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For Simon 


My thanks, again, to my editor Sue Fletcher, who can work, encourage and have fun all at the same time. Thanks, too, to Swati Gamble, no longer a voice on the phone and a pleasure to work with. And thank you, Darley, for setting things up. Great thanks to Tom McGettrick, a Sligo man who knows his county and its history, for the loan of precious journals and books. Most useful among these were The Sligo Champion Sesquicentenary 1836–1886; In Sligo Long Ago and Olde Sligo by John C. McTernan; and In the Shadow of Benbulben by Joe McGowan. Twilight of the Ascendancy by Mark Bence-Jones, along with Valerie Pakenham’s The Big House in Ireland told me much that I needed to know about the decline of the big house and old landed class in Ireland. Dress in Ireland – A History by Mairead Dunlevy helped me put clothes on characters. Adam Hochchild’s superb book – King Leopold’s Ghost – on the exploitation of the Congo and its people in the nineteenth century, was both an inspiration and a mine of information. Mary Kingsley’s Travels in West Africa and West African Studies were invaluable – what a woman! In lieu of a trip to present day West Africa, Congo Journey by Redmond O’Hanlon filled the gaps about that country’s flora and fauna. And for sharing their knowledge (and books), much gratitude to John Bannigan and Carmel Dinan. I’m grateful, too, to the writer Standish O’Grady who, as the nineteenth century came to an end, prophesied anarchy and civil war for Ireland. When he went on to say that this ‘might end in a shabby, sordid Irish Republic ruled by corrupt politicians and the ignoble rich’, he gave me a predictive quote for Jerome O’Grady. 
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If the storm hadn’t happened.

If, knowing it was threatened, I’d stayed indoors.

If I’d listened, for once, and left the gun where it was. If I’d put it back. If I’d never used it in the first place. 

Then the tragedy that started it all might never have happened. Things would certainly have taken a different course and life, at the very least, would have gone on its fretfully peaceful way. 

In my own defence it must be said that I couldn’t have foreseen events. No sane person could have imagined the insanity and horror to come. 

The biggest if of all, of course, had to do with my date of birth. If I hadn’t come into the world on 31 March, 1879 then my twenty-third birthday wouldn’t have fallen on 31 March, 1902. 

But I was and it did and, restless about the dinner party being given for me that night, I got up early on my birthday morning and left Kilraven, where I’d lived all of my twenty-three years, to go walking along the shoreline of the estuary. Finn the wolfhound, who in dog years was three times my age, went unwillingly along with me. He could feel the storm in the air. I’d have sensed its imminence myself if I’d been paying attention. 

If . . . 

When the rain came I ran for the trees. The winter had been long and bitter and the leaves slow in coming so they didn’t offer much cover. But they sheltered me from the wind as I leaned against an old trunk to catch my breath. 

Finn was the first to hear the cry. He moved closer to my skirts and stood with his ears back, making a small, moaning sound of his own. I shook the cloak hood from my head and heard for myself the low, dying cry of an animal in pain. It was quite close and I knew, as Finn knew, that the animal was a dog. 

We found her quickly enough, an unhappy lurcher bitch without a name owned by a man called Barnie Kilgallen who lived alone at the edge of the village. The lurcher’s hind leg was caught in the rusty, steel jaws of a trap and was all but severed. There was nothing left of it but a sodden, black-red pulpy mass of bone and sinew. 

She’d been in the trap some time. The ground under and around her was blood-soaked and she was just about able to raise her scraggy head and give a feeble baring of teeth as we came near. The trap belonged to Fardy Quin, another villager, but in his case with a family to feed. He’d been told by my father, time out of number, to keep himself and his contraptions off our lands. 

I crouched down and lifted the lurcher’s tired head in my hands. Finn nosed at the blood on the ground. 

‘You didn’t have much of a life,’ I said softly and she sighed, ‘and you’re not having much of a death. I don’t know either that there’s a lot I can do for you.’ I looked again at what the trap had done to her. ‘You could get around on three legs, I suppose . . .’ I lowered her poor head to the ground again ‘. . . but there’s all that blood lost. You’re half-dead, and you know it. Kilgallen’s never looked after you before . . .’ 

She whimpered when I said his name, her eyes full of trust. She was a dog who’d never lost her faith in man. I got to my feet. 

‘. . . and he’s not going to look after you now,’ I said, ‘whatever you may hope. I can’t get you out of that thing and you’re dead anyway, even if I did.’ She lay without moving, pain-dulled eyes staring up at me. ‘I’ll be back,’ I said. 

Finn sniffed and moaned again at the bottom of his throat and dragged himself after me out of the trees. Although he was a wolfhound he’d never, even at the best of times, cared for the woods. 

The door to the gun room was locked. 

I found Mossie Hope in the kitchen. He had a bowl of maizemeal stir-about in front of him with griddle bread, milk and butter to follow. It was what he always had for breakfast, winter and summer. 

‘The gun room’s locked and I need the shotgun.’ I sat on the form beside him at the long table, keeping my back to Julia Hope. 

Julia had been busy at the range when I came in but had turned to sniff at my sodden clothes in a way I thought would dislodge the nose from her face. She was now giving me one of her best glares. It burned through the wet cloak clinging to my back. 

‘What do you want the gun for?’ Mossie said. 

He didn’t look at me but from the side his expression wasn’t encouraging. Not that this bothered me. Mossie was a giant of a man, 6 foot 4 inches tall and with shoulders more than half that width. He wore his black-grey hair tied back in a tail and his brows, the same colour and thick, made his eyes difficult to see. The space between his top lip and nose was so thin he looked to have a permanent sneer but he was the kindest man on earth, and one of the gentlest. 

‘Kilgallen’s old lurcher’s caught in a trap.’ I traced with a finger where a farm boy had carved his name in the oak of the table. It was a long time since we’d had farm boys at Kilraven, a long time since we’d had enough land to give them work. ‘Her leg’s almost off. She looks as if she’s been trapped and bleeding most of the night.’ 

‘She’s none of your business.’ Mossie finished his stir-about and began to butter bread. ‘Bring the child some milk,’ he said to his wife. 

Julia didn’t move. I could have done with the milk, or even a cup of sweet tea. I wasn’t looking forward to shooting the dog. 

‘You’re wet through,’ Mossie pushed his own mug of milk my way, ‘you’d no business going out with a storm coming.’ 

‘Give me the key to the gun room, Mossie, please.’ I drank the milk and took the buttered bread when he gave it to me. ‘I don’t know why you’ve taken to keeping it locked anyway.’ I bit into the bread. It was still warm. Whatever her faults Julia Hope still made the best bread in Co. Sligo. 

‘The dog’s none of your business,’ Mossie said stubbornly, ‘the misfortunate bitch is most likely dead by now anyway, if she’s as hurt as all that.’ He’d stopped eating. Mossie’s heart was very soft when it came to animals. 

‘And if she’s not dead she’s still dying.’ I let him think about this before I said, ‘Will you put her out of her misery?’ I stopped again. Mossie had never used a gun in his life. I took his silence for a no and went on, ‘Will my father?’ 

‘Your father’s not . . .’ 

‘Not fit to shoot a fish in a bucket,’ I cut him short before he could make the excuse that my father was not well enough, or too busy. My father was probably drinking. It was never too early for him to begin, these days. ‘Please, Mossie, give me the key,’ I said, ‘you know I can do it, that I’m a better shot than the boys ever were.’ 

This was true. Even though it was my brothers who’d taught me to shoot I’d a better eye than either of them. I could ride as well as either of them too. Sadly, such accomplishments seemed of less and less value as I grew older. 

