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All changed, changed utterly:

A terrible beauty is born.

— W.B. Yeats, ‘Easter 1916’




Prologue – May 1916

She wondered if she’d simply dreamt it all, for a sweet, brief moment that morning when she woke at dawn. Perhaps none of it had really happened: last night in the prison chapel, the few days in a cell with other women, and even the week before that, the week of rebellion. Was any of it real?

In her hand she was clutching a handkerchief. She brought it to her face, wondering if it held any scent of either of them. But there was nothing. The initials, GG and JP, were embroidered in a corner, entwined in a loving knot. It had been dropped and forgotten, last night in the chapel, and she’d picked it up. Holding it now gave Gráinne a little comfort – it was a tiny reminder that things had once been normal, handkerchiefs had been embroidered and given as gifts, and maybe those days might come again, in time.

She thought about her friend Grace who’d embroidered the handkerchief, and Joseph to whom it had been given, and wondered what they were doing now, what they were thinking, how they were dealing with the horrors of this day that had barely even begun.

And as she had that thought, shots rang out in the prison yard, as Gráinne had known they would. A volley of shots, fired all at once, on a command given by some unknown officer. A volley of shots that ended the life of someone Gráinne had fought alongside. She crossed herself and muttered a prayer for the soul of whoever it was, bringing the handkerchief close to her face once more.

Was it all worth it? Had any of it been worth it? They had not succeeded, not the way she’d hoped they would. It had all ended in less than a week, with loss of life, and now … these terrible dawn executions. The rebellion had ripped the city apart, it had torn families and loved ones apart. Grace and Joseph, herself and Emmett. They’d fought for what they believed in, fought for the greater good, but for themselves as individuals it had been little more than a tragic disaster.

She’d never forget a minute of it, she knew. She was so young still, but for as long as she lived, she knew this last week or two would shape her life for ever.




Chapter 1 – February 1998

Nicky didn’t really have a lot of choice. Mum was coming today, whether Nicky liked it or not. And if she didn’t go to meet her mum in the campus café as arranged, Mum would come up to Nicky’s accommodation and bang on the door demanding to be let in. It would be so embarrassing. Why couldn’t she just leave her alone? Nicky was 19. She was an adult, for goodness’ sake. She’d left home, gone to university, and was making her own way in the world now. She didn’t need her parents on her back the whole time.

But her mum didn’t seem able to accept that.

Nicky pulled on her battered leather jacket. It had been a present from Conor, her boyfriend from back home, who was now at a different university. Even though the jacket was second-hand, it would have cost him a fortune and she’d appreciated the thought he had put into choosing it. It was exactly her taste and she loved it. She stuffed her purse into her pocket. Mum would no doubt ask why she didn’t use a handbag like other women and would then ask if she’d like one for her next birthday, and Nicky would say no. They’d had that whole conversation several times. Why couldn’t Mum see that pockets were easier to use. Simpler.

She sighed, closed the window of her study bedroom, hung up the towel that she’d dropped on the floor after her morning shower, and left the room, locking it behind her. She checked the clock in the shared kitchen area – ten minutes until she was due to meet Mum. Long enough to walk through the campus to the café and be there on time.

Although she’d rather be late. Just a couple of minutes late – long enough for Mum to start looking at her watch and sighing, not so long to risk Mum leaving the café and walking up to Nicky’s student flat.

She dawdled, checking the time once more on the campus bookshop clock as she passed it. ‘Why don’t you wear a watch?’ Mum had asked her so many times with a sigh, but Nicky didn’t like watches. They were a tool of the Establishment, designed to keep you in line, on time, doing what you were supposed to, when you were supposed to. She used to wear a watch, back when she’d lived at home, but not since starting university.

At five past, the perfect five minutes late, she entered the café. Mum was already there, as Nicky had hoped she’d be, seated at a table that had a view across the courtyard from which Nicky approached. She tapped her watch as Nicky entered.

‘Nearly six minutes late. And you only have to walk across campus. Me, I had a two-hour drive to get here. Honestly, sometimes I think you do it on purpose.’

‘Hi Mum. Sorry.’ Nicky wasn’t sorry, but she said what her mum expected to hear, as she leaned over and kissed her cheek. ‘Shall I order? What do you want?’

‘A daughter who’s on time and asks how my journey was. Failing that, tea and a scone with butter. They were nice here the last time.’

Nicky nodded and went to order at the counter. Yeah, the last time. Last term, only four weeks after Nicky had started at the university. No one else had termly visits from their mum. Just her. Mum taking up her precious free time, getting in the way, when all Nicky wanted to do was get on with being a student, living her own independent life. Was that so much to expect?

Her coursemate, Sabina, had said she’d love to have her parents visit. ‘They sound so supportive,’ she’d said, when Nicky had complained about this visit from Mum. ‘You’re lucky.’

Not lucky, Nicky thought. Stifled. Suffocated. Smothered.

She ordered the tea and scone for Mum and a hot Ribena for herself, (‘It’ll rot your teeth, all that sugary nonsense,’ she heard her mother’s voice say in her head) but no cake. She paid, but only so that her mother couldn’t use that as ammunition against her (‘You just take, take, take, Nicola. Time you learned to give a little back.’)

