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For Carmine Mezzacappa
‘How do I love thee?
Let me count the ways.’

 




PART ONE



VOICES


Charity


“My name is Thomas Kearney, eldest son of Patrick Kearney of Tullaree Townland in this county. I farm twenty-two acres of land belonging to my Lord Goward in the Big House there, and for this I pay two shillings every quarter day. But my father he did tell me that this land was mine and he gave me a document the priest gave him to say so but that no Englishman will look at it for the priest wrote it. Do you get this down, sir? My father had his letters from a hedge school-master and he did try to learn me them but I could not be kept at them as my hands were needed from when I was seven years old.

“As you are a learned man sir you could tell me what is writ here but the priest tells me that for as long as my Lord is there in the Big House then I must pay him to farm the land that is mine own. I have five childer that live and two buried and my wife is in her seventh month and it is hard for me to pay my Lord sometimes, but it is not my Lord I fear but his man Blanch who tells me always that if I do not pay it is because I am idle and I will be turned off and how will my own live then? It is not one time that I have gone to the Offices round the back of the Big House—you will know sir that the horse-whip is there for any tenant who takes that there path where Lord and Lady can see us from the windows—and my Lady has put the coins into this my hand or I do not know how I should be here yet.

“Before Mr. Blanch it was better. My mother may perpetual light shine upon her said in the old Lord’s day when the Quality danced in the Big House the tenants came to the windows and seen all the fine people leaping and all the candles burning. No, we have no money for tallow but rushes are plentiful.

“My age, sir? I believe I am about forty years of age. My father built this cabin himself. I have two cows in the byre here and we sleep on this wood above for to get the heat of the beasts. Potatoes and milk we have and some flax. The year there is a calf then more seed potatoes I have and sometimes a herring but only if there is money for to pay for the bull, if you understand me.

“Bridget my eldest is in the kitchen at the Big House and my boy Patrick goes the messages for them. If they take my daughter Mary too then it would not be so hard for us but I fear my Lord Goward’s son and that lady who is there with him when he came back all dark from foreign places the priest said Rome. They say her husband is an old gentleman from down the country and for me it is not right and I know from Father O’Dowd this is so and their punishment will come he says.”

 

The family of Thomas Kearney from my visitation I would judge better-situated than many by the possession of his two cows and the two children already in service. I have inspected their dwelling and it is of the usual two rooms, the byre to one side with a sleeping loft above, the other being where the family cooks at the peat fire. Their belongings number one hanging cooking pot, one griddle, two rush-seated chairs of peasant make and two or three farm implements, no ornament save their Bridget cross nailed above the fire. There is little light and air in the cabin and what  there is reeks of peat smoke so I must confess I remained but a short time within, but I will say the room was swept though whether in honour of my visit I cannot say. Their windows are as usual small, and stuffed with rags. In the sleeping loft is an ancient straw-filled palliasse. The father tells me that he and his wife sleep in the centre, with the youngest child next the parent of the same sex, and thus lying outwards in order of age—this arrangement we have often seen. Thomas would not accept our offer of help willingly, for he feared that we would take his children from him and send them to the Charter School, and, he says, he cannot put in danger their immortal souls. After some reasoning he accepted of the Society clothing for the children of the most rude cut and stuff. The entire family goes barefoot but he would not permit me to speak of any shoes for he said this would arouse too much suspicion especially from my Lord Goward’s man Blanch, of whom we have already heard speak and little of it good especially when that gentleman have drink taken as he do often. The presence of Lady Mitchelstown at the Big House is of scandal to us all that even his lowliest tenants should know of it though it is said that Lord Goward tolerates this as it keeps his son from the servants and Lady Goward will hear nor see no ill of her boy.

The deed Thomas shew’d me is in the form of a last will and testament of Patrick Kearney inheriting his only surviving son Thomas against the day when this land be returned to its owners, but this document have no legal worth though Thomas set great store by it.

We are grateful to our brother Edwin Chittleborough for bringing this family to our notice. Our brother warns that the House is not a fit place for girls without protection though he and our sister Janet do what is possible that the girl Bridget not be ruined nor her sister Mary if she is to follow her there.

 

I have sought to put down Thomas’s words faithfully to shew that he be worthy of our charity. This is the deposition of Brother Samuel Ingham, Chandler, of the Religious Society of Friends, Moyallan Meeting House, in the county of Down the eighteenth day of the first month of the year seventeen hundred and sixty-five.

 

 


Slievenalargy


“Almost there…” Fr O’Dowd whispered, though had he spoken aloud there would have been no risk of them hearing him above the tearing of the wind. And again he thought, “Is this to be my martyrdom, then?” as his sodden alb whipped and slapped cruelly against the back of his knees, “To die of an ague on this mountain amongst these poor wretches, and not on an English gibbet?” He lifted his head and filled his lungs and called the Latin into the rain: “Ecce Agnus Dei, ecce qui tollit peccata mundi” as he raised the Host.

Behind him the ragged response battled wind and wet:

“Dómine, non sum dignus, ut intres sub tectum meum: sed tantum dic verbo, et sanábitur ánima mea.” 

Few of those grey shapes, huddled, inert and immutable as standing stones, could have told him what those words meant, yet they repeated them as they would a long-remembered spell, and would not question doing so anymore than they would their pagan circlets of Bridget crosses or the healing powers of the dank waters of Struell.

 

“I’ll look after your vestments today, Father”, said Thomas Kearney, taking the soaking garments from the hands of the shivering priest and rolling them up into a dirty canvas bag. “Sure I’ll have to put straw on the top in case they’re after stopping me”.

The priest pushed back a memory of the slanting sharp shadows of July in the Via degl’Ibernesi, of cool tiled rooms and the vast oak cupboards, built in situ, in which vestments hung in dry and reverent silence. These were places he would never see again. He turned to look at Thomas, hunched against the rain, his greying hair slick to his head.

“I do not know will Sarah get through this time”, he was saying. “What will I do?”

It was barely a question, more a statement of despair. The priest despised himself for falling back on the old formulary: “She is in God’s hands”. Yes, but what did God intend to do? Leave this bone-thin man to somehow struggle on alone, with those old-weary, hollow faces of his children looking to him? “Dadda, I’m hungry”. Of course they were, God love them!

“I shall come. Send Robert. Send the child as soon as you know… as soon as Sarah knows.”

“I will so. Thank you Father. I’ll see to the ould vestments.”

