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To my darling Uncle and Godfather Chris,

with love


Castellum Deverilli est suum regnum

A Deverill’s castle is his kingdom
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Maggie O’Leary

Some said she was born on the feast of Samhna, when the people of Ballinakelly celebrated the harvest with a feast, but others said she was born after sunset and before dawn, when the malevolent pookas, banshees and faeries joined the spirits of the dead to roam freely among the living during the hours of darkness. Whichever the case, the reality was that Maggie O’Leary came into the world on the first day of November 1640, when a dense mist gathered in the valleys and a light drizzle dampened the air and the wind smelt of heather and grass and brine.

There was a restlessness about the O’Leary farm that night. The cows mooed and stamped their hooves and the horses snorted agitatedly and tossed their manes. Inky black crows gathered on the roof of the farmhouse where Órlagh Ni Laoghaire paced her bedroom with her hands on the small of her back, anticipating the impending arrival of her sixth child with more than the usual apprehension. She was as restless as the animals, moaning and suffering with the extent of her labour, for the first five children had arrived easily and in haste. Every now and then she glanced out of the window, searching for the flush of dawn in the eastern sky. She hoped her baby would hold on until All Saints Day and not arrive during these dark and haunted hours.

Not far away Órlagh’s children were enjoying the feast with the rest of the community in a large barn in the heart of the village. The doors and windows of every dwelling had been flung open to allow both the ghouls and the friendly spirits to wander freely and the fires had been quenched. Outside the golden glow of bonfires warmed the air, which was cold with the presence of those malevolent beings who played havoc in the darkness.

It was not a night to come into the world, but Maggie came anyway.

Just before dawn, after a difficult labour, Órlagh was delivered of a healthy baby whose shrill cries tore a hole in the sky, releasing the first ray of light. But with the birth of a new life came the death of an old one. Órlagh was carried into the beyond but not before she whispered weakly to the babe in her arms, ‘Céad míle fáilte, Peig’ a hundred thousand welcomes – thus giving her child a name and blessing her with a kiss.

Maggie was a child whose beauty was strange and arresting. Her hair was as black as a raven’s wing, her eyes were a bewitching shade of green and her lips were full and sensual and curled with knowing. Maggie was uncommon in many ways, but nothing separated her more surely from her family and community than her unusual gift: Maggie saw visions of dead people, sometimes even before they were dead.

Such was Maggie’s gift that her brothers and sister teased her for being a witch until their father told them in a low and trembling voice what became of witches. Father Brennan, the local priest, crossed himself whenever he saw her and tried to coerce her into confessing that the things she claimed to see were invented in order to get attention; the people of Ballinakelly stared at her with wide and frightened eyes, believing her to be under the influence of the ghosts who had been present at her birth, and the old women muttered, ‘That child has been here before, as true as God is my judge.’ Even Maggie’s grandmother said that if she hadn’t seen her slither out of Órlagh’s body with her own eyes she would have believed her to be a changeling sent by an old pooka to bring misfortune into the house.

But misfortune came anyway, whether or not Maggie was a changeling.

For Maggie, however, there was nothing unusual about seeing the dead or predicting death. For as long as she could remember she had seen things that were beyond the senses of other people. And she wasn’t wicked. She knew that. Her gift was God-given. So she escaped to the hills where she could be at one with all creation. With the wind in her hair and her skin damp with drizzle, she enjoyed striding through the wild grasses towards the edge of the earth where the sea rolled onto the sand in glistening waves. Beneath the wheeling gulls she’d wrap her shawl about her shoulders and throw her gaze across the water, and occasionally she’d spy the sails of a vessel on the distant horizon and wonder at the vastness and mystery of the world far from her shores. But it was high up on the cliffs, in the ancient stone circle known as the Fairy Ring, that she played with the nature spirits no one else could see, for there, in that magical place, no one feared her or judged her or castigated her: there was only God and the secret pagan world that He permitted her to see in all its wonder.

However, as Maggie got older the spirits grew insistent. They demanded more from her. They had messages, they said, which they wanted passed on to those they had left behind. Maggie’s father reminded her of the penalty of witchcraft, her older sister begged her to keep quiet and her grandmother predicted nothing but doom, yet still the voices did not quieten or leave Maggie in peace. She believed she had a higher purpose. She believed it was God’s will that she relieved the consciences of the dead. She was convinced that it was her duty to do so.

Times were hard and the O’Learys were poor. Maggie’s father and four older brothers were farmers, as generations of O’Learys had been before them, keeping watch over the sheep that grazed on their land overlooking the sea; the beloved land that had been theirs for as long as anyone could remember. But there were eight mouths to feed in the O’Leary farmhouse and food was scarce. Out of desperation Maggie’s father relented and slowly, secretly, he began to charge for a sitting with his daughter. Maggie would pass on these messages she claimed were from the dead and he would collect the money in order that they could eat. By and by word spread and the bereaved and troubled came in droves, like dark souls with outstretched arms, searching for the light. Those who could not pay with coin brought anything they could, be it milk, cheese, eggs – even the odd hen or hare. But the fear spread also, for surely such a gift was the Devil’s work, and Maggie grew up without a friend save the birds and beasts of the land.

Maggie was nine years old when Oliver Cromwell arrived with his army to conquer Ireland. Her brothers joined the Royalists and even with her gift of sight she could not foresee whether she’d ever lay eyes on them again. The war was vicious and tales of Cromwell’s brutality spread throughout Co. Cork like the plague and famine that swept the land in its wake. The siege of Drogheda and the massacre that followed were woven into Ireland’s history in a scarlet thread of blood. Cromwell’s soldiers put thousands to the sword and burned to death those who had fled to the church to seek refuge in God’s house.

Word reached Ballinakelly that Cromwell would show no mercy to Catholics, even if they surrendered. So it was, with a mixture of outrage and fear, that Maggie’s father joined the rebels and took to the hills to fight with whatever weapons he could lay his hands on. He was brave and strong, but what was bravery and strength against the might of Cromwell’s well-armed and highly trained soldiers? King Charles II withdrew his support. He abandoned his armies in Ireland in favour of the Scots and the defence disintegrated. The Irish were beleaguered and alone, cast aside and betrayed, left to die on the hillside like helpless sheep ravaged by wolves.

Maggie’s brothers came to her from the other side of death with messages for her sister and grandmother, standing with the other poor souls at the window to this world, recounting their deaths by fire, bludgeon and sword. Maggie’s father died in the hills, cut down like a hare in the heather, and his womenfolk were left with no one to look after them. Indeed they were as helpless as beggars. Most of their sheep had been plundered. There was no charity to be had for the war had razed the land and the local people were starving or slowly dying of the plague. But Maggie had her gift and people continued to come knocking, with what little they had, to receive messages from their loved ones. And the O’Leary women grieved in silence because they had to remain strong for each other; because their grief would get them nowhere; because their survival depended on their resilience.

However, all was not lost. They had their land, their precious, beautiful land overlooking the sea. In spite of the violence of war nature flourished as it always would. The heather blossomed on the hillsides, butterflies took to the air, birds twittered in trees burgeoning with bright green leaves, and the soft rain and spring sunshine gave birth to rainbows that bestrode the valley in dazzling arcs of hope. Indeed, they had their land; at least they had that.

But Barton Deverill, the first Lord Deverill of Ballinakelly, would take it from them; he would take all they had and leave them with nothing.


PART ONE


Chapter 1

Dublin, February 1939

Martha Wallace skipped along the path that meandered through St Stephen’s Green. She couldn’t walk, she simply couldn’t. Her heart was too light. It lifted her body with every step, giving her a buoyant gait as if she were walking on clouds. Mrs Goodwin hurried behind her with small, brisk steps, struggling to keep up. ‘My dear, you’re racing along. Why don’t we find a nice bench and sit down?’ she suggested, catching her breath.

