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The gentle mind by gentle deeds is known

For a man by nothing is so well betrayed

Edmund Spenser 1552–1599


Prologue 1969

Dawn was still an hour away as Miriam Strong stepped on to the verandah of Bellbird homestead. It had been a restless night filled with dreams and images from the past, evoked by the events of the previous day. Now, as she stood there and breathed in the freshness of rain-soaked grass and the sweet reminder of good red earth she felt energy and determination return. She would need them, for the battle ahead would not be pleasant.

She closed her eyes, willing the night images to fade by counting her blessings. Her life may have begun almost seventy-five years ago in the cooler green of southern Australia, but she felt she’d been born to this hot, sepia world. To the chatter of crickets, the laughter of the kookaburra, and the sigh of the warm wind in the trees. This was home and she would never leave, for it gave her strength and solace. She had ridden her first pony in home yard and had learned the vagaries of life on this outback station – the harsh lessons of the terrible beauty that surrounded her. Her life had been played out here and the echoes of its laughter and tears could almost be heard in the stillness that came just before dawn.

Bellbird Station sprawled across the isolated north-western corner of New South Wales. The homestead was a six-room Queenslander, built almost a century ago. There was the kitchen at the back, a rarely used parlour and three bedrooms. A bathroom had been added twenty years ago, and the old dunny at the back of the property had rapidly yielded to the termites and the elements.

The inevitable corrugated-iron roof sloped down over the deep verandah that ran around all four sides of the homestead. Most of life was lived on this verandah, especially during the heat of summer, and Miriam had a day-bed and mosquito net set up in one corner, table and chairs in another. A collection of battered cane chairs were set haphazardly amongst the vast pots of ferns and assorted greenery that added to the cool green shade of the surrounding trees. These trees were home to galahs and budgies of every colour, and of course to the tiny bellbird whose single note was one of the purest sounds in the bush.

With a deep sigh, Miriam sat in one of the cane chairs and carefully placed the music box on the rickety table. She would think about that later. Her visitor would be arriving soon and she needed these still moments to garner strength for what was to come. How her family would react, God only knew.

Chloe, her daughter would probably tell her not to make a fuss. She didn’t like trouble of any kind, preferring to hide herself away with her paintings in that great rambling house on the beach at Byron Bay. She’d always lived in a dream that girl, Miriam thought wearily. She stared out over the yard, seeing again the little girl with a halo of copper hair and green eyes that had lost none of their brilliance over the ensuing years. She supposed she was happy, but who could tell? She and Leo might be divorced, but she suspected they liked one another better now they were apart – and that had to be good. Didn’t it? Miriam clicked her tongue. Too many thoughts were going round in her head, and trying to sort out her family’s problems was the least of her worries.

As for her granddaughters. Miriam smiled. As different as chalk and cheese. Fiona would probably relish the adventure of the forthcoming battle, but Louise? Poor down-trodden, frustrated Louise would see it only as another problem in her life.

Miriam pushed all thought of her family aside as she struggled into her boots. The pain in her back helped. It was a constant reminder of her mortality. She swore under her breath as the laces took on a life of their own and refused to tie. It was absolutely bloody being old, and far from being proud of her age she cursed it. What she wouldn’t do to be young and supple again. To be able to sleep through the night without bathroom visits and ride for hours across the paddocks without ending up stiff and aching for days after.

She grimaced. The alternative wasn’t attractive, but she couldn’t quite accept what was happening to her. She’d been a fighter all her life, she was damned if she was going to give in now. With a grunt of satisfaction she finally got the laces tied and after glancing once more at the music box, stared out over home paddock.

The sky was lighter, the first, soft pink of dawn bringing the trees into silhouette against the darker huddle of the outbuildings. The birds were stirring, the sharp sniping rasp of the cockatoos mellowed by the rolling, almost sensual croon of the magpies.

She remained there on the verandah as the day dawned, smoke drifted from the cookhouse chimney and the birds took their first flight of the day. They rose in a cloud of pink and white and grey, the tiny green parakeets and blue budgies darting enthusiastically amongst the galahs as they headed for the billabong. She watched them for a moment, her keen eye noting the first of the fledglings to leave their nests. A new generation was on the wing. It would soon be time to make way for them.

‘But not yet,’ she breathed. ‘I need time to put things right first.’

She reluctantly returned her attention to the music box. The cherry wood was inlaid with mother of pearl and scarred with age. Yet, that merely added to its allure, for the scratches and gouges spoke of long journeys across the world, of time spent in some of the harshest places on earth. And as a child Miriam had tried to imagine how they’d come to be there – had endeavoured to conjure up the people who’d once owned the box and kept it safe.

‘Until now,’ she muttered crossly as she eyed the shattered base. Yet her carelessness had set in motion a chain of events that could very easily spiral out of control if not handled properly. For breaking the music box had revealed a secret – a secret that could change the lives of her family for ever.

She ran a finger over the lid as the doubts grew. Perhaps it would have been better to lay the ghosts to rest? To accept what had been found and use it to help her family? She didn’t need this – not now. And yet, how could she just ignore the find? It was the first positive proof that her suspicions had been correct. A tangible gift from the past that cried out for the truth to be told.

She fumbled with the tiny gold key and lifted the lid. The black Harlequin danced with his pale Columbine before the smoky mirrors in perfect harmony with the tinny notes of a Strauss waltz, their expressions enigmatic behind their masks.

