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  To my dear friend, Tim Kelly,

  without whose guidance and support

  I would never have had

  the courage to write this book.

  


  Is mise Peig Ni Laoghaire. A Tiarna Deverill, dhein tú éagóir orm agus ar mo shliocht trín ár dtalamh a thógdil agus ár
  spiorad a bhriseadh. Go dtí go gceartaíonn tú na h-éagóracha siúd, cuirim malacht ort féin agus d-oidhrí, I dtreo is go mbí sibh gan
  suaimh- neas síoraí I ndomhan na n-anmharbh.

   

   

  I am Maggie O’Leary. Lord Deverill, you have wronged me and my descendants by taking our land and breaking our spirits. Until you right those wrongs I curse you and your
  heirs to an eternity of unrest and to the world of the undead.

   

  Maggie O’Leary, 1662

  


  Prologue

  Co. Cork, Ireland, 1925

   

  The two little boys with grubby faces and scuffed knees reached the rusted iron gate by way of a barely distinguishable track that branched off the main road and cut through the
  forest in a sleepy curve. On the other side of the gate, forgotten behind trees, were the charred remains of Castle Deverill, once home to one of the grandest Anglo-Irish families in the land
  before it was consumed in a fire three years before. The drystone wall that encircled the property had collapsed in places due to neglect, the voracious appetite of the forest and harsh winter
  winds. Moss spread undeterred, weeds seeded themselves indiscriminately, grass grew like tufts of hair along the top of the wall and ivy spread its leafy fingers over the stones, swallowing entire
  sections completely so that little of it remained to be seen. The boys were unfazed by the large sign that warned trespassers of prosecution or the dark driveway ahead that was littered with mouldy
  leaves, twigs and mud, swept onto it season after desolate season. The padlock clanked ineffectively against its chain as the boys pushed the gates apart and slipped through.

  On the other side, the forest was silent and soggy, for the summer was ended and autumn had blown in with icy gales and cold rain. Once, the drive had been lined on either side with
  red-rhododendron bushes but now they were partly obscured by dense nettles, ferns and overgrown laurel. The boys ran past them, oblivious of what the shrubs represented, unaware that that very
  drive had once witnessed carriages bearing the finest in the county to the magnificent castle overlooking the sea. Now the drive was little more than a dirt track and the castle lay in ruins. Only
  ravens and pigeons ventured there, and intrepid little boys intent on adventure, confident that no one would discover them in this forgotten place.

  The children hurried excitedly through the wild grasses to play among the remnants of the once stately rooms. The sweeping staircase had long gone and the centre chimneys had fallen through the
  roof and formed a mountain of bricks below for the boys to scale. In the west wing the surviving part of the roof remained as sturdy beams that straddled two of the enduring walls, like the exposed
  ribcage of a giant animal left to decay in the open air.

  The boys were too distracted to feel the sorrow that hung over the place or to hear the plaintive echo of the past. They were too young to have an awareness of nostalgia and the melancholic
  sense of mortality it induces. The ghosts who dwelt there, mourning the loss of their home and their brief lives, were as wind blowing in off the water. The boys heard the moaning of the empty
  windows and the whistling about the remaining chimney stacks and felt only a frisson of exhilaration, for the eeriness served to enhance their pleasure, not diminish it. The ghosts might as well
  have been alone for the attention the boys paid them.

  Over the front door, one of the boys was able to make out some Latin letters, tarnished by soot, half-concealed in the blackened lintel. ‘Castellum Deverilli est suum regnum
  1662,’ he read out.

  ‘What does that mean?’ asked the smaller boy.

  ‘Everyone around here knows what that means. A Deverill’s castle is his kingdom.’

  The smaller child laughed. ‘Not much of a kingdom now,’ he said.

  They went from room to room in the fading light like a pair of urchins, excavating hopefully where the ground was soft. Their gentle chatter mingled with the croaking of ravens and the cooing of
  pigeons, and the ghosts were appeased as they remembered their own boyhoods and the games they had played in the sumptuous gardens of the castle. For once, the castle had been magnificent.

  At the turn of the century there had been a walled garden, abundant with every sort of fruit and vegetable to feed the Deverill family and their servants. There had been a rose garden, an
  arboretum and a maze where the Deverill children had routinely lost themselves and each other among the yew hedges. There had been elaborate glass houses where tomatoes had grown among orchids and
  figs, and yellow cowslips had reflected the summer sun in the wild-flower garden where the ladies of the house had enjoyed picnics and afternoons full of laughter and gossip. Those gardens had once
  been a paradise but now they smelt of decay. A shadow lingered in spite of the sunshine and year after year bindweed slowly choked the gardens to death. Nothing remained of the castle’s
  former beauty, except a savage splendour of sorts, made all the more arresting by its tragedy.

  At the rattling sound of a motor car the boys stopped their digging. The noise grew louder as the car advanced up the drive. They looked at each other in bewilderment and crept hastily through
  the rooms to the front, where they peered out of a glassless window to see a shiny Ford Model T making its way past the castle before halting at the steps leading up to where the front door had
  once been.

  Consumed with curiosity, they elbowed each other in their effort to get a closer look, while at the same time careful to keep their heads concealed behind the wall. The boys’ jaws fell
  open at the sight of the car with its soft top and smoothly curved lines. The sun bounced off the sleek green bonnet and the silver headlights shone like frog’s eyes. Then the driver’s
  door opened and a man stepped out wearing a brown felt hat and smart camel coat. He swept his eyes over the castle, taking a moment to absorb the dramatic vision. He shook his head and pulled a
  face as if to acknowledge the sheer scale of the misfortune that had destroyed such a beautiful castle. Then he walked round to the passenger door and opened it.

  He held out his hand and a small black glove reached out and took it. The boys were so still that, were it not for their pink faces and black hair, they might have been a pair of mischievous
  cherub statues. With mounting interest they watched the woman step out. She wore an elegant dress of a deep emerald green and a long black coat, with a black cloche hat pulled low over her face.
  Only her scarlet lips could be seen below it, somehow shocking against her white skin. Glittering beneath her right shoulder was a large diamond star brooch. The boys’ eyes widened for she
  looked as if she came from another world; the sort of world that had once inhabited this fine castle before it was swept away.

  The woman stood at the foot of the darkened walls and lifted her chin. She took the man’s hand and turned to face him. ‘As God is my witness,’ she said, and the boys had to
  strain their ears to hear her. ‘I will rebuild this castle.’ She paused and the man made no move to hurry her. At length she returned her gaze to the castle and her jaw stiffened.
  ‘After all, I have as much right as any of the others.’

  


  PART ONE

  


  Chapter 1

  Co. Cork, Ireland, 1910

   

  Kitty Deverill was nine years old. For other children, born on other days, turning nine was of no great significance. But for Kitty, born on the ninth day of the ninth month in the year 1900,
  turning nine had been very significant indeed. It wasn’t her mother, the beautiful and narcissistic Maud, who had put those ideas into the young child’s head; Maud was not interested in
  Kitty. She had two other daughters who were soon to come of age and a cherished son at Eton who was the light in his mother’s eyes. In the five years between Harry and Kitty’s births
  Maud had suffered three miscarriages induced by riding hard over the hills around Ballinakelly; Maud did not want her pleasure halted by an inconvenient pregnancy. However, no amount of reckless
  galloping managed to unburden her of her fourth child, who, contrary to expectation, was a weak and squeaking girl with red hair and transparent skin, more like a scrawny kitten than a human baby.
  Maud had turned her face away in disgust and refused to acknowledge her. In fact, she had quite rejected her child, declining to allow her friends to visit, donning her riding habit and setting off
  with the hunt as if the birth had never happened. For a woman so enraptured with her own beauty an ugly baby was an affront. No, Maud would never have put ideas into Kitty’s head that she was
  in any way special or important.

  It was her paternal grandmother, Adeline, Lady Deverill, who told her that the year 1900 was auspicious and that her date of birth was also remarkable, on account of it containing so many nines.
  Kitty was a child of Mars, Adeline would remind her when they sat together in Adeline’s private sitting room on the first floor, one of the few rooms of the castle that was always warm. This
  meant that her life would be defined by conflict – a testing hand of cards dealt by a God who surely knew that Kitty would rise to the challenge with courage and wisdom. Adeline told her much
  else, besides, and Kitty far preferred her stories of angels and demons to the dry tales her Scottish governess read her, and even to the kitchen maids’ tittle-tattle, mostly local gossip
  Kitty was too young to understand. Adeline Deverill knew about things. Things at which Kitty’s grandfather rolled his eyes and dismissed as ‘blarney’, things her father
  mocked with affection and things that caused Kitty’s mother great concern. Maud Deverill was less amused by tales of spirits, stone circles and curses and instructed Miss Grieve,
  Kitty’s Scottish governess, to punish the child if she ever indulged in what she considered to be ‘ghastly peasant superstition’. Miss Grieve, with her tight lips and tight
  vowels, was only too happy to whack the palms of Kitty’s hands with a riding crop. Therefore the child had learned to be secretive. She had grown as furtive as a fox, indulging her interest
  only with her grandmother, in the warmth of her little den that smelt of turf fire and lilac.

  Kitty didn’t live in the castle: that was where her grandparents lived and what, one day, her father would inherit, along with the title of Lord Deverill, dating back to the seventeenth
  century. Kitty lived on the estate in the old Hunting Lodge, positioned by the river, within walking distance of the castle. Overlooked by her mother and too cunning for her governess, the child
  was able to run wild about the gardens and surrounding countryside and to play with the local Catholic children who took to the fields with their Tommy cans. Had her mother known she would have
  developed a fever and retired to her room for a week to get over the trauma. As it was, Maud was often so distracted that she seemed to forget entirely that she had a fourth child and was irritated
  when Miss Grieve reminded her.