‘Still drinking the sugary nonsense?’ Mum said, right on cue, as she returned to the table with the tray.

‘Yep.’ Nicky took a sip, scalding her mouth on the far-too-hot liquid but refusing to even flinch.

‘Well. I had to leave at eight this morning, so I was caught up in all the rush-hour traffic. Especially around Chichester. Such a nightmare. And then an accident near Worthing. It took ages to get through. I’m parked up in the top car park, where your dad and I parked last time. Seems to be the best place.’ Mum smiled, too brightly. ‘Anyway. Tell me what you’ve been up to. You hardly ever phone us. We feel like we know nothing about your life here.’

‘I phone every week.’ Nicky rolled her eyes. Or almost every week. What more did Mum want? Daily calls? There were a few students who phoned home daily. Some had mobile phones, paid for by their parents, to do so, but Nicky didn’t have one. She had to queue to use the payphone in the lobby, which was shared by several flats. She always made sure she had only a couple of 10p pieces so the calls didn’t need to go on for too long.

‘A five-minute call once a week, and even then, you forget some weeks. Just doesn’t feel like enough, Nicola. Even your dad was saying he’d like to hear from you more often.’ Mum was fishing in her bag for something. For a horrible moment Nicky thought she was looking for a tissue, that she was going to embarrass her by weeping and wailing here in the café. But Mum pulled out a green piece of plastic and handed it over. ‘There. A phone card. You said the phone in your flat accepts them. It’s a five-pound one, so that’ll keep us going with nice long chats for a few weeks.’

Nicky stared at it. If she accepted the card, it would be a point to Mum. But on the other hand, it would be easier and would save her money. She could use it to call Conor as well.

‘Well? Are you going to take it?’ Mum flapped it in the air in front of her.

‘Yeah, er, thanks.’ Nicky tucked it into her back pocket.

‘Don’t lose it now, it’s worth five pounds. I wish you’d use a handbag. They make life so much simpler. Well. Have you heard from Conor lately?’ Mum’s expression had turned to one of smugness. She, too, was aware that she’d scored a small point here.

‘He wrote me a letter. He’s visiting next weekend.’

‘Oh, that’s nice.’ Mum’s face softened and she tilted her head on one side. ‘I am pleased you two are still managing to stay together. It’s not easy with you being at different universities, and him so busy with that charity he works for as well. But he’s good for you. Dad and I were saying that, just the other day, how good he is for you. Honestly, without Conor’s influence lately I dread to think …’ She broke off, finally noticing that Nicky was glaring at her.

‘Good for me? What do you mean? Why do I need someone who’s good for me? Am I that bad?’ Nicky’s tone was deliberately mocking. Again, this wasn’t the first time she’d heard this from Mum. She’d been going out with Conor since they were sixteen – over three years now. He was steady and dependable, of course Mum loved him. Steady, dependable, ever so nice, and if she was being honest with herself, ever so slightly boring. Conor was the kind of boy who would always toe the line, do what was expected of him, do whatever his parents asked him. Sometimes she wondered if he even had a mind of his own. He was, she was beginning to think, just a bit too conventional. She wished he could be a bit more rebellious. Like she was.

She did love him, she thought she always would love him, but these days she was beginning to wish she was free of him, free to make the most of student life while she had the chance.

‘Well, you can be that bad,’ Mum said, but she was smiling now, recognising they’d been round this loop a few times. She took a bite from her scone, and Nicky watched in silence as she ate it and then dabbed at her lips with a napkin, leaving a smudge of pink lipstick behind. ‘Sometimes I think you and I are just not quite on the same wavelength, you know. Anyway, let’s not fight. How’s the studying going?’

‘Yeah, it’s all good,’ Nicky said. She didn’t want a fight either, but sometimes Mum’s comments provoked her into starting one. She was right, at least, about them not being on the same wavelength. Not the same planet, either.

‘Finished that essay?’ Mum asked.

‘What essay?’

‘Oh, the one you were working on the last time I asked you about your coursework. Something to do with … what was it … conflict in India, partition, Britain’s role creating the problems in Kashmir, something like that?’

‘Oh, that one. Yeah, finished that.’

‘Did you get a good mark for it?’

Nicky snorted. ‘It’s not like that here, Mum. It’s not primary school. You don’t get ticks, or A-pluses, or whatever. You get feedback.’

‘So did you get good feedback on it, then?’

‘It was OK.’ Actually, it hadn’t been. She’d received a lot of criticism of it from her tutor. She was only in the first year of her course on modern history, and although the tutors said the first year was all about bringing everyone up to the same level, she’d been told that essay was not up to the standard required. She was slipping behind and was going to need to work harder. Research more, read more, think in more depth about the issues she was writing about. Apparently, it was no longer enough to know what happened; she needed to explain why it had happened, and what the knock-on effects were. What had led up to the events she was writing about? How did they occur? And what changed as a result? And then, if possible, what could we learn from studying it today?

‘Well, good.’ Mum seemed disappointed with her answer. She’d wanted to hear that Nicky had been singled out as best in the class, no doubt, the way she had been back in GCSE days. It had been easy then. Learn the facts and regurgitate them, come top of the class, get given a wodge of money from Mum and Dad as a reward. But she’d been sixteen then, young and immature. She was older now, a university student. The work was much harder, but the life was so much more fun – being free to go out and have fun with no one asking where you were going or who you were seeing and telling you what time to be home by.

