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  For my husband, Roy.




  You stand by my side.




  You prop me up if I falter.




  Your love is my life.
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  Bridie




  County Cavan in the north of Ireland, 1873
Confusing conflicts




  ‘Will you shut your mouth, woman? Haven’t I enough on me plate without your constant whining?’




  Fear tickled the muscles in Bridie’s stomach and tightened her throat. The eruption of her pappy’s anger grated in the already tense atmosphere that coated the walls of their

  home.




  ‘’Tis as I’m worried to the heart of me, Michael . . .’




  ‘Whish, woman, you’d drive a man insane, you would. Would you have it any different? Would you have that traitor free to do further damage? It has to be done. Sure, the cause depends

  on it. We must rid ourselves of those who would betray us.’




  Torn between staying to see that her mammy was all right and delivering the loaf she’d been told to, Bridie hesitated, but she knew her disobedience would only add to her pappy’s

  agitation.




  The argument taking place in her parents’ bedroom quietened. Her prayers begging for her mammy not to keep protesting at whatever Pappy referred to seemed to have been answered, though she

  knew that if her pappy came out and found her there, listening, it could all start again. She couldn’t risk that.




  ‘Is that yourself, Bridie?’




  ‘’Tis, Mrs Finney. Mammy sent me with some bread for you.’




  ‘Aye, that’s good. Your mammy is kindness itself. Is she keeping better?’




  ‘She is. She’s been grand these last weeks.’ It wasn’t easy to keep the tremor from her voice, but Mrs Finney didn’t seem to notice it.




  ‘Come away in, then, my wee lass, and let me get a proper sight of you.’




  Disturbed from his peaceful grazing, the piebald tethered nearby snorted. His nostrils flared. His cream, silky mane fanned out with an annoyed movement of his head. ‘Whish now, Ginger,

  ’tis only me.’ One more defiant huff and he settled down.




  Catching up the hem of her muddied, rust-coloured skirt, Bridie climbed onto the ladder. The familiar creak of the Vardo steps enhanced the excitement in her. She loved it when the travellers

  arrived. They visited her pappy’s farm twice a year: once in springtime to help with the planting and, as now, in the autumn, to lift the potato crop and turn the soil ready for winter.




  Going into the semi-darkness of the interior blurred her vision. It took a moment to adjust after the bright sunshine outside. Once she could focus, she saw Mrs Finney lying on the bed at the

  back of the caravan, her swollen legs supported by a block with a soft fleece thrown over it. The old lady peered at her and said, ‘You’ve grown. Is it fourteen you are now?’




  ‘Yes, I’m not for having to go to school any longer. I left just after your last visit at Easter time.’




  ‘And is it you have to work at the castle like the rest of the girls around here?’




  ‘No, the priest tried to get me a place in service, but Pappy would have none of it. He says there is enough for me to do around here.’




  ‘Aye, Michael’s always looking for the cheap labour, so he is. But you should be finding yourself a fella by now and settling down. All my girls did by your age. They’ve all

  caravans of their own and are off around the country. Some have even crossed the water.’




  ‘You know that isn’t our way, Mrs Finney.’




  ‘Aye, we have our differences. Put the loaf on the shelf next to the tea chest, my wee one, but wrap it first. Use one of those cloths from the pile in the corner.’




  The aroma of fresh-baked bread as Bridie wrapped it in the crisp, white muslin mingled with the smells of the small wood-burning stove, the canvas of the arched roof and the sheepskin rugs.

  This, and the clinking of the jars containing jams and preserves as she slid them along the shelf to make room, settled a feeling of homeliness in her and calmed her tangled nerves.




  The brass key of the small, wooden tea chest – a legacy from the days when it had lived in a much grander place – swayed back and forth, as if to remind her that it had once locked

  out anyone not allowed to touch its contents. Now it no longer housed expensive real tea, but a blend of herbs and nettles. These brewed into a delicious, refreshing hot drink and held

  properties to heal you of all manner of illnesses.




  Bridie didn’t give a thought to how it came to be here, or how any of the rich-looking jugs with funny faces and the inlaid boxes found their way into the Finneys’ possession. She

  just liked to admire them, adorning the shelf around the interior of the Vardo and arranged amongst the colourful plates that she had watched the gypsy girls paint.




  ‘Sit yourself down.’ Mrs Finney waved towards the trunk opposite the stove. ‘Just look at you, Bridie! Sure it is you are turning into a beauty. In just these short months you

  have blossomed into a young woman.’




  Bridie blushed, but her embarrassment was tinged with a little pride. She too had noted the changes in her body. And her mirror reflected the truth of what everyone said: ‘Now, don’t

  you know that it is you that features your mammy, Bridie.’ Her unruly, long red hair, falling into ringlets around her face, and her large blue eyes, replicated those of her mother, as did

  her height and shapely figure. Already she had breasts bigger than all the girls of her age from the nearby town, and most of the older ones too, as it happened. Not that she found this something

  she admired or wanted. For weren’t they the cause of her attracting stares from the lads, and looks of envy from the girls? These she coped with, but the way older men leered at her repulsed

  and disgusted her. Sometimes, when going into the town, she would resort to tying a band from one of her frocks around herself to flatten her chest, and pinning her shawl in such a way as to cover

  herself.




  As if reading her thoughts, Mrs Finney said, ‘’Tis, Bridie, as you’ll be for having problems with the menfolk. God made you for them, so He did. And you will find a burning

  need in you for what they have to offer. But don’t be giving into it, my wee Bridie, as it will be your downfall.’




  The tone of caution lay heavily on the dread still lying within Bridie concerning the worries of her pappy, and she was glad as Mrs Finney’s voice changed and made light of the

  warning.




  ‘So, mind you take care, but don’t be for hiding behind your cape. ’Tis their sin, not yours, if they have bad thoughts at the sight of you. Hold yourself proud and give off an

  air of You can look, but don’t be touching. That should sort them out.’ Her cackle of laughter held a naughty insinuation as she said, ‘That is, unless it’s your

  choosing to have them touch!’ She laughed louder at this and the sound filled the space in the Vardo.




  Bridie stared at the one tooth hanging at the front of Mrs Finney’s open mouth, but the embarrassment she’d felt at her words dissolved as the laughter got to her. And though she

  hadn’t been for understanding what Mrs Finney had said, her easy sense of fun had Bridie giggling until the tears rolled down her face.




  But then Mrs Finney sobered Bridie and nudged the trepidation inside her as she changed the subject. ‘Eeh, it’s good, so it is, to have the crack. Now, will you be around when the

  stars are up, as we plan on having a sing-song round the campfire? That is, if Seamus gets home from the dealings your pappy sent him on.’




  ‘Do you know what it is Pappy asked Seamus to do, Mrs Finney?’




  ‘No, he didn’t tell me, as is the way of it with the menfolk. Why, what has caused the powerful look of concern you have on your face?’




  ‘I hear things, Mrs Finney. Pappy has visitors, and they hold their meetings in our parlour. He doesn’t know it, but sometimes when they rant and rave their voices come through the

  wall to my bedroom.’




  ‘And what kind of things are you hearing?’




  ‘I know Pappy is a member of the Fenians and, from what they are saying, I think they have a hand in some of the bad goings-on. Not the killings – to be sure Pappy could not take

  part in those – but the torching of buildings and the movement of weapons. And last night Seamus attended—’




  ‘Aye, well, don’t be worrying. These are troubled times, but as daft a job as the men will make of it, we women have to leave the politics to them. Besides, that grandson of mine can

  take care of himself, so he can. Now away with you and leave me to me rest.’




  This sudden dismissal came with an odd, intense look, which shuddered through Bridie. ‘Are you out of sorts with me, Mrs Finney? Is it as I have . . . ?’




  ‘No, you haven’t done anything. ’Tis me all-seeing eye troubling me. I need to have time on me own. Will I see you the night?’




  ‘Aye, you will, Mrs Finney.’




  ‘Good, and Seamus will be here, to be sure. But, Bridie, afore you go, listen to me. You have to let go of how everything used to be. Don’t be for hanging onto how things were when

  you were little. You are a grown woman now. What you dreamed of as a child must remain that – a dream. Are you getting my meaning?’




  A blush crept up from inside Bridie’s chest. Unable to hold Mrs Finney’s gaze, she said her goodbyes and left.




  Taking care to avoid the water-filled ruts the wheels of the gypsy caravans had gouged, she picked her way along the muddied lane leading to her home. The uncomfortable, prickly feeling visited

  on her by Mrs Finney’s words remained with her as she realized that her inner secret had been seen by others. But then, it was the way of Mrs Finney to be knowing of all things, so she would

  not have missed the adoration Bridie had for Seamus.




  As a child she’d spent many hours playing with the traveller children of her own age and following the bigger ones around, especially Seamus. Seven years older than herself, he’d

  fascinated her with his knowledge of the land and the animals. When she tired, he’d lift her up, calling her his little red-haired girl. She would fall asleep on his shoulder, twiddling his

  dark curls between her fingers.