‘Doesn’t take much of a markswoman to shoot a trapped animal.’ Julia’s sinewy, freckled arm came between us as she put a fresh mug of milk in front of Mossie. ‘I’ll have breakfast ready for yourself and your mother in the dining room in less than half an hour.’ She wiped her hands on her apron, a sure sign she was moving into full, angry flight. ‘It’d be more in your line to go and hang up those wet clothes instead of making work for me by going back out to shoot a useless animal. You needn’t be expecting me to dry them for you. I’ve enough to be doing with the food for tonight. The beef I’ve had hanging for weeks has to come down and there’s a hundred other things to be done too.’ She sniffed and gave a mighty twitch of her nose. ‘You’ve no thought for others, coming in here like that, dripping wet sand and mud all over the floor I cleaned on my hands and knees at five o’clock this morning . . .’ 

Julia’s harping drove Mossie from the table and out of the kitchen. I followed him, my skirt hems still dripping mud and water on to the flagstones she’d scrubbed at five o’clock that morning. Julia was as regular in her habits as Mossie. 

But Mossie was the one who knew everything there was to know about the land and house and the maintenance of both. Mossie could tend livestock, chop firewood, repair fences, clear ditches, earth potatoes, muck out, look after the stables and horses. He’d learned it all from his father before him, who had also looked after Kilraven. As a child I’d thought Mossie was God. 

When he’d married Julia three years before I’d changed my mind. No god would have made the mistake of marrying a woman with flint for a heart, even if she was handsome and a good cook and he was used to working with her. Even if, as he explained to my father, he got lonely in the night. 

Julia had been a childless widow looking after the motherless daughter of her dead sister. She’d been glad to move from her small house in Ballycoole to Kilraven and had wanted appease the parish priest, Father Duggan, by taking her niece Ellie where she could no longer flirt with the village boys. This latter aspiration had fared no better than the marriage, however. Ellie came and went from Kilraven to the village as she pleased and the priest was still haranguing her reputation. 

Julia feared God and the priest in equal measure. I think she’d thought to make a God-fearing Christian of Mossie, who didn’t believe in anything, but she’d failed in that too. I pitied Julia, sometimes. I pitied Mossie more, all of the time. 

‘If you won’t give me the key then at least open the door and let me get the gun myself.’ I was shivering as I followed him up the stairs from the kitchen, my wet clothes beginning to soak through to my bones. ‘It would be cruel to let me go through the whole of my birthday thinking and wondering about that dog.’ 

‘There’s no good in talking to you, I suppose.’ Mossie stopped when we came into the great hall. He’d already got a fire burning there. 

‘None at all,’ I affirmed. 

Finn, always good at looking after himself, was stretched and steaming dry in front of the fire. Firewood was something we’d no shortage of at Kilraven and a fire burning in the great hall, which had a gallery and was the central well from which the rest of the house sprang, tended to warm the rest of the building. The wood crackled and the black polished hobs on either side shone red with the flames. I was tempted to lie beside Finn. I would have, too, if it hadn’t been for the other miserably waiting dog in the woods. 

Mossie opened the gun-room door. I got the shotgun from the wall and checked it was unloaded. 

‘Why’re you keeping the place locked anyway?’ I asked Mossie again, aware he hadn’t answered when I’d asked him this before in the kitchen. 

‘Signs,’ he said. 

‘Signs?’ I repeated. ‘What signs?’ 

‘You might need more than one.’ He handed me a couple of cartridges. 

‘What signs, Mossie?’ I persisted. 

‘Nothing you need concern yourself with.’ He looked around the hall. ‘I’ll keep a good eye on them. Wind’s slacking off a bit,’ he could tell this from the sounds in the chimney, ‘you’d best do what you have to do before it picks up again.’ 

There was no good questioning him any more, I knew that. Also, I trusted him. If Mossie Hope said he would keep an eye on ‘signs’ then he would. 

‘That poor animal will be dead before you get to her,’ Mossie said from the door as I left. I hoped he was right just as much as he hoped he was right. 

Kilgallen’s lurcher was very still, but breathing. I loaded the cartridges, both of them, went as close as I had to and took aim quickly. Even at that I wasn’t quick enough and she opened her eyes as I levelled the gun. She was looking at me when I shot her. 

She died with dignity, as most animals do. In the lurcher’s case she gave a small yelp when the shot struck, then turned it into a sigh as life left her. I told myself the sigh was one of relief. I made a grave over her with leaves and branches, said a quick prayer and left her there. 

The rain stopped as I came out of the woods. Kilraven, sulking grey and ivy-covered in the weak sun, was not what it once used to be. These days it was a cause of many anxieties, and the burdens of keeping it in order and paying its taxes and rates and labour were heavy. House prices were poor and costs high and it was worn, impoverished and badly in need of new life. The value of an estate in Sligo was what you could get for it, according to Mossie. 

Kilraven had been built by an O’Grady ancestor more than two hundred years before and a lot had happened in the country and to the house in those two centuries. A lot had happened, too, in the twenty-three years it had taken me to grow up there. 

I’d been born the daughter of a visionary landowner. In the years since then my father had lost so much of the property he’d inherited to Land Acts and overdaring and bad management that, at twenty-three years of age, I was the daughter of an indebted, impoverished fantasist. 

We were facing bankruptcy, racing headlong and uninterrupted and closer to it every day. It had begun with the famine, more than fifty years before, when the needs of a starving and destitute tenantry had all but bankrupted my grandfather. It was said of him that he’d died of heart ache. 

My father inherited the land wars along with the land. The end of the wars, and the breaking up and selling off of the estate to the tenants, ended his dream of a Utopian community on Kilraven lands. In my father’s dream, landowner and tenant ploughed the fields and gathered cattle and sheep and the flowers of May together. 

But a dream was all it was and even as a child I’d thought it a simple-minded one. Without the tenants’ rents, without leaving himself enough for us to farm, my father was left to watch the slates fall from the roof of the house while he drank whiskey and made wild plans about what he was going to do with the land he’d left. He was at the moment convinced that copper mining would save us all. Maybe it would too. Maybe there was nothing to be done now but dream and try for miracles, like he did, ignore reality, like my mother, or abandon Kilraven and the past, like my brothers. 

I was trying to fulfil a dream myself, though nothing so extravagant as my father’s wild imaginings. 

In my dream I married the love of my childhood. Theo Howard was the son of the family whose lands adjoined ours. He was fair-haired and handsome and the only man I’d ever kissed, or wanted to. Marrying him would bring Howard and O’Grady holdings together, making Kilraven viable again. It would also fulfil a promise, made when we were children and by now a bit overdue, that we would marry when I was twenty-one. Most of all our marriage would put an end to my missing him, to the loneliness of wanting to be with him every day. 

It was Christmas since I’d last seen, touched or talked to him but he would be at my birthday dinner tonight. He was to arrive on the afternoon train, along with my brother Hugh. They were studying law together in Dublin. 

The sun shone stubbornly on my gloom as I took a short cut to the house through the gardens. Winter’s havoc was everywhere; in the decay of the borders, the untilled wilderness beyond them, the heaving grey of the distant estuary waters. There was a mist on the mountains still, the end of it trailing like a veil over the lower boglands and the fields divided by grey dry-stone walls. 

It would take more than a stormy spring sun to make it look any different. For that we needed summer and a summer sun. 

Summer, with the trees in leaf and the estuary blue out as far as the cluster of islands where it opened to the Atlantic, was my favourite time of year. On very warm days you could see basking sharks in the sun-soaking waters. 