‘And what’s your next project?’ Mum was asking. You had to hand it to her – she did seem genuinely interested in the course.

‘Rebellion. We’ve got to pick some sort of uprising and research it. They want us to use the internet as well as books for this project.’

‘What event are you going to write about?’

Nicky shrugged. ‘Haven’t the first idea at the moment. But I’ve got ages to do it in. Might look at women’s suffrage, that sort of thing.’ Women as rebels – that interested her more than anything else. Women she could relate to, who kicked back against the Establishment, women who changed the world.

‘Ha – rebellion’s a good subject for you, isn’t it? You’ve always thought of yourself as a bit of a rebel. I remember all those petitions you organised at school against having to wear a uniform. You were always kicking back against authority. You should find this project easy to do.’

Nicky felt her hackles rising as Mum belittled the things she’d felt so strongly about at school. She hadn’t objected to wearing a uniform. It was the school’s attempts to insist that everyone bought identical black trousers from an expensive uniform shop, rather than being allowed to choose cheap ones from Asda. Nicky’s petition had forced the school to rethink. She’d done it for the sake of poorer families who’d have struggled to afford the dearer uniform.

‘Yeah, well, at least I fight for what I believe in, rather than just put up with stuff I’m not happy about.’ Nicky stared at the window. There was a sticker on it asking customers not to open it. She leaned over and undid the catch, pushing the window open.

Mum sighed. ‘Always the rebel, Nicola, aren’t you?’

‘You know nothing about being a rebel, Mum.’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised, my girl.’

They fell into an awkward silence for a few minutes. Nicky came up with a dozen retorts but all would have ended up with them arguing, and she had a whole day of being with Mum to get through. It wasn’t worth it.

At last Mum broke the silence. ‘So, how do you use the internet?’ Computers were really not her thing.

This was a safer subject. ‘There’s a room of computers in our department. You can book them for an hour at a time and go online, search for whatever it is you’re interested in.’

‘And what happens – does it print out stuff for you?’

‘No. You read documents on the screen, or maybe find a reference to a book that looks helpful, which, hopefully, the library will have. It’s about finding ideas and connections that haven’t already been written about in textbooks, then following them up.’

‘Hmm. Original research.’

‘Yeah. That’s what my tutor called it.’

Mum nodded, looking pleased with herself. Then she leaned forward, an excited gleam in her eye. ‘Ooh, I’ve had an idea. Something you could write about, some research you could do.’

Nicky forced herself to try to look interested. Her instinct was to retort once more that she was no longer in primary school and parents weren’t expected to help with homework. But she was short on ideas so thought she might as well listen. ‘Yeah?’

‘Your great-grandmother.’

‘Supergran?’ Nicky used the old name she’d used since she was tiny for her great-grandmother Gráinne.

‘Yes. It’s a shame you didn’t come to her 100th birthday celebration last month. You could have spoken to her then.’

Nicky felt a pang of guilt that she’d missed the celebration. But she hadn’t wanted to leave Brighton. ‘Spoken to her about what?’

‘Ireland. The Easter Rising, in 1916. She played a part in that, you know. I don’t know all the details, but she was certainly involved.’

‘Bloody Ireland. I don’t want to write about Ireland, Mum. There must be something more interesting.’ Nicky had never paid much attention to her Irish ancestry. She’d lived all her life in England, as had her mother.

‘But this would be original research! Get Gráinne’s story, what she did, what she thought of it all, written up. I bet there’ll be something there you can use. She was in the … what was it called? The Cumann Ban, something like that. No, Cumann na mBan – that’s it. Women’s council, it meant. Like a women’s wing of the Irish Republican Army.’

‘Now you want me to write about a terrorist organisation?’

‘One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter, remember. Back then, in 1916, they were heroes. And it’s so topical, Nicola. What with the IRA ceasefire last summer, and the chance of a long-term peace agreement on the cards! Your great-grandmother was right there at the start of it all, and you could be telling her story now, when it’s looking as though there might soon be a huge step forward in the peace process at last. If you wanted to focus on women in rebellions, she’s a perfect subject.’ Mum leaned back in her chair, looking thoughtful, while Nicky took in what she’d suggested. ‘Also, I suppose I’m being a bit selfish here. Gráinne’s 100. She’s still so with it, her mind’s as sharp as ever, but she’s not going to be around for very much longer. I can’t help but think it’d be wonderful to have her story written up. I know she’d be happy to tell it.’

‘So why don’t you do it? You ask her, you write it down.’

Mum shook her head. ‘Ah, I’m no writer, Nicola. I can’t string a sentence together. Not the way you can. And I’m no student of history.’ She put her palms flat on the table as though she’d made a decision. ‘Look, you missed her 100th birthday. I know you had things to do here, and we all accepted that. Anyway, there were so many people there you’d barely have been able to talk to her. But she asked after you – I think you were always a bit of a favourite.’ She chuckled. ‘To think she had six children, seventeen grandchildren and God knows how many great-grandchildren but she always remembers your name and which university you’re at and what you’re studying. She’s remarkable. We should capture her story before it’s too late.’