Miriam eyed the jewel bright colours of the Harlequin’s costume and the dainty frills on Colombine’s dress. It was beautiful, she admitted, and probably very rare, for it was unusual to have a black Harlequin. Yet, even as a child she’d thought there was something eerie about the glazed eyes behind those masks – something prim and stilted in their emotionless embrace. She grimaced. In hindsight, perhaps they’d always known the secret they had hidden beneath them, and that was what made them appear so superior.

The music died and the dancers came to a standstill. Miriam closed the lid and tried to forget about her visitor’s imminent arrival by giving herself up to the sounds and scents of a past she knew only through the stories she’d heard as a child. It was a time when she had yet to be born – but she had still been a silent, innocent witness to the drama that was about to have its final curtain call seventy-five years later.


Chapter One

Ireland 1893

Maureen shivered as she wrapped the thin cloak around her shoulders and waited for Henry. He’d never been this late before and she was beginning to fret. Could something have happened up at the big house? Something that meant he was unable to slip away? She gritted her teeth in an attempt to stop them chattering. The walk from the village into the woods had been long and the rain had plastered her long dark hair to her skin and the icy drips were running down her neck and into her dress. Yet it wasn’t the knife of the wind that chilled her, but the thought they’d been betrayed – that he might not come at all.

Seeking shelter in the doorway of the abandoned gamekeeper’s hut, she leaned against the rough wood of the doorpost and smeared the rain from her face. The day suited her mood well, for the sky had remained leaden and darkness was fast approaching. She would have to leave soon, or she would be missed at home – and she didn’t relish having to face Da, for he would demand an explanation. Yet the fear of missing Henry was even greater, for there were things that had to be discussed. Things that could not wait – not if they were to be resolved before her seventeenth birthday.

The beating of the rain on the broken thatch deadened all sound as she stood there in the fast gathering gloom, and as she peered through the deepening shadows her mind raced through the words she needed to say. They wouldn’t be easy, but she had to keep faith in Henry. Surely he wouldn’t desert her now?

‘Maureen.’

The soft voice made her turn swiftly. He jumped from his horse, and with a sob of pleasure and relief she fell into his open arms. ‘I didn’t think you were coming,’ she gasped.

He dropped the reins and drew her close, resting his chin on the top of her head as they sheltered beneath the tumbledown roof. ‘I very nearly didn’t,’ he said grimly. ‘My brother turned up and Father insisted we discuss the running of the estate. I’m only here because one of the mare’s in foal and having trouble and I volunteered to fetch help.’

He pulled away reluctantly and smoothed the wet hair from her face before cupping her chin in his long, elegant fingers. ‘I’m sorry, my darling. But I can’t stay. Father’s in one of his moods and I daren’t be gone for too long.’

Maureen looked up into his handsome face. Henry Beecham-Fford was twenty-two, and his fair hair clung wetly against his finely sculpted head. The eyes were blue and thickly lashed, the nose long and straight above a neat moustache and sensuous mouth. She took his hand and planted a kiss in the palm. ‘Can you not stay for just a moment?’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve seen so little of you in the past few days, and we never seem to have time to talk.’

He kissed her then, drawing her to him, enfolding her in his arms, the warmth of his embrace flooding through her like a furnace. She melted into him, tasting him, breathing in his scent of fine cologne and damp tweed.

‘I’ll meet you here, tomorrow after the hunt,’ he said as he regretfully pulled away. ‘We can talk then.’ His blue eyes were full of humour as he looked down at her. ‘Whatever it is can’t be that important – we’ve said everything we need to right here, in this kiss.’

She stepped away from him. If he kissed her again she would be lost, and she had to keep her concentration. ‘Henry,’ she began.

He silenced her with a soft finger against her lips. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said firmly. ‘If I stay we run the risk of getting caught, and if I’m to make any headway with Father I need to be seen to be the dutiful son.’ With a hasty kiss he turned away and picked up the reins. Climbing into the saddle he reached down and stroked Maureen’s wet hair. ‘Go home and get dry before you catch your death, and remember that I love you,’ he said. ‘Have faith, my darling. We’ll find a way to be together always. I promise.’

Maureen folded her arms around her waist as he turned the horse’s head and galloped away. She stood there for a long while, listening to the diminishing drumbeat of hoofs and the splatter of the rain in the forest canopy. She had said nothing because it had been obvious he wouldn’t have listened – he was in too much of a hurry – too afraid of their being caught. But she didn’t like the thoughts that were running through her mind. Could she trust him? Or was he just using her?

Henry’s family were wealthy English Protestants. They owned the land that stretched up the hill from the harbour in a spider’s web of stone walls. Land that was sliced into plots hardly wider than the O’Halloran’s best parlour. Land that barely produced a harvest rich enough to feed the tenants who worked it once the rent had been paid. Henry’s heritage forbade their love. Would Henry have the strength to stand against his tyrannical father? Did he love her enough to risk losing everything?

She ducked her head, her arms tight about her waist as she stepped from the shelter of the hut and began to thread her way through the forest. He’d asked her to have faith in him – but could she? Did she dare to hope he would keep his promise that they would be together one day? Would he still want her once the social season began and he was occupied with hunting and shooting and dances up at the big house?

Her feet slipped on the wet leaves as she stumbled over fallen branches and around spiny bushes. She had no choice but to trust his word – not now. But God help her if she was wrong.

The wind seared as she stepped out of the shelter of the trees and on to the track that wound down the hill to the village on the shore. Her hair was whipped from her face as her skirts clung to her legs and flapped around her ankles and she leaned into the wind, chin tucked tightly into the collar of her cloak. Gulls shrieked above the harbour where the fishing boats strained at their moorings and the Atlantic waves thundered against the stone jetty, and the dim glow from the cottage windows was a welcome sight. Almost blinded by tears she struggled down the hill.