Martha swung round and began to skip backwards, a few paces in front of her elderly nanny. ‘I don’t think I could sit, even for a minute!’ She laughed with abandon. ‘To think I came here to find my mother but I’ve lost my heart instead. It’s too ridiculous, don’t you think?’ Martha’s American accent was in stark contrast to Mrs Goodwin’s clipped English vowels. Her pale Irish skin was flushed on the apples of her cheeks and her cocoa-coloured eyes shone with excitement. She had taken off her hat and consequently invited the wind to play with her long brown hair. This it did with relish, pulling it from its pins, giving her a wild and reckless look. It was hard for Mrs Goodwin to believe, watching the seventeen-year-old girl now dancing in front of her, that only a few hours before she had left the Convent of Our Lady Queen of Heaven in tears after having been told that there were no records of her birth to be found and no information about her real mother.

‘Now let’s not get carried away, Martha dear.’

‘Goodwin, you’re so serious suddenly. When you know, you know, right?’

‘You’ve only just met and for no more than an hour. I’m only saying it would be prudent to be cautious.’

‘He’s handsome, isn’t he? I’ve never seen such a handsome man. He has the kindest eyes. They’re the prettiest grey and they looked at me so intensely. Am I wrong to think he liked me too?’

‘Of course he liked you, Martha dear. You’re a lovely girl. He’d be blind if he didn’t see how lovely you are.’

Martha threw her arms around her old nanny, which took her so much by surprise that she laughed. The girl’s ebullience was irresistible. ‘And his smile, Goodwin. His smile!’ Martha gushed. ‘It had such mischief in it. Such charm. Really, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone with such a captivating smile. He’s even more handsome than Clark Gable!’

To Mrs Goodwin’s relief, she spotted a bench beneath a sturdy horse chestnut tree and sat down with a sigh, expanding onto the seat like a sponge pudding. ‘I must say, they were both very polite,’ she said, recalling the boy’s father, Lord Deverill, with a rush of admiration. She was flattered that a man of his standing had treated her, a mere nanny, with such politeness and grace. She knew that he had invited them to join their table for tea on account of his son, who had clearly been taken with Martha, but Lord Deverill had extended Mrs Goodwin every courtesy, when he hadn’t needed to, and for that the old lady was extremely grateful. ‘Lord Deverill is a gentleman in every sense of the word,’ she added.

‘I think I lost my heart the moment he came into the tea room,’ said Martha, thinking only of the boy.

‘He couldn’t take his eyes off you. How fortunate that his father took the initiative, otherwise you might never have had the opportunity to meet him.’

‘Oh, will I ever see him again?’ Martha sighed, wringing her hands.

‘Well, he knows where we’re staying and if we delay our trip to London a day, that might give him time to come calling.’

‘I’m so excited I can’t stand still,’ said Martha, clapping her hands together. ‘I don’t want to go home. I want to stay in Ireland forever.’

Mrs Goodwin smiled at the naivety of youth. How simple life seemed to be in the rosy glow of first love. ‘I don’t wish to bring you back to earth, my dear, but we have a mission, do we not?’

This gentle reminder deflated a little of Martha’s enthusiasm. She sat down beside Mrs Goodwin and dropped her shoulders. ‘We do,’ she replied. ‘You can be sure that nothing will distract me from that.’

‘Perhaps JP can help us. After all, the aristocracy all seem to know one another.’

‘No, I don’t want to share it with anyone. It’s too painful. I couldn’t admit that my real mother didn’t want me and abandoned me in a convent.’ Martha dropped her gaze onto the path as a red squirrel scurried across it and disappeared beneath a laurel. ‘I’m only just coming to terms with it myself,’ she said softly, her exuberance now all but dissipated. ‘I won’t lie to him; I just won’t volunteer the truth. As you say, we’ve known each other no more than an hour. We can hardly expect to bare our souls.’

Mrs Goodwin folded her gloved hands in her lap. ‘Very well. We’ll stay in Dublin for another day and then make our way to London. I’m sure we’ll be able to find the Rowan-Hampton family without too much difficulty. There can’t be many Lady Rowan-Hamptons, after all.’ She put her hand on Martha’s and squeezed it. The fact that the name on Martha’s birth certificate was an aristocratic one made their task much easier than if it had been a common name like Mary Smith. In that case Mrs Goodwin wouldn’t have known where to start. ‘No doubt we have a rocky road ahead,’ she said. ‘We might as well enjoy ourselves before things get serious.’

Martha glanced at Mrs Goodwin and bit her lip. ‘Oh, I do hope he comes calling.’

•   •   •

JP Deverill stood by the open window of his room in the Shelbourne Hotel and gazed out over St Stephen’s Green. The smoke from his cigarette curled into the air before the wind snatched it away. His vision was trained on the lattice-work of branches rising out of the Green, but he didn’t see them; all he saw was Martha Wallace.

JP had never been in love. He’d been attracted to girls and kissed a few but he’d not cared for any of them. He cared for Martha Wallace, even though he had only spent an hour in her company. But what an hour it had been. He wanted to give her the world. He wanted to see her smile and to know that her smile was for him. He wanted more than anything to hold her hand, look deeply into her eyes and tell her how he felt. He dragged on his cigarette and shook his head in disbelief. Martha Wallace had pulled the rug out from under his feet and set him off balance. She had been a bolt of lightning that had struck him between the eyes, an arrow launched from Cupid’s bow straight to his heart. Every cliché he’d ever read now made sense to him and he didn’t know what to do.

Thankfully Bertie Deverill knew exactly what to do. He had patted his son on the back and chuckled in a manner that left JP in no doubt that his father had once been quite the lady’s man. ‘If you want to see her again, JP, you must act quickly. Didn’t they say they were headed for London? Why don’t you buy some flowers and call on her at her hotel? You could show her the sights of Dublin. I’m sure she’d be thrilled to see you.’

JP replayed every second of their encounter in the tea room downstairs. The first moment they had caught eyes Martha had been watching him from the table where she sat with her companion by the window. He hadn’t noticed her at first, so busy was he greeting people he knew and settling into his chair at the table a short distance from hers. But then her gaze had attracted him and like a homing pigeon he had alighted there and something magical had happened. She wasn’t beautiful, she wasn’t striking and she certainly wasn’t the sort of young woman to draw attention to herself, but JP was astonished to discover that he did not want to pull his eyes away. It gave him a frisson of pleasure now to remember it. She hadn’t looked away either but remained locked into his gaze, unblinking. Her cheeks had blushed and a surprised look had swept across her face. It had almost been a look of recognition, as if she had seen something in his countenance and was startled to discover that she knew it. Poetry told of this kind of love at first sight, but JP had never given it much thought. He hadn’t ever considered or pursued such a thing. But now love had found him and he felt as if it had cast a net and caught him in it.

Poetry also told of the peculiar feeling of having known someone for the whole of eternity, of staring into the eyes of a stranger and seeing a familiar friend. JP had never given that much consideration either, but as they had sat at the table, their hands touching over the cake stand as they made for the same egg and watercress sandwich and the same piece of chocolate cake, he had felt as if they had somehow known each other before. There was a bond, a connection, an understanding and they only had to look at each other to see it. He knew her and she knew him and suddenly all those poems he had deemed quite silly spoke a language that he understood. He had crossed a threshold and what was previously hidden was now revealed in wondrous colour and vibrancy. He stubbed out his cigarette and decided to do as his father suggested.

He bought a bunch of red roses at a stand around the corner from the hotel and set off through the Green at an impatient pace. There was no time to delay. She could be packing her bags this very minute, preparing to leave for London. If he didn’t hurry he might never see her again. The sun was low in the sky, slowly completing its daily descent, and the tangle of bare branches cast long damp shadows across the path before him. Blackbirds and crows squawked as they settled down to roost and squirrels took to their nests, but JP didn’t notice any of the things that would normally give him pleasure, so intent was he on his mission.

