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  NEVER BE AT PEACE


  Prologue


  The Effects of Claustrophobia


  (Easter Tuesday, 25 April 1916 - Ship Street, Dublin)


  Katie Barrett would sell her soul for a gulp of fresh air, but there wasn’t any inside the filthy warehouse on Ship Street where she had been convoyed along with the handful of the Irish Citizen Army survivors. Outside, on the streets of Dublin, hostilities were erupting, but for these belligerent girls the battle was already over. The day before, on Easter Monday they had marched out to the City Hall, broken through the gate and stormed the citadel of the British power in Ireland. They had known all along they did not stand a chance against King George’s men. They did it for the brief moment of elation, to see the flag of the Republic drape over the dome of the City Hall. Twenty-four hours later they were being shoved one by one into what would serve as their temporary prison, separated from their male comrades. The khaki-clad Tommy soldiers welcomed the rebel girls with blankets crawling with lice and some moldy biscuits. The captives dispersed around the stuffy box.


  The Norgrove sisters, Emily and Annie, clung together for warmth, muttering prayers in canon, tripping over each other, swallowing their words.


  Jenny Shanahan crept into the corner and pulled her shapeless jersey over her knees to keep them from twitching.


  Dr. Kathleen Lynn, the most composed and lucid minded one of the bunch, tried scribbling in her journal, her entries marked by Spartan brevity. The servants of the crown, in their breathtaking gallantry, had actually gone to the trouble of removing the foul smelling rubbish bins from the store at her insistence. One of the soldiers found it amusing that the same woman who had put herself under bullets the day before was now preoccupied with sanitation. The prospect of catching lice terrified Kathleen more than getting shot.


  As soon as the soldiers cleared the store, Dr. Lynn heard Katie Barrett’s voice above her head, “I cannot tolerate being locked up here with this whore.”


  The last word was pronounced louder than the rest of the sentence. It was the only word that the Norgrove sisters heard. They stopped praying and raised their heads, clinging even closer to each other. Jenny Shanahan’s teeth stopped clattering. In the semidarkness of the store the prisoners could make out the silhouette of Katie’s uniformed figure. She was the only one on her feet. Her right arm was extended, her index finger pointing in the direction of the thirty-two year old Miss Helena Molony, a trade unionist and star of the Abbey Theatre, nicknamed Emer by her colleagues.


  “The stench of the rubbish bins offends me less than the presence of this… caricature of an Irishwoman,” Katie went on. “She’s responsible for my brother’s death, and she knows it.”


  Katie’s fallen brother, Captain Seán Connolly, had become the first casualty on the rebel side. On Monday afternoon, just a few hours after the Irish Citizen Army unit under his command had taken the City Hall, he was mortally wounded while hoisting the flag of the Republic to the dome – the same flag he had used in a play a few days earlier.


  “She’s to blame for all the misfortunes plaguing Seán’s family,” Katie pressed. “It all started two years ago, around the time we first put on our uniforms.” The last word lodged in her throat. Katie had to admit that their poorly tailored bottle-green jackets with oversized buttons looked like costumes from an amateur comedy production. The British soldiers were probably bursting with laughter at those ludicrous getups. Driving away her blasphemous thoughts, Katie resumed the prosecution. “Molony is a fine actress, right enough. Between rehearsals and protest marches she’d been busy wrecking my brother’s marriage.”


  The only one left unperturbed by the accusation was the accused. Helena did not seem to mind the filth. Enthroned on a pile of flea-ridden blankets as if they were pillows of Chinese silk, she looked up at Katie, her head in a halo of cropped auburn feathers held high.


  “Mrs. Barrett, I see your thirst for combat hasn’t been sated,” Helena said with fatigued nonchalance. “It’s awfully kind of you to help me rehearse for my impending court martial. The process shouldn’t take too long, as I plead guilty to every charge.”


  Katie’s arm suddenly became limp. “God, you’re repulsive…!”


  “I won’t contest that assertion.” Helena shrugged under the dirty throw. “Indeed, I’m repulsive in every fathomable way. It is a fact that the ugliest girls in the company are usually the most generous sluts.”


  “Have you no dignity left?” Dr. Lynn appealed, cleaning the tip of her pencil. “If the guards heard you now, they’d ridicule all of us.”


  Katie leaped toward her. “Dignity, you say, Doctor? Why, aren’t you the self-appointed mother hen of the Citizen Army! I was there on the roof when my brother got shot. That whore had rushed to his side and propped his head with such familiarity, as if she’d done it a hundred times before. Seán had looked up at her and said that he loved her.”


  Jennie Shanahan stirred in her corner. “Now, let’s not be hasty with accusations. Perhaps Seán envisioned his wife in his final moments. His mind and eyesight were cloudy from the blood loss.”


  Katie held her breath for a second, deliberating what to do with the clump of mucus in her throat, whether to swallow or to spit it out. The gagging reflex triumphed over decorum, and she barfed all over her boots. The relief doubled her militancy. “He didn’t call out for Christina. He said, ‘I love you, Helena.’ And then he added, ‘God keep you and our child.’ Upon my soul, those were Seán’s final words. My brother is dead because of this harlot. He was ogling her when the sniper got him on the roof. And now she’s sitting here, three yards away from me, looking like a queen. She’s hiding a bastard somewhere. One wouldn’t expect any less from one of Maud Gonne’s protégées. It’s become fashionable to fall pregnant by married men and hide the fruits of those affairs in French convents.”


  Unnoticed by Katie, Jenny Shanahan and the Norgrove sisters had moved from their original spots and assumed more vigilant poses, ready to seize and restrain their fuming comrade should she turn violent.


  Katie cast one final glare at her unperturbed enemy. “So you think this is over?”


  “Very much so, for all of us.” Helena nodded resignedly. “It was over long before it even started. We all knew it, and we still marched out.”


  “Well, you better pray for a long sentence, Molony. Pray that the two of us never meet outside prison walls. God be my witness, I’ll make you suffer for sullying my family.”


  Helena yawned, not to spite Katie but because the exhaustion of the past thirty-six hours was catching up with her. “And how exactly do you intend on making me suffer? Shall you cross me off your holiday guest list? My dear Mrs. Barrett, you cannot inflict pain on someone who’s already dead. At any rate, it’s been a privilege sharing the Abbey stage and the battleground with you.”


