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Dedication

Alas, it is never easy to say goodbye to anyone or even a pet who has shared years with us. It was particularly hard to lose Charles Dickens, shortened to Dickens. We got him as a kitten, and he became our “nurse” for anyone ill, the arbitrator of any fight, a protector of all the other cats who came into his life and ours, and he was just plain special. Black with an undercoat of white, he was like all black cats, gentle and very loving. Sometimes even fourteen years isn’t long enough. Like all our other treasured friends, losing him left a huge gap in our home.

And there was Muffin, a long-haired tuxedo cat with a plume of a tail, a gentle and loving giant, who could stand by the dining room table with his paws on the top, and eat from his own plate. Kittens looked to him for comfort and protection. And for Fran he was her baby and her friend. Caroline loved him too. He was just always there, always greeting us at the door, filling our world with joy . . .


Chapter One

Somerset, June 1919

WE HAD FINISHED our supper and were taking our tea in my mother’s morning room.

It’s quite a lovely room, the long windows open to a surprisingly mild spring evening, and a bit of a breeze pleasantly lifting the lilac curtains just a little, so that we could hear the nightingale singing in the tree by the garden gate.

The very picture of a happy family enjoying a companionable silence as we listened.

The only thing that spoiled this charming scene were the expressions on our faces.

Simon Brandon, home from whatever it was that had taken him to Scotland while I was in Paris, was trying his best not to look grim.

I had come home from Paris to discover that I was on extended leave while the Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service decided what to do with me. It was especially disappointing to me, because I’d expected to return to one of the clinics for the wounded who were still in our care. But for my parents’ sake, I was trying to put a brave face on waiting for news.

My mother, as always sensitive to the feelings of those around her, was doing her best not to look worried.

And my father, on a brief leave from the Peace Talks in Paris, was attempting to hide his frustration with the direction the talks were taking, because he was privy to much of the behind-the-scenes maneuverings—maneuverings he couldn’t discuss, bottling them up inside instead. He hadn’t even complimented Cook on dinner, a measure of his preoccupation.

Adding to this merry evening was my own mention of the wedding in Ireland that I was to attend in a fortnight’s time.

One of the Irish nurses who had been aboard Britannic with me when it sank off the Greek coast had nearly died from severe injuries to her legs when we abandoned ship. I had barely managed to pull her into one of the lifeboats and stop the bleeding. Then as we waited for rescue, several of the doctors and I had done our best to save her left leg, and miracle of miracles, we had succeeded. Eileen had been able to walk again after several months of intensive rehabilitation, and she was so grateful that she asked me to be her attendant at her wedding in Ireland when the war ended and both she and her fiancé were free to marry.

My parents and Simon were against my going there.

The problem was the Easter Rising in Ireland in 1916, an attempt to break away from England and set up home rule. It had been put down ruthlessly, and that had only aggravated the situation, hardening the Irish determination to be independent. The English position was that whatever their goals, to openly rebel while Britain was engaged in the Great War was little short of treason, and several of the ringleaders were shot. In 1916, we weren’t certain of victory in France, and then on the heels of the Easter Rising, the Somme Offensive in July had dragged on for months, killing thousands of men. The Government wasn’t in a mood of clemency.

The Irish, on the other hand, had felt they had waited long enough for independence, and many were tired of promises. There were only about four hundred people involved in the revolt, but it had set a spark alight across the countryside. Those at home, bearing the brunt of Britain’s displeasure, turned on their own and considered the Irishmen who were fighting in the trenches as traitors to the Cause, and there had been incidents that kept the anger on both sides of the issue very close to the boiling point. Some of the worse attacks had been reported in the British press, and of course my parents had read about them.

I could understand my parents’ position. On the other hand, Eileen had told me that I would be safe, and her family’s protection would be more than enough for the short time I would be in Ireland. Indeed, her cousin had been one of the defenders at the Post Office in Dublin during the worst of the fighting, and he was looked upon as a hero. What’s more, he had written to my father—as if they were equals! Unheard of! After all, the Colonel Sahib, as we called him, was a high-ranking British Army officer and Eileen’s cousin had a price on his head—to assure him I would be taken care of. Another English officer would also be present—he was to be the groom’s best man—and he would certainly see that I traveled safely to and from Ireland.

We had left the discussion at the supper table and were drinking our tea in a far-from-comfortable silence. But I couldn’t leave the matter there. I owed it to Eileen to let her know if I wasn’t able to come. Still, considering what I had done in France, on my own, while I was serving there, I was better prepared than most young women to take care of myself in hostile situations.

Our nearest neighbor’s daughter, Sara, had never been out of Somerset. I could understand if her parents had told her she oughtn’t go. I’d have agreed.

And so I said now, offering a compromise, “I won’t go as a nursing Sister, in uniform. I’ll dress very simply, so as not to attract attention.”

“You must cross Ireland, my dear,” my father said. “By train. And it isn’t a direct connection. You’ll change twice. The last ten miles you must travel by motorcar. Or dogcart for all I know. And come back in reverse.”

I glanced at Simon, hoping he might suggest that he accompany me. Then I looked away. He would be less safe than I was, with his English accent and his soldier’s stride.

“Surely Eileen could have someone meet me in Dublin?” But she hadn’t suggested it . . .

I sighed.

Accustomed to making my own decisions for four years, I was finding it hard to be the dutiful daughter I’d been in 1914. Much as I adored my parents, I’d changed.

My mother seemed to grasp that. She said, finding a smile, “There have been several murders lately, darling. Of English travelers. In France, you had the Army’s protection—well, umbrella. You were a Sister, an officer. It gave you a standing that everyone understood. That won’t exist in Ireland. You will be seen as a target, if someone wishes to make a name for himself by shooting at you. You must see that.”