He was uncharacteristically nervous. He knew he was considered handsome even by those who weren’t normally attracted to men with red hair, and his half-sister, Kitty, who had raised him in the place of the mother he didn’t have, never ceased to remind him of the Deverill charm in his Deverill smile so that he had grown up believing himself special simply for being a Deverill. But suddenly, in the face of actually caring what another person thought of him, he doubted himself.

The small, inexpensive hotel where Mrs Goodwin and Martha were staying was not far from the Shelbourne, but when JP reached it he was out of breath from having walked so fast. The rosy-cheeked receptionist looked up from behind the desk and smiled at him warmly, her eyes brightening behind her glasses at the sight of such a tall and fine-looking gentleman. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said, feeling a little foolish for carrying a bouquet of roses. ‘I’m after a Miss Wallace,’ he said, leaning on the top of the desk. The receptionist didn’t need to look in the book for she knew very well who Miss Wallace was. The young lady and her friend had enquired about the Convent of Our Lady Queen of Heaven that morning and she had given them directions.

‘I’m afraid she and her companion are still out,’ said the receptionist in her gentle Irish lilt, dropping her eyes onto the flowers. ‘Would you like me to put those in water for you?’

JP’s disappointment was palpable. He tapped his fingers on the wood impatiently. ‘But they will be coming back?’ he asked, frowning.

‘Yes indeed,’ the receptionist replied. She knew it was incorrect to divulge any more of their arrangements but the young man looked so sad and the gift of flowers was so romantic that she added quietly, ‘They’ve changed their booking and will be staying another day.’

At this he cheered up and the receptionist was pleased to be the cause of his happiness. ‘Then I shall leave these with you. May I have a piece of paper so I can write a note?’

‘I can do better than that. I can give you a little white card with an envelope. Much more elegant,’ she said with a smile. She turned round and pretended to look through a pile of letters to give the gentleman some privacy. JP tapped the pen against his temple and wondered what to write. He was good with words usually, but suddenly he didn’t even know how to begin.

What he wanted to say was most definitely too forward. He didn’t want to frighten off Martha before she had even had the chance to get to know him. He wished he could remember a line from a poem, or something witty from a novel, but his mind had gone blank and he remembered nothing. Of course his father would know exactly what to write but he was at the Kildare Street Club, where he would no doubt be discussing racing and politics with his Anglo-Irish friends, as was his custom when he came to Dublin. Kitty would know what to write too, but she was back at home in Ballinakelly. JP was on his own and he felt useless.

•   •   •

Mrs Goodwin and Martha returned to the hotel a little after seven that evening. They had spent the rest of the afternoon wandering around the city enjoying the sights before settling into Bewley’s in Grafton Street for a cup of tea. With its sumptuous crimson banquettes, stained-glass windows and warm, golden lights the café had a distinctly European feel which delighted the two women, tired from walking in the cold. They warmed up on tea and restored their energy with cake and watched the other people with the fascination of tourists in a new city who delight in every new flavour.

JP Deverill dominated Martha’s thoughts, but every now and then she’d turn a corner and find herself wondering whether the elegant lady walking on the other side of the street, or the one sitting on the bench, could possibly be her mother. For all she knew she could have passed her a dozen times already. A small spark of hope that perhaps Lady Rowan-Hampton was looking for her ignited in her heart and her thoughts continually drifted off into the cliché of an emotional reunion.

The receptionist smiled when they stepped into the foyer of their hotel. ‘Good evening, Miss Wallace. A gentleman came by this afternoon with flowers for you.’ She turned and lifted them off the floor. ‘I took the liberty of putting them in water.’

Martha caught her breath and pressed her hand to her heart. ‘Oh my, they’re beautiful!’ she exclaimed, reaching for them.

‘They certainly are,’ Mrs Goodwin agreed. ‘My goodness, what a gentleman he is.’

‘He wrote a note to go with them,’ said the receptionist, thinking Miss Wallace the luckiest girl in the whole of Dublin.

‘A note!’ Martha declared excitedly, lifting the small envelope out from among the roses.

‘What does it say?’ asked Mrs Goodwin, leaning over to smell the flowers.

Martha pulled off her gloves and put them on the reception desk, then slid out the card with trembling fingers. She smiled at his neat handwriting and because she now had something of his to treasure. ‘Dear Miss Wallace,’ she read. ‘I am usually good with words but you have rendered me hopelessly inept. Forgive my lack of poetry. Will you allow me the honour of escorting you around our beautiful city? I shall call on you at your hotel tomorrow at ten. Yours hopefully, JP Deverill.’ Martha sighed happily and pressed the card against her chest. ‘He’s coming tomorrow at ten!’ She widened her eyes at Mrs Goodwin. ‘I think I need to sit down.’

Mrs Goodwin accompanied Martha up to their room, carrying the vase of red roses behind her like a bridesmaid. Once inside Martha sank onto the bed and lay back with a contented sigh. Mrs Goodwin smoothed her grey hair and looked at her charge through the mirror which hung on the wall in front of her. ‘Of course I will have to come with you,’ she said firmly. Her soft heart did not in any way undermine her sense of responsibility. Even though she was no longer in the employ of Martha’s parents, it was her duty to look after their daughter as she had done for the last seventeen years. Nonetheless, she felt as if she and Martha were a pair of fugitives running from a crime scene and was determined to see that, once Martha had found her birth mother, she was returned safely to the bosom of her family in Connecticut.

Martha giggled. ‘I want you to come with me, Goodwin,’ she said, propping herself up on her elbows. ‘I want you to witness everything. It will save me having to tell you about it afterwards. What shall I wear?’

Mrs Goodwin, who had unpacked Martha’s trunk, opened the wardrobe and pulled out a pretty blue dress with a matching belt to emphasize her slender waist. ‘I think this will do,’ she said, holding it up by the hanger. ‘You look lovely in blue and it’s very ladylike.’

‘I shan’t sleep a wink tonight. I’m all wound up.’

‘A glass of warm milk and honey will see to that. If you want to look your best for Mr Deverill, you must get your beauty sleep.’

‘Mr Deverill.’ Martha lay down again and sighed. ‘There’s something delightfully wicked about that name.’

‘Because it sounds like “devil”,’ said Mrs Goodwin, then pursed her lips. ‘I hope that’s the only similarity.’

•   •   •

Even after a glass of warm milk and honey Martha was unable to sleep. Mrs Goodwin, on the other hand, had no such difficulty and breathed heavily in the next-door bed, her throat relaxing into the occasional snore, which grated on Martha’s patience.

Martha climbed out of bed and went to the window, tiptoeing across the creaking floorboards. She pulled the curtains apart and gazed out onto the street below. The city was dark but for the golden glow of the street lamps, and she could see a fine drizzle falling gently through the auras of light like tiny sparks. It was quiet too, and above the glistening tiled roofs the clouds were heavy and grey. There was no moon or star to be seen, no tear in the sky through which to glimpse the romance of the heavens, no snow to soften the stone, no leaves to give movement to the trees which stood stiff and trembling in the cold February night, but the thought of JP Deverill rendered everything beautiful.

Mrs Goodwin had suggested she write to her parents to let them know that she had arrived safely in Dublin. Dutifully, Martha had set about the task with a mollified heart. As she crossed the Atlantic she had had time to think about her situation and her horror at having discovered that she was not her parents’ biological child – unlike her little sister Edith who had taken such pleasure in telling her so – had eased and she now felt nothing but compassion. Her parents were simply two people who had longed for a child. Unable to have their own they had adopted a baby from Ireland, which was where her adoptive mother Pam Wallace’s family originally came from. As perhaps any loving parents would do they had kept it secret in order to protect Martha. She didn’t blame them. She didn’t even blame Edith for spilling the secret. However, she was hurt that her aunt Joan could give such a sensitive piece of information to a child who was too young to know how explosive it was.