  Part I


  A Perfect Waste of Blue Eyes


  Chapter 1


  A Taste of Paris on Coulson Lane


  (August 1903 - Rathgar, Dublin)


  Maud Gonne MacBride regretted seeing the police leave so soon. She secretly wished the raid on her house would last longer. The visit from the Royal Irish Constabulary was the long-awaited endorsement of her status as a threatening figure to the British Empire. Hopefully, it would not be her only brush with the authorities.


  For weeks the city had been covered in Union Jacks in anticipation of King Edward VII’s arrival. The royal festivities overlapped with a season of mourning Pope Leo XIII, who had passed away in July, aged ninety-three. Maud chose to honour the pope’s memory by hanging a black petticoat in plain sight over her house on Coulson Lane. Such a brazen gesture of Catholic solidarity attracted attention from the police. Before long, the constable and his men charged through the gate, tripping over the flower beds. The lady of the house watched the mêlée with bemused satisfaction. The timing could not be better. The raid took place in broad daylight with plenty of witnesses. It would do wonders for the enrollment in Inghinidhe na hÉireann, the Daughters of Erin, her child organisation. Maud’s dream of raising an army of patriotic suffragettes was finally taking shape. Under her leadership, the girls of Ireland would start burning their corsets and kitchen aprons. Together they would prove that the twentieth century belonged to the working Irish woman. What an affront it would be to both patriarchy and monarchy! The police raid sanctioned the legitimacy of her organisation. They were officially a pubic menace. The numbers of fresh recruits would soar now.


  When the madness began to subside, Maud noticed one of the officers glaring at the tray with sandwiches and sliced pears. “Don’t be shy, officer,” she said, “help yourself. I swear on the lives of my children, these aren’t poisoned.”


  The same instant she felt a twitch in her belly. Her unborn son – she was certain of the child’s sex – held up his tiny fist for the Irish Republic. Maud was planning to give birth in Paris, where she had married the Major MacBride a few months earlier. Her nine-year-old daughter Iseult, the only surviving fruit of her love affair with a French journalist Lucien Millevoye, was tucked securely away at a Carmelite convent in Laval. Maud wanted to accomplish a few tasks in Ireland before immersing herself in the freshly forged marriage and impending motherhood. For fear that the newly founded Daughters of Erin would dwindle without her, she sought a suitable deputy to run the show in her absence.


  By four o’clock, the Battle of Coulson Lane was over. The crowds had dispersed, and only one girl lingered by the entrance to the garden. Of all the protestors, she had exhibited the most militancy. Maud struggled to pinpoint her age. The spirited stranger possessed the physique of an adolescent yet dressed like a child of ten. The hem of her faded summer frock barely covered her knees. Despite the heat, she wore thick woolen stockings and ankle boots with mismatched laces. Her fuzzy auburn hair was parted in the middle and woven into sloppy braids.


  Maud beckoned the newcomer. “Baptism by fire. God willing, it won’t be long until another raid. You arrived just in time, my dear. Did anyone send you here?”


  “First I went to the Celtic Literary Society on Brunswick Street, but the sign redirected me to your house. So here I am, Madame.”


  ‘Madame’ was becoming the standard form of address in the nationalist circles, a tribute to the French republican tradition in lieu of the British ‘Mrs.'


  “The officer asked me whether I was a member of your organisation,” the girl continued, “and I told him I was. I hope you don’t object. It may be bold on my part to claim so great an honour, but…last week I heard you speak at the Custom House and I haven’t been able to think of much else. My brother grew so weary of hearing me talk about you day and night that he urged me to enlist.”


  “Your brother?”


  “Yes, Frank Molony. He works as a clerk at a law firm. We live on Sherrard Street. Forgive me, Madame. I should’ve introduced myself.” The girl cleared her throat and shot her hand forward. “Helena Mary Molony, reporting for duty.”


  Too squeamish to press the young recruit’s dirty moist fingers, Maud held out the tray with treats, “Have a taste of Paris.”


  The girl, who had never seen butter, caviar and pears on rye bread before, drew back. “I wouldn’t dare to impose like that, Madame.”


  “It’s no imposition, I assure you. If you don’t eat the sandwiches, they’ll go into the waste basket. Caviar cannot stay fresh for long. Now, don’t be coy. It’s no secret that food is the main attraction at political meetings. If you’re brave enough to sample fish eggs with pear, then you deserve to be called a Daughter of Erin.”


  After the first bite the apprehension on the girl’s face gave way to timid approval. She hummed, bobbed her hand and shoved the rest of the sandwich into her mouth. When Helena reached out for another helping, the hostess pulled the tray away hastily. “Let’s not tempt fate, my dear. In this house there’s plenty of normal food, suitable for sensible human beings.”


  She led her guest to the table with cold cinnamon scones and grapes. Visibly relieved by the sight of familiar food, Helena pulled up a chair and filled her plate. Before long, the tips of her pink ears were moving. She resembled a stray kitten treated to a dish of cream by a kindly stranger. “So, Miss Molony, how do you justify your existence?” Maud inquired. “Most of our members are working girls, as you’ll discover. Teachers, nurses, secretaries.”


  Helena swallowed the mass of sweet dough, drew a deep breath and articulated her short autobiography. “When Da was alive, I’d stock shelves at the grocery shop. After his death our stepmother sold the place. My brother and I didn’t get a penny. Now Frank works as a clerk at a solicitor’s office. Sometimes he brings home contracts for me to fill out. My handwriting is neater. And his wife tutors in mathematics. It’s her house we live in now. Their first baby is coming soon.”


  “In other words, your life has no particular purpose,” Maud concluded in the tone of a doctor pronouncing a diagnosis.


  “My life is dull indeed, Madame,” Helena concurred without any trace of shame or resentment. “It’s been dull since I can remember.”


  “Do you have any aspirations?”


  “Well, I’ve been taking acting lessons with Mr. Digges, but he says I’ll never be famous – just not pretty enough.”


  Maud lifted her bronze eyebrow. “Dudley said that? With all due respect for his talent, Dudley is no Apollo himself. The things that come out of that man’s mouth! Don’t take his words to heart. He’s growing restless in Dublin. Broadway’s calling him. Still, he shouldn’t take out his personal frustration on his pupils.”