  Sometimes she longed for those days. Now Seamus had other things on his mind, and on the last couple of visits had spent little time with her. At twenty-one, he’d become one of the main

  men of the clan and had serious duties to attend to. She didn’t like to think of him mixed up with her pappy’s lot. And, like her mammy, she wished her pappy would leave things alone,

  too.




  Although her parents tried to shield her from the politics of Ireland, she understood more than they thought, and knew where her pappy’s sympathy lay. When in drink, he always toasted the

  bravery of Michael Barratt, a lad from the next county who had gone to the gallows for trying to blow a hole in the wall of Coldbath Field Prison, over in England. Her pappy expressed condemnation

  of Michael’s public hanging and spoke of him as a hero for trying to release the Fenian prisoners.




  Mammy always said Pappy had changed after that event. He’d started going off on his drinking bouts. He’d be gone for days and they had to cope on their own; but, worse than that, on

  his return the rows would start. Many days went by with her mother not leaving her room. Muffled cries of pain sent hurt and loneliness through Bridie, and she’d squat in a corner, curl up

  her body and cover her ears with her hands. But Pappy would say it was just one of Mammy’s turns, and off he would go again. An end would come suddenly and without warning, signalled by the

  whistling. Pappy would come in, heralded by a cheery tune and without a care in the world. He’d send Bridie off on some errand or other, but she never minded, for on her return home he would

  be there again, and Mammy would greet her, looking beautiful, smiling at Pappy and snuggling into him while he teased her and planted kisses in her hair.




  A tenanted farmer, her father had a lot of worries: how he would meet the rent, how to get the fields hoed when he couldn’t afford the labour, and what would happen if Gladstone

  didn’t get amendments to the Irish Land Act. And what would happen if he did.




  All of it confused Bridie. It seemed there was a need for an Act to restrain the landlords from putting up the rent, but her father talked as though this wouldn’t happen. She’d heard

  him say to one of his friends, ‘The British government won’t interfere in matters of private property, to be sure they won’t.’




  When she approached their small cottage built of grey stone, her mammy stood in the doorway, broom in one hand and holding her back with the other. A different worry crept into Bridie. Her mammy

  suffered from many bad pains, and her body seemed to bend over more every day. And yet her radiant beauty returned the moment she smiled and, like a miracle running through her, the life of her

  came back into every part of her. That transformation came about as she caught sight of Bridie and called out, ‘You didn’t stay long, Bridie. You needn’t have hurried back. I have

  everything done now.’




  ‘No one was about, Mammy. No Petra or Rosalee . . .’




  ‘Oh, that’s right. Didn’t they say as they may have their betrothal in the summer? It must have happened. Did Mrs Finney not tell you?’




  ‘No, she only talked about the changes in me, and it wasn’t long before she seemed eager for me to leave her. Mammy, are you for thinking she can see things?’




  ‘I don’t know. She’s a funny one. She did predict the blight back in ’45, when my own father was alive and running this farm. But then, ’tis the way of things, as

  travellers pass through many counties and she could pick up on things along the way. Why is it you are asking?’




  ‘She knew a secret I had held, and she had an awful look on her just before she said she needed her rest.’




  ‘Aye, I know what it is. Haven’t I had the dread in me at times, when she gives me one of her looks? Don’t be worrying, me wee lass. She’s only getting her fun at our

  expense.’




  ‘Well, I wish she wouldn’t. Anyway, they’re for having shenanigans tonight, and I said I would go.’




  ‘Oh, that’s good. ’Tis just what we’re all needing – a little fun and laughter in our life. Now, away with you. Go for a walk and see if there is anyone around to

  chatter to. Pappy has gone to the village, so he has, and there’s nothing to keep you here.’




  ‘Is it sure you are, Mammy? That would be grand. I might meet up with Amy; she should be leaving the castle just now.’




  With a lighter heart, Bridie waved to her mammy. It wasn’t often she had the freedom to roam. When she did, she gave way to the child still lurking inside her, for more often than not the

  confusion of growing up left her unsure of which person she wanted to be: the one with longings that she didn’t understand, or the carefree, full-of-fun young girl.




  The night, crisp and moonlit, turned into a swirl of colour and fun, dampened only by the knowledge that Seamus and his grandmother had made a hasty decision to move off on the

  morrow. No one would say why, and her father verged on anger with Bridie when she asked. In an effort to try to put it out of her mind, she let the excitement take her and threw herself into the

  moment. She danced as well as any of the traveller girls. Her bright, emerald-green frock, made by her mother from some old curtains that once hung in the dining room of the castle, and bought at

  the jumble sale, swished around her feet. The fitted bodice showed just a hint of her cleavage, but enough to suggest a passion burning inside her. Like a princess, she captivated everyone’s

  attention. The concerns of earlier drifted away from her. The rhythm of the mouth organs and the fiddles filled the air, and she twisted and twirled in the heat of the bonfire.




  ‘For sure, you are a regular travelling lass, Bridie.’




  She stopped dancing and fell against Seamus, laughing up at him. ‘I love it. It is so exciting.’




  ‘It is as though you were born to it. Here, let me join you in a jig.’




  He caught hold of her hand and together they reeled around, egged on by the younger ones enclosing them in a circle and clapping to the music. Seamus never took his eyes from hers, and the look

  Bridie saw in the depths of the dark pools of his enlarged pupils stirred feelings in her she couldn’t understand, tightening her throat and sweeping a heat through her body.




  Without warning, the world she’d allowed herself to enter splintered at the sound of her pappy’s voice. ‘Right, that’ll be enough of that. Come on, Bridie. Your bedtime

  has passed this good hour since.’




  Not wanting the moment to end, she begged of him, ‘Not yet, Pappy. Sure the night is early and I am having a good time.’




  ‘I said now! Will you disobey your pappy?’ The music stopped. His grip on her arm bruised her. ‘Get yourself away, girl.’




  Seamus stepped forward, but she saw the look on her pappy’s face stay his protest. When he turned back to her, he’d become the Seamus she’d always known. The magic had gone.

  ‘Do as your pappy bids, Bridie,’ he told her.




  ‘I don’t need your help with the discipline of me daughter, Seamus. Come now, Bridie, I will see you to your bed meself, so I will.’




  ‘Michael . . .’




  Bridie held her breath as he looked round at her mammy. His face held a dark warning as he said, ‘And you get yourself in, too. We’ll speak of this later.’




  Something about her father frightened Bridie more than she’d ever been frightened before. Once in her room, he flung her onto her bed, his teeth clenched in anger. He bent over her.

  ‘You disgraced your mammy and me, flinging yourself around with that gypsy as though you were no better than them. I’ll not stand for it. You remember: you’re not the child you

  were!’




  ‘Pappy, ’tis sorry I am. I did not know I did anything wrong. I—’




  ‘You must think of the consequences of your actions. You cannot behave with Seamus how you were used to doing. He’s a young man and his needs are different from what you understand.

  His kind have no respect.’ His voice thickened. ‘Bridie, Bridie, you’re still Pappy’s little girl . . .’




  His stroking of her hair sent an unwelcome chill through her body. ‘Pappy?’ His hand stayed. His eyes bored into hers, then he turned and left her room.
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  Andrew




  Breckton, Yorkshire, 1875
Changes afoot




  The autumn colours enhanced the view Andrew Harvey had from the window of the sitting room of Tarrington House. Acres of fields spread out like a patchwork quilt before him to

  his right. In some he could see men with shire horses ploughing straight lines; in others, sheep or cattle grazed on the green pasture.




  A thin spiral of smoke rose from between the trees of the bottom meadow, telling him that Seamus Finney still camped there. Funny to find an Irish traveller on his own. Seamus had appeared for

  the first time a couple of years ago and had been very useful, giving a hand with mending fences, digging out ditches and any other odd job that his own men hadn’t had time to do. No doubt

  he’d be off soon. Seamus had once told him he went back to Ireland for the winter months, joining up with his own clan when they made camp in the southern counties.




  The loud crack of a hunting rifle made him jump – the gamekeeper, no doubt, busy culling the grouse. The estate had been overrun by them this year, and the August shooting parties

  hadn’t lowered the numbers by anywhere near enough. The flutter set up in his heart by the sudden disturbance made it harder for him to calm the fear he held that one day all this might not

  be his. He turned away and faced his mother. She sat on the purple-and-gold striped chaise longue, placed next to the fire. For countless hours in his childhood, his grandfather – her father

  – had sat there with himself kneeling on the rug at his feet, enthralled by the tales his grandfather told and the pictures he drew. It hadn’t mattered to him how many times they had

  gone over the same ground; he’d loved watching the piece of charcoal bringing to life the workings of the pit, and listening to his grandfather explaining how the mineral came to be in the

  earth, how his family mined it and what happened to it afterwards. ‘One day, my boy, it will be your responsibility – just as it is your father’s today – to see that

  everything runs smoothly and our fortune is protected,’ he’d say, and then he’d go into detail of what the future held. What it didn’t hold, Andrew knew now, was the great

  fortune he’d always been promised. His father’s many mistakes had reduced their wealth.




