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            The crew was calm, distracted. Thomas Heath and Ben Matthews worked the rigging, calling to one another over the din of rope and sail. John Kelly leaned near the tiller, his back half-turned but his ear on edge, waiting for the word. Margaret, her face placid, kissed little Neddy on the head and handed him into the arms of their eldest daughter, whispering something that made the girl nod solemnly. Then Margaret reached down beside the mainmast, where a long iron boat hook rested against the deck rail. Usually stowed near the rail or lashed to the inner side of the deck where skiffs were launched, this one had been unmoored earlier, its metal cooled by the sea air.
Margaret gripped it, twisted her knuckles around the shaft, and turned just as the Captain stepped past her on the narrow walkway between the hatch and the quarterdeck.
She struck hard. The hook arced in a blur and connected squarely with his forearm as he raised it to block his face. Bone cracked audibly. He roared in pain, staggering sideways into the rail, clutching his ruined arm with his good hand.
"Now!" Edward shouted, the word a thunderclap across the deck.
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​Chapter 1
A Bright Day Near Carlow
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The sun rose with a kind of gentleness rare to Irish skies, stretching pale gold across the rolling hills of County Carlow and washing the limestone bones of Carlow Castle in light. It was an unseasonably clear morning for late March (no one had written down the date) but the old women in the village would later remember it as a birth ushered in by still air and sunlight. Margaret Croke entered the world in a cottage just beyond the castle's north-facing slope, swaddled in hand-woven wool and the hopeful hush that sometimes follows long silence. Her father, Thomas Croke, a man who had seen little fortune and expected even less, held the newborn to his chest and whispered a string of blessings in Irish, his voice steady though his hands trembled. He had not expected another daughter. He had also not expected the lightness of the morning, which made him believe, if only for that hour, that something in his life might yet go right.

Margaret’s mother, Brigid, lay pale and distant on the straw-padded bed. Her body was quiet but her eyes were far away, open and not seeing the child in her husband’s arms or the warm halo that the early sun cast on the rough-planked floor. In the days that followed, her moods slid like tides. She did not take joy in the child’s suckling, nor did she sing when she washed the cloths or heat the fire with the same rhythm she once had. There were mornings when she sat still for hours at a time, staring past the hearth into some place no one else could see. Then, without warning, she would rise and move quickly about the house, folding and unfolding linens, speaking sharply to her older children or to no one at all. At night, her sleep came in gasps, and her dreams—when she had them—left her startled, waking with sudden sobs or silence so heavy it seemed to weigh down the very air. She wept once, quietly but without restraint, when Margaret cried too long before feeding, her tears falling on the infant’s blanket as though she could not find her way to the moment she was in. There were good days too, when her laugh returned for a while, but they came and went like stray clouds, brief and uncatchable.

In the small room where Margaret slept in a box lined with lambskin and rags, her older sister, Nuala, six years old and solemn as a nun, was given her first real duty in the family. Nuala had watched the birth from the edge of the room, wide-eyed and still, her arms wrapped around her middle. Once the midwife had gone and her father had turned to tend the pigs, it was Nuala who warmed the cloths by the fire, Nuala who hushed the baby with quiet lullabies whispered in the lilting accent of their mother’s people. She held the baby while Brigid stood silent by the window. She walked the floor with her when her mother could not. The baby seemed to recognize her voice first, quieting only when she sang. From those first weeks, Margaret was not only her sister’s sibling but her shadow, her charge, her mirror. The bond between them was woven from something older than language, stitched into those silent hours when only Nuala’s presence soothed the child and the rhythm of her footsteps across the earthen floor gave Margaret the first steady beat her heart came to trust.