And in the summer Theo would be home, his exams finished. We would make plans in the summer. This time for definite. 
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Finn hadn’t budged from the fire but his coat had stopped steaming. He opened an eye and thumped his tail, once, when I threw the gun with my wet cloak on to a hob. I sat on the other to unlace my boots and take off my wet stockings. 

‘You’ve more intelligence than I’ll ever have,’ I said to him, ‘you’re the one didn’t want to go out this morning.’ He closed the eye. ‘We should have stayed here, both of us, by the fire.’ 

The great hall, in spite of its size, was intimate as the kitchen. And the kitchen was a place people liked to gather together and often didn’t want to leave. The dark polished wood of the walls could hardly be seen for the oil paintings of O’Gradys hanging there and the fireplace, high and wide as a small house, took up a good part of the wall facing the door. A wide staircase twisted its way to a gallery above, an architectural caprice which made Kilraven a house in which it was very hard to keep secrets. I’d never minded this. I’d always been one for openness. It made life less complicated. 

My father, when playing cards or talking with Mossie and one or more of his other cronies, liked to sit in one of the throne-like wooden chairs to either side of the fire. I preferred the cosiness of the hobs myself. They were black as the hobs of hell and could, if you stayed there long enough, become hot as hell too. There was no danger of me burning that morning, though. Ellie Hope saw to that. 

‘I hear you’ve had a busy morning of it,’ she called from the gallery, ‘shooting half-dead animals and upsetting my step-uncle.’ Her arms were filled with bed-linen. 

‘You can’t have been too busy yourself,’ I said, picking up my boots and starting for the stairs, ‘if you’d enough time on your hands to be checking on what other people were doing.’ 

‘Stay where you are,’ Ellie piled the linen by the gallery rail, ‘I’ll get your slippers.’ 

The light from the long, vaulted skylight over the gallery caught the fiery red-gold in her hair as she ran back to my bedroom. I was a great admirer of Ellie Hope’s hair and would have traded my own dark-brown locks for it any day. I sat back on the hob and put my long, cold white feet under Finn to keep them warm. He ignored me, too indolent even to open an eye. 

‘Give me your wet things.’ Ellie, slightly breathless, put the slippers in front of me and her hands on her wide hips. There was pink in her cheeks and impatience in her green eyes. Depending on how you saw her, Ellie Hope was beautiful or overblown. My father said she was voluptuous. My mother thought her plump but pretty. The parish priest had been heard to call her ‘a fleshy Delilah’. She was everything I wasn’t and I thought her beautiful in every way. 

The slippers were red wool with leather soles, made by Ellie herself and given to me at Christmas. I handed over my boots and stockings and slipped my feet into their warm red wool. 

‘Could you find nothing better to do on your birthday morning?’ Ellie made a sling of her apron and put my wet footwear into it. They began to drip through immediately, making a puddle between us. 

‘I suppose I could have lain in my bed and waited for you to bring me champagne for my breakfast,’ I said sourly.

‘It might have happened, too, if you’d given me half a chance. You were up and gone before the fires were even stoked.’ Ellie looked at the puddle, then at my wet skirts, finally at my bedraggled hair. ‘It’s time you grew up,’ she said, ‘time you decided to act like a woman.’ 

‘I know,’ I said, ‘I know it is.’ 

I did too. Ellie and I had had this conversation before. At nineteen Ellie Hope knew more about being a woman than I ever would. Than most women ever would, if you measured womanhood in terms of an ability to beguile and tempt men. 

Ellie had half the young men in Ballycoole village besotted, and some of the older ones too. She was fearless, able to dance and tease and walk away with her hips swinging. It was the best of sport, she said, a distraction from the one man she wanted but couldn’t have. Father Duggan disagreed about its being sport. He denounced her from the altar, calling her an ‘occasion of sin’ and telling the young men that they should keep away from her. 

It wasn’t that I wanted to be like Ellie. It was more that I wanted to be less what I was. I’d grown up in a boys’ world, doing the things boys did with my brothers Hugh and Manus and with Theo Howard. Apart from shooting a gun there were other things I could do as well, or better, than any of them. I could hold my own when riding a horse, walking the hills or fishing the river. 

There had been a break in this when my monthly bleeds started and my parents packed me off to boarding school in Tipperary. I’d been sent home in no time. The misery of it, and the containment, had been more than I could bear. I’d spent the rest of my teen years living a boy’s life. 

It was different now that I was a grown woman, and had to make changes, for my own sake and for Theo’s. He’d been coming and going from the university in Dublin for six years and I wasn’t fool enough to imagine changes hadn’t happened to him too. To make a wife and mother I would have to be more ladylike. Or be at least more womanly in my behaviour. 

Or, at the very least, put a face on it. 

‘I’d stay in bed and have champagne, if I’d a choice,’ Ellie said. 

‘Is there champagne in the house then?’ I said. My father must have won at cards. I couldn’t imagine where else the money for champagne would have come from. 

‘There is. Your father ordered it weeks ago. Half a dozen bottles were delivered on Wednesday last.’ Ellie grinned, delighted I hadn’t noticed, delighted with herself for keeping the secret. Ellie Hope had a lot to say for herself and wasn’t renowned for curbing her tongue. ‘I put it in a safe place,’ she said, in a loud whisper. 

‘He wouldn’t drink my birthday treat,’ I said. But we both knew my father would drink holy water if he was desperate enough. 

I was happy about the champagne, though. It meant my father was truly intent on a celebration, that forgiveness might be in the air. 

He’d fought bitterly with Hugh, the first-born of us three O’Grady children, at Christmastime. Though he’d told Hugh he was no longer a son of his and that he would be disinheriting him, it had been hard to tell how much of this was drink talking. What was a fact was that he knew Hugh was expected home – and that six bottles was more than enough for a double celebration. I hoped the champagne was as much for Hugh as it was for me. 

‘I’ve a small present for you,’ Ellie said.

‘What is it?’

‘Go up and take your wet clothes off. I’ll bring it to your room.’

I’d changed my wet skirts and was lying on the bed, trying to plan my day and put Kilgallen’s lurcher out of my head, when Ellie arrived. It was still only nine o’clock. There was a long day to go, and a long night. 

‘Your mother’s downstairs.’ She had a small package in her arms along with fresh bed-linen. The package was parcelled in newspaper and tied with one of her own blue ribbons. ‘She’s been to the kitchen looking for you and now she’s in the salon, waiting.’ 

The salon, in another house, would have been called a parlour. Or a drawing room. My parents, who’d been to Biarritz for their honeymoon, brought the word back with them along with a ship’s hold of objects d’art. The trip had accounted for every last penny of my mother’s dowry. 

I rolled to the side of the bed and sat there. Mossie had lit a fire while I was out and I stretched my feet in its direction. ‘Is my father about yet?’ I looked at Ellie when I said this. I didn’t want her lying to me. 

‘He’s gone for a walk with the dog.’ She put the bed-linen on the couch by the fire and held out the package. ‘The best of luck to you,’ she said. 

‘I might be older than you, Ellie Hope, but I’m not senile yet.’ I took the package. ‘My father’s no more out walking than the dog is.’ I studied the neat bow she’d made with the ribbon. ‘He’s in the library, isn’t he?’ 

‘He is. Do I have to open that for you, or are you going to ignore it and insult me for another while?’ 

The library was where my father played serious card games and gambled, where he read and drew up plans for the salvation of Kilraven. It was also where he did his drinking and where, as a result, the plans he drew up went on to involve saving the world. 