 

Moneyscalp Clergy House
15th March 1765
Feast of St. Menignus, Martyr

Thomas Kearney’s wife was brought to bed of a daughter this wretched night. Robert the boy still at home came for me, which was well for me and they, for otherwise no baptism—the child is puny and fretful, and for her, tiny Christian soul, I fear the worst. But might it indeed be better for this innocent to be gathered in than to turn her face to the wind in this life that awaits her? Without my hand on Robert’s bony shoulder I should not have found my way across that bog—as it is I stumbled above three times and I still feel the cold of that peaty water in my knees. Thankfully a pale dawn saw me home again or I should have had to ask that poor child to guide me once again, sure-footed even in darkness. His younger brother is the new bog-trotter for the Big House, and we must be grateful for this for Revd. Samuels would have him sent to Downpatrick to the Charter School where the price of scant food and clothing would be the loss of that poor child’s soul, for a Protestant they would make him. 

 

 

 


Feast of St. Patrick
17th March 1765


“Come away now, Mary,” murmured the priest to the girl kneeling by the bed. He laid a hand on her thin shoulder.

“I’ll not leave her, so I won’t.”

The girl’s eyes were large and glittering in her pale face. Could she be feverish?, the priest wondered—no, the cap of her shoulder had been cool to his touch.  

“She’ll not be alone.” He had learned in Rome that what he’d assumed was the Church’s teaching, that a body should never be left until it was safely in the ground or a devil would steal the soul, was nothing but a superstition of his native country—and probably a pagan one at that. Yet the knowledge changed nothing.

“Your mother is beyond all harm. Tis you we must think of now.” He held her arm, easing her up from where she knelt amongst the shawled, droning women.

“She sleeps in Christ, Mary.”

The girl gazed down at her mother’s face, looking for the woman she had known. This hollowed face was not hers, nor the rosary-chained fingers. The child that had uselessly claimed her life lay alongside her mother’s corpse, a crumple-faced doll swaddled in a piece of old altar cloth. 

The priest lead the girl outside. The wavering candlelight through the half-door haloed Mary’s tangled head, but her face was in shadow. She’ll need to be made decent before she’s let go to the Big House, he thought. Sure Bridgie can take her in hand.

“I can get you a place at Goward Hall, Mary.”  He heard her intake of breath.

“This is no surprise, surely?”

“So soon?” she whispered.

“You’ll eat there. And be clothed. Shoes even.”

“They say it’s not a place for a Christian child—that the squireen is back and another man’s wife with him.”  

“True. But Bridgie must also have told you that for as long as that lady is there, there can be no danger to any other female. The boy has lost his head to her, God help him.”

“How can he have? Has he no fear for his immortal soul, Father?”

“That you have is what’ll save you, child. That and your sister being along of you, and the good Quaker lady that serves Lady Goward. You’ll be well guarded.”

Poor child to worry herself so. Sure his Lordship will not be looking at a half-starved sparrow like yourself. He thought of Letty Mitchelstown’s opulent flesh and bold eye and shivered. A vision to tempt a saint, never mind a threadbare, bone-tired mountainy priest.

“Who’ll look after Dadda and Robert and Kate?”

“Kate herself. Sure isn’t she ten years old already?”

 

 


William Blanch


The innkeeper eyed the two drinkers covertly from behind the high counter. The speaker had his back to him, but his story was familiar; William Blanch was in the habit of regaling it to any Englishman he succeeded in cornering for long enough. Rather than listening to it again, Mulholland watched the face of the other man.

“I’ve been Lord Goward’s land agent for these past seven years after I was cashiered from the Dragoons. That matter I do not wish to dwell upon, suffice to say that I was treated very sorely and had I had the means to defend my name I should most assuredly have done so and been victorious.”

“Certainly—”

“I was born in Middle Hambleton in the county of Rutland in 1721, the second son of the vicar of Normanton. Doubtless you have heard of the place.”

“I must confess, being of the north country—”

“It matters not. My brother distinguished himself in the East India Company before succumbing to cholera in Calcutta at the age of thirty-two. I have failed to satisfy my father’s expectations in almost every way, and my brother, being dead, thus has the advantage of me in my father’s eyes. Two sisters remain alive, one condemn’d to genteel poverty as the wife of a curate without a permanent living, the other unmarried and trying to make up for the itch that no one will scratch, in tireless work for the Dorcas society. She will expect in due course to be supported in her meaningless existence by me.”

Hargreaves glanced in desperation at Mulholland but got no more than a nod.

“Father expected me to follow him into the Church and so sent me up to Cambridge as a gentleman-commoner. I do not know how my two years of parsing and gambling were to fit me for such a role, though it did nothing to prevent my fellows from seeking preferment in whatever way possible. My closest companion at the dogs now dons lawn sleeves and suffers from gout. When it was clear I would not perjure myself to take Holy Orders my father then got me a commission.”

“An honourable undertaking, I am sure—”

“The proudest moment of my military career was the subduing of the Scotch rebels in ’45. What I learned then has I believe stood me in good stead for the task I face now. It is necessary to take no prisoners if one is to impose order. In those northern wastes I found it necessary to act on that principle to the letter—naught else would suffice. The rebels were dealt with insufficiently in the Old Pretender’s day, and what Cumberland’s men had to do after was the result of there not having been greater resolve in an earlier time.”

Hargreaves squirmed.

“My health is sometimes indifferent,” Blanch went on. “I suffer periodically from a stricture, the result, I believe of scratching the itch of my commanding officer’s wife, which feat I managed periodically by the simple expedient of shutting my eyes or by turning her over; the lady was pock-marked but persuasive, and had I not obliged her (as did I believe a number of others) then it would have gone ill for me—which it did in any case, but not because of the lady.”

Hargreaves struggled to his feet. “You must excuse me, sir, I am somewhat fatigued—”

“You will take another drink, sir? I do not bore you? It is not often I may speak with an Englishman though what you find to trade with here I do not know and I doubt you will come here again.”

“I will not, sir, thanking you for your kindness. I—”

“Then at least keep me company until I finish this one.”

Supressing a sigh, Hargreaves subsided onto the wooden form.