The neighbors, who often came by with broth or bread, whispered that the baby had been born lucky, though some frowned as they said it, uncertain what kind of luck a girl could truly have in a world such as theirs. But they could not deny the charm of a child born beneath clear skies, nor could they help but soften when they saw her small face cradled against her sister’s neck, both children still, as though already carrying the burden of things unspoken. No one then could have known how far that baby would travel, nor how high the waves she would cross. But on that day, the day the sun chose to rise without interruption over Carlow’s old stones, Margaret Jordan took her first breath in the quiet curve of Ireland’s heart, surrounded by shadow, by sun, and by a sister’s arms.
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​Chapter 2
The Egg and the Doctor
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By the time Margaret was five, the Croke house was rarely quiet, and never still. She was the ninth child in a home that had already seen seven born before her, and two more after. The cottage swelled with siblings, each bearing a slight resemblance to the next, all marked by the same wild curls and the same way of speaking that curled words softly at the edges like smoke from a turf fire. It was a house of worn wood, of peat smoke and wool, of hands always busy and voices always overlapping. Their mother, Brigid, moved through it all like a pale wraith on some days, and on others like a stormcloud about to break. Margaret learned early that her mother’s moods followed no clock, only the cycle of her body. Just as the woman seemed to climb her way back toward warmth, toward songs sung while stirring the pot or humming while mending socks, a new pregnancy would settle over her like a gray veil, and the house would fall back into hushes and sidelong glances.

Margaret did not understand this rhythm at first. One morning, crouched in the dirt beside the chicken hutch, she turned to her sister Nuala with her brow furrowed, her voice hushed so their mother could not hear. “If she hates babies,” she asked, “why does she keep having them?” The question sat heavily in the air, like smoke that would not rise. Nuala, now eleven and full of the quiet wisdom that came from too many chores and too many times seeing grown-up things too young, wiped her hands on her apron and said, “She doesn’t hate babies. She just gets the sadness when they start growing inside her. No one knows why. But she loves us. She just doesn’t always remember how to show it.”

Margaret did not ask again. Instead, she held on to that answer, and every time her mother grew hollow-eyed and wandered to the edge of the field without a word, she reminded herself what Nuala had said. That their mother loved them, even if the love had no warmth in it some days. It was easier to believe that on the days their father was home. Thomas Croke was the brightness that stitched the family together, the laughter in the rafters. When he came back from long days tending sheep or from peddling goods at the edge of the town, the children ran to him like leaves chasing wind. He gave rides on his back across the fields, letting them bounce like sacks of flour on his shoulders while he whinnied like the family pony and galloped through grass tall enough to drown a child. He taught the older ones how to sharpen tools and the younger ones how to braid each other's hair with scraps of ribbon he brought home from market. Margaret loved best when he whistled old tunes from County Mayo, ones with words too old for the children to know, but melodies that settled into their bones.

Their lives were not rich, but they were not barren either. The family owned a single pony with a white blaze and a crooked leg, affectionately called Cabbage. They had chickens for eggs—though the eggs themselves were precious, each one handled like a treasure—and a dozen sheep in a hilly field, half of whom had names the children made up when bored of chores. They grew turnips, barley, and cabbage in tidy rows behind the house, and Margaret’s small fingers were always scratched from weeding or pulling stones from the soil. Her duties were clear: help feed the chickens and keep the two youngest siblings—a toddling boy and a baby girl—from tumbling into the hearth or the water trough. It was not work she minded most days. The chickens clucked and jostled and pecked at her boots as though in conversation. They seemed to recognize her voice, especially when she sang the lullaby Nuala had first taught her.

The eggs, however, were another matter entirely. That job belonged to Nuala after the infamous Egg Catastrophe. It had been early spring. Margaret had insisted she could carry the basket by herself, though her arms barely spanned its sides. She had balanced it with great care, eyes wide with determination and one tongue-tip poking from the corner of her mouth as she walked across the yard. The hens had been in fine form that day, laying a full dozen eggs, smooth and warm and perfect. Margaret had barely made it halfway to the door when she caught the edge of a root sticking up from the ground, tripped, and pitched forward like a puppet with its strings cut. The basket flew. The eggs, every one of them, burst against her pinafore, her hair, the ground. Yolks ran in yellow ribbons down her legs and under her collar. Shells crunched beneath her knees as she flailed to stand, only to smear more egg across her arms. She looked down, stunned, as if she had been attacked by some angry breakfast ghost.

That moment was made infinitely worse by the sudden voice from the path, calm and curious. “Good heavens,” it said, “was it the hens who fought back, or the ground?”