  His mother looked back at him with a steady gaze, holding her slight figure taut, as if ready to fight her corner. The extra hair she’d had woven in with her own beautiful golden locks

  gave her height. He had to look away. Always she presented herself as vulnerable and, even though he knew she wasn’t, it undid him when he needed to take her to task.




  Take her to task! God, how futile that was when she had her mind made up. And now he had to haggle with her over what should rightfully be his!




  ‘Mother, this is awkward. Oh, I don’t mean you shouldn’t look for happiness, but – well, I mean . . .’




  ‘Andrew, I know perfectly well what you mean. That is why Edgar is coming to dinner tonight. This isn’t just one of his usual visits. I have only told you about his proposal to me so

  that you are prepared. I had hoped it wouldn’t come as such a shock to you. After all, we have shown how close we are, and your father – God rest his soul – has been gone over ten

  years now.’




  ‘Is Jeremy coming too?’ It wasn’t that he didn’t like Edgar’s son; he did. Even though Jeremy was older than himself by a year, they had played in the same sporting

  teams at Oxford and had become good friends. Their parents’ liaison, or whatever one would call it, had seen them acting like co-conspirators as they had poked fun. But this marriage

  Mother talked of . . . well, it changed things.




  ‘Yes, he is. He has to hear what we have to say just as much as you do.’




  ‘Mother, have you considered how everything you own will belong to your husband when you marry?’




  ‘How could I not? It happened once before. I have never told you, Andrew, but your father married me because of my money and the mine, which I stood to inherit.’




  ‘Mother!’




  ‘I am not speaking out of turn, dear. It is the truth. Your father was a second son. His father before him had devoted his life to the Army, as his own father had done, and had little of

  the family wealth left. They had property, and some land, but no business to back it up or replenish it. So your father’s prospects were to marry into money, become a vicar or take up the

  military life. He had no inclination or intention of going into the Church, and he kicked against taking a commission in the Army, but as it happened he had no need to do either. My father and his

  were lifelong friends and a deal was struck between them. My father wanted me to marry into a good family line, and the Harveys certainly had that.’




  Andrew couldn’t believe what she was saying. He knew his Uncle Bernard – his father’s older brother – had died, leaving very little to his children, and those who

  hadn’t gone into the Army had worked for a living in the law or accountancy. But that his mother had been effectively sold, just to keep a good line in the family!




  ‘Don’t look so horrified, dear. Your father and I came to love each other dearly and rubbed along very well together. You children were born out of that love, and I miss your father

  still, but it happened. It is a fact of life for us women. Anyway, you can consider yourself lucky, as I do, that no other heirs of the male line were born before you in my family. If they had

  been, everything we have would have gone to them when your father died.’




  ‘That is all very well, Mother, but you are putting one in the way of me now!’




  ‘I am not. No one can take away what is yours. You inherited the mine, and that is that.’




  ‘But this place – this house and the land, the estate . . .’




  ‘I hope you are not suggesting that Edgar is marrying me for what I own?’




  ‘No, of course not. He could buy and sell us, I know.’ How could he not know? After all, Edgar owned everything one could see beyond their own estate, apart from the

  cottages and the farmlands to the west. ‘But, Mother, your marriage to him will mean that what is ours will become Edgar’s too. And he has an heir who, I might remind you, is

  older than me and will take precedence . . . Oh, Mother, I can’t bear to think of losing all of this! Grandfather would—’




  ‘My father would not bat an eyelid, I can assure you!’




  ‘He would. He . . .’




  ‘I’m sorry, dear. Of course he would. You are a male and were the apple of his eye. I was thinking about me and what I owned, and how he married me off to someone with a good name to

  give me and nothing else! Well, not at first . . . Look, this is all pointless. What you fear won’t happen. Edgar is seeing to everything. He thinks like you: he is fair-minded and he wants

  to make sure you are secure in the future. Please wait until you hear what he has to say.’




  Rising, she walked towards the door. When she reached it she turned to him and said, ‘Please don’t spoil tonight, Andrew. Your sister is coming and, if she gets started, it will all

  be horrible.’




  It shocked him to see tears glistening in her eyes. ‘Of course not, Mother. I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to upset you. I will listen to what Edgar has to say. Oh, and by the way,

  congratulations, old thing. I shouldn’t have put my own worries before your happiness. I am pleased for you, really. I just . . .’




  ‘Yes, dear, I understand, and thank you. I will be happy. I know I will. I know it is hard for you to think of it, but I love Edgar very much and he loves me. But I am not just thinking of

  my own happiness; I want you and Agatha to be happy, too.’




  The door closed behind her, leaving a million questions hanging in the air. Was Edgar going to live here, or was she moving into his much grander place, Hensal Grange? Funny, that: the

  mine he owned, and which had been in his mother’s family for years, had the title of Hensal Grange Mine. He’d once asked his mother about it, and she had said that some ancestor or

  other had lost the twenty-bedroomed mansion and moved his family to this smaller house. He’d kept some of the land, which they still owned, and hadn’t changed the name of the mine.

  Neither had anyone else, down the family line. Once the mine had prospered again under her father, he hadn’t seen the need for more land or a bigger house.




  Not that this house was small, by any means. It had ten bedrooms, a large withdrawing room, a dining room and a study, besides servants’ quarters and a more-than-adequate downstairs

  kitchen. It stood in its own grounds, with majestic beauty, but Hensal Grange boasted a ballroom and three grand drawing rooms, besides several dining rooms. Palatial in setting and with sweeping,

  mile-long drives, it came with acres and acres of land encompassing the small town of Breckton, a thriving place central for York and Leeds. The only part of the town remaining in Andrew’s

  own family estate consisted of the cottages known as ‘the Miners’ Row’, where his workforce lived.




  Weighing it all up, he’d thought himself very fortunate and secure, but now his future lay in Edgar’s hands. What could Edgar’s plans be? Oh, God! Why had Father

  invoked an ancient law that allowed him to leave the property and estate to his wife while leaving just the business to his son?




  Mother would always have had a home with him. Nothing would have changed for her, but now there was a threat that he should not have had to face. And what about Agatha? She had always hoped

  their mother would leave the house to her, saying that Andrew could sell some of the land and build a house on what was left. Even though she must know such a thing wouldn’t happen, this new

  turn of events would really put her out. Married, with no issue and none looking likely, he doubted that with her mean-minded way she ever obliged her poor, long-suffering husband. But apart from

  that, her ambitions of living back in Tarrington House were ludicrous. Her lawyer husband, Teddy Wilmsmith, was a nice enough chap and had reasonable means. Agatha never wanted for anything, and

  mixed in the best of circles. She just hated living with Teddy’s mother and didn’t care enough for his ancestral home to want to live there for the rest of her days, or to fill it with

  heirs.




  His irritation with his mother’s plans and his sister’s notions caused him to run his fingers through his dark-brown hair. ‘Oh, bother it all.’ He looked with disgust at

  his hand: the oil he’d sleeked his hair with now clung to it. Taking out his handkerchief, he wiped it off as he crossed the room to the hall, where a long mirror hung by the door. He stood

  in front of it trying to repair the damage, his frowning face staring back at him.




  Thirty-two years old, with a degree in engineering and the arts, and owner-manager of one of the largest collieries in Yorkshire, he knew it was time he looked to finding a wife. Even that quest

  would be jeopardized by this new development. He was handsome enough, he thought, as he twiddled the ends of his fine moustache and turned his body to admire his trim, tall frame. His morning

  clothes of grey trousers and dark jacket, worn over a wing-collared shirt with a four-in-hand knotted tie, suited him well. All in all, he presented himself as a dashing, fashionable young man of

  the day, but what had he to offer?




  Yes, he owned a mine, but it had problems and he needed to modernize. He’d recently complied with the law and provided wooden hats for all the workers, but he needed to install a steam

  winding engine and open up another seam – a project that would require money and take years of toil to complete. He had some investments, but the economy at the moment rendered them worth a

  lot less than when he inherited them from his grandfather.




  Going back into the living room, he went over to the window once more. Feeling unsettled, he glanced out to where the roof of the stable block just showed above the high hedge surrounding it.

  With a sudden intensity, the urge took him to go for a ride. He had to clear his head, and he needed to do so before Agatha arrived. He called out to the butler: ‘Granger, get a message sent

  to the stables to Henry. Tell him to have a ride ready for me in fifteen minutes, then come and help me change.’ Poor Granger; in this house he had to do twice as many things as a normal

  butler, and acting as Andrew’s manservant was just one of them.




  The gentle trot of his grey mare soothed him; she always knew Andrew’s mood and how he wanted to travel, without him having to prompt her. Riding at this pace across the

  fields, his body releasing tension with every step, he took in the scenery around him. Gentle hills gave way to more rugged ones, aspiring to mountainous heights in the distance. The stream snaking

  its way through the fields reflected the autumn golds and mustard-yellows, turning the area into a picture worthy of a Constable painting.




  The crisp air refreshed his lungs and a sense of well-being came over him. He enjoyed the loneliness of it all. As he reached the flatter surface next to the road leading to the mine, he gave

  his horse free rein and let the rush of wind on his face blow away his cares.