“My Lord Goward spoke to me in rapturous tones of his Irish estates, the picturesque aspect of his fine house, his deer park, his demesne. I will confess that his offer was welcome to me for it suited me well to leave England for a time. His London house was very well-appointed—one of those fine new houses in Berkeley Square, you know—and so raised my hopes as to what I should find here. But for all his talk of Charterhouse and Tom Tower, he is little more than an Irishman himself, though his family be here but for three generations. He will drink in what he is pleased to call his library with a popish priest, but not with an Englishman and a gentleman born! And what, pray, am I to do? I take my meals in what was the head footman’s pantry; did he expect me to eat in the servants’ hall with that canting Aminadab of a Quaker manservant and his plain-faced dame and those scrubbed-up Irish peasants pretending to the role of loyal retainers, who if their intelligence was not so slow would be plotting to murder us in our beds? The estate itself is of fine aspect, well-wooded and with a sweeping drive—you should take the time to see it—yet it is not graced with a house worthy of a gentleman, but more a crazed hotch-potch of castle-barracks and oh-my-lady’s-chamber, no more a noble seat than a chap-book is a mezzotint. Yet of this my Lord is inordinately proud. Englishman he might claim to be, but half of what he calls his house is merely a tower-house with asymmetrical masonry thrown against it seemingly without plan or apparent purpose, other than to make it larger. A part of it is an enormous bawn, as they call it here, an ancient fortress which gunpowder would not shift, and this he tells me with all the pride of a decayed Irish noble (one of the scores descended from Brian Boru were you to give their stories any credence) is the work of one De Courcy, some Norman robber baron, I believe, who made penance for his bloody excesses by setting up houses of monks to pray for him and thus buy his way into the Empyrean. This brutish structure rubs up against a long three-storeyed building of austere aspect of the Lord Protector’s Day, dominated within by a vast oak staircase of frightful aspect which creaks and groans when it do thunder and up which a carriage and four could pass. I will not suggest such a feat to my Lord or he would I am sure have McNamara saddle up his favourite hunter and expect me to make action of the thought.”

“I doubt I shall have the opportunity to see the place, as the pressure of business permits me so little time, but I thank you for your suggestion. I must retire, sir, begging your pardon.”

 

 

 


Lord Goward


“Pass me that stool, there, my good fellow. If I can just raise this leg up so – no! Damn you to blazes man, not like that… oh… oh, how is this to be borne— CHITTLEBOROUGH! Where is that wretch when he’s needed?”

“My Lord?”

“Edwin, raise this confounded leg, man, before the Reverend here decides he can no longer call on his patron or risk his immortal soul…. oh… ow… did anyone ever have to suffer as I do… oh, that’s better, man.”

“Perhaps the salt bath after supper, my Lord, and fresh bandages?”

“Has my Lady company this evening?”

“No, my Lord.”

“And my boy?”

“Viscount Kilkeel is now gone to Gormanscourt with Lady Mitchelstown.”

“Ah, Chittleborough, best not name that excellent female, for we upset the parson. Can’t you see how he fidgets? Fill the fellow’s glass will you, and ignore his protestations, or I declare I shall ask his papist colleague to call on me instead. O’Dowd is a decent man, likes his port and to talk to me of Rome. Reverend, you look pale; this will fortify your blood. What’s that you say? That cob of yours has enough sense to get you home, as long as Chittleborough here and McNamara can get you into the saddle.

“Chittleborough knows me better than my own wife. He came to me when he was not more than fifteen years old, and I a fine young gallant shaving for a beard. Found him on my cousin’s estate in Norfolk, sharp-witted for a stable boy and with a fine enough leg for both here and my London house. He has been everywhere with me and when we got him his letters he did all that parsing for me at Charterhouse and none of the masters the wiser! His only fault is his religion, sir, for he will not take a glass with me, no matter how often I have pressed him— how many masters would do that, Reverend? Yes, yes, I know he sits quiet beneath your pew Sundays, and makes you believe he listens to your sermons more than any man in the place, but Chittleborough is an obstinate Quaker—oh fie, you have spilt your port, sir, let me remedy that. And damn his eyes, but did he not turn our maidservant too when he wed her. But a better servant I could not find.”

 


Edwin Chittleborough and the Reverend Samuels


“Now Sir, the steps here are somewhat worn away and thou must mind thy poor head, for it has problems enough without breaking it on this stone, though I fancy thee might not notice if ‘ee were to take a tumble, sir. Hold steady, sir, and hold to Chittleborough here, for he hath much practice in helping gentlemen who be in a merry state, if thee understand me sir.

“No sir, with respect, thy horse can wait. Some of my wife’s camomile and ginger will help thee, and then the fresh air will quite clear the cloudiness and Mrs. Samuels be none the wiser.

“Here sir, sit ‘ee here close to the fire. Lift your feet, just so, rest them on the fender. Try not to sleep just yet, not till ‘ee have this brew drunk down. No, it is no witch’s potion, sir, my own wife has prepared it here before thine eyes. My Lord has had the better of ‘ee sir, as he has many good men. Ye came here to speak to him of Lady Mitchelstown, I believe, but thee’ll not turn him, sir. See, my Lord, her father and Lord Mitchelstown were the closest of friends from when they boxed each other’s ears at Charterhouse. Mitchelstown knew what he was about when he took my lady at the altar, for she and the Duke of York had as you might say, an understanding, one that the Duchess did not care for but about which she could do nothing. ‘Twas an advantage for Mitchelstown, for that is how some sees this world—not thee and I sir, no, thou art quite right sir, no, for ‘tis not God’s plan that marriage be used in such a fashion. I too know it well. But, Mitchelstown’s debts were paid, and the old gentleman was always happier at Newmarket than in his marriage bed. His Highness the Duke of course took his eye elsewhere, and not to his Duchess neither, and it is young Goward who protects Lady Mitchelstown since he come back from his Tour. I fear he may not do so long, for the poor lady doth cough so, though perhaps that brightness of eye and feverish cheek do please some, sir.

“Half-naked thee say she was, when thee called. Well, sir, Edwin Chittleborough has learned to look down or look away. “Tis what a good servant does, sir, sees all, says nothing, hears nothing… I speak only to thee sir, so that thee may know what ‘ee do go against, sir, and because I do not like to see my master in an ill-humour.”

 


From the Diary of Revd. Dr. George Samuels, 
Rector of Kilcoo Parish


17th March 1765

This being the feast of that good man that did bring the light of Christ to this miserable island, and as the Papists would have it drew out also the snakes, I was today at the service of my Lord Bishop in the cathedral church in Downpatrick. As this was a Wednesday no large numbers of papists have congregated at the wells, though I understand spies have been sent to Struell to ascertain what transpired there today; if the magistrates were not so idle then those who indulge in this idolatry would be whipped as the law provides.