  Kitty’s greatest friend and ally was Bridie, the raven-haired daughter of Lady Deverill’s cook, Mrs Doyle. Born in the same year, only a month apart, Kitty believed them to be
  ‘spiritual sisters’ due to the proximity of their birth dates and the fact that they had been thrown together at Castle Deverill, where Bridie would help her mother in the kitchen,
  peeling potatoes and washing up, while Kitty loitered around the big wooden table stealing the odd carrot when Mrs Doyle wasn’t looking. They might have different parents, Kitty told Bridie,
  but their souls were eternally connected. Beneath their material bodies they were creatures of light and there was very little difference between them. Grateful for Kitty’s friendship, Bridie
  believed her.

  Because of her unconventional view of the world, Adeline was happy to turn a blind eye to the girls playing together. She loved her strange little granddaughter who was so much like herself. In
  Kitty she found an ally in a family who scoffed at the idea of fairies and trembled at the mention of ghosts while claiming not to believe in them. She was certain that souls inhabited physical
  bodies in order to live on earth and learn important lessons for their spiritual evolution. Thus, a person’s position and wealth was merely a costume required for the part they were playing
  and not a reflection of their worth as a soul. In Adeline’s opinion a tramp was as valuable as a king and so she treated everyone with equal respect. What was the harm of Kitty and Bridie
  enjoying each other’s company? she asked herself. Kitty’s sisters were too old to play with her, and Celia, her English cousin, only came to visit in the summer, so the poor child was
  friendless and lonely. Were it not for Bridie, Kitty might be in danger of running off with the leprechauns and goblins and be lost to them forever.

  One story in particular fascinated Kitty above all others: the Cursing of Barton Deverill. The whole family knew it, but no one besides Kitty’s grandmother, and Kitty herself, believed it.
  They didn’t just believe, they knew it to be true. It was that knowing that bonded grandmother and granddaughter firmly and irreversibly, because Adeline had a gift she had never
  shared with anyone, not even her husband, and little Kitty had inherited it.

  ‘Let me tell you about the Cursing of Barton Deverill,’ said Kitty to Bridie one Saturday afternoon in winter, holding the candle steady in their dark lair beneath the back
  staircase, which was an old, disused cupboard in the servants’ quarters of the castle. The light illuminated Kitty’s white face so that her big grey eyes looked strangely old, like a
  witch’s, and Bridie felt a shiver ripple across her skin, something close to fear. She had heard her mother speak of the Banshee and its shriek that pre-warned of death.

  ‘Who was Barton Deverill?’ Bridie asked, her musical Irish accent in sharp contrast to Kitty’s clipped English vowels.

  ‘He was the first Lord Deverill and he built this castle,’ Kitty replied, keeping her voice low for dramatic effect. ‘He was a right brute.’

  ‘What did he do?’

  ‘He took land that wasn’t his and built on it.’

  ‘Who did the land belong to?’

  ‘The O’Learys.’

  ‘The O’Learys?’ Bridie’s black eyes widened and her cheeks flushed. ‘You don’t mean our Jack O’Leary?’

  ‘The very same. I can tell you there is no love lost between the Deverills and the O’Learys.’

  ‘What happened?’

  ‘Barton Deverill, my ancestor, was a supporter of King Charles I of England. When his armies were defeated by Cromwell, he ran off to France with the King. Later, when King Charles II was
  crowned, he rewarded Barton for his loyalty with a title and these lands where he built this castle. Hence the family motto: A Deverill’s castle is his kingdom. The trouble was those lands
  didn’t belong to the King, they belonged to the O’Learys. So, when they were made to leave, old Maggie O’Leary, who was a witch . . .’

  Bridie laughed nervously. ‘She wasn’t really a witch!’

  Kitty was very serious. ‘She was so. She had a cauldron and a black cat that could turn a person to stone with one look of its big green eyes.’

  ‘Just because she had a cauldron and a cat doesn’t mean she was a witch,’ Bridie argued.

  ‘Maggie O’Leary was a witch and everyone knew it. She put a curse on Barton Deverill.’

  Bridie’s laughter caught in her throat. ‘What was the curse?’

  ‘That Barton Deverill and every male heir after him will never leave Castle Deverill but remain between worlds until an O’Leary returns to live on the land. It’s very unfair
  because Grandpa and Father will have to hang around here as ghosts, possibly forever. Grandma says that it is very unlikely that a Deverill will ever marry an O’Leary!’

  ‘You never know. They’ve come up in the world since then,’ Bridie added helpfully, thinking of Jack O’Leary whose father was the local vet.

  ‘No, they are all doomed, even my brother Harry.’ Kitty sighed. ‘None of them believes it, but I do. It makes me sad to know their fate.’

  ‘So, are you telling me that Barton Deverill is still here?’ Bridie asked.

  Kitty’s eyes widened. ‘He’s still here and he’s not very happy about it.’

  ‘You don’t really believe that, do you?’

  ‘I know it,’ said Kitty emphatically. ‘I can see him.’ She bit her lip, aware that she might have given too much away.

  Now Bridie was more interested. She knew her friend wasn’t a liar. ‘How can you see him if he’s a ghost?’

  Kitty leaned forward and whispered, ‘Because I see dead people.’ The candle flame flickered eerily as if to corroborate her claim and Bridie shivered.

  ‘You can see dead people?’

  ‘I can and I do. All the time.’

  ‘You’ve never told me before.’

  ‘That’s because I didn’t know if I could trust you.’

  ‘What are they like, dead people?’

  ‘Transparent. Some are light, some are dark. Some are loving and some aren’t.’ Kitty shrugged. ‘Barton Deverill is quite dark. I don’t think he was a very nice man
  when he was alive.’

  ‘Doesn’t it scare you?’

  ‘It used to, until Grandma taught me not to be afraid. She sees them too. It’s a gift, she says. But I’m not allowed to tell anyone.’ She unconsciously rubbed the palm of
  her hand with her thumb.

  ‘They’ll lock you away,’ Bridie said and her voice quivered. ‘They do that, don’t you know. They lock people away in the red-brick in Cork City for less and they
  never come out. Never.’

  ‘Then you’d better not tell on me.’

  ‘Oh, I wouldn’t.’

  Kitty brightened. ‘Do you want to see one?’

  ‘A ghost?’

  ‘Barton Deverill.’

  The blood drained from Bridie’s cheeks. ‘I don’t know . . .’

  ‘Come on, I’ll introduce you.’ Kitty blew out the candle and pushed open the door.

  The two girls hurried along the passageway. Regardless of the disparity of their colouring, they could have been sisters as they skipped off together for they were similar in height and build.
  However, there was a marked difference in their clothes and countenance. While Kitty’s dress was white, embellished with fine lace and silk, tied at the waist with a pale blue bow,
  Bridie’s was brown and shapeless and made from a coarse, scratchy frieze. Kitty wore black lace-up boots that reached mid-calf, and thick black stockings, while Bridie’s feet were bare
  and dirty. Kitty’s governess brushed her hair and pinned it off her face with ribbons; Bridie received no such attention and her hair was tangled and unwashed, almost reaching as far as her
  waist. The difference was not only marked in their attire but in the way they looked out onto the world. Kitty had the steady, lofty gaze of a child born to privilege and entitlement, while Bridie
  had the feral stare of a waif who was always hungry, and yet there was an underlying need in Kitty that bridged the gap between them. Were it not for the loving company of her grandparents and the
  sporadic attention lavished on her by her father when he wasn’t out hunting, shooting game or at the races, Kitty would have been starved of love. It was this longing that gave balance to
  their friendship, for Kitty needed Bridie just as much as Bridie needed her.

  While Kitty was unaware of these differences, Bridie, who heard her parents and brothers complaining endlessly about their lot, was very conscious of them. However, she liked Kitty too much to
  give way to jealousy, and she was too flattered by her friendship to risk losing it. She accepted her position with the passive compliance of a sheep.

  The two girls heard Mrs Doyle grumbling to one of the maids in the kitchen but they scurried on up the back staircase as quiet as kittens, aware that if they were caught their playtime would be
  over and Bridie summoned to wash up at the sink.

  No one ever went up to the western tower. It was chilly and damp at the top of the castle and the spiral staircase was in need of repair. Two of the wooden steps had collapsed and Kitty and
  Bridie had to jump over the gaps. Bridie breathed easily now because no one would find them there. Kitty pushed open the heavy door at the top of the stairs and peered around it. Then she turned
  back to her friend. ‘Come,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t be frightened. He won’t hurt you.’

  Bridie’s heart began to race. Was she really going to see a ghost? Kitty seemed so sure. Tentatively and with high expectations, Bridie followed Kitty into the room. She looked at Kitty.
  Kitty was smiling at a tatty old armchair as if someone was sitting in it. But Bridie saw nothing besides the faded burgundy silk. However, the room was colder than the rest of the castle and she
  shivered and hugged herself in a bid to keep warm.

  ‘Well, can’t you see him?’ Kitty asked.

  ‘I can’t see anything,’ said Bridie, wanting to very much.

  ‘But he’s there!’ Kitty exclaimed, pointing to the chair. ‘Look harder.’

  Bridie looked as hard as she could until her eyes watered. ‘I don’t doubt you, Kitty, but I can see nothing but the chair.’

  Kitty was visibly disappointed. She stared at the man scowling in the armchair, his feet propped up on a stool, his hands folded over his big belly, and wondered how it was possible for her to
  see someone so clearly when Bridie couldn’t. ‘But he’s right in front of your nose. This is my friend, Bridie,’ Kitty said to Barton Deverill. ‘She can’t see
  you.’

  Barton shook his head and rolled his eyes. That didn’t surprise him. He’d been stuck in this tower for over two hundred years and in all that time only the very few had seen him
  – most unintentionally. At first it had been quite amusing being a ghost but now he was bored of observing the many generations of Deverills who came and went, and even more disenchanted by
  the ones, like him, who remained stuck in the castle as spirits. He wasn’t keen on company and there were now too many furious Lord Deverills floating about the corridors to be easily
  avoided. This tower was the only place he could be free of them, and their wrath at discovering suddenly, upon dying, that the Cursing of Barton Deverill was not simply a family legend but an
  immutable truth. With the benefit of hindsight, they would have gladly taken an O’Leary for a bride and subsequently ensured their eternal rest as a free soul in Paradise. As it was they were
  too late. They were stuck and there was nothing they could do about it except rant at him for having built the castle on O’Leary land in the first place.