  Coming over the brow near to Carson’s farm – one of his family’s two remaining tenanted farms – he met a gang of miners making their way home after their shift. They took

  off their caps to him, their blackened, weary faces tugging at him. He pulled up and called, ‘Good afternoon, lads. Everything going well?’




  Mick Harman, the shift supervisor and usual spokesman, answered him, ‘Aye, sir, we had a good shift, but I’ve been intending to speak to you. We could do with some more hurriers.

  Alfred Goodright and Toby Grossing have outgrown it, and I’ve moved them on to the lower seam. There’s a couple of lads I know of reaching the age of twelve, both small for their age,

  so ideal. I’ve spoken to their dads, and they seem keen to get them started.’




  ‘Well, have them brought to me on Monday. Are the fathers working down the mine?’




  ‘One does, but the other is on the land. He works on your farm, sir.’




  ‘And you say he is keen for his lad to go down? It isn’t often that happens. Once a man has the taste of the open air, it’s usually what he wants for his son.’




  ‘He says he asked of the farm manager and nothing was doing. He needs the lad in work.’




  ‘Yes, since they raised the age for lads allowed down the mine, there has been many more younger ones applying to work on the land who wouldn’t normally. Well, see to it for me,

  Harman. I’ll trust your judgement, but you know I like to see everyone before they are set on. By the way, how are things with you? I heard from Mrs Harman some time back that you had managed

  to get your daughter into service. Is it going well for her?’




  ‘Oh, aye, she loves it. She works over at Hartington House as a cook. She’s a good girl, is Issy . . . Isabella, I mean. She and young Denny Leighton have a fancy for each other, and

  I don’t think it will be long afore he comes knocking and asking for her hand. In fact, we passed her a while back. She has a day off and was on her way to meet him off shift.’




  ‘Well, she couldn’t do better. He’s a good lad. And if Isabella takes after her mother, who is the best cook we have ever had at our house, she’ll do well. You’re a

  lucky man, Mick. What about the rest of you?’ Andrew looked at each of the men. He had no intention of keeping them long; he knew all they wanted was a good wash, a hot meal and a jug or two

  of ale. They didn’t want to stand talking to a man they thought had no idea of how they felt.




  Mick Harman spoke for them once again. ‘Alf here has a chest. He could do with seeing the doctor, and Jimmy and Fred.’ Mick pointed out each man to him, as if Andrew didn’t

  know them, but he did. He prided himself on knowing all of his workers and most of their families. Mick finished by saying, ‘They’re doing all right.’




  ‘Good, I’ll get the doctor to see you all before your shift on Wednesday.’ He nodded towards the men. Alf Cummings nodded back, but then went into a fit of coughing. The sound

  hacked at the peace of the lane and sent birds fleeing up into the trees. ‘Cummings, you shouldn’t be at work. You need to rest.’




  ‘I have to, sir. I couldn’t see me family starve . . . Sorry, sir, I spoke out of turn.’




  ‘No, you didn’t, man. How many times do I have to tell you – you can all come to me with your problems? Take a few days off. I’ll get the doctor to come over to your

  cottage to see you. Your wife works in the kitchen at the house with Mrs Harman, doesn’t she? Well, I’ll get some supplies sent home with her. I don’t want to see you in work

  until I hear from the doctor that you are fit. Now, good day to you all. It has been nice to have these few moments with you, but I won’t detain you any longer.’




  Not feeling at all uplifted, Andrew turned the horse and rode away. He hadn’t gone far when he saw Harman’s daughter, Isabella, with Denny. They looked well together and were

  engrossed in each other’s company as they strolled across the field. Thinking to have a bit of fun, he called out, ‘And what do you think you two are doing?’




  They jumped around. Isabella was a young woman in her late teens. He wouldn’t call her beautiful, but she was very pretty, with her curly golden hair and huge blue eyes. She put her hands

  on her hips. ‘It’s more like what you think you’re doing! You near frightened me out of me knickers.’




  ‘Issy!’ Denny sounded mortified. Andrew wasn’t sure if it had been Isabella’s crude language or the fact that she’d spoken to him in such a manner.




  Poor Isabella’s cheeks blushed as she dropped her indignant stance. ‘Oh, I beg your pardon, sir, I didn’t mean . . .’




  ‘She didn’t mean it, sir. You just startled us.’




  Andrew’s laughter rang in his own ears. It seemed Isabella had a turn of phrase to match her mother’s, which was a source of great amusement to him whenever he visited the kitchens.

  ‘Don’t worry – I deserved it. Get yourselves home.’




  Still smiling to himself, he cantered towards the bottom meadow. Seamus Finney sat by his fire, an unlit clay pipe hanging from his lips. He looked up on hearing Andrew approach and got to his

  feet, removing his cloth cap. ‘Mr Harvey. Is there something I can be doing for you, sir?’




  ‘No, no, I am just out riding, trying to clear my head a little. Has it been a profitable trip for you, Seamus? I see you have packed your wagon for travelling?’




  ‘It has kept me going, sir, thanks to you and the other landowners. And yes, I’m starting out on my journey before dark. Leeds first, then south to Liverpool.’




  ‘Well, we will miss you. Mmm, something smells good. Your last supper, so to speak?’




  ‘Aye, gamekeeper gave me a brace, so I have them in me stew. Not quite an Irish dish like me grandmother makes, but it will sustain me on me journey and for the fight tomorrow

  night.’




  ‘Oh, you’ve entered the bare-knuckle contest in Leeds, then? I might come along and cheer you on. If not, have a good fight. Remember to keep your head guarded, and I hope you win

  the prize money.’




  ‘Thank you. I am of the mind to have a good try. The purse is a good one and will see me through the winter. If not, there are a good few to have a go at on me route home, so there

  are.’




  ‘And which way do you go? I could maybe pave the way for you. There is a hunt meeting next week, when men from many counties come together. I could have a word and get you some places to

  stay where you will be made welcome.’




  ‘That’s kindness itself, so it is, but I’ve not been for having any difficulties in the last two years since I’ve travelled back and forth. I go on from Leeds to

  Sheffield, then on to Manchester and follow the ship canal to Liverpool. In truth, I’ve built meself a fair reputation for me honesty, hard work and leaving a clean camp.’




  For a moment Andrew envied Seamus. His life appeared carefree, with only the worry of his next meal to bother him – and even that didn’t seem to pose him any problems. ‘Very

  good, but I will be in the company of many a landowner on your journey’s route, so will put in a good word just the same, or you can mention my name if you have any problems. Goodbye, Seamus.

  I look forward to seeing you in the spring if I don’t make it to the fight tomorrow.’




  He turned his mount and set off at a pace. The smile in him deepened as he tried to picture himself leading a gypsy life. He knew it would never happen, but the prospect had its good points.

  Feeling much lifted by his two latest encounters, he felt ready – ready to take on whatever Edgar had to say, and in a much better mood to do so.




  The table glistened with the silver settings gracing it. Andrew held his mother’s chair until she had sat down, and he noticed that Jeremy held Agatha’s and helped

  to seat her, instead of her husband doing so, as one would expect. Agatha looked up into Jeremy’s face, a seductive smile hovering around her lips. Good God, she isn’t going to flirt

  with him, is she? He had to admit that his sister was a good-looking woman. Like himself, she had sleek dark hair and charcoal-coloured eyes. Just this side of thirty-four, she held her age

  well and still had a youthful-looking, curvy figure. When it suited her she could charm a snake from a basket, but her real nature tended to the surly, with little time for anyone she thought of as

  a fool. Andrew suspected her husband came into this category.




  Although he’d already greeted Jeremy, Andrew thought it prudent to engage him in conversation again to cause a distraction. ‘So, how’s things in the city, Jeremy? Are you still

  enjoying your life and work there?’




  ‘Not as much as I first thought I would. I’m thinking of taking a commission in the Army. I’ve always had a leaning towards it and have several friends from my Oxford days who

  are officers and having a jolly good time of it.’




  ‘Really, how interesting. Does your family have a military background?’




  ‘No, I’ll be the first, and it isn’t going down too well.’




  ‘I can imagine . . .’




  A meaningful cough interrupted them. The first course of pigeon in port sat steaming in front of them. Andrew looked towards Edgar, who had cleared his throat in such a way as to draw their

  attention, and waited for him to speak. To his surprise, Edgar bowed over his plate and said grace. The custom had long left this house, and it made him feel like a child again as he lowered his

  head. The last ‘Amen’ said, Edgar went on to ask, ‘I hope none of you minds us having a discussion of some importance whilst we eat?’ He turned to Granger and addressed him:

  ‘I would like it very much if you and your staff left the room between courses. If you would be so kind as to pass me the bell, I will ring when we need you, thank you.’




  Andrew’s indignation at this only half-matched that of Granger’s, who looked towards him for confirmation. Edgar had shown bad manners by assuming Andrew’s place as head of the

  household without even having the decency to ask. To save further embarrassment, Andrew nodded at Granger to indicate that it was all right for him to take orders from this supposed guest.

  As he did so, he caught Agatha’s eye. She had an amused look on her face and was evidently enjoying seeing him usurped.




