerful as she walked; so drunk with the tumbling and the coin and the prospect of freedom that she forgot the fancy gentleman long before he forgot her.


And not once did Kit Kavanagh imagine that she would ever meet him again.




PART ONE
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The Sword




Chapter 1


Dublin, Ireland, 1702


For a soldier he leads a very fine life …


‘Arthur McBride’ (trad.)


There was nothing unusual about the day that Kit Walsh lost her husband.


There were no dark portents drawn on the sky by the flight of the Dublin sparrows, nothing to be read in the leaves of the tea, nor in the eyes of the little plaster virgin behind the bar who beadily watched the sinners drink. All was as usual in Kavanagh’s alehouse, also known as ‘The Gravediggers’ – set as it was between the teeming lively city and Glasnevin cemetery. ‘Noisy neighbours one side, quiet the other,’ said the locals.


Kit stood behind the bar in her Friday gown, ready to serve the regulars. Aunt Maura sat at the far end of the bar, smoking a pipe for her health – she suffered with a canker in her breast – taking the beer money in her fingerless gloves. Dermott Shortt and Martin O’Grady sat in the snug laughing the skeletons of the week away, their grave-digging spades propped outside the half-door. Old Eamon Pearce propped up the other end of the bar, telling toothless stories to anyone who’d listen, passing the time until he too would lie under the diggers’ dirt. It was quiet for a Friday, and Kit took a moment to look around her. She loved Kavanagh’s, she loved Aunt Maura for taking her in with the beer barrels two years ago, but most of all she loved her handsome new husband, Richard Walsh.


She watched Richard fondly, as he rolled the beer barrels into the cellar on a long tilted plank, the muscles bunching under his cambric shirt. He looked up at her, direct green eyes through a nut-brown fall of hair, and smiled. She had been so right to marry Richard. Kit and Aunt Maura had had their first and only quarrel when Kit had announced her intention to marry Richard Walsh, a humble potman who’d worked at Kavanagh’s since he was a boy. ‘I like the lad,’ her aunt had said, ‘Mary and Joseph, I almost raised him – but with your looks and Kavanagh’s to go with it you could have any man in Dublin.’ Maura waved away her niece’s protests and the pipe smoke together. ‘To be sure, he’s a good man and a solid one. But …’ Maura sucked her pipe as she sought the words. ‘He’ll do whatever you expect of him every day of his life. He’s safe.’


Of all the objections Kit might have expected, she had not foreseen this. Maura, kindly sensible Maura, had seen that seed of adventure in her, had known that Kit was a girl who would always choose to roll down a hill instead of walking. Perhaps she had been a girl who would roll down a hill instead of walking, too.


A second too late, Kit returned her husband’s smile; but he’d turned away and she found herself smiling fiercely at his back as he rolled the next barrel. The smile froze a little. She could see a long way ahead in that moment; her life with Richard – home-keeping Richard who had lived in the alehouse since he was a boy and would most probably die here. There would be children in between perhaps, and christenings and Communions and weddings, but one day Kit too would move from one side of the bar to the other. She would go from serving customers to counting money at the end of the bar, while her son or daughter took over. She would wear Maura’s fingerless gloves, smoke Maura’s pipe, and mark the days until she too ‘went next door’, as the regulars said, to the cemetery.


And just for a moment, she wanted something more. The impulse Maura had detected in her, the impulse that had made her roll down Killcommadan Hill, had not left her. She longed, in that instant, for adventure.


As if in response, from somewhere above the bar came a sound, hardly discernible above the low chatter. She looked up at her father’s sword, hanging horizontally above the ranks of bottles. Her first act as the new taverner had been to hang Sean Kavanagh’s blade over the bar, and there it had stayed, silent and silver from that day to this. But now it was singing in its bracket, vibrating with a barely perceptible ringing timbre, sweet with threat. Kit put a single finger up to still it. It felt alive. As she took her finger away a tiny red line appeared across her fingerprint. Then the line beaded like a rosary and she saw that it was blood. She sucked at her finger and flipped up the wooden top of the bar. ‘Mind the bar, Aunt?’ she mumbled around the finger, moving to the doorway, hitching her gown and repinning the heavy copper coils of her hair as she went.


Old Eamon said, ‘Expecting company, Kit?’


‘Only the King of Spain’s daughter, Eamon, come to ask for your hand,’ replied Kit with a smile.


She went to the doorway, and looked up at the inn sign, softly swinging – in, out – familiar as breathing. ‘Kavanagh’s’ painted on a red ground, with the family crest of one red lion and two red crescents on a white shield. And the Latin tag below which no one, even Aunt Maura, knew enough to read.


Kit looked right to Prospect Gate. The sun was setting over Glasnevin cemetery and the cross-shaped shadows lengthened. The stone angels folded their wings and looked down, the stone doves roosted on the headstones, and the dead settled in for another eternal night. All was peaceful in grey-black and green, framed under Prospect Arch. No dead walked, no earth was overturned – but the sound, that regular pulse that shook the very ground, began again from somewhere distant.


Kit looked the other way towards the city, and that’s when she saw it: a great swathe of red flowed down the Dublin road, red as the blood on her finger. Hundreds of boots struck the cobbles in time, marching nearer. The rhythmic heartbeat of the drum, the martial pipe of the fife. She fled back inside, telling herself the excitement she felt was fear. ‘Best roll the barrels back up,’ she called to Richard. ‘The regiment is coming.’


It was the most profitable night that Kit could remember. It was also the busiest, sweatiest, bawdiest and loudest. Aunt Maura could barely count the shillings as they slipped like silver fishes through her gnarled hands. Kit, running hither and yon with three tankards in each hand, smiled, nodded, avoided grabbing hands, whirled from one table to the next. She was exhausted but elated; never was there such a hostess as she. There was a kind greeting for each polite officer, a scathing put-down for every drunkard, a witty riposte for every flirtatious ensign, and a smile for the drummer boy. But she was jolted, too, by their presence. She listened to their general chatter but could not make head nor tail of it – there were words she didn’t know, countries she’d never heard of, cities and campaigns that were foreign to her. Fort Maurepas, Kaiserwerth, Cadiz, Klissow. But one snippet she did understand. The king, apparently, was dead.


The king is dead … now that the king is dead … of course, that’s all changed now that the king’s dead. Kit was confused. The only king she’d known was William, the king who’d killed her father, the king whose head had been on the sovereign she’d been given, and he’d died in the spring, fallen from his horse. There was a queen on England’s throne now, for the shillings Kit took over the bar had gradually changed from William to Anne.


‘What king?’ she bawled to Maura over the row. ‘Who died?’


‘King of the Spaniards,’ her aunt shouted back. ‘Never fret. He’s nothing to us. But Old Eamon won’t get his daughter, I’m afraid. He died with no child.’ She laughed, showing her pipe-stained teeth.


Kit turned back to the throng. She was half-frightened, half-excited by these red-coated devils. For they had other words too. She had thought that two years of working in an alehouse had made her deaf to curses, but she heard oaths that she had never heard before, words that made her blush. They seemed larger than life, these soldiers – something more, something extra than other men – their colours vivid like stained glass after rain. Just for a moment she pictured Richard in a red coat, with a guilty thrill of longing. The longing turned to a sick lurch in her stomach, and suddenly they seemed too much, those militaries: their vitality, their gaudiness, their number. They were so male, so … alive. Had her father been this way too, among his fellows? Did they live so loudly because they knew they would die?