  Now Barton turned his jaded eyes onto the eerie little girl whose face had turned red with indignation, as if it were somehow his fault that her plain friend was unable to see him. He
  folded his arms and sighed. He wasn’t in the mood for conversation. The fact that she sought him out from time to time did not make her his friend and did not give her permission to show him
  off like an exotic animal in a menagerie.

  Kitty watched him stand up and walk through the wall. ‘He’s gone,’ she said, dropping her shoulders in defeat.

  ‘Where?’

  ‘I don’t know. He’s quite bad-tempered, but so would I be if I were stuck between worlds.’

  ‘Shall we leave now?’ Bridie’s teeth were chattering.

  Kitty sighed. ‘I suppose we must.’ They made their way back down the spiral staircase. ‘You won’t tell anyone, will you?’

  ‘I cross my heart and hope to die,’ Bridie replied solemnly, wondering suddenly whether her friend wasn’t a little over-imaginative.

  

In the bowels of the castle Mrs Doyle was expertly making butterballs between two ridged wooden paddles, while the scrawny kitchen maids were busy peeling potatoes, beating
  eggs and plucking fowl for that evening’s dinner party, to which Lady Deverill had invited her two spinster sisters, Laurel and Hazel, known affectionately as the Shrubs, Kitty’s
  parents, Bertie and Maud, and the Rector and his wife. Once a month Lady Deverill invited the Rector for dinner, which was an obligation and a great trial because he was greedy and pompous and
  prone to spouting unsolicited sermons from his seat at her table. Lady Deverill didn’t think much of him, but it was her duty as Doyenne of Ballinakelly and a member of the Church of Ireland,
  so she instructed the cook, brought in flowers from the greenhouses and somewhat mischievously invited her sisters to divert him with their tedious and incessant chatter.

  When Mrs Doyle saw Bridie she pursed her lips. ‘Bridie, what are you doing loitering in the corridor when I have a banquet to cook? Come and make yourself useful and pluck this
  partridge.’ She held up the bird by its neck. Bridie pulled a face at Kitty and went to join the kitchen maids at the long oak table in the middle of the room. Mrs Doyle glanced at Kitty, who
  was standing in the doorway with her long white face and secretive mouth that always curled at the corners, as if she had exclusive knowledge of something important, and wondered what she was
  thinking. There was something in that child’s eyes that put the heart crossways in her. She couldn’t explain what it was and she didn’t resent the girls playing together, but
  Bridie’s mother didn’t think any good would come of their friendship when, as they grew older, their lives would inevitably take them down different paths and Bridie would be left
  feeling the coldness and anguish of Kitty’s rejection. She went back to her butter. When she looked up again Kitty had gone.

  


  Chapter 2

  Kitty’s attention had been diverted by the loud crack of gunfire. She remained for a moment frozen on the back stairs. It sounded like it had come from inside the castle.
  There followed an eruption of barking. Kitty hurried into the hall to see her grandfather’s three brown wolfhounds bursting out of the library and heading off up the staircase at a gallop.
  Without hesitation she ran after them, jumping two steps at a time to reach the landing. The dogs raced down the corridor, skidding on the carpet as they charged round the corner, narrowly missing
  the wall.

  Kitty found her grandfather in his habitual faded tweed breeches and jacket at the window of his dressing room, pointing a rifle into the garden. He gleefully fired another shot. It was lost in
  the damp winter mist that was gathering over the lawn. ‘Bloody papists!’ he bellowed. ‘That’ll teach you to trespass on my land. Now make off with you before I aim properly
  and send you to an early grave!’

  Kitty watched him in horror. The sight of Hubert Deverill shooting at Catholics was not a surprise. He often clashed with the poachers and knackers creeping about his land in search of game and
  she had eavesdropped enough at the library door to know exactly what he thought of them. She didn’t understand how her grandfather could loathe people simply for being Catholic –
  all Kitty’s friends were Irish Catholics. Hubert’s dogs panted at his heels as he brought the gun inside and patted them fondly. When he saw his granddaughter standing in the doorway,
  like a miniature version of his wife with her eyebrows knitted in disapproval, he grinned mischievously. ‘Hello, Kitty my dear. Fancy some cake?’

  ‘Porter cake?’

  ‘Laced with brandy. It’ll do you good. Put some colour in those pale cheeks of yours.’ He pressed the bell for his valet, which in turn rang a little bell on a board down in
  the servants’ quarters above the name ‘Lord Deverill’.

  ‘I was born pale, Grandpa,’ Kitty replied, watching him open his gun and fold it over his arm like her grandmother held her handbag when they went into Ballinakelly.

  ‘How’s the Battle of the Boyne?’ he asked.

  She sighed. ‘That was last year, Grandpa. I’m learning about the Great Fire of London now.’

  ‘Good good,’ he muttered, his mind now on other things.

  ‘Grandpa?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘Do you love this castle?’

  ‘Minus point for a silly question,’ Hubert replied gruffly.

  ‘I mean, would you mind if you were stuck here for all eternity?’

  ‘If you’re referring to the Cursing of Barton Deverill, your governess should be teaching you proper history, not folklore.’

  ‘Miss Grieve doesn’t teach me folklore, Grandma does.’

  ‘Yes, well . . .’ he mumbled. ‘Poppycock.’

  ‘But you would be happy here, wouldn’t you? Grandma says you love the castle more than any Deverill ever has.’

  ‘You know your grandmother is always right.’

  ‘I wonder whether you’d mind terribly living on—’

  He stopped her before she could continue. ‘Where the devil is Skiddy? Let’s go and have some cake before the mice eat it, shall we? Skiddy!’

  As they made their way down the cold corridor to the staircase they were met by a wheezing Mr Skiddy. At sixty-eight, Frank Skiddy had worked at Castle Deverill for over fifty years, originally
  in the employ of the previous Lord Deverill. He was very thin and frail on account of an allergy to wheat and lungs scarred by a chest infection suffered in early childhood, but the idea of
  retirement was anathema to the old guard who worked on in spite of their failing bodies. ‘My lord,’ he said when he saw Lord Deverill striding towards him over the rug, followed by his
  granddaughter and a trio of dogs.

  ‘You’re slowing down, Skiddy.’ Hubert handed the valet his gun. ‘Needs a good clean. Too many rabbits in the gardens.’

  ‘Yes, my lord,’ Mr Skiddy replied, accustomed to his master’s eccentric behaviour and unmoved by it.

  Lord Deverill strode on down the front stairs. ‘Fancy a game of chess with your cake, young lady?’

  ‘Yes please,’ Kitty replied happily. ‘I’ll set up the board and we can play after tea.’

  ‘Trouble is you spend too much time in your imagination. Dangerous place to be, one’s imagination. Your governess should be keeping you busy.’

  ‘I don’t like Miss Grieve,’ said Kitty.

  ‘Governesses aren’t there to be liked,’ her grandfather told her sternly, as if liking one’s governess was as odd an idea as liking a Catholic. ‘They’re to be
  tolerated.’

  ‘When will I be rid of her, Grandpa?’

  ‘When you find yourself a decent husband. You’ll have to tolerate him, too!’

  Kitty loved her grandparents more than she loved her parents or her siblings because in their company she felt valued. Unlike her mama and papa, they gave her their time and attention. When
  Hubert wasn’t hunting, fishing, picking off snipe around the estate with his dogs or in Dublin at the Kildare Street Club or attending meetings at the Royal Dublin Society, he taught her
  chess, bridge and whist with surprising patience for a man generally intolerant of children. Adeline let her help in the gardens. Although they had plenty of gardeners, Adeline would toil away for
  hours in the greenhouses, with their pretty blancmange-shaped roofs. In the warm, earthy air of those glass buildings she grew carnations, grapes and peaches, and nurtured a wide variety of potted
  plants with long Latin names. She grew herbs and flowers for medicinal purposes, taking the trouble to pass on her knowledge to her little granddaughter. Juniper for rheumatoid arthritis, aniseed
  for coughs and indigestion, parsley for bloating, red clover for sores and hawthorn for the heart. Her two favourites were cannabis for tension and milk thistle for the liver.

  When Hubert and Kitty reached the library, Adeline looked up from the picture of the orchid she was painting at the table in front of the bay window, taking advantage of the fading light.
  ‘I suppose that was you, dear, at your dressingroom window,’ she said, giving her husband a reproachful look over her spectacles.

  ‘Damn rabbits,’ Hubert replied, sinking into the armchair beside the turf fire that was burning cheerfully in the grate, and disappearing behind the Irish Times.

  Adeline shook her head indulgently and resumed her painting. ‘If you go on so, Hubert, you’ll just make them all the more furious,’ said Adeline.

  ‘They’re not furious,’ Hubert answered.

  ‘Of course they are. They’ve been furious for hundreds of years . . .’

  ‘What? Rabbits?’

  Adeline suspended her brush and sighed. ‘You’re impossible, Hubert!’

  Kitty perched on the sofa and stared hungrily at the cake that had been placed with the teapot and china cups on the table in front of her. The dogs settled down before the fire with heavy
  sighs. There’d be no cake for them.

  ‘Go on, my dear, help yourself,’ said Adeline to her granddaughter. ‘Don’t they feed you over there?’ she asked, frowning at the child’s skinny arms and tiny
  waist.

  ‘Mrs Doyle is a better cook,’ said Kitty, picturing Miss Gibbons’s fatty meat and soggy cabbage.

  ‘That’s because I’ve taught her that food not only has to fill one’s belly, but has to taste good at the same time. You’d be surprised how many people eat for
  satisfaction and not for pleasure. I’ll tell your mama to send your cook up for some training. I’m sure Mrs Doyle would be delighted.’

