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  PROLOGUE





  Eleanor’s Journal




  I CAN STILL remember the dark curve of my sister’s face on the evening Mama and Papa brought her home from boarding

  school. Her eyes had the startled look of someone dislocated, as one thrust violently from some familiar country into a sudden, other universe. The whole house had acquired that air of still,

  hushful expectancy which I had learned long ago to associate with Mama’s white, tight-lipped smile, and Papa’s silent fingering of his moustaches.




  I was frightened, for myself and May as much as for our eldest sister. I watched from the drawing-room window as Hannah alighted from the brougham. After a brief hesitation, she accepted

  Papa’s hand, outstretched to help her. I counted the seconds it would take them all to ascend the steps – Papa first, his back very straight; then Mama, without a backward glance;

  finally Hannah, her head bowed as she gathered up the folds of her grey silk day-dress and followed our parents up to the front door. It seemed a long time before there was any sound of the door

  being opened. That in itself was strange: there was no bell rung, no warning peal to bring Katie and Lily running from their various duties around the house. Papa must have brought a key. This,

  then, was some private, family shame which no servant was to witness. I was impatient to find out: ever since the delivery of yesterday morning’s envelope, addressed in a slightly cramped but

  well-educated hand, my small world had begun to tilt uncertainly. For a wild moment, I considered hiding behind the heavy drapes, but I knew of old that Mama’s sharp eye would find me out. I

  would stay, then, until they sent me away. I needed to look closely into Hannah’s troubled eyes, to offer her my wordless affection.




  I have never been able to see my sisters suffer.




  







  PART ONE: 1886–1896




  







  Sophia: Summer 1886




  SOPHIA MET LILY on the second landing. Both women almost collided, but Sophia stopped abruptly, just in

  time, averting disaster. Lily’s arms were full of what looked like puffed, frothy bundles laced with blue and white ribbons. Her round, open face was flushed with effort; perspiration

  pinpricked across her upper lip so that the coarseness of her pores was suddenly visible. Sophia had never before noticed this faint suspicion of a moustache.




  ‘Oops – I’m sorry, ma’am; I was just bringin’ you the girls’ dresses.’




  Sophia nodded. She waited until Lily got her breath. She felt a moment’s sharp sympathy for her: the July heat was intense, debilitating; the humidity unusual. Ironing the girls’

  best dresses must have made the kitchen all but unbearable. No wonder she was panting.




  ‘Thank you, Lily. I’ll take them.’




  Sophia held out her arms.




  ‘Are you sure, ma’am? Don’t you want me to help dress baby Eleanor?’




  Sophia smiled and shook her head.




  ‘Hannah has become quite the little madam. She’s just given Eleanor her bath and now insists on dressing her baby sister herself. I’ll stay with them.’




  ‘Yes, ma’am. The carriage will be here to collect you and Mr Edward at three. The girls and I are to leave a little earlier.’




  ‘Thank you, Lily. They’ll be ready. I’ll call you if I need any help.’




  Sophia walked down the corridor towards the bathroom. She found it difficult to suppress the surge of anticipation which had kept her awake and on edge since four o’clock. She had tried to

  lie still, not wanting to disturb Edward; but her mind insisted on speeding ahead of her, cramming future days, months, years into restless, unknowing confusion. Keeping busy with the girls all

  morning was the only way she had been able to maintain her accustomed aura of control. She was deliberately trying to keep the three of them calm, and in the process had had to steel herself not to

  expect too much from this afternoon, not to be too disappointed if the unthinkable happened. She pushed open the bathroom door, but the children had already left; small pools of water beaded here

  and there across the chequered linoleum.




  Sophia made her way into the bedroom which Hannah and May shared. Hannah was taming Eleanor’s wild curls into unwilling submission. As usual, the baby sat on the floor, still and

  contented, her thumb in her mouth. She never protested as long as Hannah was within sight. May was struggling to brush her own hair, although she had been told to wait.




  Sophia laid the dresses carefully across the bed, smoothing the lacy ruffles, untangling ribbons. She took the hairbrush from May, and the child hardly protested. Her small arms must have become

  tired.




  ‘Hannah, I want you to begin dressing now. Eleanor’s hair is perfect.’




  Hannah beamed. She loved wearing her best dress, although fastening the buttons on her petticoat was always tiresome.




  ‘Yes, Mama,’ she said. Eleanor whimpered a little and then stopped. Hannah had only moved away as far as the bed.




  May seemed content to lean against her mother’s knees while Sophia brushed her thick hair vigorously. She was surprised at the little girl’s stillness, but then May had always been

  sensitive to atmosphere. Sophia wondered if the child was catching some of her mother’s suppressed excitement.




  Looking at her three daughters, Sophia felt pride mixed with the now familiar tug of anxiety. They were all growing up so quickly. Hannah was six, already showing promise as a musician. She had

  a good ear, had learned to pick out some simple tunes on the piano. May was four, a dark, intense child who wanted always to be with her sisters, but even in their presence succeeded somehow in

  remaining separate from them. And then there was baby Eleanor. A delightful child of two: happy and sunny. ‘Mouse,’ Edward always called her. She was a quiet, undemanding little girl.

  She suited her father well.




  Sophia knew that she was ambitious for her daughters. She wanted them to have every opportunity to move in the best circles, to become young women of accomplishment and grace. If for no other

  reason, then Edward’s advancement was essential for that. This house would soon be too small for them. Sophia had recently learned that in all the best families, each child was now being

  given a room of their own. Sharing would soon become a thing of the past. And good schools were important, too, with music, drawing and dancing lessons. She knew that the years ahead would be

  expensive; she could not expect her father to continue helping for ever.




  Besides, Edward was clever: he was a competent, professional man, respected by his peers. He deserved to succeed. If he had a fault, it was that he was too modest, too self-effacing. Sophia was

  growing stronger in her belief that her husband needed to push himself forward more. She knew it went against his nature. She also knew that if he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, do it, then she

  would be driven to do it for him.




  She dressed the girls and took them down to Lily. Hannah and May looked so pretty in their best dresses, matching blue ribbons in their fresh curls. Hannah’s hair was fair almost to

  whiteness, her skin pale and translucent. May’s dark looks were a perfect contrast. Sophia smiled at the picture they made.




  ‘Now, girls, you must sit quietly for Lily until she’s ready. Hannah, I suggest we leave Eleanor’s dress until the last possible moment.’




  Sophia had been thrown into turmoil some four weeks earlier when Edward received his invitation to the Lord Lieutenant’s garden party. This was the most important event in the Civil

  Service social calendar: an invitation like this could only mean that Edward had at least put his foot on the ladder. He must be deemed suitable, satisfactory: perhaps he was already under active

  consideration for promotion.




  Now, as Sophia checked through everything she had planned to wear that afternoon, her hands began to shake a little, her stomach shifted uneasily. She was not ashamed to admit to herself how

  badly she wanted this for Edward, for their family. She would be scrutinized almost as much as he. She knew she had to behave as an intelligent, sophisticated woman, one who would do the Service

  justice no matter where her husband might be posted. She said a silent prayer. Promotions did not always go to deserving Catholics. She would need to play her part well.