Overwhelmed all of a sudden, Kit escaped down the stairs to the cool cellar and laid her hot cheek on the damp cold stones of the wall. The noise receded to a muffled hubbub. She breathed in the peaty smell of stone, then a warm circle of arms closed around her. A jag of fear – had one of the devils followed her to the underworld? Hot lips pressed to her neck, nuzzling the tumbled curls at her nape.


‘Can you serve me now?’ A low-voiced growl, a fair imitation of raucous army tones.


She didn’t turn, but smiled at the wall. ‘What are you doing down here? Get gone, and be quick about it; my husband is above. He will fight you to the death to protect my honour.’


‘What honour, you wanton woman?’


He turned her round, and pressed his hot body to hers. ‘They all wanted you,’ he whispered fiercely. ‘How many of them touched you here?’ Hands on her breasts. ‘Or here?’ Hands on her buttocks, the buttocks a fancy gentleman once paid to see.


She arched against him and kissed him back hard, tasting ale on his lips. Her assailant had been drinking, heavily. She made to push him away, her arms suddenly as weak as her knees.


‘No, I want you now,’ he protested, ‘for I have to ride tonight.’


‘Where to?’ She could barely speak through the sweetness, his lips now moving lower.


He mumbled into her bosom. ‘Over the hills and far away.’


‘I have to go back,’ she protested. ‘I must serve the regiment. But,’ she smiled till the dimples came, ‘come to my room after closing time. Then you can have all you desire.’


‘And your husband?’


‘He’ll never know.’


A final kiss. ‘He’s a damned fool to take his eyes off you for an instant.’


Then he straightened. Groaned. ‘Would to God they would all go,’ he said in his normal voice. ‘I would close the bar right now if you’d let me.’


Kit smiled at her husband. ‘Not when they are so free with their shillings. It won’t be long now till closing.’ She laid a hand on his hectic cheek. Richard turned his head, kissed the hand and was gone.


Without him, she was suddenly ashamed of their game. Her cheeks flamed. Little fool to have her head turned by a red coat, like any camp-follower. Like her mother. She did not want a soldier, didn’t want to keen and cry every night wondering where her man was. She wanted Richard – safe, sweet Richard. She forced a smile and followed her husband upstairs.


Then the smile died. A snatch of song floated down the stair, wreathed her ribs and stopped her heart.




Oh, me and my cousin, one Arthur McBride,


As we went a-walkin’ down by the seaside,


Mark now what followed and what did betide …





She had to lean on the wall. She had to listen.


‘Arthur McBride’. It was a Jacobite song, and she had heard it at her father’s knee every night of his leave. She had not heard the song for eleven years, had not known that she even remembered it. But she felt her lips moving as she mouthed every word.




‘Good morning, good morning,’ the Sergeant he cried.


‘And the same to you, gentlemen,’ we did reply,


Intending no harm but meant to pass by,


For it bein’ on Christmas mornin’


‘But,’ says he, ‘My fine fellows, if you will enlist,


Ten guineas in gold I’ll stick to your fist,


And a crown in the bargain for to kick up the dust,


And drink the king’s health in the morning.’





She was ten years old again, watching her father leaving their farm on a frosty Christmas morning, his boots making perfect footprints in the rimed grass. Her father turning once to wave, the sunrise igniting his red hair, her father smiling at her with dimples like her own. She’d followed in his footsteps, as her mother had screamed at her in French to come back, that she’d catch an ague. Unheeding, she’d fitted her little footprints into his huge ones, until he’d outpaced her, and left her behind.


Kit mounted the cellar steps and faced the crowded bar and the song. Every mouth bawled the words of the song from every direction, with drink-fuelled enthusiasm.




For a soldier, he leads a very fine life,


And he always is blessed with a charming young wife,


And he pays all his debts without sorrow or strife,


And he always lives pleasant and charmin’,


And a soldier, he always is decent and clean,


In the finest of clothing he’s constantly seen.


While other poor fellows go dirty and mean,


And sup on thin gruel in the morning.





Kit’s ears were ringing, and she had to lean on the bar. Just as she thought she must fall, the song ended and another began. A faster song, one she knew, but one that did not have the power to chill her blood.


She looked for Richard. Suddenly exhausted, she longed to lie down – it was gone midnight, and some of the soldiers were melting away. Richard could close up, Richard and Aunt Maura. But, just for the moment, she could not see her husband. She went on serving, by rote, and answered the soldiers’ bidding with the ghost of her former smile.


Another hour passed, and the soldiers became increasingly rowdy. One of them shot at a wine barrel, making a neat hole – the wine sprang forth like blood and each redcoat held the great cask above his head in turn, gulping at the scarlet gore. Kit looked round for Richard once more – the regiment had to be curbed, before Kavanagh’s lost all their stock. She crossed the red lake to Aunt Maura at the bar. ‘Make sure you charge them,’ she mouthed, nodding to the wrecked barrel. ‘And where in the world is Richard?’ Maura, pipe in mouth, shrugged.


Kit bit her lip with irritation. Richard liked a drink, and had the gift of mixing easily with their customers, but she could not believe he had gone carousing with the regiment when there was so much work to do. It was another hour before the last redcoat had finally gone; the doors were locked, the shutters were put up and Kit began to collect the tankards to wash. ‘Where can Richard be, Aunt?’ she asked. ‘Drinking with the regiment somewhere,’ she snorted.


Aunt Maura eyed her. ‘He must be drinking from his shoe, then,’ she said, ‘for his tankard is over there.’


Kit walked across the bar, her feet crunching on crusts and broken glass, to where Richard’s tankard stood. The tankard shared its time between a hook behind the bar and her husband’s right hand. She did not think she had ever seen it set down. She picked it up. It was empty. No; not empty.


She tipped the thing upside down and something fell into her hand.


Something round and heavy.


For the second time in her life Kit Kavanagh turned over a single coin in her palm, a coin which would change her life. But this time the imprimatur was a queen’s head, not a king’s, and the coin was silver, not gold.


The Queen’s Shilling.


Suddenly she was sitting on the floor, amid the detritus, without knowing how she got there. Numbly she looked about her, and all she could think about in that moment was what a mess the regiment had left, and that now she would have to clean it up on her own. How could Richard leave her to clear up by herself? Such a mess! Crusts, buckles, scuffed playing cards, the blood-red puddle of wine, nutshells, papers, broken glass, even a horsewhip. Yes, the regiment had left a high old mess.


But it had taken her husband.




Chapter 2


As for their old rusty rapiers that hung by their sides …


‘Arthur McBride’ (trad.)


‘Kit.’ Her father stooped near, his red hair and hers entangled, the threads close. He put something into her hand, a heavy something, wrapped in canvas. She opened the cloth. ‘A paring knife,’ he said, ‘so you can help your mother in the kitchen when I’m gone.’ Little Kit looked at the knife unenthusiastically. The thing was small, with a wooden handle. The curved blade looked sharp enough but it was not the blade that she craved. Her father’s sword, that he hung high out of reach when he was not campaigning, was the stuff of legend to her; it held, in those three feet of tempered steel, the song of all the tales he told her at night-time. Gathering her interest, her father had taken her to the meadow and taught her swordplay, month by month and year on year. He taught her with a hazel switch, and the hazel switch grew as she did, but she was never allowed to touch his sword. Then the hazel switch became a stave, so that she could know the weight of a blade, but still she never held his sword in her hand. Her mother had sneered at her, jealous of their time in the meadow, asking what use swordplay was to a maid, telling Kit she was second best to a son.