Though much fatigued by the journey, the roads being not improved nor my horse either, I was obliged to call afterwards upon my Lord Goward at the behest of my Lord Bishop. What is a man to do to honestly obtain preferment or even in this benighted place to keep his living? Word has reached his Lordship the Bishop of the return of Lord Goward’s boy from his Tour—a journey that had been delayed by the late hostilities with France and thus by his mother’s unwillingness to let him go near danger—a delay which has been to his benefit as he was older than is customary when he set off. I must confess to some admiration of this young man and hope that he may do his class and religion honour, for we do stand in sore need of it. He has an openness, a directness of eye and a straightforwardness of speech—without his father’s habitual profanities—which I do appreciate. And he seems free of that vice which corrupts so many young gentleman, as well as older ones who should be wiser, that of the gaming-tables. It appears he limits himself to the occasional wager on the nags, but for the fun of the thing. I see that he is returned quite the gallant, that English uprightness of his now given some elegance of pose and bearing, of what they will call ton in the circles to which I cannot quite aspire, helped by a cut velvet coat and frothings of Brussels lace—he is undoubtedly what women are pleased to call handsome. With the ardour of youth and the help of some treatises he has ordered from England, he do make noise about improvements to the lands he will one day inherit. Such youthful zeal is perhaps to be recommended, but will he find in his father’s tenants the wit to carry out his desires? And what of my Lord Goward’s man Blanch? Merely disagreeable when sober, irascible when not, which is oft the case, he will not look kindly on a younger man interfering in his domain, not least as young Kilkeel is sure to discover Blanch’s methods. But the state of Goward’s tenantry is not my Lord Bishop’s concern, anymore than he gives much thought to the state of his own. Nay, the brake upon young Kilkeel’s reforming appetite is of a different sort. He has come back to Ireland in the company of Lady Mitchelstown and she lives at the House and is waited on by all as though his wife and not that of that old fool Mitchelstown. So as my poor bones were rattled still further on the road into Goward’s demesne, I was obliged to cudgel my feeble brains with some stratagem to both voice my displeasure (or rather, my Lord Bishop’s) without incurring the same from Lord Goward. Without his support I shall not long stand in my pulpit and look down on his pew. My Lord Bishop refuses to see the difficulty in which I am placed.

In my Lord Goward’s company I had no choice but to fortify myself in the Irish fashion, though I would fain do this alone, even if his claret be infinitely better than mine, but it gave me no courage to voice what I went there to say. I am late home and here only thanks to my faithful cob and the ministrations of my Lord’s servant Chittleborough, a Quaker betimes but a good man who with his wife did what he could to restore me to my proper senses and get me homewards as a decent Christian. I owe thanks to him for knowing the magnitude of the task that faces me. Today I have seen Lady Mitchelstown with my own eyes, seen rather more of her person than I would have wished, she delighting in my discomfort. What an example to the servants! Yet them I cannot speak ill of, though wish that I could for they are papists all of them save Blanch, the young Viscount’s dandy of a Swiss valet, and this man Chittleborough and his wife. This I may never express to his Lordship the Bishop but ‘tis their popery that saves their souls whilst they dismiss our Protestantism for the lack of morals their betters show them. The maid they call Bridgie with a mutinous stare answered my pull of the bell (Goward no doubt for the London season has a fine liveried footman with an elegant turn of calf, but Ireland has its way of setting a different standard for all of us. My old friend now Dean of Worcester would blench at what I could tell him, so I write but little to him now). And well she might stare at me and not elsewhere, for as I was removing my hat and handing her my cane, who should I see but Mitchelstown’s lady skipping down the stairs in her petticoats and stays and nothing to shield her bosom, whilst barefoot young Kilkeel in his shirt came tumbling after, laughing and shouting betimes. The sight of Lady Mitchelstown’s snowy orbs perched high above her stays, displayed as fruit on a platter ready to be grasped and eaten is an image I must pray to forget, though I fear I never shall. My own wife’s dry and pendent dugs were once thus, but their promise was not to be realised, for poor Meg is barren and all do know it, though some may choose to blame me for our childless home. Unfortunate lady, she sleeps as I write this, her little dog in a trug by her bed. She talks to that pug as if it were our longed-for child. She will kill it with kindness for it eats twice what will any normal beast, and then what will comfort her?

 

 


Lady Goward


“So, Bridget, this is your sister Mary? Come here, child, do not shuffle so. Look up! I am merely an old lady and cannot bite you, though there may be others under this roof who would wish to try. Do you be schooled by your sister, child, who knows our ways here.”

In terror of stepping out of the unaccustomed clogs, and still in awe of the noise they made on the flagged floor, for bare feet no matter how hardened make little sound, Mary stepped forward. Bridget’s gentle nudge propelled her onto the Turkey rug and relative safety (at least from the noise made by her own feet). But it was more than she could manage to raise her burning face to the old lady’s gaze. All of this was so new: the rough fustian of her dress, the marvellous feel of worsted stockings over her feet and toes (her calloused soles felt nothing yet), the sleeping in a bed high up in a building that felt as vast as a mountain with no one alongside her but her sister and with no sounds nor scent of the cows shifting and lowing in the byre beneath. The vast size of the rooms overawed her and the furniture seemed to stare at her. Deep windows let in so much light but so little cold, their sashes tight, draped with  curtains in which if she were to hide herself she would be as muffled as in her grave. The cleanliness of it all… and the expectation that it should always be so, and herself also.

“Look up, child. I want to see your face, not the top of that mob-cap.”

Obedient, Mary raised her eyes, tried to look at the old lady but eventually rested her gaze in confusion on her left shoulder. What she had glimpsed was the most beautiful face she thought she had ever seen. It was true, the Quality were different. She did not know then that simply having enough to eat, a warm bed of one’s own whatever the weather, and freedom from the relentless grubbing in earth or at teat to survive, was enough to make of another human being a different species entirely. Lady Goward wore no whitener, no spots, no rouge, yet there was a powdery softness to her cheeks, a comfortableness about the flesh of the neck (if Mary noticed the incipient goitre, then she did not recognise it for what it was, for it was simply part of the marvel that was the whole). Unlike young Lady Mitchelstown, of whom Mary was already heart-thumpingly afraid, and not from any unkindness shown her, but from the knowledge that that lady was damned to hell and could take others with her, Lady Goward wore her own hair, pinned beneath what looked to Mary like a large handkerchief of a whiteness never before seen. She sat by the marble fireplace in an old wrapping gown of faded brocade which to Mary looked like cloth of fabulous richness, a frilled lace tucker folded demurely into her bodice. One hand was hidden in the folds of her dress, whilst the other rested on the embroidered firescreen. Mary already knew that she would one day soon have the handling of the marvels of Lady Goward’s clothes (“though you’ll not find them so marvellous after you have had the laundering of them a few times”, her sister said later).

“You are to take your orders from me alone, child, and from Mrs. Chittleborough, but not from the men of this household—apart from Chittleborough of course. You know Mr. Blanch, I believe? Regrettably my husband has not been here often enough to manage things to our liking, thus need we a Blanch though I would lief have any other but him. I know the day your father comes to pay his rent and mark him that he must not change it whatever he is told by Blanch in case I should not be there. I think he will understand me.