  







  Hannah: Summer 1886




  HANNAH HELD MAY’S hand tightly. Lily pushed Eleanor along in her bassinet. The children’s

  summer party was to take place in a separate garden of the Vice-Regal lodge, away from the adults’. The wrought-iron gate to the garden whined as Lily opened it and shooed the two girls in

  before her. Hannah thought that Lily looked very smart today: she wore a navy dress with a white collar; her hat was white straw trimmed with white and navy flowers and matching ribbons. It was not

  usual to see Lily all dressed up, and today couldn’t be her day off.




  Some lady had arrived at the house earlier and helped Mama dress. When she’d finished, Mama had looked more than smart: she had looked beautiful. She wore a pale blue silk gown with cream

  embroidery, one that Hannah had never seen before. Her hat was much bigger than Lily’s and she had flowers plaited through the complicated arrangement of her hair. She had seemed pleased when

  Hannah blurted out how beautiful she was. Sometimes she was not pleased when Hannah spoke out of turn, but today was different.




  Hannah had never been to a real party in a garden before. Especially one in a garden like this. A long table was set out in the shade under the trees, with great glass jugs of what looked like

  Lily’s special lemonade. There were long salvers of cakes and pastries too, filled with summer fruits, and jellies of every colour. Some of the children were already queuing for the garden

  swing; others were waiting politely to play musical chairs. Hannah’s eyes widened when she saw a young woman seated at a piano, ready to strike up for the game. She nudged May.




  ‘Look!’ she whispered. ‘A piano in a garden!’




  May laughed out loud. Hannah turned to Lily.




  ‘Lily – please may we go and play musical chairs?’




  ‘Off you go, Miss Hannah. Mind you take care of your sister, now. I’ll be here with Eleanor when you want me.’




  Hannah dragged May over to the waiting line of children. None of them spoke to her. She didn’t care. She had her sister. And perhaps that smiling lady at the piano might allow her to play

  something later, when things were quieter.




  At six o’clock, the carriage came to take them home. The piano-lady had been very kind, patting the stool beside her to show that there was enough room for Hannah. She

  taught her to play the opening bars of ‘Für Elise’ and praised her for the speed with which she’d learned.




  ‘My word, Hannah, but you’ve picked that up quickly! Do you take lessons, dear?’




  ‘Not yet,’ said Hannah shyly. She felt suddenly breathless with excitement. She would ask Mama now – at once – tonight – if she might have piano lessons. The

  lady’s question seemed to have made some hidden wish settle comfortably into a place already prepared in Hannah’s mind, as though it had been wandering around looking for somewhere to

  sit. This was something that she wanted badly enough to fight for.




  She wished they could stay longer, but May had had enough. Her long dark eyelashes seemed to sweep her cheek as she fought tidal waves of tiredness, struggling to keep standing. Eleanor was

  already asleep, her cheeks pink with contentment, her bonnet still in place.




  Lily helped them all into the carriage, her face more flushed than ever, her eyes bright.




  ‘Wasn’t that a wonderful party, children?’ she asked.




  Hannah was surprised. Lily had never called them ‘children’ before. She had always been very careful to give each of them her proper name. Perhaps she was just tired.




  Hannah nodded. May’s head had finally slumped to one side, coming to rest on her sister’s shoulder. Hannah stayed silent, not wanting to wake her.




  She wondered if Mama and Papa’s party had been as enjoyable as theirs. She hoped so. Something about Mama’s earlier nervousness and Papa’s intense, hurried busyness for the

  brief time she had seen him had made Hannah tread carefully around the grown-ups. She had the feeling that today was a very important day for all of them.




  







  Mary and Cecilia: Spring 1888




  FATHER JOHN MACVEIGH left the presbytery quickly, just as soon as he had

  disrobed after seven o’clock Mass. The streets of Millfield and Carrick Hill were quiet, filled with the distinctive silence of Sunday. Thin, greyish plumes of smoke were already ribboning

  from the clustered chimneys above him, speckling the morning mist with the ever-present smudges of soot.




  He had half an hour before the next Mass, enough time to visit the McCurrys and bring some comfort to that distracted woman. Her husband’s death was slow and agonizing. Not for the first

  time, the priest felt a surge of bitterness on behalf of his flock. Why any of them would want to cling to what this life had to offer them, once all hope had fled, was beyond him. The McCurrys

  were in for a particularly tough time, he thought – no sons there to protect the three women that would be left behind. He doubted that Mrs McCurry would ever recover from her husband’s

  death. He had seen it before, too many times. Husbands and wives seemed to hold on together to the tenuous threads of endurance and survival. Once one spouse was gone, the other seemed to

  relinquish their grip, and the whole strained fabric of family life began to fray, unravelling piece by piece. He feared that Mrs McCurry would follow her husband sooner than she needed.




  And where would that leave her daughters? Cecilia was just a wee girl, still at primary school. And Mary couldn’t be expected to hold everything together on her own. Only thirteen, she was

  in her first year full-time at the mill. She should still be a child, he reflected, playing with rope and ball, if there was any justice. But the truth of it was, there was no justice, not in this

  corner of Belfast, anyway. All three McCurrys would need someone to look out for them, someone to offer shelter and comfort when things went wrong. And things seemed set to go very wrong indeed,

  sooner rather than later.




  The uneasy peace of the city was already straining at the seams. Father MacVeigh could feel the changes, the steady hiss and crackle of tension, in the air all around him. The lull of the last

  few years, the absence of street-fighting, of vitriol and violence, did not mean that it was all over. Far from it. He had enough experience to smell trouble, long before others did.




  Father MacVeigh reached the McCurrys’ door and knocked gently, twice. Mary started into wakefulness, her neck stiff and jerky from sitting up in the lumpy armchair all

  night. Her eyelashes felt sore and spiky, her whole face almost too tender to touch. She got to the door first, just as Cecilia came running down the stairs.




  ‘Good morning, Mary.’




  The priest’s face was open, freckled, kindly. His sandy hair was receding, and he had developed the habit of smoothing it back from his forehead with the heel of one hand. Mary found the

  gesture to be a peculiarly calming one: it seemed to tell her that everything was normal, under control. She welcomed the priest’s presence, felt a curious sense of relief, a conviction that

  once he was here, all could still be well.




  ‘ ’Mornin’, Father.’




  ‘How is everything this morning?’




  Mary shrugged. Cecilia cut in: ‘Da’s not awake yet, Father. Ma says he’s slippin’ away.’




  Mary was horrified at her younger sister’s matter-of-factness. She was only ten, but still, death left no one around here ignorant of its merciless grasp. Cecilia must have seen neighbours

  die before: surely she understood that Da was dying now, and once he was gone, they would never see him again? Mary felt her eyes fill with the hot, unmanageable tears which had woken her time

  after time throughout the previous night. It was the strangest crying she had ever experienced. It wasn’t like when you got hurt, or when someone said cruel things to you. Instead, it got you

  by the throat, forced you to weep helplessly, chokingly, before disappearing again, leaving you feeling no better. There was no relief to be had anywhere. Da had already lasted longer than the

  doctor said; whether he lived or died, the strange weight inside her still felt the same.




  ‘I’ll go up and see him,’ said Father MacVeigh, patting Mary’s shoulder. His kindness brought on a fresh impulse to wail out loud; Mary bit down hard on the inside of her

  lip instead. Cecilia turned, ready to go upstairs before the priest.