And now, now her father was called to battle, he would go and the sword would go, and she would be left with her mother and a paring knife. Vegetables and fruits would now be her adversaries. ‘Learn to wield that knife,’ spat her mother, ‘and you’ll actually be of use to me while Sean is gone.’ She never called him ‘your father’ to Kit, as if she could not bear to share ownership.


It had been the day before her father had gone that he had held her white hand in his freckled brown one. ‘Now be brave,’ he said, ‘I’m going to make you and the knife friends.’ And he drew the blade across her palm; gently, but the flesh parted one iota, the breadth of a red hair. He kissed the cut. ‘No need to fear it now,’ he said. ‘For a blade that cuts you once can never hurt you again.’


Kit sat suddenly upright in her bed at Kavanagh’s. Her hand throbbed from the dream-cut. Her father was gone, Richard was gone and the dark was silent.


Kit was alone, and awake, as she had been alone and awake at night for the three months since Richard had been taken.


Maura had sent a fast rider to follow the regiment to Dublin, but of Richard there was no trace. When Kit glanced across the bar expecting to see him, or across the pew in church, or across the coverlet, acres and acres of space seemed to yawn where he had been. Kit, groping through the black bereavement for some sort of sense and logic, felt that it was all, somehow, unfair; that she had been cheated. For he was only a man. How could a man, a man of middle height and weight, take up so much space, leave such a hole? She saw in her mind’s eye the barrel of claret which had been shot by the redcoat on the night Richard was taken – the wine spilling forth, the red lake on the floor. She became obsessed with the image. The smallest breach of a castle wall could let the enemy in; a single cannon shot in the midships could sink the greatest galleon. And even a small bullet hole could empty a barrel.


Worst of all, her grief had a racking familiarity – the hole Richard left, so vast and cosmic, so small and domestic, was the same shape as the hole left by her father. Her body remembered this pain – she woke with the same sick, churning stomach, and lived her days with a constant, dull ache of unhappiness caged behind her ribs. Her mouth was dry and tasted metal, as it did when she held her hairpins in her mouth. Eating became a functional necessity, not a pleasure, for food was dust in her dry mouth. Her clothes ceased to fit. Her hair fell dark and lank. She felt herself emptying, that leeching, bleeding loss she had felt as a child. Sometimes her father’s fate and Richard’s became so muddled and entwined that she forgot that Richard was alive. It hardly seemed to matter; he was gone.


Aunt Maura tried to comfort her – she had sent letters to the magistrate, to the mayor, even to Kit’s second cousin, Padraic Kavanagh, who had gone for a soldier. Kit would hear word soon. Richard would get leave eventually and return from wherever he was with a healthy commission. But Kit could not be comforted. She wandered around the gravestones of Glasnevin, reading the names on the headstones. The words beloved husband etched themselves into her mind as firmly as into the stone. She would stand for long moments, glassy eyed, before the tombs where husband and wife were buried together, envying them their eternal, night-black embrace under the earth. She would calculate how long they had been married, those brides of bone; then count the days she had been married to Richard. Then she counted the days he had been gone; marking them neatly with a stub of pencil on a piece of paper, as a prisoner might mark the walls that held him. Dreading, living through, then passing day thirty; the day which marked a dreadful milestone. Day thirty, the day when he’d been gone as long as they’d been wed. She kept the dreadful little tally of pencil marks folded in her bodice, where her sadness lived.


Day thirty-one without Richard. Day thirty-two without Richard. She had to remind herself constantly that he wasn’t, as far as she knew, dead. Now he was gone she was sure that Richard was all she had wanted, that moment of doubt forgotten. Now she was left with the old folks and the regulars she realised how much she loved him and missed him. She would replay their first kiss, their first coupling, their every minute interaction. Even the time when he’d smiled at her, that last day, and she’d been too slow to smile back until he’d turned away. And this brought it home to her. The guilt. For of course, it was her fault Richard had been taken. That one, idle moment at the bar, when she had wished for more and missed his smile. That instant when she’d imagined Richard in a red coat, when she’d acted that sick little scene with him in the cellar, had she cursed him then and doomed him to the pressing? If she’d taken Richard upstairs to bed after they’d kissed in the beer cellar, if they’d left Aunt Maura to close up, he would not have been pressed. But the lure of those silvery shillings, those tinkling tempting coins, had been too much. And one, just one of those shillings they’d so greedily craved, had been his undoing.


Sometimes she was angry with Richard himself – could he not escape? But she knew too well from her father’s tales that to escape from the army was to be flogged to within an inch of your life, or shot for a deserter. But surely he could write? Maura had refused to have a dolt in her house, so had taught the young Richard his letters as she’d taught Kit – so Kit interrogated the poor post rider each day of that first month, before he’d even dismounted his lathered, dancing horse, for letters from her husband – but every time the answer was the same: no word. The mayor could not aid them, nor the magistrate, and the missive to Padraic Kavanagh simply came back marked ‘Gone Away’.


Gone Away. Like Richard. Of course, it occurred to her that she could go after him. That she could plant her footsteps in his, just as she’d once planted her childish footsteps in her father’s in that frostbitten field. Her father was dead but Richard was alive; somewhere and alive. And she was no longer a child, to wait by her hearth for a soldier to come home. But she could not leave Maura – Aunt Maura who had given her a home, a profession, a husband.


Kit realised now how little she knew of her aunt. Oh, she had heard snippets of tales from the bottle washers; Maura Kavanagh had killed a feral dog in the alleyway with a single blow of a blackthorn shillelagh. She had brained an ancient suitor with a bottle. She had chased a debt collector from Kavanagh’s door, shouting after him like a fishwife that she owed ‘no such sum’. ‘No such sum! No such sum!’ chanted the pot washers, full of admiration and fear. Kit did not know whether the stories were true, or when in a long life they had happened. Maura was free with other people’s stories but she kept the silvery onion skins of her own histories tucked inside her, one within the other, secret and safe. And she would certainly never share the severity of her condition with Kit. ‘We’re all dying,’ was all she would say. Kit was Maura’s heir and queen of Kavanagh’s and must rule it even if she ruled alone, like Queen Bess. Lonely, powerful Queen Bess.


Now Kit listened carefully to travellers’ tales of the army. There was trouble between Spain and France – she remembered it had been the Spanish king who had died – but such distant conflicts could have nothing to do with Richard. When she closed her eyes she saw him bleeding, dying, on some battlefield, mouthing her name. But in her brief dreams he was always on Aughrim field, bleeding into the grass which once had swallowed her father’s blood. And that is why she no longer slept, in the bed which had been hers at fifteen, and theirs at twenty, and now hers again. Hers alone.


She must have cried out in her dream, for the chamber door opened and someone was in the room. A bulky black shadow on the wall, a bite out of the candlelight. Kit could not see; the tears had sprung to her eyes.


A weight on the bed, on the cambric coverlet. Kit blinked and the tears fell on the weave. Aunt Maura placed her hand on the coverlet, twig-thin bones wrapped in papery skin and tethered with blue veins. Kit covered the hand with hers, and found a smile from somewhere. ‘Are you come to tell me a story?’