So, Martha had written a long letter on the hotel paper, laying bare her feelings, which her first note, left on the hall table in the house for her parents to find after she had gone, had failed to do. Now she believed they needed more of an explanation. She couldn’t have confronted them about the truth of her situation because it was too painful. She loved them so much that the reality of not really belonging to them was like a knife to the heart. It was unspeakable – and until she came to terms with it she would not talk about it to anyone else but Goodwin. Had she asked them for permission to go she doubted they would have given it. There was talk of a possible war in Europe and Pam Wallace was notoriously overprotective of her two daughters. I need to unearth my roots, whatever they may be, she wrote. You will always be my mummy and daddy. If you love me back please forgive me and try to understand.

Now she reflected further on her predicament and a tiny grain of resentment embedded itself in her heart like a worm in the core of an apple. She reflected on the pressure her mother had always put on her to be immaculate: immaculately dressed, mannered, behaved and gracious – nothing less would do, and often being immaculate was somehow not enough to satisfy Pam Wallace. When she was a little girl her mother had minded so badly that she impress Grandma Wallace and the rest of her husband’s family that she had turned her daughter into a sack of nerves. Martha had barely had the courage to speak for fear of saying something out of turn. She remembered the horrible feeling of rejection one hard stare from her mother could induce if she fell short – and most of the time she wasn’t even sure what she had done.

Even now the memory of it caused her heart to contract with panic. It hadn’t been the same for Edith. Martha’s sister, six years her junior, had come as a surprise to Pam and Larry Wallace and now Martha understood why; they hadn’t thought they could make a child. Consequently, Edith was more precious than Martha and her birth had been celebrated with such exhilaration it could have been the Second Coming.

The truth was that Pam Wallace had to mould Martha into a Wallace, but Edith didn’t require any moulding because she was a Wallace. That was why they had been treated differently. It all fell into place now. Martha’s adoption was the missing piece in the puzzle that had been her childhood. Edith could behave with impunity and Pam did nothing to discipline or reprimand her. The two sisters had been treated differently because they were different. One was a Wallace and the other was not and no amount of moulding or hard stares could ever make Martha into what she wasn’t. As a seventeen-year-old girl with little experience of the world this fact convinced her that her parents loved Edith more – and from her lonely contemplation now by the window that conclusion was indisputable.

Martha wondered about her real mother, as she had done so often since finding her birth certificate at the back of her mother’s bathroom cupboard. Lady Rowan-Hampton was her name and Martha had constructed a character to match. She imagined her with soft brown eyes, much like her own, and long curly brown hair. She was beautiful and elegant as an aristocratic British lady would most certainly be, and when at last they were reunited her mother would shed tears of joy and relief and wrap her arms around her, whispering between sobs that now they had found each other they would never be parted.

Suddenly Martha began to cry. The surge of emotion came as such a surprise that she put her fingers to her mouth and gasped. She glanced at the bed to make sure that she hadn’t awoken her nanny, but the old woman was sleeping peacefully beneath the blanket, which rose and fell with her breath. Martha threw her gaze out of the window but her vision was blurred and all she saw was her own distorted reflection in the glass staring forlornly back at her. Who was she? Where did she come from? What kind of life would she have had had her mother not abandoned her at the convent? Would she ever know? There were so many questions, her brain ached. And she felt so rootless, so alone. Only Mrs Goodwin was who she claimed to be. Everyone else had lied. Martha’s shoulders began to shake. One moment she had been a young American woman from a well-connected, wealthy family, secure in the knowledge of her family’s love, dutiful, biddable and obedient. The next an outsider, purchased from a convent on the other side of the world, rebellious, disobedient and defiant. Where did she belong and to whom? What could she believe in any more? It was as if the structures within which she had grown up had collapsed around her, leaving her exposed and vulnerable, like a tortoise without its shell.

She wiped away her tears and closed the curtains. Mrs Goodwin sighed in her sleep and heaved her large body over like a walrus on the beach. Martha climbed back into bed and pulled the blanket to her chin. She shivered with cold and curled into a ball. As she drifted off to sleep at last it wasn’t her mother who played about her mind or the unanswered questions that had so depleted her energy, but JP Deverill emerging through the fog of her bewilderment like a dashing knight to rescue her from her growing sense of rejection.


Chapter 2

JP had barely slept. He was a sack of nerves. All he could think about was Martha Wallace. Everything about her fascinated him, from her mysterious reserve to her shy and bashful smile, and he could only guess at the life she had lived on the other side of the Atlantic. He wanted to know everything about her, from the mundane and trivial to the big and important. Their chance meeting in the tea room at the Shelbourne had been so momentous it was as if the very plates beneath the earth’s surface had shifted, changing the way he saw himself and the world. Ballinakelly had always been the centre of his universe, yet now he felt as if he had outgrown it. Martha smelt of foreign lands and sophisticated cities and he wanted her to take him by the hand and show them to him.

He breakfasted with his father, who was always up early. Bertie Deverill was a busy man. Ever since he had sold Castle Deverill and given most of what he had to his estranged wife Maud – who had swiftly bought a sumptuous house in Belgravia from where she entertained lavishly with her portly and exceedingly rich lover, Arthur Arlington – he had set about exploring new ways to make money. So far nothing had quite come off but Bertie was always cheerful and enthusiastic and confident that, in time, one of his schemes would eventually succeed. Looking at him now, sitting in regal splendour in the dining room of the Shelbourne, one would not have imagined that he had a single financial concern.

‘You look bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning,’ he said to his son. ‘I don’t suppose it has anything to do with that pretty girl you met yesterday?’

JP grinned and the freckles expanded on his nose and his grey eyes gleamed. ‘I’m going to show her the sights,’ he said.

‘Ah, so you took my advice, did you?’

‘I did. I left flowers at her hotel with a note. I hope to meet her at ten.’

Bertie took his watch out of his waistcoat pocket. He had to hold it out on its chain in order to see the little hands for his eyesight was deteriorating. ‘You have two hours to kill, JP.’

‘I know, and they’ll be the slowest two hours of my life.’ He laughed and Bertie shook his head and put his teacup to his lips.

‘It doesn’t feel so long ago that Maud made me feel like that.’ He took a sip and his eyes misted. ‘Hard to believe now, isn’t it?’ JP had noticed that a certain wistfulness had begun to seep into his father’s recollections when he spoke about his wife. From the little JP had gleaned from listening to his half-sisters Kitty and Elspeth, Maud was snobby, cold-hearted and selfish and their marriage had been a desert for years. Maud hadn’t forgiven Bertie for publicly recognizing JP, the bastard child he had spawned with one of the housemaids, or for selling the castle, which was their own son Harry’s inheritance. She had stormed off to London and, as far as JP could tell, everyone was very relieved, especially Kitty and Elspeth. But recently Bertie’s attitude towards Maud had begun to change. A thawing seemed to be taking place. A melting of old resentments. A healing of wounds. Her name was creeping into his sentences and the sound of it no longer jarred.

JP rarely thought about his birth mother. He included her in his prayers every night and he sometimes wondered whether she was in Heaven, looking down on him. But he didn’t really care. Kitty had always been a mother to him, her husband Robert rather like a stepfather. JP considered himself lucky to have two fathers. So many had none, for the Great War had done away with almost an entire generation of men.

He wasn’t nostalgic about the past or romantic about the story of his birth. He knew he had arrived in a basket on the doorstep of the Hunting Lodge, where his father and Kitty lived, with a note that asked Kitty to look after him as his own mother had died. He wasn’t curious to know more. He didn’t feel inadequate as others might for he was confident that Kitty loved him as if he were her own child and he had never desired more; it wasn’t in his nature. JP was a happy, positive young man, living fully in the present; a man whose heart was spilling over with gratitude.

‘I’ll meet you back here at 5.30 then,’ said Bertie. ‘We’ll take the evening train down to Ballinakelly. I told Kitty you’d be back in time for supper.’

JP’s face fell. ‘I was rather hoping I might stay an extra night,’ he said.