It was a different argument from my father’s or Simon’s. They had been worried about travel, about finding my way in an unfriendly country, about the difficulties of being a bridesmaid when the English were anathema in most quarters. Everyone at the wedding would know who I was, and while I might not be in trouble there, it was possible that between the wedding and the ferry to England, someone might decide to do something rash.

My mother did have a point. I finished my tea and set the cup on the table as I considered what she’d said.

And then I remembered something.

I glanced at Simon, then looked away again. He hadn’t been himself since Scotland. The easy friendship that had always been between us had been replaced by a stiffness that had left me to wonder what I’d done to deserve it. And so I hesitated to mention what had just occurred to me.

There had been a flyer in France, while I was in Paris, an American. As I was leaving the country, boarding my ship in Calais, Captain Jackson had asked me to tell Simon hello for him. I’d suspected at the time that the Captain might have been keeping an eye on me at Simon’s request. It would have been typical of Simon—then. And much as that annoyed me in hindsight, I’d found the pilot very helpful indeed and couldn’t very well complain.

The question now was, how did I bring Captain Jackson into the conversation without letting Simon know what I’d guessed?

I took a deep breath. In for a penny, in for a pound . . .

“I think there’s a way we could avoid all the problems of traveling in Ireland. What if I could fly from England to Eileen’s village? And back again. I’d be there just for the wedding, and with her family the entire time.”

There was a smile on my mother’s face as she turned to the Colonel Sahib. But my father’s frown had deepened. “I could probably find someone to fly you. But I’m not sure I could do that in time.”

“You don’t need to find anyone. Simon? Captain Jackson is eager for any opportunity to fly. Do you think he might come to England and take me to Ireland?”

The surprise on Simon’s face was quickly covered.

I could see that Captain Jackson hadn’t told him that I knew about his friendship with Simon.

“I can ask him,” he said. “Certainly.”

“Do you think he’ll agree? I’ll make it worth his while,” my father said.

And that’s how I got to attend a wedding in Ireland.




Chapter Two

IT WAS LOVELY to see Captain Jackson again. He winked at me as he greeted me, then was introduced to my parents. He was charmed by my mother and got along famously with my father when we met him in London eight days later.

Turning to Simon, he said, as if they hadn’t met in some time, “Hello. How are you?”

And Simon shook his hand without a pause. “Good to see you again.”

I kept a very straight face.

His aircraft was presently at a private field outside London, and he’d happily agreed to meet us near Bristol on the day in question, and transport me to the wedding, returning for me on Sunday evening after the Saturday ceremony.

We dined in a restaurant in the City, and afterward my father and Simon spent the night at the Colonel Sahib’s club while my mother and I went to Mrs. Hennessey’s, where I’d kept my lodgings. Mother took Diana’s room, but we had a last cup of tea with Mrs. Hennessey before going up.

It was then I told my mother that Simon had asked the Captain to keep an eye on me in Paris.

She laughed. “Why am I not surprised? There was a distinct appearance of having dined on canary about the two of them tonight. There were feathers everywhere, in spite of their efforts.”

“You see too much.” I hesitated. “Speaking of that. Do you know why Simon was in Scotland recently?”

“He’s said nothing to me since he came back to the cottage.” Simon lived just through the wood at the bottom of our garden. “I haven’t asked. I didn’t want him to feel he had to confide in me.”

“I must admit I’m curious.”

“Yes, darling, so am I. But you know, when he’s ready, he’ll tell me whatever it is that’s troubling him.”

“Iris swears it’s unrequited love.” She had been our housemaid for ages.

Mother laughed again. “I’m sure she does. She asked me as I was packing for London if this Captain Jackson, whoever he might be when he’s at home, was your beau.”

I could hear the echo of Iris’s voice as Mother mimicked her.

“Because he’s flying me to Ireland?”

“To her way of thinking, anyone who came all the way from Paris to see you safely to the wedding must be in love with you.”

“I don’t think Captain Jackson has any intention of carrying me off to New Mexico.”

“You know that, and I know that, but Iris is always hopeful.”

I found myself wondering if my mother was also hopeful that I would marry soon and settle in a house near my parents. It wasn’t likely to happen—most of the eligible young men I’d known before the war, danced with and played tennis with and ridden with, were dead now on the battlefields of France.

I gave her a hug, and we went to bed. But I lay there for some time in the familiar surroundings of my room. How many times had I come here on leave, however brief, and slept the clock round, tired as I was? If I no longer served in the Queen Alexandra’s, would I be encouraged to give up my rooms at Mrs. Hennessey’s? After all, why would I need to stay here, on increasingly rare visits to London? For I’d really have no excuse to go up, would I?

I wasn’t sure I was ready to consider that possibility. Mrs. Hennessey’s was a part of my years in France, a home I had come to love nearly as much as the one in which I’d been born in Somerset.

It hadn’t been difficult to decide to join the nursing service in 1914, when the war began. I knew without a doubt that it was my duty. I couldn’t fight with my father’s old regiment, as I might have done as his son. Nursing was the next best thing, using my skills to keep alive as many of the wounded as I could. Looking into the future was far more difficult, as I was discovering even as that future crept closer.

Would they decide to keep me in the Queen Alexandra’s, given my experience, or would they choose someone who had fewer resources, and needed the money?

That question was getting ragged around the edges, I’d brought it up to myself so often. And the last thing I wanted was for the Colonel Sahib to use his influence on my behalf.

I fell asleep finally, dreaming I was in one of the forward aid stations as the Germans broke through and we had to evacuate the wounded in a great hurry, carrying stretcher after stretcher to the ambulances and putting the walking wounded on the floor between the two tiers, with only a blanket to ease the rough journey behind the lines. I was in the last ambulance that pulled out as the last of the line covered our retreat.

I awoke in a cold sweat, and lay there quietly, hoping I hadn’t disturbed my mother in the next room.