She didn’t see the women until it was too late.

*
Henry left Dan Finnigan at the stables, and once he’d made sure his horse was dry and had plenty of feed and water, he dashed across the cobbles to the main house. The rain was heavier now, slashing the night in almost horizontal fury. He hoped Maureen had made it safely home, this wasn’t a night to be abroad.

The thought of Maureen made him smile as he swiftly took the stairs two at a time and crashed into his bedroom. His love for her had come as no surprise, for he’d always adored her, even as a child. He tore off his sodden shirt and trousers and swiftly changed for dinner. Those childhood days had been the best, for although he’d been aware of the divisions in society then, there had been a greater amount of freedom – a freedom that had allowed their friendship to blossom despite their different circumstances.

He sighed as he struggled with the starched collar and gold studs. The onset of adulthood had changed that and the divisions had become even wider. What was it about Ireland that stirred people to such hatred? It was evident on both sides, in the Protestant enclaves and the Catholic slums, but surely there had to be a solution – a way of rescuing this poor, benighted country from the centuries of trouble?

He fixed his bow tie and slipped on his jacket. Eyeing his reflection in the mirror he raised an eyebrow in derision. What did he know about Irish politics, let alone a solution to the eternal fighting? All he knew was that he loved Maureen and was determined to find a way they could be together. So what if she was Catholic and her father one of the troublemakers calling vociferously for Irish Rule?

The uneasy reminder that his own father would vigorously object to any such liaison made him falter as he reached for the door handle. The bigotry was inbred on both sides; did he have the strength of character to defy generations of Beecham-Ffords and follow his heart? Could Maureen break with the fast-held tradition of hatred for the English to run away with him?

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ he muttered as he pulled the door open and strode along the dimly lit landing.

Beecham Hall was a square stone edifice that had been built almost a century before by a wealthy ancestor. It stood in solitary splendour amongst the hills that sheltered Lough Leigh from the westerly winds that roared across the Atlantic. The long, elegant windows looked out over manicured gardens and a sweeping driveway that was lined by topiary hedges. The cobbled stable-yard could be reached through an archway in a mellow stone wall that was smothered in clambering roses and honeysuckle, and the kitchen garden was tucked away behind the vast laundry.

The land surrounding the house was good grazing for the cattle and horses and the woods were stocked with an abundance of pheasant for the shooting parties his father held every year. Fishing in the river that ran down from the Lough to the sea was plentiful, and the herd of deer in the parklands were a graceful sight in the early mornings, but a nightmare for the gamekeeper who had to fend off the poachers.

Henry had lived most of his life at the Hall, preferring the green of Ireland to the bustle and smog of London. There was room to breathe here amongst the verdant hills and on the craggy coastline. An almost mystical quality in the ruined castles and tumbledown cottages, which appealed to his artistic soul. Then of course there was this house. He loved the high ceilings, the delicate plasterwork on the cornices and the cosy window seats where, as a boy, he would sit behind the heavy curtains and read. But most of all he loved the summerhouse. For this was where he could lose himself in his painting.

He stared out into the night from the half-landing, the distant sound of voices coming to him from the drawing room. The summerhouse was out there in the darkness, tucked away in a distant corner of the garden, almost forgotten since Father had had the Orangery erected at the side of the house. He fidgeted with his bow tie and wished he could forego dinner and escape to his sanctuary – to the painting that was so nearly finished. Yet duty called and, with a deep sigh, he hurried on down the last flight of stairs and crossed the hall. The grandfather clock was striking eight as he entered the drawing room.

‘Where the devil have you been?’ demanded Sir Oswald.

Henry eyed his father who was in his usual straddle-legged position in front of the fire. His hair glinted silver in the lamplight and the beautifully cut jacket enhanced a body kept trim by riding to hounds. ‘I’ve been to the village to fetch Dan Finnigan,’ Henry replied evenly. ‘I had to change out of my wet clothes.’

‘Took a long time, old chap,’ drawled Thomas as his piercing eyes trawled Henry’s face for any sign of duplicity. ‘Sure you haven’t got some tasty little colleen tucked away somewhere, what?’ He snorted laughter and smoothed back his light brown hair. ‘Jolly good sport, but a chap’s got to be pretty desperate to be out on a night like this.’

Henry glared at his older brother, his fists tight to his sides as he tamped down on his retort. Thomas had always had a way of goading him – a way of sniffing out a weakness and trampling it in scorn.

‘Ladies present,’ boomed Sir Oswald. ‘Hold your tongue, boy.’

Thomas’ colour heightened and he turned his back on the assembly and joined his wife. Emma was sitting on a low chaise with her needlework, eyes downcast as if afraid to be noticed.

‘Come by the fire dear, and warm yourself.’ Lady Miriam patted the cushions beside her on the couch. Both she and Henry knew how easily arguments broke out in this family and Henry could see how determined she was to avoid confrontation by the tilt of her chin. ‘How’s the mare?’

Henry didn’t dare look at his father as he took a glass of sherry from the silver salver on the side-table and sat next to his mother. His brother’s remark had been too close to the truth and the old bastard’s mind was as keen as a rapier when it came to sniffing out trouble. ‘Finnigan thinks she’ll pull through,’ he said evenly. ‘But this will have to be her last foal. She’s getting too old.’

Lady Miriam’s diamonds flashed in the lamplight as she brushed her hand over her silken skirts. ‘Thank you for going out on a night like this,’ she murmured.