“My boy has his Swiss valet. I believe you have met Mr. Niederer, though I think you will find he is little in the kitchen quarters, that gentleman being a little too refined perhaps for our simpler Irish ways.”

Mary had met Niederer, but Niederer had in effect declined to meet her. The valet had simply raised an eyebrow but had refused even to look her directly in the face. Now Lady Goward was looking at her, smiling, and there was patience and kindness in her smile, but some sternness too, the face of someone long accustomed to have her own way.

“I believe you will see little of my son the Viscount Kilkeel. I do not know how long he will remain with us. He and my lady Mitchelstown do lead a rather gay existence.”

Mary trembled. What confusion was this? An outright acceptance of this flaunting of God’s law? These Protestants were strange people.

“You can do what my husband asks you, of course, but he will not ask you much. Chittleborough is his man; he and Janet you may trust to protect your good character—no need to blush, child. In fact I would urge you and so does your sister I am sure, to put your faith in them both, for they are good people even if they do not conform in their hearts—but those hearts are loyal to us.

“You will find my Lord Goward likes to amuse himself in the Irish way, but there is no real harm in that, though the Gout do make him irritable at times. His interests are his port and the nags, and I do not complain of these, for there are worse things some wives have to bear. Sometimes you will see your priest here—I believe my husband finds him better company than poor, solemn Mr. Samuels—but do not, child, meet with him for the purposes of your religion under my roof. You will have one Sunday in four free, and if you choose to spend it walking up to Slievenalargy you are free to do so, though you must endeavour to keep your clothing free of the mud. When you are here, you are part of this household and so will accompany the other servants to their pew in the parish church of Sundays, and pay reverent attention to Mr. Samuels’s words.”

 

 


James, Viscount Kilkeel, to Letitia, Countess Mitchelstown


Goward Hall, 
20th April 1765

My beloved Letty,

You are cruel indeed to one who cannot live without you. You are kindness itself to think of the health of your old aunt at Ardglass, but in being so you cause suffering to me. I hope the old beldam knows the honour that is done to her. But perhaps you think not of her but of how you may inflame my ardour still further. In fact, my lady, I am on fire, as you well know, and I would lief give you proof of it if you will send me line of when you return to my arms that I may hold up your coach and tup you within before your dainty foot crosses my door and sets all the viperish tongues in the county wagging again. How is my pego to keep warm without the tight snugness of your little burrow? How is your poor servant to rest his weary head without your pretty diddeys for a pillow? I press my fevered face into your linen by night; I cannot live without you, d--n you!

I have been to Church as a dutiful son should, and to set an example to the servants, as my mother insists I must (though why I know not, for she will turn neither the Chittleboroughs from their quaking nor the rest from Rome). It took all my power not to laugh in the face of poor Samuels, for I heard not a word he spake but saw again only his horror when he espied you all tumbled and disarrayed that day he came to call on my father. I am certain too that he will not forget what he saw, much as he may wear out his worsted knees in prayers for deliverance!

I send this letter by the little bog-trotter-grease-boots you thought so picturesque. He tells me that he will take it barefoot, “for to run the faster, sorr!” In the house he is made to wear shoes, but outdoors where he needs their protection he will have none. Ah, but this is a mad country. The child, as you know, is brother to my mother’s little maid Bridget, and has lately been joined by a sister, who if she pleases you shall be moulded for your use. She is a puny thing of not above fifteen years of age, and when she can be prevailed upon to raise her head, has the most charming pair of dark blue eyes—but she is painfully shy. Take you her in hand, and you will make something of her I am sure. Should you do so, you will have my mother’s undying gratitude, for these are the children of that tenant my mother protects for having saved her darling boy from the duck pond when years ago his tutor was distracted by the dimpled rear of one of the dairy maids.

To please my mother though I shall attempt to make all well with Samuels. I shall take as my subject the sobering matter of turnips, and seek his view on whether we should essay some changes to agricultural methods on this estate. I have seen some interesting theories at work on my cousin’s lands in Norfolk—but my love, let us not talk of turnips! Tell your aunt that you leave me at death’s door without you—for if one can die of love I am surely moribund and there is but one cure—the touch of your soft lips on mine and all that follows. I am prostrate before you, so please make haste and join me where I lie—but expect not to rise up again quickly. All the rising shall be mine!  My love, my life, come quickly—and come and come again with me!

Your obt. Slave,

James Kilkeel

 

 

 


Lady Mitchelstown’s Chamber


“Is Lady Mitchelstown down yet, Mary?”

“She is so, Mrs. Chittleborough. I seen her go into the dining-room.”

“I saw her, child. Do thee go and see to her room then, before she has done with her breakfast. Thou hast not had the doing of that chamber yet, but thou know’st which it is and I have taught thee what to do.”

Mary gathered her tools and ran up the back stairs, then slowed her pace along the landing, pattering on tiptoe as she had been taught. Though she had seen its occupant downstairs, she knocked softly at the bedchamber door; the sound felt less loud to her than the pounding of her own heart. No answer. She grasped the porcelain handle, but it rattled and further jarred her nerves; a tied bundle of feathers slipped through her fingers. She picked it up, tiptoed in and at once retreated a step; so strong was Lady Mitchelstown’s scent that Mary had again to tell herself that Lord James’s lover was downstairs. She remembered Mrs. Chittleborough’s instructions: “Start with the bed but as a God-fearing child avert thine eyes!” But on closing the door, Mary was at once distracted by the silk peignoir huddled on the floor. The finest material Mary had until then handled had been Fr. O’Dowd’s lawn alb, when it was the turn of the Kearneys to slap and scrub and throw fistfuls of ash into the laundry-barrel. That fine Italian weave from the workshop near the Via degl’Ibernesi had seemed to her fit covering for an angel. But here was a stuff the colour of pale butter, that when she picked it up slipped over her fingers like warm water, that made a sound like wind in the reeds as she reverently returned it to its hook on the back of the door. She marvelled at the fineness and regularity of the drawn-thread work… ah, the bed!

Mary thought she would never cease to be surprised at the height at which the Quality must sleep. It was as though even the shape of the furniture reflected their station in life. Here the young Viscount climbed up to his sinful embrace of Lord Mitchelstown’s wife, whilst she and Bridgie had to huddle together in their low truckle bed. She took a deep breath and tied back the heavy bed-curtains.

So vast a bed, and so many pillows! Did they play hide and seek here, lose each other in this tangle of linen? Mary’s face burned. She extricated the satin embroidered counterpane, marvelling at the patience and uniformity of its workmanship, the tendrils of flowers and foliage so near to the life, but which would never fade nor have thorns to scratch. Mary knew how and by whom every article in her father’s cabin had been made; she wondered if it ever entered the heads of the occupants of this bed to consider the labour of whoever had stitched this, when they tumbled it aside in their feverish need?