  Not even bothering to apologize, Edgar continued speaking the moment the room had been cleared of staff. ‘Now, I want us to discuss something of great importance. I have asked my dear

  Rosalind for her hand in marriage and she has humbled me by accepting.’




  The sharp intake of breath from both Agatha and Jeremy told Andrew neither of them had had the benefit of the forewarning that he himself had. This annoyed him further. Just who did this man

  think he was? He wasn’t as yet coming across as fair-minded, and Mother had not even bothered to inform Agatha! But then, to be fair, maybe she had expected Andrew to do so,

  instead of escaping into the countryside and avoiding contact until he had to.




  ‘Yes, I know you are surprised,’ Edgar continued. ‘But I had hoped it wouldn’t come as unexpected. You must have all seen how close Rosalind and I have become?’




  Jeremy nodded, his body shifting from one position to another whilst his eyes remained on his food. Agatha looked like thunder and about to explode. He’d have to do something to save the

  situation.




  ‘Of course we have. We have spoken of it between us. May I be the first to congratulate you both and to wish you much happiness together?’




  ‘Thank you, Andrew.’




  ‘Yes . . . Er, yes, of course it is very good news. My congratulations join those of Andrew.’ Jeremy flashed a grateful look at him. Agatha remained silent.




  ‘Well, whatever you all think, there is no argument about it. It is what it is, and you have to accept it. If you could do so graciously.’ Edgar looked at Agatha and waited a

  moment.




  ‘Well! It is just such a surprise. Mother, how could you let us hear it like this? Would it not have been better to have told us in private and given us a chance to get used to the

  idea?’




  ‘Agatha, please do not blame your mother for that. It is down to me. I thought to give you the news and then tell you how it will affect you all. And I also thought that to do so all at

  the same time would be the best way of handling it. I have to say that my dear Rosalind felt differently about this approach, but I persuaded her.’




  Andrew had a moment of feeling sorry for Agatha, who looked as though she’d had the wind punched out of her. Her eyes found his. He tried to convey to her to take it on the chin by giving

  a little shrug and an expression that he hoped reassured her everything would be all right. It seemed to work, as she turned her attention back to Edgar and, with admirable composure, wished them

  both well, apologizing for her outburst.




  ‘Good, thank you all. Now, I have to outline to you how your positions will alter. Rosalind and I have discussed all of this at length and have come to a complete agreement . .

  .’




  All in all, the arrangement proposed hadn’t been a bad package, Andrew thought as he waited for Edgar to join him in his study. It seemed that, apart from Mother making

  him her sole heir, which of course was a better position than he had been in, Edgar intended taking steps – if they were both in agreement – to adopt him and Agatha formally. This would

  make Andrew second in line to everything.




  Edgar would secure Agatha’s future by giving her a guaranteed inheritance of several properties he owned in London, and an undisclosed sum of money would be put in trust for her. Jeremy

  hadn’t flinched at this, but then the wealth of the remains of the estate would not be jeopardized by losing this small parcel of the London holdings.




  On reflection, Agatha might even do better than himself, as two deaths had to take place for him to really benefit – Edgar’s and Jeremy’s – whereas Agatha came into her

  inheritance on the death of Edgar, which was a much more likely, though not probable, occurrence of the nearer future. Not that he wished any of them such a fate, especially Jeremy, but his

  sister’s elevated prospects rankled Andrew somewhat, he had to admit. As did the fact that Edgar had summoned him to this meeting in his own home, giving orders that they were not to be

  disturbed. Andrew’s mind wouldn’t give him the reason for this, unless Edgar wanted to find out whether or not everything had met with his approval.




  Edgar’s first words on entering the study dispelled this idea. Andrew was learning that Edgar thought anything he decided was acceptable, as his comment now testified: ‘Now then, my

  boy, I think that went very well, don’t you?’




  This opening brooked no dissent. ‘Yes, thank you. You have thought everything out very fairly, and with a generosity I am very grateful for. Thank you, Edgar. Please, take a seat. I have

  had brandy brought in for us both.’ He motioned Edgar to the only comfortable chair, next to the fireplace. After serving him his drink, he stood leaning with one arm on the hearth.




  ‘Thank you, Andrew. I am glad you are pleased. Now, there is another matter I want to discuss with you. I think you have made the acquaintance of my niece, Dvina Portland?’




  ‘Yes . . .’ Oh God, what was coming? Dvina was a horsey type, with a strong, manly figure that inclined to the plump. Her face missed being attractive because her nose not

  only crooked a little to one side, but stuck out to the extent that it seemed the only feature one saw.




  ‘My brother-in-law is anxious to make a good match for her . . . No. Hear me out. Dvina is a wonderful girl: resilient and good fun. What she misses in the looks department she more than

  makes up for in her demeanour. She will make a good wife, skilled in running a home much larger than yours. She is educated and has an intelligent and engaging turn of conversation.’




  ‘Are you trying to say that my offering for her is part of the deal?’ Andrew could hardly keep the anger and disgust out of his tone.




  ‘Not altogether, but I know you need both funds and a wife – not to mention an heir. This arrangement could give you all of them. My brother-in-law is offering a very substantial

  dowry – one that, if you take her hand, I will double. She is also his sole heir. And, as he owns Tacker’s Mine, your nearest rival, and a huge estate to the north of it, you

  will be sitting in a very pretty position by agreeing to this match.’




  ‘Oh, so I am to be sold to the highest bidder, am I?’




  ‘That’s childish, and you know it. This is the way we plan things. How else do you think we hold our positions in society? Love may come later, but if it doesn’t, there can be

  a side-attraction, if done discreetly. Or you may have to wait, like your mother and me, for true love to have its way.’




  Andrew took several deep breaths. The silence in the room suffocated him. Like a cornered animal, he backed away and sat down heavily on the only other chair in the room, a straight-backed one

  that he used for the purpose of sitting at his desk to work.




  ‘Look, you don’t have to agree now, but please say you will meet Dvina and give some thought to the proposal. I have invited you all to stay over at Hensal Grange for an official

  engagement party in three weeks’ time. Dvina will be there. Dance with her. Talk to her, and then see what you think. But remember, your immediate future depends on the mine. That needs

  capital. I understand from your mother that she has very little left, and you have even less . . .’




  The truth of his last statement hit hard.




  But, Christ – Dvina Portland . . . ?
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  Bridie




  County Cavan, 1875
A journey into the unknown




  ‘Mammy, will you try to eat this?’




  ‘What is it, wee one? Sure I’m not for having an appetite for anything.’




  ‘’Tis a gruel Mrs Finney made. She said it will be good for you.’




  The skin on her mother’s face resembled the fine, yellowed leaves of autumn. Her dark eyes, sunken and empty, looked back at Bridie. Her baby-bird-like fingers stretched out towards her.

  ‘I’ll try, so I will, but first a sip.’




  As she crossed the room to the pitcher of cold water, Bridie thought with despair how rapidly her mammy’s illness had ravaged her body. The pains she’d suffered these two years since

  had worsened, until nothing soothed them. The weight had dropped from her bones, and a lump had appeared on her neck. This last had seemed to hail the beginning of the end, for since then she had

  hardly lifted her head from her pillow. Even Mrs Finney had not been able to come up with any potions to soothe her.




  Thinking of Mrs Finney, Bridie looked out of the window to where she could see the gypsy camp just up the lane. Smoke curled up towards the sky. Children played. Women worked in groups, no doubt

  making the lovely lace table-centres they sold in the town.




  Further to the south, the men worked in the fields. Seamus wasn’t amongst them. His grandmother, for the second year running, had come without him, and another of the grandsons had taken

  his place. Bridie knew her father still had contact with Seamus. She had heard his name in his conversations, but he never answered her questions as to his whereabouts.




  She looked away, above and beyond the men. The low autumn sun glistened on one of Cavan’s many lakes to her left, while to her right and on the horizon she could see Armagh against a

  backdrop of the mountains of Mourne in County Down and, below them, the forest she had explored with Seamus.




  There they had listened to their voices echoing under the Cromwell Bridge and had dodged the keeper of the estate of Cabra Castle as they’d gone in search of the ancient Holy Well. After

  making a wish by throwing stones into its murky waters, they would find a vantage point from which to gaze at Sarah’s Bridge. Seamus had told her the bridge, built in 1801, was in memory of a

  lady who had married into the Pratt family, landowners and residents of the castle. He would make up stories about Sarah, saying how beautiful she was and pondering on why she had died. And he

  would tell her of the bad things the landowners did to their tenants, pricing them out, so that they could regain the farms.




  Shifting her attention, she trickled water into the tumbler. Her thoughts wandered to how things had changed since she’d last seen Seamus, in the autumn of two years ago. Her pappy now

  lived in fear. He disappeared a lot more, but not to take the drink; he came back sober. He jumped at the slightest noise and often went out at night just to look up the road, as if he was for

  thinking someone would creep up on him.




  ‘Bridie . . . will . . . you bring me – me drink.’




  ‘Sorry, Mammy. Here it is.’ As she held the water to her mammy’s blue-tinged lips, a dread settled in her. ‘Drink, Mammy. Try to take a sip.’