  Propping her chin, Maud examined the newcomer’s features more closely. One would not call Helena an ugly duckling, yet there was no danger of her turning into a swan either. Nature had been neither cruel nor overly generous to this girl. Her dusty blue eyes were framed with colourless eyelashes and thin eyebrows that blended into her freckled forehead. For someone of average height, Helena had a rather broad frame though, thankfully, not too much meat on it. A robust ribcage was crowned with small breasts. Wide hips transitioned into skinny thighs. She would never be dainty or graceful, but properly chosen garments could create an illusion of femininity. Something needed to be done about her hair, which was not overly abundant or lustrous but had a lovely wave. Those uneven braids were doing her no service.


  Contemplating this epitome of Irish mediocrity, Maud felt pangs of maternal tenderness, the sort that even her effortlessly striking daughter Iseult did not stir. Maud thought of all the improvements that could be made to Helena’s appearance, though she had no intention of implementing them herself. A part of her was hesitant to violate that fresh tomboyish immediacy that set Helena apart from the other girls her age.


  “Can you write?” Maud asked. “Have you ever composed anything coherent, like an article or manifesto?”


  “Plays, Madame,” Helena confided in a whisper.


  “Willie Yeats ought to hear that. Beware the competition!”


  “I also make some sock puppets and act out the scenes. Nobody knows about that secret diversion of mine. I keep the scripts and the puppets under my pillow.”


  “I must see that pillow theatre someday! This could develop into a new movement in contemporary Irish drama.”


  Helena cowered over the tabletop. “No, Madame, nothing will come of it. I only do it to kill time in the evening.”


  “Well, since you appear to have so much free time, and I have so little, perhaps you’d consider becoming my deputy. I’m moving to France. The sooner you assume your duties, the better.”


  Helena licked the crumbs off her lips and placed her fist over her heart. “But, Madame, you barely know me.”


  “I know enough. You have good handwriting and too much leisure. You’ll be overseeing all the Inghinidhe activities and writing detailed weekly reports. You’ll also be making trips to Paris, fare and expenses covered. You know your way around Paris, don’t you?”


  “Oh, Madame, I’ve never ventured outside Dublin.”


  “That’ll change. I won’t let you bury yourself in this dingy town. Now, I’m looking to disperse my book collection, from Shakespeare to Ibsen. Would you care to take a look?”


  “W-would I?” The girl stuffed the last cluster of grapes behind her cheek, blotted the grease on her fingers and followed her hostess into the library.


  “I have no use for these anymore.” Maud strolled in front of the shelves, holding her lower back. “I know their content by heart. As for my darling niece, she has no interest in theatre.” She often referred to Iseult as her niece rather than her daughter, to avoid unnecessary questions. “When I come to think of it, she shares none of my passions. Perhaps, it was a mistake to lock her up in that convent. God knows what bosh they teach her there. But, back to our arrangement! In two weeks my girls are hosting a céilidh for some lads from the North. The Protestant National Society and the Belfast branch of the Gaelic League will be there. I won’t be able to attend, but you ought to seize this opportunity to get better acquainted with my girls, as you’ll be taking charge of them in my absence.”


  Chapter 2


  Liquor Privileges


  (August 1903 - Sherrard Street, Dublin)


  Clutching the enormous leather-bound tomes to her chest, Helena raced through the streets, oblivious to the fact that the laces of her boots had come undone, anxious to get home and tell her brother about her meeting with Mme. MacBride.


  To Helena’s dismay, there was no light in the windows. Returning to an empty house after dusk was an element of a recurring nightmare that had started after her mother’s death. While Catherine Molony was alive, the windows of their cozy flat were always aglow, with smoke billowing out of the chimney. This new place on Sherrard Street belonged to Frank’s wife. Helena’s presence was tolerated there, as long as the towels got laundered and the dishes got washed. It was a shelter, not a home. Helena would rather roam the streets than go inside a house that did not have a heartbeat.


  Her apprehension intensified when she spotted Liam Murty, her brother’s colleague sitting on the porch. He was a good ten years older than Frank, a widower with three daughters, once almost handsome, according to his own testimony.


  “My pet, when will you start dressing like a grown woman?” Murty tugged at her braid. “I’ve known you since you were nine. And you still wear the same wretched cardigan. It reached down to your knees when you first donned it ten years ago.”


  Helena tightened the belt and smoothed the collar protectively. “Mum had knit this cardigan. The stockings too.”


  “What would I know about such refined matters, unfeeling beast that I am? Mrs. Molony must be rolling in her grave to see her marriageable daughter swaddled in rags, repelling suitors.”


  Murty was a sufficiently established friend to enter the Molony house without an invitation and enjoy liquor privileges. He even had a designated glass with his initials. This time, instead of helping himself to the whiskey, he gestured for Helena to serve him.


  One of Frank’s conditions for allowing his sister to reside under his roof was that she would fulfill his visitors’ demands. As Helena was rummaging on the top shelf, she felt Murty’s hot sweaty hands on her hips.


  “Down with it,” she muttered. “You know I’m ticklish, and the chair’s wobbly.”


  “If you lose your footing, I’ll catch you. Don’t you trust me, love?”


  “I do wish you’d stop saying such things, Murty, even in jest.”


  “I wasn’t jesting.” He gave her hips another squeeze. “My girls are fond of you. They’d like nothing better than to have you for a mother.”


  “That’s awfully nice of you, but I’m not looking to become anyone’s mother, you see. Now that I’ve joined Daughters of Erin, I’m wedded to the Republic.”


  Murty released Helena, drew a few steps back and doubled over with laughter. “Daft girl,” he moaned, rubbing his softening midsection. “The ideas you get in your braided little head! Someone has been reading too much Douglas Hyde, legends and other bosh.” Murty glanced disdainfully at the stack of theatre books given to Helena by Maud Gonne. “You still dream of lyrical Ireland, the land of poets!”


  “Poets are the most practical people on earth,” Helena declared. “My new sisters are a living proof of it.”


  “My pet, have you seen those women in daylight? They’re bitter spinsters, shunned by men. They grasp at hopeless causes out of desperation, while yearning for a marriage proposal.”


  “From the likes of you?” Helena’s claws were beginning to peek out. “If you’re such a gem, then why are you still alone?”


  Murty dragged her down from the chair. “Descend from your clouds, love. I came here with a proposition to benefit your entire family. Once you hear what I have to say, you won’t be so smug with me.” He eyed her glumly. “There’re rumblings at the firm. As a senior clerk, I’m privy to certain things. The owners will be dismissing a few men in the months to come. Now, I’ve been at the firm for twelve years, and my position is secure. Same cannot be said for Frank. Of course, I’d be willing to inject a good word for him before the mighty owners. Now would be a rotten time for your brother to join the unemployed legion.”