I pulled open the ribbon and sat looking at the embroidered linen chemise lying in the unfolded newspaper. 

‘Oh, Ellie,’ I said, ‘I don’t deserve your being so good to me.’ 

‘That’s true,’ she said, ‘but you might see how it looks on you anyway.’ 

It looked made for me, which it was, by Ellie in her room late at night by candlelight. I like daisies, the way they resurface and open hopeful faces to the sun no matter how terrible the winter before. Ellie knew this and had embroidered daisies with green stems all across the white linen of the chemise. 

I hugged her tight. Against her soft warmth I felt myself bonier and more angular than ever. 

‘I’ll keep it for my trousseau,’ I said, ‘it’s too beautiful to wear now.’ 

‘You’ll do nothing of the sort.’ Ellie moved away. ‘I didn’t sit up making it so as you could wrap it in tissue for some man to enjoy.’ 

‘Theo Howard’s not just some man,’ I said. Ellie gave me a hard look but said nothing. 

I put on the chemise and looked at myself. In the long standing-mirror I saw a long, thin woman with curly dark hair and indigo eyes. ‘Indigo’ was my father’s word for them. A ‘warrior queen with indigo eyes’ was how he described me in one of the poems he wrote. My brother Manus had inherited his gift and wrote a lot of poetry himself. Manus had also inherited my father’s liking for strong drink. 

Behind me in the mirror Ellie looked soft and golden. She was smiling again. 

‘Wear it for yourself,’ she said, ‘there’s no good postponing life for a man – any man.’ 

‘I’ll wear it tonight,’ I promised, ‘and you’re a one to talk about postponing life. You’re the one keeping the men and boys of the parish hanging on because of my brother.’ 

‘I know what I’m doing.’ Ellie wasn’t at all put out. ‘And I’m not postponing my life. I’m living it.’ She clasped her hands together and raised her eyes theatrically. ‘But without the man I love.’ 

‘Oh, Ellie,’ I said, laughing, ‘you’ll have to give up loving him. He doesn’t deserve you.’ 

‘I agree. But he might, some day.’ 

My brother Manus was the fearless Ellie’s weakness. He was the most beautiful of us all and Ellie had been unashamedly in love with him for three years now. She swore she would go on loving his ‘soft brown eyes’ until he married or was dead, and that if she couldn’t have him she would ‘settle for no one else’. 

I sometimes wondered if our impoverished state was what gave Ellie hope that the divide between her and my brother might be bridged. What I knew for a fact was that it wasn’t social conventions that prevented Manus loving her. It was just that he loved ideas more than any woman. 

Manus was twenty-one years old and determined to be ‘a remembered poet’. He lived for the Irish Ireland ideas of the time, inhabiting smoke-filled back rooms where the talk was of a reborn nation, a country free from ‘the filthy modern tide’ and saved by what was left of Gaelic civilisation. There were many who agreed with him. He was off at one such meeting now, and wouldn’t arrive back until late evening. Some things, he’d patiently explained to me, were more important than birthday dinners. 

‘You deserve better than Manus,’ I said, ‘though God knows there’s not a great deal of choice on offer around here.’ 

‘I must get on with my work,’ Ellie was brisk, ‘you can help me dress the bed.’ 

She picked up the bed-linen and became businesslike and bossy, a role which came naturally to her. Ellie thought she knew better than most people how they should run their lives, even how life in general should be organised. She was sometimes right too. It was the only way in which she resembled her Aunt Julia. 

We stripped and dressed the bed together before Ellie, carefully counting, laid towels across the hip bath. 

‘I’ll be back to help wash your hair later.’ She straightened the curtains, tut-tutting at a fresh tear in one. ‘I’ll put a stitch in that, when I’ve the time. The storm’ll be back by midday, and in a worse temper too. Hugh will be wet through coming from the station so I’d best get his room made up. You’d be advised to get dressed and go on down to your mother.’ 

‘And to my father,’ I said. Ellie shrugged. 

‘If he was my father I wouldn’t bother.’ She pulled the door hard behind her when she left. 

Ellie could only imagine how she would behave towards a father, or mother, for that matter, since she had neither. 

Her mother, Julia’s sister, had died giving birth to her in Tubbercurry workhouse, without once saying who had fathered her child. Julia, when sent for, had taken and reared Ellie in the cottage she and her dead sister had themselves grown up in, in Ballycoole. When Julia married Mossie, Ellie had come to live at Kilraven too. She’d had no choice since it was around that time Father Duggan had taken to declaring her an ‘occasion of sin’. Ellie had been sixteen and had fallen in love with Manus on her very first morning in the kitchen. 

I found my mother standing by a window in the salon. 

‘The storm will be back,’ she said, echoing Ellie. ‘What a pity we couldn’t have sun all day, just for you.’ She smiled, radiant and sunny as anything in the sky. As a child I used to do clever things just to make my mother smile. ‘You’ve been out, I hear, sampling the day already.’ Her face went on shining. The fact that her smile had become a mask for her feelings didn’t at all diminish its splendour. 

‘It was bright, early on,’ I said. ‘I took Finn with me and . . .’ 

‘What will you wear tonight?’ My mother cut me short and returned to gazing through the window. She did this gently, but in a way you couldn’t argue with. ‘Blue is so pleasing with your eyes, Nessa. Perhaps your blue ribbed poplin with a satin sash at the waist?’ Outside, the rain began to sweep in sheets across the mountains. 

‘A satin sash would be nice.’ I tried to sound enthusiastic. 

‘You’ve breakfasted already, I’m told.’ My mother picked idly at the heavy gold velvet of the curtains. ‘I should put tassels on these,’ she said, ‘red, perhaps. They would brighten the windows, and the room.’ 

So would new curtains. ‘Ellie says she’ll repair the ones in my room,’ I said. 

‘Things will be a lot more cheerful now that the spring is here.’ My mother watched the rain coming closer. ‘I have your present.’ She turned, smiling. ‘Why don’t we sit for a few minutes?’ 

We sat together on the Chesterfield, the springs recoiling as they always did. The Chesterfield was where my mother and I had shared all of my life’s landmarks so far. She’d brought it with her, from her home in Co. Wicklow, when she married my father. It was the most useful of all the things which had come from Wicklow; others, like the conversation sofa and the Bible box in Kilraven, had never really found a home. My mother hadn’t wrapped my present. She could be practical enough in some ways. 

‘They’re beautiful.’ I took the hair combs she handed me and turned them in my hands. ‘I remember you wearing them.’ 

What I remembered was their silver almost matching the pale cream colour of her hair. They would not look the same on me. 

‘I’ll look after them.’ I hugged her. Her arms fluttered for a moment on my shoulders, then she pushed herself away. 

‘Wear them,’ she said, ‘wear them tonight. Now you should go and visit your father.’ 

‘Will he definitely eat with us tonight?’ I said, putting words to a half-fear that he might not. 

‘Of course.’ She hesitated. ‘If he feels well enough. Your father has always been there for the milestones in your life.’ 

This last was true. He’d been the best of fathers to me. A friend, too, before the drinking. But hinting that he might not feel ‘well enough’ to dine was just my mother again refusing to accept that he’d become a drunkard 

She stood and so did I. Standing together, we were as tall as one another. The difference was that my mother was delicate as a wand and as graceful. 

‘Be kind to your father,’ she said. 
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The library was a long dark room at the back of the house. There was a billiard room adjacent to it and both rooms were used for the most part by the men – my father, brothers, their friends and Mossie. I played billiards myself, and played well, but couldn’t abide the thick, smelly air when the men smoked cigarettes. These days my father liked to have the library to himself. 