Her piercing blue eyes held him for a long moment before she looked away. But Henry had seen the questions in those eyes, the doubts, and wondered how long he could keep up this ridiculous pretence. Perhaps, after dinner, he should face up to his father – better to initiate the confrontation than to be caught red-handed and on the defensive. Yet he quailed at the thought and a trickle of cold sweat ran down his back as his father pontificated on the vagaries of having to maintain a household in southern Ireland in these times of political trouble.

Henry blocked out the sound of his voice and turned his thoughts to Maureen. He remembered how wet her hair had been. Remembered how chill the wind and how thin her cloak. It was unfair for him to be sheltered so well, to be able to sit in front of this fire warming himself while she traipsed through the rain back to the village. The ache inside him was so strong he had to stifle the groan that rose in his throat. If only they could have more time together. He hated the snatched moments, the secret meetings where every sound could herald their discovery. Something would have to be done – and soon. He couldn’t bear being parted from her any longer.

The dinner seemed to last for ever and the atmosphere was heavy with impending trouble. Sir Oswald ploughed his way silently through the five courses, scarcely bothering to acknowledge the presence of his family. Lady Miriam tried her best to make small talk to fill the long silences and Thomas droned on about the forthcoming election and his confidence in retaining his seat in Parliament.

Thomas’ wife picked at her food, her soft brown hair dull in the gaslight, her wan little face deeply shadowed. She reminded Henry of a small grey mouse he’d once had as a pet in the nursery. But perhaps that was unkind. Poor Emma, he thought as he finally threw aside the napkin and gave up on the dinner. This last set-back was the third miscarriage in as many years – if only Thomas could restrain himself and give the poor little thing time to recover. But that was typical of his older brother. Never a thought for anyone but himself.

The servants brought brandy and cigars and Lady Miriam swept out of the room with Emma scuttling anxiously behind her. Their sense of relief was almost tangible and Henry fidgeted in his chair wishing he could leave with them. The evening had been interminable and he longed for the solitude of his bedroom, the feel of a pencil in his hand and clean, thick paper to sketch on. He wanted to capture Maureen’s face – her wondrous green eyes and dark hair, the softly curved lips and rounded cheeks and the distinctly naughty dimple that appeared when she smiled. She was so perfect. How could anyone fail to love her?

His father’s voice startled him from his thoughts. ‘Had a letter from Brigadier Collingwood this morning,’ he boomed. ‘He’s arranged an interview for you in London next week.’ His beetling brows shadowed narrowed eyes. ‘Time you did something useful instead of lounging around like some effeminate ne’er-do-well.’

Thomas’ sneer wasn’t lost on him, neither was his father’s belligerent glare. Henry took a deep breath and willed himself to remain calm. This was an old, familiar argument, but he had to remain firm. ‘I have no wish to go into the army,’ he said flatly. ‘We’ve had this discussion before, and I have no intention of …’

‘You’ll damn well do as you’re told, you young pup,’ exploded Sir Oswald as his fist connected with the oak table and made the glassware shudder. ‘I will not tolerate this nonsense any longer. You have a duty to the family to find a career and if you refuse to find one for yourself, then you must adhere to my wishes.’

Henry rose from the table as the colour drained from his face and the depth of his anger made him tremble. ‘I have always tried to please you, Father, but it seems that is not possible. I know I have a duty towards you and Mother, but a life in the army or in the church is not for me.’ He took a deep breath. ‘I have a talent – a talent that I happen to think will lead to something really worthwhile if only I’m allowed to pursue it. And I can’t do that if I’m in some foreign battlefield up to my neck in muck and native spears.’

‘Talent!’ The overhanging eyebrows lifted in astonishment then resumed their glowering presence above the smouldering eyes. ‘Balderdash. You take the word of some namby-pamby, so-called artist and think you could make a decent living out of it? Tosh!’ The glassware rattled again and the candles guttered as his fist hit the table. ‘You’re twenty-two years old. Time you grew up.’

Henry stepped away from the table, chin high, determination setting his jaw into a hard line. ‘I’m adult enough to know I will never make a soldier or a cleric,’ he said stiffly. ‘As for the artist you so sneeringly dismiss, he’s just been commissioned by Her Majesty to paint her portrait.’

He clasped his hands behind his back to stop them from trembling and stared his father down. ‘Thomas made his career in politics – it was his choice. You made a career out of cotton mills and mines. I choose to go my own way. All this,’ he gestured towards the panelled room, the crystal and fine oak. ‘All this will never be mine, and as the younger son I must be allowed to follow my own path in life. Why can’t you just accept me for what I am and leave it at that? This argument is an old one and I’m rapidly tiring of it.’

‘How dare you?’ Sir Oswald’s complexion was high, the grey eyes flinty with rage as he shoved back his chair. ‘I’ve a mind to give you a damned thrashing,’ he rasped.

Henry gritted his teeth, the tic in his cheek the only outer evidence of his fury as he remembered those terrible beatings his father doled out when he was younger. ‘I’m not a little boy, Father,’ he said coldly. ‘You can’t beat me into submission any more.’

‘Get out of my sight,’ Sir Oswald roared.

Henry had the fleeting urge to tell his father about Maureen, but Sir Oswald was itching for a fight, and there was no point in adding fuel to the fire. Without a word, Henry left the room.

*
‘Get yer arse outta here, Paddy Dempster and don’t be coming back until you’re sober.’