Bertie shook his head. ‘Doesn’t she have to go to London?’ he asked, referring to Martha Wallace.

‘I don’t know when . . .’

‘Why don’t you see how today goes, eh? You might find you don’t like her as much as you thought you did,’ he said. JP knew that wasn’t going to happen.

When at last it was time to leave, JP had read every word of the Irish Times, twice. He placed his hat upon his head, threw his coat over his jacket and straightened his tie in the mirror that hung in the hotel lobby. It was cold outside and misty. The trees in St Stephen’s Green looked thin and miserable in the fog, the birds earthbound and hungry, pecking the sodden ground for worms. Yet, nestled in the grass, were the emerging shoots of snowdrops, ready to bloom as soon as the winter sun shone.

JP walked through the Green with his hands in his coat pockets, whistling a merry tune. But as he neared the hotel his nerves began to get the better of him. What if she wasn’t there? What if she didn’t want to see him? What if he had imagined her interest? Doubts flooded his mind and he stopped whistling and slowed his pace. Was it arrogant of him to assume that his feelings were reciprocated? Perhaps she had smiled at him only out of politeness. Perhaps his ardour had blinded him to that fact. He kicked a stone across the path and sighed. Then with his usual optimism he reasoned that he wouldn’t know until he saw her and if she declined his invitation he would simply return home on the evening train having learnt a valuable lesson in restraint.

He arrived at the hotel and strode in. He ran his eyes around the small lobby but saw only a couple of old ladies in hats and coats sitting expectantly with their handbags on their knees. But he was a little early so it was no surprise that she hadn’t come down. After all, it was unseemly for a lady to be seen waiting for a gentleman.

He stood by the window, pulled out his gold cigarette case from the inside pocket of his jacket and flicked it open with his thumb. He popped a cigarette between his lips and lit it. Then he waited, trying not to let his nervousness show.

Suddenly he felt the air in the lobby change and turned round. There, standing at the reception desk in a pretty blue dress and hat, her coat draped over her arm, was Martha Wallace. Hastily JP stubbed out his cigarette and walked over to greet her. When she saw him she smiled and her cheeks flushed, which he took as a good sign. He recognized attraction when he saw it and he was relieved. ‘I’m so pleased you decided to come,’ he said, believing her even lovelier than she had been the day before in the Shelbourne.

‘I couldn’t very well refuse after you delivered such a beautiful bouquet of roses,’ she replied and she was surprised at how calm her voice sounded when on the inside she was trembling like a young fawn.

‘I’m glad you liked them,’ he said.

‘Oh, I did, very much. Thank you.’ Just then Mrs Goodwin stepped round the corner in her coat and hat, a pair of gloves loose in her hand.

‘Good morning, Mrs Goodwin,’ said JP, a little disappointed that Martha’s companion had decided to join them. He had hoped they might be given some time alone together. ‘Well, shall we get going? There’s a lot to see. I thought we could start with Trinity College and then wander up to the General Post Office. How much do you know of Irish history?’ he asked as they walked to the door.

‘I know nothing,’ Martha replied.

‘Then allow me to be your guide and tutor,’ said JP importantly, taking Martha’s coat and helping her into it. ‘But don’t worry, I won’t test you over lunch.’

JP offered to take a taxi to Trinity College, an offer which Mrs Goodwin would have accepted with gratitude for it was a damp and foggy morning and her legs were still aching from the day before. But Martha wanted to walk through the Green as much as JP did and they set off beneath the trees. The elderly nanny walked a discreet distance behind, hoping that they might stop for a cup of tea once they got to the College.

It wasn’t long before JP and Martha shed their nervousness and settled into an easy conversation. He asked her about her home in Connecticut and she asked him about Ballinakelly and both omitted to reveal the truth about their parentage. Martha’s omission was more deliberate because of her recent discovery, the subject being too raw to broach, whereas JP was so used to the unusual circumstances of his birth that he didn’t think them worth mentioning.

Talking about all the positive things in her life came to Martha as a welcome respite. She didn’t mention that she and Mrs Goodwin were as fugitives on the run. Instead she told JP that her parents wanted her to see a little of the world and where better to start than in Ireland where her mother was born, which was partly true, for Pam Wallace’s family, the Tobins, came from Clonakilty.

By the time they reached Trinity College Mrs Goodwin was pink in the face and panting. ‘I really must sit down,’ she said, relieved to see a little restaurant on the corner. Then, noticing Martha’s expression, she added, ‘Why don’t you two go on without me? I’ll settle into a nice chair and have a rest while you look around the College. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be perfectly fine with a cup of tea. Nothing like a cup of tea to restore one’s energy.’ JP didn’t forget his manners and escorted her inside, making sure she was given a table by the window.

He sauntered out of the restaurant with a bounce in his step. Now he was alone with Martha and the feeling was intoxicating. She felt it too and her laughter came more readily. ‘Goodwin has been with my family since I was a baby,’ she told him. ‘She’s been my nanny and my friend and I’m so grateful to her for everything she has done for me. But I can’t help feeling a little thankful that the walk tired her out.’ She grinned and her freckles spread across her nose in the same way that JP’s did. ‘It makes me self-conscious to feel that I’m being watched.’

‘You’re not the only one,’ said JP. ‘Now I can be myself.’

Martha raised her eyebrows. ‘And what is that exactly?’

‘A scoundrel and a reprobate!’ he teased.

She laughed. ‘Your face is too gentle to be either of those things.’

‘A rascal?’

She shook her head. ‘Not that either.’

‘A rogue?’

She laughed and walked on.

Then he took her hand. ‘A romantic?’

Martha caught her breath and froze. No man besides her father had ever held her hand before. Her lips parted and she gazed at him in alarm then glanced over her shoulder, fearful that Mrs Goodwin might have changed her mind and followed them after all. In a second she came to her senses and pulled her hand away. Her skin seemed to burn beneath the glove. ‘Really, JP, you are forward.’

‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have,’ he muttered. ‘Kitty used to tell me off as a boy for not knowing when I’d gone too far.’

‘Please don’t be sorry,’ she said, suddenly feeling bad for having overreacted. ‘We were having such a nice time. I don’t want to spoil it.’ She laughed at her own foolishness. ‘After all, you were only teasing.’

‘I can’t pretend I don’t want to hold your hand,’ he said seriously.

‘But I shall pretend that I don’t want you to. Isn’t that the way a lady should behave?’

‘Indeed it is. You are absolutely right. I shall give it time and then try again.’

‘Perhaps next time you will be more successful,’ she said coyly, astonished to find that she was flirting.

‘I can live in hope,’ he said, thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets and walking on. ‘Now let me show you around the College where I shall be attending lectures this coming September.’

Her face lit up with admiration. ‘Really? You’re going to study in this beautiful place?’

‘I am,’ he said proudly.

As they wandered around the College Martha noticed that JP drew the attention of females everywhere. Young girls glanced at him and then glanced at him again. Ordinary women watched him admiringly, some even quite brazenly, while grand ladies in fur coats stole the odd peek from beneath the brims of their hats. He had a charming, mischievous smile and sparkling grey eyes, but it was his charisma that attracted them, as if he somehow shone a little brighter than everyone else. Martha felt good being in his company, for a little of his light shone on her, giving her the confidence to be a bit more extrovert. She was no longer under the scrutiny of her mother. She could allow herself a freedom of movement and speech that she had never been permitted before. At first it was unsettling, for her patterns of behaviour were so ingrained and her reserve second nature. But as JP made her laugh she realized that, with him, she could be a truer version of herself.