  ‘Come back, Cecilia. I want ye here.’




  Grudgingly, Cecilia flattened herself against the wall to allow the priest’s large, bulky frame to pass her by.




  ‘Help me with the tea, there’s a good girl.’




  Reluctantly, Cecilia followed her elder sister into the kitchen.




  ‘Da’s not goin’ to get better, is he, Mary?’




  Cecilia’s voice was explosive, over-loud in the small space. Mary placed the blackened kettle carefully on to the gas ring, and turned around to face her sister.




  ‘No, love. He’ll not.’




  Her sister’s body suddenly looked terrifyingly small and vulnerable to Mary. Cecilia stood just under the window, pale morning light seeping into the hollows of her white face.




  ‘What are we goin’ to do if he dies?’




  Her chin began to tremble. Mary put both arms around her, drew her close. She held her so tightly that each of them was hardly able to breathe.




  ‘I’ll look after ye – always. Ye’re not to be worryin’, d’ye hear me?’




  Cecilia nodded.




  They stood silently in the dim kitchen, neither moving until the kettle boiled.




  Father MacVeigh looked after all the arrangements for the funeral. For three days and nights, the house was full of neighbours, friends, family who had travelled to Belfast

  from as far away as Tyrone and Donegal. Men took off their caps, drank whiskey and sang songs. Women talked incessantly, hugged Mary and Cecilia over and over, produced food from everywhere. Mary

  was surprised that sometimes the surrounding sadness would lift abruptly, to change into something lighter, happier. Da’s brothers told stories about him as a child, people laughed at their

  jokes, some recited poems and rhymes, others spoke softly of harder, older times. There were moments when Mary caught herself forgetting why everyone was there, crowding into the hall and the tiny

  parlour until she and Cecilia had had to go outside to make room for others to breathe.




  Everything was very flat and stale after Da’s body was taken away from the house. While his brothers were still remembering him in talk, while they could all look on his taut, yellowing

  face, his gnarled hands crossed peacefully over his chest, it seemed that something of him still remained behind. Then he was gone, and life, it seemed, still went on.




  Ma was determined that Cecilia stay on at school. It was the one subject that would shake her out of her torpor, the only topic that made the glaze go from her eyes. Mary nudged her with it

  every time she wanted to bring her mother’s vacant look back to the kitchen table, her mind back again from wherever it had strayed. Mary agreed, over and over again: she didn’t want to

  see her little sister at the mill, under the harsh eye of some bitter and withered doffing mistress, learning a trade that brought little but mill fever, consumption and toe-rot.




  Any dream that Mary had that her brothers would come back was long gone. She couldn’t blame them; she’d have done the same herself in their shoes, given half the chance. Belfast was

  no place for lads who refused to be happy being second best; who refused to lie down for their masters. They were all safer where they were.




  She’d promised to look after Ma now, and Cecilia.




  She’d spend the rest of her life trying, if that’s what it took.




  







  May: Autumn 1890




  HANNAH HELD HER hand all the way. At first, May protested.




  ‘I’m not a baby any more. I’m eight. I can walk on my own.’




  She tried to wriggle her hand away from Hannah’s, but her older sister held fast. She pulled May along behind her and increased her pace so that the younger girl had to run to keep up.




  ‘Mama said we were to hold hands. I’m in charge and Mama says I’m to look after you.’




  In charge. The words reminded May of Ellie, now almost six and longing to be in the same class as one of her sisters. She hated being on her own in Senior Infants. She had never settled into

  school, unlike Hannah and May. She chafed under its routine, the unaccustomed restriction of her movements. She still couldn’t understand why she was not allowed simply to leave her desk and

  seek out her sisters whenever she needed. She had cried this morning when the time came to say goodbye to Hannah and May, cried so hard that Mama had had to take her away while Lily gave the older

  girls their breakfast.




  ‘Be good, now, Eleanor,’ Mama had scolded, but gently enough. ‘Hannah and May are big girls and they have to go to their own classes.’




  That had only made Eleanor’s sobs worse.




  ‘I’m a big girl, too, Mama! I go to school! I don’t want to be all on my lonely!’




  Mama had promised Ellie that if she was good, May could take her to second class with her for one whole day, soon. May had heard the sobs subsiding as Mama made her way down the long hallway of

  their new house, soothing Eleanor as she went, stroking the small, struggling body into quietness. Lily would bring her to school, immediately after the older girls had turned the corner, taking

  her firmly by the hand. She didn’t cry too much when Lily said goodbye; but Mama would be upset for the whole day if she took her. She said it shattered her nerves.




  May felt a sudden, unaccustomed pride that she would be the one looking after her baby sister, that she would be the one Mama trusted. Up until now, it had always been Hannah, Hannah,

  Hannah: May never got even one chance to be in charge of her younger sister. Sister Paul had already said that Ellie would be welcome to spend the day in her classroom, to know where her sister was

  in case she needed her.




  May stopped resisting the pressure of Hannah’s hand; she’d better be good. She didn’t want Mama to change her mind, to decide that she, May, was badly behaved, unreliable, not

  to be trusted after all. And Hannah would tell on her, she was sure of that. The school gates were only a few minutes’ walk away, anyway, so it was worth it. She loved Ellie, loved the

  little girl’s bright smile and trusting eyes. She longed to show her off to Sister Paul.




  The sun was bright, the air humid even at this early hour, and the stiff material of May’s new uniform was already scratching at her neck and irritating the soft skin above her knees.




  ‘This is your line, May. Don’t forget to eat your lunch, or Mama will be cross.’




  The other girls were already queuing up, each with a school bag on her back, feet shuffling and scraping into a reluctant silence.




  ‘Be sure and wait for me at home-time,’ Hannah said, kissed her sister hurriedly and ran off to join the bigger girls in fourth class. As soon as May had taken her place, and darted

  a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure that Brid Byrne was nowhere near her, Sister Paul appeared at the head of the iron staircase. Immediately, complete silence descended on the yard. She

  hadn’t needed to ring the bell even once this morning.




  May looked up at the old nun, wanting to catch her eye, to smile and be smiled at. But she was busy just now, papers in her hand, her little glasses perched on the end of her nose. This was a

  different start from the normal. The girls sensed it and a low murmur began, rippling up and down each line, like the uneasy scrunching of boots on gravel.




  ‘Now, girls, quiet please.’




  The murmur died away.




  ‘We have some changes today. Please listen carefully.’




  Sister Paul settled her glasses more firmly on her nose, and turned over the first sheet.




  ‘Sister Mary Immaculate will be taking Junior Infants from today. Juniors, please follow Sister Mary to your classroom.’




  There was absolute silence now. Everyone held their breath. One change meant everyone changed. May’s eyes were drawn towards the group of nuns just below the stairs. Sister Raphael, Sister

  Annunciata and Sister Olivia were the only ones she recognized from last year. No one ever wanted Sister Raphael, the elderly, crabbed nun who used the strap far more than most, and certainly more

  than Sister Paul, who had never used it at all, not even once in the two years she had been May’s teacher. Sister Raphael’s face was creased into a permanent expression of discontent;

  her hands, too, frightened May and it was whispered among the girls that they were the hands of a witch.