  Helena jerked in his grip, and the sleeve of the cardigan detached like a salamander’s tail.


  “Look what you’ve done.” She pulled at the discoloured thread, watching the knitting come apart.


  “High time to get rid of that old rag!” Murty cupped her chin and ran his thumb over her lips. “Be nice to me, and I’ll be nice to your family.”


  When Frank Molony came home that evening, he found his sister curled up on the sofa in the dark.


  “Where’s supper?” he barked, smashing a stack of contracts against the table. “Molly and I slave all day, and you run around God knows where, looking like a scarecrow. If you can’t respect the house rules, perhaps you should go somewhere else.”


  Frank poked Helena between the shoulder blades, and she broke into tears. “I miss Mum.”


  That was the lamest excuse he had ever heard from his sister. “You barely remember Mum. She’s been dead for fifteen years!”


  “All I had left of her was that cardigan. Now it’s ruined.”


  Frank slapped his thigh and cursed.


  “Let her be,” he heard his wife’s voice. “If you have too much steam in your head, go and kick a lamppost.”


  Molly Molony was a humourless, chronically fatigued redhead in her late twenties. Her hair colour was the only thing festive about her. Everything else was austere, from the sharp elongated nose to the thin mouth with tense drooping corners. The mother-to-be possessed certain mannerisms of a vocational spinster. She was a few years older than Frank and intellectually superior. Raised in the spirit of matriarchy, she had the ability to reduce her husband to the level of a stuttering schoolboy. Pregnancy enhanced her sense of female solidarity.


  “I’m going to McCann’s for supper,” Frank groused. “There’s not a bloody breadcrumb in this house.”


  With her husband gone, Molly sat down on the edge of the sofa and patted her sister-in-law on the back. “Anything you wish to tell me?”


  “I know Frank thinks me lazy,” Helena began vindicating herself between sobs, “but there’s no sacrifice I wouldn’t make for this family.”


  “Please, don’t talk of sacrifices.” Molly closed the shawl over her expanding belly. “I’m not fond of such gruesome paschal imagery. You don’t need to justify your keep, not to me. This house was mine before I married your brother. He cannot eject you from it. Now, tell me.” She reduced her voice to a whisper and leaned closer to Helena. “How was the first time? Spare no detail.”


  The girl pressed her knees together and whimpered.


  Having tutored dozens of adolescent girls, Molly was no longer perturbed by those fleeting spells of hysteria. Helena had always been a moody, sensitive child. Those acting lessons with Mr. Digges only enhanced her melodramatic streak.


  “So the Inghinidhe meeting didn’t go well?” Molly concluded, straightening up. “Such a pity. The other night you sounded awfully keen on enlisting.”


  Helena exhaled into the pillow. “The meeting went fine.”


  “I heard there was a skirmish on Coulson Lane. The constable showed up with his flunkies. Did you manage to keep them from tearing down Mme. MacBride’s petticoat?”


  “That we did.”


  “Then the day wasn’t wasted. What was house like?”


  “I didn’t take much notice.” Helena finally turned around to face her sister-in-law. “She’s moving to Paris. Like you, she’s pregnant.”


  “If I had a chance to bear my child somewhere else, I’d grasp at it too,” Molly admitted unabashedly, shifting the wedding band up and down her finger.


  Chapter 3


  The Céilidh


  (Late August 1903 - Brunswick Street, Dublin)


  There was no danger of Helena tripping over the hem of her new dress as it barely reached her ankles. Still, it was her first time wearing something that long and narrow. The cut of the skirt did not allow her to make wide rapid strides. Maud, who religiously monitored the advancements on the fashion front in Paris, proclaimed that those skirts would be the next big splash. They would have a high waist and not require any petticoats. In a few years the rest of the western world would catch up.


  The two-inch heels on Helena’s new shoes altered her sense of balance. Until that night she had only worn ankle-boots with flat soles.


  Madame, are you trying to kill me? I’m eternally indebted to you, but don’t ask me to dance tonight.


  Before sailing for France, Maud had given Helena vague instructions to see that the céilidh did not turn into a brawl. Having never met those young fellows from Belfast, Helena had no idea what to expect from them. Her general impression of Ulstermen was that they sounded Scottish and sneered at the Pope. Nevertheless, it was her duty to keep them from tipping over the punch bowl or getting too bold with the Inghinidhe girls.


  Passing by the chamber where the gentlemen from Belfast were changing into their kilts, Helena could hear them talk.


  “I don’t like the look of Hobson,” one of them spoke. “That lad worries me. His face looks too pale. All his blood must be accumulated in another body part. We should’ve taken him to Monto before the dance.”


  “What’s in Monto?” an innocent query followed.


  “You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”


  “Now, Parkhill, be a good boy,” a third voice chimed in. “Don’t corrupt our young president. We must bring him home untainted.”


  “Oh, McDonald, our president is already more corrupted than all of us. He only feigns innocence. Look at him! He’s hiding a loaded gun under his kilt.”


  “Why, that’s a ludicrous allegation! I don’t even own a gun. I’m a Quaker, for Heaven’s sake.”


  “Poor Hobson! Being Quaker is a punishment in its own right. You can’t even anaesthetise your lust with alcohol or a good fistfight.”


  “On a more serious note,” the president spoke, “none of you should be wearing kilts, the exception of Parkhill. His knee caps are exquisitely sculpted and deserve to be flaunted, which cannot be said for the rest of you, bowlegged primates that you are. I’m green with envy, and so should be everyone here, especially you, McDonald. What do you call those hairy knobs?”


  Hobson’s last words were drowned in a torrent of robust laughter, which made Helena blush and shiver. Their raw masculine joviality intoxicated her.


  The door of the dressing room flung open, and a herd of kilted Northerners spilled into the hall, prancing and roaring. They passed by their hostess without noticing her, leaving a trail of collective scent by Burberry that had gained popularity among young middle class men. Even the staunchest of Irish nationalists who boycotted all other British products could not resist the elegant fragrance that was so effective at attracting females. After all, their vocational pilgrimage to Dublin had an ulterior purpose –romantic conquests. The flask with the cologne belonged to David Parkhill, the most affluent and fashionable of the bunch. He was generous enough to let his comrades rub some of the magical substance into their necks. With any luck, those necks would have the arms of beautiful Dublin girls wrapped around them before the end of the night.