Margaret blinked up through strands of hair dripping egg and saw a man she did not know standing with a walking stick and a fine black coat. He had kind eyes and a patch of silver in his beard. “I am Dr. Myler,” he said, stepping forward with an awkward grace, bending to pick her up by the elbows and shaking loose some of the shell from her shoulder. “And I daresay this is not how young ladies are meant to be seen before lunch.”

Just then, her father came loping from the house, boots half-laced, mouth halfway through shouting her name. He skidded to a stop at the sight of the dripping child, the overturned basket, and the doctor trying to rescue her from her own disaster. “Lord save us,” he said, half-laughing, “Is she leaking yolk now? Do I have to take her back to the henhouse?”

Dr. Myler chuckled and stepped aside, brushing yolk from his cuffs. “She’ll survive,” he said. “Though she may carry a certain scent for a few days.”

Thomas tipped his head, grateful. “Thank you, Sir. We don’t often get company quite so timely.”

“My pleasure,” the doctor replied. “I was just passing on my way to Ballykealy. But I’ll remember this house next time I want fresh eggs and lively conversation. Dr. Myler,” he repeated, introducing himself once more. He reached to shake the hand that Thomas offered but paused, recognizing the bits of egg dripping from it. The two men chuckled instead as Dr. Myler shook his hand to loose some of the egg to the ground. 

“Thomas Croke,” Margaret’s father replied to the gentlemen. 

With that, he nodded, turned, and was gone down the path, leaving Margaret sticky and mortified, her father still chuckling as he carried her inside under one arm. That evening, Margaret swore she would never carry eggs again, and Nuala, half laughing herself, agreed that perhaps some people were meant for chickens, and some were not. From that day on, the eggs belonged to Nuala, and Margaret kept her duties squarely with the feeding, and with making the baby giggle when her mother could not.
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​Chapter 3
Lessons in the Dust
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There were no school bells in the Croke household. No slates, no ink pots, no lessons delivered from a lectern by a paid master in a coat stiff with starch. Education, in the formal sense, was reserved for children of linen and coin—sons of barristers and landholders, daughters of doctors and merchants. The Croke children, barefoot and sun-browned from running through sheep fields and cabbage rows, belonged to a different class entirely, one where books were rare and schooling came not from a blackboard, but from the callused hands and weather-worn voice of their father, Thomas.

It was a Monday when Margaret first heard the story of the castle. She was walking beside her father, who was pushing a barrow of turnips down the sloping path to the sheep fold. The wheels creaked and bumped over roots and stones, and her brothers ran ahead trying to catch frogs along the streambank. “Look up there, Maggie,” Thomas said, nodding toward the ruins silhouetted against the soft afternoon light. “That’s Carlow Castle. Did you know it was built over five hundred years ago by a man named William Marshal? Big English lord, Earl of Pembroke and Lord of Leinster. That fellow was no slouch—he built it strong, stone by stone, around 1208 I think. Not a bad bit of work for a time when people still thought thunder meant God was yelling at the clouds.”

Margaret giggled, trailing her hand through the grass as she walked. “Why’d he build it?” she asked, blinking up at the high, jagged silhouette.

“Trade, mostly,” Thomas answered. “It sat right on the line between Waterford and Dublin, both of which were right proper cities then. If you wanted your goods to get through, you had to pass Carlow, and William Marshal made sure that meant paying a toll or minding your manners.”

“Did he live there?”

“For a bit. Lords never stay long in one place. They're like crows—settle only till they see something shinier.”

The next day, while mending the fence with his sons and teaching them how to measure post spacing with their hands—"three fists between rails keeps the sheep in and the goats out"—Thomas paused and squinted toward the horizon. “See them hills, there? On the east, that’s the Blackstairs Mountains. And there, to the west, those are the Killeshin Hills. The name Carlow, so they say, came from the old Irish name Ceatharlach. Could mean ‘four lakes’ or ‘city on the lakes,’ depending on who you ask. No one agrees on anything in Ireland, least of all the names of places. But that’s what we’re built on. Lakes and hills and stone and stubborn people.”