He didn’t turn as I came in. The room was icy cold and in near darkness, the curtains unopened. My father said the cold helped him think. When my eyes adjusted I could see things were the same as any other day. But different too. 

The unlit fire was a dark cavern under the black marble of the mantel. In front of it a round table and, a little to the side of it, my father’s desk were, as always, littered with maps and plans and writing paper. The bookshelves were filled with accusing, no longer read rows of books behind dusty glass. But I knew there was something different. 

My father sat very still in his chair. 

‘You’ll damage your eyes, sitting in the dark,’ I said, half-thinking he might be asleep. My breath made a small cloud in the icy air. 

‘I’m not looking at anything.’ His arm moved as he lifted and drank from a glass of whiskey. 

‘You might want to, if there was light to see by.’ I crossed to the window and pulled back the curtains, ignoring his groan. ‘Or if you weren’t seeing everything through the bottom of a whiskey glass.’ 

‘You’re such a wise young woman, my dear Nessa,’ he lifted the bottle of JJ and refilled his glass, ‘but you still don’t have a right to talk to your father like that.’ 

‘Is it right for my father to sit drinking himself into a stupor on my birthday?’ 

‘You’re hard on me, Nessa,’ he smiled and raised his glass, ‘and I deserve it, every word. But you’re wrong, my girl, to accuse me of not singling out your birthday. It’s early in the day yet and I didn’t want to rush things. I knew you’d be along to see me. I’ve even got a glass here for you.’ 

He lifted a second glass from the slate hearth and filled it with a small measure of whiskey. My father didn’t encourage his children to drink too much. 

‘I’ve got something else for you.’ He looked dreamily into the fire that wasn’t there. ‘My plan for you . . .’ 

I’d heard enough about plans. ‘All I want, Father, is for you to be at dinner tonight and to make friends again with Hugh. Please.’ 

My father handed me the glass. ‘Sit down and be pleasant.’ 

I sat opposite him, whiskey in hand, in a second green high-backed leather chair. It was where Mossie sat each night, waiting for my father to finish drinking so as he could help him upstairs. 

I leaned my head against the chair’s back and looked at the ceiling. The drawings of Roman life there were the work of another, earlier O’Grady. They showed a great many cavorting semi-naked women and children, but no men. The contents of the bookcases, at least, were more representative of life in general, with books of Irish statutes, Dr Livingstone’s last journals, the works of Charles Dickens and 1001 Arabian Nights. Books of poetry, which my father read, were stacked on the floor along with the novels of such as George Moore. 

‘It would be nice if you and Hugh could be friends again,’ I said. 

‘That depends on Hugh.’ My father leaned across and touched my glass with his. ‘Now let us drink to your birthday.’ 

I didn’t often drink whiskey and it burned my throat as it went down. My father smiled and quoted, ‘ “I sigh that I kiss you,/ For I must own/ That I shall miss you/ When you have grown”.’ 

‘I’ve been grown for a while now, Father,’ I said. It seemed a very long time ago that he used to quote that same ‘Cradle Song’ of Mr Yeats’ to put me to sleep at night. 

‘I suppose you have,’ he said, ‘I suppose you have.’ 

He drank from his whiskey glass, taking his time before he spoke again. I let him be quiet, and took a close look at him. This didn’t bring me much joy. He was white as paper and paper-thin as well. His dark hair was too long and had more white in it than even a week before. It was oily and unwashed. His eyes were made blacker by the fact of their being sunk in purple hollows. He was wearing the long-tailed black coat he wore most days. There was a sour odour from it, from him. 

‘How is your mother this morning?’ he said, and I knew then he’d been up all night. 

‘She’s well,’ I said, ‘she gave me her silver combs for a present.’ I took them from my pocket to show him. 

‘They’ll look beautiful in your curls, Nessa,’ he said, ‘put them in for me.’ 

I did and he nodded and smiled, gently. Manus was gentle too. Hugh was different, he’d become a city person. 

‘Beautiful,’ my father said, ‘they were beautiful in Ada’s hair too.’ He adored my mother, every bit as much as she adored him. It didn’t stop him from drinking. ‘The package on the table is for you,’ he added, ‘open it.’ 

The red-leather-bound copy of William Butler Yeats’ The Rose was the one from which he used to read ‘The Cradle Song.’ Inside its cover he’d written: ‘For Vanessa, that she may know, in the dim coming times, how my heart goes with her’. He’d packed a bundle of money inside the cover too. 

‘Thank you,’ I said. For a minute it was all I could say. When I looked up he was watching me. ‘There’s a lot of money here, Father. What am I supposed to spend it on?’ 

‘On getting away from here.’ He got to his feet, wrapping the long black coat about him. He stood stiff and straight with his arms folded about him. ‘I want you to go, Nessa,’ he spoke quickly, ‘I want you to see the world, become a travelled woman. An untravelled woman is a dissatisfied woman, and an ignorant one. You need to know about life and about yourself. You won’t learn anything around here. The world is changing and, God help us, this country is changing along with it, and not for the better. The old ways are gone and the land’s in the hands of a peasantry who’re being idealised but who don’t, and won’t, know what to do with it.’ 

He put his hands on my shoulders suddenly. I thought he would shake me but he didn’t. 

‘There’s nothing for you here, Nessa. Nothing, nothing, nothing. That money will buy your fare to the Americas, or wherever you choose. You can stay there or not. But at least you’ll have seen something. You’ll know something of another life . . .’ 

He would have gone on but I began shouting. I had to stop him. ‘Where did the money come from? Where did you get it?’ 

I took his hands from my shoulders and held them tight and looked into his frenzied face. None of what he was saying would mean anything until I knew where he’d got the money, what trouble he was in. There were hundreds of pounds in the book. 

‘Who did you borrow it from?’ I shouted again. 

‘It’s not borrowed money, Nessa.’ He spoke quietly, removing his hands gently from mine and going to the table. ‘It’s family money. We’re not completely without resources. I’m sorry you’ve so little regard for me as your father and as a provider, but I suppose I can’t blame you. I’ve let you down. I’ve let you all down. But I’m redressing wrongs . . .’ He began folding the maps on the table. ‘No more of this. The world’s looking to the rich copper ore being discovered in Spain and South America. Any mine I might set up here, on Kilraven, would only ever be low-yielding, no money in it . . .’ 

I’d have thought him sober if the whiskey bottle hadn’t been seven-eighths empty on the floor. I hardened my heart; it ached with the effort. 

‘What resources did you fall back on, Father?’ 

‘I sold the gelding,’ he finished folding the maps, then moved to fold the plans, ‘and a few unpleasant pictures. Amazing the lack of taste in people.’ 

I knew what was different about the room then. There were empty spaces where some indifferent animal drawings had hung. But the gelding . . . 

‘The gelding belonged to Hugh, Father.’ The shock made me sit down. ‘It wasn’t yours to sell.’ 

‘He won’t be needing it,’ my father said, ‘he’s given up on Kilraven and I’ve given up on him. He won’t need a horse in the streets of Dublin. They’ve electrified omnibuses there.’ 

‘Oh, Father,’ I said. 

‘You must let me do this for you, Nessa.’ He finished his folding at last. ‘The boys will be all right. Even Manus. You’re the one I worry about. Don’t!’ He held up a hand when I started to speak. ‘Don’t talk to me of marriage to Theo Howard. You might as well talk of marrying William of Orange. The idea is just as ridiculous and as long as I live I’ll never consent.’ 

‘I’m twenty-three. I can marry whom I choose.’ 