‘Why me? Of all those relatives? Why should I be the one to do it?’

‘Because you’re the history student in need of a topic to write about on the subject of rebellion! And she was a rebel whose story hasn’t ever been fully told, as far as I’m aware! Not to mention you see yourself as a bit of a rebel too.’ Mum laughed, and Nicky couldn’t help but join in a little.

‘Yeah, well, maybe. Let me think about it, yeah? She still lives in the same house in Dublin, right? How would I get the story out of her – over the phone?’

Mum shook her head. ‘You should visit. Go there for a weekend. You can fly from Gatwick to Dublin for next to nothing if you go with Ryanair. I might even help pay for your flights if you’re lucky. Great-Gran lives in Malahide – that’s not far from the airport. You can get a bus from the airport to the end of her road, or even a taxi wouldn’t be too expensive. It’s only a ten-minute journey.’

‘Would I stay with Supergran?’

‘Yes, I would think so. You remember from last year; she’s got plenty of space. She’s so fiercely independent, she refuses to go into an old people’s home.’

‘Wouldn’t I have to, like, be her carer if I stay there?’ Nicky grimaced at the thought.

‘You might have to help a bit, but not much,’ Mum replied. ‘They’d do it all – Jimmy and Eileen and Mary and the rest of them. Quite a few of my cousins and aunts and uncles live in Malahide or north Dublin, another one in Howth, and they all chip in to help. They have a rota going these days. It was so nice seeing them all together back in January at the birthday celebrations. You’d be able to spend the time sitting with her, listening to her story. And visiting Dublin. You could see the places where it all happened.’ Mum grinned. ‘Oh if it was me as the history student, I’d be on this like a shot.’

Nicky was torn. She had to admit it was actually a good idea. But that would be handing Mum a barrelful of points for nothing. ‘Yeah, well, let me think about it, as I said.’

‘You do that.’ Mum shrugged. ‘You know, if I’d given this idea to any other student, I reckon they’d have said, “Wow, thanks, what a fabulous idea!”. But you, all I get is a “Yeah, well”. You can be so ungrateful, Nicola. It’s time you grew up a bit and recognised when people are just trying to help you. You don’t need to act the grumpy teenager for ever, you know?’

And you don’t need to act the controlling mother for ever, Nicky wanted to yell back at her, but stopped herself. Instead, she just smiled tightly. ‘Have you finished your tea? We can head into Brighton now. That’s what you wanted to do today, isn’t it? A spot of shopping?’

‘Yes, of course, just let me go and pay for this.’ Mum began rummaging in her bag for her purse.

‘No need. I already paid,’ Nicky said, and was satisfied to see a look of disbelief and astonishment cross her mother’s face. Point scored.




Chapter 2 – August 1915

It was a warm day at the start of August. Gráinne tugged at the collar of her dress, trying to allow some cooler air in under her clothing. She was standing among a huge crowd of people that thronged the streets of Dublin, who were all there for the funeral of the old Fenian, Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. His body had been brought back from New York where he’d died at the grand old age of 83, and was to be buried today in Glasnevin Cemetery, on the northern edge of the city.

But first the coffin, carried in a hearse pulled by four black horses, was to be paraded through the streets of Dublin so that everyone might turn out to pay their respects. Gráinne had found a spot to stand about halfway along the advertised route. The crowd was three or four deep on both pavements, but a tall man standing on the kerbside spotted Gráinne behind him and ushered her forward. ‘There, little miss. Now you can see, so you can.’

She smiled and thanked him, though inwardly felt her blood pressure rise at being called ‘little miss’. She was 17. She was a woman, and a proud Irishwoman at that! A member of the Cumann na mBan, campaigning for Irish freedom from British oppression, just as the great man being buried today had done.

Nevertheless, she took the tall man’s place at the kerbside, grateful that she would indeed now have a good view when the hearse went past. She pushed a strand of hair beneath the straw hat she’d put on to keep the sun off. The man who’d given way to her was standing a little too close for comfort behind her, but she could not move forward without stepping off the kerb. She would have to put up with feeling the additional heat of his body too close to her. On her right was another man, his head bare and bowed, his cap held over his heart as though already paying his respects even though the funeral cortege was nowhere to be seen yet. On her left, a woman with three small children was trying to keep them under control, but the youngest was grizzling in the heat of the day. ‘Ssh now, Jimmy. ’Tis a big day, one you’ll remember. Now stop your mizzling and keep a look out for the big black horses.’

‘It’s too hot for them, poor loves,’ Gráinne said to her, sympathetically.

The woman nodded. ‘’Tis that and all, but I had to come, and I’d no one to leave them with. My man’s away at the war, so he is.’

‘My brother is too,’ Gráinne replied. She didn’t like to think too hard about what Sean might be doing, over there at the Western Front. There were newspaper reports every day of the fierce battles taking place in trenches … and her dear Sean, an Irishman, was over there fighting the English war, like so many of his countrymen.

‘Look, so, isn’t that him coming now?’ The woman pointed along the road. All heads in the crowd had turned that way, and yes, Gráinne could see that she was right. The procession was on its way.