  ‘Bridie . . . sit down . . . a wee while . . .’




  The gentle tapping indicated she should sit on the side of the bed. As she did so, her mammy let out a small moan. Bridie jumped up, saying, ‘’Tis causing you pain to have the bed

  disturbed. I’ll kneel next to you, so I will. There, I can reach to feed you.’




  ‘Bridie, I have . . . something to say.’




  ‘Hush, Mammy.’




  ‘Listen, child. I haven’t . . . long. This sickness is taking me . . .’




  ‘No, Mammy, you will be getting better.’




  ‘My precious one, ’tis as I cannot recover. Your pappy . . . he – he has to go. Go with him. He has . . . money . . . but . . .’




  ‘Money? Pappy? He can’t have. He . . .’




  ‘He does. Tell him you know. Tell him, then he . . . he will have to see you right.’




  ‘Oh, Mammy, stop talking. Save your strength. Don’t worry. Pappy loves me, so he does. He will look after me. But I don’t want you to die, Mammy. I . . .’ Tears clogged

  her throat. Her heart weighed heavy with the realization that, no matter what she did or how much she pleaded, her mammy couldn’t stay with her.




  ‘Bridie, hold my hand.’




  Bridie’s heart sank. It seemed that with every passing second her mammy slipped further away, but still she tried to tell her things. ‘Bridie . . . go with him, but . . . don’t

  trust . . . don’t trust—’




  The effort had beaten her. Bridie watched the beautiful eyes take on an unseeing glaze. Through her tears she could only whisper, ‘Mammy, no. Mammy, don’t be leaving me.’ But

  her pleas went unheard. A sigh expelled her mammy’s last breath, and the face she loved fell into a waxy mask, smoothing away all the lines of pain.




  The cold wind sweeping off the coast had a tinge of the coming harsh winter that the signs had promised, as it lashed the waves of the Irish Sea against the side of the ferry.

  Bridie clutched the rail to balance herself against the swell. The boat rolled and creaked from side to side. As the tears cooled on her cheeks, she brushed them away and tucked a stray, damp

  ringlet behind her ear. Why had Mammy to die? And what did Pappy do that was so bad they had to leave so soon after she drew her last breath?




  The wind held no answers. It only further chilled the fear in her.




  Knowing that Father O’Brian had given her mother the last blessing of her body and soul, and his assurance that he would see to everything, held no comfort. It only deepened the mystery.

  Why would a priest be helping her pappy, if he had done something he had to run away from?




  Bridie looked ahead, her knuckles white with the effort of steadying herself. England stood on the distant horizon, teasing her into a new life. A life she had no understanding of and

  didn’t want.




  A screeching whine caught her attention. The door of the cabin she shared with her father opened and Michael O’Hara staggered out. A shudder that wasn’t caused by the cold rippled

  through Bridie.




  ‘Won’t you come back in, Bridie? I have something I want to tell you.’ The bottle he’d had to his lips for most of the last hour had only a quarter of the good Irish

  whisky left in it. ‘Haven’t I been occupied with your mammy being so ill this last year that I’ve had no time with you. Is it sixteen you are already?’




  He swigged the neat whisky. The boat lurched. His unsteady feet, no match for the movement, caused his body to hurtle towards her. His hand reached out and clasped her breast. Alcohol breath

  fanned her face.




  ‘Bridie – me own Bridie.’




  ‘Pappy, don’t . . .’




  He removed his hand. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . . I couldn’t steady meself, Bridie. Bridie, will you listen? I’m sorry to the heart of me, I am.’




  His touching of her hadn’t been an accident and the trepidation she felt wasn’t a new feeling. ‘You should stop taking the whisky.’




  The bottle whipped past her. Liquid splashed her face. ‘Why do you look at your pappy in such a way, Bridie? Is it contempt you hold for me? I tell you I’ll have none of

  it.’




  She edged backwards.




  ‘You will do as your pappy bids and come inside.’ His hand caught her arm. Resistance proved futile, and he pulled her inside the cabin. ‘I have things I must say to

  you.’




  Leaning against the cabin wall, she stared at him. He didn’t seem the same. His dealings with her had changed a few months ago. He’d said things, made remarks she didn’t think

  he should be making to her, or in her presence. He would hold her too close and for too long at times, making her feel uncomfortable.




  ‘What is it, Pappy? This swell is making me ill. I am better out on the deck. Can you not talk to me out there?’




  ‘It is about your future. I cannot be sure to be around you all of the time. Things may happen . . .’




  ‘What things?’




  ‘I may have to be disappearing, and you will be fending for yourself. So in case I don’t come back for a while, I want you to know there is money . . .’




  Mammy had been right, then: he did have money. And she didn’t have to wonder about where it had come from. Nor, as she listened to him, did she have to ask why he had to vanish, as it

  seemed everyone in Ireland was hunting him down – not least the Fenians – because, as he put it, he’d ‘made a few mistakes’. But then neither did she care, as she

  waited for him to continue.




  ‘Your Aunt Jeannie is to take you in. She has always wanted a daughter and will be good to you. I will visit when I can, but in case . . . Well, if it is as I don’t, this is what you

  must do . . .’




  She listened in silence. He told her of a bank in Liverpool where she should go and ask for access to the vaults. He gave her a codeword that only she would know, and assured her that the

  contents of the box they would give her would be plenty to take care of her every need. Then he staggered across towards her, his speech slurred. ‘Here, this is the key . . .’ A small

  silver key danced on the end of a pin. ‘Come close, so I can fix it to your vest.’




  His hands touched the flesh inside her bodice. He groped around, brushing his knuckles over her cleavage. She stood as still as she could, unsure what to do. Should she protest at the liberty he

  took? But then, he could just be trying not to prick her skin. Looking into his face decided her. His eyes had clouded over, and his putrid breath came in short pants as though he struggled to get

  air into his lungs. ‘No, Pappy, leave it. Give it to me to put into my sack.’




  His eyes held hers. She pushed his hand away, then extended hers. He gave her the key. A relief entered her as she turned away from him and took the key over to her luggage but, as she slipped

  it into a small pocket on the side of her bag, she could feel him close to her – too close – and her fear reignited. Before she could move away his hands grabbed her hips. ‘Pappy

  . . . no . . .’




  As she tried to pull away from him, a crashing wave hit the boat. The tilt it caused hurled them both to the floor.




  ‘Bridie, Bridie . . .’ His lips covered hers. His hands tore at her blouse. Her heart clanged with despair, and her stomach retched bile into her throat. Jesus, Mary and Joseph,

  don’t let this be happening to me! ‘Pappy . . . Nooo!’




  Their struggle caused their bodies to sweat. Bridie’s begging hung in the air unheeded. Clawing at him until her fingers and nails bloodied did nothing to stop the relentless tearing of

  her clothes. Her name, an ugly chant on his lips, assailed her ears.




  By the time the chilled air touched every part of her, he’d positioned himself between her legs. His weight crushed the breath from her, and his free hand fiddled with his buttons.




  A stretching pain seared her.




  Terror strangled her pleas, but the foul knowledge that her pappy was inside her coiled a strength into her that she’d never possessed before. She arched her back and twisted herself in a

  movement that dislodged him. Before he could regain his momentum, she scrambled away from him. ‘I hate you. I HATE YOU!’ Snot mingled with her tears as the words rasped from her again

  and again. ‘I – hate – YOU!’




  With each grating, truthful word, his body shrank into the corner opposite her. They stared across the pit of degradation dividing them. Their sobs met somewhere in the middle and echoed off the

  cabin walls.




  Bridie caught her breath as her pappy moved, afraid that he would try again, but his expression didn’t tell of another assault. His arm reached into his case. The pistol he brought out

  glinted in the shaft of light coming through the porthole.




  ‘NO – NO!’




  The crack resounded around the cabin. His blood slapped every part of her. Her mouth opened, and her eyes seemed to stretch out of their sockets. The mass of burnt flesh where there had been a

  face she’d once loved became engraved on her soul, as darkness took her into its peace.
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  Will




  Sheffield, South Yorkshire, 1875
Thrown into turmoil




  William Hadler walked down the street towards his house. The fresh autumn wind whipped around him. At nineteen he had the height and stature of a full-grown man. Years of pit

  work had contributed to this. He’d started at the age of six as a trapper working twelve-hour shifts, opening and shutting the trap to make sure air circulated along the shaft. Often his

  candle lasted for only seven of those hours, and the rest of the time complete darkness shrouded him. At the age of ten he’d become a hurrier. Crouched low, he would drag the coal in wheeled

  buckets by his shoulders through the tiniest of tunnels to reach the stockpile. Now he mined the coal, chipping away at the black wall, dust clogging his mouth and eyes, but it was what his da had

  done before him, as had his grandda. He knew no other life.




  As he approached the turn into his street, Will wondered how his da was. The coughing sickness had taken hold of his lungs and this morning he had called Will over just as he was about to leave

  the house, saying, ‘Son, a word afore you go.’