  She held her breath. Please, please, she thought. Let it be any of the others; don’t let it be Sister Raphael.




  Waiting for the other classes to be assigned their teacher was agony. When it came to second class, May’s heart was beating so hard that she hardly heard what Sister Paul said.




  ‘Second class, please go with Sister Raphael to your classroom; I’ll visit you later on this morning.’




  May’s legs began to tremble. It wasn’t fair. Now they would all have to be silent and terrified. Sister Raphael would have nothing less.




  She watched as the sunlight glinted off the old nun’s glasses. Without a word, with only a sharp movement of her hooked hand, she led the snaking group of girls across the unwilling yard,

  and in through the main door of the school building. One by one, they filed into the bright classroom, standing around the wall until they were assigned their desks. May hoped that she would not

  have to sit beside Brid Byrne. She smelt bad, and Mama said she had nits.




  ‘Kathleen Mulhall, Margaret O’Connor.’




  The tone was sharp; the crooked arthritic fingers indicated their double desk at the top of the third row. For a moment, May hesitated, startled by the unfamiliarity of her given name. No one

  ever called her Margaret, not even Sister Paul, once she had learned that ‘May’ was her preference. ‘It suits you,’ she had said, smiling at May’s red-faced admission

  that she never answered to ‘Margaret’. ‘That’s Our Lady’s month – a joyful month.’ May had sat down gratefully, then, pleased that she hadn’t got

  into trouble for her outspokenness.




  Now, she and Kathleen looked at each other and ventured a small smile. They slid along the polished wooden seat of their desk, almost colliding in the middle, each wanting to giggle, but knowing

  that they’d better not. She didn’t feel so bad any more. Having a new friend always helped.




  It was just after midday when Sister Raphael announced it was time for mental arithmetic. May felt the familiar sensation of panic: something stirred deep in her chest, just

  behind the buttons of her uniform. It was like the flapping of a tiny, frightened bird. Her mind seemed to close over, becoming a shuttered window, no small chinks of light anywhere. Sister Paul

  had understood that feeling, had told her, kindly, to take her time. Accuracy before speed, she’d always said, folding her hands in front of her as she waited for May’s halting reply.

  She could see the nun’s gentle face now, her intelligent eyes as they regarded her pupil over the tops of her glasses. Her face had been calm, her steady gaze encouraging.




  May knew there would be no such understanding at Sister Raphael’s hands. She waited, in growing agony, as the questions went all the way up the first row of desks, down the second, ready

  to start again at the front of her row, the third. She stared at the bright blue pencil lying in its little groove at the top of her desk, its paint indented here and there with tiny teeth-marks.

  She tried to focus on it, tried to stop her mind from skittering away in all directions as it usually did whenever she was frightened. She wished that something, anything, would stop the questions

  before they got to her. The problems had been getting steadily more difficult too, she was sure of it.




  ‘Multiply twelve by three, and add four,’ Sister Raphael said, nodding at Kathleen.




  May thought what a cold thing it was not even to try to know her girls by name; she seemed to have no interest. ‘You there’ or ‘Girl with red hair’ seemed to be enough

  for her. May missed Sister Paul sorely. If only . . .




  ‘Thirty-six plus four are forty,’ said Kathleen.




  The nun nodded. She turned to May.




  ‘Add twelve, then divide by four,’ she said.




  May couldn’t reply. She could see the nun’s lips move, understood that words had been spoken, that an answer was now required of her. But she was unable to make sense of anything

  that had been said. Even her limbs felt heavy, leaden. She wanted to sleep, or to wake from this bad dream. She said nothing.




  ‘You, girl, you’re not even paying attention!’




  The whole class sat silent, expectant. May stared blankly at the old nun, who was now beginning to harness the anger which had hovered around her, uselessly, restlessly, all morning: waiting for

  its moment to come.




  May felt the back of her neck growing hot. What was she to do first? Add something? Subtract? Divide?




  Still she didn’t speak. Even to herself, her silence seemed like defiance, a refusal to bend her will, rather than the muteness born of sheer terror.




  ‘You’re an insolent girl!’




  Sister Raphael rose from the desk, her hand already on the leather strap tied around her waist along with the rosary beads.




  ‘Hold out your hand!’ she commanded.




  May could feel Kathleen stiffen in the desk beside her. She well knew that if any girl didn’t do as Sister told her, the whole class would be punished. Playground lore terrified children

  into submission long before they met Sister Raphael. The unfairness of it all suddenly struck May. She would make sure that nobody else suffered because of her stupidity.




  ‘I’m not insolent, Sister. I need more time. Sister Paul said . . .’




  The old nun’s eyes widened in disbelief. The class held its collective breath.




  ‘How dare you answer me back!’




  ‘I’m not, it’s just . . .’




  May watched as the nun walked quickly towards her desk. Already she could feel the sting of leather across her palm and prepared herself for the inevitable. She spread her hands out in front of

  her, a gesture of apology, submission. Instead, there was a sudden sharp pain in her right ear as the nun dragged her across the classroom, pulling hard on her ear lobe. May was startled, conscious

  of nothing now except the jagged point of pain that seared its way down the right side of her face. She cried out, tried to raise her hand to ease the burning sensation which now seemed to flush

  hotly across her eyes, down the other cheek.




  And suddenly, all was darkness. For a moment, May couldn’t understand what had happened to her. There was the sound of a door slamming, then a sudden creaking and rustling all around her,

  unfamiliar whispers which made her heart beat even faster. Cautiously, she raised her hands and began to feel around her in the darkness. Dry, choking sobs escaped her from time to time. In front

  of her was a door, wooden, rough in places, but warm to the touch. Beside her were what felt like cylinders of paper, stacked four or five deep. Voices still reached her, but they were muffled,

  droning, sounding like your ears did under water. May pressed her cheek to the door and listened hard: the girls were chanting their tables.




  ‘Twelve threes are thirty-six, twelve fours are forty-eight, twelve fives are sixty . . .’




  The blood pulsed loudly, warmly, all down both sides of her face.




  She knew suddenly where she was. She was in the map cupboard. The cylinders of heavy paper were like those Sister Paul had hung across the blackboard every Wednesday, when she had pointed out

  continents, subcontinents, countries with strange shapes and stranger customs. May had loved those geography lessons; she loved repeating the names of rivers, exotic, unfamiliar, sometimes

  unpronounceable words: Nile, Ganges, Potomac, Amazon, Tigris, Euphrates.




  She pushed with both hands hard against the door. It wouldn’t give. Not even a thin shard of light insinuated its way into the cracks and joins of its sturdy surface. The darkness was

  complete, terrifying. What if they all forgot about her? What if they all went home and left her? Nobody would know where she was – not Mama, not Hannah, not even Sister Paul. What if she ran

  out of air? She could feel the panic rising again; a different panic from before. She no longer felt frozen. Now she felt open and vulnerable, watery and insubstantial. Tears threatened. The lump

  in her throat was already making it harder to breathe. She tapped on the door with the knuckles of her right hand and waited. No response. Sister Raphael was obviously determined to ignore her. She

  was afraid to tap again. She did not want to face the full force of the nun’s wrath, and, later, Mama’s displeasure, her tight-lipped silence and disapproval.