“Air the room!” Mrs. Chittleborough’s instructions dinned in her head as though that good lady stood at her elbow. Mary crossed to the window, nearly tripping over a delicately embroidered shoe. She picked up this other marvel reverently, running her finger over the encrusted satin, the little waisted wooden heel. This was a shoe that could only be worn on polished boards, on carpet or marble, a shoe to dance in whilst the likes of herself, with her bare soles pewter-grey and hardened like saddle leather, gazed in at the window. Mary looked at it as it lay light in her hand. She was still getting accustomed to the stockings and serviceable boots that Janet Chittleborough had provided as an alternative to the cacophonous clogs, never having been shod in her entire life before coming to the Big House. Surely her own small foot… Never in her life had she possessed anything simply for its beauty, and precious little of her own even for practicalities. Mary dropped to her knees and scrambled around for the shoe’s partner, then placed them decorously together by the side of the bed.

Below the window stood a dressing table with Lady Mitchelstown’s pink and white complexion contained in demure little porcelain pots. Mary hurriedly dusted up scattered powder, then reached behind and lifted the sash, pausing to look down on the sweep of the park which none of the servants excepting the gardeners and McNamara the ostler were allowed to cross and McNamara only if he was leading the horses. She turned back towards the bed and cried aloud. Facing her was a thin, pale-faced girl with dark hair gathered under a mob cap, wearing a servant’s grey garb with a clean white handkerchief at the neck, her sleeves rolled to the elbow and a too large apron tied twice round. Only when the girl put her hand against the tester for support did Mary realise it was herself she saw. Taller, straighter and thanks be to God a little fuller in the face than the little girl she had last seen reflected in the still, dark water at Struell.

Mary pulled the linen sheets tight, pushed the bolster back into position and gathered up the pillows, one of which had fallen to the floor. Why do they need so many? Sure to God they don’t have four heads. Pounding the goose-down back into shape, she caught sight of two long golden hairs. She plucked them up and walking back to the window saw them sail out on the breeze. Then looking over her shoulder as though fearful of being observed, she furtively searched the other pillows for shorter, darker hairs.

“I wonder how he looks when he sleeps?” she asked herself.

 

 




Letitia, Lady Mitchelstown, 
to Her Sister Anne Peveril


Tyrella House
Ardglass
22nd May 1765

Dearest Anny,

I have stolen a few days rest from the arms of my adorable boy Kilkeel, and am passing them in what you might term good works by the side of Aunt Evans. My little Viscount must sometimes rest from me to keep him ardent, in my view! I promised to tell you something of Goward Hall, the oddest, tumbliest place you ever saw, with a rare cast of charming rustics to add to the picturesque confusion.

Mine host Lord Goward is an amiable old fellow, who spends most of his time in his library not reading but drinking his claret and sending the boy to place his gold on the horses. He is an old friend of my husband, but for all their friendship does not look askance at my bedding his son, for dearest James in the eyes of papa and mamma can do no evil. The old lady loves me because her son does, and that is enough for her. She is a gentle old dame, who feeds all the cats in what they call here in Ireland the Offices—the Home Farm we would have it—embroiders fire screens and cushions as much as she can still see, and carries out furtive acts of charity to save the tenants from ruin, for my Lord’s estates are managed by a hard and bitter Englishman by the name of Blanch, who regards me (for all I take notice of him) with grey disapproval. It is as well that he is firm with the peasantry, mayhap, for without him I fear confusion would reign. My dear boy has some dilettante ideas as to improving his lands, but for me I see little point to this for the ground is stony and inhospitable, the fields the size of pocket handkerchiefs and fit for nothing but sheep and potatoes. But he has his dull moments when he must pore over agricultural treatises and speak of new-fangled machinery—why, heaven alone knows when the people here are so cheap and plentiful, for poor as they are they have no limits to their fecundity. What a world it must be, Anny, if after dark there is no light and nothing to do but grope at each other in the blackness, when we the Quality can work ourselves up to a fever pitch of anticipation by forcing ourselves to the card table or the harpsichord before lighting our way to our beds and keeping the candle lit to have the pleasure of seeing what we do there.

There is no footman for me to marvel over a fine turn of calf, and Lord Goward makes do with a lumbering Norfolk manservant who is a veritable Hodge, sturdy as a beer barrel in fustian breeches and impeccable linen. His wife heads the maid servants and as to her dress is merely a female edition of her lord with a preposterous bonnet atop—replaced only when she goes forth to her quaking meetings, when she dons a black silk cap with lappets and an apron of a most unbecoming green—altogether a garb which would not tempt anyone to assail Mistress Chittleborough’s virtue. These are the only English servants at Goward Hall, the others all being Papists of varying ill-grace and manners, who will never look one in the face for fear of some contagion to their religion, it seems. James has a Swiss valet brought back with him from the Tour, but I would swear his interests lie in the backgammon line, though Kilkeel seems not to see this. I am to have the gift of one scrawny little girl, says my Viscount, so that I may have the making of her, though she does nothing but blush and tremble in my presence. What I am to do with such a hoyden I know not, as she is sure to cause me more trouble than she is worth, but the faithful Janet Chittleborough can see if anything can be made of her. Dear James seems to regard her as he does his stony fields—capable of improvement. She is a “natural human” he says, whatever that may mean, and he will observe her with his head to one side which makes the girl more clumsy and awkward than she already is. He tries to coax her out of her uncouth gabble, telling me that this is all that is wanting to make her dignified and noble. Anny, what am I to do with this boy’s enthusiasms? Does he have no understanding of what it means to be a lady? Were he not so devoted I should take offence, as though all a lady’s arts and her learning of them were as naught against the “natural” charms of an unlettered barefoot Irish peasant.

The most amusement I have had with these people has been at the expense of the parson, whose living is in the gift of old Goward. He called some days ago when James and I were more than usually active, and it is thanks to him I had the best sport I have had in days. There is no pleasure in scandalising an Irish servant as one would an English one, because the English servant will enter into the game willingly; though he pretend to be shocked to his marrow—he will look! An Irish one will turn his eyes away in horror, convinced that he risks his immortal soul. Nor, even if any of them were comely enough, which they are not, is there to be any congress between servant and served. No story like Lady Mowbray’s with her handsome footman—we are of different races entirely! But I was telling you of our sport—me in my petticoat and stays all undone, and James in his shirt—along the upper gallery and up and down that highway of a staircase, all for nought until Revd. Samuels was announced. The PARSON looked horrified, but the MAN looked on my deshabillée just a little longer than was needful! What sweet amusement did I find the following Sunday sitting beneath his pulpit and watching him blush and stutter when I loosened my kerchief so that he might the better look upon my bosom from his point of vantage, smiling and fanning myself the whiles against the heat—of which there was none in that tomb of a church but what my heart and mischief supplied. 