As I discovered, it was absolutely the most beautiful experience imaginable to fly.

We took off from an airfield just outside Bristol, and as the wheels left the ground and we were airborne, I had the oddest feeling of freedom. I’d never felt anything to compare with it before this, a lightness that took my breath away.

And then we were flying across the Severn, over Wales, the mountains and valleys spread out before me like a giant, living map. I could see the black scar of the coal valleys to my right, and thought I could even pick out the Gower peninsula, a blue thread on the horizon to my left. Ahead I could see the narrow channel of water that separated Britain and Ireland.

I could feel the wind in my face, while the heat of the huge motor in front of me kept my feet warm. Behind me, I could just hear Captain Jackson telling me where we were, a calm running commentary. Above me in the distance floated gossamer threads of clouds, dappling the landscape below with light and shadow. I could understand why Captain Jackson loved to fly. Even when people were shooting at him.

He turned north.

“That’s Mount Snowdon to your right. And Harlech Castle is down there to your left. Can you see it?” He sideslipped on the wind, and as the wing tilted, I could see the gray square, and the sea beyond, whitecapped as it rolled in. I was captivated.

We passed over Caernarvon Castle, and followed a ferry pulling out from Holyhead. And there was the green spread of Ireland ahead.

It was surprisingly beautiful. We were flying at about twenty-five hundred feet, and the day was bright and clear as we crossed the coastline.

Below there was rolling green countryside, the small white cottages of the Irish scattered about the landscape, a village church here and a small lough there, a ruined abbey, a great house with gardens riotous with color, and ruins casting morning shadows across the green grass.

We avoided the sprawling cities, kept to fields where sheep or cattle or even sleek horses grazed. People who heard us approach would come running out, the children waving madly while the adults shielded their eyes to stare up at us. I waved back, but I couldn’t tell if they saw me.

I heard Captain Jackson laugh with sheer joy, and I laughed too.

And then I could see the Atlantic Ocean in the distance. We were approaching our destination, which was on the west coast of Ireland, where fingers of land reached out into the water. I wasn’t sure which finger was ours. We had just passed over a very large lake that seemed to cut the land in two as we banked slightly for a better view. There he turned slightly south. Soon he was pointing down, and in front of me was the field where we were to land. Beyond it stood a fine upright house of gray stone, with sloping lawns surrounding it, and beyond, on a knoll, a church. A bit farther on, the village of Killeighbeg nestled by the sea, which was blindingly bright in the sunlight. A lane ran from the house to the church, and then continued down to the village proper, and I was glad for my parents’ sake, worrying at home, that it appeared I’d never need to go that far. Only to the house and the church.

Arthur did a low flyover of what was supposed to be our landing site, and I could see there were quite a few rocky patches in the green grass, as well as a wall of gray stones flecked with white that enclosed it. Even from here it appeared to be a smaller expanse than I’d pictured.

I heard Captain Jackson swear, and knew he too was expecting something flatter, more level for our landing.

Just as we turned for our final approach, a hare, flushed from cover, darted in a zigzag pattern toward the little copse at the end farthest from the house and outbuildings, and a flight of doves took off from there in panic.

Still, the Captain put us down with such skill that I turned my head and smiled at him.

As we swung around and taxied back toward a break in the rock wall, he shouted, “There is no welcoming throng.”

He was right. From my perch in the aircraft coming in, I had seen the house, the lawns, the outbuildings and stable block, even rows of trees that appeared to be an orchard. In a small paddock behind the barn a pair of donkeys grazed, unperturbed by our swooping over their heads as we turned. But they were the only living things in sight. No people. No one busy in the stable yard, no one sitting under the trees that dotted the lawn. No one opening the door and rushing out to greet us. In the gardens to one side of the house there had been a long, ribbon-bedecked table with a good many chairs on either side of it—where had all of their occupants gone?

“Are we early?” I shouted back.

“Not at all. Just on time, actually.”

After a moment of hesitation, I said, “Well, we can go over and knock at the house door. They may be inside, with all their guests. I’d like to change before meeting them.”

He cut the motor, and there was a sudden silence. In the small spinney of trees behind us, I thought I heard a dove cooing as the birds settled back into the trees.

Climbing into the aircraft, I’d stepped on a particular part of the wing, then a small bit of metal, then swung my leg over into the forward seat, blessing my mother for suggesting that I wear my riding clothes to fly. But getting out of the deep pocket that was my seat and swinging my leg back over the edge so that I could reach the first step down was another matter. I could hear Captain Jackson laughing as I finally got myself on the rim of my seat and made my way to the ground.

Then we started walking toward the stone wall. Instead of a gate, there was actually more of a stile, and as we climbed over, Captain Jackson said uneasily, “I don’t like this, Bess.”

Neither did I, for in spite of the sound of the aircraft, no one had come to the door of the house. But I said brightly, “For all I know, they’ve gone to the church, and the service lasted longer than they’d expected.”

He didn’t answer.

Walking on toward the farmhouse, I listened but couldn’t hear voices at all, then the donkeys brayed, and I jumped.

The Captain said, “Let me go first, Bess.”

Lengthening his stride, he moved ahead.

The three-story house was rather plain, no ornamentation except for the corners, where stones were inset at different lengths, and a long window with an oval top set inside the flat pillars that created the appearance of a columned porch.

As Arthur reached the house and walked up the graceful steps to the door, he paused.

I noticed it too. No sound of voices from the open windows.

Then he lifted his hand and knocked at the door.

We could hear the knock echoing inside.

And then a window opened above us on the first floor, just to the left of the oval window.

A woman with iron-gray hair poked her head out. I couldn’t judge her age. Sixty? Seventy?

“And what is it you’re wanting?” she demanded, staring down at us. She was dressed in severest black, and her expression was anything but friendly.