  Forty minutes into the party the punch bowls were nearly empty. The céilidh band hired to play that night was running late. Since the guests could not dance, they raided the refreshments stand. In a matter of minutes the floor became covered in sticky crumbs from the ravaged scones and tiny puddles of spilled punch.


  By the time the musicians finally arrived, Helena’s feet were throbbing inside those dainty-looking torture devices of red suede imported from Rue de la Paix in Paris. She imagined her toes looked like plump purple grapes. To distract herself from her pain, Helena studied the kneecaps of the Belfast visitors. It did not take long for her to identify Mr. Parkhill. He was the lucky owner of the firm elongated calves. Helena saw those shapely legs moving in her direction.


  “Don’t you dance, Miss Molony?” an airy tenor asked. “It’s not fitting for the hostess to be such a wallflower.”


  Helena looked up and discovered that the rest of Mr. Parkhill was just as harmonious and well-proportioned.


  “I barely know the steps,” she confessed.


  “The only one who does is Hobson, and right now he’s busy boring the life out of the two nurses.”


  Helena could not see the president’s face, but she read the condescending amusement in the eyes of Elizabeth O’Farrell and Julia Grennan as they followed his flamboyant narration. The lanky boy let out a militant cry and brandished an imaginary sword.


  “Hobson lives in a world of epic heroes,” Parkhill said. “He wrote this play about Brian Boru, which was published in United Irishman. One needs to kill time somehow while unemployed. Another printing firm has recently dismissed him. It’s not easy to hold a job in Ulster if you don’t march to the orange drum.”


  “He sacrificed his employment for the Cause? That makes him a martyr, no?”


  “Don’t let your heart bleed for Hobson too profusely. He can afford the luxury of martyrdom. His father is a commercial agent.” Having remembered the reason for approaching Helena, Parkhill extended his hand to her. The musicians had finally gotten situated and unfolded their set lists. “One hornpipe, Miss Molony. We must set an example for others. The first dance must galvanise everyone in the hall.”


  Helena recalled Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tale about a mermaid girl who danced through searing pain to please her lukewarm prince. She knew Parkhill regarded her as a promising political comrade, nothing more. Dancing with her was a pleasant obligation to boost the morale of the guests.


  “Now, when we reach the double diamond figure, simply follow my lead,” Parkhill whispered. “And I in turn shall follow Hobson’s.”


  Chapter 4


  The Widow and the Devil


  (Early September 1903 - Sherrard Street, Dublin)


  The main reason why Helena accepted Roddy McCann’s rendezvous invitation was his subtle resemblance to Parkhill. Roddy was a fatter, cruder version of the dashing Ulsterman. His father owned a pub where Frank Molony was a frequent customer.


  “Now, be nice to McCann’s family,” Frank instructed his sister discretely. “The patriarch is starting a lawsuit against his neighbor, and he’s thinking of retaining our firm. It’s a delicate, politically intricate situation, so for God’s sake, don’t do or say anything daft. My employment depends on us pocketing this case. Understand?”


  On the night of the rendezvous Roddy presented Helena with a bunch of withered chamomiles lifted in a hurry from somebody’s front yard. He stuffed one of the flowers into the pocket of Helena’s blouse and smoothed out the fabric, his hand lingering over her bosom.


  “You spoil me, Roderick,” she sneered. “I didn’t suspect you were such a gentleman.”


  “Well, we McCann’s are nothing if not gentlemanly. There’s a fiddler playing at my father’s pub tonight. Frank tells me you like music and poetry and such. See, I’ve taken the trouble to learn your tastes.”


  The fiddler at McCann’s was from the same band that had performed at the céilidh in August. He played the same set of tunes only in a different order. Between the sets Roddy approached him and whispered something in his ear. The fiddler’s face expressed hesitation, but when Roddy shoved a coin in his hand, the hungry musician gave in. Truly, he was in no position to argue with the pub owner’s son, not if he wanted to be invited again.


  Glowing with self-complacency, Roddy loosened his belt, took the floor and began singing, “The Widow and the Devil.” He kept his oily eyes on Helena all the while, as if she were the heroine of the bawdy ditty.


  High atop a lonely moor, a Widow lived alone.


  An Inn she kept, and as she slept, her pillow heard her moan:


  “Oh, many a lonely travelerhas spent the night with me,


  but there’s no a man in all creationgives content to me!


  When they walked out of the pub two hours later, Roddy noticed that Helena was shivering. Instead of offering her his coat, he pulled out a whiskey flask from his pocket.


  Helena knew that alcohol would make Roddy’s company a little more tolerable. As she poured the liquid fire down her throat, she could not help noticing a strange aftertaste. “What else is in it?”


  “Oh, nothing harmful, just some herbs. You like it?”


  Helena responded with an apathetic laugh, preparing for the inevitable. The neck of the flask slipped out of her fingers. Roddy laughed with her, mimicking her fading accent, then pressed her against the wall of the pub. In the dusk Helena saw his mouth approaching and felt the puffs of warm air pouring from his nostrils on her cheek. She blinked and summoned the image of David Parkhill, but the smell of pork sausage and whiskey quickly destroyed the fantasy. Earlier that night Roddy had shoveled the fattiest and saltiest foods from his father’s kitchen into his mouth. At least he was not a smoker like Liam Murty. Helena repressed her disgust stoically and philosophically. It was her lot to kiss foul-smelling men, as many an Irishwoman had.


  “I’d like you to meet my Ma,” Roddy said, having finally detached his slippery mouth from hers.


  “I thought your Ma was dead.”


  “That she is,” he confirmed in a quivering voice after a moment’s hesitation. “I’ve got an auntie who’s practically taken Ma’s place. There’s nothing she’d like better than to see her favorite nephew with a nice girl.”


  Helena knew that Roddy was fibbing, but his lame boorish lies did not even offend her. She was still recovering from the greasy kiss. “Well, if you had plans to present me to your Ma, why did you get me drunk? What will she think of me now?”


  “Oh, she’ll like you just fine, no worries. She’s no enemy of the bottle herself.”


  Roddy grabbed her hand and pulled her toward a crooked two-storey house. All the windows were dark except for one on the bottom level. Instead of knocking or ringing the bell, he whistled. The door opened and Helena found herself standing in a narrow hallway, where the tobacco smoke there was even thicker than at the pub.