  She felt around her, desperately. There was no room for her to sit down, and her legs were getting cramped. It was hot; the material of her uniform felt even more scratchy than this morning. And

  she was so afraid of the dark. Mama always let her and Hannah have a night light burning in their bedroom, a fat tallow candle with a gas mantle for protection. She wished she were at home now,

  snug in bed with Hannah, watching the patterns made by the diffuse light on the bedroom walls and ceiling, making up songs and stories, giggling in the chiaroscuro of the chilly bedroom.




  Suddenly, she had an idea. How to take her mind off the darkness, the tiredness of her legs, the hot and stuffy cupboard. She began to sing to herself, not too loudly at first, but enough to

  hear the comforting sound of her own voice. Singing was always a happy thing to do, just like in bed at night, or when Hannah would let her sit down on the piano stool while she practised, and both

  of them sang together.




  May began to sing a few lines, tentatively at first, clapping to their rhythm, just as Hannah had taught her. It was a new song, one that Hannah had just learned. Remembering her older sister

  gave May a great surge of confidence. She sang five verses, making up words here and there, singing ‘la, la, la, la,’ when her imagination, or her memory, failed her.




  She had even begun to forget about her fear of the dark, about the oppressive heat inside the cupboard, about the unjust punishment meted out to her when the door was suddenly wrenched open.




  There, red-faced and furious, stood Sister Raphael. Her head was wobbling from side to side, as though her neck had difficulty in supporting its weight. Her right hand fingered the smooth

  surface of her strap. All of this May took in, but her attention, for a couple of seconds, was drawn irresistibly elsewhere. Just over Sister Raphael’s left shoulder, she saw Kathleen

  Mulhall’s mischievous brown eyes looking at her, face pink with the effort not to laugh. She lifted her hands off the inky surface of the desk and slowly brought her palms together in silent

  clapping. Then she bowed with difficulty from the waist, still seated, trapped in the double desk.




  ‘. . . to Sister Paul, right this minute. And don’t think I won’t tell her just what you’ve been up to.’




  May snapped her attention back to the lined, angry face in front of her. Suddenly, light-headedly, she didn’t care. At least the door was open and she could breathe. Kathleen was her

  friend and Sister Paul would surely understand what had happened. She hadn’t meant to be badly behaved; it had all just come about, somehow, without her willing it.




  She stepped out of the cupboard with an air of bravado she didn’t quite feel, encouraged by Kathleen’s grin and the admiring glances of some of the other girls. Most of the faces,

  however, were terrified, and May felt a rush of pity for them all, a renewed fear for herself.




  She marched out of the classroom, her head held high. She walked much more slowly across the yard and into the hallway outside Sister Paul’s office. She knocked on the door and waited.

  Suddenly, starting with her legs, then her shoulders, she began to shake all over. Under her arms felt hot and cold at the same time. Her stomach began to cramp, as though she had eaten too much.

  Her palms were damp, clammy to the touch. She tried to draw a deep breath, but something dark and unforgiving in her chest seemed to obstruct the clean air, refusing to let it pass. Then the

  pictures on the wall began to shift, one after the other, in front of her eyes. Even the walls began to sway, to crowd in on her. She cried out to Sister Paul just as her legs crumpled under her

  and a thin, warm ache filled the space behind her forehead.




  She tried to hold on to the light, to keep her eyes open. She was dimly aware of Sister Paul standing over her, sensed her hands being warmly held until, once more, all was darkness.




  







  Mary and Cecilia: Winter 1890




  MARY JOINED THE queue that was shuffling its way damply, anxiously towards the desk on the ground floor.

  Late December sleet still sparkled across the shoulders of the people in front of her. The air was filled with the heavy, fleecy smell of wet wool drying. She had never been inside the workhouse

  before. She decided she didn’t like the echoing corridors, the remote, cold ceilings. She wanted to be home.




  Cecilia pulled at her sleeve.




  ‘What am I t’say?’




  ‘Nothin’. Just leave the talkin’ to me.’




  The whole room was filled with girls who looked about Cecilia’s age or younger, all of them accompanied by a sister or a mother, a grandma or a granda. Mary felt a sudden stab of pity for

  all of them. They looked awful young to be starting. But it was worse for others. Mary knew dozens of doffers at her place of work, no more than eight or nine years of age, their small faces

  pinched and yellow with exhaustion. At least Cecilia was older and bigger than that.




  Ma had sworn she would not send Cecilia as a half-timer before she was twelve. It already broke her heart, so it did, to see her youngest child now snared by the linen mills. She had held out as

  long as she could, but Mary’s shillings were not enough to feed and warm the three of them. It had been a particularly harsh, unforgiving winter. Jimmy’s brothers had been good to her

  after he died, but they had mouths of their own to feed, empty bellies to fill. She couldn’t expect them to keep sending her postal orders while their own went hungry. And she had had such

  high hopes for Cecilia, too: the clever one, the wee girl so much at home with her books.




  The man at the desk had iron-grey hair, surprisingly black and springy eyebrows. His collar was shiny, Mary noticed, and his cuffs had been turned more than once. He barely looked up at her

  approach.




  ‘Name?’




  ‘Cecilia McCurry.’




  ‘Date of birth?’




  ‘Tenth of January, eighteen seventy-eight.’




  Now he looked up sharply.




  ‘Is the birth certificate for you?’




  ‘For me sister.’




  ‘Why doesn’t she speak for herself, then?’




  Mary felt her face grow hot. Wee shite, she thought. Here he is, warm and dry, burdened by nothing heavier than a pen. What gives him the right to be snotty with me?




  She felt Cecilia begin to stir beside her, and squeezed her arm in warning.




  ‘Because she’s shy. Sir.’




  Instantly, his frown began to clear. Mary congratulated herself silently on her stroke of genius. It was the ‘sir’ that had done it; she was sure of that. Be respectful to them, Ma

  had said. At all times, show respect, even if ye didn’t feel it.




  ‘Address?’




  ‘Number seven, Carrick Hill.’




  The clerk filled in the birth certificate slowly, dipping his pen into the brass well of ink on the desk in front of him. Mary noticed that their clerk was writing much more slowly than any of

  the others. She sighed. Trust her to get it wrong.




  Suddenly, he signed his name with a black flourish and turned the certificate over on his blotter, pressing on it with his clenched fist.




  ‘Pay over there,’ he said, pointing to the far side of the room.




  Mary nodded.




  ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said. But he had already lost interest in them, his face cross again as he turned to the next in line. Mary walked rapidly across the room towards the cashiers

  and pulled Cecilia into the shortest queue. She watched the new clerk’s face closely, watched as he summoned one person after the other, learned to judge the moment when he would avert his

  sharp eyes. Just before their turn came, she ducked swiftly out of the line, grabbing Cecilia by the hand. Then she turned casually away and walked towards the exit, nodding and smiling at her

  sister. Anyone watching would have seen two young girls, one only slightly taller than the other, chatting happily, glad to be on their way home. Cecilia had been warned to ask nothing, no matter

  what Mary did. Now her eyes were full of questions.




  Once they were outside in the rapidly darkening afternoon, Mary grinned broadly at her sister, fixing her shawl for her over Cecilia’s long fair hair.




  ‘We have yer lines, Cecilia, and I still have Ma’s sixpence. Let’s go home.’