Surely she’d heard the aircraft overhead?

“Hallo,” I said with a smile. “I’m Elizabeth Crawford, Eileen’s bridesmaid. I’ve come for the wedding.”

“More English!” She slammed down the window and disappeared from our view.

We were left standing there.

“I don’t like this at all,” Captain Jackson said again in a low voice.

Finally, the door opened, but it wasn’t the woman we’d seen just now. Instead it was a young girl of about fourteen, and she stared at us warily. With, I realized, some anxiety in her eyes.

“Hallo,” I said again, and repeated what I’d told the woman.

“Nobody’s here,” the girl said quickly. And then she repeated it. “Nobody.”

“Where is Eileen?” I asked as she began to close the door.

“The police station,” she replied, casting a glance down the lane, before quickly swinging the door shut in our faces.

“Bess. Let’s go back to the aircraft. I’ve enough fuel to get us back to Bristol. Whatever it is that’s wrong here, I think we’re wiser to get ourselves out of it.”

“I don’t even know where the police station is. In the village, I should think. Perhaps we ought to wait. It could just be a formality, something to do with the wedding.” We were in Ireland—I had no idea how they managed things. But where was the much-vaunted Irish hospitality?

“We ought to leave,” he persisted.

“I’ve come all this way,” I replied quietly. “A few more minutes won’t matter—”

I broke off as the door opened again. An Englishman stood there, frowning down at me. He was dressed not in uniform but in casual country attire, but I didn’t need a uniform to recognize an officer in the way he carried himself.

He was of medium height, fair, with a kind face. I put his age at thirty-four or -five. But I noticed too that his blue eyes were hard. I’d seen many men, survivors of the trenches, with that same look, as if what they had been through had taken something from them.

“You must be Miss Crawford,” he said, holding out his hand. “Ellis Dawson. I was Michael’s commanding officer in France. And now his best man. Welcome to Ireland.” But there was a wry twist to his mouth as he said the last words, and I was sure he couldn’t possibly mean them.

We shook hands, and I presented Captain Jackson.

“I thought I heard an aircraft a few minutes ago. Was that you?” He looked at Captain Jackson’s cap and the goggles he’d pushed to the top of his head. I’d left mine in my seat.

“Yes. Sir.”

“I don’t see how you managed on that meadow. I told Michael that, but I don’t think he’d had much experience with landing aircraft.” He remembered his manners. “Come in. Please. I know there’s cold water in the kitchen. This way.”

“Where is everyone?” I asked, still standing on the steps outside. “I had expected to see Eileen—”

Major Dawson took a deep breath. “It’s rather complicated. They asked me to stay back. But the truth is, I don’t think they wanted to parade me around in front of everyone in the village.” He grimaced. “Mind you, I was just as glad to keep out of it.”

“Out of what?” Captain Jackson said, remembering suddenly to add, “Sir.”

“Michael is missing.”

“What?” Captain Jackson demanded. “The groom?”

“The groom?” I said at the same time, like an echo.

“Yes. They’ve gone to the police station, the lot of them. Well, that’s what it’s called, but I don’t think it’s more than a room in one of the shops. Michael was here last evening—he’s staying at the pub in the village. But he’d come for dinner and then said good night and left. This morning he was to have had breakfast with us. You may have seen the table set out on the back lawn. And he didn’t come. By noon, it was decided to send for help. Only there’s no telephone. And so they walked down. All of them. To lodge a complaint. I was to stay here in the event he came back. But he hasn’t.”

We were still standing there, on the steps. Major Dawson opened the door wider. “Best to come in.” He looked down the lane that must lead to the village proper and the church. “There’s no one here but me, one of the bride’s grandmothers upstairs, and the kitchen girl. We can talk inside.”

Captain Jackson opened his mouth to refuse but I was already stepping over the threshold. He had no choice but to follow. And as soon as we were clear of it, the Major shut the door.

We followed him into the front room, which appeared to be the family parlor. It was rather plain, a dark blue wallpaper on the walls, dark furnishings, and a painting of the Virgin over the mantel. I realized as I drew closer that it was actually a framed copy from a news cutting. There was a cross over the door we’d come through, and in the corner, oddly enough, an old spinning wheel.

“I’d offer you some refreshment,” the Major was saying. “But I don’t think the girl would provide it. She’s frightened.”

“But what has really happened?” I asked. “Where is Michael?”

“I’ve no idea. But according to something I overheard, he’s not very popular around here. He was in the English Army, you see. The Irish Guards. And I don’t know if it’s the Irish who took him or the English.” He rubbed his eyes with his hands. “It’s been rather tense around here. And not just this morning.”

“Why would the English want Michael?” Captain Jackson asked.

“He’s been seen in the company of some suspected troublemakers. Irish rebel sympathizers. Two of them are Eileen’s cousins, for God’s sake, and one of them has come out of hiding for the wedding. I shouldn’t be surprised if the English think Michael knows something that could be used to find where the rest of Terrence Flynn’s followers can be found. I’ve been warned to leave, myself. But I came to support Michael, and I won’t abandon him now.”

“Who warned you?” I asked.

“The old woman upstairs, for one. The bride’s grandmother. She’s a rabid supporter of the Rising. Her grandson—Flynn—was active in it. How he escaped hanging I don’t know. Michael told me he was seriously wounded, and some friends got him out of Dublin before the whole rebellion collapsed. The Army never found him. I’ve also been told he was going to give the bride away, since her father’s dead. That could be what the Army’s after—laying their hands on him.”

“Is Michael in danger, do you think?” Captain Jackson asked, frowning. “And if he is, can the local police do anything about it? Or will they?”

“God knows. If I were you, I’d get that aircraft out of here and head back to England.”

“I can’t leave Eileen like this,” I said.