‘Not from under my roof, my girl, not from under my roof.’ Shaking his head, muttering and sighing, he picked up the whiskey bottle and sat at the table. ‘Bird never flew on one wing, Nessa, bird never flew on one wing.’ Refilling his glass, he seemed exhausted. ‘I don’t even want to talk about the Howard boy. Tell me you’ll go travelling . . .’ 

He sat drinking the whiskey and looking at me, burst of energy gone and drunk as a lord. I’d never have believed it possible for a man to drink so much alcohol and remain conscious. 

His difficulty with Theo had to do with religion. The Howards were Protestant and we were Catholic. My father liked Arthur Howard, thought the family the best of neighbours and considered them friends. But he saw himself still as a Catholic landlord, holding firm for a Catholic Ireland. He even stood by Father Duggan’s mad zealotry about Ellie, saying the parish priest was guided by a vision of a severe God, no more. He saw my marrying Theo as a denial of the Church and Faith the O’Gradys had upheld for centuries. There was no talking to him about it but I knew he would neither deny nor throw me out when the time came for me to marry Theo. 

‘Tell me you’ll come to dinner tonight and that you’ll be civil to Hugh?’ I stood by the table, looking him in the eye. He looked right back at me, the glass to his mouth, his eyes more bloodshot than they’d been ten minutes before. 

‘If that’s what it’ll take for you to put the money to use . . .’ 

‘That’s what it’ll take for me to think about it.’ 

He grinned, drunkenly triumphant. ‘I was going to make amends to Hugh anyway,’ he said. ‘His ideas are lunatic but he’s entitled to hold them as long as he’s not living here and I don’t have to listen to them.’ 

I picked up the poetry book, and the money. ‘Please don’t tell Hugh about the gelding,’ I said, ‘not tonight.’ I’d a hazy plan about buying it back, or buying another horse. 

‘Tonight, Nessa, will be a night to remember.’ The alcohol fumes followed me to the door. ‘There will be no talk of geldings, or of any other horse either. We’ll be celebrating you, and only you, my unique and lovely daughter.’ 

He looked happy, and half-mad. 
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A two-horse car arrived with Hugh in the mid-afternoon. The driver, Peter Duffy, whipped and urged the animals to breakneck speed as they came down the tree-lined avenue. 

Ellie joined me at the salon window. ‘Wind’s behind them and the storm’s getting worse. Peter’ll not have it so easy on the return journey.’ She rubbed a circle in the fog made by her breath on the glass. ‘Hugh’s not alone.’ 

‘I can see that for myself,’ I said. 

We watched the horse-car spin closer, spewing stones and mud as it came. The rain blew in sheets and Peter Duffy had the oil cloths up. 

‘How many would you say there are?’ I said. 

‘Hard to tell with the covers.’ Ellie put her face closer to the window and narrowed her eyes. ‘Two,’ she said, ‘there’s just two, counting Hugh.’ 

‘We’ll need to get an extra room ready.’ 

‘There’s blankets but no linen, so whoever they are they’ll have to take things as they find them.’ 

The car rounded the low branches of a cedar and headed on the last gallop to the door. Ellie loosened her hair, tied back by Julia when she’d been helping in the kitchen. ‘Could be he’s brought a card-playing city man.’ She shook it free. 

‘What do you know about card-playing city men?’ I said. 

‘I know that they believe in free love. It’s all the fashion in Dublin and London.’ Ellie was lofty. ‘Ruskin and those other poetic lads, they’re all saying it’s the natural and normal way for mankind to behave. I read it in the Sligo Champion.’ 

‘Well, the fashion hasn’t reached Sligo yet so he’s in for a quiet time.’ A thought struck me. ‘It might be Theo. He might have come directly.’ 

‘It will not be Theo Howard.’ Ellie was firm. ‘I’ll go and waken your mother.’ 

I grabbed my cloak, steaming by the fire, and put it round my shoulders. It was damp and heavy. The gun was still on the hob, I would have to tell Mossie. The horse-car came to a mud-spraying halt in front of the steps as I went down them. 

Mossie was already waiting, his hand on the door at the back of the car. One of the steaming horses reared, the other moved forward, and the door in Mossie’s hand fell open. A gurgling scream came from under the oilcloth. 

I ran down the last of the steps as Hugh’s head appeared in the opening, then the rest of him, still wearing the black Melton overcoat our mother had bought him on his first going to Dublin six years before. He jumped to the ground with the car’s footstep under his arm, waved and called something before reaching under the oilcloth. The woman who emerged, holding his hand, stood in the door of the horse-car for a full transfixed minute before getting down. Her wide-eyed, open-armed awe spoke dramatic volumes, as did her yellow Ulster, red gloves and the single black feather in her hair. Hugh had never, during all of the years he’d been in Dublin, brought a woman home to Kilraven before. 

This one was an actress. Or if she wasn’t then she should be. I’d never met one but the woman being helped from the horse-car by my brother was everything I imagined an actress to be. 

When she reached the ground Hugh’s actress, with a laugh, let go his hand and clapped both of hers together, in their wet red gloves. 

‘It’s a castle,’ she cried, ‘and it’s more magnificent than anything you described, Hughie, my sweet.’ Her accent was English. 

The horses might have gone on standing if the woman had kept still. But she spun, arms wide, and they moved nervously. With another gurgling scream she threw herself into Hugh’s arms. The feather remained secure in her yellow hair. 

‘Hello, Hugh,’ I said. 

My brother disentangled himself from the woman and gave me a hug. 

‘I’m glad you’re here,’ I said into his shoulder, ‘I was seriously afraid you wouldn’t come.’ 

He held on to me. ‘How is he?’ he said, softly in my ear. 

‘The same,’ I said, then corrected myself. ‘Worse. He’s drinking most of the night now as well as the day. He sold the gelding. For me. To send me abroad. I’m sorry.’ Better I told him than our father. 

‘Don’t be sorry.’ Hugh pushed the hair back from my face. He was smiling, and it made him so very like our father to look at. ‘The gelding and I had come to the parting of our ways. That old horse knew it too. Where are you going to?’ 

‘I’m not going anywhere.’ I was annoyed. 

‘How’s Mama?’ he said. 

‘The same. Mama doesn’t change. Mama will never change.’ 

‘Everyone changes, Nessa, everyone. Even you. What’s my brother doing these days? He doesn’t answer my letters.’ 

‘He’s joined the Gaelic Leaguers . . .’ 

‘I’m all but drowned, standing here.’ The actress’s voice, interrupting, was right at Hugh’s side. 

She put her arm through his and gave me a friendly smile through chattering teeth. Her face was round-eyed and lovely but she was older than I’d at first thought. Definitely closer to thirty than twenty. 

‘Nessa, I’d like you to meet Bella Mulligan,’ Hugh said, quite formally, and the actress held out her hand to me, equally formal. The red glove was thin and silky and very wet. 

‘I shall call you by your given name, Vanessa,’ she said, ‘it suits you better.’ 

‘I’m used to Nessa.’ 

‘Then Nessa it will be.’ She gave a shivering laugh and looked up the steps. ‘I’d quite like to go inside, if that’s the custom.’ 

Peter Duffy was paid and Mossie took their bags, of which there were a lot for a short visit, and I led the way up and into the house. Mama was waiting. She stood in the middle of the great hall, wearing a high-necked silvery-grey day dress, and opened her arms to Hugh as he stepped through the door. 