  Kitty helped herself to a slice of cake and tried to think of Mrs Doyle being delighted by anything; a sourer woman was hard to find. A moment later the light was gone and Adeline joined her
  granddaughter on the sofa. O’Flynn, the doddering old butler, poured her a cup of tea with an unsteady hand and a young maid silently padded around the room lighting the oil lamps. Soon the
  library glowed with a soft, golden radiance. ‘I understand that Victoria will be leaving us soon to stay with Cousin Beatrice in London,’ said Adeline.

  ‘I don’t want to go to London when I come of age,’ said Kitty.

  ‘Oh, you will when you’re eighteen. You’ll be weary of all the hunt balls and the Irish boys. You’ll want excitement and new faces. London is thrilling and you like
  Cousin Beatrice, don’t you?’

  ‘Yes, she’s perfectly nice and Celia is funny, but I love being here with you best of all.’

  Her grandmother’s face softened into a tender smile. ‘You know it’s all very well playing with Bridie here at the castle, but it’s important to have friends of your own
  sort. Celia is your age exactly and your cousin, so it is natural that you should both come out together.’

  ‘Surely, there’s a Season in Dublin?’

  ‘Of course there is, but you’re Anglo-Irish, my dear.’

  ‘No, I’m Irish, Grandma. I don’t care for England at all.’

  ‘You will when you get to know it.’

  ‘I doubt it’s as lovely as Ireland.’

  ‘Nowhere is as lovely as here, but it comes very close.’

  ‘I wouldn’t mind if I were cursed to remain here for all eternity.’

  Adeline lowered her voice. ‘Oh, I think you would. Between worlds is not a nice place to be, Kitty. It’s very lonely.’

  ‘I’m used to being on my own. I’d be very happy to be stuck in the castle forever, even if I had to pass my time with grumpy old Barton. I shouldn’t mind at
  all.’

  After playing chess with her grandfather Kitty walked home in the dark. The air smelt of turf smoke and winter and a barn owl screeched through the gathering mist. There was a bright sickle moon
  to light her way and she skipped happily through the gardens she knew so well, along a well-trodden path.

  When she reached the Hunting Lodge she crept in through the kitchen where Miss Gibbons was sweating over a tasteless stew. Kitty could hear the sound of the piano coming from the drawing room
  and recognized the hesitant rendition as sixteen-year-old Elspeth’s, and smiled at the thought of her mother, on the sofa with a cup of tea in her thin white hand, subjecting some poor
  unfortunate guest to this excruciating performance. Kitty tiptoed into the hall and hid behind a large fern. The playing suddenly stopped without any sensitivity of tempo. There was a flurry of
  light clapping, then she heard her mother’s voice enthusiastically praising Elspeth, followed by the equally enthusiastic voice of her mother’s closest friend, Lady Rowan-Hampton, who
  was also Elspeth’s godmother. Kitty felt a momentary stab of longing. Lady Rowan-Hampton, whom her parents called Grace, was the most beautiful woman she had ever seen and the only grownup,
  besides her grandparents, who made her feel special. Knowing she wasn’t allowed downstairs unless summoned by her parents, Kitty reluctantly retreated upstairs by way of the servants’
  staircase.

  The Hunting Lodge was not as large and imposing as the castle, but it was suitably palatial for the eldest son of Lord Deverill, and much larger than its modest name suggested. It was a rambling
  grey-stone house partly covered by ivy, as if it had made a half-hearted attempt to protect itself from the harsh winter winds. Unlike the castle, whose soft, weathered stone gave the building a
  certain warmth, the Hunting Lodge looked cold and austere. It was icy and damp inside, even in summer, and turf fires were lit only in the rooms that were going to be used. The many that
  weren’t smelt of mildew and mould.

  Kitty’s bedroom was on the top floor at the back, with a view of the stables. It was the part of the house referred to as the nursery wing. Victoria, Elspeth and Harry had long since moved
  into the elegant side near the hall and had large bedrooms overlooking the gardens. Left alone with Miss Grieve, Kitty felt isolated and forgotten.

  As she made her way down the narrow corridor to her bedroom she saw the glow of light beneath the door of Miss Grieve’s room. She walked on the tips of her toes so as not to draw attention
  to herself. But as she passed her governess’s room she heard the soft sound of weeping. It didn’t sound like Miss Grieve at all. She didn’t think Miss Grieve had it in her to cry.
  She stopped outside and pressed her ear to the door. For a moment it occurred to her that Miss Grieve might have a visitor, but Miss Grieve would never break the rules; Kitty’s mother did not
  permit visitors upstairs. Kitty didn’t think Miss Grieve had friends anyway. She never spoke of anyone other than her mother who lived in Edinburgh.

  Kitty knelt down and put her eye to the keyhole. There, sitting on the bed with a letter lying open in her lap, was Miss Grieve. Kitty was astonished to see her with her brown hair falling in
  thick curls over her shoulders and down her back. Her face was pale in the lamplight, but her features had softened. She didn’t look wooden as she did when she scraped her hair back and drew
  her lips into a thin line until they almost disappeared. She looked like a sensitive young woman and surprisingly pretty.

  Kitty longed to know what the letter said. Had someone died, perhaps Miss Grieve’s mother? Her heart swelled with compassion so that she almost turned the knob and let herself in. But Miss
  Grieve looked so different Kitty felt it might embarrass her to be caught with her guard down. She remained a while transfixed by the trembling mouth, wet with tears, and the dewy skin that seemed
  to relax away from the bones which usually held it so taut and hard. She was fascinated by Miss Grieve’s apparent youth and wondered how old she really was. She had always assumed her to be
  ancient, but now she wasn’t so sure. It was quite possible that she was the same age as Kitty’s mother.

  After a while Kitty retreated to her bedroom. Nora, one of the housemaids, had lit her small fire and the room smelt pleasantly of smoke. An oil lamp glowed on the chest of drawers against the
  wall, beneath a picture of garden fairies her grandmother had painted for her. The curtains had been drawn but Kitty opened them wide and sat on the window seat to stare out at the moon and stars
  that shone brightly in a rich velvet sky.

  Kitty did not recognize loneliness because it was so much part of her soul as to blend in seamlessly with the rest of her nature. She felt the familiar tug of something deep and stirring at the
  bottom of her heart, which always came from gazing out at the beauty of the night, but even though she was aware of a sense of longing she didn’t recognize it for what it was – a
  yearning for love. It was so familiar she had mistaken it for something pleasant and those hours staring into the stars had become as habitual to Kitty as howling at the moon to a craving wolf.

  At length Miss Grieve appeared in the doorway, stiff and severe with her hair pulled back into a tight bun, as if she had beaten her emotions into submission and restrained them within her
  corset. There was no evidence of tears on her rigid cheeks or about her slate-grey eyes and Kitty wondered for a moment whether she had imagined them. What was it that had made Miss Grieve so
  bitter? ‘It’s time for your supper, young lady,’ she said to Kitty. ‘Have you washed your hands?’ Kitty dutifully presented her palms to her governess, who sniffed her
  disapproval. ‘I didn’t think so. Go and wash them at once. I don’t think it’s right for a young lady to be running about the countryside like a stray dog. I’ll have a
  word with your mother. Perhaps piano lessons will be a good discipline for you and keep you out of trouble.’

  ‘Piano lessons have done little for Elspeth,’ Kitty replied boldly. ‘And when she sings she sounds like a strangled cat.’

  ‘Don’t be insolent, Kitty.’

  ‘Victoria sounds even worse when she plays the violin. More like a chorus of strangled cats. I should like to sing.’ Kitty poured cold water from the jug into the water bowl and
  washed her hands with carbolic soap. So far there had been no piano or violin lessons for her, because music was her mother’s department and Kitty was invisible to Maud Deverill. The only
  reason she had enjoyed riding lessons since the age of two was due to her father’s passion for hunting and racing. As long as he lived no child of his would be incompetent in the saddle.

  ‘You’re nine now, Kitty, it’s about time you learned to make yourself appealing. I don’t see why music lessons can’t be afforded to you as they are to your sisters.
  I will speak to your mother tomorrow and see that it is arranged. The less free time you have, the better. The Devil makes work for idle hands.’

  Kitty followed Miss Grieve into the nursery where dinner for two was laid up at the table otherwise used for lessons. They stood behind their chairs to say grace and then Miss Grieve sat down
  while Kitty brought the dish of stew and baked potatoes to the table from the dumb waiter which had been sent up from the kitchen. ‘What is it about you that your parents don’t wish to
  see you at mealtimes?’ Miss Grieve asked as Kitty sat down. ‘I understand from Miss Gibbons that luncheon was always a family affair when your siblings were small.’ She helped
  herself to stew. ‘Perhaps it’s because you don’t yet know how to behave. In my previous position for Lady Billow I always joined the family for luncheon, but I ate my dinner
  alone, which was a blessed relief. Are we to share this table until you come of age?’

  Kitty was used to Miss Grieve’s mean jibes and tried not to be riled by them. Wit was her only defence. ‘It must be for your pleasure, Miss Grieve, because otherwise you might get
  lonely.’

  Miss Grieve laughed bitterly. ‘And I suppose you consider yourself good company, do you?’

  ‘I must be better company than loneliness.’

  ‘I wouldn’t be so sure. For a nine-year-old you have an inappropriate tongue. It’s no wonder your parents don’t wish for the sight of you. Victoria and Elspeth are young
  ladies, but you, Kitty, are a young ragamuffin in need of taming. That the task should fall to me is a great trial, but I do the best I can out of the goodness of my heart. We’ve a long way
  to go before you’re in any fit state to find a husband.’

  ‘I don’t want a husband,’ said Kitty, forking a piece of meat into her mouth. It was cold in the centre.

  ‘Of course you don’t want one now. You’re a child.’

  ‘Did you ever want a husband, Miss Grieve?’

  The governess’s eyes shifted a moment uncertainly, revealing more to the sharp little girl than she meant to. ‘That’s none of your business, Kitty. Sit up straight;
  you’re not a sack of potatoes.’