“I don’t know that you can help her,” the Major replied soberly. “Truthfully, your presence could make matters worse.”

I turned to the Captain. “You must go. Talk to my father. See if he can find out if the English do have Michael. The wedding invitation is in my desk in the house in Somerset. It has everything you’ll need to know—his name, his mother’s name.”

“I am not about to leave you here,” he replied stubbornly. “Your parents would never forgive me.”

“The Major is staying. I’ll be all right,” I told him, just as stubbornly. “And if Eileen’s cousin Terrence Flynn is indeed attending the wedding, he’ll see to it that I’m safe. He promised.”

“Bess—your father—”

He broke off as we heard the front door open, and footsteps into the passage. At the same time a voice from upstairs called down to whoever had arrived. It was loud enough that it reached us clearly, with all its venomous force.

“Well, Missy, and you’re seeing what happens to those who turn their backs on their country. You thought it a fine thing to heal the enemy, you brought another traitor into this house, and now you’re reaping what you sowed. No, don’t look at me like that, your father would be turning in his grave, he would, if only he only knew—”

The front room door was flung wide, someone whirled in and slammed it shut behind her, and then her hands flew to her ears, covering them against the vitriol pouring down the stairs.

It was Eileen. When she turned around, eyes wide in her pale, drawn face, to find witnesses to her shaming, I saw a mere shell of the friendly, laughing shipmate on board Britannic.

Her gaze swept over me, then flew back. “Bess!”

It was an anguished cry. The next thing I knew she was in my arms, sobbing as if her heart was breaking, and I had a fair idea that it truly was.

Her voice muffled against my shoulder, she said, “I am so grateful you are here—I had nowhere else to turn.”

Over her shoulder, I saw Captain Jackson was looking down, doing his best to give us a modicum of privacy in such a small room. The Major was staring hard at the painting of the Virgin, as if he’d never seen it before and found it engrossing.

I soothed her as best I could and soon had her sitting beside me on the bench by the cold hearth. Her hands were gripping mine, as if she feared that should she let them go, I might vanish.

“Tell me,” I said. “Quietly and calmly.”

And after a struggle to keep her voice steady, she managed it. Falling back into the familiar routine of a nurse reporting to Matron.

“Michael only came home a month ago. We’d set the wedding day while he was still in France, expecting him to be demobbed sooner than most, since he was Irish, but with one thing and another, he was delayed. Then he stayed awhile with his mother and sisters—she’s not been well, and he was afraid she’d not be coming to the wedding.”

She looked away, embarrassed, and I realized that Michael’s mother might not wish to come to a wedding where Eileen’s grandmother was present.

I said gently, “Was she proud of her son’s service? Or did she feel it was wrong of him to enlist?”

“His mother was a widow—his sisters were still at home. She was grateful for the allowance she received from the British Army. There were many Irish families who depended on that allowance. And they were terrified that the Army would stop it after the Rising. That’s another of the problems here, you know—a good many people were against the Rising. Until the court-martials and the firing squads, and others carried off to prison camps in Wales. That changed their point of view. But yes, she was proud of him, and then fearful for him when he came home.”

“But he got there safely.”

“Yes, thank God.” Quickly resuming her account, she said, “All was well at first. He’d been careful, you see, traveling in his own clothes, not his uniform. Who was to know? But someone did. He’d not been here a week when the whispers began, and the next thing we knew, my grandmother was telling the world they were true. Wicked old woman that she is. Then on the heels of that, Major Dawson arrived. And the whispers turned dark. There were things said. Coming out of church. In the pub. The shops. You never saw who it was, just a voice. Cowards that they were. He was worried about his mother getting to hear about it and worrying. But you see, we aren’t planning to stay here in Ireland. He’s already found work. We thought people might forget in a few years, and we could come back again.” The last words came as a wail.

The handkerchief I’d given her was soaked with tears, and as she wept again, Captain Jackson quietly handed her another.

I waited, and finally she was able to go on. “I told my family and he told his. We told the priest. Please let us marry, with our friends and family about us, and we’d leave. That’s all we asked. Just to the end of the week, and we’d be gone. And all was quiet for two or three days. We should have known—we should have seen why they were quiet—they were taking the time they needed to plan. And last night, leaving here after dinner, Michael vanished. Not even his cap left behind, nor a shoe. I watched him out of sight on the lane, but he never reached the pub. When we went to summon the police this morning, someone in the crowd shouted, ‘No need for the constabulary. He’s dead, darlin’, and good riddance.’”

Her voice broke again. “He can’t be dead, Bess. He can’t. We waited. Four years apart, and him at risk of dying any day in the trenches. We thought God was with us, because he survived. But my own grandmother hates him and says terrible things about us. There was no Rising in 1914 when we went to help England fight the Germans. Michael wasn’t the only Irishman who took the King’s shilling. We thought it would prove to London that we were willing to die for England. As every good Englishman had done, enlisting. And in the end, London might see that we were worthy of Home Rule.”

Hadn’t the Suffragettes done much the same, bargaining with London? We will suspend our fight for the vote and do all we can for the war effort. Afterward, in return, we expect to have the issue of voting rights for women addressed.

Only, unlike Eileen and Michael, the Irish hadn’t waited for the end of the war. In 1916, the hotheads—or heroes, depending on where you stood in the matter—had risen up and fought for what they wanted. And been brutally crushed. There was already talk in London about creating an occupying force, if the Irish didn’t settle down. But executing the leaders of the rebellion had turned Irish feelings too bitter to settle down at all.

Eileen was imploring now. “No one wants to search for Michael. No one will help me, because I was willing to marry him—a traitor to Ireland. You must see, Bess, that you’re my best hope.”

I said, “Eileen, I don’t know the countryside—the people who might be involved—anyone I dared to trust.”