‘Hugh, my dear Hugh. I’m so glad you got here. We might be on the west coast of Africa for all the letters you’ve sent us since Christmas. You’re wet,’ she lifted her hands from his shoulders as he kissed her, looking at them in surprise, ‘wet through.’ 

‘It’s raining, Mama,’ he said. 

‘You shouldn’t have delayed so long outside then. Your room is ready. Maurice has had the fire burning there since dawn and I turned down your bed myself.’ She brushed at a raindrop as it fell from Hugh’s hair to his collar. ‘Go now.’ Her smile was serene as she nodded at the stairs. 

‘I’ve brought a guest, Mama,’ he said, gently, and brought Miss Mulligan forward. ‘I’d like you to welcome Bella Mulligan.’ 

My mother’s smile was heartbreaking. ‘My apologies, Miss Mulligan, I’m far, far too preoccupied with my son. I didn’t see you standing there.’ 

If it had been anyone else I wouldn’t have believed this but in my mother’s case her not noticing Bella Mulligan was the simple truth. She only ever saw what she wanted to see. 

‘I hope I’m not an inconvenience,’ Bella Mulligan murmured, ‘arriving unannounced like this. I did so want to see Hugh’s home.’ 

‘We’re delighted to have you,’ my mother said. She might have added shocked, too, which would have been true. She seemed unable to find anything else to say, however, and a small silence stretched. 

It was by way of appeal to the Lord above that I raised my eyes and saw Ellie Hope, watching from the gallery, her arms folded and a frown on her face. 

‘She’ll have to share a room with Nessa,’ she called, ‘there’s no way we can get another heated and dry.’ 

She was gone before Hugh could say a word about this as an arrangement. Apart from anything else, my room was a long way from his. 

I put my wet cloak on the hob again to dry, spreading it more evenly this time. When I turned Hugh was helping Bella Mulligan out of her caped Ulster. Underneath she was wearing a mauve S-shaped dress with a low, square bodice. Around her neck, on a mauve velvet band, she wore three large yellow stones. Next to my mother’s cool elegance she looked vulgar. But she was still a very pretty woman. 

‘Nessa will take you to your room, Miss Mulligan,’ my mother said. 

‘Please call me Bella, do.’ Bella Mulligan looked around the hall, wide-eyed again. ‘You have a wonderful home,’ she said. 

‘Thank you.’ My mother smiled and nodded and moved off. ‘We’ll meet in an hour.’ 

She would need at least that long to talk to my father, get some sort of promise of good behaviour from him. It wasn’t that he was unwelcoming of guests, just that this was not a good time for Hugh to bring one home. Especially a woman, and without warning. Being English, Bella Mulligan was probably Protestant, so Father would have to be coaxed to be agreeable about that too. 

The summer would have been a better time to bring a woman to stay. Maybe. 

Hugh went to hang up the coats and Bella Mulligan followed me slowly to my room. Kilraven had a way of putting on a good show, even at the worst of times, and she professed enchantment with the stone walls, shining timber and vaulted windows. She seemed equally taken with the oils of horses and soldiers and battle scenes and, when we came to them, with the dark and dreary paintings of long-gone O’Gradys. But best of all she liked the watercolours in the gallery, pictures of rivers and lakes from all across Europe. 

I left it to Hugh, when he joined us, to tell her they would be mostly sold off by the end of the summer. 

Mossie had deposited the bags in the middle of the gallery. Bella Mulligan had three, made of tapestry and with Moroccan leather handles, which Hugh carried into my room. There was more gushing excitement here when she stood at the window taking in the windswept, darkening views of the mountains, sea and woods. 

‘I’ve had a wonderful idea for the gallery, Hughie.’ She took my brother by the arm. 

‘You have?’ He was indulgent. 

‘It’s that it would make a one in a million music hall. The sound and the space . . . it’s made for it.’ 

‘And where would you put your audience?’ Hugh laughed. Everything she said appeared to amuse and delight him. 

‘We could all be together, performers and audience,’ she giggled, ‘a sort of salon-cum-music hall.’ 

‘Maybe you should discuss your idea with my father,’ I said, ‘he’s forever looking for new ways to make money.’ 

‘Perhaps I will,’ Bella Mulligan said, ‘at dinner.’ She became all at once businesslike. ‘Time now to rest and dry out. Will you be your darling self, Hughie, and leave us to repair ourselves?’ 

Alone with her I saw my bedroom as she must, a girl’s room as opposed to a woman’s. For the first time in my life I wished for something other than the ancient flowered curtains at the window, for a darker, more subtle canopy over the bed. But the hip bath and mirror were what interested Bella Mulligan and after an examination of one she let down her hair in front of the other. Just like Ellie’s, only more golden-coloured, it fell in loose, tumbling curls to her shoulders. She caught me looking at her. 

‘What do you see then, Nessa?’ She put her head to one side quizzically. 

I saw a womanly woman with ivory-pale skin and violet eyes. I also saw, behind her smile, a worry about my answer. Or thought I did. She may have been acting. 

‘An actress?’ I said. 

‘You’re every bit as clever as Hugh said you were,’ she said, softly. ‘What gave me away?’ 

I laughed, and she looked hurt. I wished I could tell when she was acting. 

‘It wasn’t so hard to see,’ I said at last. She waited, head to one side, eyes on mine. She seemed really to want to know. 

‘The horse-car,’ I said, ‘it was as if you were on a stage.’ I could have added that her clothes had a lot to do with it, too, but she was a guest, after all. 

‘Ah . . .’ she sighed. ‘The horse-car, of course. I can’t stop myself. I’ve been acting all my life.’ 

‘In play houses and theatres? Or just play acting?’ 

She laughed, loud and real and from her belly. ‘Both. Life’s a performance, don’t you think?’ She sat on my bed to unbutton her boots. ‘We all perform . . . play act as you call it . . . only some of us do it as an occupation too.’ 

She stood with her boots in her hand. In her bare feet she was quite small, several inches shorter than me. 

‘You’re very forthright, Nessa,’ she said, ‘I like that.’ 

‘You mean I’m plain spoken.’ I shrugged. ‘Country in my ways.’ 

‘I mean you’re artless, undesigning . . .’ 

‘Which is to say untutored and unsophisticated?’ I replied, with a touch of anger. ‘Not given to play acting with people.’ 

‘No, you’re righteous and judge them instead.’ She was angry, too, and this was no performance. I was shocked and silenced, not by her anger but by what she’d said. I’d never thought of myself in that way. I went to the window and looked out. 

‘You could be right,’ I conceded. 

‘I’m sorry.’ She came up behind me. ‘We’re none of us perfect.’ 

‘I know that.’ I felt childish and ignorant, more unaware of the world than ever. 

‘Let’s start again, as if we’d just met,’ Bella Mulligan proposed, ‘and this time let’s be friends.’ 

So we started again, with me determined to accept her for what she was. Maybe, in time, I would even come to know what that meant. 

She was sitting with her skirts above her knees, unpinning her stockings, which were yellow, when she said, ‘Your brother is life to me. He is the air I breathe, the man I’ve dreamed about all my life and hardly dared hope I would meet.’ She peeled the stockings slowly down. ‘I want you to be clear about that.’ 

‘I’m glad of it,’ I said, believing her. I wasn’t so sure about the rest of the household. 

‘Another thing you should know is that Hugh will never come back here to live,’ she said, ‘but this has nothing to do with me. He’s not made for the life here. He’s made for the city.’ 

‘It’s not me who needs to accept that, or his right to a life for himself,’ I said, ‘it’s our father who must understand. Hugh told him as much at Christmas and they had a ferocious row about it.’ I hesitated. She was folding the stockings. ‘There will be disagreement at dinner, too, if the subject comes up. I’d prefer it if they were friends, for tonight.’ 