The hearse, pulled by four magnificent black horses with plumes on their heads, was in the lead. Behind it, a couple of motorcars carried some men in the uniform of the Irish Volunteers. And then regiments of Volunteers, some of them bearing rifles, marched two by two along the street. Were those rifles the very ones Gráinne herself had helped to land the previous year, at Howth? Very likely, she thought.

The crowd was still and silent as the procession passed. Men removed their hats and women dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs. The only sounds were the occasional snorts of the horses, the motorcars and marching feet.

At the back of the procession, members of the crowd shuffled solemnly along behind. It seemed almost everyone wanted to go to the cemetery, to hear the speeches and see the coffin of the great man finally laid to rest. Gráinne made a snap decision. She too would follow the cortege. There’d been rumours that Pádraig Pearse himself would speak. He was the founder of St Enda’s school at which her father taught – a school dedicated to Irish culture, Irish ways and the Irish language. After centuries in which the British had tried to suppress Irish culture, it was now making a comeback, thanks to Republicans like Pearse. Her father was the mathematics teacher at St Enda’s, and had spoken highly of Pearse on many occasions. ‘A future leader of our country, I’d say,’ he’d told her, nodding with pride, ‘when we’re finally free to govern ourselves.’

Freedom. That was what it was all about. English landowners had taken everything, worked Irish peasants to death during the Great Famine, made Irish Catholics second-class citizens in their own country. It was time it all changed.

Gráinne stepped off the kerb and joined the funeral followers, walking side by side with men in the uniform of the Volunteers, women with Cumann na mBan armbands, and members of the general public. Everyone had their heads held high and proud. O’Donovan Rossa had led a good, long life. This was not a sad occasion but one in which to remember him and all he had done to promote Irish independence.

Slowly the procession made its way northward, out of the city centre to Glasnevin Cemetery. A few peeled away as they got closer. It was going to be too crowded to see or hear much, but Gráinne wanted to stay, regardless. As they made their way along the paths among the graves, she did her best to jostle through the crowd, squeezing through gaps, dodging around groups of people who were trying to stay together, moving closer to the front.

‘Gráinne MacDowd? Is that yourself?’ A familiar voice called her, and she stopped, staring about her to see where the voice was coming from.

She spotted him, standing at the edge of the crowd. ‘Emmett O’Sheridan! It’s a long time since I saw you, all right!’

‘Come over here,’ he beckoned, and nodded over his shoulder. She could see what he was suggesting. Rather than follow the huge crowd there was another way, cutting between some tall memorials. It might be possible to get nearer the grave, where Rossa’s coffin was now being reverently unloaded and draped with the green flag of the Irish Republicans.

She hurried over to him, and he caught hold of her hand and pulled her across the grass, between a couple of sarcophagi and around a tall stone cross, until they emerged behind the grave. There were still too many people in front of her for Gráinne to see much but at least here she’d have a chance of hearing the speeches.

The priest was talking, saying prayers for the departed, and Gráinne and Emmett fell silent along with everyone else. She was only half listening. It was Pearse she wanted to hear, not the priest. Beside her, Emmett stood tall and broad-shouldered. He’d been her brother’s schoolfriend. She hadn’t seen him for a few years, certainly not since Sean had left to join the British army the previous year. She’d always liked Emmett but knew that he saw her only as his friend’s annoying little sister, always trying to cut in on their boys’ games. ‘Go and play with your dolls, Grá,’ he’d told her more than once, laughing. He and Sean had been busy making fishing rods and were planning to see what they could catch in the Liffey. She’d been pushed away then, by both boys, though Sean had apologised later in the day.

‘Here’s Pearse now, getting ready to speak,’ Emmett whispered in her ear, and Gráinne stood on tiptoes trying to get a glimpse of him, but to no avail.

She could hear him, however, and she listened carefully as he gave a stirring speech, referring to Rossa as ‘this unrepentant Fenian’, and calling on all Volunteers present to stand together for the ‘achievement of the freedom of Ireland’.

The listening crowd was absolutely silent as Pádraig Pearse reached the conclusion of his speech, with words that Gráinne knew then that she would never forget, words she instinctively knew would echo down the ages inspiring all those that loved Ireland.

‘Life springs from death; and from the graves of patriot men and women spring living nations. The Defenders of this Realm have worked well in secret and in the open. They think that they have pacified Ireland. They think that they have purchased half of us and intimidated the other half. They think they have foreseen everything, they think they have provided against everything; but the fools, the fools, the fools! They have left us our Fenian dead, and while Ireland holds these graves, Ireland unfree shall never be at peace.’

Gráinne let out a little gasp at these closing words. She couldn’t help herself, but she was not alone. Emmett had too, and as she looked up at him, she saw that his eyes brimmed with tears.

‘It is a call to arms, Grá,’ he said quietly. ‘A call to arms, and not the call your brother answered.’

She nodded, too overcome by emotion from Pearse’s words to speak. She wished Sean had not joined the British army. But he’d been convinced it was the right thing to do, along with so many others. She stood quietly while O’Donovan Rossa’s coffin was lowered into the grave and a volley of three shots fired over it, and cast her mind back to events almost a year earlier, the year in which everything began to change.