She shook her head vehemently. “You can learn. I’ll help you.”

I sighed. Politics could be cruel and heartless. And I was afraid, with the tensions in Ireland, that it could also be deadly. What had my mother said about travelers being killed?

Major Dawson cleared his throat. “Eileen. Let me travel to Dublin and find someone with a cooler head who can get to the bottom of this. It’s only Thursday. There’s time. Besides, one man’s taunt isn’t the truth. I refuse to accept that Michael is dead. And so should you.”

“Then where is he? Why doesn’t he come home?”

“You must be brave, for his sake,” Major Dawson told her. “Someone must have an answer.”

“I’m trying,” she said, “but it’s awfully hard, when even Father O’Halloran is against us. You’d think God would be impartial.” There was anger in her voice now.

“God probably is,” Major Dawson answered her wryly. “It’s the Church that wants to see Ireland free.”

“If we could reach your father,” Captain Jackson added, avoiding using the Colonel Sahib’s name or rank in this household, “he might have better luck. He must know the right people to speak to. Who might help and who wouldn’t.” It was a polite way of saying that it was less of a risk than for the Major to go to Dublin. He might be brave enough to try, but even if he got there, who would give him honest answers?

“But we can reach him,” I said, rising. “Captain Jackson, if you leave now, before anyone sees you or tries to stop you, you could be in Bristol tonight.”

Eileen turned eagerly to me. “Could he help Michael? Bess? Would he listen?”

While in the Queen Alexandra’s, I hadn’t told many people who my father was, although of course friends and officers from his days with the Regiment knew. For one thing, I didn’t want preferential treatment in my training or postings, because of my family. And for another, my father had reminded me that it could make me a target for the Germans. Here in Ireland, that might be doubly true. For the Colonel Sahib as well as for me.

I said, “He’ll need all the information we can give him, so that he can reach the proper authorities. Eileen, do you have any idea who might have taken Michael? Or why? Where to start searching?”

She shook her head. “That’s just the problem, it might be anyone. What if someone here believed he’d come to spy for England—or to look for traitors? We’ve heard the rumors, that the English are eager for an excuse to treat us like a conquered nation. And my cousin Terrence has enemies—they might have taken Michael to strike at him.”

“If your cousin fought with the rebels, why should he have enemies here?” I asked.

It was Major Dawson who answered. “He wasn’t shot or incarcerated with the other leaders. Not for want of searching on the Army’s part, I can assure you. Still, there are factions here. And some of them think that dying for the Cause makes a man a better hero.”

I heard the Captain say something under his breath. I knew what he was thinking, that the state of affairs here in Ireland was murkier than we’d guessed while sitting around an English dinner table.

But there was something else to consider too. I knew Eileen’s temper, and I’d also seen that flare of anger just now. Before very long, if Michael didn’t come home, it would soon take over and lead her to do something foolish. Something that might even get Michael killed.

“I’m sure my father would try, if I asked,” I told her. “But you mustn’t pin your hopes on him. Not yet.” Then turning back to Captain Jackson, I added, “My family will be at the house in Somerset for one more night. If you fly back to Bristol now, he’ll come and fetch you. And you can travel to London together. It will save a whole day, don’t you see? And a day might make all the difference to Michael Sullivan’s situation.”

“Not without you,” Captain Jackson said grimly. “Simon will wring my neck if I leave you here in such circumstances. And God knows what your father might do.”

I hadn’t heard the Captain’s delightful drawl since we’d landed in the meadow and no one from the house had come to greet us. He’d been worried then, and he was even more worried now.

Then how to convince him? Short of leaving with him?

“Better still, I’ll bring your father here to talk some sense into you,” he went on, certain I’d never allow him to do that—certain I’d come to my senses before I’d risk my father becoming a pawn to exchange for Michael. “You wouldn’t care for that, I’m sure, and it will only waste time. You can do more in England to let people see what’s happened here.”

He must have read my determination in my expression. He added, “With the Major’s help, I can put you in that cockpit and tie you there.”

I bit my lip as I wondered how I was going to make any headway here at all, and persuade the Captain to leave now while he could. For I really did believe him when he threatened to bundle me into that seat and tie me there. It wasn’t an idle threat.

“We’re running out of time,” I said. “The sooner we find Michael, the sooner they can marry, and then we can all go home—”

Someone spoke from the doorway, cutting across my words.

“Miss Crawford will be safe enough. You have my word. But if you want to save Michael, you’ll have to speak to London. We don’t have him. And I don’t know who does.”




Chapter Three

THE FOUR OF us turned in surprise.

He must have opened the door quietly, while we were arguing. For I hadn’t heard him, nor had the others.

Standing there was the handsomest man I’d ever seen.

I had heard the term Black Irish, most often used in a derogatory tone, referring to the mostly small, poor Irishmen who had come over to England to work building roads, digging subways, and any other jobs to be had. Often the same men who drank and brawled and had a reputation for troublemaking.

This man was taller than the Major, with broad shoulders, thick dark hair like Eileen’s but his was just graying at the temples, dark eyes and dark lashes as thick as a girl’s. But there was nothing about him that spoke of femininity. Indeed, he could have been a hero in one of Walter Scott’s novels. But the poorly healed scar across one cheek and another along his neck, disappearing into his collar, spoke more of Treasure Island and pirates. As he moved forward, I noticed that one hand was scarred as well.

I had seen enough wounds like these. He’d been shot several times.

He came farther into the room, and Eileen said, “Can you be sure about that, Terry?”

I realized then that this was the man who’d promised me safe conduct across Ireland. As if he ruled the land and could guarantee it.

“I’ve passed the word. And I trust the answers.”

I couldn’t quite be sure whether he was telling the truth about Michael’s captors or simply trying to relieve his cousin’s fears. And if he had such authority, why couldn’t he bring Michael back?