  “I had better go.” Her throat was so dry that she could not even swallow. “Frank will give me hell if I come home late.”


  “Don’t be foolish. You aren’t going anywhere in your state. We’ll look after you.”


  He pushed her into a small living room furnished with a sofa and a low coffee table. Four lads, their ages from early to mid twenties, were sitting on the floor around an overflowing ashtray.


  “There she is, our queen,” Roddy announced.


  Helena rubbed her face with her free hand, her vertigo intensifying. With her lips turning numb and her tongue swelling, she could barely articulate. “Rod-rick, w-where’s your aunt?”


  One of the lads stood up and opened his arms. “We’ve heard how nice you’ve been to Murty. It’s not fair that he should keep you all to himself. Generous, fun-loving girls are hard to come by.”


  Helena did not know whether the boys tipped her over or she lost balance herself. One way or another, she ended up in a horizontal position. They tore off her blouse and tied it around the lower part of her face, gagging her.


  “Leave her nose uncovered,” one of them warned his mates. “Don’t want her to suffocate.”


  The last thing Helena saw was the Celtic knot on the bottom of the ashtray as it tipped, scattering the ashes all over the floor. Roddy McCann and his friends turned into a giant shapeless beast with numerous slimy tentacles. She felt shoves, pinches and thrusts, but none of them caused her any pain. After a while the jostling subsided, but their voices continued over her limp body.


  “Now, are you sure she won’t tattle on us, McCann?”


  “Like hell she will!”


  “Sure nobody followed you here?”


  “Easy now, chaps! I spent a whole bloody night being a gentleman. The whole neighborhood saw me wait on her hand and foot.”


  “If you say so, McCann. Look at her – a perfect waste of blue eyes. She doesn’t deserve them. They belong on a prettier face.”


  Chapter 5


  The Medical “We”


  (Mid-November 1903 - Talbot Street, Dublin)


  In addition to his day job as assurance clerk, Riley Sullivan was running a fairly lucrative side business just off Talbot Street, providing invaluable services to women seeking to relieve themselves of involuntary motherhood. He was saving money for medical school, as it was his dream to be a real doctor some day.


  He operated out the back room of a certain recreational establishment where weary gentlemen came to relieve their lower back tension. There was no shortage of business for him on Talbot Street, with as many as fifteen hundred ladies selling their services at any given time, catering to clients from all social classes. The principal patrons of the brothels came from the Royal Barracks.


  Sullivan had an excellent bedside manner and a low mortality rate, which put him in demand. He could afford to name a slightly higher price than an average butcher. His clientele was becoming increasingly affluent. More and more frequently he would make house calls to respectable ladies, mothers of families. One day, under the new political regime, perhaps, his services would be sanctioned by the law and the medical community. He would not need to hide anymore.


  On occasion, he responded to more mundane complaints. Dubliners came to him with throbbing teeth and ingrown nails. Sullivan could perform any procedure that involved pliers and scissors. He had gotten quite good with those instruments and could perform certain manipulations in his sleep, clipping and scraping.


  One early autumn afternoon, Sullivan heard whimpering outside his operating room. Standing at the door was a shivering freckled boy with his hands over his groin.


  “You must be in the wrong place, son,” Sullivan said with cool benevolence. He had just boiled his arsenal and was looking forward to another productive and lucrative day. “We don’t treat syphilis here. It is one procedure we still haven’t mastered. We would, however, be delighted to refer you to a colleague of ours. We don’t turn away patients without suggesting an alternative.”


  The visitor removed the cap, releasing two fuzzy braids. “Help me get rid of it. It has no soul.”


  The word “soul” was uttered with curious frequency on Riley Sullivan’s premises. Being a doctor, as he had learned, also involved certain cleric skills. Many of his patients had unresolved spiritual dilemmas regarding the personhood of the tissue inside their wombs. Is it alive? Does it feel pain? Will it haunt me in my dreams? Will I see it in Heaven? How refreshing it was to have a patient who knew the answer to the question. In spite of the tremor in her knees, she had an air of determination about her. Sullivan took an instant liking to her and hoped that she was not too far along into the pregnancy, and that he would be able to perform the procedure quickly. Purging a fetus that was already four months old and already moving required a whole different method that Sullivan had not perfected yet.


  “Lay down over there, son.” He nodded towards the cot by the window. “Let’s take a look.”


  Helena had heard horror stories of filthy dens where butchered patients were left to bleed to death. Peculiarly, the tidiness of the well-lit room and the politeness of the doctor terrified her even more.


  “Over there,” Sullivan repeated in the tone of a master showing his new dog to its bed. “I don’t have all day, son.”


  With her knees squeezed together, Helena tiptoed to the cot. When the doctor laid his hand on her stomach, she gulped, blinked and started mumbling. Sullivan made out the words, “Hail Mary, full of grace…” It was not unusual for patients to recite rosary during the procedure. He noticed that the skin over her hipbones was loose and thin, indicating drastic weight loss in a short period of time.


  “You’re in luck, son,” he pronounced cheerfully and straightened up. “My assistance won’t be needed today.”


  “Look, if you won’t help me, I’ll find someone else or…do it myself.”


  “Oh, cheer up! I’m telling you, there’s nothing in there. Would you like me to turn your womb inside out, so you could see it for yourself?”


  Helena opened her eyes timidly and struggled to sit up on the cot. “But how is that possible? I haven’t bled in two months.”


  “So your body went on strike,” Sullivan said with a shrug. “It happens. And if it stays on strike, you’ll have an undeniable advantage over your competition.”


  “Competition?” Helena twitched and crossed her arms over her breasts, even though her upper body was fully covered. “Good God! You think I’m some—!”


  “Sunday school teacher? That’s the first thing that comes to mind. When you walked in, I thought I saw a halo hovering over your cap.”


  “You…you don’t know what happened to me! I had no choice!”


  “Of course, you didn’t,” Sullivan concurred without blinking. “You have an ailing elderly mother and ten younger siblings, all suffering from rickets and tuberculosis, so you must peddle your favors. Before coming here you had to don a man’s apparel to avoid being recognised, lest your family’s name should be sullied. I’ve heard that story before, son. I believe it every single time. Now button your trousers and go home. If you stay here any longer, I’ll have to charge you for my time.”