Paddy stumbled over the doorstep of the Dublin pub as the hefty hand shoved him in the back. He could barely keep his feet and it was only the girl’s arm around his waist that prevented him from falling into the gutter. This wasn’t the first time he’d been thrown out of a public house, and at the age of twenty-nine, he didn’t expect it to be the last. The amount of beer he’d consumed took its toll and he threw up, the vomit splashing unnoticed on his boots and the cuffs of his trousers.

‘I’ll take me custom elsewhere,’ he yelled as he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. ‘Yer stinkin’ ale makes me puke anyway.’

‘Ye’ll be lucky any publican will serve ya, yer drunken bastard,’ retorted the landlord and slammed the door in his face.

Paddy swayed as he stared stupidly at the closed door. ‘I’ll kill him,’ he muttered, his meaty fists curling at his sides.

‘Now, come along, Paddy. You were promising me a fine dinner, and me belly thinks me throat’s been slit.’ The girl nestled her head on his shoulder as she wormed her arm through his and urged him to move.

Paddy stared down at her, trying to think who the hell she was and why he’d promised her dinner. His bleary gaze softened the hard lines of her face, making the bedraggled hair and grubby neck look almost appealing. But he could smell her, even above his own stench, and the remains of the ale he’d consumed earlier roiled in his gut.

‘Come on,’ she persisted, her voice becoming shrill. ‘Is it all night you’ll be making me wait?’

‘Shove off,’ he muttered. ‘Let a man be.’ He unhooked her grasping fingers and pushed her away. He was a big man, and strong, especially with the weight of several pints inside him. The girl, caught unawares, fell against the wall of the public house and slid into the gutter.

Paddy lurched into a shambling trot. He needed to get away from her. Away from the noise of the pub and the stink of the alleyway. His guts were grumbling, the bile bitter in his mouth as her screech of venom followed him down into the darkness.

‘You owe me,’ she yelled as she leaped on his back. Her hands were talons reaching for his eyes, her legs wrapped around him like a vice. ‘Pay up yer bastard, or I’ll have the law on yer!’

He shook her off like a dog shed rain and she fell once more on to the rough cobbles. ‘Give me my money,’ she screamed as she rose in one swift movement and went for him again. ‘Help! Police! Police! I’m being robbed,’ she yelled as he pushed her away and tried to continue his unsteady progress down the lane. ‘Stop thief!’

Paddy saw red – it was a cloud of scarlet that encompassed his bleary world and filled his aching head. He had to shut her up. Had to silence her before the law turned up. He turned swiftly, his large hand grabbing the scrawny neck, cutting off the stream of vitriol that was slicing through his head. Then he was squeezing, squeezing, squeezing. He needed silence, peace, time to think, to ease the terrible pain in his belly and in his head, and it wasn’t until she’d stopped struggling that he realised something was wrong.

He stared in bewildered fascination as the whore’s eyes bulged and her tongue protruded. He felt her go limp and released her. She fell to the ground like a rag doll. With a cautious dig of his boot he gave her a prod and when she didn’t react he grunted in stupefied horror. He was for it now. The law would be here any minute and with his record his neck would surely be stretched this time.

He cast a sharp glance over his shoulder as he heard the police whistles and tramp of army boots echoing through the tenement alleyways. The effects of the beer were swept away. Nothing like the threat of the hangman’s noose to sober a man, he thought sourly.

For a big man he moved swiftly through the shadows, but it was a skill honed from over twenty years of living on the outside of the law. A skill he’d had to learn very young to survive on the streets.

Paddy wove in and out of the labyrinthine jumble of rickety houses and noisy taverns until he reached the river. The Liffey was the colour of molten lead beneath the scudding clouds and sour-faced moon, and Paddy swiftly clambered over the low stone wall and hid in a narrow culvert beneath one of the bridges. He could smell the rancid waste on the riverbank and the cold green murk of the water as it slid past him in oiled silence.

He squatted in the dank and malodorous hiding place and shivered as he wrapped his arms around his waist. The jacket was worn, the shirt beneath it thin and patched. What he wouldn’t do now for the mean little room in the Welsh Valleys – for the cool darkness of a coal pit that put money in his pocket and food in his belly. Why the hell had he come back to Ireland?

With a grimace he buried his grizzled chin in his collar and stared out at the reflection of the moon on the scummy water. London had proved too dangerous, and he’d escaped the law by the skin of his teeth too many times to push his luck further. Having headed for Wales he’d found work and comradeship in the tiny mountain mining village, but his sticky fingers couldn’t remain idle for long and he’d almost been caught during the robbery of a nearby public house.

He scrubbed his face with his callused hands. Ireland was supposed to be a refuge – a return home to people who cared what happened to him. But Mam was dead, his brothers and sisters dispersed to all corners of the world in search of their fortune. Even the old cottage was occupied by strangers and no one knew what had happened to Da. He’d simply left home one morning and had never returned.

‘I’ve got to get out of here,’ he breathed. ‘Got to find a way to make something of myself before the hangman gets me.’

*
Kate Kelly held the baby tightly as she stepped out of the shadows behind the curtain and watched the man run down the alley. Her heart was drumming and her mouth was parched. She’d seen his face clearly in the light from the pub, and knew she would never forget him.

A shiver ran through her as she looked back at the still figure lying in the filth of the backstreet alley. The girl looked so young, so vulnerable, with her dirty hair floating in the rain-filled gutter, her tiny hands open to the sky. Kate crossed herself and muttered a prayer as the police and army arrived. The girl was dead, for the love of God, why slap her around as if she was a piece of meat?