What’s more, there was something in his expression when he turned to Eileen that I couldn’t quite define. But it made me suddenly uneasy.

Still, this man was my best hope of convincing the Captain to let me stay.

I smiled at him, to indicate that I was grateful for his support. “Are you sure? Do you even know that Michael is—safe?” I stopped myself in time, before I’d said alive.

I could feel Eileen’s gaze on me, even so, and knew she was afraid of Terrence’s answer.

“If the English have him, they’re questioning him about me. I’m wanted. Sadly for him, he doesn’t know I’m here. I’ve kept my presence quiet, until Eileen’s wedding. It was for the best.” He turned to his cousin. “I’ve sent out search parties. They wouldn’t go for the Constable, but they agreed for me.”

She gave him a grateful look, her face brightening for the first time.

I was sorry to spoil her mood, but I said, “Will the English let him go, once they’re satisfied that he doesn’t know anything useful?”

He considered me. “You’re English. You tell me.”

But I couldn’t. I certainly had no idea who had taken Michael or why. I’d only just arrived. Still, his question brought me back to Captain Jackson. Turning to him, I said quietly, “You must go, and do what you can in London.”

“I won’t leave you,” he said stubbornly.

I sighed. “I think we should discuss this in private,” I said. “My valise is still in your aircraft,” I added. When we hadn’t seen any sign of welcome, we’d left it there.

Reluctantly the Captain followed me out of the room and then out of the house, as we made our way back to the meadow. No one tried to stop us, but I caught a glimpse of Eileen’s anxious face at the front windows as we passed. I gave her an encouraging smile, then walked on.

Once out of earshot of anyone trying to hear our conversation, I said earnestly to Captain Jackson, “Don’t you see? The minute I land in England, no one will care about Michael Sullivan. He was demobbed, he returned to his home in Ireland, and that is all London wants to hear about him. If he’s disappeared since then, it’s an Irish problem, not an English one.”

“Have you considered that London might be right? Bess, it’s not the same here as it is in England. Look at that man Terrence. He’s walking about as if he’s king, promising that you’ll be safe. And all the while he could very well have taken Michael himself. Just because the man once wore a British uniform. He’s not going to want his cousin married to someone he considers to be a traitor. Is he?”

He had a point, one I had to consider. We crossed the stile, and for an instant I wished I’d never come to Ireland. But what about Eileen? She had nearly died as Britannic went down. She had served England in its time of need, and afterward had spent months learning to walk again. She had earned her happiness, and so had Michael Sullivan, who had served England honorably until war’s end. I knew that for a fact—my mother had told me privately that my father had looked up his military record.

I said, “I must stay. At least until Michael is found—or until I have a better reason for leaving. You know how to find me, you could land here in the dark, couldn’t you, if I needed to go in a hurry? Now that you know what the field is like?”

“I could put my aircraft down in the front walk if need be. But that’s not the point.”

He tried his best to persuade me, but I think he’d already accepted the fact that I was going to stay.

Finally, he looked hard at me and said, “I’ll fly close by every night after dark. I can come in from the sea, no one will see or hear me. If there’s a white handkerchief on the stile, I’ll see it, and not land. If it’s not there, I’ll come find you. I don’t want to be responsible for anything happening to you, Bess. You must promise me you’ll do this, or I shall stay as well. I’m an American, after all. They won’t dare to touch me.”

I wasn’t very sure he was right about that.

All the same, it was important for him to reach my father as soon as possible. And so I promised, and I meant that promise.

Someone spoke just behind us, and we turned to see the Major coming toward us.

“Are you leaving?” he asked me.

“No. Not yet. Not today.”

He turned to the Captain, his face grim. “I’m not safe here, myself, but I’ll do everything in my power to protect her. You can depend upon it.”

Handing down my valise, the Captain made one last attempt to persuade me to board the aircraft, then climbed up on the wing and swung himself into the cockpit.

But he waved as he turned into the wind, circling the meadow as he gained altitude.

I had to admit to myself that I felt an odd uneasiness in the pit of my stomach as I watched him lift over the stone wall and climb into the blue sky above me. Had I done the right thing?

He dipped his wings a last time in salute, and then turned toward England.

And I walked back to the house with the Major, who was carrying my valise.

I hadn’t been afraid in France, even in the midst of a bloody war. After all, I was an officer in His Majesty’s Army, and I had the power of England on my side. As my mother had reminded me.

I wasn’t entirely sure who was truly on my side in Ireland.

The Major turned to me, his face grave. “I hope you don’t have reason to regret staying,” he said as we climbed over the stile.

I gave him my best smile. “It will be all right. You’ll see. And you stayed. How could I do any less?”

But even as I spoke, I could tell that he didn’t believe me.




Chapter Four

WE WALKED THE rest of the way in silence, Major Dawson and I.

We had nearly reached the house when we heard raised voices coming from the front room, and not just one or two. A serious argument was in progress. Major Dawson glanced at me, then walked a little ahead of me toward the door to the house. As we stepped into the front room, there was a sudden silence, and we found ourselves facing at least a dozen men crowded into the small space.

They stared at us. And it wasn’t a friendly stare.

By the hearth stood Eileen and her cousin, and from the expression on their faces, I could see that matters weren’t going well.

Terrence surged forward, saying as he came toward me, “The search teams I sent out are reporting. No luck.”

I had the feeling that the search teams weren’t at all what they had been discussing—not from the sounds I’d heard from outside.

No one responded. Terrence came right up to me, and the Major started forward. Then Terrence reached out to put a hand on my shoulder in a comradely fashion, and Dawson stopped.

“She saved our Eileen’s life, lads. Do you understand me? And she’s kind enough to come over for the wedding. That makes her family.”