When she’d just moved to Kavanagh’s Maura had told her stories at night; no book in hand, timeless stories that lived in her memory. Kit had been too old for stories, but she’d had no one to tell her one since Da had gone, and had found comfort in the ritual, as did her childless aunt. The candling shadows had been peopled with wicked stepmothers, benign faeries and obliging giants. In that deep darkness that lived in the corners of rooms and the nooks of beams, Kit found capital letters that looked like animals, animals that looked like capital letters, boars, elves, imps, sacred hinds, many-headed serpents and nameless creatures that dwelt under bridges. And queens, of course, there was always a long-haired queen. These queens would employ their useful hair for multiple purposes. They would use it to tether a dragon, climb down it like rope, or cast it on a sea loch to net wish-giving fishes.


‘Yes,’ said Aunt Maura. ‘I’m here to tell you a tale.’ She smoothed back Kit’s hair with those frail hands.


‘Is it about a queen?’ asked Kit, playing the game. If she had been too old for stories when she’d come to Kavanagh’s, she was certainly too old for them now.


‘Just an ordinary girl,’ said Aunt Maura. ‘No: not ordinary. She is an extraordinary girl, who doesn’t know it yet.’ She sighed and settled, wincing and moving her bony elbow away from the tender breast. ‘This girl married her man. They were as happy as a queen and a king. But the man was taken for the army. And the girl started to die.’ Kit stilled, her breathing suddenly shallow. ‘Her aunt saw it,’ the peat-soft voice went on, ‘because her aunt knew how dying felt.’ Kit clasped the old hand, but the bones pulled away and scrabbled in a nightgown pocket. ‘One night, the girl got up from her bed, because she wasn’t sleeping much anyway. She cut her hair and put on her husband’s clothes. Then she went to Dublin harbour to find the sign of the Golden Last, there to enquire after an ensign by the name of Herbert Laurence.’ A scrap of paper, with a direction upon it, was pushed into her palm. The bony fingers were now under her chin, and she met Aunt Maura’s currant eyes in the candlelight. ‘I was wrong about Richard. He did something I didn’t expect. But Mary and Joseph, Kit, you don’t have to wait to be rescued. Go and rescue him.’


It could have been one night later, or many nights, when Kit stood before the oval of her looking glass. With a paring knife she hacked off her waist-length hair just below the chin. Kit felt a shiver of misgiving. How would she net a talking fish now, or tether a dragon? How would she escape from her tower? ‘I will walk out of the door,’ she told her reflection, ‘the same way I came in.’


She tiptoed down the stairs into the bar, and looked to her father’s sword, where it hung above the tankards. She took the sword by the blade, in both hands, and yanked it roughly from its bracket above the bar. She did not fear for her flesh, for she remembered the night Richard had gone, when the blade had sung to her of the regiment’s approach, and had laid a hairline cut across her palm. A blade that cuts you once can never harm you again.


In the morning, when she rose to lay the fires, Aunt Maura found the red hair on Kit’s hearth, stirring in the door’s draught. She wanted to laugh, to applaud; and to cry. She took up the locks and tucked them in her bodice, next to the wretched breast. Hair shirts were no longer the fashion, but this would do well enough.




Chapter 3


My fine fellows if you will enlist,


It’s ten guineas in gold I will slip in your fist …


‘Arthur McBride’ (trad.)


Day forty without Richard had not yet dawned, and Kit had not walked a hundred steps down the Finglas road before she saw a cooper’s cart heading into Dublin, and flagged it down before she changed her mind. ‘Are you going near the harbour, sir?’ called Kit.


‘Directly there. Jump up.’


The cooper, who already had another passenger seated between his barrels on the back, offered a hand up for her to sit beside him on the driver’s box. He gave Kit a wink and his horse a slap on the rump with the reins, and the cart set off with a jolt that nearly threw Kit back on to the cobbles.


The cooper did not seem inclined to talk, for which Kit was grateful, for there seemed to be some kind of obstruction sitting like a stone in her chest. She listened to the clatter of hooves on cobbles, and looked at the country about her and the city ahead. The sun peeped over the Wicklow mountains, buttering the downs and gilding the roofs and spires of Dublin. Beyond the city she could see the golden spinnakers of the tall ships in the harbour. The stone in her chest rose to her throat.


The countryside receded and the cart turned into Cabra road, and the city proper, down to the Liffey and down the Quay past the wharfs and the Customs House. The passenger among the barrels began to whistle an air, the city bustled about them, and Kit began to feel more cheerful. Perhaps she would find Richard at once, and be back at Kavanagh’s for sundown. Then she felt a pressure on her knee, and her heart plummeted.


She looked down at the cooper’s vast hand, with hairy knuckles and square nails, where it rested on her knee. She looked at the cooper but he kept his eyes steadfastly ahead, fixed upon the road. Carefully, determined not to give offence, she lifted the hand off her leg, heart thudding. Now and again she’d had to deal with wandering hands in the pub, but in the safety of company she would deal with such importunities with sharp words or even a blow. More persistent suitors could be left to Maura’s tongue or Richard’s fists. Here on this cart she was defenceless; but she was less concerned for her honour than for her disguise. Her disguise, the costume she’d been so proud of before the looking glass in her chamber, had lasted all of five minutes. The cooper had seen at once that she was a female. She had failed in her masquerade and she had failed Aunt Maura, who, she was sure, had suggested this disguise expressly so that she could avoid these kinds of attentions.


What had she got wrong? She was fairly tall for a girl, had been exactly the same height as Richard in fact. (It had been something she’d liked, that when they faced each other they stood eye to eye and lip to lip.) Her hair now curled just below her chin, with a heavy fringe across her forehead to mask her long lashes. She’d worn a deliberately baggy shirt, bloused about the chest to disguise her curves, and a jerkin with leather facings to further flatten her down. Breeches, boots and her father’s sword completed the illusion. She’d even rubbed some cinders from the fireplace on her chin, to imitate the ashy morning shadow on Richard’s cheeks before he shaved. And yet the cooper’s hand came back, like a bothersome fly, and settled even higher on her leg. The square fingers began to burrow into her soft inner thigh, creeping ever upwards to her groin, so now she slapped it smartly. ‘Leave me be!’ she spat, but the cooper laughed and the hand went higher still.


She was actually on the point of drawing her sword, when the other passenger leaned over from behind and pulled sharply on the reins.


‘What the devil …?’ exclaimed the cooper.


The horse clattered to a stop, hooves sparking on the cobbles of the wharf.


‘That’s far enough,’ said the passenger; and Kit was never sure, afterwards, whether he was speaking of the cart or the hand. The passenger jumped down, grabbed his pack and handed her out of the cart.


She stood meekly beside him, hanging her head. She’d not even reached her destination and she’d already had to be rescued, like any silly damsel. ‘I meant the lad no harm,’ wheedled the cooper. ‘We’ll call it a penny each, since the journey was short.’


‘You’ll not get a penny from me, nor him,’ declared the passenger shortly. ‘Get on your way, you coney-catcher.’


The burly packman stood his ground, fists on hips; and, given no choice unless he wanted to descend and physically extort the money, the cooper slapped his horse once more and clattered off, cursing.


Kit breathed out for the first time, it seemed, since the hand had settled on her leg. ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said, sure the passenger was going to ask what a maid like her was doing on the road at dawn; or worse, elicit his own particular payment for rescuing her. But he did neither.