Kate flinched as one of the men looked up. His eyes were narrowed, searching for witnesses, and Kate melted back into the shadows. If she told them what she’d seen she would bring trouble to the family – and they didn’t need that, they had troubles enough already.

The baby whimpered in its sleep and she held him close, murmuring comforting words into his downy hair. Her newest baby brother was a delight, but his arrival had exhausted Mam. Da was worse than useless when it came to helping out with the other nine children so it had fallen on Kate’s narrow shoulders to keep things running smoothly until Mam was better. Not that Da was afraid of hard work to provide for his ever-growing family and would come home ashen with weariness from the tannery.

She put the baby on the mattress next to the other sleeping children and returned to the window. The body had been removed and the alley had once again returned to its raucous usual self.

‘What are you looking at? I thought I heard shouting earlier.’

The soft voice made her start and she turned. ‘You should be resting,’ she said gently as she noticed the dark shadows around Mam’s eyes and the almost alabaster sheen to her skin.

‘Ach. I’ll sleep long enough once I’m dead,’ retorted Finola Kelly with a dismissive wave of her hand. She pulled the thin shawl around her narrow shoulders. ‘So what’s been happening down there? Another cat fight amongst the whores?’

Kate told her what she’d seen, making scant mention of the man she could have described so clearly. ‘Let’s get you back to bed,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘Da will be on his way and he’ll be angry if he finds you up and about so soon.’

‘Your Da will not have the eyes in his head to know anything. He’ll be that tired, he’ll fall asleep standing up.’ Finola Kelly gripped her daughter’s arms and looked deep into her eyes. ‘Don’t get caught like me, Kate,’ she said urgently. ‘Get out of this place before it brings you down.’

‘Mam?’ Kate stepped back from the ferocity of her mother’s gaze. She had never heard her speak like this before. ‘Is that how you see us all – a trap?’

‘Ach girl, you’re old enough to understand what I mean. Things are changing in the world and you’re young enough to make the most of it.’ The work-worn hand took a strand of Kate’s dark hair and smoothed it back from her face. ‘You’re eighteen; older than I was when I had you. Don’t make the same mistake as me, thinking this is all life has to offer. You have a good head on your shoulders, Kate, don’t waste it.’

‘I know things are tough right now,’ Kate stammered. ‘But when I get back to work in the tannery the extra money will make things easier.’

‘That’s not what I’m saying,’ snapped Finola. ‘Leave Ireland. Go across the water – further if you’ve a mind. Don’t stay here and rot like the rest of us, Kate, for this is as good as it gets for us Catholics.’

Kate felt a tingle of excitement, yet it was laced with fear. These few rooms in the back street of Dublin were all she knew. The thought of leaving her family, of travelling across the water to begin a new life amongst strangers was something she had never seriously contemplated – until now. Her imagination soared. She’d heard about the Americas and the new colonies of Australia from the families whose sons and daughters had ventured there and sent money home. She’d listened to the stories of the wide, open spaces, of the air that was supposed to be so clean and fresh it hurt the lungs, and of the opportunities to be had in these far-off places, where class and religion were no barrier to finding a fortune.

Yet common sense told her she was only dreaming. She slowly shook her head. ‘I don’t know …’ she began.

Finola’s hand rested on her arm. Her voice was low, with a hint of urgency about it that could not be ignored. ‘Look at your future if you stay,’ she hissed. ‘Murder in the streets, sharing a house with three families, no money. If you stay you’ll be trapped. With a baby every year and your mind turning to dust.’

She shook her head, her dark curls glinting with the first strands of grey, as she turned to look at her sleeping children. ‘I want more for you than this, Kate.’

Kate eyed the other children. They lay tightly packed like herrings on a slab, and she knew that before morning the mattress would be sodden. She took a deep breath and for the first time realised how dank and fetid the two rooms were at the top of this crowded house. In the new light of promise she suddenly became aware of the ripe and potent mixture of unwashed bodies and old cooking smells that overlaid the grime of poverty and sharp tang of urine-soaked napkins and blankets. ‘But how …?’ she began.

‘I’ve not been laying there with me brain idle,’ said Finola with a briskness that belied her obvious weariness. ‘I’ve had a word with Father Pat, and there’s a position at the presbytery in Liverpool.’

Kate eyed her mother, the hope rising above the fear of the unknown. ‘Liverpool?’ It wasn’t the colonies, but it was further than she’d travelled before.

‘Aye. They need a housekeeper.’ Finola wrapped her arm around Kate’s waist. ‘It’ll be easier work than in the tannery and three meals a day. A good start for a new life out of this place.’

Kate stared out through the window onto the rain-washed cobbles below. It was as if the girl had never existed, for there was no sign of her, no one to mourn. As for her murderer – he was long gone – an anonymous face in the darkness of lost hope that permeated these alleyways. She glanced at her mother and saw the weariness in her eyes and in the drag of lines either side of her mouth. Yes, she decided. It was time to leave if she was ever to make anything of her life.

*
The women were bedraggled, the hems of their homespun dresses sodden with the mud they’d been standing in as they waited for Maureen. Their expressions were grim, their mouths tight, angry lines. In silent accord they surrounded her.

Maureen did her best to hide the fear and shouted against the wind. ‘What do you want?’

The screech of the seagulls and the pounding of the waves against the harbour wall was the only reply as the women tightened the circle around her.

Maureen looked desperately into the faces of women she’d known all her short life. These were girls she’d played with as a child, women she’d worked with in the peat bogs and thought were friends. But there was no gleam of pity in their merciless eyes, no sign of friendship – merely a glazed, almost puritanical euphoria as they surrounded her, pressed in on her, leaving her no place to run.