  Mary couldn’t help feeling pleased with her little bit of thievery. It almost helped her forget the reason for getting Cecilia’s lines in the first place. They were close, as close

  as sisters should be. Every bit as much as Ma, Mary would have done anything to keep her younger sister out of the mill. Instead, she had just spoken for her a week ago and the spinning master said

  that Cecilia could start straight after Christmas.




  Almost in spite of herself, Cecilia could feel her excitement mounting. She felt grown-up this morning, full of heady anticipation. She sipped at her tea, hiding her excitement

  from Mary, who had recently begun to get on her nerves. ‘Ye’re not to do this, ye’re not to do that’, followed by all the stories about how tough life was in the spinning

  room, especially for a half-timer starting out. Cecilia didn’t care. She wanted to go to work, to know that she was being a help to Ma. And it didn’t mean giving up school, either.

  She’d still be there – Monday, Wednesday and Friday one week, Tuesday and Thursday the next. She felt pleased that she’d be getting the best of both worlds. She didn’t need

  Mary’s grim face telling her over and over again that life would be otherwise.




  ‘Are ye right?’ Mary asked her. ‘Have ye yer piece?’




  Cecilia nodded, picking up the piece of bread she had wrapped earlier in a bit of cloth. She stood up.




  ‘Aye, I’m right.’




  Mary folded herself into her long shawl.




  ‘Time we was goin’, then.’




  Cecilia had a sudden pang when she thought of Ma, who had hugged her and kissed her last night, and asked God to look after her precious wee girl. Cecilia had felt embarrassed, felt her toes

  curl in her stiff new boots as Ma had come over all tearful. She hoped she was still sleeping. Mary had said they’d not be waking her at half-five unless they had to. Anyway, Ma had said as

  much of a goodbye as Cecilia could take last night; she couldn’t bear to watch her red-rimmed eyes fill up all over again.




  They hurried to Watson, Valentine and Company, Mary anxious, as ever, about being fined.




  ‘Hurry, Cecilia, it’s tuppence docked if we’re not there by six.’




  Cecilia was hurrying; she was easily keeping pace with her sister, although her boots were beginning to pinch. When they turned the corner into Amelia Street, Cecilia almost stopped dead

  with amazement. Girls and women were converging from everywhere, swarms of them, jostling and laughing, joking with each other despite the early hour. Some even appeared to be singing. Cecilia felt

  her heart lift with sudden hope: these did not seem to be the hard, careless girls that Mary always talked about. These faces were smiling, friendly; many seemed to be in high good humour.




  Cecilia kept close to Mary’s side as they crushed in through the narrow doorway, surrounded by a great, heaving mass of bodies.




  ‘Hold tight,’ Mary muttered.




  Cecilia obediently linked Mary’s left arm and together they pushed their way up the giant staircase, Mary’s right hand holding on tight to the narrow banister. The crowd parted

  abruptly at the top of the stairs, and seemed to disappear at once into the vastness of the wet spinning room. Almost immediately, the machinery started up, and Cecilia jerked in fright. Her ears

  filled with sound, her head buzzed as the terrifying racket seemed to suck up all the air around her. She realized her sister was speaking only when Mary tugged at her sleeve. She watched her lips

  move, but no sound could compete with the roar inside her head.




  Finally, Mary dragged her away to where the air was a little less thunderous.




  ‘Ye’ll get used to it soon enough, don’t fret.’




  Cecilia nodded, the inside of her head already beginning to feel numb.




  ‘I’ve to bring ye to the doffin’ mistress, Miss Morris – d’ye mind I told ye?’




  Cecilia nodded again, but everything Mary had told her earlier seemed now to have cracked wide open and floated away from her like thistledown. Impatiently, Mary pulled her by the hand towards a

  young woman standing in between two spinning-frames.




  ‘Miss Morris – this is me sister Cecilia. I spoke for her before Christmas.’




  The small, neat young woman smiled and Cecilia was flooded with relief. If this woman could stand there and smile while the world seemed to be exploding all around her, then maybe she could get

  to bear it, too.




  ‘Right, Cecilia – are you ready to start?’




  ‘Aye, miss, I am.’




  Her tone was friendly and at that moment Cecilia felt she would do anything for her, for the kindness of her voice, the sympathy of her glance. Mary left, having said something else that Cecilia

  didn’t catch. She didn’t care; she knew her older sister would come looking for her when the time was right.




  There were five other girls, about Cecilia’s age, looking nervously around them, their eyes never leaving Miss Morris’s face. She gestured to all of them to move closer to her, to

  pay attention.




  ‘Now, girls, I want ye all to listen to me very carefully. I’ll not say anything more than once.’




  She pointed out a tall, stern-looking man who was walking purposefully along the pass between the rows of machines, his hands behind his back. His eyes were bright, missing nothing.




  ‘That’s Mr Thompson, the spinning master. Ye’ll have nothing to do with him until I’ve finished with ye. If somethin’s not clear, or if yer in trouble, it’s

  me ye come to.’




  She lifted the whistle hanging around her neck.




  ‘When ye hear this whistle, that’s my signal for yous to run and do yer work. It means it’s time to doff the full bobbins from each machine, like this—’




  She moved a handle at the side of the spinning machine and the frames came to a graceful stop. Cecilia felt the immediate relief of even this small reduction in the noise all around her. Then

  Miss Morris reached up and shifted a metal weight to one side.




  ‘This weight’s called a drag – it regulates the tension on each yarn bobbin.’




  She took off what looked like a giant reel of thread from its spindle, and laid it quickly into one of several boxes laid out on the floor nearby. Then she took hold of an empty bobbin and

  attached the now loose ends of yarn to what she called the ‘flyer eyes’. Finally, she readjusted the drags and set the spinning-frame in motion again.




  ‘That’s it, girls – pull the handle, doff the full bobbin, and put it into the box beside ye. Then ye’ve got to put back what ye’ve taken off: put the empty one on

  the spindle, attach the ends, fix the drag and off yis go.’




  She paused, looking keenly at each girl in turn. She tapped on her whistle several times for emphasis.




  ‘When ye’re called, ye’ve twenty bobbins each to change – ye must be quick, and ye must be accurate.’




  Cecilia listened intently. It didn’t seem too difficult, and at school, Miss Graham always said she was a quick learner – deft at her needlework, good at sums and reading. She wanted

  to be good here, too, wanted to please Miss Morris. She liked her strictness, felt that if she did as she was told, then she wouldn’t have to feel as lost and terrified as she did now. She

  promised herself to stay alert, to do more than her share, to be the best of all her group of half-timers.




  By dinner-hour, Cecilia could barely stand with exhaustion. Her head felt light, her brain was whirling in time with the clamour of belts, the rattle of spinning-frames. Her

  lungs had had to fight for air all morning: each breath brought with it a sticky combination of heat, steam and the pungent fumes of oil. The greasy stuff that sprayed constantly from the machinery

  spotted everyone’s aprons – ‘rubbers’, they called them – with streaks of smudgy black. It left a heavy, sour aftertaste in the air, potent enough to be almost

  visible.




  When the hooter went, she was bitterly disappointed that it was still only midday.




  ‘I thought it was home-time,’ she confessed to Mary, so close to tears she could barely eat her piece.




  Mary stroked her sister’s hair.