War had broken out in Europe. The Home Rule bill, that had seemed so close to passing through Parliament in faraway London, had been shelved for the duration. Irish nationalists were understandably frustrated. They’d been so close to achieving self-governance via the political route, but the war had scuppered that for now. In September, John Redmond, who had founded the Irish Volunteers, of which Sean was a member, had urged his Volunteers to enlist in the British Army. Sean had listened, and had signed up.

He’d come to visit her in her lodgings in the centre of Dublin, where she was a shop assistant in the grand department store of Clerys on Sackville Street, right opposite the General Post Office. She lived in a staff dormitory on the upper floors, but there was also a staff refectory where she could buy him a cup of tea.

He’d come to say goodbye, and explain his actions. ‘If we help the British now in their hour of need, they’ll remember this and thank us when the war is done, and Ireland will be rewarded with Home Rule.’

Gráinne sighed. ‘They won’t. They’ll promise lots and deliver nothing, Sean,’ she replied. ‘Just as they have so many other times. Didn’t you ever listen when Dad talked to us about our history? They’ll use you up and spit you out, that’s if you even survive! Don’t do this, Sean. Fight for Ireland, not for England.’

‘But there’s no fight here, is there? There’s only talk, so. There’s nothing more. This is a route to Irish independence, and it’s a route that will work. We can see the way ahead. John Redmond says so, and what better politician do we have than him?’

‘There are others who say differently.’ Gráinne had joined the Cumann na mBan at the age of fifteen, and had already proved her worth with the other women. She listened carefully to all the chatter, especially that of the older women and the members of the Irish Volunteers who sometimes came to their meetings. ‘There’s talk the Volunteers will split. That those who don’t want to enlist will stay here, and when the time comes, they’ll fight for Ireland.’

‘But that’s my point, Gráinne!’ Sean ran his hands through his hair in frustration. ‘When the time comes – when will that be? Who’s going to pick the fight?’

‘I’ve heard that …’ Gráinne stopped, and bit her lip. Should she tell him? It had been an overheard conversation, between an important member of the Volunteers and a senior Cumann na mBan woman.

‘You’ve heard? Come on, Gráinne. I’m your brother, and a patriot, and you can tell me.’

She nodded. Of course she could tell him. Even though he’d just signed up to join the British army, he was an Irishman first and foremost. ‘I’ve heard people say that England’s difficulty is Ireland’s opportunity. That while England is distracted with this war, it’s the perfect time.’

‘Perfect time for what?’

‘For a revolution.’ There. She’d said it. The word was out, hanging in the air between them. The word that promised so much, the word that might bring freedom and self-governance to their oppressed land.

But, to her dismay, Sean merely threw back his head and laughed. He had a loud, merry laugh that usually she could not but help join in with. But not today. Today she scowled at him, her arms folded across her chest.

‘Ah, my lovely, sweet sister. The Irish have tried it all before, rebel, rise up and break free. Sure, didn’t Wolfe Tone try in 1798 with his United Irishmen? And then the Young Irelanders in 1848? Every generation they try, and every generation they fail. But now we have the possibility of Home Rule – wasn’t it agreed by Parliament, and on the point of implementation when this damned war broke out? We’ll get it, just as soon as we’ve seen off the Kaiser’s armies. We’ll help defeat the Germans and then we’ll have our Home Rule, and Ireland will be as good as independent from Britain. You’ll see. This is the way to go. There’s no appetite for a fight here on home soil, unless it’s to defend against the Kaiser.’

‘I think you’re wrong.’ It was all she could say to him. He was convinced he was right, and she’d always agreed with him and trusted his judgement in the past. At four years her senior, he’d always been the person she’d looked up to. But not this time.

Sean shrugged. ‘Well, we’ll see, won’t we? Time will prove who’s right and who’s not.’ But he grinned as he said it, and winked, and she knew he was convinced that he was right and she was just being that irritating little sister again, the one who tried to cut in on his games with his friend Emmett, the one who didn’t really understand anything.

Sean had left within a day or two of that argument, sailing over to England to start his training. And the Volunteers had indeed split. Most had followed Redmond, leaving only a few thousand left in the Irish Volunteers, under their new leader Eóin MacNeill. Gráinne had accompanied Sean to the docks on the day he sailed, and hugged him farewell with tears in her eyes. ‘Stay safe,’ she’d urged him, ‘and come back to us soon. Ireland needs you. I need you.’

‘I’ll be grand, Gráinne. Don’t fret.’ He’d kissed her forehead and strode up the gangway onto the ferry, waving over his shoulder at her and at his country.

‘Will we go, now? Emmett said, bringing her with a jolt back to the present, back to the funeral. Around them people were beginning to move away, to return to their homes and their lives. ‘Will we get ourselves a cup of tea somewhere we can catch up?’

She smiled at him and nodded. ‘I’d like that.’

Emmett held out his arm and she took it, and they walked together back through the cemetery towards the city, until they found a suitable café. Emmett pulled out a chair for her to sit down, at a table by a window. ‘I’m perfectly capable of seating myself, Emmett,’ she said, and he grinned.

‘Of course. I forgot how independent you can be. Sorry, Grá.’ He sat back as she ordered tea for two from the waitress. ‘But you’ll let me treat you to this? Please?’