  Chapter 6


  If You Insist On Drawing Conclusions


  (Sherrard Street, Dublin)


  On her way home Helena stopped by the Inghinidhe office on Brunswick Street and left a note calling the meeting off. Dudley Digges, her acting coach was there preparing for a lecture. She brushed past him without a greeting.


  “I see you’re in character today,” he said, having finally recognised his student. “I’ll keep you in mind next time we cast adolescent male roles. You’re certainly not leading lady material.”


  It took Helena ten minutes to scribble a note for the girls of Inghinidhe. Her hand would not stop shaking, and she seemed to have forgotten her alphabet. Finding her way home proved to be an even greater challenge, as she could not recognise her neighborhood. She had to pinch and slap herself a few times before she finally found her house. As usual, there was no light in the windows, but this time she was thankful for it.


  The first move was to raid the liquor cabinet. Without changing out of her brother’s clothes, Helena mixed whiskey and scotch, poured the scorching concoction down her throat and fell on the couch with her face down. She had never taken so much hard alcohol in one gulp on the empty stomach. Her joints and muscles instantly melted into a warm fluid mass. Through her delirium she heard the front door slam and her brother’s angry voice. She felt him tug her braids, shake her by the shoulders. Then she felt violent lashes across her back and heard another voice, that of her sister-in-law, “Leave her alone, Frank!”


  When Helena dragged herself into the kitchen in the morning, she saw Molly in her nightgown, with a cigarette between her fingers and a broad purple mark under her left eye.


  “You’re turning your brother into a beast,” Molly said. “He wasn’t like this when we first married.”


  “Don’t smoke,” Helena implored. “It’s not good for the baby.”


  “Now you remember the baby! Speaking of which,” Molly hung her disheveled head, “I must find another caregiver. Clearly, I cannot leave my child with you.”


  “Don’t say that, Molly. Of course, you can leave the baby with me.”


  “You’ll probably sedate him with whiskey if he fusses too much.”


  Helena picked up Frank’s belt from the hanger and put it on the table in front of Molly. “You can do anything to me,” she said, kneeling in front of her sister-in-law. “Give me a royal thrashing if it would make you feel better. But please, don’t smoke.”


  “You’re right. I should get drunk instead, just to stop my head from throbbing. Alas, there’s not a drop of liquor in the house. It’s all been deposited into your kidneys.”


  “There’s an explanation to all this.”


  “Grand! I can hardly wait to hear what you’ve learned in Mr. Digges’ dramatic improvisation class.”


  “I’m not fibbing, I swear on my life. Dreadful things have happened to me.”


  Molly released a stream of smoke through her nostrils. “Terrible things don’t just happen. We bring them upon ourselves.”


  Helena squeezed Molly’s swollen ankles. “Don’t say that. You don’t know what I’ve endured. I have whole segments of time missing from my memory.”


  “Yes, liquor does that to one’s mind. I know why you’re wearing your brother’s clothes. Those harpies at Inghinidhe gave you the idea that you can flip-flop between sexes. It only takes a pair of trousers and suspenders to reverse God’s creation.”


  “I was violated!” Helena jumped to her feet. “If you insist on drawing conclusions, you may as well know the truth.”


  “Is that what you call it? So you encouraged some boy! He had his way with you while both of you were drunk, and then you decided it was an act of violence? Of course, none of it was your fault. You met him to recite rosary, no doubt, and he deflowered you. Better start looking for another place to live.”


  “You cannot possibly mean it, Molly! This is my home. You said so yourself.”


  “That was two months ago. With a new baby on the way, I cannot squander my strength on some troublesome relative. You’ll be free to dispense your favors to every man in the neighborhood.”


  “Listen to yourself! This is precisely why girls remain silent about their ordeal, for fear of being discarded by their own families.”


  Molly looked away and took a few greedy draws from the burned-out cigarette. “Forgive me for not being more sympathetic, but nasty things don’t just happen to good girls.”


  “Fair enough.” Helena nodded. “I’ll remember that. And good wives don’t get struck by their husbands.”


  Tempted as Molly was to cancel the lessons for the day and stay at home, the calculation of lost wages diffused her fatigue. She stood before the mirror and pulled a strand of hair over the bruised side of her face. “You think my students’ will believe me if I tell them I walked into a wall? Pregnancy does make women clumsy.”


  Pregnancy also makes women more inclined to forgive if the offender comes bearing edible gifts. Frank Molony liked apologizing no more than any other man would. The least detrimental way to atone for his outburst was to bring home a spice cake.


  “There’s a new bakery across from my office,” he muttered, avoiding eye contact with his wife. “I thought I’d treat my girls.”


  Molly pretended not to notice the small cardboard box on the dinner table. If anything, she was even angrier with her husband for cajoling her into a truce. Her original intent was to torment him with silence for another few days.


  “Lizzie O’Farrell says I can stay with her,” Helena reported briskly, folding a napkin. “I’ll train to be a nurse. They’re offering classes at Rotunda now.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Molly huffed. “You won’t survive a week at a hospital. The sight of blood stupefies you. Last time you nicked your finger peeling potatoes you nearly fainted. You aren’t going anywhere.”


  After supper, while Helena was washing dishes, Frank came up behind her and laid his hands on her shoulders. “I loathe what that damned job is doing to me. So I’ve made up by mind to seek new employment. Things aren’t going well at the firm for me anyway.”


  “It saddens me to hear that,” Helena said without turning around. “Things still aren’t going well for you?”


  Frank removed his hands. “What do you mean ‘still’? How did you know there’s been trouble?”


  Helena lifted a plate to the light and inspected it fastidiously. “You know how rumors travel. Office walls are thin.”


  “There’s only one other person privy to all this, and he wouldn’t run around spilling office gossip.”


  “Would he happen to be your chum with liquor privileges? I’ve been having all kinds of heartfelt, intimate discussions with that charming widower.”


  Frank took his sister by the apron strings and pulled her away from the basin with dirty water. “When did this all happen? How did you get dragged into this and when? He hasn’t come to our house in ages.”


  “But he has, Frankie.”


  “When? In my absence? How many times?”


  “Oh, just a few. Why does that surprise you? Mr. Murty and I have an understanding, which keeps you employed. There you have it. Aren’t you blessed, Frankie, to have such a loyal friend and a loving sister?”