By the time they returned to the restaurant to find Mrs Goodwin they were chatting away as if they were old friends. Mrs Goodwin was restored and ready to join them on their visit to the General Post Office, which had been at the very centre of the Easter Rising in 1916. However, of much more interest to her as they walked up the street was the remarkable change in Martha. The girl seemed to have become another person in the hour that she had spent with Mr Deverill. In fact, they had settled into each other’s company like a perfectly harmonious melody. This wasn’t meant to happen, Mrs Goodwin thought to herself. They had come all the way from America to complete a mission and this was very distracting. Mrs Goodwin had hoped that they would find her mother as soon as possible so that Martha could return home to the Wallaces, who were no doubt worried sick at their daughter’s sudden disappearance. But now Martha had seemingly fallen for Mr Deverill, what was she going to do?

As JP and Martha laughed and teased each other as if she wasn’t there, Mrs Goodwin kept her reservations to herself. She was grateful that she was no longer in the employ of the Wallaces for she doubted Mrs Wallace would think very highly of this budding romance, even though Mr Deverill’s father was a lord, which might go some way towards pacifying her. They certainly wouldn’t thank her for having witnessed it and done nothing to prevent it. On the other hand, Mrs Goodwin knew that Mrs Wallace was highly competitive with her two sisters-in-law so Martha bagging a future lord, if the boy was indeed the eldest son, could trump them all.

As Martha and Mrs Goodwin had already had tea at Bewley’s the day before, JP invited them to the Gresham for lunch. JP was not partial to the formality of the place but his father liked to go there and all JP had to do was sign the bill. Mrs Goodwin had intended to leave them alone while she went and browsed the shelves in Brown Thomas, but she was so enjoying herself that she quite forgot and the two young people had to include her in their conversation when they would have much preferred to talk to each other.

While Mrs Goodwin gabbled on, Martha and JP communicated their amusement in surreptitious looks that passed silently between them. Although Martha felt marginally guilty for allowing her beloved nanny to become a figure of fun, she relished this wordless conversation that was more like the secret communication of long-standing conspirators than the frustrated glances of two people who had only recently met. By the time lunch was over they truly felt bonded.

Neither JP nor Martha wanted the day to end. But the sky grew dark above them and the wind blew damp and cold through the streets of the city. The yellow glow of electric light blazed through the thickening fog, reflecting on the wet pavements like spilt gold. Mrs Goodwin was keen to return to the hotel, reminding Martha that they had to pack their suitcases in order to leave promptly for London the following morning, but Martha was in no hurry to draw to a close probably the most wonderful day she had ever had. ‘Why don’t you go back in a cab, Goodwin, and I’ll follow shortly,’ she suggested.

‘Allow me to pay for the cab,’ interjected JP who was disappointed that he too would have to leave for home. ‘You look weary and I give you my word that I will see that Martha is back at the hotel by five. I have to be at the Shelbourne at half past to meet my father, so I will drop her off on the way.’ He smiled his most charming smile and added, ‘I will look after her, Mrs Goodwin. I promise.’

Mrs Goodwin’s legs ached and her feet were sore. If she hadn’t been so tired she might have declined his offer and stuck it out until the very last, but as it was she was barely able to climb into the cab. She hoped to God that JP was a man of honour.

As they watched her cab disappear around the corner JP turned to Martha, a sudden sorrow flooding his heart. It was as if he was about to lose something enormously precious. ‘There’s one more thing I want to show you,’ he said.

He led her up the streets to the River Liffey that glistened like a black serpent sliding through the mist. Straddling the bridge that crossed it were two iron arches crowned with lamps that shone weakly through the fog. It was a beautiful sight and a lump lodged itself in JP’s throat at the thought of having to leave her. ‘This is Ha’penny Bridge,’ he said softly. ‘It’s tradition to toss in a coin for luck.’

They walked to the middle then stood gazing into the glossy darkness below. JP put a hand in his pocket and pulled out a couple of pennies. ‘Make a wish,’ he told her, handing her a penny.

Martha frowned. ‘Can I have two wishes?’

‘No, you’re only allowed one,’ he replied.

‘But I have two,’ she protested, smiling feebly because she really did have two and she couldn’t choose between them.

‘Well, I have only one,’ he said firmly, tossing his coin into the water below. They listened for the plop but nothing came. It simply dissolved into the mist. He closed his eyes and made his wish: I wish that I will see Martha Wallace again. As he spoke those words inside his head he realized how passionately he meant them. ‘Your turn,’ he said, leaning on the iron railing and looking at her with an intensity that made something inside her stomach flutter.

‘All right,’ she said. She squeezed her eyes shut and wondered how she could get two wishes into one without it being disqualified. She remained a moment thinking very hard. At last it came to her. I wish that I find my mother and she leads me back to JP.

She still had her eyes shut when she felt his hand take hers. She opened them and looked down to see her glove in his. She gazed at him and he gazed at her and the realization that they would soon be parted stole their breath.

Slowly and deliberately Martha took off her glove. Understanding immediately, JP took off his. Smiling shyly, she gave him her hand. It was delicate and warm with long fingers that tapered prettily. As he touched her she felt a frisson ripple across her entire body as if he hadn’t just taken her hand, but her whole being.

‘I will write to you in Ballinakelly,’ she said, no longer feeling the need for caution.

‘You must let me know where I can write to you,’ he replied.

She didn’t want to think about returning to America. She didn’t want to think of anything that would take her from this man who had slipped so easily into her heart. It was as if he had always been there. ‘I will find a way,’ she replied.

Reluctantly they set off back down the bridge, hand in hand. JP would return to Ballinakelly on the evening train with his father and Martha would travel to London in the hope of finding her birth mother. But both knew that their chance meeting at the Shelbourne had changed everything.


Chapter 3

Ballinakelly

In the dim light of the Doyles’ farmhouse, Old Mrs Nagle lay dying. She had been expiring for days now, seeming to resist the call with a ferocity of will astonishing in such a minute and feeble woman. Her family, weary of the long-drawn-out wait, stood around her bedside, anticipating her final breath.

There was her daughter, Mariah Doyle, who pushed the well-worn beads of her rosary through fingers coarsened from having known only toil and hard winters. Her face had been set into a scowl for thirty years now, ever since her husband had been murdered by a tinker, and her only comfort was her religion and its promise of eternal rest. There were her grandsons, Michael and Sean, two very different men in both looks and character. Michael was tall and broad with thick curly hair as black as his eyes and a powerful charisma that repelled and attracted in equal measure, while his younger brother Sean was fairer of hair and lighter of skin with kind hazel eyes and a smile that was full of all the charm his brother lacked. Rosetta, Sean’s wife, and mother of their five children ranging in age from four to thirteen, had grown fat and slothful and her beauty had faded. But there was sunshine in her melodious Italian vowels and a sweetness in her nature that ensured her husband’s eye never strayed, and if on occasion it wandered that it always came back. Rosetta stood by Old Mrs Nagle’s bed and prayed for her soul – and hoped that God would take pity on them all and release them from this daily vigil so that they could leave this uncomfortable little farmhouse and go and live up at the castle with Sean’s sister Bridie, who, to everyone’s surprise except Rosetta’s, was its new owner.

•   •   •

The wind rattled the window panes and the rain clattered against the glass and the February skies hung low and heavy and dark. The cows were restless in the cowsheds, their breath rising into the damp air to create a fog as dense inside as it was outside and the gulls huddled together against the rocks as the winter gales battered the shore. Yet, as Bridie was driven down the valley towards the farmhouse where she had grown up, she felt only nostalgia, which came in waves, sweeping in memories she had so far managed to ignore. She had been in Ballinakelly a week now and every day, when she came to visit her grandmother, she found she retrieved a little bit more of herself.