‘I suppose so.’ Inwardly she was pleased. Money was a little tight. Her job at Clerys was a good one, but she was saving every penny she could so that she would be able to move out of the staff dormitories and into her own private flat. Emmett worked as a solicitor’s clerk, and she guessed his wages would be substantially more than hers.

‘Have you seen or heard from Sean, since he signed up?’ Emmett asked, once their tea had arrived.

Gráinne stirred a sugar lump into her tea. ‘He came home on leave after his initial training, and stayed with Dad. That was around December last year. But we haven’t seen him since. He writes, though. It sounds as though he spends most of his time digging trenches.’

‘Has he been involved in any battles?’

‘The letters are censored. So we’re not sure, but I think he’s seen some fighting at Ypres.’ There’d been reports that gas attacks had been used in the battles at Ypres. Gráinne shuddered at the thought of Sean being caught up in that.

Emmett reached across the table and took her hand. ‘Let’s hope he’s able to stay out of the worst of it.’

She sniffed and nodded. ‘I wish to God he hadn’t gone. It’s their war – the British and the Germans and the Serbians and the Austrians and all those others. It’s nothing to do with Ireland, sure it’s not. We have our own battles to fight here. I told him this, when he came to tell me he’d signed up. But he was so certain this was the right thing to do.’

‘As Redmond said.’

‘Yes, fight for the British so that they reward us when it’s all over. Emmett, do you think that will happen?’

‘I’m sceptical, Grá. I’d like to think so – I’d like to think that the sacrifices our Irish boys are making over there will not be for nothing. But I’m not so sure.’ He stared down at his cup of tea then looked up, directly at her. ‘I have joined the Irish Volunteers. And the Brotherhood as well, Grá. When the moment comes, I’ll be fighting for Ireland.’

She gasped. The Irish Republican Brotherhood was the most militant and the most secretive of the various organisations that had sprung up in recent years. Although, she reminded herself, the IRB was hardly new. It had been around for fifty years or more, arising from the ashes of past failed rebellions and committed to making Ireland an independent republic. ‘As will I, Emmett. I’m in the Cumann na mBan.’

‘I know you are.’ He smiled. ‘You women do a wonderful job. I was at an event last week where the Countess Markiewicz herself gave a speech. She was very inspiring. She thinks that women could not only work as nurses and messengers in a future rebellion, but could also possibly bear arms themselves. I don’t know if that’s right …’

Gráinne glared at him until he backtracked a little.

‘I mean, I’m sure some could, and will. But we should not expect them all to.’

‘We should not force anyone to fight who doesn’t want to. Man or woman.’ Gráinne spoke firmly. She’d also heard the Countess speak on this topic, and it was because of Markiewicz’s words that she herself had joined the Cumann na mBan. The Countess, or Madame as she liked to be called, was one of the Anglo-Irish aristocracy. She’d married a Polish Count, but for many years had lived apart from him and had thrown herself into the Republican cause. Gráinne knew that the Countess had joined the Irish Citizen Army, a socialist group fighting for workers’ rights, as it was the only one of the rebel organisations that treated women as equal to men. If there was ever to be an Irish republic, Gráinne fervently hoped it would be one that respected women, that treated women as equal citizens, allowing them to vote and take an active part in politics and government.

‘Of course not.’ Emmett smiled at her and once more took her hand. ‘But I think the fight will be coming sooner rather than later. Before the end of the war in Europe, that’s for certain.’

‘Have you heard anything definite?’

Emmett shook his head. ‘No. I’m not senior enough to know. But there’re talks, always talks. Often at the Countess’s house in Rathmines. I’d like so much to be a part of all that, to be there when the big decisions are made, wouldn’t you?’

‘Yes, I certainly would,’ Gráinne replied. She could think of nothing she’d like more than to be at the heart of it all, whatever happened.




Chapter 3 – March 1998

It had been an OK day with Mum in the end, Nicky had to admit. After sniping at each other in the café they’d both called a ceasefire while they shopped. They’d managed to steer conversations away from the usual flashpoints, though they’d come dangerously close a few times. Nicky had allowed her mother to buy her a pair of jeans and a couple of T-shirts for the summer. Mum had wanted to buy her a floral blouse and a floaty cotton skirt, until Nicky had fixed her with a look and said, ‘Really? Have you ever seen me in that kind of outfit?’ For a moment it had looked as though the war would restart but then Mum had burst out laughing, agreed she had not, and headed towards a rail of black and khaki T-shirts that she no doubt hated but Nicky loved.

They’d ended the day having a late lunch in a vegetarian restaurant that Nicky had chosen, mainly because on her parents’ last visit they’d gone to a steakhouse, and Nicky had ended up eating only salad. Knowing Mum was a dedicated meat-eater, this was payback time. But Mum had happily agreed with the suggestion, announced she enjoyed her spring vegetable quiche with couscous salad, and had paid the bill.

‘This has been a nice day, Nicola,’ Mum said as they walked to the station to take the train back to the university campus. ‘We’ve proved we can do it when we try, haven’t we?’

‘I guess so.’ Nicky lifted the bags of shopping she was carrying. ‘And thanks for these.’

Mum waved her hand dismissively. ‘No problem. Nice to buy you a few things even if they’re not my taste. And God knows you need more clothes that aren’t ripped.’