Mitchelstown does not trouble us; he and Goward meet at the races and he and I will of course be together when I travel to Queen’s County in three weeks, a small matter I have not yet shared with my lovelorn Viscount. I shall have to betray him with my husband but it is not worth it that I tell him so now and suffer days of long faces and recriminations. Were he to know the true nature of my husband’s beery fumblings he would pity me. The poor old wretch takes his pleasure merely from my nakedness; he looks, he sniffs, he paddles in my neck, my bosom and my privy parts but he is by now beyond performance. But his doing so raises me to such a pitch, dear sister, that I am merely inflamed for the embraces of my straight, true and indefatigable boy—if only my dear James would understand the service this cuckold renders him.

You had noted my cough, dear sister, when last we met, and I have it still. I am hoping that the sea air here at Ardglass may serve to shake it from me. For the rest, I am well, and I do my utmost to make hay wherever I can for as long as the sun may shine on me.

Your loving sister,

Letty Mitchelstown

 

 


Mary and Bridgie


“Move your feet over, ye wee hoor, they’re frozen.”

“Bridgie!”

“Ye’ve went with him, so you have. I heard him come in. You’ve been hours.”

“You were sleeping.”

“I was not.”

“Lady Mitchelstown’s dead.”

‘What!” Bridgie sat up in bed, crossing herself and muttering the prayer for the dead. “Light that candle, will ye?”

Mary did so.

“It wanted only time,” said Bridgie, “dear love her. Pretending that cough was only from living a rackety life and too much rum-shrub with the oul’ Lord. If I was in such a way I know I’d’ve prayed for forgiveness and hoped for a better life in the world to come, but not she.”

“Dr. Benson saw her two days since. She knew. I heard Lady Goward saying to Mrs Chittleborough that she feared the scandal of her dying under this roof and not her husband’s down the country, but ‘twas too late by then.”

“So that’s why Lord James came for you.”

Mary didn’t miss the tinge of jealousy in Bridgie’s voice.

“Only because I’ve been waitin’ on her ladyship. I’ve laid her out, so I have.” Mary trembled. “It was a terrible thing, Bridgie.”

“Come closer, or ye’ll catch your death as well,” said Bridgie, mollified. “Tell Bridgie, now.”

“When we got out on the landing I saw he was all over blood—his shirt, his hand that was shaking my shoulder to wake me was sticky with it.”

“I’ll put salt on your linen for ye. Ye’re not to do it.”

“He was weeping. He put a cloak on me and made me carry my shoes so’s not to rouse the house. Oh Bridgie, to see my Lady Mitchelstown when I had known her so gay was a shock, her poor face all sunken in and her jaw lying slack-like all bloodied from her last fight with her poor lungs. He had come away so fast from her death-bed that he had not even closed her eyes and they stared up at the bedhangings as if she was angry with them. I never told him he was wrong for letting her alone like that.”

“They maybe don’t believe it, the Protestants, that the devil can take a soul when there be no one to pray for it to our Blessed Lady who comes between us and all harm and most at the moment we die.”

“Then we must pray to her, Bridgie. Lady Mitchelstown was kind to me, though she frightened me with the way she lived. I said to my Lord James that I should fetch Mrs. Chittleborough but he would not hear of it.  “I will not have others look upon her thus, she would not want it so. You had the washing and dressing of her and you shall have them now, Mary.”  “We will need clean rags, and water” I said, and he says, “Whatever is needed, Mary, tell me and I shall help you.” I was loath to leave him but I had to draw the water from the barrel below stairs more than one time for what remained on the wash-stand was all bloodied. You know what must be done to make a poor body decent—we both saw it at home too often. It was a strange and shocking thing for me to handle her poor nakedness and to ask him to help me move her back and forth to do what I had to do to make of her a decent corpse.” Mary hesitated, and her sister squeezed her hand.

  “That wasn’t all, Bridgie. When I’d finished he plumped her cheeks with rags so that she might seem as she had been in life before illness took her. And then he rummaged with her pots and powders there before her looking glass “for I would have her anew as she was in life” he said, and he went about—honest to God, Bridgie—powdering and colouring her so that she looked as though the hue of life was still in her though I had needed to tie a handkerchief about her head to stop her jaw from falling by. Then he made me bring her finest gown and put it on her with the best lace about her neck to hide that tied-up handkerchief, and a wig too, to hide the knot above. He put the wig on by himself and it is well that he did for I had no stomach for lifting that poor head more, but he did it with all gentleness as though he feared to wake her. I had to tell him to put pennies on her eyelids for otherwise they would open again even though she already grew cold.

“I asked him about getting Mr. Samuels, thinking as how I’d want Fr O’Dowd to my deathbed. He looked at me with wild eyes but then bade me rouse our brother and send him to the rectory. Only Samuels sent him away for a superstitious fool saying that no Protestant would want such a thing and that he would call at a more seemly time to do what was necessary for the conveyance of my Lady’s remains to her husband’s house in a decorous manner.

“When Packy came back with this message my Lord raged and I was feared first that he would strike our poor brother, but then Lord James did what I would never have dreamed of—he sent him for Fr. O’Dowd—”for she must have someone, and if parson Protestant will not stir himself then begod she will have a Papist priest say prayers o’er her instead.” 

“Is Fr. O’Dowd there the now?”

“I think so. Lord James sent me back up. Otherwise he’s with her alone.”

 

 


Edwin and Janet Chittleborough Discuss a Morning After


14th June 1766

“There was Docherty, that horse dealer from Kilkeel, my Lord Gorman and his brother, and Parson Samuels,’ said Edwin. “The others I did not know—they came with Gorman. Lord Goward looked in early but did not remain with them. His Lordship likes his glass, but a gathering is not for him. Two friends at most in his library peering at those French prints together is more his way.”

“Did Parson Samuels shame himself again?”

“Yes, though I did get him away just after midnight chimed but not before he had fouled the Sabbath. McNamara got him into the trap and home to Mrs. Samuels.”

“Poor lady.”

“Poor lady, indeed, and not only her. Here, help me to get this table back upright. Ah, careful, Janet, there be more broken glass behind there, mind thee not step in it.”

“This Turkey carpet be quite ruined.”

“So that’s where the stench was coming from. Let us lift it carefully, Janet, and take it outside. I’ll get Patrick to put it under the pump and if the colours stay true then we may save it yet. But this cloth is burned to holes, ‘twill do only for rags.”