‘The harbour’s down that way,’ he said gruffly. ‘Get yourself into decent company, and soon,’ he went on, more kindly. ‘You’re a pretty lad, and there’s many more of his type round the harbour, I’ll be bound.’


Kit turned and walked in the direction he had indicated, trying to make sense of what had happened. The cooper had not known she was female, and neither had the kindly passenger. So why had the cooper placed his hand on her leg, as if she were a maid? What had he been seeking with that burrowing hand? What had he been hoping for, that a boy could give him? And what, by all the saints, was a coney-catcher?


Shaking her head to slough off the nasty little episode, she forced herself to focus on the matter at hand. She took Aunt Maura’s direction from her pocket and read it over. The sign of the Golden Last. Ensign Herbert Laurence. 


Kit wandered the wharf, peering into every higgledy warehouse and down every slipway. At length she came to a fine inn, with ‘The Golden Last’ lettered in gold over the door. A dragoon stood easy at the door, chewing noiselessly. ‘Your pardon, sir.’ Kit made her voice as gruff as she could. ‘Is Mr Herbert Laurence within?’


The dragoon spat a gob of tobacco at her feet. ‘He is,’ he said in a strong Cork accent. ‘He’s beating up for recruits, so take my advice and make your mark at once.’ He leaned close, and she remembered the cooper. ‘For a soldier, he leads a very fine life.’ Kit recognised the phrase at once – a line from her father’s marching song, ‘Arthur McBride’. She felt a chill as the dragoon laughed too loudly. She could see his tobacco-stained teeth, and she took a pace backwards, gulped a deep breath as if about to swim, and entered the house.


Kit found herself in a long oak-panelled assembly room with a pair of doors at one end. She joined the long queue and stood, rehearsing what she would say. The men ahead of her, an assorted bunch of farmers and sailors and foreigners, went in the double doors, and then came out again almost at once. Before long it was her turn – she heard a muffled ‘Come!’ from beyond the doors and entered the inner sanctum.


There sat a sandy-haired officer writing in a fat ledger, with a sergeant at his elbow.


‘Are you Mr Herbert Laurence?’


Sandy-hair nodded without looking up. ‘Name?’ he enquired brusquely.


‘Kit …’ Kit cursed herself – she’d been practising ‘Christian’ all the way down the queue. ‘That is, Christian.’


‘Christian what?’ He had a clipped English accent and a harassed manner.


‘Walsh, sir.’


‘Chris-tian Walsh,’ he repeated, stretching the name out as he wrote it down. Kit thought: my third name in three years – Kit Kavanagh, Kit Walsh, Christian Walsh.


‘Well, Mr Walsh. Welcome to the English Army.’ There was a long silence as he scribbled further. She shifted from one leg to the other, not sure what to do.


‘Is that it?’ Her exclamation slipped out before she could prevent it. Surely enlisting could not be that easy. ‘That is … Will I not need some training?’


Ensign Herbert Laurence was clearly not accustomed to questions. He looked up for the first time, and laughed, not pleasantly. ‘They will keep sending these fucking bogtrotters, Mr Coley,’ he remarked to his deputy. Then, to Kit: ‘How many legs have you?’


Kit was bemused. ‘Two.’


‘Arms?’


‘The same.’


‘And eyes in your head?’


‘Two, sir.’


‘The full complement of fingers and toes?’


‘Ten of each.’


‘Got your own sword?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then I commend you,’ said Sandy-hair. ‘You’ve just passed your basic training.’ The ensign nodded to his deputy, who sprang forward with a little leather bag.


‘Here’s your guinea pay, and a shilling from the queen.’ A coin was pressed into her palm, the twin of the one she’d found in Richard’s tankard a month ago. ‘Mr Coley, a drink for our new recruit. I give you Queen Anne.’


Kit was handed a jorum of rum, which she could see, with her practised eye, was half-measures. No one else had a drink – seemingly she was to toast alone. ‘Queen Anne,’ she repeated, and downed the tot in one. A line of fire ran down from her throat to pool and burn in her belly. She felt a little better.


‘You now have the honour to be enrolled in the regiment commanded by the Marquis de Pisare. The lieutenant of your company is Mr Gardiner, your ensign Mr Walsh.’


‘Mr Walsh?’


‘Yes, boy. Walsh. I should’ve asked you how many ears you had. Report to Mr Walsh on the dock. He’ll give you your orders.’


Herbert Laurence had clearly had so many men under his pen that day that it didn’t occur to him that Ensign Walsh was her namesake. But Kit didn’t care. The name was the sweetest music to her ears. Mr Walsh! Richard was here, he had not been shipped to the ends of the earth; someone had recognised his talents, and he had been made a recruiting officer right here in Dublin! She could have kissed Herbert Laurence, and when he indicated the door with his quill, she fled gratefully. By the time the next recruit entered, the ensign’s eyes were again on his pages, and it occurred to Kit that Laurence must have recruited dozens of men to the queen’s service that day without once seeing their faces.


‘Arthur McBride’ would not leave Kit’s head, but now she was so near the end of her quest she sang the air quite cheerfully under her breath. She boldly asked everyone she saw for Mr Walsh, and followed pointing hands to the waterfront. Now that her reunion with Richard was at hand, her colour mounted and her palms began to sweat. Could she embrace him at once, if he was so busily employed? What would he think of her hair? Why hadn’t he written if he was but an hour from Kavanagh’s door? Tugging nervously at her blunt locks she spied a red coat and a tumble of brown hair below a tricorn. She knew just how she would greet him.


‘Mr Walsh?’ said she, lowering her voice, trying to keep the joyous laughter out of it.


He turned.


It wasn’t he, but a man much older. He shared Richard’s height and colouring but that was all. Winds and weather had chased the youth from him; wrinkles were etched on his face like scrimshaw, and his teeth were broken and discoloured. Her disappointment was so keen that she could not, for a moment, speak.


‘Well, boy?’


‘If it please you, sir,’ she whispered, ‘I am newly recruited.’


‘Christ, they just keep getting younger.’ An Irish accent this time; harassed, but friendly.


‘What’s your name?’ He riffled through a sheaf of papers, licked his pencil.


‘Walsh.’


He looked at her keenly. ‘Of the Kerry Walshes?’


She had the spark of an idea. ‘The very same, sir,’ she lied. ‘In fact, I am seeking a kinsman of ours: Richard Walsh. He came through here about a month ago.’


‘Walsh.’ The ensign tapped his teeth with his pencil. ‘Yes – I remember him. Pressed, wasn’t he?’


‘Yes!’ She nodded keenly, her heart thudding.


‘Wait a moment.’ He looked through his sheaf of papers, turning back and back through reams of names. Stopped. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘he joined Captain Tichborne’s regiment of foot, and sailed a month past. Why?’


Sailed a month ago. ‘I need to contact him. A … about a bequest. His Uncle … Padraic died and left him some money.’


The ensign snorted. ‘Lucky fellow. Nothing for me, I suppose?’


In time, she recognised a jest. ‘Could I get a message to him?’


‘Whatever it is, you can tell him yourself; for we’re sailing to join Tichborne’s regiment tomorrow.’ He produced another paper, businesslike once more. ‘Use the day to get yourself the things on this list. There will be time enough – you seem a clever brisk young fellow. Collect your uniform from the tent yonder. Find yourself lodgings for the night. Report here at dawn. We sail with the tide.’