Nicky looked down at her favourite faded black jeans that had tears across both knees. ‘I like torn stuff, actually.’

‘Hmm. Well don’t tear the new jeans on purpose, eh? Let them wear out naturally.’ They’d reached the station, and as the train pulled in Mum gave her a spontaneous hug. ‘It’s been a great day, love. I’m looking forward to Easter now.’

‘Easter? Why, what’s happening then?’ The hug was kind of nice, but Nicky extricated herself before it went on for too long.

‘It’ll be the next time I see you, of course! When you come home for the Easter break!’

Nicky shook her head. ‘I hadn’t planned to come home then. I was going to stay here. I’ll be home in the summer though, unless I get a summer job in Brighton.’

‘Not come home at Easter? But what will you do here?’

‘Get ahead on that project I need to do. Go out with friends. Live my life.’ Nicky was annoyed now. She’d left home, but Mum seemed to think she should go back every chance she had.

‘Oh love. You were only home for three days at Christmas. You missed your great-grandmother’s 100th. And now you’re saying you won’t be home at Easter? But you must come for the long weekend, if nothing else. Everyone else you were at school with who’s gone to university will be home. Conor’s coming home then, so his mother tells me. Surely you’ll want to see him?’

Nicky shrugged. ‘Well, maybe I’ll come just for that weekend. Definitely not for the full three-week break. My life’s here now.’

‘Oh. Well, that’ll be better than nothing. Perhaps you’ll change your mind.’

‘Why would I? Stop trying to tell me how to live my life, Mum.’

Mum sighed. ‘Your problem, Nicola, is not with me. It’s with yourself. You’ve a lot of growing up to do, but you just don’t seem to realise it.’

That was it. The flashpoint they’d avoided up till now. Nicky couldn’t hold back any longer. ‘You say I need to grow up. I say you need to let me be my own person, Mum. You laugh at me for being what you call “a bit of a rebel”.’ She made speech marks in the air around that phrase. ‘It really pisses me off, you know, when you try to take over and tell me what to do. I don’t need it and I don’t want it.’ She knew that last part would hurt Mum but she just didn’t care.

The train arrived then, and they got on. They sat in silence for the short journey up to the station nearest the campus.

‘You should cut through that way to the car park,’ Nicky said, pointing to a path leading behind a couple of buildings. ‘It’s quicker. I’m going this way, so … goodbye.’ She stood waiting to submit to a hug and a kiss, get it over with quickly.

‘Oh. All right then.’ Mum took a deep breath. ‘Be a rebel by all means, Nicola. Just make sure that what you are rebelling against, and fighting for, is worthwhile.’

There was no hug or kiss. Mum just lifted a hand in a half-wave, and set off at a brisk walk in the direction of the car park.

Nicky let out a huge sigh of relief as she watched her walk away. Yes, she loved her mother. You were supposed to, weren’t you? But did you have to like her? Even if she was controlling and bossy and didn’t seem to want to accept her daughter had grown up and had her own life now?

Conor was due to visit Nicky the weekend after Mum’s visit. But on the Wednesday before his visit, a letter from him arrived. Neither of them had mobile phones, so they’d always had to communicate by letter since they’d started at university. Conor’s letter made Nicky sigh. He worked a couple of evenings a week for a charity that put together packages of medicines and health-related supplies to send to conflict zones, or areas ravaged by famine, around the world. He’d been asked to work on a Saturday as there were a number of key personnel off sick. You know how strongly I feel about doing my bit in practical terms to make the world a better place, he’d written. I know I was supposed to visit you this weekend. How about I come next weekend instead? As far as I remember, you said you were free then. Hate letting you down like this but I also don’t want to let the charity down. Hope you understand.

The charity ranked above her then, in his priorities. Nicky did understand how important it was to him. He’d often talked about how he wanted to make a real difference to the world. But this change of plan meant she was now at a loose end at the weekend. An odd mix of emotions surged through her. There was disappointment that another week would go by before she saw him again, but it was tinged with excitement that she was free to go out with her coursemates, have a few drinks and maybe go clubbing with them, pretending for a couple of days that she was unattached. She’d been with Conor for so long that sometimes she found herself resenting him a little. Having him always there in the background of her life while she was at university sometimes felt stifling and restricting.

Nicky had known Conor for ever. That’s how it often felt. Their parents were friends – they’d met years ago as guests at a wedding, hit it off and swapped contact details. Then they’d met up once or twice every month for a meal out, or a dinner party at one or the other’s house, or just to have a few drinks together. When Nicky had been small, usually she’d have been left with a babysitter but sometimes she went along too, and would play in the garden with Conor while the grown-ups chatted. He’d always been a part of her life.

Then, when they were 15, Conor’s family had moved house, and he’d joined Nicky’s school. They were at that awkward age, when childhood friendships were no longer cool, and they’d spent the first couple of terms barely acknowledging each other in the playground. Until they both went on a school trip, where they stayed in a youth hostel in Snowdonia. One day the class walked halfway up Snowdon, searching for the source of a river. They followed it from a tarn down to the valley, taking measurements of width and flow, while the teachers pointed out how it had shaped the landscape. Partway through the day, Nicky and Conor found themselves walking side by side, hanging back a little from the rest of the kids.

‘It’s nice, being
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