  ‘It’s just a wee touch o’ mill fever, that’s all – ye’ll be better by tomorrow, I promise.’




  Cecilia hoped so. If she did really well under Miss Morris, then maybe she could move on more quickly to caging, laying and spinning. If she could be with Mary, it wouldn’t be so bad. She

  hated to admit it, but her sister had been right. It had taken Mary three years to learn her craft and be promoted to spinner: only now did Cecilia take in the bewildering range of skills that had

  to be learned before she could occupy a stand close to her sister.




  Hours passed, dragging their feet, shuffling reluctantly towards home-time. Cecilia thought she could never endure another day as slow as this one. But she did learn quickly; she was first to

  respond to the whistle, first to doff her share of the full bobbins. Miss Morris even showed her, and none of the others, how to judge the exact moment when a bobbin was full. She showed her what

  she meant by tension, let Cecilia feel the weight and substance of the drag. More than once, she glanced in Cecilia’s direction and nodded her approval. Without it, Cecilia felt she would

  have withered and died that very afternoon. The heat and humidity had made her feet swell, and she was terrified that she would not be able to take off her boots when she got home.




  Only the thought of Ma made her keep her tears in check. She couldn’t let her see how bad it had been, how despondent she felt. Mary had been so kind to her when the day ended, letting her

  rest her head on her shoulder all the way home on the rattling tram. She hadn’t uttered one word, not one syllable of reproach or ‘I told you so’.




  Cecilia couldn’t wait to crawl into bed, could hardly keep her eyes open to drink the tea Ma had just brewed. She had a moment of cold terror, just before she slept that first night, as

  she imagined her whole life spinning out in front of her, yards and yards of years like yarn, with no relief from the airless whirl and blunder of huge, malevolent machines.




  







  May: Autumn 1891




  IT WASN’T FAIR.




  Just as May was feeling happy in school for most of almost every day, just when she had her own best friend beside her, everything had to change.




  ‘You have your sisters,’ Mama had said firmly. ‘They’re your best friends.’




  That was true, too. But Kathleen Mulhall was her best friend in a different way. And now, maybe she’d never see her again.




  ‘Where are you going?’ Kathleen had asked her. Her eyes had been wide and scared at the prospect of anybody going far away. She could not conceive of there being another world beyond

  Dublin, a world which had its own roads and schools and houses and people. Everything outside the small boundaries of what she knew filled her with misgiving. When they drew their maps in geography

  lessons, Kathleen always put a big red dot carefully where she thought Dublin was; the rest of the outline was blank, except where little blue marks radiated from the coastline to indicate the sea.

  She drew carefully and well, but she had no curiosity beyond her own place, her own streets.




  ‘Belfast,’ May said, feeling a faint thrill of superiority despite herself. ‘Papa has new and important work there, Mama says, so we are not to make a fuss about going.’

  She paused. ‘I’ll show you on the map if you like.’ She said this shyly, not wanting Kathleen to feel bad. She was a much better geography student than Kathleen was; in fact, she

  was much better at everything, except, perhaps, mental arithmetic and making people laugh.




  Kathleen nodded.




  ‘I’d like to know where you’re going.’




  May wetted her finger and traced a rough map of Ireland in the chalky film of dust that always settled on their classroom desks overnight. Even though she hated leaving Kathleen, she would be

  glad never to see Sister Raphael again. Ever since that day last year when May had been locked in the cupboard, Sister Raphael had kept a tight-lipped distance from her. She rarely addressed her

  directly. May must sit still and work quietly: she instinctively discerned the shadow of Sister Paul which hovered around this unspoken arrangement. It was her, May’s, duty never to speak out

  of turn, a duty she gladly accepted. She never, ever wanted to be locked in a cupboard again. A tiny white scar just above her right eyebrow was reminder enough of her fall outside Sister

  Paul’s office, her fall from grace. It was the only outer sign of her crime and punishment. May used to touch it from time to time, running her fingers over its bumpy surface. It gave her a

  peculiar kind of comfort, a reassurance that, once she continued to be good, she need never feel such blind and breathless panic again.




  She nudged Kathleen, who was keeping a sharp eye on the classroom door. She jabbed her forefinger at the crude map she had just drawn in the dust.




  ‘See the teddy bear’s head?’




  Kathleen nodded gravely.




  ‘Well, just across from his eye is Belfast.’




  She drew a line from Lough Neagh to the coast and placed Kathleen’s finger on the exact spot where Belfast should be. She assumed a teacherly, properly solemn expression. Kathleen was a

  far better mimic than she, but May liked to try from time to time.




  ‘Papa says it’s a very busy town, and an important port.’




  They laughed together at her pompous tone.




  ‘Will you ever come back?’




  Kathleen was twisting a tendril of thick black hair around her fingers. In and out, in and out. May used to watch her, fascinated, as she spent hours doing just this, as though weaving her

  lessons into her memory. Sometimes her fingers moved at great speed, almost desperately, and May would know then that she was finding something difficult.




  She felt filled with a sudden kindness towards her friend. After all, she, May, was the one going away on a big adventure. To start with, there was the thrill of taking the train from Amiens

  Street Station, and snaking all the way around the coast to Drogheda, passing through Dundalk, listening to all the unfamiliar place names until they arrived at Belfast. And Hannah and Ellie would

  be with her too. May couldn’t help feeling excited, although it wouldn’t do to show it, either here or at home. Not yet, anyway.




  But poor Kathleen was being left behind, and she had only brothers. May didn’t want her to be sad over losing her friend, as well.




  So she nodded.




  ‘Yes. Mama says we will be back and forth, mostly to see Grandfather. I’ll ask to see you, too.’




  Kathleen grinned at her then.




  ‘You’d better,’ was all she had time to say before Sister Raphael swept into the classroom, the skirts of her habit swirling chalk-dust into the air around her, some of which

  floated gently, suspended in the streams of light that shivered through the classroom windows in the early hours. It was as though her long black habit was breathing sudden life into all the dead

  words that had fallen from the blackboard during yesterday’s lessons.




  At once, fifty voices fell silent; fifty small faces became still and waited for the day to begin.




  







  Sophia: Winter 1891




  SOPHIA GRIPPED EDWARD’S arm nervously as they alighted from the carriage at Mount Eden Park. She

  kept her eyes down, negotiating the three treacherous steps that led on to the safety of the glistening pavement below. Edward held the umbrella over her head. Sophia had not been impressed with

  her first view of Belfast. It had looked grim and sooty, dirty rain falling heavily all the way from the train station. Even the buildings along University Road and Malone Road had struck her as

  stout and practical: workmanlike rather than elegant.




  This was not what Sophia had had in mind when she’d longed for Edward’s advancement, for a better life for their daughters. Leaving Dublin, her father, her wonderful new home, had

  been a dreadful wrench. She had been assailed by grief, a deep, searing sense of loss whose intensity she could never have foreseen. Belfast seemed a grey and frantic place by contrast, no green

  spaces to be seen anywhere. And there was not even the comfort of familiar streets to ease the transition from one home to the other.




  She was not so much concerned about the girls. They would adapt, she knew: children always did. Her fear now was that she would not settle, that she would somehow let her husband down.




  Edward turned to her, his normally stern face transformed by a huge smile.




  ‘Well, my dear?’




  Only then did she look up.