“Edwin, I did hope for better of the young Viscount.”

“Hush!  Think who may hear thee, Janet.”

“Nay, he sleeps yet, he who have kept the entire house awake.”

“He grieves still, though he have no right to it. He is not happy in drink—it makes him more melancholy than he is even when sober. His father is good-humoured always and the drink make him more so, but we have never found him unmanageable. Our Lord James is not all wicked, my woman, even in his cups. He did aid little Mary this night, when one of those sots would molest her, and Blanch looking on as if waiting his turn.”

“And well he might. Lord James is sweet on her himself, Edwin.”

“Sshh! He is kind to her because she did help him with the laying-out.”

“A pretty work that was too. Not decent Lady Mitchelstown was, not even in death, but all tricked out as if she were on the stage—and to have the child help him in that.”

“She had no choice in the matter.”

“I blame him, Edwin, not her. And then sending for the priest… Edwin, would life not be kinder to us in England?”

“My woman, know that I cannot desert my Lord after all this time! And my Lady Goward is a decent body, and thee know’st it well. They fear for their boy in his unhappiness, both of ‘em. No, they are not to be abandoned now.”

 

 


Mary and Lord James 


Later that day.

“Mary!” he called, stopping her just as she was about to disappear down the servants’ stair to safety.

“Come here, I must speak with you.”

Mary rested her brushes against the stair rail, turned round and bobbed a swift curtsey, keeping her eyes lowered.

“What is it you are afraid of, Mary?” he asked, more gently.

“I would not say, sir.”

“Me, then?”

“No, no, sir, not exactly, not you sir…”

“Well, look at me then. Look me in the eye.”

“Mrs Chittleborough told me not…”

“Ah, Dame Chittleborough. Between you papists and that tribe I am well caught.”

He placed a finger lightly against her jaw, felt the tiny shiver and recoil this provoked, and turned her face towards him.

“Now look up.” he commanded.

She looked up and finally held his gaze, steadily.

“Fine eyes, Mary, very fine eyes. You are under orders now to always turn them towards me.”

“Sir.”

“You shiver, girl, do you feel cold?” he asked, deliberately misunderstanding her. Unbidden, an image of an inn at Susa came to him, and a servant girl who made it her business to stare at him, with saucy, laughing eyes devoid of innocence. The eyes of the girl before him were not knowing, but they were frank, alert. Fine eyes indeed, he thought, dark-lashed, of the deepest blue. He noted the ivory skin of her neck against her white linen, which it rendered by the contrast more roughly woven than it really was, and the dark hair tucked under a mob cap. With Janet Chittleborough’s plain but nourishing fare, the girl was no longer stick-scrawny, indistinguishable from so many of her kind; he wondered was it because of that and his grief that he had never really noticed her? Yet Gorman had taken notice of her last night, and that wretch Blanch, though he had been too devious to act on it, but in one of those illuminating moments of utter, pellucid sobriety that force their way through drunkenness, James Kilkeel had seen their intent, and stalled them. But he also remembered the words he had hurled at Viscount Gorman to stop him: “Take your hands away, sir!  That one is mine!” The girl could have interpreted those words in only one way.  Blanch had jeered, “Droit de seigneur to his Lordship, Gorman, but she’ll be ours once she’s ruined.” James had tried to recall when he had asked that wretch to his gathering and couldn’t. Chittleborough had come in at that moment with another jug of claret; he didn’t know if the manservant had heard those words or if he had only seen young Gorman pushed aside, Blanch silenced with an oath and himself shoving a frightened Mary at the manservant, with the words “Take the girl out of  it and see she gets safely to bed” No wonder Mary trembled now. Would warmth, food put regularly before her, a warm bed be adequate price for her virtue? Of course it would. None of his friends would say otherwise. But something else stirred besides his lust—pity, pity! And her father had saved him from the duck-pond and his mother treated her kindly. Looking down at her, he saw some substance there. Yes, perhaps there was another way.

“Do you have your letters, Mary?”

“I have not, sir, I have no need of them, I am told, though Mrs. Janet she have taught me some sums with the peas, sir.”

“With the peas, Mary?”

“Yes indeed, how to add, take away, and to count how many are left, sir.”

“And what happens to the peas after these calculations, Mary?”

“We eat them sir.”

“Of course!” He was laughing now but Mary didn’t drop her guard. He stood silent for a moment, still gazing at her.

“Mary, I have an idea, and I wish you would humour me in it.”

“Sir?”

“What opinion have you of Mr. Samuels?”

“I, sir? What opinion should I have? I am sure he is a gentleman.”

“And I am not, Mary—I mean I am not sure he is the gentleman you take him for, but learned he is. I am going to demand of Samuels that he teach you your letters. You will go to the Rectory for them so that I do not have to see his melancholy face here. He has, I believe, a lonely addiction to his poor claret, but Mrs. Samuels will be on the premises so I see no risk to you there. Will you do this, Mary? And will you put far from your mind the events of last night?”

Mary’s eyes widened, and a flush crept up from her collar-bone. Nervously, her hand went to her neck.

“I will do as you please, sir.”

 

In the darkness of the turn of the stair down to the kitchen, Mary paused and listened.  Head bowed, she had heard Viscount Kilkeel pass through the front door. Sure that she was alone, she lifted a finger to her chin and gently touched the spot where his had rested earlier. Then she shook herself, picked up her brushes and went down.

 

 


How Mary Became a Scholar


“I will not have this! I am humiliated beyond endurance! Is this what an Oxford man is worth? Bought and sold on the whim of my young Lord so I have no choice but to waste my gifts on some rude peasant who simpered at him when he was in his cups. His little whore, younger and cheaper than the last one. I cannot bear this! I shall tell him I have tried, God alone knows I have tried, but with anyone less tractable, more bone-headed, less lacking in native intelligence, I might have succeeded, but this!”

Mary’s face lay on the table against the flurry of paper, the spattered ink, as she nursed her bruised fingers in her lap. She wept now not for the pain in her knuckles where Samuels had struck them repeatedly with his riding crop every time she failed to recognise in that swirling step the word “dog”, or saw in those stippled waves what  he said read “mouse”, but from humiliation and fear, not only of Samuels’s rage but of Kilkeel’s disappointment. No letters certainly, but the clarity of native wit that Samuels denied her, had told her that Kilkeel had hesitated at a cross-roads between educating her or ruining her when he sent her here, and that it was probably only the shadow of Lady Mitchelstown that had blocked the other path. Her fear was what Kilkeel would do now, since this attempt to educate her had proved a failure.
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