That evening, they sat around the hearth as Brigid nursed the youngest and Nuala spun wool with quiet fingers. Thomas pulled a clay pipe from the mantel, but instead of lighting it, he gestured toward the children. “Now, history’s not just about castles and kings,” he began. “It’s about the land itself. Do you lot know about the Brownshill Dolmen?”

Six-year-old Fergus shook his head while Margaret leaned forward with wide eyes. “Is it a creature?” she asked, half hoping it was.

“Hardly,” her father had roared with laughter then, clapping her on the back. “But that’s not a silly question. It’s a tomb. Older than the Bible. Big flat stone balanced on other stones, three kilometres from the town centre. No one knows how they lifted the capstone—some say magic, some say giants. I say clever people with more time than they knew what to do with. But they buried their dead there, left them with beads and blades and things to carry into the afterlife. We pass by it sometimes on market days. You look for it next time we go.”

On Wednesday, while they were gathering firewood from the edge of the nearby wood, Thomas handed each child a bundle of twigs and began recounting the tale of the monks. “The early Christians left their mark, too. Carlow’s full of their footprints. Churches, abbeys, round towers. You ever hear of St Mullin’s?”

Fergus nodded but looked unsure. Margaret listened harder.

“Founded by St Moling in the 7th century. That’s the one down near the Barrow River. Beautiful spot. And then there’s Old Leighlin, where St Lazerian set up his own place. Monks all over, writing, praying, digging up the ground for herbs and trying not to get murdered by raiders. And you know who raided them most?”

“The Kavanaghs?” Nuala guessed, tying a knot around her bundle.

Thomas grinned. “Right you are. The Kavanaghs of Leinster. Mean lot. Always stirring up trouble. Even when the Duke of Clarence moved the whole Exchequer—the money men, mind you—from Dublin to Carlow in 1361, he thought he could build a wall around the place and keep the peace. But the Kavanaghs kept battering the town till the money lads ran back to Dublin with their ledgers tucked under their arms. That’s politics for you.”

On Thursday, while Thomas and the children chased an escaped sheep through a field that had never quite been properly fenced, the conversation picked up again.

“Did you know Carlow was invaded by Silken Thomas?”

Margaret blinked. “Is that a name?”

“It is,” Thomas said, breathless as he cornered the ewe and grabbed its wooly neck. “Lord Thomas Fitzgerald, son of a lord who turned against the English crown. They called him Silken Thomas ‘cause his men wore silk fringes on their helmets—foolish and fancy. In 1534, he marched on Carlow, trying to make a mess of things during King Henry VIII’s reign. That king was bad news all round. Did a lot for England, nothing for Ireland, and was a disaster for marriage at large.”

The children laughed, though only Nuala truly understood the jab. The sheep bleated its complaint as it was dragged back to the fold, and the younger ones followed behind, repeating “Silken Thomas” like a chant.

By Friday, as they brought their goods to market, Thomas had more to say. “This whole area belonged to the Earls of Desmond through much of the seventeenth century. Carlow was never easy. Always someone trying to take it, and someone else trying to hold it. Leighlinbridge became the main link to the south—to Munster. That’s how we ended up here, your mother and me. Back when it was growing, Carlow became a right proper market town. Good place for farming families to trade. That’s why I can’t afford to be wrong when I count coins.”

He winked at Margaret, who was carrying a sack of barley half her height. “That’s why I taught myself numbers. Man who can count sheep in his head can’t be tricked when the dealer tells him a dozen is ten.”

Margaret grinned. “But you only read a little, right?”

“Aye,” he said. “Enough to find my name in a list and follow road signs. But numbers, now—numbers are honest. They don’t shift with the wind.”

As the week closed and they returned home with empty baskets and tired feet, Margaret curled up on the mat by the fire, her head full of stories of castles, kings, tombs, monks, and silk-helmeted fools. She had not written a word, nor read one from a page, but her mind teemed with dates, names, and ruins half-seen in the distance. Her education had come by firelight, by fencepost, and in the trample of sheep. And it suited her just fine.
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