Old Mrs Nagle turned her head to the door as her youngest grandchild walked in. Her raisin eyes lit up with intent and her mouth, a black cavern of toothless gums, opened and closed like a fish as she tried, and failed, to speak. She attempted to lift her hand and Bridie pushed past her brothers and knelt beside her, taking her bony fingers in her hands as if cradling a little bird. Old Mrs Nagle gazed into her granddaughter’s eyes and Bridie longed to tell her what she had been through. That she hadn’t left Ballinakelly all those years ago because she’d been offered a better life in America but because she had been seduced by Lord Deverill at the castle, forced to give birth in a convent in Dublin and persuaded to leave forever so that Bertie Deverill could pretend that the tawdry affair had never happened. She wanted her grandmother to know that she had had to endure the agony of losing her son not once but twice, because her brother Michael had stolen the child from the convent and left him on Kitty Deverill’s doorstep in order that she, the baby’s half-sister, could raise him as her own. When Bridie had returned some years later to Ballinakelly and discovered that her boy was in Kitty’s care she had been forced to accept that she had lost him all over again.

Kitty had told JP that his mother was dead. He had no idea that she now lived at the other end of the estate in the castle that used to belong to his father. Bridie would have to endure the sight of him, knowing that she could never tell him the truth. She could never wrap her arms around him, hold him close and tell him that she loved him, because Kitty did that in her stead: Kitty Deverill, once her greatest friend and now her most hated enemy. Bridie wanted her grandmother to see her pain and her animosity and to understand. The secret was gnawing through her insides and the burden of hiding the hurting was becoming too much to bear. If only she could share it with her beloved grandmother; then her grandmother would take it to her grave.

No one besides Michael knew the seedy truth behind Bridie’s triumphant return. The rest of the family saw only what she had acquired: a dashing husband who was a count, their young son Leopoldo, the mighty Castle Deverill, her fine clothes and jewellery, her shiny motor car and the chauffeur who drove it in his gloves and hat. Not even Michael knew how much she had lost. And she could never tell.

Bridie longed for her grandmother to know her sins, all of them, and for her to love her in spite of them. Suddenly, it mattered to Bridie more than anything else in the world that her grandmother should know the truth. She leaned closer so that she could smell the old lady’s sour odour – the odour of a body already in decay. ‘I never wanted to leave you,’ she whispered softly, releasing a trail of tears. She pressed her grandmother’s hand to her wet cheek. ‘It was beyond my control. I did some terrible things and I had to leave. But all I wanted was to come home, to you and Mam. All I wanted was to share . . . and for you to love me . . .’ Her whispering became a rasp. Her grandmother’s eyes seemed to look past the woman she had become to the scrawny little girl she had once been, with knotted hair, bare feet and a rumbling belly that was never satisfied. And in the reflection of her gaze, Bridie saw her too. How she wished she could be that girl once more and live it all again. How different it could have been.

‘It won’t be long now, God help us. ’Twill be a happy day for her,’ said Mrs Doyle, blessing herself.

Bridie’s throat tightened and her vision blurred. Unable to speak, she simply stroked her grandmother’s white hair and tried to smile so as not to alarm the old lady with her fear. As Bridie gazed into her eyes, Old Mrs Nagle seemed to be saying, Don’t forget who you are, child. Don’t ever forget who you are.

‘Why is she holding on?’ asked Rosetta.

‘Because death, when it comes, is a leap into the unknown, however strong your faith,’ said Michael, who had so successfully transformed himself into a devout and spiritual man that few remembered the ruthless rebel he had been during the Troubles twenty years before and the atrocities he had committed in the name of freedom.

‘She doesn’t want to leave us,’ said Sean. Rosetta leant her head against her husband’s shoulder and tried not to let her impatience show.

Mrs Doyle’s bottom lip gave a sudden tremor before she stiffened her jaw and brought it under control. ‘God knows you’ve earned your rest. You can go now and rest in peace with the Lord and reap your eternal rewards,’ she said. ‘A cross in this life; a crown in the next.’

Old Mrs Nagle stared at Bridie and her eyes grew dim. Don’t forget who you are.

At last her spirit departed and her small body expelled a final breath then stilled. Mrs Doyle gasped and pressed her hand to her mouth. In spite of having prepared herself for this, the finality of death was a shock. Bridie sank onto the floor and dropped her head against the mattress. It was over. Her grandmother was gone and Bridie had never got the chance to tell her the truth.

At length Bridie stood up and went to open the window to release her grandmother’s spirit. For a long moment no one said anything. They stood around the bed, bowing their heads in respect, awed by the emptiness of the body before them. Presently Mrs Doyle turned to Sean. ‘Go and get Father Quinn,’ she said. ‘And knock up Mrs O’Donovan and get a pound of rashers and a black pudding and two noggins of whiskey. ’Tis the done thing to put something on the table for the laying-out women. Ask her if you can use the telephone to put the death in the Cork Examiner.’ She turned to Michael. ‘You go and get the two Nellies and tell them to bring out the linen and the Child of Mary rig.’

‘I can go up to the castle, Mam, and bring back the food, whiskey and linens,’ Bridie suggested, wanting to help.

‘No, Bridie,’ her mother retorted sharply. ‘We are simple, God-fearing people and we don’t want any displays of grandeur in front of the people. Nanna wouldn’t like it. I can hear her now saying that we were full of eirí-in-áirde. There’ll be no showing off in this house as long as I’m alive.’

Bridie was stung. She remembered the day her father was killed by the tinker, when Lady Deverill gifted her a pair of dancing shoes and the girls in Ballinakelly had mocked her for putting on airs. She turned away so her mother would not see her blushing with shame or know how unworthy she had made her feel.

The room had darkened with the day in spite of the candles that flickered on every surface. Bridie had offered to pay for electricity but Old Mrs Nagle had been appalled by the very idea of it. It was enough to have a wireless, which they kept under a lace cloth on the dresser and considered something of a miracle, for where in God’s name did the music come from? What on earth did they need electricity for when they had natural light in the day and candlelight in the night? It would only lead them into temptation for surely material wealth was the Devil’s ploy for enticing souls away from the simplicity of God.

But Bridie craved her mother’s admiration. She fought back tears and put her arms around her, hugging her tightly. The years had done much to distance mother from daughter and Bridie was determined to retrieve the closeness that had been lost. ‘You must come and live with me,’ she said. ‘I’ll see that you never want for anything again.’

But Mrs Doyle stiffened and pulled away. ‘It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of God,’ she said gravely. ‘I will remain in this house until I die, Bridie. It was good enough for your father therefore it’s good enough for me. You might be a wealthy lady now, Bridie, with all your airs and graces, but it’s not right that you should be mistress of Castle Deverill. It’s as if you’ve turned the world on its head. I’m only happy that the previous Lord and Lady Deverill, God rest their souls, aren’t alive to see it. I would die of shame. You weren’t born to that kind of life. God knows I didn’t raise you that way. There, I’ve said it now.’ She lifted her chin and pursed her lips. ‘I only hope you haven’t forgotten your faith.’

‘I haven’t forgotten my faith, Mam,’ Bridie replied, defeated. ‘I give thanks to the Lord every day for my blessings. Surely it is God’s will that I have married well. I have a husband I love and a son I love even more. If I am blessed it is because the Lord has blessed me.’ And by God, after all that I have suffered, I deserve to be happy, she thought to herself. Mrs Doyle pressed her handkerchief to her mouth to smother a sob.

Bridie turned to Rosetta, her old friend whom she had met during her first lonely winter in New York and brought back to Ballinakelly, only to lose her to her brother. ‘Surely, you’ll come, Rosetta. This place is much too small for five children and you and Sean can have the east wing of the castle to yourselves.’

Rosetta was quick to accept. ‘With Mariah’s blessing we will come,’ she said tactfully, knowing that her mother-in-law could not deny them the comforts of the castle. Mrs Doyle gave a little nod.

‘And Michael?’ Bridie asked.

Michael shook his head. ‘I will stay and look after Mam,’ he said firmly and Mrs Doyle’s shoulders shuddered as a wave of gratitude swept through her.