It was all said and done with such dispatch that Kit’s head began to spin. She latched on to the most pertinent problem to steady herself. ‘Please, sir, where might I find a room?’


‘Good God, I don’t know, boy. I’m not your mother.’ She looked so crestfallen that he relented. ‘Try the Red Lion in the Liberties.’


Kit turned back towards town, and it didn’t occur to her till much later that she hadn’t even asked where they were sailing to. It did not matter; Richard was there; so she would go there too.


She collected her uniform in the flimsy canvas tent, flapping and ragging in the keen wind from the Liffey. The army tailor took one practised look at her and handed her a bale of heavy red clothes and a pair of boots which looked distinctly second-hand. She had no great hopes of them fitting well, for she was dismissed almost before she could take hold of her garments.


Her spirits were much depressed by her encounter with the wrong Mr Walsh, and she could only hope that after tomorrow’s voyage she would soon be in the arms of the right one. As she headed to the Liberties her natural optimism began to surface.


She had been to the Liberties before – a lively ward of Dublin which was exempt from the city’s laws. She had come to buy hops with Maura, but always in the company of Richard or one of the potmen, employed to keep the ladies safe, with a stout shillelagh on the floor of the cart just in case. Now alone, she felt vulnerable and intrigued in equal measure. Hawkers sold everything from pies to parakeets, and painted polls lolled from the doorways, greeting her with warm smiles and cold eyes. In the market she bought three Holland shirts, a silver dagger and some stout underwear. She ate a pasty and wolfed it down where she stood, for she had not eaten all day, and besides she could carry no more with her, except one more tiny item – she bought needle and thread from the haberdasher’s, smiling secretly at the look of surprise on the stallholder’s face that a brisk young fellow such as she should have need of such womanish things. Laden with purchases and the heavy uniform, she found the Red Lion in a crowded mews just as the sun was dipping down. The lion on the sign looked just like the one on Kavanagh’s and Kit chose to see this as a good omen. She shoved her way through a crowd of drinkers to the bar and called to the barkeep. She could barely make herself heard above the hubbub but he had the measure of her at once. ‘A bed for tonight? Sailing tomorrow?’


She nodded.


‘Cheapest to sleep in with the other lads, six to a chamber. Halfpence for a hammock, penny for a mattress.’


This would not do – she needed privacy. ‘I’ll have a room to myself,’ she shouted. ‘If there is one.’


He shrugged. ‘That’ll be a shilling.’


She paid over the Queen Anne coin.


‘Want to be knocked up at dawn? For the ship?’


She had not thought of this – of course she would need to be woken, she couldn’t miss the tide and the chance to see Richard. Agreeing readily, she eyed the barkeep. ‘I forgot,’ she laughed, ‘where are we bound?’


He smiled. ‘Get over,’ he said, and turned to serve another customer.


He’d thought she was joking, rightly assuming that only an idiot would join a ship without knowing its destination. She pushed her way through the noise. The drinkers were all new recruits, but she dare not talk to another soul until she’d made her preparations. The green young soldiers were busy drinking their brand-new guineas away, forging friendships and finding, in good company, some courage for the voyage ahead. There was no such comfort for Kit. Alone, she mounted the stairs. There was much to do.


Her room had a truckle bed, a jug and basin and a small looking glass. Kit lost no time in shedding Richard’s clothes and trying on her uniform. The material was heavy and felted, here and there showing the moth’s tooth. The bright red coat was missing two of the gaudy gold buttons and the once white facings were dirtied with a russet brown stain. Blood, she thought, with sudden misgiving. The shirt was threadbare and grubby about the collar. One of the scuffed brown boots was parting company with its sole, and the black tricorn was trimmed with faded lace. Kit wasted no time but got to work. She wiped the facings with a shred of damp cloth, brushed the hat, sewed the sole of the boot with stout thread, and moved two less visible buttons from below the collar to the stomacher of the coat. When she had done all she could she put everything on and examined her soldier-self in the glass.


She had had no great confidence in the uniform fitting well, but in this she did a disservice to the tailor, whose experienced eye had guessed her dimensions fairly accurately. One thing he had not guessed, though, was the form of her body beneath Richard’s clothes. She could barely see the swell of her breasts under the brave buttons, nor the curve of her hips below the fall of the skirted coat, but she was not taking any further chances. She had fooled the cooper and the ensigns, but she could not risk discovery.


She took everything off again bar the shirt and settled down on the bed with her needle and thread. She made a long bandeau to tie tightly around her breasts like a bandage. She then quilted her waistcoat about the waist to thicken it slightly and further de-emphasise her bosom. Then there was the problem of her money. Besides the guinea from the army she had a full purse of silver from Kavanagh’s. But as it was forbidden by the customs men to take more than five shillings from the country she had to think of a way to conceal the money – she had no notion of how much it might cost in drinks and bribes to find Richard and she was not going to risk penury. She hit upon the idea that she could solve two problems in one; she made a purse stitched on to a long broad hammock of fabric that she could hang between her legs. It was lamplight before she’d finished, and by the light of one poor candle she tried the entire uniform on again. She took the looking glass from the wall and perused her reflection from all angles, much satisfied with her new masculine outline. Her purse made a subtle swelling at her groin which, she hoped, would convince others that she had what she lacked. She walked to the window and looked out at the ships, a silver fleet in the dark blue night, a new moon making a shimmering path between herself and Kit, leading to the horizon. And beyond that? Where was she bound?


Suddenly afraid, Kit shed her new skin, and stood naked in the patch of moonlight, peeled and white and original. She ran her hands over her body, her woman’s body, shivering slightly as she grazed her bone-white breasts and buttocks, caressing the curves that were henceforth to be covered. This is what she was beneath the ugly bulky clothes, the clothes that flattened her here and fattened her there. This is what she would always be. She would always be Kit underneath. Something crumpled below her foot like a leaf – it was her tally of the days without Richard. It stood at forty, forty days and forty nights. She crumpled the paper and set it on the nightstand. Enough of the wilderness. That Kit was gone – leave her there wandering among the thorns.


She washed from head to foot with the water from the basin – for who knew when she would wash again? She pulled on one of the new Holland shirts over her damp red hair, settled into bed and huffed the candle out. But before she settled herself she took her new dagger, silver in the moonlight, and, keeping her left hand clear of the coverlet, made a small cut across the back of her hand. For a blade that cuts you once can never harm you again.


As she lay down to sleep the words of ‘Arthur McBride’ came once again, unwanted and unbidden, to her mind. The sounds and bustle of the dock rumbled outside in counterpoint to the sharp sweet cries of the seagulls.


The rowdy recruits seemed in no hurry to be abed; she could hear singing from downstairs and shouts from the wharfside, and their carousing and the scampering words of the song kept her awake for the greater part of the night. Dead eyed and heavy limbed, she rose just before dawn to don her new persona, and before the landlord’s knock Private Christian Walsh was ready to sail.




Chapter 4


Into the tide to rock and to roll …


‘Arthur McBride’ (trad.)


On a bitter and rain-lashed morning, Kit boarded the caravel that waited in Dublin harbour to take the new recruits to God-knew-where.