‘I’ll do what I can to keep the peace.’ Bella Mulligan patted me on the arm. ‘You deserve a good birthday.’ She stood. ‘A hip bath would be refreshing. Can your girl bring us some water?’ 

‘I’ll get it myself,’ I said, ‘Ellie is busy with tonight . . .’ 

‘Of course she is.’ Bella pulled open a tapestry bag, ‘Hugh will get it.’ She took out and slipped her feet into gold-tasselled slippers. ‘You must show me which room is his.’ 

She put a paisley shawl around her shoulders and I led her to Hugh’s room, not for a minute believing he would get the water. Unless he’d greatly changed. 

Minutes later I was watching and marvelling at the power of love as he went obediently off to the kitchen. 

While we waited Bella took out and put on a long-sleeved loose robe of green silk. With her gold hair she looked like the pagan Queen of the May but I didn’t tell her so. She removed two rings from her fingers and examined her small white hands critically. My own hands, coarse and ringless with uneven nails, had never bothered me before. 

‘You’re lucky to have a family.’ She touched my hands. Not only was I artless, I was also transparent, it seemed. 

‘I wonder about that, sometimes,’ I said. 

‘My father was born in Dublin.’ She looked into the fire. ‘He left for London with the police at his heels. His tenor voice made him a living, of sorts, in the music halls. My mother died when I was a week old but my father’s women were always good to me, until they moved on. He moved on himself, four years ago. Caught pneumonia and died. That was when I came to Dublin.’ She gave me a sideways look. ‘So there you have it, my family story. Now we’re even.’ 

Hugh came with the water and we began to dress for the night. 

‘You would be offended, I suppose, if I offered you help with your . . . toilette?’ Bella Mulligan said, painting her face. I thought about it. 

‘I’m sure you’ve met Theo Howard?’ 

‘I know Theo, from Dublin. He travelled on the train with us too.’ 

‘And you know we’re . . . promised?’ 

‘Hugh said as much. Theo has never confided in me.’ 

‘I’d like to look as well as I can for tonight,’ I said, ‘it’s time he saw me differently.’ 

She laughed. ‘Theo Howard will be at your feet. Man is not won by a good heart and scrubbed face alone, Nessa. Remember that.’ 


5

Ellie looked up as I came down the stairs with Bella Mulligan. Her eyes widened. The nostrils of her nose widened. She didn’t say a word until I stepped on to the floor of the hallway. 

‘Given the day that’s in it,’ she said then, ‘I suppose you can do what you like to yourself.’ 

‘I can do what I like with myself any day of the year.’ I touched my coiled hair with a cream-softened hand. 

‘There’s no one to stop you,’ Ellie said, ‘more’s the pity.’ 

‘What’s wrong with the way I look?’ 

‘The way you look would be grand for Dublin society,’ she walked around me, eyes narrowed, arms folded, ‘but I can’t say there’s many of those waiting for you in the salon will be impressed with that sort of get-up.’ 

I was wearing green. My shoulders were on show above a pale-green duchesse satin bodice borrowed from Bella Mulligan. The dark-green velvet skirt was my own but the jade and jet earrings dangling from my ears also belonged to Bella. 

Ellie’s disapproval was all the reassurance I needed that I looked different, unlike myself. Part of it, of course, was that she was jealous of Bella Mulligan. She was unused to sharing me. 

‘Your mother’s wearing grey,’ Ellie said, proving me right by ignoring Bella, ‘and Hermione Howard’s in the blue she wore last Christmas twelvemonth.’ Ellie herself was wearing the blue poplin dress she’d made a few weeks before with a cameo I’d given her around her neck. 

‘I’ve got the chemise you gave me on underneath,’ I said, wanting her to approve some part of me. 

‘It’s more what you’re used to anyway,’ Ellie sniffed. ‘You might as well go on in. They’re waiting for you, the lot of them.’ 

I thought of Theo and was suddenly unsure. ‘Do I look so very wrong?’ I said. 

‘You look very grand,’ she said, ‘you’re transformed.’ 

‘Is it the earrings?’ 

‘They’re not so bad as all that,’ Ellie conceded. 

But my confidence was ebbing so I took them off. ‘They were beginning to hurt my ears,’ I lied to Bella. 

‘What a pity,’ she said, ‘but keep them anyway, my angel. Your ears might become less sensitive as the night goes on.’ 

She looked dazzling herself in orange-tinted silk with a peacock feather in her hair. I knew that she didn’t for a minute doubt that she was wearing the right thing and wished I could be more like her, in some ways. I slipped the earrings into my skirt pocket and squared my shoulders for the salon. Bella, behind me, gave a sudden small scream. 

‘Should that creature be in the house? It’s going to attack . . .’ 

Finn, lazily curious, had come up from the kitchen and was sniffing at her skirts. He stepped back, affronted, when she went into a frenzy of arm waving. Unused to rejection, he stood looking at her in confusion. 

‘You’ll frighten him,’ Ellie snapped. ‘This is his home, so leave him alone.’ 

‘What is it?’ Bella whispered and obediently dropped her arms. She was paper-white under the face paint. 

‘A dog,’ Ellie said, ‘a plain and simple dog.’ 

She took Finn by the collar and led him back to the fire. He threw himself down and gave Bella Mulligan a sad-eyed look. 

Everyone stood as we went into the salon. Everyone but my father, conspicuous by his absence. Manus wasn’t there either but no one expected him until late. Bella flitted to Hugh’s side as Ellie, Mossie and Julia came into the room behind me. Everyone raised champagne glasses. 

‘Long life and happiness, Nessa,’ Hugh called and they drank to my health, all of them golden and smiling in the light from the candles and fire. 

Theo stared at me over the rim of his glass. He was wearing a spotted silk bow-tie. I wished I hadn’t taken off the earrings. 

‘Thank you.’ I raised my glass, smiled back and sipped. ‘And thank you all for coming.’ 

My mother’s social lessons might not have been a complete success, but they hadn’t been entirely wasted on me either. I waited for Theo to come to me and he did, smiling and thinner than he’d been at Christmas. His hair was longer and there was a straggling growth across his upper lip. 

‘You’re looking beautiful, Nessa.’ He kissed me, very properly, on the cheek. ‘Do I detect the lovely Bella’s hand in your toilette?’ 

This wasn’t the response I’d hoped for – but being too smart for his own good had always been a fault in Theo. ‘You’ll have to make up your own mind about that,’ I said, ‘though I see you’ve been busy with a toilette of your own. Is that a moustache along your lip?’ 

‘A moustache it is.’ He patted the hairs. ‘You have not, I’m glad to see, lost any of your famous charm, Nessa.’ 

He was offended. It was going to take more than piled hair and a tight green bodice to make me a woman of allure. 

‘How are your studies coming along?’ I looked at him over the rim of my glass, the way Bella, not three feet away, was looking at Hugh. My brother was returning her gaze in besotted fashion. I failed to similarly captivate Theo. 

‘Not as well as my tutors would like,’ he said, ‘nor my father, for that matter. I’m no Hugh O’Grady.’ 

Being in Hugh’s shadow had never bothered him before. Something had happened. 

‘Have you failed an examination?’ I said. 

‘I’m about to fail all of them in June.’ 

‘You haven’t studied then?’ 

‘The old place is looking well for the night,’ he said, clearly not intending to answer my question. I should have let it go, but I didn’t. 

‘You’re not lost yet. June is two months from now,’ I pointed out. 
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