A short, dark-haired man said with a scowl, “There’s have been no need for saving Eileen’s life, if she hadn’t gone to fight for the English.”

“And how did she know we’d rise up and claim for ourselves what we’d been promised for so long? Men went to fight for England in the hope of speeding up that promise. Michael was one of them.”

“He didn’t come home, did he? When the fighting was here?”

Terrence’s hand was light on my shoulder in the beginning but was heavier now. I sensed the tension in him.

“What good was a man to us, shot for desertion?”

“Some came home. Thumbed their noses at their officers, and left.”

“I didn’t see them there at the Post Office when we could have used their guns,” Terrence retorted harshly. “A grand gesture doesn’t stop the enemy.”

The other man looked down, falling silent as he did. But I could see he wasn’t convinced.

Someone else spoke then, a man with twisted hands, grimed from heavy work.

“Granny Flynn says she’s a spy, and up to no good.”

“My grandmother sees spies under the bed when she says her prayers.”

“And who’s to say she’s not right?”

Terrence was angry now.

“Since when is my word not good enough for you?”

There was grumbling from behind me—I couldn’t see who it was—and then another voice spoke from the doorway.

“Terrence’s word is good enough for me. But I say he keeps his eyes on our guests. To be sure, and all.”

I turned slightly to see a priest just coming into the room. He was a small man, wearing the traditional black cassock but no hat, his ginger hair mixed with gray, and his forehead heavily lined.

“Fair enough,” Terrence said, but I could tell from another change in his grip that he wasn’t happy with the priest’s comment. Still, the rest of the men in the room murmured agreement with the newcomer.

And I had the sudden feeling that there was something between the priest and Terrence Flynn. Animosity? Mistrust? Then I realized what it was: the priest was engaged with the Rising hero in a battle for power. They were like two dogs circling each other, growling, hackles raised, looking for the best angle for attack. Only, unlike dogs, they had to pretend to a friendship neither man felt.

“And won’t you present me to the bride’s attendant?” the priest went on.

“Father O’Halloran, this is Elizabeth Crawford. It was she who saved our Eileen’s life.” He left out the particulars of that. “And she’s come to stand up for her at the wedding.”

“Now it’s odd, don’t you think, that with a village full of kinfolk of one kind or another,” the priest asked with a smile, “that both Michael and Eileen chose English attendants for their wedding?”

Unexpectedly it was Eileen who answered him. “Not so surprising, Father, when you consider what I owe Bess. It wasn’t anyone here who stopped them taking off my limbs as I lay there in that little boat screaming in pain. She gave me back my life, Father, when I despaired of ever seeing Ireland again.”

He had the grace to say nothing. And not waiting for anyone else to speak, Terrence said, “The searchers haven’t caught a whiff of information about Michael. You’ll be keeping him in your prayers, Father?”

“Oh, indeed. I’ve asked God to keep him safe.”

Some of the tension went out of the room. And then the young girl I’d seen earlier opened the door from the kitchen and stepped in. Her voice trembling only a little, she said, “Mrs. Flynn wishes to see Father O’Halloran.”

The priest nodded to the room at large and left with her. I could hear their steps on the stairs.

Eileen came to stand beside me as Terrence moved away. “I want you to meet my mother,” she said. “She doesn’t come down very often. Granny has browbeaten her since the day Father came home and told his mother he was marrying her.”

“She didn’t care for the match?” I asked, ignoring the men speaking quietly to Terrence behind me.

“It wasn’t the match. She didn’t want her son to marry anyone. After all, no one was good enough, you see.”

“I’ve already discovered that she doesn’t care for the English in her house.”

“No, but I’m so very grateful you stayed. Major Dawson as well. Thank you, Bess!” She embraced me again with such warmth that I knew she saw me as her only anchor just now. As I had been when Britannic went down, saving her and then saving her legs.

“Let’s hope they find Michael soon,” I said bracingly, “and the wedding can go on. Which reminds me. Does your grandmother know you intend to move away? Would that leave her alone, here?” If the Army didn’t have Michael and the Irish didn’t, I wouldn’t put it past Eileen’s grandmother to decide that she didn’t want Eileen to leave her. And the best way to do that, of course, was to prevent the wedding. In fact, she probably had a much better motive than anyone concerned about Irish politics.

“I tried to tell her, but she wouldn’t listen. Still, she hears things, it’s as if she has her own spies everywhere. What I haven’t told her or anyone else is that I’m determined to take my mother with me. She deserves better than being treated like a scullery maid.” We’d been speaking quietly, but now her voice was very low, and I had to bend forward to hear her.

“Could she have had anything to do with Michael’s disappearance? Your grandmother?” I came right out and asked.

“She never goes out. How could she have arranged it?”

“She must have friends in the village,” I said. “And there’s the priest.”

“I don’t want to believe such a thing.”

That didn’t make it any less true. But I said nothing.

Eileen glanced around the room. “Let’s go into the kitchen. We can talk there.”

I looked around for Major Dawson. He had moved toward the door to the hall, and my valise was in his hand. He quietly stepped out of the room, and then I heard his footsteps on the treads of the stairs.

I followed her to the small kitchen, where she poured both of us a little wine. “I’ve never been fond of wine,” she said. “But it has got me through this day.”

We sat at the kitchen table, and Eileen looked forlorn as she said, “Who could want to hurt Michael? Or me?”

“It may not be personal,” I told her. “Or Michael could have enemies of his own. How did his family feel about his serving the English King?”

“His father died in 1912. Typhoid. His older brother was killed at Ypres, and his younger brother is in seminary, to be a priest. His older sister is not happy about his service, but she’s married and has three children to care for. It hasn’t been easy for them, and Michael has helped her more than once. Money, mostly, but he also put the fear of God into her husband, stopping him from drinking. His younger sister is a nun.”

“Does he hold a grudge? This
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