She had no knowledge whatever of vessels of the sea but could see that the ship was a good size and seemed sturdy. The ship’s figurehead was a white-robed lady with golden hair rendered as if it were streaming back against the prow, holding aloft a burning torch in her white hand. The torch and the hair were painted in gilt, and the enamelling on her face had cracked from the elements so that her face looked older than the rest of her, like the wrong Mr Walsh. The same gold of torch and hair picked out the ship’s name along the bulwark. Kit spelled out the words as she climbed the gangplank, her pack heavy on her back. The Truth and Daylight. It seemed an inauspicious name, when she remembered just how much she had to conceal.


Kit did not have the leisure to learn whether she was a good sailor or not, because the moment they were clear of the deeps of Dublin harbour and out in the open sea, they were caught in the eye of a storm. The storm offered a doleful choice between the soldiers’ quarters, where the hammocks swung crazily and the floors were awash with piss and vomit, or the deck, where she was knocked from her feet by the stinging wash of seawater. She’d thought the deck preferable, but the wind rushed past her face so furiously that she could barely catch breath. She dodged the busy sailors, anxious not to get in their way, as they scuttled about, clinging to ropes and forecastle, performing their needful, incomprehensible tasks. Sails collapsed to the deck, the ship’s wheel spun, and the crew shouted to each other in their secret language. Kit clung to the balustrade and gazed with horror at the looming dark and mountainous seas. These were dragon waters. No ship, however doughty, could survive such a swell. Kit felt a firm grip on her upper arm, and turned in time to see the wind snatch the tricorn of the wrong Mr Walsh. ‘For God’s sake, boy,’ he bellowed, ‘lash yourself to something or the sea will take you.’ Dragging her to the bulwark, he tied her wrists firmly between two lines as if she were a loose cannon, putting his boot against the forecastle as he hitched the knots tight. ‘Take heart,’ he cried. ‘Hold tight and we’ll soon be through the worst. It’s the channel winds. They blow straight from the devil’s arsehole.’


Kit did not know how long she was lashed there, gazing at the heaving waves. It seemed that the ship was going down such a steep incline that she stared directly into the deeps. As the ship hit the deepest valley of the pewter ravine, the bows kicked up an almighty splash which almost drowned her, and as she coughed lungfuls of seawater back into the brine, she felt a great bubble of laughter rising up with the vomit. She laughed harder and harder as the ship lurched, poised on the crest of the wave and then tipping once again into its sickening drop. She was laughing at that one moment, more than a month ago – Forty-three days without Richard – when she’d stood in Kavanagh’s bar on a quiet Friday and longed for adventure. ‘Well, here it is!’ she yelled at herself, at the elements. They were the first words that she’d spoken on the ship, and they were snatched and silenced by the screaming winds. ‘Here’s your adventure!’ She knew she was being punished for that idle thought all those weeks ago, but surely God would not take down a whole ship to punish her for a momentary desire in an idle moment? She was a fool, for Richard was safe in some harbour, and she, by following him, had placed herself in more danger than he. For hours she was battered by the elements, watching the towering seas through streaming eyes. She knew she had been forgotten – of no more consequence than the single loose cannonball she watched rolling uselessly about the deck. She wished she were Finn McCool, the giant hero of one of Maura’s tales, who could cross the Irish Sea in just a few leviathan strides, with little ships riding in his hair like thorny crowns.


But at nightfall she saw the wrong Mr Walsh again. ‘It’s worse,’ he said. ‘Get below, or you’ll drown. Two seas meet here, and they’re both angry.’ He untied her raw wrists, grabbed the back of her soaking coat and all but threw her into the men’s quarters. Standing braced in the door frame, lashed by rain, he shouted to all the green, gathered men. ‘Make your vows and your prayers,’ he bawled above the maelstrom. ‘Confess your sins, make all right with your God, call upon your personal saints, for we may not see morning. Lamps out, for we don’t need a fire as well.’


Kit curled in a corner, in the dark, crowded but alone, making herself as small as possible. Some of the men were praying aloud, barely to be heard above the screaming timbers, some hardy souls even tried to sing hymns, but most were mouthing silently into their clasped fists. Kit shut her eyes as the sea shunted her painfully between two timbers, bruising her shoulders even through the heavy felt of her coat. She tried to think of an appropriate saint who would get her through this storm. Her frightened brain scuttled through the candlelit side-chapels of her childhood and recalled those burly bearded men in golden halos and wind-whipped robes who held back mosaicked waves with one lift of a saintly hand. But would St Brendan the navigator or St Finian who’d sailed to England know what to do in these foreign waters? ‘The Madonna della Fortuna,’ shouted a Genovese sailor, as if in answer to her unasked question. ‘She is the only lady with the power to help us. We must all pray to the Madonna – her shrine is at Genova where we’re bound, and she’ll bring us safe home.’


Slowly, stupidly, she realised what the landlord back in the Liberties had told her in that raucous bar. Not ‘Get over’. Genova. They were sailing to Genova, wherever that was; and she’d found out where they were bound just as it seemed sure they would never reach it.


It seemed fitting, though, at her last hour, to pray to a woman; to Mary mother of all, to feel that sisterhood at her last. Genova’s Madonna would do as well as any other incarnation at this pass. Kit closed her eyes tightly; she knew what she had to promise. ‘Madonna della Fortuna,’ she prayed, ‘please let me live and find Richard, and I will never ask for adventure again. I will be a good wife and be happy, and contented, and make a home with him, and children, and I will never leave Kavanagh’s again.’ It was not likely that she would be overheard, but she was past caring – she just wanted to save her skin, whether it be male or female. Kit prayed for the rest of the night, making the same promise over and over again. The Madonna della Fortuna did not answer at once; perhaps she too could not hear her above the howling winds and screaming timbers. But slowly, slowly, over the next dark hours, the roll of the ship lessened; Kit’s poor shoulders were buffeted less, and by the time the grey dawn seeped into the hold, the ship seemed to be holding level. Slowly, slowly, the grey-faced soldiers emerged into a grey world; the sea was a dun silver looking glass, the sky sullen and flat, but the storm had passed.


Kit found the boredom of a sea voyage almost as trying as the excitements of the storm. She had expected vaguely, from stories she’d heard of seagoing in Kavanagh’s bar, to be swabbing decks and hoisting sails. But of course, the ship had a regular crew and the soldiers were merely cargo, three score and ten of them crammed into the keels like so many cattle. Now the wind had dropped there was nothing for them to do except collect their meals of salt pork, sour cabbage, ship’s biscuits and beer from the quartermaster three times each day – the same victuals for each meal. When their first rations were handed out after three days of storm with no food or water, Kit was ravenous, and wondered why the other men were tapping their biscuits on the deck before tucking in. When she did likewise, her stomach growling, she saw a pair of weevils fall out upon the planks and calmly walk away. That first day she could have eaten them too.


Once she was sated, she waited eagerly for instructions, but they were given neither orders nor information. She saw the wrong Mr Walsh again, but he seemed too busy with the officers to pass the time of day with his counterfeit kin. When land was called nameless coastlines sailed past – she had a vague notion that they were rounding Spain, but there was nothing to divert the eye in the miles of arid beaches beyond the odd windmill.


And the calm brought the further problem of discovery. In the storm there was no risk of detection – the men were too concerned for their skins to notice her. But as soon as the storm had passed and Kit started to eat and drink again, a significant problem presented itself – one which she had never even considered when she’d blithely donned Richard’s clothes and gone to enlist.