  Picking up his snap tin and his coat, he’d stopped by his da’s bed, a shake-me-down in the back kitchen next to the fire. His da had taken his hand. ‘Will, I haven’t

  long. I’m sorry, lad . . .’ A tear had traced a wet path down his da’s cheek. His breath, laboured and rasping, had come in short bursts. ‘Look out for your ma. Never leave

  her, Will . . .’




  ‘You know I won’t, Da,’ he’d told him. ‘I’ll see her reet.’ And then, as if their roles had reversed, he’d said, ‘Now stop worrying, and

  concentrate on getting yourself well.’




  Something had compelled Will to kiss the cheek of this man who’d given his all for him. He’d never done that before – hadn’t thought it right for men to do such things

  – but there had been no protest. His da had given his hand a weak squeeze and closed his eyes.




  Now, as he turned into the street, curtains closed and the women standing on their steps went inside without greeting him. The cobbles echoed the sound of his heavy boots. Dread gripped the pit

  of his stomach.




  Across the road from his own house, Florrie Makepiece came out of the shadows. The lass showed an interest in him, but he had no return feeling for her. It was said she’d open her legs for

  anyone. He didn’t know if this was true or not, and he didn’t care. He felt sorry for her. She’d had a worse time than the rest of them round here. Most – with the exception

  of his own family and a few others – lived from hand to mouth, with what came in going on drink, leaving the young ’uns neglected and underfed. This was Florrie’s fate, but on top

  of that she suffered beatings and abuse at the hand of her da. He called out to her, ‘You alreet, Florrie?’




  ‘Aye, I’ve no time to talk, but I wanted to say as I’m sorry . . .’




  A screeching voice came from within the open door of her house. ‘Florrie, will you get in here afore your da comes home!’ Florrie pulled her shawl over her head, bent over and ran

  towards him. ‘I’m late, but I’m here for you, if you need help.’




  ‘Eeh, Florrie, I’ll be fine. You take care.’ His heart, already banging against his ribs, dropped into his stomach. The look of pity Florrie had given him added to the eerie

  silence hanging in the air around him. It took a moment to move on a few steps to his front door.




  A smell like he’d never experienced before hit him as he walked inside. Passing through the front room to the kitchen, he saw a white sheet covering the shape of his da’s body. His

  ma stood with her back to him, looking out of the window. Sobs shook her shoulders.




  ‘Ma . . . ?’




  As she turned towards him it seemed that her small frame had shrunk into itself. Her sharp blue eyes were rimmed with red from the crying she’d done, and fresh tears still fell down her

  face. A strong woman with principles that didn’t bend, if she thought others were doing wrong, she now looked broken.




  Will took her in his arms. Brushing her grey hair back from her round face, he told her, ‘It’s alreet, Ma, I’m here. When did it happen?’




  ‘Not long after you left . . .’




  ‘You mean Da has lain there for more than twelve hours? Have you not sent word for Jackson?’




  ‘No, I washed him, then covered him. I’ve sat with him since. Maggie came in, but I wouldn’t let her do owt. I wanted you to find him at home.’




  ‘Reet, let’s get things sorted.’




  Sitting down at the table an hour later, Will sipped the hot tea his ma had brewed. Jackson had been and taken the body to the chapel, and Ma looked a lot calmer, though her

  voice shook when she spoke. ‘I’ve done me grieving this last while, Will, but the thought of you – just a lad, and with no da to take you for your first pint or see you married

  with a family of your own – broke me.’




  ‘I know. We knew as it were coming, but things’ll never be the same.’




  ‘No, but we’ll manage. I have a bit put by in the pot, and you’re bringing in a good whack now you’re mining proper.’




  A good whack? The rent for their cottage and the food they needed took up most of what he earned. And his coal allowance only amounted to half what his da’s had been. Even with both

  lots, they’d struggled to keep the cold at bay last winter.




  ‘You needn’t start worrying. Like I say, pot’s full and’ll keep us going for a good while. What you tip up will keep it almost topped up, and I’ve sommat else up me

  sleeve an’ all.’ When he didn’t speak, she said, ‘Timpson at the corner shop is looking to get someone in. He asked me a while back, as his wife’s legs are getting

  worse, but with things as they were . . . Anyhow, he said he’d hold it for me, and he’s been true to his word. He knows I’ve a bit more about me than most in this row. And honesty

  is one of the qualities he’s noted about me.’




  ‘Da wouldn’t have you working. Thou knows that, Ma.’




  ‘Aye, well, needs must. Drink your tea, lad. We have to pull together to get through. We have no choice.’




  ‘Reet, but it’s only until I get earning more. That should happen in a couple of years, when I’m twenty-one.’




  ‘Eeh, your da will never be gone whilst you’re alive, son. You have the look of him, and his ways. He were the better one of the two of us for you to take after, as me nature

  hasn’t always made me friends.’




  Will smiled. He knew she was right. His da had been a gentle man, tolerant of everyone and with never a bad word to say, whereas Ma could slice steel with her tongue at times. He took after his

  da in looks, too: big-boned, square-faced and dark-skinned. He’d heard that one of his ancestors had come from Italy, but no one knew the real tale of it to tell him. His piercing blue eyes

  were the only feature he’d taken from his ma. The girls around seemed to find him attractive, and some said the contrast of his eyes with his skin and hair marked him as different. Not that

  he had much time for them; he’d rather spend his time fishing.




  This thought filled his eyes with tears. His da had taught him to fish, taking him out on the rare days they had off together to get some fresh air into his lungs. They’d had some

  wonderful times. By, he’d miss him. It were like a light had gone out. Mind, it had faded this good while. Oh, Da . . . Da.




  ‘That Florrie Makepiece has been standing around outside again. I told her to bugger off.’




  ‘Eeh, Ma, she ain’t a bad lass . . .’




  ‘I don’t want you tied up with them lot. They’re scum. Now let’s get some food inside of you. I’ve some stew left. It’s boiling away on the stove.’




  He knew she’d seen his tears and sought to change the subject, but what she’d said grated on him. ‘They’re no different to us, Ma . . .’




  ‘No different! Oh, yes, they are. Your da didn’t drink every penny, and your ma keeps a clean house and pays bills up when they need paying. They . . .’




  He let her rant on. Tonight was no time to get her going, but he had felt compelled to stand up for Florrie and her ma. It wasn’t their fault their man drank like he did; but then, his ma

  could forgive that before she could forgive keeping a dirty house. At this moment he felt like going and having some of what Florrie offered. He’d heard tell how good she were at it. Not as

  though he would know; he’d never yet lain with a woman.




  A bang on the door interrupted his thoughts. The sound made his stomach lurch – this wasn’t someone calling with condolences. He opened the door. Light blinded him and the acrid

  smell of smoke choked him. ‘What . . . ?’




  Happy Harry, his trademark smile gone into a mask of horror, stood silhouetted against the glow. ‘Fire . . . Fire . . . The Makepieces’ house; and it’s coming this

  way.’




  Screams cut the air. The shrill sound shuddered through Will.




  ‘My Florrie! She’s in there! My Florrie!’ Mrs Makepiece slumped to the ground, her blackened face demented and spittle running from her mouth. ‘Help her, help

  her!’




  Will grabbed his coat to shield his head and face. ‘Where is she? Which room?’




  One of the women shook her, saying urgently, ‘Front or back, love?’




  ‘The scullery, hurry! Oh, God . . .’




  As he scooted back through his house, Will’s feet slipped on the cobbles in the yard, which were always damp from folk spilling water as they carried it from the well. Florrie’s back

  door gave in easily under his kick. Flames balled out, encasing him in searing heat. He fell back. Icy-cold water hit his body. ‘Get up, lad, get away! You can’t do anything!’




  Others had followed him and one of them tried to drag him along the cobbles, but he resisted. The front! He’d have to try to get in through the front. Retracing his steps, he took

  no heed of his ma’s protests as he passed her in their front room.




  Breaking the front window to Florrie’s house released billows of smoke. It stung his throat, but he choked out her name, ‘Florrie? Florrie!’




  A pain-filled moan came from the direction of the opposite wall. On the floor a heap of what looked like smouldering clothes moved. Keeping his head below the smoke, he made his way over to it.

  Now he could see the charred body of Fred Makepiece, but underneath him the source of the sound – Florrie – was trapped by the weight of him.




  Pulling the lifeless body off to one side, Will swallowed the bile that was threatening to choke him and lifted Florrie. A million sparks spat from under the closed door to the scullery. They

  splattered onto his legs, but his thick work trousers resisted their attempt to reach his skin. From the scene before him, it looked as if Florrie’s da had dragged her into this room and had

  tried to keep the fire back by closing it off. Will carried Florrie to the window and handed her out, before climbing through himself.




  ‘You alreet, lad?’




  Not knowing who’d asked, he just said, ‘Aye, I’m not hurt.’




  ‘Reet, grab a bucket. The womenfolk’ll take care of Florrie and her ma. We have to stop it spreading to the other houses, and at the mo it looks like it’s headed towards yours.

  There’s lads attacking it from the back, and others making a chain from the well and through your house to here.’