  ‘Are governesses allowed to marry?’ Kitty continued, knowing the answer but enjoying the pained look in Miss Grieve’s eyes.

  The governess pursed her lips. ‘Of course they’re allowed to marry. Whatever gave you the idea that they weren’t?’

  ‘None of them ever are.’ Kitty chewed valiantly on the stringy piece of beef.

  ‘Enough of that lip, my girl, or you can go to bed without any supper.’ But Miss Grieve had suddenly gone very pink in the face and Kitty saw a fleeting glimpse of the young woman
  who had been crying over a letter in her bedroom. She blinked and the image was gone. Miss Grieve was staring into her plate, as if trying hard to control her emotions. Kitty wished she
  hadn’t been so mean but took the opportunity to spit her beef into her napkin and fold it onto her lap without being seen. She tried to think of something nice to say, but nothing came to
  mind. They sat awhile in silence.

  ‘Do you play the piano, Miss Grieve?’ Kitty asked at last.

  ‘I did, once,’ she replied tightly.

  ‘Why do you never play?’

  The woman glared at Kitty as if she had touched an invisible nerve. ‘I’ve had enough of your questions, young lady. We’ll eat the rest of the meal in silence.’ Kitty was
  astonished. She hadn’t expected such a harsh reaction to what she felt had been a simple and kind turn of conversation. ‘One word and I’ll drag you by your red hair and throw you
  into your bedroom.’

  ‘It’s Titian, not red,’ Kitty mumbled recklessly.

  ‘You can use all the fancy words you can find, my girl, but red is red and if you ask me, it’s very unbecoming.’

  Kitty struggled through the rest of dinner in silence. Miss Grieve’s face had hardened to granite. Kitty regretted trying to be nice and resolved that she would never be so foolish as to
  give in to compassion again. When they had finished, Kitty obediently loaded the plates onto the dumb waiter and pressed the bell for it to be pulled down to the kitchen.

  She washed with cold water because Sean Doyle, Bridie’s brother, who carried hot water upstairs from the kitchen for baths, only did so to the nursery wing every other night. Miss
  Grieve watched over her as she said her prayers. Kitty prayed dutifully for her mama and papa, her siblings and grandparents. Then she added one for Miss Grieve: ‘Please, God, take her away.
  She’s horrid and unkind and I hate her. If I knew how to curse like Maggie O’Leary, I’d put one on her so that unhappiness would follow her all the days of her life and never let
  her go.’

  


  Chapter 3

  Maud Deverill sat in the carriage beside her husband in silence. Her gloved hands were folded in the blanket draped over her lap, a fur coat warmed her chest and back but still
  she shivered. The night was clear and cold and yet a perpetual dampness hung in the air, rising up from the soggy ground, brought inland on the salty sea breeze, assertive enough to penetrate
  bones. Bertie had returned in the early evening as was his custom, smelling of horse dust and sweat. He had greeted Lady Rowan-Hampton warmly but Maud wasn’t fooled by their veneer of
  respectability. She had often smelt Grace’s perfume on his collar and caught the mischievous glances they slipped one another when they thought they weren’t being watched. Why, one
  might ask, did she foster such a close relationship with her husband’s mistress? Because she believed, perhaps misguidedly, that it was important to keep one’s friends close and
  one’s enemies even closer. So it was with Grace, the most dangerous of all enemies, who she simply couldn’t have brought any closer.

  The carriage lurched along the farm track that circled the estate, over puddles and holes, until it reached the castle, its passengers quite shaken up. The footman opened the door and offered
  his hand to Mrs Deverill, who accepted it and put out one uncertain foot, feeling in the dark for the top step. She descended at last and took her husband’s arm. Bertie was flaxen-haired and
  handsome with a wide, well-proportioned face and grey eyes as pale as duck’s eggs. He had a dry sense of humour and a penchant for pretty women. Indeed, he was celebrated across Co. Cork for
  his quiet charm and gentle geniality and was every lady’s favourite gentleman, except for Maud’s, of course, who resented the fact that he had never really belonged exclusively to
  her.

  Flares had been lit on either side of the castle door to light the way. Bertie and Maud Deverill were the closest neighbours but always the last to arrive on account of Maud’s
  procrastination. She subconsciously hoped that if she dithered and dallied and took her time her husband might go without her.

  ‘If I’m sitting next to the Rector again I shall shoot myself,’ she hissed, her scarlet lips black in the darkness.

  ‘My dear, you always sit next to the Rector and you never shoot yourself,’ Bertie replied patiently.

  ‘Your mother does it on purpose to spite me.’

  ‘Now why would she do that?’

  ‘Because she despises me.’

  ‘Nonsense. Mama despises no one. The two of you are simply very different. I don’t see why you can’t get along.’

  ‘I have a headache. I should not have come at all.’

  ‘Since you are here, you might as well enjoy yourself.’

  ‘It’s all right for you, Bertie. You’re always the life and soul of the party. Everyone loves you. I’m just here to facilitate your pleasure.’

  ‘Don’t be absurd, Maud. Come along, you’ll catch your death out here. I need a drink.’ They stepped into the hall and Maud reluctantly peeled off her fur coat and gloves
  and handed them to O’Flynn.

  Maud was a beautiful, if severe-looking, woman. She was blessed with high cheekbones, a symmetrical heart-shaped face, large pale-blue eyes and a pretty, straight nose. Her mouth was full-lipped
  and her blonde hair thick and lustrous, pinned up in the typical Edwardian style with curls and waves in all the right places. Her skin was milky white, her hands and feet dainty. In fact, she was
  like a lovely marble statue, carved by a benevolent creator, yet cold and hard and lacking in all sensuality. The only quality that gave her an ounce of character was her inability to see beyond
  herself.

  Tonight she wore a pale blue dress that reached the floor and showed off her slender figure, a pearl choker about her neck with a diamond clasp glittering at her throat. When she entered the
  drawing room there was a collective gasp of admiration, which cheered her up enormously. She glided in, feeling much better about the evening, and found herself accosted at once by Adeline’s
  eccentric spinster sisters Hazel and Laurel.

  ‘My dear Maud, you look lovely,’ gushed Hazel. ‘Don’t you think, Laurel? Maud looks lovely.’

  Laurel, who was rarely far from her sister’s side, smiled into her chubby crimson cheeks. ‘She does, Hazel. She truly does. Simply lovely.’ Maud looked down her nose at the two
  round faces grinning eagerly up at her and smiled politely, before extricating herself as quickly as possible with the excuse of going to greet the Rector. ‘Poor Mrs Daunt has taken a
  turn,’ said Hazel of the Rector’s wife.

  ‘We shall ask Mary to bake a cake tomorrow and take it round,’ suggested Laurel, referring to their maid.

  ‘Splendid idea, Hazel. A little brandy in it should restore her to health, don’t you think?’

  ‘Oh, it will indeed!’ exclaimed the ever-exuberant Laurel, clapping her small hands excitedly.

  The Rector was a portly, self-important man with a long prickly moustache and bloated, ruddy cheeks, who enjoyed life’s pleasures as if the obligation to do so was one of God’s
  lesser-known Commandments. He hunted with gusto, was a fine shot and a keen fisherman. Often seen waddling among his flock at the races, he never missed the opportunity to preach, as if his
  constant moralizing justified his presence there in that den of iniquity. Maud was a religious woman, when it suited her, and she abhorred the Rector for his flamboyance. The vicar in her home town
  in England had been an austere, simple man of austere and simple pleasures, which was how she believed all religious men should be. But she held out her hand and greeted him, disguising her true
  feelings behind a veneer of cool politeness. ‘Well if it isn’t the lovely Mrs Deverill,’ he said, taking her slender hand in his spongy one and giving it a hearty shake.
  ‘Did Victoria get the reading for tomorrow’s service?’ he asked.

  ‘Yes, she did,’ Maud replied. ‘I’ve practised with her but you know young people, they read much too quickly.’

  ‘I understand she will soon be leaving us for London.’

  ‘I don’t know how I shall make do without her,’ said Maud, who always managed to swing every conversation round to herself. ‘I shall be quite bereft with only Elspeth for
  company.’

  ‘You will soon have Harry back for the holidays and of course you still have—’ He was about to mention Kitty but Maud cut him off briskly.

  ‘One pays a heavy price for a good education,’ she said solemnly. ‘But it is the way of the world and Harry is happy at Eton so I shouldn’t complain. I miss him terribly.
  He is worth ten of my daughters. God didn’t see fit to give me more sons,’ she added reproachfully, as if the Rector were somehow responsible.

  ‘Your daughters will look after you in old age,’ said the Rector helpfully, draining his glass of sherry.

  ‘Harry will look after me in my old age. My daughters will be much too busy with their own children to think about me.’

  At that moment Adeline joined them, her sweet smile and twinkling eyes giving the Rector a warm feeling of relief. ‘We were just saying, Lady Deverill, how daughters are great comforts to
  their mothers in old age.’

  ‘I wouldn’t know, my daughter having crossed the Atlantic without a backward glance,’ said Adeline, not unkindly. ‘But I’m sure you’re right. Maud is quite
  spoiled with three daughters.’ Maud averted her eyes. Adeline had an unsettling way of looking right through her as if she recognized her shortcomings for what they were and was even slightly
  amused by them.

  ‘There’s a good chance Victoria and Elspeth will marry Englishmen and leave Ireland altogether. My hope lies with Harry for, whomever he weds, he will live here.’

  Adeline looked steadily at Maud. ‘You’re forgetting Kitty, my dear.’

  The Rector grinned broadly, for he was very fond of the youngest Deverill. ‘Now she won’t be leaving Ireland, not Kitty. I’d put a lot of money on her marrying an
  Irishman.’ Maud tried to smile but her crimson lips could only manage a grimace.

  Adeline shook her head, her special affection for Kitty undisguised. ‘She’s quite fearless. She’ll do something surprising, for certain. I’d put good money on
  that.’ Maud felt she was expected to add something to the conversation, but she didn’t really know what her daughter was like. Only that she had the same flame-red hair as
  Adeline and the same unsettling knowing in her eyes.