‘Please,’ she begged. ‘What is it you want?’ She sought the eyes of her best friend, Regan, knowing what the answer would be – knowing the punishment they would mete out. ‘Why are you doing this?’ she breathed.

Regan lifted her chin, her fiery hair a demonic halo about her head, eyes bright with the light of zealous righteousness. ‘As if you didn’t know,’ she snapped. ‘We saw you with that bastard Englishman. Laying down like the whore that you are! You’re not wanted here, Maureen O’Halloran.’

Her pulse was racing so fast she could barely breathe. ‘Then I’ll be going,’ she stammered. ‘Let me pass.’ She took a tentative step forward.

The screams of the gulls were drowned in the banshee howl of rage as they closed in. Hands tore at her clothes, dirty nails gouged and heavy boots thudded as they stripped her naked. She could smell their sweat, their unwashed bodies and their sodden clothes as she tried to fight them off. Could feel the nails rip, the fingers pinch and poke as their hot breath steamed in the cold air. Could barely focus on the names they called her as the babel of vitriol poured down on her.

Maureen’s fear gave her a strength she didn’t know she had and she fought back, fist for fist, nail for nail, kick for kick. But there were too many of them, with a strength honed by hours tilling the fields and an insatiable thirst for what they saw as justice they grasped her legs and arms and turned her over until her face was pressed into the ground.

‘I can’t breathe,’ she screamed as she tried to rid herself of the mud that oozed into her mouth and nose. She struggled to lift her head, but the air was punched from her lungs as someone jumped on her back.

Maureen kicked out, hands windmilling in an effort to rid herself of the weight and gain some air into her aching lungs. Her boot found a target and it was a minor satisfaction to hear the grunt that followed. Yet retribution was swift as the kick was returned and found her ribs.

‘Keep still you bitch,’ hissed Regan as she leaned forward from her perch on Maureen’s back and yanked her hair. ‘You can’t escape, so you might as well take your punishment.’

Maureen’s neck arched as the tug on her hair was increased to the point where she thought it would surely be ripped from her head. Her pleas went unheard. Her sobs and weakening struggles were ignored as the scissors were flourished and they began to hack off her hair. The blades were sharp, the aim careless and blood began to trickle warmly down her face and neck.

Maureen froze, terrified the sharp point might find her eyes, and when they were done and Regan had climbed off her back with one last, vicious jab of her knee, she collapsed in the mud.

Yet the ordeal wasn’t over. Rough hands began to smear something over her head and down her body, insolent fingers relishing the anointing of punishment. It burned where they’d cut her and stung with such intensity she cried out. The fumes told her what it was and she began to whimper with fear. Tar.

‘Fine feathers for a fine lady,’ said one of the women with a harsh laugh as she opened the burlap sack. The chicken feathers flurried and settled. Hands pressed them down, entangling them in the tufts of remaining hair, coating her battered body until she was smothered.

‘Ripe for plucking,’ screeched another woman. This remark was met with screams of salacious laughter as the women stepped away, turned their backs and headed arm-inarm down the hill towards the village.

Maureen curled her knees protectively against her chest and lay there in the mud and the rain exhausted, too sore to move, too shocked to think. She heard the voices fade as the screeching, wheeling gulls drowned them out. Felt the tar burn into her skin, its feather coating tugged by the wind. She could still feel the heat of the women’s hatred and the vicious strength in their fingers. The thought of having to go back to the village was terrifying, yet she knew she couldn’t stay here. Knew she must find some way of cleaning herself before the tar became impossible to remove.

She finally sat up and carefully touched her ravaged head. The scars would heal, the hair would grow back, but until it did she would be marked as surely as Cain.

Her clothes lay around her in tatters. The long hanks of black hair curled in the mud like forlorn snakes. She gathered up her cloak, which mercifully had escaped too much damage, and pulled it around her shoulders, tugging the hood over her head almost to her eyes. It was sodden with mud and rain, but it was the only protection she had against the elements.

Minutes passed before she could summon the strength to struggle to her feet. Wincing from the kick in the ribs and shivering uncontrollably from the shock of the brutality of the attack, she folded the cloak around her and stared down towards the village. She had nowhere else to go but home, but how was she to face her parents? Her father?

Michael O’Halloran was not a man to appreciate being shamed by his eldest daughter’s indiscretion – especially with an Englishman – not a man who would side with his daughter once he discovered the reason behind the attack. He was fiercely Irish, with a hatred for the English landowners that coloured his view on life. Maureen knew that far from consoling her, he would take his belt to her to re-enforce the lesson that had been meted out today.

The memory of other beatings terrified her, and she wondered if she could somehow sneak into the house without him seeing. Yet she knew that would be impossible. The cottage consisted of only two rooms and she shared the alcove bed with her three younger sisters. Even if Da was away on one of his secret trips to the north there was always the chance her mother would be sitting by the fire awaiting his return.

Maureen looked over her shoulder to the woods she’d left earlier. Perhaps it would be better to try and wash away the tar and feathers in the Lough? She dismissed the idea immediately. It was a good half hour walk to Lough Leigh and it would mean crossing Sir Oswald’s land and running the risk of getting caught by his gamekeeper, Fergus. She was too tired, too cold, in too much pain to even contemplate such a journey. There was nothing else for it, but to return home.

‘Henry,’ she whimpered as the rain washed away the last vestiges of courage. ‘Where are you when I need you? Can you not hear me calling you?’