  ‘Welcome to our new home.’




  Sophia gasped. ‘Edward!’




  ‘Which one, Papa, which one?’




  Hannah waited impatiently at the bottom of a flight of imposing granite steps. Now eleven years of age, she had developed a slightly imperious manner, a too-high regard for her own academic and

  musical abilities. Sophia found herself frequently disliking her eldest daughter. It was time she was taken in hand, time she learned modesty and restraint. The last few months had been so busy

  that Sophia felt she had neglected her eldest daughter’s social formation.




  ‘Be still, Hannah!’




  But Edward was in unaccustomed good humour.




  ‘Number eight, Hannah. Take your sisters up with you. We’ll be there directly.’




  Hannah went first, stung by her mother’s sharp reproof. She didn’t wait for her sisters. May took Eleanor’s hand and helped her up the steps to the front door.




  Sophia clutched at her husband’s arm so tightly he winced.




  ‘Edward, is this truly ours?’




  ‘Yes, indeed, my dear. A fitting abode for Belfast’s new Postmaster, don’t you think?’




  ‘It looks wonderful! Can we really afford it?’




  Sophia was almost afraid to ask the question. She had grown used to the increasing benefits of Edward’s advancing career; she no longer wanted to contemplate the possibility of their

  living any other way. An elegant home, servants, the ease that accompanied rising social status: all had become necessary to her comfort, to the comfort of her daughters, over the past five years.

  She waited, needing Edward to still the faint, nervous fluttering inside her that made her hands automatically reach to finger her necklace.




  Edward patted her hand.




  ‘You are not to fret. It’s all taken care of, I promise.’




  Sophia glanced at her husband as he gazed at the facade of the large house in front of them. The change in him over the last five years had been remarkable. He had taken to his new career with

  enthusiasm, had built a reputation as a thorough, reliable, if uninspired, senior civil servant. She was proud of him, proud of his newfound self-confidence. This house would suit him, she knew,

  even better than their previous home on the Rathmines Road in Dublin. This was solid, respectable red-brick: rather like Edward himself.




  ‘Shall we?’




  He smiled at her, leading her up the steps to the front door. She could feel how pleased with himself he was. He had refused for weeks to give her any detail of their new home, had stayed

  uncharacteristically tight-lipped after his last visit to Belfast.




  ‘Wait and see,’ was all he would say.




  Lily was standing at the open door, her plain face wide with welcome. She curtsied briefly.




  ‘I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me, ma’am,’ she said.




  She disappeared back to the kitchen at once. She knew her mistress liked to find her way around on her own.




  The house exceeded all of Sophia’s expectations. Five bedrooms, a vast bay-windowed drawing room, a dining room, kitchen, bathroom, scullery. She tried to estimate quickly what it would

  take to run this household. She would need to speak to Lily and Katie at once; perhaps even more staff would be necessary. She would decide after they had all settled in. The pleasing aspect of the

  rooms, the well-tended back garden, the heavy furniture all delighted her. Happily, she mentally arranged and rearranged, calculated and estimated, mediated in the girls’ disagreements over

  bedrooms, and finally dispelled the gloom that had settled over her during the carriage ride from Great Victoria Street.




  Above all else, she couldn’t quell the delightful feeling that they – she and Edward – had arrived at last.




  







  Hannah: Autumn 1892




  THEY WERE FIGHTING again. Hannah could hear the start of the angry, insect-like murmur just minutes

  after the last guests had departed. She turned over in the bed, pressing one ear into the pillow, pushing down hard on the other with the palm of her hand. She did not want to hear another angry

  exchange, did not want to listen to the buzz and hum of voices that would eventually separate somehow, each becoming distinct from the other, solidifying into words and phrases she did not want to

  hear. She’d prefer not to know; she was tired of it. Every weekend recently had been the same. She’d begun to hate coming home. If it weren’t for Eleanor, she would have preferred

  to stay in school on Friday and Saturday nights. Mama and Papa could come to visit her and May on Sunday afternoon, perhaps, like the parents of some of the long-distance boarders, and stay for

  tea. They wouldn’t be able to fight there, not in so public a place.




  Her father’s raised voice now reached her distinctly.




  ‘Have you any idea, any idea at all how much that costs?’




  Money, it was always about money. Despite herself, Hannah now strained to hear her mother’s words. What was so costly this time? Was it school, perhaps, or piano lessons, or Christmas?

  Could she and May help by giving up something – anything – in order to take the frost out of the atmosphere, not to be compelled to listen to the same old argument weekend after

  weekend? She lifted her head off the pillow to try and catch her mother’s elusive reply, but at that moment her bedroom door creaked open. Eleanor stood, framed by the light of the sputtering

  gas lamp on the landing. Hannah was startled. She looked like a small forlorn spirit standing there, her long curly hair frizzing out in shocked waves around her face.




  ‘Can I come into your bed?’ she whispered.




  Hannah was already turning down the blankets on the other side.




  ‘Of course, Ellie. Come on.’




  Eleanor scrambled up the side of the high bed, pulling the folds of her long nightdress out from under her knees as she struggled into the warmth beside her sister. She’d hated having her

  own room ever since Hannah and May, one after the other, had become old enough to be boarders at St Dominic’s. She hated being abandoned at night. And May was no use to go to for comfort,

  once evening was past. Once she climbed into bed, she slept instantly, heavily. From time to time, May would wander into Hannah’s room, still asleep, and Hannah would take her gently

  back to her own bed. The first time Eleanor had seen this, she’d been upset. She hadn’t liked the absence behind her sister’s eyes, the useless search for recognition.

  Sleepwalking, Hannah had explained to her. Eleanor thought that that was a good word; naming it had seemed somehow to make it less frightening.




  ‘Why are Mama and Papa fighting?’ she asked into the pillow, cuddling into the warm space made by Hannah’s body.




  Hannah kissed her lightly.




  ‘Grown-ups do. They can’t enjoy themselves properly without it.’




  Eleanor giggled.




  ‘Will we fight when we’re grown-up?’




  ‘No – we’re different. We’re the Bright Brilliant Sisters of Belfast – don’t tell me you’ve forgotten already? Anyway, it’s men and women who

  fight, mostly.’




  ‘Why?’




  Hannah shrugged into the darkness.




  ‘I suppose because they’re different. Don’t worry. They’ll be friends again tomorrow.’




  But the voices continued, a steady angry stream, suddenly lower in volume. Hannah knew what they must look like by now, could see both their faces, read the tiniest flicker of each expression.

  She had been an unwilling audience to last weekend’s fight when they’d forgotten about her, left her seated at the piano in the adjoining room. One of the folding doors had been partly

  closed over, so she was hidden from sight. She hadn’t intended to eavesdrop, didn’t even want to be there. By the time she realized that she shouldn’t be overhearing this, it was

  too late to move. She had sat listening to words she only half understood, most of them drowned out by the buzzing in her head. She hadn’t realized until later that she’d been holding

  her breath.




  Papa’s face had been red and creased, his moustaches bristling. He was tapping agitatedly on his cigar, blowing out great plumes of blue-tinged smoke. He threw his head back from time to

  time, staring upwards, as though looking for answers on the ceiling above him. Hannah had seen him do it, watched him avoid Mama’s steady gaze.
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