  At last O’Flynn appeared in the doorway to announce that dinner was now ready. Maud found her husband discussing the next hunt meeting with his father, who was already on his third glass
  of sherry. Lord Deverill always managed to look moth-eaten. His grey hair was wild, as if he had just arrived at a gallop, and his dinner jacket looked as if it had been nibbled at the elbows by
  mice. As hard as Skiddy tried to keep his master’s clothes clean and pressed, they still appeared to have been pulled out of the bottom of a drawer – and he refused, doggedly, to buy
  new clothes, ever. ‘May I have the pleasure of escorting you in to dinner, Maud?’ Hubert asked, taking pleasure from her beautiful face. Maud, who could always rely on her
  father-in-law’s support, slipped her hand under his arm and allowed him to lead her into the dining room.

  Bertie escorted the Shrubs on either arm, allowing their excited chatter to rise above him like the unobtrusive twittering of birds. The Rector walked in with Adeline, their conversation having
  been reduced to a one-sided lecture by him on women’s suffrage, to which Adeline listened with half an ear and even less interest.

  They stood to say grace, Hubert at the head, Adeline at the foot, with the Rector on Adeline’s right side, next to a furious Maud. They bowed their heads and the Rector spoke in the low,
  portentous voice of the pulpit. The moment it was over the door burst open and Rupert, Bertie’s younger brother, stood dishevelled and obviously drunk with his hands on the door frame.
  ‘Is there a place for me?’ he asked, appealing to his mother.

  Adeline didn’t look at all surprised to see her middle child, who lived in the house previously occupied by her late mother-in-law, the Dowager Lady Deverill, a mile or so across the
  fields, overlooking the sea. ‘Why don’t you sit between your aunts,’ she said, sinking into her chair.

  Hubert, who had less patience for his hopeless son and believed he would have done better to have joined his younger sister in America, found a wife and perhaps made something of his life, gave
  a loud ‘Harrumph’ and said, ‘Cook’s day off, is it?’

  Rupert smiled with all his charm. ‘I heard my dear aunts Hazel and Laurel were coming for dinner, Papa, and I couldn’t resist.’ The Shrubs blushed with pleasure, unaware of his
  slightly mocking tone, and moved apart so O’Flynn could slip a chair between them.

  ‘What a delightful evening this has turned out to be,’ gushed Laurel. ‘Don’t you think, Hazel?’

  ‘Oh, I most certainly do, Laurel. Come and sit down, Rupert my dear, and tell us what you have been up to. You lead such an exciting life, doesn’t he? In fact, we were only saying
  yesterday what it must be to be young, weren’t we, Laurel?’

  ‘Oh yes, we were. We’re so old, Hazel and I, that all we can do is enjoy the little titbits you give us, Rupert, like crumbs from the rich man’s table.’

  Rupert sat down and unfolded his napkin. ‘What has Mrs Doyle cooked up for us this evening?’ he said.

  

It was past midnight when Bertie and Maud drove back to the Hunting Lodge. Maud vented her fury to her weary and pleasantly tipsy husband. ‘Rupert is a disgrace, turning
  up uninvited like that. He was smashed, too, and poorly dressed. You’d have thought he’d have the decency to dress properly for dinner, considering the amount of money your father
  lavishes on him.’ She fell forward as the carriage went over a pothole.

  ‘Mama and Papa don’t care about that sort of thing,’ he replied with a yawn.

  ‘They should care. Civilization is about standards. This country would descend into barbarism if it wasn’t for people like us keeping the standards up. Appearances matter, Bertie.
  Your parents should set an example.’

  ‘Are you suggesting they’re poorly dressed, Maud?’

  ‘Your father’s eaten by moths. What harm would it do to go to London and visit his tailor once in a while?’

  ‘He’s got more important things to think about.’

  ‘Like hunting, shooting and fishing, I suppose?’

  ‘Quite so. He is old. Leave him to his pleasure.’

  ‘As for your aunts, they’re ridiculous.’

  ‘They’re happy and good and kind. You’re a harsh judge of people, Maud. Is there no one you like?’

  ‘Rupert needs a wife,’ she added, changing the subject.

  ‘Then find him one.’

  ‘He should go to London and look for a nice English girl with good manners and a firm hand to smack him into shape.’

  ‘You’re bitter, Maud. Was tonight really so bad?’

  ‘Oh, you had a splendid time in the dining room, drinking port and smoking cigars, while we languished in the drawing room. Do you know, your mother and her sisters are going to hold a
  séance here at the castle? They’re a trio of witches. It’s absurd.’

  ‘Oh, leave them to their fun, my dear. How does it affect you if they want to communicate with the dead?’

  Maud realized her argument was weak. ‘It’s ungodly,’ she added tartly. ‘I don’t imagine the Rector would think much of their game – no good will come of it,
  mark my words.’

  ‘I still don’t see how it affects you, Maud.’

  ‘Your mother is a bad influence on Kitty,’ she rejoined, knowing that Kitty’s name would carry more weight.

  Bertie frowned and rubbed his bristly chin. ‘Ah Kitty,’ he sighed, feeling a stab of guilt.

  ‘She spends much too much time talking nonsense with her grandmother.’

  ‘Might that be because you don’t spend any time with her at all?’

  Maud sat in silence for a while, affronted. Bertie had never complained before about her obvious lack of interest in their youngest. Besides, it was customary that young children should be kept
  out of sight and in the nursery with their governesses. Then it came to her in a sudden flood of pain: Grace Rowan-Hampton must have mentioned it to him. By keeping her enemy close she had allowed
  a spy into her home.

  The carriage drew up in front of the Hunting Lodge and stopped outside the front door. It was lightly drizzling, what the locals called ‘soft rain’. A strong wind swept over the
  land, moaning eerily as it dashed through the bare branches of the horse chestnut trees. The butler was waiting for them in the hall with an oil lamp to light their way upstairs. Feeling more
  discontented than ever, Maud followed her husband up to the landing, hoping he would notice her silence and ask what was troubling her. ‘Goodnight, my dear,’ he said, without so much as
  a glance. She watched him disappear into his room and close the door behind him. Furiously she went into hers, where her lady’s maid was waiting to unhook her dress. Without a word she turned
  her back expectantly.

  

The following morning Kitty breakfasted with Miss Grieve in the nursery then dressed for church. The Sunday service, in the church of St Patrick in Ballinakelly, was the only
  time the family all gathered together. The only time Kitty really saw her parents. Miss Grieve had put out a fresh white pinafore and polished black boots and spent much longer than necessary
  combing the knots out of her hair without any consideration for the pain she caused. But Kitty fixed her stare on the grey clouds scudding across the sky outside the window and willed herself not
  to shed a single tear.

  While her parents and grandparents rode in carriages, Kitty and her sisters sat in the pony and trap with Miss Grieve in the front beside Mr Mills, who held the reins. Victoria was pretty like
  her mother with a wide, heart-shaped face, a long, straight nose and shrewish blue eyes. Her blonde hair fell down to her waist in lustrous curls as she sat with her back straight and her chin up,
  much too aware of her own beauty and the admiring looks it aroused. Elspeth was more modest and less attractive than her elder sister. Her hair was mouse-brown, her nose a fleshy button, her
  expression as submissive and dim-witted as a lap dog’s. The older girls ignored Kitty completely, preferring to talk to each other. But Kitty didn’t mind: she was much too busy looking
  around at the fields of cows and sheep. ‘Mother says I have to have new dresses made for London,’ said Victoria happily, holding her hat so it didn’t fly off in the wind.
  ‘She has already sent my measurements to Cousin Beatrice. I can hardly wait. They’ll be the most fashionable designs for sure.’

  ‘You’re so lucky,’ said Elspeth, who had a tendency to elongate her vowels so that her voice sounded like a whine. ‘I wish I were coming with you. Instead I’m going
  to be all alone with no one to talk to but Mama. It’s going to be frightfully dull without you.’

  ‘You had better get used to it, Elspeth,’ said her sister sharply. ‘I fully intend to find a husband.’

  ‘That’s what it’s all for, I suppose.’

  ‘Mama told me that if one doesn’t find a husband it is because one is ugly, dull or both.’

  ‘You are neither ugly nor dull,’ said Elspeth. ‘Fortunately neither of us inherited Grandma’s ginger hair.’

  ‘It’s not ginger,’ interrupted Kitty from beneath her bonnet. ‘It’s Titian red.’

  Her sisters giggled. ‘Mama says it’s ginger,’ said Victoria meanly.

  ‘It’s very unlucky to have red hair,’ Elspeth added. ‘Fishermen will head for home if they see a red-haired woman on the way to their boats. Clodagh told me,’ she
  said, referring to one of the maids.

  ‘You’d better keep it under that bonnet of yours then,’ said Victoria. She looked down at her youngest sister and Kitty lifted her grey eyes and stared at her boldly. Victoria
  stopped laughing and grew suddenly afraid. There was something scary in her sister’s gaze, as if she could cast a spell just by looking at someone. ‘Let’s not be unkind,’
  she said uneasily, not wanting to incite Kitty’s wrath in case she somehow jinxed her first London season. ‘Red hair is all right if it’s combined with a pretty face, isn’t
  that so, Elspeth?’ She dug her elbow into her sister’s ribs.

  ‘Yes, it is,’ Elspeth agreed dutifully. But Kitty was no longer listening. She was watching the local Catholic children walking back from Mass, looking for Bridie and Jack
  O’Leary.

  


  Chapter 4

  Ballinakelly was a quaint town of pretty white houses that clustered on the hillside like mussels on a rock, all the way down to the sea. There was a small harbour, three
  churches (St Patrick’s, Church of Ireland, the Methodist church and the Catholic church of All Saints), a high street of little shops and four public houses, which were always full. The local
  children attended the school, which was run by the Catholic church, and gathered at the shrine to the Virgin Mary most evenings to witness the statue swaying, which it very often did, apparently
  all on its own. Built into the hillside in 1828 to commemorate a young girl’s vision, it had become something of a tourist attraction in the summer months as pilgrims travelled from far and
  wide to see it, falling to their knees in the mud and crossing themselves devoutly when it duly rattled. The children were greatly amused by the spectacle, running off in their pack of scruffy
  scamps, hiding their fear beneath peals of nervous laughter. It was whispered that horses sometimes baulked when passing it, foretelling a tragedy.