She sniffed back the tears and dismissed her words as fantasy – for how would an Englishman understand the vagaries of an Irish belief in things mystical – of course he couldn’t sense her pain, her bewilderment. He was but a man – a stranger when it came to truly understanding the Irish mind. She huddled into the cloak and began the long descent towards the fishing village.

The stone cottage was one of five in a short terrace that clung to the edge of the steep hill and overlooked the harbour. The thatch needed repairing, but the windows were clean, the paint fresh on the door. The soft low of the milk cow came from the byre that was divided off from the main room and the chickens clucked their annoyance at being disturbed as she opened the back gate and stepped into the muddy yard. The light from the fire in the hearth flickered through the window and she peeked in.

Bridie O’Halloran was in her usual place beside the fire, sewing on her lap as her toe rocked the rough wooden cradle in which her three-month-old baby slept. Her eyes were deeply bruised with weariness, her thin face drooping with an age beyond her thirty-three years as she sat there amongst the drying clothes.

Maureen bit her lip. There was no sign of Da. Perhaps it would be safe to confide in Mam?

Bridie looked up from her sewing as the cold wind and rain blew in to the room with her eldest daughter. ‘Holy Mother of God,’ she gasped. ‘What on earth?’ The sewing fell to the floor, the cradle and baby forgotten as she rose from the rocking chair.

Maureen closed the door and hurried to the fire. Holding out her hands to the warmth she found she couldn’t stop shivering. Yet it wasn’t just the cold that made her tremble – but the thought of her Da’s return. ‘I’m sorry, Mam,’ she said stammered. ‘I’m so sorry. But I didn’t know where else to go.’

Bridie reached out and snatched back the hood. Her trembling fingers raced to her mouth as her eyes widened in horror. ‘What have you done?’ she whispered. ‘Dear God in heaven what have you done?’

‘It doesn’t matter, Mam,’ replied Maureen as she hurriedly fetched the tub from the back of the door and filled it with hot water from the kettle that always hung over the range. ‘I have to get clean before Da gets home. If he sees me like this he’ll …’

A shaft of fear shot through Bridie’s eyes and a sob escaped as she made the sign of the cross. ‘Quick, quick, he’ll be home soon, he’s only gone to Donovan’s for a drink.’

Maureen’s fingers were clumsy as she dropped the cloak.

Bridie’s eyes narrowed and she again made the sign of the cross. ‘Whose is it?’ she snapped with icy contempt.

Maureen began plucking the feathers from the mess smeared on her body. Her fingers were clumsy in their haste as she glanced repeatedly towards the door. ‘Henry’s,’ she admitted.

‘Hen …? God love us. Does he know?’ Bridie’s voice was sharp, her eyes sparking with something akin to disgust.

‘Not yet. I was going to tell him tonight.’ Maureen threw the feathers into the fire and watched the flames engulf them. ‘But he could only stay a minute and …’

The slap was as unexpected as it was sharp, burning her cheek, making her head fill with dark clouds. ‘You stupid bitch,’ spat Bridie. Her voice rose as she grasped Maureen’s arms and shook her. ‘You’re no better than a whore. A stupid little tart to be used and thrown away by the likes of them. Fine words and fancy ways he might have, but he doesn’t care for you – you’re just an amusement to fill his time when he hasn’t got anything else better to do.’

The tears came then and she turned away and folded her arms around her skinny waist. ‘Your Da will kill you,’ she whispered. ‘Kill us both if he finds out. You’ve got to go. Now. Before he comes back.’

Maureen shot an anxious look to the door before she sank into the hot water and began to scrub at the mess. ‘I can’t go like this,’ she said through gritted teeth. The combination of the tar, the cuts and bruises and the lye soap was almost unbearable – and coming so soon after the attack, her mother’s reaction was devastating.

‘What’s happening, Mam?’ The sleepy voice came from the alcove as the three little girls emerged from behind the curtain.

‘Go back to bed,’ ordered Bridie with a sharpness that brooked no argument. She shot anxious glances at the clock and the back door, expecting any minute to be discovered by her husband as she stuffed the remaining feathers into old newspaper and threw them on the fire. She began to mutter, the words of the rosary coming in an incomprehensible stream as she grabbed the scrubbing brush and set about cleaning Maureen’s back.

‘Be quiet,’ she snapped in response to Maureen’s cry of protest. ‘You only have yourself to blame. When I think of all the times I’ve warned you to keep yourself pure. God only knows what Father Paul will say.’

‘It’s none of his damn business,’ retorted Maureen as she bit down on the yelp of pain as her mother scrubbed her back with a ferocity that surely wasn’t needed.

Another slap, this time to the back of Maureen’s tortured head. ‘Mind your mouth, girl,’ Bridie muttered. ‘Tis bad enough you bring disgrace to this house without using such language.’

Maureen didn’t bother to apologise, when Mam was in this mood it was best to keep silent.

‘Who did this to you?’ Bridie demanded, her voice softer now as if she’d suddenly realised how thin the walls were between the cottages.

‘Every woman who could make it up the hill,’ snapped Maureen as she retrieved the brush and tried to clean her arms. ‘They enjoyed it too. Should have seen their faces. Even Regan Donovan was there.’

‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ said Bridie grimly as she snatched clean clothes from the pile beside the hearth. ‘We’ll be shunned. Work’s difficult enough to come by without this.’ Her work-worn hand rested on the slender shoulder in a fleeting moment of intimacy that only two women could share.

It was a touch that told Maureen her mother did care, but she suspected Bridie didn’t know how to deal with this terrible thing that had come into their lives for it was outside her understanding.

‘Why, Maureen? For the love of
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