  Chapter 7


  Not an Arsonist by Trade


  (Late November 1903 - Sherrard Street, Dublin)


  Wake up, there’s a fire!


  Her eyes still half shut, Helena sat up on the mattress and stretched her neck out. Having felt no heat, heard no crackling and smelled no smoke, she assumed it was a dream and fell back against the pillows.


  The supplication repeated a few seconds later. “In God’s name, wake up!” The bed wobbled. Helena rubbed her eyes and saw her sister-in-law with her hair loosened and a shawl thrown over her enormous belly.


  “Wh-Where’s the fire?”


  “Two blocks away, at McCann’s! Frank might be there.”


  Helena leaped off her bed and ran outside in her nightgown, barefooted. Molly towed behind, cringing from the spasms in her stomach and pausing every few steps. The baby was due in a few weeks. It seemed silly to cry out Frank’s name, as there were dozens of other women on the street, calling out for their husbands and brothers.


  When Molly and Helena saw a lanky man strolling down the street with his hands in his pockets, they did not immediately recognise him to be Frank. The passerby seemed blind to the glares from the fire and deaf to the screams of the frantic neighbors.


  “Why are you two out of bed?” he asked dispassionately. “Go back home. There’s nothing for you to see.”


  The two women threw themselves on his neck and covered his face with kisses from both sides. Frank coughed up a lump of smoky mucus and spat on the ground. “I wish you hadn’t come out, girls. You really don’t need to contribute to the chaos. The fire company has arrived.”


  Helena was the one to conquer her hysteria. “Did…did anyone perish?”


  “Murty’s dead.” Frank’s eyes were vacant. “McCann’s son and a few of his chaps got badly burned.”


  He wrapped one arm around his sister and another around his wife. The three of them watched the commotion across the street.


  “How did it start?” Molly asked.


  “A towel must’ve fallen into the furnace.”


  “Are you sure it was an accident?”


  “How would I know? I’m not an arsonist by trade.”


  “Where exactly were you when the fire broke out?” Molly persisted.


  “Enough with the interrogation already,” Helena curtailed her sister-in-law. “Be thankful that Frank is alive.”


  “Of course, I’m alive,” he said with an eerie serenity. “Nothing will ever happen to me. I’ll always be here to look after you girls.”


  With Liam Murty’s death, his duties in the firm were delegated to Frank Molony, which translated into an instant thirty percent salary increase and relocation to a spacious corner office with a view of a park.


  A few days after the fire, nuns came to collect Murty’s orphaned daughters. Helena watched the three girls scurry out of the house, their heads in black bonnets lowered. A tiny buggy without windows was waiting for them. The bleak box swallowed them one by one.


  The same day Helena went to the Royal City of Dublin Hospital on upper Baggot Street to visit Roddy McCann and his partners in crime. It was the best hospital for treating burns, and the boys’ parents had paid small fortunes for the medical attention. All victims of the fire were brought in at the same time and situated in the same room.


  On her way to the trauma ward Helena collided with Julia Grennan, who was leaving her shift.


  “Are you certain you’re up for it?” the young nurse asked nervously. “Roddy is in a bad way. It takes a titanic dose of morphine to keep him sedated. He’s horrid sight. And the smell…”


  “I’ll be all right.”


  Of all his friends, Roddy had sustained the most severe burns. When Helena came in, he was lying on his back, perfectly still, save for the uneven rising and falling of his chest. Bandaged to his eyes, he looked like an Egyptian mummy. Yellow mucus was seeping through the gauze.


  Two of Roddy’s friends were awake, playing cards on the little night stand that separated their beds. Both had burns over their lower legs. At the sight of Frank’s sister, they trembled and stiffened. It was too late to pretend being asleep, so they began tossing cards at each other with doubled fervour, trading insults. They were not playing to win or following any rules. They merely needed an excuse to ignore Helena’s arrival. She did not say anything to them or even glance in their direction but simply walked towards Roddy’s bed and stood over his bandaged body for a few minutes.


  On the way home, Helena felt the familiar heaviness and cramping in her side that she had not felt in months. Her body went off strike.


  Chapter 8


  And Sin No More


  (January 1904 - Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin)


  It was a real eyesore, the empty cradle lined with pristine flannel sheets in pale blue. The plush rabbit and the embroidered pillow had been put away in a box along with infant clothes that would not be used in the near future. The cradle was the last reminder that the couple living in that house had at one point expected a baby.


  “Perhaps, you shouldn’t be so hasty,” Helena said to her lethargic sister-in-law. “The doctor said there’s no reason why you can’t conceive again. The cradle will be filled before you know it. Surely, you and Frank will soon have a beautiful, healthy child!”


  Molly stirred like a sickly bird, her red hair now brittle and streaked with white. “Down with this sentimental bosh. If Frank can make another baby, he can make another cradle. Until then, I don’t want his empty wooden shell sitting here, taking up space. It looks too much like a coffin.”


  Molly had kept a tuft of her son’s hair. He was born with a magnificent auburn mop haloing his stiff little face. She had not even chanced to see the colour of his eyes.


  The Molony's went to Glasnevin cemetery every day, but never all together, keeping vigil over the tiny grave in shifts. Molly went in the morning before work, Helena during the day and Frank in the evening. This way the baby was not left unattended for long stretches of time.


  “Maud lost her firstborn,” Helena said a month after the funeral, “a little boy named George. He contracted some dreadful infection that started in his spine and spread to his limbs.”


  Molly smashed a stack of freshly washed plates into the tabletop. “Why are you telling me this? To remind me that I’m not alone in my ordeal? Well, I don’t claim my loss to be extraordinary. Since the days of Eve women have been burying their children. Nothing could be more trivial. Do you see me yanking my hair out?”


  “But you see, Molly, that’s just what gives me shivers, your stoicism. It’s unnatural.”


  “Are you instructing me on how to mourn my son properly? You’d make a fortune as a keener. It takes no more than a finger snap to make you cry. That is why your nose keeps peeling. And that’s why nobody takes your tears to heart anymore.”


  Three days after the conversation Molly joined Inghinidhe na hÉireann. Since her free time would not be occupied with mothering, she needed an alternative diversion.


  (St. Mary’s Church, Rathfarnham)


  “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.” Frank Molony was shivering inside the confessional booth of St. Mary’s Church. “I’m not certain if I’ve already received my punishment in the form of my son’s death. If there’s more suffering to come, I’d like to know if there’s a
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