  The pony and trap made its way slowly through the town. Kitty eagerly searched the rabble of Catholic children walking towards her. They were pale with hunger, having fasted from the evening
  before, and dazed with boredom from the service. At last she saw Bridie, treading heavily up the street with her family. Her face, half-hidden behind a tangle of knotted hair, was grim. Kitty knew
  she didn’t like going to Mass. Father Quinn was a severe and unforgiving priest, prone to outbursts of indignation in the pulpit and quite often reproachful finger-wagging as he picked on
  members of the congregation whom he felt had, in some way, transgressed. The poorest among them received the worst of his tongue-lashing.

  Kitty focused hard on her friend until Bridie raised her eyes and saw her, just as the pony and trap clip-clopped past. Bridie’s face lit up and she smiled. Kitty smiled back. A little
  behind Bridie, Liam O’Leary, the vet, walked beside his twelve-year-old son, Jack. Kitty smiled at him, too. Jack was more discreet. His blue eyes twinkled beneath his thick brown fringe and
  the corners of his mouth gave a tiny twitch. The pony walked on. When Kitty looked back she caught eyes with him again as he tossed her another furtive glance over his shoulder.

  The church of St Patrick was almost full. Here the aristocracy came together with the ordinary working-class Protestants – shopkeepers, cattle jobbers, dressmakers and the Castle Deverill
  estate manager and bookkeeper, all descended from the Huguenots. Lord and Lady Deverill sat in the front pew with Bertie, Maud, Victoria and Elspeth. Miss Grieve sat in the row behind with Kitty.
  Much to Kitty’s delight she found herself sitting next to Lady Rowan-Hampton, wrapped snugly in a warm coat and fur stole. Her husband, the portly and red-faced Sir Ronald, had to sit on the
  aisle side in order to get out to read the lesson. ‘My dear Kitty,’ whispered Lady Rowan-Hampton happily, placing her prayer book on the ledge in front of her. ‘I haven’t
  seen you for such a long time. Haven’t you grown into a pretty girl? I must say, you’ve inherited your grandmother’s good looks. You know, as a young woman her beauty was the talk
  of Dublin. Now, how are we to get through the service? I know, let’s play a game. Find an animal that matches each member of your family, and Reverend Daunt, of course, let’s not forget
  him. If you were an animal, Kitty, you’d be . . .’ She narrowed her soft brown eyes and Kitty was transfixed by her rosy cheeks, slightly on the plump side, her smooth powdery skin and
  full, expressive mouth. Kitty thought that, if people were cakes, Lady Rowan-Hampton would be a juicy Victoria sponge cake, whereas her mother would be a dry and bitter porter cake. ‘Of
  course, my dear, you’d be a fox!’ Lady Rowan-Hampton continued. ‘You’d be a very cunning and charming little fox.’

  The service began with the first hymn and Kitty stood tall and sang as prettily as she could in order to impress Lady Rowan-Hampton. Miss Grieve just mouthed the words, Kitty supposed, because
  her voice was inaudible. Mrs Daunt, the Rector’s wife, usually played the organ, almost as badly as Elspeth played the piano, but today, as Mrs Daunt was indisposed, their neighbour, the
  porcine Mr Rowe, played the violin beautifully. Kitty could smell Lady Rowan-Hampton’s perfume, which was floral and very sweet, like tuberose, and Kitty decided that when she was grown-up
  she wanted to be just like her. Of course, she didn’t want a fat old husband like Sir Ronald, who was Master of the local hunt, a loud bore and contrary when drunk – Kitty had often
  heard him holding forth in the dining room after dinner when the women had gone through to the drawing room. Lady Rowan-Hampton always wore glittering diamonds about her neck and wrists and long
  dresses that swished as she walked. She was the closest thing to a princess that Kitty had ever seen. Now she was sitting beside her, Kitty was more enthralled than ever.

  Sir Ronald read the first lesson. His booming voice rebounded off the walls as he threw each syllable into the congregation as if he were a colonel lobbing grenades. Victoria read the second,
  softly and a little too fast, swallowing the ends of the sentences so their meaning was almost entirely lost. As Reverend Daunt warmed to his sermon, Lady Rowan-Hampton leaned down and whispered a
  word into Kitty’s ear. ‘Walrus.’ Kitty stifled a giggle, because that was the very animal Kitty had thought of when Sir Ronald had read the lesson.

  During the final hymn the collection plate was passed round. Lady Rowan-Hampton handed Kitty a coin so that, when the plate reached her, she was able to drop it in among the others with a light
  clink. At the end of the service Mr Rowe took up his violin and played a jig, which made most people smile in amusement, except for Maud whose tight lips pursed even tighter with disapproval.
  ‘So, what animal do you think your father would be?’ Lady Rowan-Hampton asked Kitty.

  ‘A lion,’ said Kitty.

  ‘Very good,’ said Lady Rowan-Hampton approvingly. ‘I think you’re right. He’s fair and handsome, just like a lion. And your mama?’

  ‘A white weasel.’

  Lady Rowan-Hampton was shocked. ‘My dear, are you sure you know what a weasel looks like?’

  ‘Of course. Don’t you think she looks just like one?’

  Lady Rowan-Hampton hesitated and flushed. ‘Not really. I think she’s more like a lovely snow leopard.’ Kitty crinkled her nose and thought of the dry porter cake. ‘Your
  sisters?’ Lady Rowan-Hampton asked.

  ‘Little weasels,’ said Kitty with a grin.

  ‘Oh dear, a very weaselly lot,’ said Lady Rowan-Hampton, smiling too. ‘I think we should keep this game to ourselves, don’t you think?’ Kitty nodded and watched the
  weasels get up and file down the aisle towards the door.

  Once out in the sunshine, the congregation took the opportunity to mingle. The Anglo-Irish, being such a small community, had known each other for generations and cleaved to each other for
  comfort and safety. They hunted together, met at the races and enjoyed an endless circuit of hunt balls and dinner parties. They were united by a love of sport and entertainment, a loyalty to the
  Crown, a wary respect for the Irish and a subliminal determination to keep going in a changing world as if their decline as a people were not inevitable.

  Kitty found a spider’s web studded with raindrops on the grass not far from where her father was now talking to Lady Rowan-Hampton. Sensing they were discussing her, she turned her
  attention away from the spider to see if she could work out what they were saying. Once or twice her father glanced in her direction and she had to pretend she was looking elsewhere. Lady
  Rowan-Hampton was gesticulating in a persuasive manner, and quite crossly too, by the way she vigorously moved her hands. Kitty was surprised to see her father so contrite, as if he was being told
  off. Then Kitty was diverted by another pair of eyes that watched the couple from the opposite end of the yard. They belonged to her mother and they were colder than ever.

  Sunday lunch was always held up at the castle. The family gathered in the drawing room by a boisterous fire, to warm up after the freezing-cold church and blustery ride back with glasses of
  sherry and large tumblers of Jameson’s whiskey. The Shrubs were always included, arriving in a trap with the ribbons of their hats flapping madly in the wind and their heads pressed together,
  deep in conversation. Rupert always came alone, already tipsy, and charmed his parents’ other guests who often increased the number around the table to as many as twenty. Today, it was just
  the family, however, and Kitty sat at the very end of the table, beside her sisters, who ignored her. To her surprise, her father addressed her.

  ‘Kitty, my dear, come and ride with me this afternoon. I’d like to see how you’re coming along.’ Elspeth turned and glared at her in surprise. It was a rare treat to be
  asked to ride with their father. ‘It’s about time you rode with the grownups, eh? No more languishing in the nursery for you, my girl. How old are you now, eight?’

  ‘Nine,’ said Kitty.

  ‘Nine, eh? Where’s the time gone? When I was nearly half your age I was hunting with the Ballinakelly Foxhounds.’

  ‘What fun!’ exclaimed Hazel.

  ‘Yes, indeed,’ agreed Laurel. ‘Do take care to find her a gentle pony, Bertie. When I was a girl I barely escaped with my life after being thrown into a ditch by my naughty
  little pony, Teasel. Do you remember, Hazel?’

  ‘Do I ever!’ laughed her sister. Hubert immediately launched into his favourite hunting anecdote and Kitty was quite lost again in the sudden swell of conversation. But her heart
  began to thump excitedly at the thought of riding out with her father. She wondered whether her mother would come too, but decided not. After all, this impromptu arrangement was clearly Lady
  Rowan-Hampton’s idea and her mother rarely rode. When she did she cut a dash in her black riding habit and hat with its diaphanous black veil reaching down to her chin.

  

Kitty loved to ride. She adored the wild and rugged hills, the birds of prey that hovered overhead, the gurgling streams and swelling sea. She was curious about the world
  outside her own isolated existence and liked nothing more than to escape whenever the opportunity arose. Now she set off with her father at a gentle pace, he on his tall chestnut horse, she on a
  small grey pony called Thruppence. ‘Where are we going?’ she asked, as they walked up the long avenue of tall, leafless trees.

  ‘Where would you like to go?’ her father replied, looking down at her with kind, smiling eyes.

  ‘To the Fairy Ring,’ Kitty replied.

  Bertie arched an eyebrow. He knew it well but the place held no interest for him. ‘If that’s what you want.’

  ‘I ride there with Grandma.’

  ‘I bet you do.’ He laughed. ‘Do you dance among the stones when there’s a full moon?’

  ‘Of course,’ she replied seriously. ‘We turn into wolves and howl.’

  Bertie stared at her in astonishment. His daughter held his gaze for a long moment with her unsettling grey eyes, then her face broke into a grin and Bertie realized, to his relief, that she was
  joking. ‘What a sense of humour you have for an eight-year-old.’