But the truth was that Michael Doyle could never live in the castle he had set alight that tumultuous Christmas of 1921. He could never reside in a place that carried the Deverill name after everything he had done to destroy it. Most of all he couldn’t bear to walk those corridors that had once belonged to Kitty Deverill, knowing what he did to her in the farmhouse the morning after the fire. He would carry his shame along with his remorse in the sack of corpses that was forever slung over his back, for he could never be free of his guilt. Guilt for the tinker child killed in the fire he had lit in revenge for his father’s murder, guilt for Colonel Manley’s death on the Dunashee Road, when he and a small group of rebels had lured the Englishman to an isolated farmhouse and slayed him for the brutal way he had treated their fellow Irishmen, and guilt for the many others he’d slaughtered in the name of freedom. God had forgiven him of all his sins and washed his soul clean. He had vowed to lead a pious life. But Michael’s guilt ran deep, like an underground river of tar; however beautiful the earth was above it, the water below would always be polluted.

‘Very well,’ said Bridie. ‘I know you’re a proud man, Michael, but now I am back in Ballinakelly, I will make sure that my family never wants for anything. If God has blessed me with great wealth, I will give thanks by looking after my own.’

Bridie left the farmhouse, hugging her coat about her body for comfort as much as for warmth. Her mother disapproved of her wealth, but how much greater would her disapproval be were she to know the whole truth? Material wealth was the very least of Bridie’s transgressions; no amount of Hail Marys could make up for the gravity of her sins.

It was almost dark now. The afternoon had receded into evening and the rain was still heavy on the wind that blew in over the ocean. Bridie gazed out of the car window onto a landscape that never changed, in spite of what human beings did upon its soil. The green hills whose crests were now disappearing into cloud and the valleys where patches of mist were slowly gathering in pools were constant in their beauty and something caught in Bridie’s chest as she looked upon them. All the while she had lived in America Ireland’s gentle whispering had summoned her home and she had, for so long, chosen to ignore it. Yet, deep in her heart, she knew that she belonged here and only here and she would never truly be happy until she had chased all the demons she had left here out of the shadows.

As the car made its way up the drive that swept through rhododendron bushes, already budding through the winter chill, the castle loomed out of the fog. Golden light spilled out of the many windows, giving an enticing allusion to the splendour within, and the imposing walls, extravagantly rebuilt after the fire by Kitty’s cousin Celia, who, for a short time, had sustained the Deverill inheritance, rose magnificent and proud just as they had when Bridie was a child. The car drew up in front of the grand entrance where the Deverill family motto was still carved into the stone: Castellum Deverilli est suum regnum – A Deverill’s castle is his kingdom – and Bridie glanced up at the tall landing window above where she, Kitty and Celia had once stood as little girls to watch the guests arriving for the Summer Ball. They had been as close as sisters then, each born in the year 1900. She remembered the two cousins in their beautiful silk dresses with ribbons in their hair and patent leather shoes in the prettiest pink and blue on their stockinged feet, and she remembered her own grubby apron and scratchy dress, her pitifully naked legs and shoeless, dirty feet, and the thorn of resentment pierced her heart because while they had had everything she had had nothing. They had skipped blithe and carefree downstairs to the ball while she had returned to the kitchen below stairs to help her mother, who was the cook.

As the butler opened the door for Bridie Doyle, now Countess di Marcantonio, mistress of Castle Deverill, she couldn’t help but feel a cruel sense of satisfaction that the Great Depression and Celia’s husband’s suicide had laid to rest the Deverill ambitions once and for all. She belonged here now and her son Leopoldo would grow up within its walls and one day inherit it. The castle would never again belong to a Deverill.

Bridie gave the butler her coat, gloves and hat and strode into the hall. There was a boisterous fire in the grate to lift her spirits and all the lights were blazing, giving the place a gratifying air of comfort and opulence, which only a great deal of money can buy. She dragged her mind away from the humble kitchen in the Doyle farmhouse where she had danced as a little girl in her father’s arms, and reminded herself that her life was here now, that as much as it was natural for her to cling to the past, only the present could make her happy.

She found her husband in the library. Cesare was deep in conversation with a tall, artistic-looking man she had never seen before. When she appeared in the doorway they both stood up. ‘Mr O’Malley, let me introduce my wife, Countess di Marcantonio,’ Cesare said proudly, for Bridie’s pallor only enhanced her prettiness. Bridie held out her hand so that Mr O’Malley could shake it. ‘My darling, this wonderfully talented gentleman is going to make three fantastic bees out of stone to put above the front door. I have been explaining to him that my family is descended from the family of Pope Urban VIII, Maffeo Barberini, and that the Barberini family coat of arms is three bees.’ Bridie’s fingers went straight to the gold bee brooch pinned to her dress that Cesare had given her on their wedding day. ‘They are very particular bees so I am trusting into his care one of my precious bee shirt studs so that he can draw his design.’ Bridie was a little surprised because Cesare had not discussed this with her first, but her husband was a man who knew his mind and she loved him more for that.

‘I think it’s a grand idea,’ she said. After all, why shouldn’t they replace the Deverill family motto? It was their castle now and how fitting to display the three Barberini bees above the door. If Cesare wanted more bees (since their marriage – and her money – Cesare had commissioned every type of bee to embellish himself and their home) he should have more. Pride was a weakness of his that she found endearing.

‘I’m so pleased you approve, my darling. Family is important, no?’ He shrugged. ‘Not everyone can have a family as illustrious as mine, after all.’ He threw his head back and laughed, big white teeth gleaming against olive-brown skin, and Bridie felt a surge of admiration and gratitude that this beautiful man belonged to her.

Bridie wanted to tell him that her grandmother had died, but Mr O’Malley didn’t look as if he was going anywhere so it would have to wait. ‘Very nice to meet you, Mr O’Malley,’ she said politely. ‘I look forward to seeing your designs.’ She walked back into the hall as her husband sank into the armchair and continued to boast to Mr O’Malley about his family of Italian princes. Bridie stood at the bottom of the grand staircase, in the part of the house where as a child she had been forbidden to go, and felt a moment of uncertainty. She could almost hear Adeline Deverill in the drawing room and the tapping of claws on the marble floor as Hubert Deverill’s wolfhounds came trotting in from their walk with their master, who had always looked shabby in threadbare tweed jackets and moth-eaten sweaters. She half expected one of the servants to reprimand her now for straying beyond the green baize door into the family part of the house.

Bridie couldn’t wait for Rosetta to come and live here with her. She needed Rosetta’s companionship again. As much as she relished her new position as chatelaine of Castle Deverill, it felt strange. It felt lonely and it felt wrong. But she wasn’t going to sink now that she had risen to the height of her ambitions. She turned her thoughts to Kitty and Celia Deverill and her determination to find a sense of belonging grew strong again.

A sudden screech echoed in the depths of the castle. Leopoldo! With her heart in her mouth Bridie climbed the stairs at a run. She raced down the corridors, trying to ascertain where the cry had come from. The castle was vast and she had only been there a week so she still wasn’t familiar with its endless corridors and many rooms. Dizzy with panic she passed long walls of paintings she had never seen before, sculptures that meant nothing to her and furniture whose value she couldn’t even guess at, all chosen by Celia Deverill, and she felt even more the empty feeling of alienation. Would she ever know her way around? Would she ever feel she belonged? Would this castle ever be home?

At last, as she turned the corner into another long corridor, she saw, at the very end, her seven-year-old son Leopoldo, running towards her. She held out her arms and scooped him up. ‘What’s all that noise for, Leo?’ she asked, hugging him tightly.

‘I saw a ghost!’ he exclaimed.

‘Oh darling, there aren’t such things as ghosts,’ Bridie said, stroking the child’s dark hair. But she went cold as she remembered Kitty telling her about the cursing of her ancestor Barton Deverill. According to family legend Maggie O’Leary, who had owned the land the castle was built on in the 1600s, had put a curse on the first Lord Deverill of Ballinakelly, confining his soul and that of all his heirs to a life of limbo inside the castle until the day an O’Leary returned to reclaim the land.

‘I saw it, Mama.’ The child was trembling.
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