During the maelstrom sailors and soldiers had urinated where they stood, lashed to mast and bulwark; but now that normal sailing had resumed Kit wondered how she would be able to relieve herself in private. She was not in suspense for long, for their lieutenant, a cold fish by the name of Mr Gardiner, came down to quarters to enlighten them. ‘Sanitation,’ he declared, ‘is very important to the English Army. We are not savages. We had a bad start, but now that the waters are calm, there will be no more easing yourselves in the quarters or the hold. Typhoid and fever carry off as many men at sea as storms do, so you will clean these berths thoroughly, and henceforth use only the “heads”, which are the water closets at the beakhead of the ship. Anyone found guilty of unclean behaviour may expect a flogging. If any man is sick or has broken bones, he may request a covered bucket from the carpenter for his necessary occasions.’ He left as if there was a bad smell under his nose, which, of course, there was.


Kit investigated the heads right away. She saw two round holes, surrounded by simple wooden seats on either side of the bowsprit right at the head of the ship. Peering though one of the holes, she looked down a vertiginous drop right into the pewter sea. Waste would land directly on the lion’s head, a carved wooden visage of a lion, but the creature was cleaned at every moment as the waves, rising to the bowsprit as the vessel cut a course, naturally carried away the mess and waste. As she peered down, a biting wind and a shock of salty water dashed through the hold with each break of a wave. This necessary house would not be comfortable, but at least it would be private; only one seaman could use each room at once, for the timbers narrowed to a pair of tiny triangular chambers. She sat down, alone, with considerable relief.


Still, Kit did not feel entirely safe. Now that the seas were calm and there was nothing to occupy the men, her brothers in arms had the leisure to comment that she was young for a soldier as her cheek had not seen a razor, that she was skinny, that she was quiet – was she a Hottentot, could she not talk the Queen’s English? Kit was, by nature, a sociable animal, and had taken to alehouse life readily after her years with a sullen mother who only spoke to her to bark peremptory orders in French. She was a chatterer, and according to Aunt Maura the gravedigger’s donkey only had three legs because Kit had talked one of them off. She loved to talk and to laugh, but on shipboard she was afraid to do either, lest she give herself away. Instead she became a listener. She used the time to educate herself – not in shipcraft or even soldiery, but in the art of being a man.


She could not be discovered before she was reunited with Richard. So she watched and she listened, and she learned. She learned to plant her feet as if pounding the ground. She learned to shove her thumbs into her pockets or belt to prevent her from holding them delicately before her, as she used to. She abandoned kerchiefs and blew her nose on her sleeve as the others did till her red and gold cuffs were covered in snails’ trails. She noted how men spoke loudly, even when – especially when – they did not have overmuch knowledge of what they said. They talked with their chins thrust forth, their feet apart, their shoulders square. They would punctuate their speech with a jabbing finger to make their point. In her only private moments, while relieving herself at the heads, she would talk to herself in a low gruff voice, trying to perfect her new male tones. But men, she noted, were not always brash. She noted, too, their gentler moments. They would pass the days playing dice or cards, and beneath the bluster and banter she would see little kindnesses – a man pulled his mate’s rotten tooth and gave up his day’s grog to dull the pain. A mountain called O’Connell, who did not look as if he had a note of music in him, had brought a fiddle in his kit and played sweet airs by the mainmast in the starlight. Kit crept among the crowd about him and sat, her knees humped under her chin, as he played those achingly familiar tunes – ‘The Humours of Castlefin’, ‘John Dwyer’s Jig’, ‘The Maids of Mitchelstown’; all the old favourites that the regulars played at Kavanagh’s on their fiddles and squeezeboxes. Songs that were as merry as Yuletide, but had the power to wring tears from Kit, tears she didn’t dare let fall. She steeled herself to hear the inevitable ‘Arthur McBride’, but her father’s ghost let her be for now.


At night, she rolled herself close into her hammock, and the canvas met over her nose. She would screw her eyes tight and try to stop her ears against the snores and sighs and the other noises too, noises both alien and familiar. Shufflings, and rhythmic rubbings and groans just like the groans that Richard sometimes let go when he and Kit were together. But these men were alone – they had no one to lie with. Kit could only imagine that they relived in their dreams the memories of their wives or sweethearts, and tried to curl the biscuit-flat bolster about her head to muffle the sounds.


During the long days on deck some of the fellows, seasoned soldiers on their second or third commission, spent their days honing their swordplay. She watched them at their fencing matches, noting the new styles of thrust and parry, and saw how they challenged themselves to find their balance as the ship lurched and rolled. She did not have the courage to join in, but watched on, and the next day she instituted a regime of her own. She ran back and forth on the foredeck throwing her sword from hand to hand, twirling around the foremast and turning and feinting and parrying with an invisible opponent. She would hang from the ropes and swing, supporting her whole weight, and balance on the stairs of the forecastle, one foot in front of the other, sometimes with eyes closed, sometimes open. Sometimes her acrobatics invited comment, but she merely smiled and carried on. Once two recruits, by the names of Harris and Stone, pushed her over as she balanced on the beakhead. She sprang up at once, resigned to a beating. But the Marquis de Pisare himself, all royal blue facings and gold tassels, emerged from his day cabin at that moment and rebuked the sniggering men. ‘You two should learn a lesson from the boy,’ he said, ‘and practise your swordplay. For you’ll not be picking strawberries in Genova.’ The wrong Mr Walsh, who was at his commander’s elbow, was more explicit. He slapped both men smartly about the face. ‘If you want to knock someone about, save it for the French,’ he said. ‘We do not fight each other.’ Kit paid little heed to the teasing or her rescue for she now had another nugget of information. They were to fight the French. None of it made any sense: France and Spain were at war, that much she knew. Richard had been taken by the English Army, and shipped to Genova. It sounded like a parlour game.


She could not puzzle it out, so day by day she carried on doggedly with her exercises. She did not seriously think she would ever see combat; she was still convinced that as soon as she landed in Genova she would find Richard and somehow take him home. As far as she was concerned her exercises served purely to make her more male. She could already feel the changes in her body. Her soldier’s coat began to strain over her shoulders – she thought that once on land she must pick the seams. Her arms were harder, less rounded, and her grip stronger.


Cleanliness was required aboard ship, and the soldiers bathed in freezing buckets of seawater on deck. Some stripped to the waist, and some hardy souls stripped entirely and poured the entire contents of the bucket over their gooseflesh. Luckily, there were many who elected to do what Kit must; to wash face and hands, and duck the head in the bucket. At such times Kit was to learn what a variety of shapes the male form could assume. Some were burly and muscled, some as skinny as she, some had run to fat. And their man’s parts differed likewise. She had only seen Richard without clothes, and at the sight of her first naked soldier looked modestly away; but thereafter she forced herself to look. She needed to know how men were constructed – such sights had to become familiar to her, even commonplace. But how could she become used to a part of a man that seemed different on every sighting? Some were plumbed with a skinny long pipe, some had shorter, fatter appendages, some were generously proportioned. And the size of the members seemed to bear no relation to the size of the man himself; it was most confusing. Kit was struck by how immodest the men were, and how close was the relationship between a man and his member. They handled themselves, they handled each other, they twitted each other about their pricks, they stood naked with no trace of modesty. In the space of a fortnight she heard a man’s appendage named as prick, cock, pouting stick, honey pipe, pretty rogue, and stiff and stout. She envied men this ease, remembering how, that last night in Dublin, she’d stood peeled and naked before the window. She had foreseen then, in that moment of premonition, that she would not be in that most natural and naked state for a long time.
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