  ‘Nine,’ Kitty said emphatically.

  He shook his head and thought how irregular it was for such a young child to be so unnaturally grown-up. Grace had been right to berate him. It wasn’t fitting for his youngest to languish
  alone in the nursery with her austere Scottish governess. He knew full well that Maud had no interest in the child, but he hadn’t bothered to find out the extent of her neglect. Now he felt
  guilty. He should have intervened earlier. ‘You’re a weak man,’ Grace had scolded him and her words had stung. ‘Your aversion to confrontation has meant that Maud has been
  allowed to do as she pleases. Now take charge, Bertie, and do something about it.’

  ‘Then let’s go to the Fairy Ring and you can show me what you and Mother get up to when you’re alone together,’ he said, and the smile Kitty gave him made him wonder why
  he didn’t seek her company more often.

  The Fairy Ring was an ancient and mystical formation of seventeen large grey rocks positioned on the summit of a hill, overlooking the patchwork of fields that stretched all the way to the
  ocean. From up there they could see cottages shivering in the dusk, thin ribbons of smoke rising from their chimneys as the farmers’ families huddled by their turf fires to keep warm.

  ‘All this is Deverill land,’ said Bertie, sweeping his eyes over the vast acres of farmland. ‘We had ten times as much before the Wyndham Act enabled tenants to buy their own
  land. We’ve lived well for over two hundred years, but life as we know it will one day come to an end as our diminishing estates will no longer be able to support our lifestyle. I don’t
  suppose Miss Grieve has taught you anything about that.’ Kitty shook her head. Her father had no idea how to talk to a nine-year-old. ‘No, I didn’t think so,’ said
  Bertie dolefully. ‘What does she teach you?’

  ‘The Great Fire of London and the Plague.’

  ‘It’s time you learned about your own heritage.’

  ‘Barton Deverill?’ she said eagerly.

  Her father smiled. ‘You already know about him. Of course you should know about your ancestors, but you should also know about the Irish nationalists’ struggle for independence,
  Kitty. The Irish people don’t want to be ruled by the British. They want to govern themselves.’

  ‘I know about that,’ she said, remembering what Bridie had told her. ‘They hate that the British have all the power and the taxes are too high.’

  He raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘So you know something already?’

  She knew not to reveal that she played with the Catholic children and listened to their patriotic chatter. ‘I know that the Irish don’t like us, even though we are Irish
  too.’

  ‘We’re Anglo-Irish, Kitty.’

  ‘I’m not,’ she said defiantly, folding her arms. ‘I don’t like England.’

  ‘It’s England that enabled you to live here. If it wasn’t for Charles II Barton Deverill would never have been given these lands in the first place.’

  ‘They belonged to the O’Learys,’ she said boldly.

  Bertie narrowed his eyes and thought a moment before replying, as if working out the best way to be tactful. ‘The land he built the castle on was indeed O’Leary land.’

  ‘Do they want it back?’

  ‘I’m sure they did at the time, Kitty. But that all happened over two hundred years ago. Liam O’Leary is a vet, as was his father before him. They haven’t been farmers
  for generations.’

  ‘So, there’s no fighting then?’

  ‘No fighting, no.’

  ‘Then you’re friends?’

  He shuffled uneasily on his horse, thinking of Liam’s resentful wife. ‘Quite friendly, yes.’

  ‘Then there’s the possibility that a Deverill might one day marry an O’Leary, after all?’

  ‘I think that’s highly unlikely,’ Bertie replied tightly. ‘You’ve been listening to your grandmother, haven’t you? Her stories are great fun, Kitty, but
  it’s important that you understand that they are just fun and not real. They’re like Greek myths and Irish legends like “The Children of Lir”, to be enjoyed but not taken
  literally. So, what do you and Grandma do here?’ He pointed his riding crop at the rocks.

  ‘This was an ancient place of worship for pagans,’ said Kitty confidently. ‘Each one of these stones is a person cursed to live as stone by day. When the sun sets they come
  alive.’

  ‘Very interesting,’ said Bertie, not in the least interested in magic. He turned his mind to the bottle of gin and the cheery fire that awaited him on his return.

  ‘Don’t you want to see it?’ Kitty turned her face to the sun. It was already melting into the sea on the horizon and setting the sky aflame with rich reds and golds.

  ‘Another time,’ he replied patiently, realizing that even Maud had a point when she complained that Kitty was spending too much time talking nonsense with her grandmother.

  They set off back down the hill. The evening was cold, but rich smells of damp soil and heather rose up from the sodden ground to infuse the February air with the promise of spring. Occasionally
  a partridge or a hare bolted out of the gorse as they passed, and a herd of cows came close to watch them with their big brown eyes and placid mooing. Kitty delighted in them all, wishing she could
  stay out for longer and not have to return to the dull nursery wing to dine alone with Miss Grieve. But when she got back to her room Miss Grieve was there, in her stiff dress that left only her
  pale face and hands exposed, to inform her that she was expected at the dinner table tonight.

  ‘I can’t imagine why they want you all of a sudden,’ said Miss Grieve reproachfully. ‘After all, up until now they’ve barely noticed your existence.’

  ‘It’s because I’m nine and Papa thought I was eight,’ Kitty replied. ‘Silly Papa.’

  ‘I hope you mind your manners. I won’t be there to prod you.’

  ‘I don’t need any prodding, Miss Grieve. I shall behave like a young lady.’

  ‘Don’t get above yourself, my girl. You’re not a young lady yet. So, where did you go with your father?’

  Kitty knew not to mention the Fairy Ring. Once, on a wave of enthusiasm, she had told Miss Grieve that she had seen the stones come to life, only to receive a good walloping on the palms of her
  hands with the riding crop. She wouldn’t forget herself so quickly again. ‘We rode up on the hills. It was delightful.’

  ‘Well, don’t get too used to it. I don’t suppose he’ll ask you again. I think he must prefer the company of Miss Victoria; after all, she’s a young woman now. Oh,
  she’ll be off to London in the spring and that’ll be the last we’ll see of her, I don’t doubt. She’ll find herself a nice husband, a pretty girl like her. Then
  it’ll be Miss Elspeth’s turn and she’ll be away like the wind. As for you . . .’ Miss Grieve looked down her long nose at Kitty. ‘A poor little thing like you.
  You’ll be lucky to be as fortunate as your sisters with all your disadvantages. Don’t look at me like that. Screwing your face up makes you even less attractive.’

  Kitty stepped into her best dress and clenched her fists as Miss Grieve pulled the knots out of her hair. ‘If I had my say I’d cut it off altogether,’ she said, tugging on a
  particularly sensitive tendril of hair at Kitty’s temple. ‘The lengths we go to when the simplest solution would be a pair of scissors!’

  When Kitty was ready she ran downstairs, leaving Miss Grieve to eat alone in the nursery with only her sourness for company. She stopped in front of the mirror on the landing and stared at her
  reflection. Was she really so ugly? Had Lady Rowan-Hampton simply been kind when she had complimented her looks? And, if she was so unattractive, did it really matter? Then she thought of her
  grandmother and smiled. She was a beautiful soul of God; Miss Grieve was just too blind to see it.

  


  Chapter 5

  It was Sunday night. Old Mrs Nagle’s turf fire was smoking heavily as she puffed on a clay pipe and fingered her rosary devoutly. A big black bastible full of parsnip and
  potato stew was suspended above it, throwing out steam into the already smoggy atmosphere. She sat in her usual chair beside the fire, a hunched and emaciated figure dressed in black, chewing on
  her gums for her teeth had fallen out long ago. Her granddaughter, Bridie, dutifully stirred the stew with a wooden spoon as her stomach groaned like a hungry dog at the rich, salty smell. Mrs
  Doyle sat in her rocking chair opposite her mother, half listening to her husband and sons, the rest of her attention focused on her basket of darning. Bridie’s two elder brothers, Michael
  and Sean, sat with their father around the wooden table talking in low voices, their serious faces distorted in the flickering candlelight that burned through the gloom, their rough
  labourers’ hands clutching pewter tumblers of Beamish stout. Every now and then Bridie caught something of what they were saying. But she’d heard it many times before. Talk of Fenian
  uprisings against the British, worry about working for the aristocracy, always the concern that they might be seen as spies or traitors, and then what? Bridie had long been aware of the Irish
  struggle for independence, and the resentment of the British. She had heard talk of it wafting up through the floorboards with the scent of porter and tobacco as she drifted off to sleep, her
  father and his friends discussing it long into the night, their voices loud and unguarded as they drank and played cards. She had seen copies of the Sinn Féin newspaper lying hidden beneath
  Michael’s bed but struggled to read them. Her father, Tomas Doyle, was a wise man when sober. He would argue that Lord Deverill was a beneficent landlord, unlike many, and Sean as well as Mrs
  Doyle were employed up at the castle and treated kindly. Wasn’t it true that during the great potato famine the previous Lady Deverill had set up a soup kitchen in one of the hay barns and
  saved many from starvation? It was well known that not one of the Deverill tenants had died of hunger during the famine, or taken the coffin ship to Amerikey, thanks be to God. But Michael,
  Bridie’s oldest brother, who was nearly nineteen now and worked with his father on the land, wanted the British Protestants out, whoever they were and however good they were to their tenants.
  It was a matter of principle and honour: Ireland should belong to the Irish, he maintained passionately, and the British ‘Prods’ should go back to England where they belonged. ‘A
  privilege to buy our land? What privilege is it to buy back land that was stolen from us in the first place?’ he would maintain, banging his fist on the table, his long black hair falling
  over his forehead. ‘They’ve stolen more than land. They’ve stolen our culture, our history, our language and our way of life.’ Bridie would hear their voices grow louder as
  they each tried to persuade the other and she would feel anxious for Kitty and for their secret friendship, which she so treasured. She hoped that if ever there was trouble in Ballinakelly, the
  Deverills would not suffer at the hands of the rebels on account of their well-known generosity and kindness towards the local people.
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