  The sound of steaming hot tea being slurped by an exhausted, blackened band of men disturbed the otherwise silent street a few hours later. Smoke still billowed from the

  burnt-out shell of the Makepieces’ home, but no more flames licked the night air. Fred Makepiece’s charred body had almost disintegrated when they’d carried it out.




  Someone behind him said, ‘Eeh, and they say as the lass is pregnant an’ all. Happen she’ll lose it after this lot.’




  ‘Aye, and maybe that’ll be a good thing, but at least she won’t be taking any more beatings. Though Fred did right by her in the end, if what Will thinks happened is

  reet.’




  A quieter voice, a whisper with malice, said, ‘I think we can take it we now know who the father is.’




  Will turned just in time to see Barry Watson nod in his direction. Looking around at the rest of the men, he saw them lower their eyes, one by one. His emotions choked him. He couldn’t

  find his voice to protest. His limbs shook. Turning away from them, he went into the ginnel, a dirt path strewn with rotting rubbish that ran between the rows of houses. The stench of this and the

  communal bogs brought up the bile he’d swallowed down earlier. Vomit retched from him. When the bout had passed, he walked on unsteady legs a few more paces, trying to stem the huge knot that

  he held in his chest from breaking. He couldn’t. He stopped and leant against the wall. His body folded, his knees gave way under him and huge sobs racked him.




  ‘I’m not meaning to intrude on you, so I’m not, but you look like you could use a hand.’




  Will looked up into a face not dissimilar to his own. It was crowned with hair just as dark, though tending to curl, whereas his fell straight from its centre parting. The eyes differed in

  colour, too. This man’s were as black as a nugget of coal. He had a kind tone to his Irish lilt, and he spoke again before Will could answer. ‘I was just after making my way over to the

  Miners’ Social Club. I heard they had a bare-knuckle fight contest on in a few days, and I’m wanting to put me name forward. I changed direction when I saw the fire, but it looks as

  though ’tis under control. Was it your place as burned?’




  Will cleared his throat and stood up. ‘No, a neighbour’s. The man of the house lost his life. The tragedy of it was a trigger to the greater pain I have had in me today. Me da passed

  away this morning.’ As he said the words he wondered how it was that he could talk to this complete stranger, whom he was beginning to mark as a gypsy lad.




  ‘That’s fair sad, so it is. I lost me own pappy and me mammy when I was younger than yourself. They caught a fever. It took them and most of our clan. Well, I’m sorry

  ’tis as I cannot ease your pain. Grieving is a personal thing, so I’ll be on me way and maybe I’ll meet up with you again in better circumstances. Me name’s Seamus Finney.

  I’m a travelling man from Ireland.’




  ‘Will Hadler. And maybe we will meet again, as I have a friend – a fellow miner – who is a bare-knuckle man. He fights at fairs and in tournaments and I take an interest in his

  progress. But the one you have to watch out for is Bruiser Armitage, as folk round here have nicknamed him. He puts most of his opponents down in the first bout.’




  ‘Aye, I’ve heard tell of him on the circuit. Have you a hint you could be giving me on how to tackle him? If it’s not imposing of me at such a time?’




  ‘Naw, it’s good to talk on sommat else other than . . . well, you know.’ Will wiped his face with his sleeve, and then blew his nose on a piece of rag he used to wipe the sweat

  from his brow as he worked. This reminded him that he hadn’t yet washed and changed after coming in from the pit. He must look a sorry mess – even more so with the effect of the smoke

  from the fire, and the tears. They’d have streaked his face. He tried to put out of his mind how he must look, as he discussed Bruiser’s fight tactics. ‘Anyroad, he’s big

  – built like a brick shit-house – but he’s slow, in my opinion. I reckon if someone were to tackle him by way of taking him by surprise, they’d have an advantage, but once

  you’ve gone in, yer to be quick about getting out of his reach. Dance round him a bit and tire him. I’ve said as much to me mate, but he’s scared out of his wits of the

  man.’




  ‘It is grateful I am to you, Will. From what you tell me and what has come to me notice, it sounds like a good way of tackling the man.’




  ‘Glad to help, and thanks for stopping. You’ve reet taken me mind off things, and I feel as though I can cope now.’




  Seamus offered him his hand. ‘It is glad I am to have met you, Will. I’ll be on me way now, and if you feel up to it I hope you will drop by the Social and give me your

  support.’




  ‘Aye, I might just do that.’ Will watched him walk back down the ginnel. A big muscle of a man, he had a swagger about him. A man to be reckoned with, he thought. Feeling strangely

  calm, Will hopped over the wall into the yard area where the communal well stood, hauled up a bucket of water and sluiced his vomit away. The action gave him back the last remnants of control, but

  with it came the feeling in his gut that he had a long way to go to lift the stigma some folk would put on his shoulders. And for it to have happened tonight, of all nights, when he could least

  deal with it. But even so, to walk away without so much as offering a protest . . . What had he been thinking of?




  Seamus didn’t spend long thinking about Will and his troubles. He had enough of his own to worry over. He needed to earn some quick money and get back over the water to

  find out what was happening. Coming runner-up in his bout in Leeds had meant he’d picked up only a quarter of the purse, and his earnings from the landowners hadn’t covered his living

  these past few weeks. News should reach him soon of Michael O’Hara, the bastard that he was. If he double-crossed him again, he’d do for him as sure as God was in Heaven, so he

  would.




  Not able to enter the north of Ireland for fear of capture, Seamus hated his lonely nomadic life. He missed the support of his family. At least he’d hooked up with them in the south of

  Ireland in the winter and had found out what was going on.




  The thought of the last assignment he’d carried out for Michael and his followers shuddered through him. Michael had said, ‘It’s cut-and-dried, Seamus, so it is. You waylay him

  as he leaves the Green Emblem pub on Friday night. You tell him ’tis as we all know his leaning, and then you slit his throat and disappear into the night.’




  Named as a traitor to the cause, the man he had to kill had given information to the English and the Protestants about the whereabouts of the Fenians’ hideouts and ammunition hoards.




  Seamus hadn’t baulked at the task. But then, they’d said that unless he did this he’d find himself a corpse, to be sure. Now he knew the innermost secrets of the sect, they

  would see that he met his end as someone who couldn’t be trusted.




  Michael had given him a description of the man. He’d lain in wait. The target had left the pub, but as he did so a powerful arm had grasped Seamus around the neck and a hand had covered

  his mouth. He’d acted fast: his blade had sunk into his assailant’s belly. Blood had squelched out as he withdrew it. By the time the crowd leaving the pub reacted to the terrible moan,

  Seamus had made himself scarce.




  On returning to the farm, Michael had asked, ‘What happened? A terrible mistake has occurred. ’Tis as we got the wrong man. Did John Sullivan manage to stop you in time?’




  The mood had changed on hearing what had happened. Michael surmised that John would not have been able to shout out for fear of discovery, so he must have thought the best action would be to

  jump Seamus and cover his mouth to silence him. The horror of it put the fear of God into Michael, as his error had cost the life of one of their own. A man well respected; a brave man. The wrath

  of the Fenians would come down for such a disaster. Michael’s life was in danger.




  Seamus had learned that Michael and his men had denied any knowledge of why John had been in the alley near the pub. They had vowed to their leaders they’d find out who it was that had

  carried out John’s murder, and had later given his name, saying he was a gypsy thief and had been seen running away from the scene.




  Michael’s only good deed was covering for Seamus while he escaped across the water. He’d promised that when it had all quietened down he would come over with enough money to help

  Seamus get to America.




  On his visit to the south of Ireland last winter, his grandmother had told him that Michael had been over to England, and when he returned he’d told her to pass on the message that he was

  stashing money away in a bank in Liverpool and hoped he’d make his own escape before the next winter. He would meet Seamus in Liverpool. ‘He said to tell you to go into Mick’s

  Irish bar near the docks next November and ask for him. If he’s across there, then there will be a message for you as to what to do next.’ Grandmother Finney had warned,

  ‘He’s in deep, Seamus. His name is linked with a number of atrocities. I’d put a curse on him, so I would, if it didn’t mean as you would miss out. But mark me, son: once

  you have your money and have crossed to America, he’ll get what’s coming to him. He’ll die at the hand of travellers, and it won’t be a death he’d be choosing for

  himself. They’ll be able to smell his burning flesh for miles, but as his tongue will be cut out and his mouth stuffed with rags, he’ll not be able to make a sound.’




  Well, it was near November now, and him with two or three days’ travelling ahead of him. But he couldn’t be doing it on an empty stomach; he had to get money to buy some meat.




  As he came up to the field where his wagon stood, his horse snorted a welcome. ‘Good boy. Let me free you from that tree you’re tethered to, so you can enjoy the grazing in that

  pasture. I’m thinking ’tis as you’ve had your eye on that grass all day.’




  Setting the fire, Seamus sliced onions and potatoes, threw in a handful of hedgerow herbs and sat back with his pipe. Everything around him glowed red as the last of the winter sun sank behind

  the hills. He made his decision. After his stew he’d check his traps, and if he’d nothing in them he’d not wait to take part in the fight, but take his chances and move on.
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